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Computer simulations and the scientific mod-

els of natural and social phenomena that they uti-

lize have been a focus of philosophers of science 

for the last two decades. Discussions and debates 

regarding their various epistemological features 

and the exact nature of the scientific insights they 

provide are increasingly relevant to a variety of 

academic and social issues. They have been com-

pared with both experimental techniques and theo-

retical inferences, and numerous specific cases 

have been thoroughly analyzed. Moreover, these 

scientific techniques have been central to tackling 

pressing global issues, such as climate change or 

the covid-19 pandemic. This makes answering the 

philosophical questions concerning them extremely 

important. We thus invite submissions that address 

the epistemology and ethics of computer simula-

tions and modeling across scientific fields.  

We are interested in submissions addressing 

various philosophically relevant epistemic features 

of different types of computer simulations in sci-

ence, such as agent-based and equation-based simu-

lations. These features include the categorizations 

and definitions of computer simulations, questions 

of their validation, as well as similarities and dif-

ferences between simulations and scientific exper-

imentation; we especially encourage case-based 

studies of computer simulations exploring phenom-
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ena of current wider interest. We also welcome 

novel and less discussed philosophical takes on the 

topic, including the controversies that the results of 

simulations generate within the scientific commu-

nity and the public, the way they inform policy, and 

the criteria that underlie their interpretation in vari-

ous scientific, public, and political contexts. 

 

     From the Editorial Board of  

     Balkan Journal of Philosophy  
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Abstract: 

The present paper intends to show that computer 

simulations used in science are akin to fiction. Starting 

from the problem of defining computer simulation, the 

paper discusses the uses and disadvantages of simulations 

in science. Computer simulations have a representational 

function, but they do not resemble the phenomena that 

they purport to represent. Computer simulations do not 

preserve the content of the models, input data, and 

theories from which they proceed, since the content is 

modified by computational processes. Because of the 

complexities of these processes, we cannot control or test 

the methods used to process the content of computer 

simulations. Still, simulations may help to explain the 

behaviour of a possible aspect of the phenomenon under 

examination. Although their role in doing so may be 

limited,  by conforming to and immersing us in the 

worldview of science, simulations, thus reinforce the 

intuitions of the existing body of scientific knowledge, 

and similarly to the “believable fiction” described by John 

Woods, provide genuine understanding. 

 

Key words: computer simulations, analogue simula-

tions, experiments, measurement, theoretical models, 

fictions. 

 
1. Introduction 
The present paper will discuss the roles of com-

puter simulations in science while trying to show 

that computer simulations are like fiction. The dis-

cussion relies on recent studies of the philosophical 

problems regarding computer simulations: the prob-

lem of defining computer simulations (Section 2), 

epistemological problems regarding the use of com-

puter simulations in science (Section 3 and Section 

4), and a comparison between computer simulations 

and fiction (Section 5). On the one hand, the paper 

relies heavily on the studies of computer simulations 

by Eric Winsberg, Paul Humphreys, R.I.G. Hughes, 

Anouk Barberousse, and other eminent theorists 

from the field. On the other hand, it relies on John 

Woods’ study of fiction, his book Truth in Fiction 

(Woods, 2018). Based as it is on these well-known 

studies, the paper does not provide new insights into 

the fundamental nature of computer simulation or 

fiction. Rather, it provides a new perspective on 

these phenomena, shedding light on the similarity 

between them (with emphasis on simulations used in 

science), to reveal the implicit theses that underlie 

any “believable fiction” as well as any computer 

simulation. 

 

2. Defining Computer Simulations 
With the development of computational tech-

nology, computer simulations have developed as a 

means of representation. In these terms, computer 

simulations are the media that use computational 

programmes to represent and explore phenomena of 

interest. One of the first uses of computers in science 

was concerned with solving mathematical problems 
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in nuclear physics. In 1946, Stanislaw Ulam pre-

sented the idea of using computers for the statistical 

calculations in mathematical physics (i.e. regarding 

problems of neutron diffusion) to John von Neu-

mann (Eckhard, 1987, p. 131). Von Neumann was 

taken by this idea, believing that “the statistical ap-

proach is very well suited to a digital treatment” 

(Eckhard, 1987, p. 131). Von Neumann outlined 

how this method could solve neutron diffusion and 

multiplication problems in fission devices for the 

case “of ‘inert’ criticality”, which was the first for-

mulation of Monte Carlo computation for a comput-

ing machine. This use of computers in science, 

which Ulam and von Neumann envisioned, is often 

regarded as a forerunner of computer simulations. 

Because the computational capacities of com-

puter simulations are used, above all, for mathemati-

cal problem solving, computer simulations are de-

fined primarily in that regard. According to Hum-

phreys’ working definition: “A computer simulation 

is any computer-implemented method for exploring 

the properties of mathematical models where ana-

lytic methods are unavailable” (Humphreys, 1990, p. 

501). In this narrow sense, computer simulations are 

defined as programmes used on computers to ex-

plore the behaviour of mathematical models that 

represent an approximation of certain aspects of 

actual phenomena. In a broad sense, computer simu-

lations can be understood as an encompassing 

method used for exploring different systems, in sci-

ences and outside of it. In these terms, simulations 

cannot be reduced to mathematics, since they require 

an imaginative capacity for choosing models, draw-

ing inferences from these models, and interpreting 

and presenting them in a credible manner. Therefore, 

processes associated with computer simulations 

include model selection, application of the models 

that can be run on a computer, and calculation of the 

output of algorithms, in addition to visualization of 

data and data analysis (Winsberg, 2019). This defini-

tion is consistent with the definition by Eric Wins-

berg, according to which true simulation has the 

following characteristics: 

– Successful simulation studies do more than 

compute numbers. They make use of a variety of 

techniques (most of which, pace Hughes, involve 

imaging in one way or another) to draw inferences 

from these numbers. 

– Simulations make creative use of calculational 

techniques that can only be motivated extra-

mathematically and extra-theoretically. As such, 

unlike simple computations that can be carried out 

on a computer, the results of simulations are not 

automatically reliable. Much effort and expertise 

goes into deciding which simulation results are reli-

able and which are not (Winsberg, 2003, p. 111). 

Winsberg refers to Hughes’ general account of 

theoretical representation, according to which any 

theoretical model represents an actual phenomenon 

in terms of denotation, demonstration, and interpre-

tation (DDI account) (Hughes, 1999, p. 125). Ac-

cording to Hughes, a theoretical model denotes 

something not in the sense of referring to an actual 

object but rather dealing with a class of systems – 

some actual, others merely possible (Hughes, 1997, 

p. S330). It suffices to say that the elements of a 

theoretical model could denote a physically possible 

fictional system (Hughes, 1999, p. 127). From a 

theoretical model, from its behaviour and internal 

dynamics, we can derive hypothetical conclusions 

about the world, and arrive at new or novel facts, 

such as predictions. In these terms, predictions are 

demonstrated from theoretical models (Hughes, 

1997, p. S332). The conclusions that are demon-

strated within a model also have to be interpreted in 

terms of the phenomena that the model represents. 

However, as Hughes suggests, a model does not 

provide a faithful representation of a phenomenon 

but only the best explanation of the behaviour of a 

system, a possible aspect of a phenomenon (Hughes, 

1999, p. 127).  

Hughes proposes the DDI account not as “a set 

of speech acts individually necessary and jointly 

sufficient for an act of theoretical representation to 

take place”, but rather as a method for examining 

theoretical models (Hughes, 1997, p. S329). Follow-

ing Nelson Goodman’s dictum that “denotation is 

the core of representation and is independent of re-

semblance” (Goodman, 1968, p. 5), a theoretical 

model is a symbol that refers to an actual phenome-

non, without a need to be similar to it. However, 

since a theoretical model represents a possible phe-

nomenon, it is a case of indeterminate denotation in 

which it would be irrelevant to denote an actual ob-

ject. As in Goodman’s example, the identity of the 

man in Rembrandt’s Landscape with a Huntsman is 

not relevant, even if he were an actual person, be-

cause the Landscape is simply a man-picture, a pic-

ture that represents a man (Goodman, 1968, p. 26). 

Likewise, a simulation of a black hole does not have 

to represent an actual black hole, for it is a possible 

black-hole-representation constituted by our best 

theories. 
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3. The Uses of Computer Simulations in Sci-

ence 
In philosophy, computer simulations are usually 

discussed in a broad sense, while they are defined as 

a function of models of certain kinds. However, 

“model” as a term is rather vague since its use is not 

fixed and depends on the context. Nelson Goodman 

pointed out: 

Few terms are used in popular and scientific 

discourse more promiscuously than ‘model’. 

A model is something to be admired and emu-

lated, a pattern, a case in point, a type, a pro-

totype, a specimen, a mock-up, a mathemati-

cal description – almost anything from a na-

ked blonde to a quadratic equation – and may 

bear to what it models almost any relation of 

symbolization (Goodman, 1968, p. 171). 

Different models are used in simulations. Ac-

cording to Winsberg (1999), any simulation model-

ling process starts from the theory used to describe 

the phenomenon of interest, from which we formu-

late models in the following hierarchical order: a 

mechanical model, a dynamical model, a computa-

tional model, and as a result, a model of the phe-

nomenon. A mechanical model is a characterization 

of the phenomenon, which merely resembles it such 

that we can apply the theory. This kind of model is a 

“simulacrum”, as claimed by Nancy Cartwright 

(Cartwright, 1983). According to Cartwright’s simu-

lacrum account of models, “[a] model is a work of 

fiction. Some properties ascribed to objects in the 

model will be genuine properties of the objects 

modelled, but others will be merely properties of 

convenience” (Cartwright, 1983, p. 153). With a 

specific class of parameters, boundary values, and 

initial conditions, from a mechanical model, we can 

formulate a dynamical model (Winsberg, 1999, pp. 

279–81). From a dynamical model, with the ad hoc 

modelling assumptions, approximations, and reduc-

tion of degrees of freedom, we can formulate a com-

putational model (Winsberg, 1999, pp. 281–3). And 

from a computational model, with the use of imag-

ing techniques, data analysis, and interpretation, we 

formulate a model of the phenomenon (Winsberg, 

1999, pp. 283–4). As with creating a mechanical 

model, all the ad hoc modelling assumptions, ap-

proximations, and interpretation during a simulation 

process are for the sake of convenience, to create a 

model that is in the theory’s range, in order to pro-

vide the best explanation of the phenomenon. 

In contrast to computer simulations, which use 

computational platforms to create a model of the 

phenomenon of interest, analogue simulations use a 

non-computational modelling framework. This mod-

elling framework creates the models under experi-

mental conditions. For example, physicists use a 

“dumb hole”
1
 phenomenon from the mechanics of 

fluids to create an analogue simulation of a black 

hole, under experimental conditions, for research of 

a black hole event horizon phenomenon (i.e. Hawk-

ing radiation) (Unruh, 1981; Unruh, 1995; Unruh, 

2008). Here, because physicists can achieve the iso-

morphic relation between the modelling of the dumb 

hole phenomenon from the mechanics of fluids and 

the modelling of the behaviour of the quantum field 

near the black hole event horizon, a dumb hole can 

provide a suitably modelled simulation of a black 

hole and related phenomena. Although an ade-

quately modelled dumb hole would be a convenient 

analogy for a black hole, it would still be a simula-

crum in Cartwright’s terms. As Dardashti and others 

(Dardashti et al., 2015, p. 12) claim, “[m]odelling 

frameworks almost always involve idealizations, and 

hence they are usually adequate only under a certain 

domain of conditions” (Dardashti et al., 2015, p. 12). 

Models are tools of convenience and are only  “ac-

curate to a certain desired degree” (ibid.). 

Whether analogue or computational, simula-

tions always start from theories. To apply a theory, 

we need a model as a guide to characterizing the 

phenomenon of interest as a recognizable system. If 

models, as well as simulations, provide a characteri-

zation of the system that is recognized as adequate 

by scientific experts, then they can generate predic-

tions, explanations, or even pieces of evidence that 

can support or falsify scientific theories. The role of 

simulations in science is like the role of experiments, 

although simulations can be used when experiments 

are not feasible or suitable to perform, for instance 

due to cost or ethical restrictions. 

Some theorists claim simulations are, in a meth-

odological sense, the same as experiments. Stephen 

D. Norton and Frederick Suppe (Norton & Suppe, 

2001) try to support the thesis that adequate simula-

tions run on computers can “realize” a model of a 

physical system. When the models are adequate and 

the conditions satisfied, computer simulations can 

research actual phenomena, as phenomena can be 

experimentally produced by the manipulation and 

control conditions. Briefly put, from this perspec-

                                                 
1
 The term “dumb hole” refers to the sonic analogue of 

black holes, named (from the expression “deaf and 
dumb”) by W. G. Unruh (Unruh, 2008, p. 2907). 
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tive, simulations are experiments in silico. In addi-

tion, some theorists discuss observation and meas-

urement in silico in a specific sense. Computational 

methods are used in chemistry (i.e. in molecular 

mechanics) to determine the behaviour of chemical 

structures in conditions which cannot be produced 

experimentally for different reasons. For example, 

ab initio simulations (simulations that start from the 

first principle) in molecular dynamics can be used in 

the research of material properties under extreme 

conditions, such as extremely high pressure and 

temperature (Gygi & Galli, 2005). According to 

Gygi and Galli, these simulations “provide direct 

evidence of various chemical species appearing (and 

disappearing) during the early stages of the decom-

position” (Gygi & Galli, 2005, p. 29–30). Some 

theorists hold that the results of computer simula-

tions used in a measurement constitute the meas-

urement outcome (Parker, 2017). Because of the 

advantages of the use of computer simulations in 

measurement, the National Institute of Standards and 

Technology (NIST) of the United States has funded 

a programme for the research of reliability of meas-

urement in silico. 

 

4. Two Epistemological Problems Concern-

ing the Use of Computer Simulations in Science 
Theoretical models, as well as simulations, have 

a representational role. However, if the core of rep-

resentation is denotation independent of resem-

blance, as claimed by Goodman, how accurate and 

reliable are simulations used for observations and 

measurement? We emphasise two principal prob-

lems with the application of computer simulations in 

science, drawn from Anouk Barberousse and Marion 

Vorms (Barberousse & Vorms, 2014). First, there is 

the failure of content-preservation, for the content of 

the models, input data, and theory from which a 

simulation starts are “not strictly preserved through-

out the computational process of the simulation” 

(Barberousse & Vorms, 2014, p. 3596). Second, 

there is the loss of epistemic control – “human 

agents cannot follow the successive steps of the 

computational process” (Barberousse & Vorms, 

2014, p. 3596). Citing these problems, one could 

potentially deny that the use of computer simulations 

in science is justified. In traditional terms, scientific 

claims should be supported by direct empirical evi-

dence or be inferred (deductively or inductively) 

from other well-supported scientific claims. So, 

from the traditional point of view, if input data de-

rived from a piece of empirical evidence processed 

by the computational system is not strictly preserved 

in the simulation, we can question the results of the 

simulation. Also, if we cannot control or test the 

method used to process input in a computer simula-

tion, the results of the simulation are not warranted. 

 Regardless of these problems, computer 

simulations are widely used in scientific practice 

today. To justify the use of computer simulations, I 

claim that the epistemology of simulations should be 

regarded differently from the epistemology of the 

traditional view of science. That is, rather than deny-

ing altogether the explanatory power of simulations 

according to traditional scientific assumptions, we 

can compare the way we gain knowledge using 

simulations with the way we engage with and learn 

from fiction. 

 

5. Computer Simulations and Fictions: Com-

parison
2
 

Although simulations and fiction do not directly 

represent phenomena of interest (either scientific or 

aesthetic), they represent a certain situation within 

the context familiar to us, and this situation con-

forms to actual phenomena. For example, when we 

read Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories about Sherlock 

Holmes and his adventures, we experience ourselves 

holding that it is true that Holmes lives in London, at 

221B Baker Street, because of plausible descriptions 

in the stories, etc. Yet in fact, 221B Baker Street did 

not exist in the 19
th
 century when, according to Co-

nan Doyle’s stories, Holmes lived there. Needless to 

say, Holmes is not a real person but a fictional char-

acter. Analogously, when a simulation of a black 

hole is run on a computer, the model is believable. 

However, because it is an idealized representation 

that employs different approximations, black hole 

simulation strictly speaking cannot be accurate, al-

                                                 
2
 Agatonović’s paper “The fiction of simulation: a critique 

of Bostrom’s simulation argument” (Agatonović, 2021) 
intends to show that Bostrom’s argument (Bostrom, 2003) 
assumes that simulations of reality created and run by 
post-human civilizations would be indistinguishable from 
non-simulated reality. According to Agatonović, 
Bostrom’s argument is similar to the fictional story about 
the simulation of actual reality (“fiction of simulation” – 
FS). The FS story starts from the indistinguishability 
thesis, as any believable fiction inherits the actual world, 
claimed by the world-inheritance thesis drawn from John 
Woods (Woods, 2018: 81). Following Agatonović’s 
points from his critique of Bostrom’s argument, Section 5 
of the present paper attempts to show that simulations, in 
general, are much like believable fiction, as described by 
Woods, given that they both immerse us in a representa-
tion of a phenomenon of interest. 
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though it can be convenient for understanding the 

phenomenon. Other such analogies between simula-

tions and fiction are clear. In situ of Conan Doyle’s 

stories, readers engage with Holmes as if he were a 

real, flesh-and-bone person and his adventures hap-

pened as described, even though they can acknowl-

edge that in reality Holmes is a fictional character.  

Similarly to engaging with fiction, when a group of 

scientists is simulating a black hole, they refer to a 

simulated representation of the black hole as if they 

are referring to the actual phenomenon, even though 

in reality it is a model that best fits descriptions and 

conditions from accepted scientific theories. The 

scientists are justified in investigating black holes in 

this way because the simulation models theoretical 

insights regarding black holes even though it does 

not represent an actual black hole.  

John Woods formulated several basic theses to 

which every fictional story world is subjected: first, 

the world-inheritance thesis, which claims that the 

world of fiction inherits the actual world, except for 

adjustments invented in the story (Woods, 2018, p. 

81); second, the storyworld epistemic access thesis: 

“what readers know of the world of the stories… is 

what we know or could come to know about their 

own world at the times in which those stories were 

set” (Woods, 2018, p. 81); third, the world-

inheritance semantic-preservation thesis: “Meaning, 

reference and truth hold constant in the transition 

from the world to the story, save for auctorial provi-

sion otherwise” (Woods, 2018, p. 81). According to 

Woods, without these theses, fiction could contain 

some queer fictional entities, such as humans with 

no spines, with the effect that readers could not eas-

ily be immersed in such a fictional world. In not-

reinforcing real-world intuitions, such fictions be-

come unbelievable, contrary to the purpose of fic-

tion, and people do not engage with them. To em-

phasise this point, Woods introduces the no spines-

no readers thesis claiming: “In the absence of what 

the world inheritance and storyworld access condi-

tions provide, the Holmes stories would have null 

readerships” (Woods, 2018, p. 82). 

These theses, to which any fiction is subjected 

according to Woods, are also valid in simulations. If 

the principal role of simulations is representational, 

then simulations must assume a certain context of 

the actual world to which the phenomena that a 

simulation represents belong. If a simulation repre-

sents a black hole, this simulation assumes theories 

from which we derive assumptions about the exis-

tence and properties of black hole phenomena. 

These theories constitute the context of reality, 

which must be assumed to make the simulation be-

lievable. Hence, the body of scientific knowledge 

that grounds the creation of black hole models repre-

sents a context of reality that lends believability to 

the simulations themselves. Surely, a simulation 

always involves a certain approximation throughout 

the representation of the phenomenon, but it pre-

serves the meanings and uses of the theoretical terms 

that inform the description of the simulation, as 

these are used in theoretical or empirical scientific 

research. If there are radical discrepancies between 

the simulation of a black hole and an actual phe-

nomenon, at least as contemporary physics under-

stands it, then the simulation is unconvincing and 

should be discarded. 

 

6. Conclusion 
Although simulations assume what we already 

know and serve as approximations for our conven-

ience, when they are credible they can be used for 

heuristic purposes in science: for solving problems 

in observation, measurement, and calculation related 

to real phenomena, and thus reinforcing the intui-

tions of the existing scientific knowledge. As believ-

able fiction should conform to the actual world and 

our common knowledge about it, convincing simula-

tions in science should conform to the scientific 

representation of reality and the existing scientific 

knowledge. Therefore, while fiction and simulations 

may be inaccurate in a certain sense, if they are con-

vincing, they can conform to an existing body of 

knowledge about reality and reveal truths which are 

not self-evident but are nonetheless relevant to us. 
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Abstract: 

The aim of this article is to show how the ambivalent 

nature of reality might impact artificial intelligence (AI) 

use in medicine. The work illustrates that machine 

learning (ML) modelling requires some significant levels 

of data straight-jacketing to be efficient. However, data 

objectification will be counter-productive in the long run 

in AI-enabled medical contexts. The problem is that the 

ambivalent nature of realities requires a non-objectified 

modelling process, which is missing in machine learning 

at the moment. On the basis of this, the study 

hypothesizes that AI-enabled medicine will continue to 

depend largely on human intelligence to be efficient at 

least for the foreseeable future. The implication of this is 

that intelligent machines should be viewed as co-workers 

with man. The study draws from the theories of ontology 

in the Western continental tradition (especially the 

Heideggerian ontology) and the African philosophical 

tradition to ground the discourse. 

 

Key words: artificial intelligence, human intelli-

gence, ontology, machine learning, healthcare. 

 
1. Introduction 

In the last few years, Artificial intelligence (AI) 

is blooming, improving its ability to carry out a vari-

ety of tasks in a human-like way. Artificial intelli-

gence is a field of computer science devoted to de-

veloping machines that mimic humans' behaviour 

and potentially exceed it. Over the past few years, 

AI is having recourse to machine learning (ML) 

algorithms that learn from data self-sufficiently. ML 

is currently used in engineering, autonomous vehi-

cles, social networks, finance, and many other sec-

tors (Lo Piano, 2020, p.2). Machine learning algo-

rithms, which learn from data without being explicit-

ly programmed, are being massively employed by 

AI. Therefore, ML algorithms are ubiquitous and 

currently used in several branches of our lives.  

In medicine, ML aims to provide clinicians with 

the possibility of accessing, in real-time, the entire 

corpus of medical experience and harnessing it in 

medical practice. Machine learning algorithmic 

models can analyse an impressive amount of data 

that could not be handled by any individual physi-

cian otherwise. Furthermore, they do so in a way 

that has an advantage over other commonly used 

computer models that do not involve ML. Such 

models interpret data and make decisions relying on 

transparent logical rules (e.g., if-then and either-or 

rules), which cannot catch all the pertinent infor-

mation regarding a given condition. By contrast, ML 

mailto:ibanga.letters@gmail.com
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models interpret data relying on an analysis they 

have themselves developed through algorithms to 

learn from examples. Thus, with ML models, every 

clinician could take advantage of the entire corpus of 

clinical data and make their decisions enlightened by 

these algorithms. It is anticipated that with ML every 

patient would then be able to receive personalized 

therapies and recommendations in the light of the 

comprehensive knowledge of relevant experts in a 

given field (Rajkomar et al, 2019, pp. 1347−1348).  

To date, ML has produced concrete results in a 

variety of medical branches. For example, signifi-

cant achievements have been attained in the area of 

retinal diseases (De Fauw et al., 2018, pp. 

1342−1343), skin cancer (Esteva et al., 2017, p.115), 

and genomics (Esteva et al., 2019, pp.26–27). Simi-

larly, Valentina Bellemo et al. (2019) found that AI 

technology can detect, in an effective way, diabetic 

retinopathies, even when retinal images are taken by 

technicians without medical training. Also, Oscar 

Holmström et al. (2021) used a DL system for 

screening purposes, detecting atypical cervical cells 

before cancer’s full development. Of equal im-

portance, being that some of the diagnostic devices 

are portable and relatively small, as in the case of the 

cervical cancer screening scanner, people can be 

examined in rural areas with limited medical re-

sources (Holmström et al, 2021, p.2).  

In many medical specialties, deep learning 

(DL), i.e., a subset of ML, is capable of outperform-

ing physicians in several tasks such as those associ-

ated with image classification and object detection, 

electronic health record data analysis, and genomics 

predictions (Esteva et al., 2019, 24-28). The effi-

ciency of ML and DL in medicine is indisputable, 

with clinicians performing in a poorer or equal way 

than machines (Esteva et al., 2017, p.117). 

Major issues related to the implementation of 

ML in medicine in some parts of the world include 

the high costs involved in the deployment of ML in 

healthcare, concerns about policy and the legal 

framework required for ethical application of ML in 

healthcare, paucity of infrastructures, and the issue 

of scarcity of data (Lee and Yoon, 2017; Rajkomar 

et al., 2019; WHO 2021). Such is true particularly in 

the case of sub-Saharan Africa (Owoyemi et al, 

2020, pp.2-3). This latter issue is indeed connected 

with the thesis of this paper, namely, the fact that 

data gathered in particular parts of the world may 

not reflect the complex interplay of behavioural, 

social, cultural, and educational characters that occur 

elsewhere. In other words, data-scarcity and data-

diversity are the main challenges ML-enabled 

healthcare would encounter in different contexts. For 

example, a study conducted by Amit Kaushal et al. 

(2020) demonstrates that the majority of algorithms 

in the US are trained with data from patients that 

come from some specific states of the US, such as 

New York, Massachusetts, and California. In the 

considered states, there are educational, social, be-

havioural, and cultural characteristics that do not 

adequately represent the entirety of the USA. This 

leads to the idea that acknowledging the existence of 

diverse educational and cultural backgrounds as well 

as social and behavioural characteristics would play 

an important role in the process of data gathering for 

ML model training.  

Surely, gathering data from other states and 

parts of the world would help in this case, but we 

believe that educational, behavioural, social, and 

cultural variables are not the only variables that 

should be taken into account in ML medicine. In-

deed, while ML models can perform better than 

physicians at certain tasks, it should be investigated 

whether they are able to take into account patients’ 

perspectives, values, and needs, which play signifi-

cant roles in personalizing healthcare. Most im-

portantly, the ML algorithms could be unable to read 

or understand data in their ambivalent state.   

We suggest that along with these issues, a cru-

cial problem with the deployment of ML in medi-

cine deals with the very nature of ML models that 

need indispensable objectification of data for their 

development. We suggest a twofold approach inves-

tigating (a) the idea that the complex and ambivalent 

nature of reality cannot be caught by objectified 

data, and underlining (b) that AI-medicine needs to 

rely on human intelligence (HI) to be successfully 

implemented.  

Specifically, looking at the process of building a 

ML model for medical purposes, data used are med-

ical records data, images of given conditions, ge-

nome repositories, and the like (Esteva et al., 2019, 

pp.24-28). These data represent the core of ML 

models’ building process. Indeed, relevant data to a 

given condition are collected and prepared and their 

quality is controlled (Chen et al. 2019, p.411). High-

quality prepared data represent the dataset used to 

train the model and after that, the actual ML model 

is developed (Chen et al., 2019, pp.411-413). We 

notice that in this process there is no place for any-

thing other than very clear and specific data, able to 

catch relevant aspects of a given condition. There is 

no place for aspects that escape objectified data and 
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cannot be captured in an image, medical record, or 

genome repository, with the evident consequence 

that some medically relevant aspects of reality evade 

the process. Since AI alone cannot apprehend pa-

tients’ lived experiences as well as the ambivalence 

characteristics of data, we believe that AI will need 

to be largely dependent on HI for the foreseeable 

future.   

Furthermore, our research will offer an exten-

sion and development of current studies on the de-

ployment of ML in medicine by expanding the dis-

cussion. 

We will begin with an elaboration on ML, de-

scribing its processes, potentialities, and drawbacks 

in medical practice. Moreover, we will look at the 

data used to build ML models. After that, we will 

deepen the divergence between objectified data and 

the ambivalent nature of reality, highlighting the 

reason why AI may be counterproductive in medi-

cine. Finally, we will consider HI as a stringent pre-

condition to the deployment of ML in medicine. 

 

 

2. Machine Learning in Medicine: Concept 

and Processes 

In this section, we discuss machine learning 

(ML) and the various processes it adopts in its work-

ability. This involves looking at the ML algorithms, 

their functionalities, and applications in medicine as 

well as their limitations. A general definition of ML 

is usually given as ‘a computer program that learns 

from experience with respect to certain tasks without 

being explicitly programmed’ (Hurwitz and Kirsch, 

2018, p.65; Siddique and Chow, 2020, p.220). The 

goal of ML is to learn from data without human 

supervision or intervention (Lake et al., 2017, p.3). 

However, for the machine to learn, someone (prefer-

ably, a human being) has to teach the machine first 

(Ma et al., 2021, p.3; Koteluk et al., 2021, p.6). This 

process of teaching is called model or data training, 

which involves feeding the machine with instruc-

tions and rules known as algorithms (Koteluk et al., 

2021, p.9). The machine is then set upon a task. 

Drawing on the training it received, the machine is 

able to make decisions when encountering new data 

(Shalev-Schwartz and Ben-David, 2014, pp.19–21). 

Algorithms and data are crucial for machine learn-

ing.   

ML is categorized into four main learning ap-

proaches and techniques. They include supervised, 

unsupervised, semi-supervised, and reinforcement 

learning. Let us briefly explain each of these learn-

ing approaches.  

Supervised Learning: This is a task-driven ap-

proach in which the machine infers a function from 

labelled training data and examples (Sarker, 2021, 

p.3). A function refers to the relationship between 

variables in correspondence to specific tasks (Ada-

mu-Iria, 2006, p.8). Supervised learning is tied to 

specific tasks and prior labelled data. The most 

common tasks here are those that have to do with 

classification and regression analyses.  

Unsupervised Learning: This is a data-driven 

approach in which the machine infers a function 

from an unlabelled dataset without the need for hu-

man intervention (Sarker, 2021, p.4). In other words, 

there are no specifically labelled tasks and a collec-

tion of examples for the machine to learn from in 

order to infer a relationship. Rather, the machine is 

trained and set upon a task without being given a 

bag of prior examples to compare new features in 

the dataset (Sidey-Gibbons and Sidey-Gibbons, 

2019, p.4; Deisenroth et al., 2020, p.11). The most 

common tasks for unsupervised learning are those 

that have to do with cluster and association analyses. 

Semi-Supervised Learning: This is an inter-

mediate approach that combines the features of su-

pervised and unsupervised learning processes 

(Shalev-Schwartz and Ben-David, 2014, p.23; 

Myszczynska et al., 2020, p.441). That is, it operates 

both labelled and unlabelled datasets or learns ‘with 

supervision’ and ‘without supervision’. The most 

common tasks involved here are those that are 

grouped under classification and cluster analyses. 

Reinforcement Learning: This is an environ-

ment-driven approach in which the machine auto-

matically evaluates its operations in specific con-

texts and optimizes them to improve its efficiency 

(Hurwitz and Kirsch, 2018, pp.16-17). This learning 

process deploys positive and negative reward sys-

tems to guide the optimization of the machine’s 

operational efficiency. This is a recent approach 

adopted in some ML models.  

These different approaches to and techniques of 

learning are deployed in real world situations de-

pending on their capabilities (i.e., algorithm func-

tionality), nature of data, and specified tasks (Kote-

luk et al., 2021, p.3). Data and algorithms are crucial 

for ML to perform certain tasks.  

Let us, now, briefly discuss the various algo-

rithms and functionalities. There are quite a number 

of them including linear regression, logistic regres-

sion, linear discriminant analysis, decision tree, ran-
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dom forest, Naïve Bayes, AdaBoost, K-nearest 

neighbour, etc. These algorithms are categorized 

under the following functionalities – Classification, 

Regression, Clustering, and Association. Figure 1 

shows the learning categories each of the functional-

ities and algorithms are grouped.  
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Classification: This is the type of supervised 

modelling that allows the machine to predict a cer-

tain score based on prior class label (Ibanga, 2020a, 

p.122). There are different types of classification 

including binary, multiclass, multilabel classifica-

tions. Algorithms usually deployed for this function 

are: Naïve Bayes, Linear Discriminant Analysis 

(LDA), logistic regression, K-nearest neigbours, 

Support Vector Machine, Decision Tree, Random 

Forest, Adaptive Boosting (AdaBoost), Extreme 

Gradient Boosting (XGBoost), Stochastic Gradient 

Descent, Ripple Down Rule Learner (RIDOR), etc. 

Most of the algorithms use if-then rules in the sche-

ma, which are easily interpretable (Koteluk et al., 

2021, p.9). This function can be used to sort out 

medical records along binary lines (Lee and Yoon, 

2017, p.7; Myszczynska et al., 2020, p.404). The 

problem, however, is that most of the classifications 

may be impacted by the problem of noisy data (Ko-

teluk et al., 2021, p.22).  

Regression: This type of supervised modelling 

also enables the machine to interpret data based on 

prior labels and examples (Sarker, 2021, p.8). How-

ever, regression differs from classification because it 

facilitates interpretation of continuous data (Ibanga, 

2020a, p.122). The most popular regression algo-

rithm is the simple and multiple linear regression, 

which determines relationships using the best fit 

straight line (Ibanga, 2020a, p.116). Others are 

LASSO and Ridge regression, and polynomial re-

gression. The drawback with these algorithms is that 

they allow for elimination of less important features 

of a dataset (Sarker, 2021, p.8).       

Clustering: This is an unsupervised ML tech-

nique that allows for the discovering of trends and 

patterns in data (Myszczynska et al., 2020, p.441). It 

functions by grouping data in such a way that phe-

nomena that seem similar are grouped together. This  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

approach focuses on “large datasets without concern 

for the specific outcome” (Sarker, 2021, p.8). It is 

used in a broad range of areas including health ana-

lytics (Lee and Yoon, 2017, p.7; Myszczynska et al., 

2020, p.404). Some of the algorithms used in this 

function include K-means, K-medoids, DBSCAN, 

CLARA, OPTICS, BOTS, etc. Some of the unsu-

pervised algorithms do not work well for simple 

kinds of data (Sarker, 2021, p.10).   

Association: This is an unsupervised approach 

in ML that uses if-then rules to discover relation-

ships in large datasets (Ibanga, 2020a, p.120). It is 

not sequential in terms of taking into account the 

order of phenomena in a dataset. This approach is 

widely deployed in many areas including medical 

diagnostics (Myszczynska et al., 2020, p.442). Some 

of the most popularly used algorithms for this tech-

nique are AIS and SETM, Apriori, ABC-RuleMiner, 

FP-Growth, ECLAT, etc. However, the most widely 

used algorithm for this function is Apriori (Sarker, 

2021, p.13). Most of the Association algorithms 

have problems with noisy data (Ma et al., 2021, p.9).   

ML has been applied in medical diagnosis and 

prognosis (WHO, 2021). Recently, it has been used 

to detect the spread and likely occurrence of 

COVID-19 (Swayamsiddha et al., 2021; Shorten et 

al., 2021). Medical image processing, which is a 

very important aspect of medical diagnosis, can be 

aided with ML techniques such as classification and 

cluster analyses (Sarker, 2021, p.16; Koteluk et al., 

2021, p.15). Nevertheless, in the area of medical 

Figure 1: Types of Machine Learning techniques with their associative functions 
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imaging, specialists have experienced the challenge 

of blurred classificatory boundaries due to ‘unspecif-

ic, subtle and overlapping’ of data with contingent 

phenomena (Lopez-Cabrera et al., 2021, pp.1331, 

1342).  

Ultimately, data remains a crucial part of ML. 

Sarker (2021, p.17) observes that “the effectiveness 

and the efficiency of a machine learning-based solu-

tion depend on the nature and characteristics of the 

data and the performance of the learning algo-

rithms.” Data is  fundamental to the learning success 

of the algorithms embedded in computer programs 

(Deisenroth et al., 2020, p.11). As the saying goes 

about machine programming, ‘garbage in garbage 

out’. There is a balance of opinions among research-

ers and programmers that ML models training needs 

a carefully controlled process of data collection and 

data transformation (Rajkomar et al., 2019, pp.1354-

1355; Koteluk et al., 2021, pp.9-10). Therefore, dif-

ferent learning outcomes depend on data characteris-

tics.  

If the data are bad, e.g. they are non-

representative or poor-quality, have irrelevant 

features, or are of insufficient quantity for 

training purposes, then the machine learning 

models may become useless or will produce 

results with lower accuracy. A successful ma-

chine learning model depends on both the data 

and the performance of the learning algo-

rithms. The sophisticated learning algorithms 

then need to be trained through the collected 

real-world data and knowledge related to the 

target application before the system can assist 

with intelligent decision-making (Sarker, 

2021, pp.17–18). 

Data preparation and quality remain a big chal-

lenge in the field. Training data must be representa-

tive enough for the machine that is learning to make 

truly intelligent decisions. But the most challenging 

data-related problem of ML is data ambivalence, an 

issue of which data scientists may be unaware or 

negligent. There are certain data that the machine 

cannot understand and interpret correctly. Data sci-

entists often interpret this as the problem of noisy 

data, which they hope to overcome with better fit 

algorithms. On the contrary, this problem has to do 

with the very nature of the phenomena themselves 

from which data are extrapolated. The phenomena, 

which the datasets are modelled after, are indetermi-

nate and ambivalent – whereas the models are stable 

and determinate. When the ML work on real-world 

data, they tend to impact data quality (Sarker, 2021, 

p.17) by streamlining the data to fit into the models 

(Hurwitz and Kirsch, 2018, p.16). Without this pro-

cess of data objectification – streamlining and regu-

larization – ML models would not be effective and 

efficient (Deisenroth et al., 2020, p.262). ML data 

processing is static. Data training is done with the 

expectation that there is regularity in the way phe-

nomena are constituted and present themselves. This 

is the reason why learning is crucial in ML – be-

cause the learning process is based on prior experi-

ence assumed to be regular. ML algorithms interpret 

changes in data on the basis of this assumption of 

regularity of experience. It is upon this assumption 

that there arises the belief that someday machines 

will be completely independent of human interfer-

ence and ultimately come to replace human beings 

in many areas of endeavour (Shuaib et al, 2020, 

p.894). This assumption is challenged in the next 

section.          

Our study on machine learning algorithms and 

its application in medicine opens up the field to fun-

damental philosophical issues. The most fundamen-

tal for us is the ontological issue, which concerns the 

ambivalent nature of phenomena sequestered in ML 

disambiguated forms (algorithms). It is evident from 

the presentation so far, that the process of ML in 

medicine points to one direction, namely: medical 

phenomena being explored by ML need to be rela-

tively stable and disambiguated for classificatory 

recognition that will allow ML to achieve its goals. 

However, this leads to issues in phenomenological 

ontology. What is the nature and behaviour of phe-

nomena? Will the character of phenomena enable 

ML to achieve its objective? In the next section, we 

will find that (medical) phenomena are ambivalent, 

which poses a challenge to the efficiency of ML in 

such a context. In the next to last section, we will 

draw from this finding to develop what may be 

called a ‘third party solution’ to plug the gap.  

 

 

3. Drawback and Gap: Data Ambivalence  

An ontology of illness or disease is a crucial 

window into understanding the gap in ML-enabled 

diagnostics. But, first, what is ontology? Ontology is 

the study of being qua being (Unah, 2002, p.4). Be-

ing is defined, simply, as ‘what is’ or what is usually 

referred to as ‘reality’ in philosophical literature. 

‘Reality’ or ‘what is’ may be real or ideal, objective 

or subjective, material or immaterial, concrete or 

abstract (Omoregbe, 2005, p.13). So, ontology is the 
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study of reality in all the facets of understanding 

stated above. Ontology focuses on unravelling the 

fundamental nature of reality in terms of its internal 

(intrinsic) constitution, development, and relations 

with other phenomena in nature/existence. Since 

disease or illness is a form of reality or ‘what is’, by 

the implication of its existence as either real or unre-

al, the ontology of illness is therefore the study of 

the fundamental nature of disease/illness in terms of 

the nature of its internal constitution, development, 

and relations with other phenomena.  

To study illness or disease ontologically means 

that one views the phenomenon categorically as 

being. To view illness as being means that one views 

it fundamentally, holistically, and critically. The 

implication of this is that illness is not seen simply 

as objective, positive, and scientific. The ontological 

study of illness/disease allows for the implication of 

the character of being in the phenomenon. In other 

words, the ontological presentation of illness allows 

it to mirror the character of being in terms of its 

fundamental nature considered holistically. From 

here, we should ask the question: what is the charac-

ter of being or reality? The answer to this question 

will allow us to implicate the nature of being in the 

reality of illness.  

The question ‘what is the character of being’ 

simply points to the essential nature of reality, its 

fundamental constitutive elements, the nature of the 

relations of these elements internally and externally, 

the source and nature of its development, its mode of 

existence and appearance, and the implication of all 

these characteristics in its overall understanding as a 

unified phenomenon.  

Being is generally acknowledged to be constitu-

tive of opposite values. In the African philosophical 

tradition, this is expressed in the Igbo aphorism: Ife 

kwulu, ife akwudebeya (If one stands, another thing 

stands by it). “Another thing” in this aphorism is 

usually interpreted as a being of opposite nature 

(Ibanga, 2021, p.80). This is further explained in 

another Igbo aphorism: Egbe bere ugo bere nke si 

ibe ya ebela nku kwaa ya (let the kite perch let the 

eagle perch if one says the other should not perch let 

his wings break), which points to the differential 

values of the categories of being (Francis, 2018, 

p.152). These mean that opposite values are impli-

cated in being. However, philosophical traditions 

differ on their explanations of the internal and exter-

nal relations of these constitutive values (Omoregbe, 

2005, p.116). Many adherents of the continental 

tradition, for example, (inspired by the works of 

Parmenides, Heraclitus, Georg Hegel, etc.) view the 

opposites as being mutually exclusive values linked 

together dialectically (Lawhead, 2002). Their mutu-

ally exclusive nature predisposes them to contradic-

tion, conflictual struggle, and supersession of one by 

another (Ucheaga, 2000, p.253). This means that 

being is characteristically self-contradictory and 

conflictual. This is also implicated in its external 

relations. In contrast to this view,  some continental 

philosophers, like Martin Heidegger, have tried to 

explain that the exclusivity of categories of being 

does not necessarily imply contradiction and/or con-

flict (Heidegger, 1996), since these categories are 

merely phases of the same reality.  

In the African philosophical tradition, views in-

spired by the ubuntuists, complementarists, consola-

tionists, conversationalists, and communalists coin-

cide in recognizing that even though being is consti-

tutive of opposite values, such opposite values are in 

a mutually inclusive relationship (Chimakonam and 

Ogbonnaya, 2021) – because of their nature to yearn 

for each other. Yearning is the innate character of 

being (Agada, 2015, p.24). The opposite values are 

symbiotic and complementary because of their sub-

jective implication of each other and their character-

istically incomplete nature (Asouzu, 2007, p.41), 

which being explores via centripetal yearning. Afri-

can philosophers, generally, believe that the original 

state of being is harmony and balance (Ekei, 2014, 

p.111; Ijiomah, 2014, p.78). Being seeks to restore 

this original state of being by yearning for the other. 

In other words, a state of disunity and strife contra-

dicts the original nature of being, and thus, being 

seeks the restoration of this original state by recon-

ciling the other (opposite) to itself. In the process, 

the yearning of the opposites allows for momentary 

instantiation of different phases of being in its inex-

haustible ambivalence. This complementary and 

ambivalent character of being is implicated in its 

internal and external relations (Asouzu, 2007, p.52; 

Ekei, 2014, p.196). Thus, in the African philosophi-

cal tradition, emphasis is placed on centripetal mu-

tuality of values.  

The implication of these two (but opposite) 

views is that being is multifaceted. Being is a com-

bination of values, that is, a many-sided reality 

(Asouzu, 2007, p.49). This multi-dimensionality of 

reality means that it is ambivalent, that is, it can 

express itself as a or b. This means that reality can-

not be straight-jacketed and pinned to a particular 

state of affairs (Unah, 2002, p.7). Sometimes, being 

can manifest as it is (ever) known; other times, being 
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can manifest as it is never known. This indetermi-

nateness of being makes it a reservoir of possibilities 

– always able to throw up new phases of itself. This 

indeterminateness of being is defined by the nature 

of being itself (Unah, 2002, p.7). But it is also con-

tingent on its relation to place and time. As being 

progresses in time in relation to place, it changes 

proportionally and disproportionally (Ibanga, 2020b; 

Peppe, 2021). Sociological and psychological juris-

dictions are crucial in understanding the changes in 

being and how these changes can be represented in 

codes and algorithms. However, we are arguing that 

this indeterminate and ambivalent nature of being 

along with its proximity to sociological and psycho-

logical jurisdictions is not taken into account in ML 

programming.  

This position becomes clearer when the nature 

and character of being is implicated in the interpreta-

tion of the phenomenon of illness. First and fore-

most, illness or disease is a form of being. Illness is 

an expression of being and, in turn, is being-in-itself 

(see Bradfield, 2002, pp.3,11). As an expression of 

being, thus, a microcosm of being, illness embodies 

within itself the character of being. To say that ill-

ness/disease embodies the character of being means 

that it is indeterminate and ambivalent. In other 

words, illness/disease is a many-sided reality that 

perpetually transforms in character/nature – continu-

ally revealing new phases of itself ad infinitum 

(Svalaslog et al., 2017, p.433-434). This nature of 

indeterminateness and ambivalence becomes more 

apparent when the phenomenon of illness or the 

being that manifests this phenomenon crosses socio-

logical and psychological boundaries. The character 

of indeterminateness and ambivalence implicated in 

the nature of illness means that it cannot be straight-

jacketed in terms of being definitively predicted to 

behave in a certain way all the time, especially in 

relation to place and time (Toombs, 1987; Bradfield, 

2002). The implication of this is that computer mod-

els and algorithms cannot be trusted to definitively 

characterize the phenomenon of illness or even make 

conclusive future references to it.      

ML in healthcare contexts takes the phenome-

non of change for granted. ML models operate on 

the basis of the principle that qualitative change is a 

characteristic phenomenon in nature. But then ML is 

modelled to interpret change, radical qualitative 

change, in negative terms. The point is that ML ad-

mits a set of values as the standard form for a given 

phenomenon and interprets any radical change or 

deviation from the standard form as significant – 

mostly in negative terms. Despite this negative bias, 

recognizing change is crucial for the success of ML 

in a healthcare context. The problem, however, is 

that understanding the phenomenon of change 

through computer algorithms alone is grossly limited 

(Lee and Yoon, 2017, pp.8-9). ML models are 

trained to understand change as a static phenome-

non. They do not take the dynamic nature of change 

into consideration. ML models do not see change as 

an ambivalent and indeterminate phenomenon. Ra-

ther, they recognize changes as an effect and try to 

link them to biological causes by comparing the 

present state to prior models.   

ML seeks to understand biological changes that 

may be linked with illness, by identifying patterns 

and trends in the phenomena and comparing them to 

the given standard form (Rajkomar et al., 2019, 

p.1348; Koteluk et al., 2021, p.15). Without compar-

ing patterns and trends to prior standard form, ML 

would neither understand what it sees nor attribute 

meaning to it (Shalev-Schwatz and Ben-David, 

2014, pp.19-21). This approach to understanding 

change is one-sided because it does not consider the 

fact that the change is indeterminate and ambivalent. 

This one-dimensional understanding of the phenom-

enon of change makes ML deployment in medicine 

significantly limited and limiting. It is, therefore, 

crucial that while we deploy ML in diagnosis and 

prognosis, we should understand the gaps (the limi-

tations) in the models we deploy.   

 

 

4. Connecting the Dots 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a one-sided intelli-

gence. Its modelling is pre-determined and fixed to 

definite characteristics. This allows AI to straight-

jacket data fed into it to fit its own modelling (Hur-

witz and Kirsch, 2018, p.16) – which is determinate. 

This data straight-jacketing allows the ML models to 

see only what they are pre-determined to see. If the 

illness assumes a new dimension of self-revealing, 

the ML models are likely to fall short in their inter-

pretations. ML algorithms require that the phenome-

non should to a certain extent behave in a fixed way 

– perhaps as previously given (Shalev-Schwatz and 

Ben-David, 2014, pp.19-21). ML models are built on 

the basis of the assumption that the given medical 

phenomenon can/will replicate its characteristics 

given the same place and time. If the phenomenon of 

illness is determinate, then predicting its future be-

haviour will be possible without any further future 

input. One model of the phenomenon can, therefore, 
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be used to determine all its future references. There 

would be no need for a new diagnosis and prognosis; 

all that the machine would do is look at the prior 

references of the phenomenon and on that basis pre-

scribe therapies to the sick person.  

AI is then expected to predict illness with a high 

level of accuracy (Ahuja, 2019). This is the dream 

for ML in healthcare. It is hoped that someday intel-

ligent robots will replace  medical personnel, with 

attendant high-level efficiency (Shuaib et al., 2020, 

p.893). But it can be seen from the analysis thus far 

that AI is overrated. There will be no such time in 

history when medical personnel will be completely 

replaced by ML algorithms. It would be a complete 

disaster if machines replace humans in healthcare 

because AI is limited in a way human beings are not. 

The indeterminacy and ambivalence of the phenom-

enon of illness means that AI will not conclusively 

predict illness. ML modelling will continuously be 

fed with new data that inform our perspectives on 

the phenomenon (Hurwitz and Kirsch, 2018, p.46). 

This means that ML modelling will remain infinite 

and open; some prior models will even be obsolete.  

AI cannot understand the indeterminateness and 

ambivalence of change. This is because AI is con-

strained and determinate. It takes an indeterminate 

and ambivalent intelligence (being) to understand 

indeterminacy and ambivalence in phenomena. 

Since ML models are determinate, they will have to 

depend on superior intelligence that is able to under-

stand this characteristic. The indeterminate and am-

bivalent nature of human beings make human intel-

ligence best suitable for this crucial task.  

Human intelligence (HI) is defined as the ability 

to learn from experience, adapt to new situations, 

and understand abstract notions (Colom et al., 2010, 

p.489-490). Ultimately, intelligence is about the 

application of knowledge to navigate one’s envi-

ronment and solve problems. This definition is also 

used to define artificial intelligence (WHO, 2021, 

p.4). This has prompted some AI researchers to 

claim that AI will surpass HI (Shuaib et al., 2020, 

p.894). This sort of claim rests on a misunderstand-

ing of the structure of HI. On the one hand, AI is a 

straight-jacketed, fixed, monolithic, static, linear, 

and determinate type of intelligence. The AI ena-

blers are designed to disambiguate and understand 

phenomena from that unambiguous lens. This makes 

ambivalent characteristics become unreadable. So, 

the intelligence of the machine is grossly limited in 

terms of its epistemic abilities. By contrast, HI re-

flects the very nature of being – namely ambivalence 

and indeterminateness. Thus AI differs fundamental-

ly from HI. 

There is a level of intelligence that requires crit-

ical thinking, in which AI cannot engage. For in-

stance, it is doubtful that the intelligent machine 

would be able to conceptualize the notion of noth-

ingness, which is a key concept in critical thinking. 

It is equally doubtful that the robot would under-

stand the place of the supernatural notions of God, 

devil, witchcraft, soul, spirit, etc., which are tran-

scendental categories that are increasingly becoming 

relevant in a healthcare context (Koenig, 2012; En-

ercoff et al. 2015; Ibanga, 2020c). These notions 

cannot be underpinned with the objective algo-

rithms. To understand these notions will require the 

robot to become a philosopher. It is HI that can at-

tempt to understand these notions because of its 

capacity and capability to engage in transcendental 

exercises (Unah, 2002, p.63). In addition, the am-

bivalent structure of human consciousness allows it 

to understand phenomena, which are essentially 

ambivalent. For HI to understand phenomena is like 

fitting a square peg in a square hole, while the struc-

ture of AI, which is disambiguated, makes under-

standing phenomena like fitting a round peg in a 

square hole, so to speak. ML is limited even in areas 

that do not require deep thinking as such, as Chong 

Ho Lee and Hyung-Jin Yoon point out in the follow-

ing passage: 

Although chronic kidney disease is one of the 

hottest areas of research, its codes are not as-

signed in many administration claim data-

bases; most cases of acute kidney injury not 

requiring dialysis therapy are not coded in 

claim databases (Lee and Yoon 2017, p.10).    

Krittanawong (2018) has also pointed out that AI 

“cannot engage in high-level conversation or inter-

action with patients to gain their trust, reassure them, 

or express empathy, all important parts of the doc-

tor-patient relationship.” Ahuja (2019) speculates 

that in the future robots may be able to engage in 

such conversations with patients; however, if this 

becomes possible, intelligent machines would still 

be unable to understand the spiritual and transcen-

dental (philosophical) concerns of the patient that 

the physician is grappling with today in clinics (En-

ercoff et al., 2015, p.1666). As noted earlier, the 

robot would need to become a philosopher to con-

nect with patients at the level of their transcendental-

ity and recognize how this may entangle with their 

health and bodily systems. This area of medicine is 
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beyond the orthodox physician at the moment 

(Toombs, 1987; Sulmasy, 2006; Balboni et al., 2015; 

Ibanga, 2020c), and it would equally surpass the 

understanding of robots whose knowledge of 

healthcare is programmed based on the limited 

knowledge of the physician regarding such matters. 

The limitation of AI points to the fact that AI will 

not become independent of HI. Indeed, HI is crucial 

for the success of AI and its variants ML and DL.  

Even though AI may reach the point where it 

can conduct real-time CT scans or other phys-

ical scans, physicians will still be needed for 

interpretation in ambiguous and challenging 

cases. AI-based systems are based on prece-

dence in the case of ML and DL, but such al-

gorithms can underperform in novel or unusu-

al cases of drug side effects or treatment re-

sistance where there is no prior example to 

build on. For these reasons it can be conclud-

ed that AI-based systems will support the 

skills of physicians and are unlikely to replace 

the traditional physician-patient relationship 

(Ahuja, 2019). 

Rather than viewing AI as superior, or potentially 

superior in the future, to HI, it should be viewed as 

complementary. While the robot could become a co-

worker with humans, it could not become independ-

ent of them. For example, areas that require high 

level physician-patient interaction and critical think-

ing, such as neurology, would still require traditional 

physical examination by human physicians (Krittan-

awong, 2018). Therefore, in combination with HI, 

AI can advance care delivery more effectively than 

either HI or AI could achieve on its own (Ahuja, 

2019). The inexhaustibility of phenomena means 

that AI will continue to need HI to guide it to under-

stand new phases of phenomena. Man is the eye of 

the robot. Ultimately, AI models see what the pro-

grammers want them to see (Gabriel, 2020, p.431). 

After all, AI models are “mere tools of their design-

ers, who are human persons” (Metz, 2021, p.56).  

 

 

5. Conclusion 

AI is being used more and more in medicine and has 

become capable of outperforming physicians in cer-

tain medical branches and providing opportunities 

for easy and quick diagnosis and proposed treatment 

in developing countries. AI is useful, but plays only 

an ancillary role in medicine, while HI remains vital 

in healthcare. To demonstrate this, we have drawn 

on the nature of ontology and examined the ambiva-

lence of being and reality in the ontology of disease. 

First, we considered what ontology is and highlight-

ed that ontology studies reality in several facets. 

Ontology considers the internal constitution of reali-

ty and its development and relations with other phe-

nomena. Similarly, the ontology of illness focuses 

on the investigation of the internal constitution of 

disease and its development and relations with other 

phenomena. Drawing on the African tradition, which 

shows that being is constitutive of opposite values 

(Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya, 2021) and that oppo-

site values are implicated in being, we noticed that 

the opposites we retrieve in being are mutually de-

pendent and complementary. This makes being mul-

tifaceted and reality multidimensional; thus, both are 

ambivalent. Indeed, being is a reservoir of possibili-

ties due to its indeterminateness and subjectivity to 

change. This leads us to think that reality cannot be 

limited and fixed. More specifically, ML program-

ming does not account for the ambivalent nature of 

being nor for the sociological and psychological 

aspects, which are crucial in understanding the 

changes in being. Similarly, since illness is a form of 

being, it exhibits the same character of indetermi-

nateness and ambivalence of being, and this be-

comes clearer when disease crosses sociological and 

psychological boundaries. Therefore, due to its am-

bivalence, illness also cannot be established in a 

clear-cut and fixed way. In light of this, we have 

noticed that ML models are unable to capture 

change, which loses its ambivalence and indetermi-

nateness with ML algorithms. We have concluded 

that AI is a one-sided type of intelligence, which is 

unable to deal with multidimensional manifestations 

of illness. We have also concluded that since AI is 

limited in capturing the ambivalence and indetermi-

nacy of disease, it cannot predict illness conclusively 

and needs to rely on HI, which is capable of reading 

disease under the lenses of indeterminacy and am-

bivalence. 
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Abstract: 

Organic Marxism, a new development in the history 

of Marxism, has elicited scrutiny in China. Beyond 

merely being considered absurd, it has been accused of 

curbing  China’s development on the pretext of ecological 

motivations,weakeningChina’s dominant ideology by 

introducing ideological competition, and enabling reli-

gious infiltration by promoting Alfred North Whitehead’s 

process philosophy and constructive postmodern philoso-

phy, which are of a religious nature. Fortunately, organic 

Marxism has survived despite fierce attacks from 

fundamentalist Marxists. This paper intends to answer 

three questions related to this topic: How can organic 

Marxism survive in China? What is it about organic 

Marxism that attracts the Chinese most? What lessons can 

be learned from the fundamentalist Marxists’ attacks? 

 

Key words: Whitehead, organic Marxism, 

ecological civilization, China, process philosophy. 

 
Introduction 

William James once remarked that a new theory 

is always attacked as absurd in the beginning (James 

1981). Organic Marxism, a new development in the 

history of Marxism, has experienced a similar fate in 

China. Beyond merely being considered absurd, it 

has been accused of curbing China’s development 

on the pretext of ecological motivations, weakening 

China’s dominant ideology by introducing ideologi-

cal competition, and enabling religious infiltration 

by promoting Alfred North Whitehead’s process 

philosophy and constructive postmodern philosophy, 

which are of a religious nature. Fortunately, organic 

Marxism has survived despite fierce attacks from 

fundamentalist Marxists. This paper intends to an-

swer three questions related to this topic: How can 

organic Marxism survive in China? What is it about 

organic Marxism that attracts the Chinese most? 

What lessons can be learned from the fundamentalist 

Marxists’ attacks? 

 

 

I. The Emergence of Organic Marxism in 

China 

Organic Marxism, also called “Process Marx-

ism,” is “an interpretation and new development of 

Marxism proposed by contemporary constructive 

postmodern thinkers and process philosophers based 

on an organic worldview and the latest scientific 

advances in order to cope with the crisis of modeni-

ty, especially the ecological crisis” (Wang and Yang, 
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2015). Because process philosophy is also the basis 

of non-dualistic, yin-yang thought and many other 

features of traditional Chinese thought, it has a natu-

ral affinity with Chinese culture and its traditional 

view of humans as participants in nature, rather than 

as onlookers. When this perspective is applied to 

Marxism, it does not detract from the urgency of 

overthrowing capitalist relations of domination, but 

it strengthens some neglected features of Marxism, 

such as ecological awareness and sensitivity. When 

organic Marxism was introduced into China, it 

added new depth to the arguments made by some 

Chinese Marxists that national policy should balance 

economic development with ecological concerns. 

Prior to the introduction of organic Marxism 

into discussions about Marxism in China, there was 

conflict between what might be called “reform 

Marxism” and “fundamentalist Marxism.” There 

were many varieties of reform Marxism, but they 

had several characteristics in common: 1) a strong 

belief in "development first, environment later"; 2) a 

recognition that Marxist analysis needs to be adapted 

to changing conditions in society; and 3) an open-

ness to dialogue with other perspectives. By con-

trast, the fundamentalists insisted that China should 

simply apply the writings of Marx and Lenin in a 

literal way to current conditions in China. In fact, 

many of them were simply Stalinists who regarded 

socialist ideology as having reached its pinnacle of 

development with forced collectivization and state-

owned industry, despite the famines and economic 

disasters that resulted from them. Since the funda-

mentalists were the dominant group in several 

branches of the Communist Party and the central 

government, they were a formidable obstacle to 

change in agriculture, education, industry, or other 

areas of the economy. In addition to Marxists, there 

were also economic liberals who were teaching a 

kind of market fundamentalism from their university 

posts. 

Until organic Marxism was introduced in China, 

the proponents of ecological Marxism, one of the 

variants of reform Marxism, were making little 

headway. The desire to develop industry as rapidly 

as possible dominated all policy discussions. There 

was a nodding acceptance that ecological concerns 

should be introduced, but only after China was fully 

developed at some time in the distant future. There 

was simply no platform from which ecological 

Marxism could make its views heard. Discussions of 

ecological Marxism took place within the confines 

of academia, but in the absence of a form of Marx-

ism that appeared closely tied to Chinese culture, 

there was little basis of popular support for those 

ideas. Organic Marxism was able to give ecological 

Marxism a “nationalist” element by linking it to 

traditional Chinese thought. 

Process thinkers like John B. Cobb, Philip Clay-

ton, Justin Heinzekehr Jr., and Chinese scholars 

Zhihe Wang and Meijun Fanamong others, are re-

garded as the “representatives of organic Marxism” 

(Secretary Department of the Philosophy Depart-

ment of the Social Sciences Commission of the Min-

istry of Education of the People's Republic of China 

2018). Organic Marxism officially appeared in 

China in 2015 through a series of articles by Cobb, 

Clayton, Wang, and Zhihua Yang in Marxism and 

Reality, a top Marxism Studies journal in China, and 

through the publication of the Chinese translation of 

Clayton and Heinzekehr’s book, Organic Marxism: 

An Alternative to Capitalism and Ecological Catas-

trophe by People’s Press. According to Zhihua 

Yang, however, the first appearance of the term 

“‘organic Marxism’ in a Chinese context” was ina 

lecture by Zhihe Wang and Meijun Fan, entitled 

“Constructive Postmodernism, Organic Marxism, 

and Ecological Civilization”, given on June 12, 

2013at Tianjin Normal University (Yang, What is 

Organic Marxism? 2015). 

Since 2015 organic Marxism has attracted more 

and more attention in China and become “a hot spot 

and a highlight in Chinese academia” (Guan 2019). 

Some distinguished Marxist scholars like Huibin Li, 

Chief Editor of Marxism and Reality, regard organic 

Marxism as “a new innovation of Marxism in a new 

era” (H. Li 2015). It was regarded as “opening up a 

new perspective,” and “injecting new blood into 

Marxism Studies in the West” (C. Li, On the Origin, 

Evolution, Theoretical Claims and Meaning of Or-

ganic Marxism 2016). Thus far 227 articles on or-

ganic Marxism have appeared in leading Chinese 

publications such as: The People’s Daily, Philoso-

phical Researches, Philosophical Trends, Marxism 

and Reality, Studies on Marxism, Social Sciences 

Abroad, Studies in Dialectics of Nature, People’s 

Tribune, Jianghai Academic Journal, and Academic 

Research, etc. It has also become the topic of a 

number of dissertations and theses in China. These 

works not only explore organic Marxism’s relation-

ship to traditional Marxism, traditional Chinese cul-

ture, and ecological Marxism, but also explore or-

ganic Marxist ecological thought, eco-justice, eco-

economic thought, communitarianism, and educa-

tional thought. Several conferences on organic 
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Marxism have also taken place including the “Inter-

national Symposium on Organic Marxism and Eth-

ics of Science and Technology” at Taiyuan Univer-

sity of Science and Technology (Nov.3, 2015), the 

“International Forum on Organic Marxism and Con-

temporary China,” at Beijing Normal University 

(July 2, 2016), and the “International Symposium on 

Studies of American Organic Marxism’s Ecological 

Civilization,” at Beijing Forestry University (Aug. 

17, 2016). 

In addition to publications and conferences, 

several Chinese Universities have established re-

search centers focused on organic Marxism, such as 

Hebei Normal University’s Center for Organic 

Marxism, Chinese University of Political Science 

and Law’s Center for Process Marxism and Practice 

Philosophy, and Taiyuan University of Science and 

Technology’s Center for Organic Marxism and Eth-

ics of Science and Technology (Guan 2019). In addi-

tion, Changfei Xie, an associate professor of North-

east Normal University, received a grant on “A 

Study of the Eco-economic Thought of Organic 

Marxism"  from the National Social Science Foun-

dation in 2016. Zhaoming Dan, an associate profes-

sor at Huazhong Agriculture University received a 

grant on “A Study of  Organic Marxist View of His-

tory” from the Ministry of Education Planning Fund 

in 2016.  

As a new theory, organic Marxism inevitably 

prompted attacks from some fundamentalist Marx-

ists. The critics published articles such as: “Unmask-

ing the Disguise of ‘Organic Marxism’”, and “Theo-

logical Swindlers from Claremont School of Theol-

ogy of the US, Ranked No. 10548 in the World, 

Have Deceived over 50 Universities in China” on 

social media platforms like Thought Torch and Ter-

ritorial Battle Line. These articles were also shared 

widely on other websites including Zhihu, Coastline 

BBS, Global Vision, China Today, cwzg.cn, Sohu, 

and 516fc.net, etc. 

In these articles Organic Marxismwas accused 

of the following offenses: 

(1) Enabling religious infiltration by promoting 

Whitehead’s process philosophy and con-

structive postmodern philosophy; 

(2) Propagating process philosophy and theism 

by publishing articles and books in China; 

(3) Curbing China’s development on the pretext 

of promoting ecological civilization; 

(4) Weakening China’s dominant ideology by 

propagandizing “organic Marxism” (Secre-

tary Department of the Philosophy Depart-

ment of the Social Sciences Commission of 

the Ministry of Education of the People's 

Republic of China 2018). 

Fortunately, organic Marxism has survived such 

ferocious attacks. Although some respected Chinese 

scholars did not fully agree with organic Marxism, 

they did not support the approach of vilifying it. 

Noted scholar Yusheng Huang, Chairperson of 

Tsinghua University’s Philosophy Department, de-

cried this approach by saying, “Taking advantage of 

the current unique situation, some have tried to de-

monize Chinese and foreign scholars by making far-

fetched claims connecting academic ideas with po-

litical conspiracies, slamming scholars’ academic 

propositions as political conspiracies, turning schol-

ars’ academic viewpoints into political ideologies, 

stigmatizing scholars one doesn’t like or whose 

opinions differ from one’s own, then turning them 

into hostile forces so that they can be ‘legitimately’ 

removed is a complete return to the evils of the ‘Cul-

tural Revolution’! If the academic world allows or 

promotes this, all academics will be in danger” (Y. 

Huang 2017). Shengyuan Dang, a senior researcher 

at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, and 

president of the China Society for Literary Theory of 

Marxism and Leninism, stressed that “It is unaccept-

able to treat organic Marxism as a heresy or evil 

doctrine although it is also unacceptable to implant it 

totally into contemporary Chinese culture” (Dang 

2017). 

Some Marxist scholars such as Zanmei Cui and 

Xianli Meng have demonstrated that organic Marx-

ism did not come out of nowhere. Their research 

showed that, “organic Marxism did not form sud-

denly.” It has its own theoretical source and verifi-

able roots. Its evolution has been from organic phi-

losophy (process philosophy) to constructive post-

modernism, from constructive postmodern Marxism 

to organic Marxism; it has experienced a long jour-

ney. In this process, ecological concerns and the 

pursuit of the harmony between humankind and 

nature have been its point of growth” (Cui and 

Meng, The Inner Derivative Logic of Organic Marx-

ism: Origin, Development, and Evaluation 2018). In 

her article, “From Ecological Marxism to Organic 

Marxism: Exploring the Development Trajectory of 

Organic Marxism,” Zanmei Cui argued that organic 

Marxism is based on ecological Marxism. For her, 

“there is a derivative logic between ecological Marx-

ism to organic Marxism” (Cui2019). 

 

http://www.516fc.net/
https://www.baidu.com/link?url=5lHLHxbg-8caGJJZ8SP_tHA5O6iO1Dcfb9DtgvhESBlj_KDRaZ8v7q5FhOLR8e5goemlAIq_snj89AD1YquaNsQMH4J5eoo726lImMBm2jS&wd=&eqid=da92f7800013e036000000065ee805cf
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II. What about Organic Marxism Attracts 

the Chinese Most? 

Why do so many Chinese scholars risk attack 

from dogmatic Marxists to defend organic Marxism? 

What is it about organic Marxism that attracts them 

most? There is no single answer to these questions. 

Here we offer three possible responses: 

 

Organic Marxism has provided support for the 

construction of China’s ecological civilization. 

Due to the increasingly severe ecological crises 

from air, water, and land pollution, more and more 

Chinese have realized the unsustainability of the 

capitalist development model, a model that relies on 

continued access to inexhaustible resources. While 

human desires may be unlimited, the Earth’s re-

sources are not. “They can neither meet the needs of 

capitalism’s infinite expansion, nor meet Commu-

nism’s distribution according to need” (Pan 2010). 

For Yue Pan, a leading figure in China’s ecological 

movement and Vice Minister of the Ministry of En-

vironmental Protection in China, “If China continues 

to walk the old road of Western industrialization, it 

will come to a dead end” (Pan 2010). Therefore, the 

Chinese government has paid much attention to the 

ecological civilization model, which emphasizes the 

harmonious symbiosis between humankind and na-

ture. In 2012 ecological civilization was ratified as 

the “fifth pillar” of the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP)’s platform, and in 2018 was adopted into 

China’s Constitution. Building China’s ecological 

civilization has become “a central policy objective 

of the Chinese government” (Gare 2012). 

President Xi Jinping has faith that “the prosper-

ity of ecology means the prosperity of civilization, 

while the decline of ecology means the decline of 

civilization” (Xi, Pushing China’s Development of 

an Ecological Civilization to a New Stage 2019). He 

not only regards a good ecology and environment as 

“the most inclusive [element for] people's livelihood 

and well-being,” but also conceives building an eco-

logical civilization as “vital for sustaining the devel-

opment of the Chinese nation” (Xi, Pushing China’s 

Development of an Ecological Civilization to a New 

Stage 2019). As a Marxist, Xi believes “To study 

Marx is to study and practice Marxist thought on the 

relationship between man and nature” (Xi, Speech at 

the Ceremony Commemorating the Bicentenary of 

the Birth of Marx 2018). Ecological civilization 

undoubtedly embodies the Marxist worldview in his 

eyes. 

The unifying theme of organic Marxism is its 

pursuit of an ecological civilization, one “that pro-

motes humans as part of non-human nature and of-

fers sustainable ways of living with non-human na-

ture” (Muray 2017). It is therefore no wonder that 

Chinese Marxists have developed a strong interest in 

it since “Marxism has inculcated in many Chinese a 

desire to save the world” (Cobb and Vltchek 2019). 

For some Chinese Marxists, organic Marxism is “a 

doctrine following ecological Marxism that reflects 

the global ecological crisis” (Secretary Department 

of the Philosophy Department of the Social Sciences 

Commission of the Ministry of Education of the 

People's Republic of China 2018). In his endorse-

ment of the book, Organic Marxism, Naishe Qiang, 

a senior editor of the Chinese Academy of Social 

Sciences’ publication, Philosophical Trends, 

claimed “Organic Marxism is a timely guide for 

responding to the pressing issues facing us” (Qiang 

2014). Ping Ren, president of Jiangsu Normal Uni-

versity, has defined organic Marxism as “Marxism 

in the era of ecological disaster.” He has conceived 

of organic Marxism as “a framework for saving the 

Earth” (Ren and Clayton 2016). 

In reality almost all organic Marxists feel the 

urgency of ecological issues and the necessity of 

creating an ecological civilization. As John Cobb 

stated, “Today more and more people recognize that 

global capitalism is destroying itself and, in the 

process, rendering the planet uninhabitable” (J. J. 

Cobb 2014). To David Griffin, “Ecological civiliza-

tion is urgently needed if humankind and other spe-

cies want to continue to live and flourish on the 

planet” (Griffin 2008). 

To Chinese Marxists, “Ecological civilization is 

not only organic Marxism’s theoretical aim, but also 

its practical pursuit” (He 2016). The active efforts 

that organic Marxism has made towards building an 

ecological civilization “have both theoretical and 

practical meaning for China” (Yu 2017). 

Since organic Marxism regards ecological civi-

lization as an unprecedented, systematic project, it 

will require not only a fundamental transformation 

to the modes of production and the underlying de-

velopment model, but also a fundamental transfor-

mation of worldview, values, and ways of living. 

Accordingly, organic Marxists have also proposed 

new concepts such as economy for community, de-

velopment for community, and “a lifestyle of crea-

tive frugality” (McDaniel 2008). They are convinced 

that these proposals can help China to free itself 

from GDP worship and global competition for 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ministry_of_Environmental_Protection_of_the_People%27s_Republic_of_China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ministry_of_Environmental_Protection_of_the_People%27s_Republic_of_China
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unlimited growth, and move it towards building an 

ecological civilization. Therefore, to some Chinese 

Marxists, “organic Marxism resonates deeply with 

China’s strategy for ecological civilization” (He 

2016).For Ming Huang and Xiaying Lu of Zhejiang 

University, organic Marxism is the doctrine and 

theory China urgently needs a sit faces the task of 

creating an ecological civilization, because it not 

only integrates the ecological thought of Chinese 

Marxism and the ecological ethics of traditional 

Chinese culture characterized by the oneness of na-

ture and human beings, but also “offers a blueprint 

for ecological civilization from macroscopic targets 

to micro measures” (Huang and Lu 2016). 

Yuchen Wang, a leading figure in ecological 

Marxism studies, argues that “organic Marxism as a 

movement in contemporary ecological studies is 

worthy of attention. It is significant for us to find a 

way to resolve the ecological crisis and create an 

ecological civilization” (Y. Wang 2015). For Zhihe 

Wang and Tao Yang, the greatest theoretical and 

practical meaning of organic Marxism is that it 

raises the question: “Is it possible for a socialist de-

veloping country like China to pursue a development 

pathway that [allows it to] leap beyond the Western 

advanced countries while building an ecological 

civilization that avoids the defects of the capitalist 

industrial civilization and takes advantage of the 

strengths of a socialist system and traditional Chi-

nese culture?” (Wang and Yang, Organic Marxism 

and Its Contemporary Meaning 2015).With many 

Chinese still stuck in the notion of linear develop-

ment and committed to the belief that China has to 

finish its journey to modernity, (“The Unfinished 

Project” according to Habermas), no matter what it 

takes, organic Marxism provides “a third way”, a 

way to expand thinking and explore other possibili-

ties. 

Organic Marxism Has Chinese Elements  

Another important reason for the Chinese peo-

ple’s attraction to organic Marxism lies in its Chi-

nese elements. In Zhihua Yang’s view, “Among all 

kinds of Marxism in the West, organic Marxism is 

the only Marxism that contains distinctive Chinese 

elements” (Yang, Exploring Organic Marxism from 

Chinese Angle 2015). For Changxue Li of the Cen-

tral Party School, the distinctive Chinese elements of 

organic Marxism are reflected in many respects, 

including its origin, source, theoretical proposals, 

philosophical methods, and values. This makes or-

ganic Marxism different from both Western Marx-

ism, and indigenous forms of Marxism such as those 

found in Cuba and China. His conclusion is: “Or-

ganic Marxism with Chinese elements is a new 

paradigm in the history of Marxism” (C. Li, Organic 

Marxism: A New Paradigm with Chinese Elements 

2016). 

What impresses Chinese Marxists deeply is that 

organic Marxism actively absorbs and draws lessons 

from Chinese traditional philosophy such as the 

“process thought” found in the I Ching (The Book of 

Changes), Confucianism’s “person-in-community” 

ideology, “harmony between humans and nature” in 

Daoism, the concept of inter-being in Hua Yen Bud-

dhism, the emphasis on “the primacy of each present 

moment of experience” in Chan Buddhism, the body 

as an organic microcosm of the universe that is 

found in traditional Chinese medicine, etc. (Clayton 

and Heinzekehr, Organic Marxism: An Alternative 

to Capitalism and Ecological Catastrophe 2014). For 

John Cobb, the current socialist system in China 

“has deep foundations in the thousands of years of 

Chinese culture” (Cobb and Vltchek 2019). To Zhi-

he Wang, Kaige Gao, and Meijun Fan, deep organic 

connections exist between organic Marxism and 

Chinese traditional thought. For this reason, they 

have called organic Marxism “Marxism with Dao,” 

meaning that it aims to find the common good with-

in Mankind and Nature. Because “it not only criti-

cizes the injustice of capitalism and fights against 

the reckless waste of consumerism, but also treats 

nature, the general population, farmers, and future 

generations with kindness” (Wang, Gao and Fan, 

Organic Marxism Is a Marxism with Dao 2016). 

Besides the critical appreciation of traditional 

Chinese culture, organic Marxism also appreciates 

the efforts of contemporary Chinese Marxism such 

as caring for the vulnerable and the poor, decrying 

“an overly abstract form of philosophy that gets lost 

in theory and neglects practice,” etc. (Clayton and 

Heinzekehr, Organic Marxism: An Alternative to 

Capitalism and Ecological Catastrophe 2014). In 

addition, Chinese Marxists appreciate organic Marx-

ism’s care for China, especially its moral support for 

China’s construction of an ecological civilization 

(Feng and Meng 2015).According to an analysis by 

Qingzhi Huan and Jun He of Peking University, 

“One important reason why organic Marxism re-

ceives widespread attention from outside academia 

(even from the government) is that it clearly estab-

lished an immediate foothold in the construction of 

ecological civilization in contemporary China while 

retaining traditional Chinese wisdom or culture” 

(Huan and He 2017). 
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Like John Foster and some Western historians 

of science who see China as a “potential ray of hope 

in the necessary ecological transition in the Anthro-

pocene,” despite its own serious environmental 

problems, leading organic Marxists like John Cobb 

and Philip Clayton have positive views of China (J. 

B. Foster 2017). Cobb is convinced that “the hope of 

ecological civilization lies in China” (J. Cobb 

2010).To Philip Clayton, “[o]f all the nations on this 

planet, the People’s Republic of China is most likely 

to lead other countries to a sustainable ecological 

civilization. Sadly, the leadership will not come 

from the United States, and no other country is 

strong enough to take the leading role” (Clayton, 

Preface to Chinese Edition 2014). 

Organic Marxists hope “China as a latecomer 

can take advantage of catching up from behind to an 

advanced level, and create a new civilization that is 

concerned with the environment, cares about the 

poor, and appreciates diversity by overcoming the 

defects of traditional capitalism and transcending the 

profit-oriented development model” (X. Wang 

2017). 

Chinese Marxists appreciate the open attitude of 

organic Marxism. Some see organic Marxism as a 

commendable contribution from the West with a 

tolerant attitude and openness towards Asian culture. 

They regard this attitude “as an important starting 

point of transforming human civilization” (Cui, A 

Summary of Overseas and Domestic Research 

Status on Organic Marxism 2019). 

 

Organic Marxism Has Deep Convergences 

with Ecological Marxism 

Another important reason why many Chinese 

Marxists appreciate organic Marxism is that it shares 

many commonalities with ecological Marxism. After 

being introduced into China more than 30 years ago, 

ecological Marxism is “one of the most influential 

movements in contemporary Western Marxism” and 

has become “part of the totality of Marxism in 

China”; it has been, to some extent, “accepted by the 

mainstream Marxist camp” (Z. Wang, Ecological 

Marxism in China 2012). One of the major contribu-

tions of ecological Marxism is identifying the theo-

retical grounding of ecological civilization in Marx. 

In John Cobb’s words, “A few American Marxists 

have shown that an ecological Marxism can find 

grounding in Marx, and this is surely important” (J. 

J. Cobb 2014). For John Foster, the most well-

known ecological Marxist in China, Marx “explicitly 

defined socialism in terms consistent with the devel-

opment of an ecological society or civilization” (J. 

B. Foster 2016). 

Many Chinese Marxists recognize the affinities 

between organic Marxism and ecological Marxism. 

Some of them argue that there is an inherent rela-

tionship between the two. In Zanmei Cui’s words, 

“As organic Marxism and ecological Marxism as 

movements share the same ecological concerns and 

appeared in succession; there is a kind of inherent 

relationship in thought and content” (Cui, From 

Ecological Marxism to Organic Marxism: A Devel-

opmental Trajectory 2019).Some scholars point out 

that “Ecological Marxism is one theoretical source 

of organic Marxism” (Secretary Department of the 

Philosophy Department of the Social Sciences 

Commission of the Ministry of Education of the 

People's Republic of China 2018). Yupeng Wang 

and Yanli Feng, for example, argue that “Based on 

the inheritance of the ecological Marxism reprsented 

by Foster, organic Marxism eventually formed a 

new paradigm of Marxist studies abroad by drawing 

lessons from the wisdom of China’s Confucianism, 

Buddhism and Daoism” (Wang and Feng 2016). 

Some scholars discovered the commonalities 

between organic Marxism and ecological Marxism. 

According to Zhihe Wang and Tao Yang, “Organic 

Marxism has a deep convergence with ecological 

Marxism. Since organic Marxism is a deep ecologi-

cal theory, it has shared many insights with the eco-

logical Marxism represented by Foster: such as criti-

cizing capitalism, challenging imperialism, calling 

for an ecological revolution and an ecological en-

lightenment” (Wang and Yang, Organic Marxism 

and Its Contemporary Meaning 2015). Both ecologi-

cal Marxism and organic Marxism have characteris-

tics of non-Western centrism and reject both radical 

anthropocentrism and radical ecocentrism. “Both of 

them clearly oppose modern anthropocentrism and 

have respectively developed an ecological thinking 

that concerns the long-term future of humanity and 

society” (Han and Wu 2017). For Lianfu Yan and 

Fangfang Xie of the Marxism School at Xi'an Jiao-

tong University, “Based on Marxist perspective, 

both ecological Marxism and organic Marxism pro-

foundly explore the root causes of the contemporary 

ecological crisis. In spite of their different approach-

es, their aim is the same: to find a way to solve the 

contradiction between human sustainable develop-

ment and the ecological crisis. Their exploration has 

provided important inspirations in the development 

of Marxist theory and the building of a socialist eco-

logical civilization” (Yan and Xie 2016). 

https://www.baidu.com/link?url=S_9rYqU8ugQ8AnSxR-ngNj905Am0eYb-WNPdlz1bEQFSoANBcFS10ttdk3YfqisnV4NrtEjgPaTyWAxofRkZBfB9DgEuPSLe8bGuVDKvxCOYcq3I27Nr259bQsbF-9cH&wd=&eqid=89a2ae5b001c1735000000065ef27b8d
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III. Challenges Facing Organic Marxism in 

China 

Although organic Marxism has attracted signifi-

cant attention in China, its fate remains unpredict-

able because of severe obstacles such as: dogmatic 

Marxism, deep-seated anthropocentrism, prevailing 

developmentalism, overwhelming consumerism, and 

a deep prejudice against religion. If organic Marx-

ism is to take root and blossom in China, it must 

overcome these forms of resistance. Among these, 

the biggest obstacle comes from within Marxism, 

namely from dogmatic Marxists. To some extent all 

of the obstacles above are related directly or indi-

rectly to dogmatic Marxism. With regard to religious 

prejudice, dogmatic Marxists continue to adhere to 

Marx's famous dictum that religion is “the opium of 

the people” and regard that statement as “the corner-

stone of the whole Marxist worldview of the reli-

gious question.” Accordingly, they became selec-

tively blind to the positive functions of religion or 

spirituality, such as providing social cohesion to 

help maintain social solidarity (David Durkheim), 

“stretching individual interest beyond its self-

defeating particularity” (Whitehead, Process and 

Reality: An Essay in Cosmology 1978), expanding 

our love for others, including other living beings in 

nature, etc. It is obvious that religion can play an 

important role in combating excessive consumerism 

and radical hedonism, sometimes described in Chi-

nese as “amusing ourselves to death.” If we con-

demn religion to the trash heap as dogmatic Marxists 

have done, we will lose a valuable resource. It is 

nothing less than throwing the baby out with the 

bathwater. Due to space limitations and its central 

role in opposing organic Marxism, the following 

discussion will focus on dogmatic Marxism. 

Dogmatic Marxism is a variety of fundamental-

ist Marxism that believes “there is only one Marx-

ism.” In the words of Xincheng Zhou, a senior pro-

fessor of Marxism at Renmin University of China, 

“Marxism reveals the universal development rule of 

the natural world, human society and thinking. It is a 

one-size-fits-all universal truth that does not become 

outdated when changes occur as times change, nor 

lose efficacy due to different national conditions. 

Therefore, there is only one Marxism in the world, 

not different kinds of Marxism” (Zhou 2018). From 

such a fundamentalist standpoint, he considers both 

organic and ecological Marxism as “non-Marxism” 

or “anti-Marxism.” In the eyes of Rongzheng Mei, a 

chief expert in the history of Marxism at the Central 

Marxism Project, “The varieties of Marxism with a 

Western background, such as ecological Marxism, 

organic Marxism and feminist Marxism, etc., con-

fuse people about what Marxism actually is. The 

concept of Marxism became infinitely extended. The 

intention is to negate the proletarian position and 

worldview of Marxism and make Marxism into a 

Marxism favored by all classes in order to make 

Marxism classless, empty, and non-revolutionary” 

(Mei 2016). 

For these fundamentalist Marxists, the only 

truth is found in the foundational books of Marx and 

Engels. They are vehemently opposed to any kind of 

Marxism that differs from classical Marxism. You 

are not allowed to say anything that Marx did not 

say or do anything that Marx did not do. Otherwise, 

you are distorting Marxism. As Xia Qiustated, 

“There are a lot of weird so-called ‘Marxisms’ such 

as organic Marxism, ecological Marxism, Confucian 

Marxism, Western Marxism and New Marxism, etc. 

The essence of these ‘Marxisms’ is far from the 

Marxism as the guideline of our party. They are 

falsely named and a distortion of Marxism” (Qiu 

2018). 

What these dogmatic Marxists forget is that 

Marx himself never treated his theory as unchanging 

truth. Engels once said, “All Marx's worldview is 

not a doctrine, but a method [sic]”, which gives“not 

ready-made dogmas, but starting points for further 

research and a method for this research” (Alpi-

dovskaya and Popkova 2019). 

As a matter of fact, in their lifetime Marx and 

Engels constantly adjusted their perspectives. They 

showed with practical action that “what they be-

queathed was not some bible or even a finished 

work” (Bolton 2017).Since Marx himself did not 

believe in unchanging essences it is therefore not 

possible to ask what the true essence of his thought 

was, or to decide which branch of Marxism is the 

true one. In short, “Marxism is fluid and changing” 

(C. Cobb 2018). 

Ironically, one of the main reasons why the 

CCP was successful in the Chinese revolution was 

because under Mao’s leadership the Party kept 

breaking down dogmas of classical Marxism. The 

Party never forgot the painful lessons of the dogma-

tism of Li Lisan and Wang Ming in the Party’s early 

years. As senior leaders of the CCP, both Li and 

Wang had abided by Communist dogma and strictly 

adhered to Soviet or Stalinist Marxism by neglecting 

the "concrete realities" of the Chinese revolution. 

They gave priority to the seizure of large cities and 

repudiated Mao's strategy which better reflected 

https://www.google.com.hk/search?q=fundamentalist+Marxism&spell=1&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjlrLDviZnqAhWnIjQIHcUhAR8QBSgAegQIAhAm
https://www.google.com.hk/search?q=fundamentalist+Marxism&spell=1&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjlrLDviZnqAhWnIjQIHcUhAR8QBSgAegQIAhAm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_Communist_Party
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China's conditions: “The key to China's social revo-

lution lay in mobilizing the peasantry and establish-

ing secure rural base areas” (Joseph 1984). Because 

of their dogmatism, the Chinese revolution suffered 

large losses and was nearly destroyed. That was a 

profound lesson for the young CCP. Unfortunately, 

in later years Mao violated the principle of seeking 

truth from facts and almost repeated the same mis-

take by strictly adhering to the classical Marxist 

theory of class struggle, which reached its climax 

during the Great Cultural Revolution. This “led to 

domestic turmoil and brought catastrophe to the 

Party, the State and the entire people,” and brought 

China’s national economy “to the edge of collapse” 

(Grenville 2005). As John Cobb pointed out, “Marx-

ism in its Leninist and Stalinist forms did not work 

and will not work” (J. J. Cobb 2014). 

Although it's been many years since the Great 

Cultural Revolution, dogmatism is still an important 

force. The attack of the dogmatists against organic 

Marxism reflects its influence. Fighting against 

dogmatism, therefore, will require significant time 

and effort. But if China wants to continue to open its 

doors to the world and take the lead towards an eco-

logical civilization, it must abandon such obsolete 

binary thinking because “creating an ecological civi-

lization requires the collective effort of different 

civilizations, different religions, and different ide-

ologies” (Pan2018). To achieve this goal, Chinese 

Marxism must not only be open to various kinds of 

Marxism, including organic Marxism and ecological 

Marxism, but also be open to different religious 

traditions. It is time therefore, to reflect on atheistic 

fundamentalism and to re-examine the function of 

religion in the face of the rapid developments that 

are taking place. In Yue Pan’s words, the “Marxist 

view of religion must keep up with the times” (Pan 

2001). The adherence to atheism has the negative 

effect of encouraging consumerism, which is threat-

ening the future of humanity on the planet. White-

head once observed that “it has been remarked that a 

system of philosophy is never refuted; it is only 

abandoned” (Whitehead, Process and Reality: An 

Essay in Cosmology 1978). This claim may also be 

applied to fundamentalist Marxism. Deng Xiaoping, 

who launched China's reform and its opening-up 

policy, once admitted, “We’ve accumulated decades 

of experience engaged in Socialism. What is Social-

ism? What is Marxism? To date we’ve never clearly 

carried it out” (Deng 1993). 

As the new leader of the 90-million member 

CCP, Xi Jinping himself is actually on guard against 

various kinds of dogmatism. He is opposed to treat-

ing Marxism as a set of fixed dogmas and always 

encourages Chinese Marxists to keep an open mind. 

At the Ceremony Commemorating the Bicentenary 

of the Birth of Marx, he emphasized, “China’s great 

social transformation is not a master plate from 

which we simply continue our history and culture, 

nor a pattern from which we mechanically apply the 

ideas of classic Marxist authors, nor a reprint of the 

practice of socialism in other countries, nor a dupli-

cate of modernization from abroad. There is no or-

thodox, immutable version of socialism. It is only by 

closely linking the basic principles of scientific so-

cialism with a country’s specific realities, history, 

cultural traditions, and contemporary needs, and by 

continually conducting inquiries and reviews in the 

practice of socialism, that a blueprint can become a 

bright reality” (Xi, Speech at the Ceremony Com-

memorating the Bicentenary of the Birth of Marx 

2018). Treating Marxism dogmatically, especially 

by garbling quotes out of context, not only discredits 

Marxism’s reputation, but “is the inner cause of the 

setbacks the practice of socialism has experienced” 

(Nie 2020). 

From the perspective of organic Marxism, the 

biggest problem of fundamentalist Marxismis that it 

separates theory from practice. Dogmatic Marxists 

either indulge in quotations and pedantry, randomly 

selected from the writings of Marx, Engels or Lenin, 

or direct their fire exclusively at Western capitalism. 

This has resulted in a failure to remain grounded by 

getting lost in theory and neglecting practice. On a 

theoretical basis they committed what Whitehead 

called “the fallacy of misplaced concreteness,” an 

error of “mistaking the abstract for the concrete” 

(Whitehead, Science and the Modern World 1967). 

Some Chinese scholars have discovered a huge gap 

between Marx’s (and Engels’) political philosophy 

and contemporary China’s reality. It is this gap that 

has blocked the emergence of Marxist political phi-

losophy in the context of Chinese culture. This is 

manifested by the fundamentalist Marxists’ unrelent-

ing emphasis on how correct their political philoso-

phy is, and how important it is to modern China. At 

the same time, they criticize Western scholars for 

distorting Marx’s political philosophy. “In the end, 

they are wavering and flickering around the reality 

of the Chinese society without going deeply into the 

critical issues and never confronting China’s con-

crete reality. Classic Marx’s political philosophy, 

therefore, becomes irrelevant to China’s reality. 

Both face each other across the river” (Ye 2020). In 

https://www.baidu.com/link?url=aVpIVbstYRyCmd67XdFfzuy5shmEX2nwaz4ONCGdBtlTg-AKg8iNTgHeqMa1TtmN2GflJGhjhR4JqcKOB-nW-okq5pmEUnvA6-McNYhKlYK&wd=&eqid=c824cddc0000b797000000065ef41f9b
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this sense, we can regard these fundamentalist Marx-

ists as “dogmatic Marxists”. To them, “elucidating 

immediate experience, as suffered and enjoyed by 

human beings and other living beings, is the primary 

justification for human thought” (Clayton and 

Heinzekehr, Organic Marxism: An Alternative to 

Capitalism and Ecological Catastrophe 2014). Eco-

logical civilization not only aims at the dynamic 

harmony between humans and nature, “but also aims 

at the dynamic harmony among people” (Xue 2017). 

The most damaging consequence of the adherence of 

fundamentalist Marxists to dogma is that many peo-

ple no longer have faith in Marxism. 

The world has changed, and fundamentalist 

Marxists, unfortunately, have not. Fundamentalist 

Marxists fail to recognize realistic problems such as 

the hardships of the people, despite claiming that 

they are “defending the interests of nation and peo-

ple” (X. Wang 2017). They disregard the pressing 

ecological crisis facing China and ignore “the basic 

contradiction between the great superstructure and 

the overburdened economic base” (Qian 2018). Ac-

cording to the “Comparative Table of Sino-US Insti-

tutions at the County Level” released at the Beijing 

Forum, the US has 19 county-level institutions; Chi-

na has 196. A survey by Yuling Ren, an advisor to 

the central government showed that the “ratio be-

tween government officials and civilians was 1:26” 

(Ren 2005). To Liu Xirong, a member of The Na-

tional People’s Congress (NPC), Vice Chairman of 

the NPC Law Committee, and former Deputy Secre-

tary of the CCP’s Central Commission for Discipline 

Inspection, “No matter how hard the people work, 

they will not be able to afford so many public ser-

vants” (Liu 2012). It is hard to expect such a huge 

bureaucracy to serve people efficiently, and despite 

President Xi Jinping’s centralized anti-corruption 

efforts, it is hard to avoid corruption. Did these fun-

damentalist Marxists propose solutions addressing 

this big issue? Did they say anything critical about 

the rigid urban-rural structure in China? While the 

Central government repeatedly stressed reviving the 

countryside, did they offer any constructive sugges-

tions to eliminate or reform this structure? Unfortu-

nately, the well-being of more than 600 million 

farmers does not appear to be part of their studies. 

In addition, these fundamentalist Marxists regu-

larly turn a blind eye to capitalism and capitalism-

generated exploitation and corruption occurring at 

the local level in China. After a series of worker 

suicides that were caused by numerous labor abuses 

took place at Foxconn, the world's largest electronics 

manufacturer, few dogmatic Marxists spoke out in 

support of workers. Likewise, almost no fundamen-

talist Marxists publicly questioned Jack Ma, the co-

founder and former executive chairman of Alibaba 

Group, when he stressed that it is the Alibaba Group 

– not the people – that feeds the people, and that 

workers who work from 9a.m. to 9p.m., 6 days a 

week should be grateful to Alibaba for offering them 

jobs. Fortunately, some Chinese youths responded to 

Ma using Marx's labor theory of value. They as-

serted that it is human labor that creates value; it is 

the people who feed the Alibaba Group, not the re-

verse (Yin 2020). It is to be hoped that more Chinese 

youths – with the help of ecological Marxism, or-

ganic Marxism, and other ecological movements – 

will realize the danger and harm of both capitalism 

and dogmatism, and will commit themselves to cre-

ating an ecological civilization, the greatest chal-

lenge of the Anthropocene, in order to save our 

beautiful planet as well as humanity itself. 

Whitehead stated, “a clash of doctrines is not a 

disaster—it is an opportunity" (Whitehead, Science 

and the Modern World 1967). The adventure of or-

ganic Marxism in China has convinced us that con-

tinuing to follow the same paths and limiting oneself 

is a dead end. Organic Marxism as an emerging the-

ory needs to open itself to criticism, and enrich itself 

by absorbing new ideas in China. According to De-

sheng Zhu, former Chairperson of the Philosophy 

Department at Peking University, Marxism was 

based on traditional Western culture and was formed 

by studying the practical problems in the West. “If it 

wants to take root, germinate and bloom in China, it 

must combine Chinese traditional culture with 

China’s reality. Politically, this combination has 

advanced, but philosophically the exploration has 

just begun” (Lin 2011). There is little doubt that 

organic Marxism can play an important role in this 

exploration, and in developing Marxism with Chi-

nese characteristics that creates an ecological civili-

zation. It doesn’t actually matter whether it is called 

“organic Marxism” or not. In the words of Yunfei 

Zhang, a noted Marxist professor at Renmin Univer-

sity of China, “Only when traditional Chinese wis-

dom, Western process philosophy, and Marxist the-

ory become organically integrated, can ecological 

civilization be realized” (Zhang 2016). 

Despite the early trials and tribulations sur-

rounding its introduction, organic Marxism has be-

come a tremendous ideological force in the field of 

ideological discourse and debate in China. Although 

organic Marxism has temporarily fallen by the way-

https://www.baidu.com/link?url=WDDK62PrFmm0dQBu-P0ntC3bs-FjIuyZqB-_Wonh-gabgaDiMxNwmXXC3Iarkr1P1KnqIE7D3TBBlqC6oal5Z5tIbTrPwyRWZUspRAUYfciIoB15cF-DmpHJYyeB9Lvb&wd=&eqid=f8fab9bd0029c5e3000000065eee8860
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side due to the attacks from dogmatic and orthodox 

Marxists, we are convinced that organic Marxism 

has a bright future in China because of the fresh, 

holistic perspective it provides as China faces devel-

opment into a modern socialist nation. The rigid 

materialism often characteristic of orthodox Marx-

ism prevents us from seeing the advantages of alter-

native development paths along with the disadvan-

tages of deterministic economic development paths. 

The phenomenon of “GDPism,” which emerged as a 

by product of China’s recent development model, is 

an example of the latter. The perspective of organic 

Marxism does not replace the focus on economic 

growth and development per se, but rather supple-

ments it and tempers it by emphasizing the relation 

between economic growth and other important fac-

tors that are inextricably linked with it, such as envi-

ronmental degradation. As China continues to fully 

mature into a moderately prosperous society in all 

respects, a stated goal of the Party to be reached by 

the Party’s 100
th
 anniversary in 2021, such addi-

tional factors cannot be ignored, lest the goal of 

moderate prosperity in all respects remain un-

reached. President Xi Jinping himself has made this 

clear in a speech given at the 19
th
National Congress 

of the CPC on October 18, 2017, in which he stated, 

“We must put the people’s interests above all else, 

see that the gains of reform and development benefit 

all our people in a fair way, and strive to achieve 

shared prosperity for everyone” (Xi, Report at the 

19th National Congress of the Communist Party of 

China 2017). Likewise, in a speech given at a na-

tional commendation conference in Beijing on Feb-

ruary 25, 2021, President Xi urged the Party “to 

adhere to a people-centered development to achieve 

common prosperity.” Thus, economic growth and 

development, while undoubtedly crucial to the 

Party’s mission of the rejuvenation of the Chinese 

nation, cannot be the Party’s sole focus. A truly peo-

ple-centered development must take into account all 

of the issues and concerns of the people, be they 

related to economic growth or otherwise. In contrast 

to many of the other forms and flavors of Marxism 

that have emerged in academia and Marxist govern-

ments alike, the philosophy of organic Marxism has 

already made a demonstrable impact on the ideol-

ogy, policies, and planning pursued by the Commu-

nist Party of China. As China enjoys an increasingly 

pristine and healthy environment going forward into 

the future, organic Marxism will likewise enjoy 

greater success and appreciation for the invaluable 

contributions it has made towards this end. The 

many positive developments in China to which or-

ganic Marxism has contributed may not have been 

realized had the intense criticism fromdogmatic and 

orthodox Marxists succeeded in stifling its develop-

ment in its infancy; this illustrates the danger posed 

by ideological dogmatism in general towards any 

philosophy or ideology. Marxism, like all ideologies, 

is not a static, immutable doctrine from which no 

new innovations or schools of thought can arise out 

of fear of compromising its ideological purity. We 

must be open-minded and willing to adapt Marxism 

to the ever-changing material and social conditions 

faced by China or any socialist nation. 

From its humble beginnings as a heavily scruti-

nized variant of an ideology that itself attracted con-

troversy, organic Marxism has stood out as a solu-

tion to the ecological issues facing China. It is hoped 

that the trend towards an ecological civilization to 

which organic Marxism has contributed will con-

tinue and that in the future this philosophy can ad-

dress the increasingly-pressing environmental con-

cerns faced not just by China, but the world as a 

whole. 
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Abstract: 

Mugham is deeply rooted in Azerbaijan’s history as 

it is undoubtedly depicted as the pearl of Azerbaijani 

musical art. Mughаm (Azerb. Muğam) (God sent music) 

is one of the main genres in traditional Azerbaijani music, 

part of the musical-poetic art of Azerbaijan’s nation. The 

Mughаm embodies philosophical poetry including the 

philosophy of music as a complement to the harmony of 

being. In 2008, UNESCO proclaimed the Azerbaijani 

Mugham as one of the masterpieces of verbal and 

intangible cultural heritage. This music must be 

understood in its two dimensions – as an example of an 

art and as a way of thinking, in which Sufism and 

Mysticism are two lines that intersect. The aim of the 

article is to show the unity of Azerbaijan’s spiritual 

culture and the synthesis of music and religion. Special 

attention is focused on Mugham as a type of connection 

with God, through mystical love and spiritual experience. 

This perspective differs from that of common research 

and discussions of Mugham, which view it principally as 

a unique type of poetic-musical communication between 

performers and a devoted audience. The post-Soviet 

period allowed Western scholars to become acquainted 

with the musical works of Azerbaijani masters of 

Mugham and to compare their musical-aesthetic features 

with those of German Romanticism. In this paper, we 

move beyond such considerations to claim that Mugham 

ought to be recognized ‘as a spiritual process preserving 

the dynamism of thinking’. The report will conclude with 

the concomitant claim that Mugham represents an 

intercultural philosophy. 

 

Key words: Mugham, philosophy of religion, 

Sufism, a way of thinking. 

 
Introduction 
Mugham is a part of Azerbaijan’s cultural and 

spiritual heritage. Apart from being lyrical music, it 

is a state of mind, a way of achieving fusion with 
theworld, and a sort of cosmic philosophy. It is orig-
inally known as the “music sent by God” (UNESCO, 
1971).  

As a genre, it was formed during the period of 
the so-called Muslim Renaissance (the 12th c. – 13th 
c.), when poetry writing was in ascendance. There 
are different views on Mugham’s origin. Konul 
Bunyadzade, for example, describes it as a synthesis 
of Eastern and Western thought (Bunyadzade, 
2016:283). It is an extremely sophisticated art mode 
based on classic poetry and musical improvisation 
with specific local rhythms. The poetic forms 
Ghazals (an oriental lyric form) and poetic verses of 
later works formed the basis of Mugham. From then 
on, the establishment of musical schools of Mugham 
in the cities of Baku, Shamakhi, Nakhchivan and 
Karabakh with the prominent Karabakh Shikestesi 
(Karabakh sanctuary) began (Azerbaijan State 
News…, 2019). Their aim, and an aim that continues 
today, is to popularize Azerbaijan’s Mugham in the 
contemporary world, attracting an increasing num-
ber of creators and fans of this ancient and everlast-
ing musical art.  

Mugham
1
 incorporates a complex system known 

as “dastgah”, which can be understood in the follow-
ing way:  

It has its own beginning, culmination point 
and end. There are seven main modes of 

                                                 
1
The term “Mugham” is generally used to describe a kind 

of vocal-instrumental folk music which originates from 
Azerbaijan. The first attempts to introduce mugham as a 
genre of professional music incorporated the work of 
Hadjibeyov, and the tradition was passed onto future 
generations. An important contribution in this regard was 
made by Fikret Amirov with the creation of the Symphon-
ic Mugham genre (1948). 
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Mugham and each of them is the expression of 
some feeling or state of the soul. Rast is the 
expression of bravery, Shur of the lyrical 
senses, Segah – of love, Shushter – of deep 
sadness, Chahargah – of excitement and pas-
sion etc., each mode of Mugham requires an 
appropriate ghazal to match its music 
(Bunyadzade, 2016: 293). 

During the 1970s, UNESCO started to popular-
ise this kind of traditional music not only in Europe, 
but also in America, Canada and Japan.  The 21st 
century brought another revival of Mugham; for 
example, in 2003 the Azerbaijan Mugham was de-
clared a supreme form of intangible oral cultural 
heritage, and in 2008 it was formally enshrined in 
the UNESCO world intangible cultural heritage list. 
Mugham is usually performed by three musicians – 
the performer playing Tar, the performer playing 
Kemenche and the Khanande (singer), who directs 
the main theme, enriching it with improvisations and 
emotional nuances. Given the importance of sponta-
neity and authenticity to this genre of music, from 
my point of view, Mugham is not only a specific 
form of national music, but a philosophical and mys-
tical way of thinking. 

Mugham is integral to the regional musical cul-
ture of the 14th–15th century. It proliferated and 
developed  into new forms or ‘national varieties’ 
throughout separate nations of the Near East and 
Middle East. Certain of these forms are associated 
with the philosophical poetry and history of medie-
val philosophy of Azerbaijan.  

This musical genre is an important part of Azer-
baijan’s culture, and its recognition on an interna-
tional scale enhances national self-confidence. Still, 
it is not a popular musical genre, or one that is by 
any means associated with contemporary popular 
culture. Mugham encodes an authentic Self deeply in 
the consciousness of a performer. This music repre-
sents a light that dispels darkness from the heart, 
illuminating it and revealing what lies hidden in its 
depths. When experienced, it can be said to resemble 
a realistic dream full of powerful emotions, but it is 
also based on and driven by genuine knowledge. In 
other words, the Mugham melody is itself a finished 
product of this knowledge. 

Among performances of Mugham music, the 
means are different, but the end is the same. This is 
because, at bottom, Mugham music is an independ-
ent worldview – one in which sound is comparable 
to a spiritual experience. God is the author and the 
musicians and their hands are just tools that reveal 
the Absolute to an audience. Mugham includes all 

the potential of human thought – it contains objec-
tive knowledge from the divine world that is exhib-
ited through the subjective lens of both performance 
and listener, leading every participant in the experi-
ence along  their own path to the truth (Bunyadzade, 
2016:300). 

In Mugham, there are three types of music: 
1) The first type is associated with the definition 

of the main principles of music – the trajectory of 
music and definition of new ideas. Only initiated 
individuals can take a real pleasure in this music.  

2) The second type is associated with the re-
searchers of this musical genre and their studies, 
articles and books. Paradoxically, our knowledge of 
this genre proceeds from the studies of Western re-
searchers and a shift from the East to the West is 
seen. 

3) The third type is associated with the philo-
sophical and Sufi treatises that are devoted to the 
composition of music and related to the “philosophy 
of Mugham”. 

Melody may take one of two forms – the first is 
inner, consisting of imagining the tune intended; the 
second is the skill of producing that tune through the 
hand or through the mouth. The composition of a 
melody for this type of musical art can be associated 
with a “poetical instinct” related to the human need 
to free oneself from stress and relax. Hence, listen-
ing to this type of music should not be regarded as a 
time interval but as a time flow – like a translating 
possibility. It is a translation from the dense and 
compact time of the “sensory world” through a 
“non-detectable time” (the time of an “imaginary 
world”), where a person is free from an accompany-
ing anxiety, to the “super-non-detectable time”, 
which is the world of clear reason. All creatures 
have a quantum of their own time or an embodied 
time, which can be modelled. This quantum of time 
that is set as a spiritual individuality is able to envel-
op the infinity of being, which it has in the present, 
past and future. The pleasure of music does not nec-
essarily require a practical participation, a view 
which is supported by the ancient philosophers 
(Ptolemaeus, Aristotle) (Ibid:102). The pleasure 
taken from this melody is an analogue to sensual 
perceptions, which are always accompanied with the 
feeling of pleasure. Thus, according to such a philo-
sophical view, we find an opposition to the Pythago-
rean idea that pleasure is a result of celestial spheres 
(Ibid:54). 

For the performers of Mugham, the aim of mu-
sic is similar to that of poetry – the achievement of 
ultimate human happiness. Indeed, the forms of po-
etry direct reflection towards happiness, glorify di-
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vine matters and goods, and represent the virtues as 
the noble (al Fārābī, 1971:64). To accomplish a 
perfect musical composition, first one needs to un-
derstand the intended use of poetry and its numerous 
forms. Then, the use of the two arts, music and poet-
ry, becomes applicable to two fields of philosophical 
interest: logic and politics. Poetic discourse falls 
short of apodictic certainty of truth and falsity with 
which syllogistic reasoning is concerned and could 
not for that reason be included in the logical corpus. 
Poetry is more akin to philosophy as its statements 
are of the nature of the universal, while music be-
longs to a ‘poetic art’, the ‘art of melodies’ (alhan). 
The correlation between poetry and melody has a 
central role in the ‘philosophy of Mugham’, and 
melodies represent a complex effect of perception, 
similar to visual decorative objects. The use of sim-
ple and pleasant images and verbal expressions cre-
ate a poetic effect that expresses genuine wisdom in 
a way that pompous terms and concepts cannot 
achieve. The function of the player of Mugham is to 
direct actions and reflections toward happiness and 
glorify divine matters. Thus, this music has a moral 
function.  

Based on the above discussion, Mugham can be 
defined “as a kind of a multiform systemic musical 
thinking or a tradition, which ‘canonizes to a degree 
the structure of musical expression and the attain-
ment of a philosophical harmony and the unity of 
being’” (Quluzade, 2009a:56). It does not include 
the opposition between the material and ideal, the 
unity and multitude, the Creator and creation and the 
rational and irrational (mystic). Its aim is to improve 
people’s moral attitudes and conduct by attuning 
them to the values of humanism and tolerance. Orig-
inally, Mugham was an effort of the people to real-
ize their place as part of the unity of being and not 
only an effort to achieve this unity. It is a practice in 
which one views oneself as united with the Absolute 
through the heart and completes the cycle of return 
to one’s primary origin, in which prayer is a tool to 
return to the lost paradise, where Man is with God. 

The sound of Mugham and the light of Sufism 
are individual manifestations of God, revealing the 
human aspiration of achieving harmony through the 
universal Sound. 

Based on objective reasons (geographical posi-
tion, natural resources), Azerbaijan is politically, 
economically and culturally closely linked with var-
ious countries and peoples and their cultural cus-
toms, as the former is developed in direct connection 
with the latter and primarily with their spiritual as-
pects. Using the Latin, Ancient Greek, Persian and 
Arabic writing systems also contributed to the ad-

vance of Azerbaijan’s spiritual culture, based on the 
inherited ancient Kura-Araxes culture. The diversity 
of ethnicities that contributed to the formation of the 
Azerbaijan nation, along with belief systems includ-
ing Zoroastrianism, Islam, Christianity and shaman-
ism that previously existed within its territory, is 
largely responsible for the flourishing culture of 
tolerance –  the tolerant attitude to different ethnici-
ties, freethinking reflected in the ideologies of nu-
merous non-orthodox sects associated with various 
religions. One  spiritual system that reflects these 
values is Sufism, which originated during the 10th 
century. It became an ideological-theoretical – and 
specifically practical – sociocultural stream defining 
the development of Azerbaijan’s spiritual culture, 
philosophy, theology and theosophy, ethics and aes-
thetics, literature, philosophical poetry, music, arts 
and architecture. 

Azerbaijani thinkers played a large role in the 
formation of Sufism not only locally but also 
throughout the entire Caucasus region. In his treatis-
es, Ayn al-Quzat Miyaneji demonstrated the panthe-
istic system of Sufism. Abu al-Najib Suhrawardi and 
Abu Hafs Umar Suhrawardi explored the philosoph-
ical and ethical dimensions of Sufism and estab-
lished the famous Sufi order As-Suhrawardia in 
Baghdad. (Its branches are seen in different coun-
tries of the Orient, as it became particularly popular 
in India during the 8

th
 c. – 9th c. Initially, it was 

supported by the Caliphs and ruling Islamic elites, 
but later adopted the ideas of pantheism and free-
thinking, and based on this, streams and sects such 
as Bahaism and Pir Jamailiya were created.) 

 Almost all the Azerbaijani Sufi and their orders 
and teachings were widespread across the region. In 
addition,  they attracted the representatives of other 
religions. The ideology and movement of the 
Qazalbash is an example of this. Sufi thinkers deliv-
ered their doctrines through both  prosaic treatises 
and philosophical poetry (e.g., the heritage of Baba 
Kuhi, Shabustari, Owhadi Marhagei, Nesimi, S. 
Tabrizi). Sufism, as the most powerful philosophi-
cal-pantheistic and philosophical-theosophical 
school of thought in the Near and the Middle East 
during the Middle Ages, had an important effect on 
the works of Nizami and Fuzûlî. The principle doc-
trine of Sufism, which maintains that communion 
with God is attained through love, and the Sufi-
inspired usage of mystical symbols in artistic images 
soon influenced and became fundamental to numer-
ous aspects of Azerbaijan’s cultural and spiritual 
heritage (e.g., ontology, gnoseology, and ethics). 
These concepts were embraced by both representa-
tives of the region’s elite, such as the Shah Ismail 
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Hatai, and by popular movements which aimed at 
the restoration of social justice. The ideas of Sufism 
were reflected in courtly poetry (Hatran Tabrizi, 
Shirwani) and the philosophical poetry of the Azer-
baijani romanticists M. Hadi and G. Javid. Those 
exposed to Sufism were inspired to develop new 
philosophical systems and spiritual practices, or to 
harmonize Sufi ideas with those of other major reli-
gious and philosophical movements which, in some 
cases, were originally opposed to Sufi thought. 
When viewed through a theological lens, Sufi 
thought was readily incorporated into the orthodox 
theosophy of Islam (the Ghazali heritage); yet it also 
merged with the ideas of Ismailism and Oriental 
Peripatetism, especially in terms of its gnoseological 
notions.  

Both Mugham and Sufism endorse the idea of 
union with the mystical (mysticism) as a means of 
attaining God and truth (Suvarnalata Rao, 2011). A 
series of Azerbaijani philosophers define mysticism 
as a universal phenomenon of spiritual culture, in 
which understanding goes beyond the limits of ra-
tional knowledge to satisfy the psychological need 
for human self-affirmation.  Mysticism adopts vari-
ous practical and theoretical forms – from magic to 
pantheistic theosophical-philosophical concepts 
(Quluzade, 2009b:29), where it finds its ultimate 
expression. It is part of the Oriental spiritual culture, 
in which it is viewed as Irfan (the knowledge of 
mysticism), unlike in the West, where it is merely 
part of the history of philosophy. In the Orient, mys-
ticism has developed with relative continuity and 
regularity over time.  In the West, during periods of 
“radical rationalism”, mysticism has been associated 
with irrationalism and intuitivism, and thus cast 
aside in favor of rationalistic philosophy. In Azer-
baijan, mysticism is typically considered to be either 
synonymous with Islamic philosophy or merely a 
cultural expression of pan-Islamic unity. This de-
rives from an  effort to demonstrate the intrinsic 
consistency and integrity of Azerbaijan’s spiritual 
culture, including its musical and religious tradi-
tions.  

The theoreticians of Sufism view the relation 
between Man and God in a fundamentally mystical 
light, which manifests itself in the recognition of the 
limits of human reason in gaining divine knowledge. 
For this reason, they emphasize intuitive knowledge, 
illumination, and ecstasy, or commitment to particu-
lar religious practices. This includes specific dances 
or the repetition of religious mantras with the aim of 
achieving “direct” confluence of the human being 
with God.  

Through the mystical love the believer has for 
God, the believer comes to know God, and in doing 
so, finds transcendental dissolution within God – 
that is, the attainment of eternity within the absolute. 
This pillar of Sufi belief is related to all of its teach-
ings. For example, the 9th century Egyptian Dhul-
Nun al-Misri and the Iraqi Abu Abdullah al-
Muhasibi, who were some of the earliest Sufi think-
ers, emphasized the importance of self-knowledge 
(e.g. observing one’s own behavior and becoming 
aware of one’s latent motivations and intentions), as 
a way of establishing supreme sincerity before God. 

At its core, Sufism is concerned with universali-
ty and the harmony of all human values and hopes. It 
attempts to uncover the hidden secrets of being, 
facilitate unity with God, illuminate the illusory 
aspects of Selfhood, and promote social harmony 
and justice through self-refinement and spiritual 
growth. Mugham is the expression of what humanity 
has found valuable throughout history, manifested in 
the form of music. However, it is not just artistic 
expression, but an earnest attempt to understand the 
influence of historically and culturally relevant 
events on the inner worlds of human beings 
(Bunyadzade 2016:296). Mugham is a type of rela-
tionship with God, through the mystical love and 
spiritual experience that connects human beings to 
being itself and to one another.  

Mugham is associated with the esoteric origin of 
the ‘light of Pleroma’ and its descents through the 
seventy thousand Veils to this world, which are the 
archetype of the cycle of Walayah (guardianship). 
Mugham correlates with Muğamat, which represents 
a collection of Makams (stations of elevation). (n 
Sufism, this refers to degrees on the path to union 
with God, which symbolizes the path to perfection.) 
Sufism proposes several degrees on the path to per-
fection (Sharia, Tariqa, Maarifat, Haqiqa), or the 
route toward an esoteric spirit of religion. A Sufi 
embraces the comprehension of this religious esoter-
ic route and the achievement of the mysteries of 
creation and Creator with openness . This route is 
associated with the refusal of earthly pleasures, evil, 
hypocrisy, and violence. Moral refinement is ac-
companied by the improvement of intellect and 
knowledge as a step in attaining the things unknown 
to reason – the secrets of creation. At the level of 
justice, Sufis pursue these truths not only for them-
selves and for their own spiritual growth, but for the 
world, for God, and for others and the relationships 
that they share.  Using the symbols of Sufism, this 
unity is presented as the unity of the loving and the 
lover, the micro- and macrocosm, the part and the 
total, the ‘mandatorily existing’ (the Creator) and the 
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‘eventually existing’ (the creation). At this stage, the 
majority of Sufi acknowledge their own divinity – 
God is within them and there is no God outside 
them. The last step is the so-called dissipation and 
unity – Ana al-Haq (I am God), which practically 
negates God and cannot be aligned with the concept 
of creationism, in which the Creator and the creation 
are divided. 

On the one hand, Mugham is associated with the 
intrinsic union of the exoteric and the esoteric and 
the possibility for the interpretation and specificity 
of its evolution in different nations and their musical 
cultures. On the other hand, each performance is 
influenced by the interpreter's ideological and philo-
sophical commitments, by the moral sensitivity of 
audience and performer, and by the skill-level of 
audience and performer in  perceiving and compre-
hending both the external (exoteric) and internal 
(esoteric) beauty of music. The latter can detach the 
audience and performer from the surrounding world 
and the Self and merge them as a whole with the 
music, thereby allowing them to dissolve the Self 
and forget the past, present and future. The body 
itself seems to fade away leaving  only spirit, and 
when the last chord is hushed, the Self returns, as do 
the perceptions of time and space.  This complexity 
of the Mugham may in part explain why its exoteric 
side is continuously ignored in the musical education 
of the Orient.  

Despite its relationship to Sufism, Mugham is 
not identical to it. The teaching that the unity of 
being is based on love as a philosophical category, is 
characteristic of the spiritual culture of the Islamic 
region and non-orthodox teachings as a whole, and 
not only of the philosophy of Sufism. Mugham can 
be compared to the musical aesthetics of Romanti-
cism and the overmastering philosophy of love (pin-
ing for the beloved and the aspiration to return to 
one’s primary origin). Across all ages it functions as 
a tool of spiritual improvement, influencing memory 
and consciousness and allowing the performer and 
audience to achieve a trance-like state that facilitates 
the phenomenological experience of sinking and 
dissipating into unbounded harmony and complete 
unity. The Mugham is more akin to philosophy than 
history, as it speaks to the universal, rather than par-
ticular, elements of experience.  

 
Conclusion 

One of the tasks of contemporary Azerbaijani 
philosophers is to analyze and promote the musical 
culture of Mugham (analyze the objectivity of its 
essence and the reasons for its sustainability); the 
other is to preserve the pattern of Mugham (its main 

categories and philosophical components)(Quluzade, 
2009).  Mugham is associated with the esoteric 
origin of the ‘light of Pleroma’ and its descents 
through the seventy thousand Veils to this world, 
which are the archetype of the cycle of Walayah 
(guardianship). Its ideological-philosophical content 
is regarded as a way of unveiling and triggering a 
hidden esoteric reality, generating an  evolution of 
philosophical ideas, and resurrecting the Hikmah 
Ilahia (God’s Wisdom) and the gnosis (Irfan).  The 
philosophy of Mugham is an act of understanding 
through God and an inspiration, in which God is a 
subject, object and end; it is  music that goes beyond 
the Veil. 

For the development and appreciation of re-
gional and ethno-national musical cultures, it is very 
important to examine the contents of Mugham. The 
forms conditioning the uniqueness of the Azerbaija-
ni Mugham, which qualitatively differentiate it from 
other national Mughams of this region, ought to be 
the object of profound study. It is a complex phe-
nomenon, a carrier of beauty, wisdom, and philo-
sophical insight, and a significant contribution to 
global musical culture. 

Mugham is deeply rooted in Azerbaijan’s histo-
ry and it is often considered the pearl of the Azerbai-
jani musical art. When studying and discussing 
Mugham, it must be understood in its two dimen-
sions – as an example of an art and as a way of 
thinking. Mugham resembles Sufi music and is as 
important to the history and spiritual culture of the 
region as mysticism and Sufism. One could even 
define it as the ‘soft power’ of Azerbaijan in the 
context of a foreign-policy strategy that views cul-
tural flourishing and self-respect as key strengths. 
For a small country like Azerbaijan, the preservation 
of local culture is rather more important than its 
dissolution in foreign cultures. As a musical genre, 
Mugham expresses the universal, while as a philo-
sophical concept manifests in specific ways of think-
ing  that are reflected in ontology, gnoseology and 
ethics. (To fully describe these connections would, 
of course, include further scholarship that exceeds 
the scope of this discussion.)  

 Mugham includes subjective philosophical and 
poetic thoughts; consequently it is often an individu-
al and deeply personal work, which differs from 
group performances. However, through the lens of a 
performance, the audience can reach the truth and 
connect with the Absolute. The idea of Mugham as 
an intercultural philosophy must be resurrected, 
especially in the time of modern social and spiritual 
crisis. 
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Abstract: 

The article addresses the two sides of the work of 

Nicholas Maxwell – his criticism of science and his call to 

bring about a revolution in academia encouraging it to 

become much more effective in tackling the real problems 

humanity is facing. I would use: It focuses on the 

connection of these two aspects of Maxwell’s work and 

provides a critical analysis of Maxwell’s conceptual 

framework. It is argued here that the two sides of 

Maxwell’s whole conception are not necessarily 

connected, and do not have to be. Academia can be more 

effectively organized even without a change in our 

understanding of science. Maxwell has argued that 

academia has to aim at making wisdom rather than 

knowledge its goal. The knowledge-inquiry framework 

that currently prevails should be exchanged for wisdom-

inquiry. Maxwell has explained his understanding of 

wisdom in several publications, while not being fully 

consistent in his explanations of what wisdom-inquiry has 

to embrace. In addition, Maxwell’s original approach to 

rationality goes against traditional attitudes. Maxwell is 

definitely critical of the Enlightenment but his attitude to 

Romanticism remains unclear. Related to these, the article 

addresses the future tasks of universities.  

 

Key words: Nicholas Maxwell, knowledge, wisdom, 

knowledge-inquiry, wisdom-inquiry, rationality, tasks of 

universities. 

1. Introduction 

For many decades, Nicholas Maxwell has been 

promoting a revolution in academia, encouraging it 

to address – much more efficiently than scientists 

have done so far – the most serious problems hu-

manity is facing. Maxwell believes that the success 

of the revolution can be built on a reconsideration 

of the current understanding of scientific inquiry, 

especially its foundation and aims. The real aim of 

academia should be wisdom rather than knowledge. 

According to Maxwell, the aim of the revolution 

can be successfully achieved by exchanging 

knowledge-inquiry for wisdom-inquiry. We shall 

address this task below with an emphasis on the 

latter. 

Prima facie Maxwell’s general idea of achiev-

ing a better, more civilized, wise world easily gar-

ners support. It is not, however, clear whether the 

methodological foundation for the successful 

achievement of this goal is a necessary or an ap-

propriate one. Do we really need a substantial 

change in our understanding of the aims of science 

or in the organization of  academia? Science is 

making wonderful progress as it is, as Maxwell 

himself admits, and even emphasizes. It may be 

that the core of the matter, that is, the failure to 
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effectively address real world problems, does not 

lie with science itself but beyond its borders. Still, 

if the problem does indeed rest with science,, a 

structural rearrangement of academia in order to 

eliminate disciplinary boundaries and enable full-

fledged interdisciplinary (and transdisciplinary and 

multidisciplinary) inquiry would be a reasonable 

endeavor. However, there is evidence that this 

movement is already present in academia today, 

and yet the deeper goal of  wisdom-inquiry has 

failed to take root. Or, it may also be possible that 

wisdom-inquiry has begun to emerge in academic, , 

although not in its perfect Maxwellian form.    

One of the authors has discussed Nicholas 

Maxwell’s work in several previous publications 

(Müürsepp, 2011, 2013, 2017). This article, how-

ever, addresses the work of Maxwell from a new 

perspective, as described above. On the one hand, 

Maxwell is known for his criticism of the current 

understanding of science, which he calls standard 

empiricism (SE), arguing for the need to exchange 

this for aim-oriented empiricism (AOE). While in 

the latter case, metaphysical assumptions are 

acknowledged in science, this is not acceptable in 

SE. Here, nothing that is independent  of empirical 

evidence is permitted to inform scientific thinking. 

On the other hand, Maxwell is famous for his long-

lasting selfless fight for the rearrangement of aca-

demia in order to address the most acute problems 

of living, including global problems, more effi-

ciently than has been done so far. It may seem that 

Maxwell holds the view that changing the approach 

to science would provide for the theoretical founda-

tion of a structural revolution in academia. In con-

trast to this perspective, the main thesis of the cur-

rent paper is that there is no need to look at these 

two main themes of Maxwell’s work in conjunc-

tion, as Maxwell himself did not do so. We do not 

need to adopt AOE in order to reorganize and im-

prove the aims of academia. Maxwell’s intention 

has not been to make these two topics interdepend-

ent. However, while trying to summarize the gen-

eral idea of Maxwell’s contribution, one is easily 

left with the impression that the shift from SE to 

AOE is quite necessary for creating a solid meth-

odological foundation for the revolutionary change 

not just in the understanding of science but in the 

organization of academia.  

Much of Maxwell’s work is built upon a fun-

damental criticism of the dominance of Enlighten-

ment thought in academia. In support of our main 

thesis we shall argue that the Enlightenment phi-

losophes did not blunder, at least not in the way 

Maxwell sees it. Applying the scientific method to 

society has helped immeasurably in developing 

knowledge about society. But there is a limit. As 

Maxwell recognizes, addressing social issues di-

rectly cannot occur if discussion is limited to gen-

eralization regarding the methods of classical sci-

ence.  It is true that we need a social methodology 

rather than social science in the conventional sense 

in order to address social issues directly on that 

basis. However, we need a different foundation for 

this methodology – one that is not directly derived 

from the methods of classical natural science. It 

may be that so-called post-non-classical science 

would be fit for the purpose. 

In terms of the criticism of science and analyz-

ing the need to exchange SE for AOE, the analysis 

of Maxwell’s views here will be mainly based on 

his book The Comprehensibility of the Universe 

(Maxwell, 1998). In terms of analyzing the proper 

role of universities and the fundamental role of 

wisdom-inquiry for solving global problems, the 

main ideas can be found in a concise form in a 

more recent publication (Maxwell, 2014). Regard-

ing the criticism of the Enlightenment and analysis 

of the essence of wisdom-inquiry, Maxwell’s most 

recent book as of today (Maxwell, 2021a) will be 

used as the main source. Maxwell has addressed the 

same issues (offering slightly different details) in a 

number of other publications throughout about half 

of a century. His most recent book (Maxwell, 

2021a) includes a more or less thorough bibliog-

raphy of his academic contributions as well as a 

truly impressive array of documents testifying to a 

life’s work dedicated to a noble cause.   

 

 

2. The Essence of Maxwell’s Criticism of 

Science 

Maxwell’s main idea concerning science is that 

scientists constantly make metaphysical assump-

tions, first by considering the universe to be com-

prehensible, and also by preferring unified theories 

to disunified ones and simple theories to more 

complex ones. Meanwhile, there is a large, perhaps 

even an infinite, number of competing theories 

available that are empirically more successful. All 

three of the metaphysical assumptions just listed 

are not empirically testable. However, it is normal-

ly argued that science must not include anything 

independent of empirical evidence. Therefore, the 

typical understanding of science is not consistent or 
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it is untenable, as Maxwell claims. Maxwell calls 

the current approach standard empiricism (SE). His 

claim is that the existence of metaphysical assump-

tions in science has to be recognized and the corre-

sponding approach has to be called aim-oriented 

empiricism (AOE). According to Maxwell, by ac-

cepting metaphysical assumptions in science, AOE 

would facilitate an improvement in the assumptions 

implicit in the methods of physics (Maxwell, 

2021a, p. 65). This is a significant development of 

Karl Popper’s critical rationalist approach.  

It is important to understand that Maxwell is 

not arguing for the need to recognize metaphysics 

as part of philosophy in order to make it a founda-

tion of science that remains outside of science it-

self. Maxwell’s point is that the role of metaphysi-

cal assumptions within science needs to be recog-

nized as inherent components. However, these 

three metaphysical assumptions that Maxwell has 

pointed out can also be viewed as methodological 

principles. This option has been analyzed in detail 

by F. A. Muller (2008). In a way, it would be even 

more consistent to regard the general assumptions 

that scientists need as methodological rules. Sci-

ence has its methodology and could not possibly 

exist without it. It could be even said that each dis-

cipline follows its own methodology. At the same 

time, methodological principles are not empirically 

testable. Philosophical considerations stand above 

methodological principles but they are not part of 

science. Philosophy does not even need to be part 

of the philosophy of science (or science studies), as 

proponents of the (radically) naturalist approach 

have shown. Metaphysics does not necessarily en-

ter science, as Maxwell claims, or if it does, then it 

does so in its deflationary version. 

In more general terms, however, it can be 

agreed that introducing the concept of AOE is an 

important development in the philosophy of science 

that has been noticed and recognized by quite a few 

prominent authors in the field. Maxwell generalizes 

his approach by observing that the currently pre-

vailing idea of the purpose of science, both natural 

and social, is the pursuit of knowledge. Therefore, 

scientific research can also be called knowledge-

inquiry. However, according to Maxwell, what we 

really need is not knowledge but wisdom. This is 

an important tipping point in Maxwell’s philoso-

phy. By no means can anyone reasonably claim that 

Maxwell’s idea of promoting the pursuit of wisdom 

and wisdom-inquiry is wrong, not reasonable, not 

useful, not ethical. However, it may well prove to 

be too big of a task for science. The concept of 

science is limited and has to be such. Science 

works well by making highly visible progress with-

in its limits. It has to provide us with orderly and 

justified knowledge that can be improved constant-

ly. The leap to wisdom may mean expanding be-

yond the well-defined limits of science, asking of 

the scientific method something it cannot possibly 

provide. Maxwell points out that “the transition 

from knowledge- to wisdom-inquiry involves a 

dramatic change in the nature of physics, and the 

natural sciences more generally” (Maxwell, 2021a, 

p. 124). What we get as a result might be a return to 

Aristotelian qualitative physics or something simi-

lar to the considerations of existential philosophers 

like Martin Heidegger. As a matter of fact, this may 

really be what is needed – especially the former, 

and not just the qualitative aspect but also the four 

causes framework of Aristotle’s teleology. Modern 

science has neglected this important aspect of mak-

ing the world comprehensible. Wisdom is a broad 

mental capacity and mental condition, transcending 

perhaps even the reach of the realm of philosophy. 

Science in the traditional sense may not need wis-

dom as such altogether but the latter could remain 

the aim of human intellectual activity in a broader 

sense. Normally, appropriate and skillful applica-

tion of the method of science and reasonable inter-

pretation of its results is enough. Science and other 

forms of inquiry occurring in academia may fail to 

be fully objective, but these must remain a rational 

endeavor. This is an important cornerstone of 

Maxwell’s approach as well. Maxwell prepares his 

argument by proposing an original approach to 

rationality. Let us take a look at what it involves.  

 

 

3. Maxwell’s Understanding of Rationality 

The next step in the development of Maxwell’s 

philosophy is generalizing AOE into aim-oriented 

rationality (AOR). However, let us start by explain-

ing Maxwell’s understanding of rationality. Nor-

mally, rationality means that we maintain rational 

decisions, the ones derived directly from reason, 

ratio, as the primary source of human cognitive 

power. According to the classical approach, we 

would say that for a rationalist there exists a priori 

knowledge, knowledge that is independent of em-

pirical experience. We can remind ourselves of 

René Descartes’ method here, his belief in innate 

principles not requiring an empirical source. Quite 

often it is believed that the greater the degree of 
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rationality applied in decision-making, , the more 

trustworthy a person . Thus, rationality has clearly 

obtained a strongly positive connotation. However, 

this is not necessarily the case with the classical 

rationalism of early Modernity. 

We could expect Maxwell to be critical of ra-

tionality as he appears to give preference to the 

empiricist tradition, given the conceptual frame-

work he is working within. While he does offer 

critique, he does not discount the important contri-

butions of reason.  Maxwell proposes his own ap-

proach to rationality – one which is quite uncon-

ventional,and in fact raises the question of whether 

it is rationality at all. 

The very core of Maxwell’s approach, howev-

er, is an improved version of critical rationalism. 

His problem-solving rationality consists of four 

rules: 

(1)Articulate, and improve the articulation of, 

the problem to be solved. 

(2) Propose and critically assess possible solu-

tions. 

(3) When confronted by a recalcitrant problem, 

break it up into specialized, preliminary problems. 

(4) Interconnect fundamental and specialized 

problem solving, so that each influences the other 

(Maxwell, 2021a, p. 45). 

Maxwell explains that Karl Popper has alluded 

to the first two of the rules. In addition, one can 

easily observe that the third rule is present in René 

Descartes’ method as Rule 2. In addition, one could 

claim that all four of the rules are essentially the 

same as the four rules of Descartes’ method. Alt-

hough Descartes’ Rule 4, “To make enumerations 

so complete, and reviews so general that I might be 

assured that nothing was omitted”, does not corre-

spond to Maxwell’s rule (4) word for word, we 

dare to claim that the idea proposed by Maxwell is 

exactly the same as that proposed by Descartes.  As 

it becomes clear, both Descartes and Maxwell are 

interested not merely in solving problems but in 

gaining the most knowledge possible  from the 

solution of any problem. 

As the next step, Maxwell adds a further di-

mension to the rules. Emphasizing the need to pro-

mote human welfare, he rephrases his four rules 

using ‘problems of living’ instead of just ‘prob-

lems’ (Maxwell, 2021a, p. 46). Maxwell claims that 

academia today, dominated by the quest for new 

pieces of scientific knowledge (knowledge-

inquiry), puts into effect only rule (3) of the rules 

listed above while largely ignoring the other three 

rules. It is quite difficult to agree with such a claim. 

Maxwell’s own position is not consistent here ei-

ther. In fact, he admits that rules (1), (2) and (4) are 

not neglected. They are just not prioritized strongly 

enough (Maxwell, 2021a, p. 47). Maxwell’s claim 

is that, for the universities today, focus is placed on 

problems of knowledge rather than on problems of 

living. If this is so, then, what exactly is the differ-

ence between these two types of problems? Aren’t 

problems of knowledge part of problems of living, 

and aren’t the solutions to the former needed to 

serve as the foundation of the latter?  

Still, Maxwell is right in claiming that getting 

bogged down with just the problems of knowledge 

and not proceeding to addressing the problems of 

living is a major problem in academic research 

today. Most importantly, Maxwell claims that add-

ing rules (1), (2) and (4) to the core of the academic 

approach would bring wisdom-inquiry instead of 

knowledge-inquiry into the focus. It is not as if all 

four of the rules are not followed in academia al-

ready, although elaboration in the sense of under-

standing the need to follow the four rules is no 

doubt possible and necessary.    

We can certainly agree with Maxwell that ra-

tionality should never be meant in the radical sense, 

excluding any kind of human emotion. Referring to 

a novel by Yevgeny Zamyatin, Maxwell describes 

the radically rational society as follows: “Citizens 

have numbers for names, and reason dominates life. 

For entertainment, citizens link arms and march 

down the streets singing patriotic songs. The ra-

tional society is the ultimate nightmare” (Maxwell, 

2021a, p. 26). Obviously, this is not what Maxwell 

himself has to offer, although, according to him, 

reason is relevant to almost every new thing that 

we come face-to-face with, as he specifies: “Rea-

son becomes relevant when we get into difficulties, 

and face problems we do not know how to solve” 

(Maxwell, 2021a, p. 27). Maxwell claims that it is 

not irrational to act instinctively or spontaneously if 

we are not facing a problem. Rather, he argues that 

a person who cannot act instinctively or spontane-

ously and always has to deliberate before action 

should be called irrational (Maxwell, 2021a, pp. 

27-28). Such a person could be called hesitant – but 

is the word ‘irrationality’ appropriate in this con-

text? Is it possible to look at irrationality in the way 

Maxwell does?  

Maxwell has a specific view of irrationality in 

mind. If we follow Maxwell here, we are setting 

ourselves the task of having to be able to distin-
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guish both between rational instincts and spontanei-

ty and irrational instincts and spontaneity, as well 

as rational deliberation and irrational deliberation, 

because hardly any example of  deliberation can be 

taken as irrational. At the same time, there is no 

instance in which spontaneity or following instincts 

can be taken as rational, even if we are not really 

facing a problem. As becomes clear, it would be 

quite challenging to develop this situation into a 

consistent theory.  

 

 

4. Science – A Failing Success Story? 

Hardly anyone can say that science does not 

make progress and that this progress has not been 

impressive. Without the progress of science, it 

would not have been possible to successfully fight 

diseases that killed people in large numbers for 

centuries or to put a man on the moon. On the other 

hand, without the progress of science we would not 

have nuclear weapons or be able to contribute sig-

nificantly to global warming. So, in a way, the pro-

gress of science has been a failing success story, 

even dangerously so. This holds particularly true in 

regard to social issues. Applying the method of 

science to social problems has helped us to obtain 

knowledge about various developments in society. 

However, there has been no considerable progress 

in solving the real and pressing problems society 

and individual human beings are facing. Maxwell 

has stressed this unfortunate situation in many of 

his publications, and given the magnitude of evi-

dence, there is little point in disagreeing with him. 

What we shall assess critically, however, is Max-

well’s proposed solution to this dead end. To put it 

briefly, the solution envisaged by Maxwell should 

be based on a successful generalization of the sci-

entific method. What does that mean? 

In order to respond to the above question we 

need to look into Maxwell’s interpretation of the 

main ideas of the Enlightenment. According to 

Maxwell, there are three crucial steps that need to 

be correctly implemented: 

(1) First, the progress-achieving methods of 

science need to be correctly identified. 

(2) Next, these methods need to be correctly 

generalized so that they become relevant 

and fruitfully applicable to any worthwhile 

human endeavor with problematic aims – 

whatever these aims may be – and not just 

applicable to the endeavor of improving 

knowledge. 

(3) Finally, these correctly generalized pro-

gress-achieving methods then need to be 

exploited correctly in the great human en-

deavor of trying to make social progress 

toward the immensely problematic aim of 

an enlightened, civilized, wise world 

(Maxwell, 2021a, p. 37). 

Maxwell believes that the philosophes of the 

Enlightenment erred in all three steps. What exactly 

went wrong according to Maxwell? First, there is 

the issue of ensuring that nothing is accepted as 

part of science independently of evidence. Here, 

Maxwell is right as scientists indeed regularly rely 

on non-testable assumptions as explained above. In 

addition, Maxwell insists that science has to im-

prove its fundamental aim as it proceeds and he 

argues that AOE provides a meta-methodology that 

facilitates this improvement.  

Second, the philosophes generalized their ap-

proach so that it could be applied to social science. 

Here, we must take a closer look. On the one hand, 

if the first wrong step really happened then obvi-

ously there should be no generalizing from the 

methods of science at all. Why generalize some-

thing that is not correct, not properly understood. 

On the other hand, we know that even this untena-

ble attitude to science has allowed us to achieve 

progress in terms of obtaining valuable and appli-

cable knowledge about the natural world. Why, in 

that case, would science not create the same kind of 

success as far as society is concerned? As a matter 

of fact, it has – but to a significantly lesser extent 

than in terms of nature.  

If someone were to ask what the evidence of 

the lower success rate was then the answer would 

be found by means of comparing the predictive 

power. We often get quite exact predictions of the 

flow of different kinds of natural processes by 

means of applying the scientific method. This is not 

often the case in studying social issues. For in-

stance, economists still face major problems with 

crisis prediction. Still, economics allows us to use 

mathematics more rigorously than most of the so-

cial sciences. Thus, economics should be the 

branch of the social sciences that benefits directly 

and clearly from the chance to apply the method of 

mathematized, exact science. The economists have 

identified their method, but success that would be 

comparable to that of the natural sciences has not 

been achieved. If the first blunder of the philoso-

phes really did happen, how can it be that the scien-

tific method introduced by Galileo and endorsed by 
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the very same Enlightenment philosophes is good, 

almost perfect, for making progress in obtaining 

knowledge about nature, but fails when applied to 

society? One possibility is that the scientific meth-

od has been applied in an overly straightforward 

manner in economics, such that proper generaliza-

tion has not been made. But what would a proper 

generalization mean here? Abandoning mathemat-

ics?  

Maxwell insists on proper generalization of the 

progress-achieving methods in order to make social 

progress. However, are we not treading on thin ice 

here? Why extrapolate from generalizations that are 

enabling us to achieve progress in their real do-

main, nature, to an area where they are quite obvi-

ously less successful or might not work at all? We 

have no guarantee that such generalization, if even 

possible, would not end up in a double failure. The 

result may be that we mess up what we had in the 

case of natural science and still do not achieve any 

progress toward a better organized social world.  

Fortunately, as far as natural science is con-

cerned the option to return to the traditional ap-

proach will remain, although this may create some 

confusion regarding social issues. Regardless, ow-

ing to various successes in applying the scientific 

method, we understand a lot about the composition 

of society and many typical dynamics and process-

es within it. We may also claim that we have a 

good idea about what a better situation in a society 

would look like. What we do not know, however, is 

how to reach this better condition that Maxwell 

calls a civilized world. But again, how could a gen-

eralization of the wrongly interpreted methods of 

classical natural science be the basis of moving 

towards that desirable condition? Of course, we 

could try to correct the erroneous interpretation in 

the realm of science before extending it to society, 

but even this does not guarantee the success of 

methods applied beyond their realm.  

As shown above, it may be that generalization 

of the progress-achieving methods of science is not 

necessarily a solution for social matters. Neverthe-

less, one can agree with Maxwell that the philoso-

phes blundered while trying to generalize the con-

ception of the methods of natural science and apply 

them to social science as such. This kind of 

straightforward generalization does not work, or 

rather, it does not work well enough. 

There is still the third blunder of the philoso-

phes that Maxwell calls the most damaging one 

(Maxwell, 2021a, p. 38). This is the faulty idea of 

developing social science alongside natural science. 

But what is wrong with that?, one might ask. Prima 

facie, the idea itself looks progressive, even noble. 

According to Maxwell, the reason for calling this a 

blunder derives from the fact that academia, under 

the influence of the Enlightenment, has been and 

continues to be devoted to the pursuit of knowledge  

(Maxwell, 2021a, p. 38). But, again, what is wrong 

with academia pursuing knowledge? Is this not 

what needs to be done at universities and research 

centers? Of course, we may aim higher, that is, 

toward wisdom. But this raises the question, is the 

scientific method, even in its generalized version, 

fit for such a high task? 

Maxwell distinguishes between making pro-

gress in knowledge about the social world and 

making progress in the social world itself. Obvious-

ly, the real end goal is the latter. The task of 

achieving this, however, cannot be left to academia 

alone. It is not an academic issue, but an issue of 

governance. This does not mean that academia 

cannot contribute here. It can, but changing its 

structure is not required for it to efficiently contrib-

ute to the improvement of social life. The mindset 

of the people involved in academia has to be shift-

ed. Thus, the task may be even more complicated 

than Maxwell has suggested – it may prove to be a 

psychological rather than a methodological or an 

organizational one. 

 

 

5. Science of Knowledge or Science of Wis-

dom 

Nicholas Maxwell usually refers to contempo-

rary science as knowledge-inquiry for the obvious 

reason that science manages to provide us with 

pieces of knowledge, namely scientific knowledge. 

This ability has enabled us to solve the first great 

problem of learning – i.e., learning about the uni-

verse and about ourselves and other forms of life as 

a part of the universe (Maxwell, 2021a, p. 6). How-

ever, according to Maxwell, this great achievement, 

a creation of modern science, is not what makes us 

civilized. We have learned to solve problems but 

also to create them, and in fact, the latter trend 

tends to prevail over the former. Failure to resolve 

these self-inflicted problems could, at worst, mean 

the end of the human race. 

As knowledge-inquiry has failed to make us 

civilized, or to create a wise world, we need a new 

type of approach – wisdom-inquiry. Introducing the 

term ‘wisdom-inquiry’ presumes that we know or 
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at least have a commonly accepted idea of what 

wisdom is. But is it in fact the case that we know 

what this concept entails? In the case of 

knowledge, we have at least Plato’s classical defi-

nition: “Knowledge is justified true belief”. Alt-

hough Edmund Gettier has shown that we can have 

justified true belief that is not knowledge, Plato’s 

definition still remains applicable. We do not have 

anything like this concerning wisdom in the sense 

of general acceptance. What we have is a general 

recognition that wisdom is a complex concept that 

even transcends philosophical inquiry (Jakubik, 

Müürsepp, 2021). Maxwell has made it clear that 

he takes up ‘wisdom’ as a technical term denoting 

something much larger. His suggestion may be-

come the basis for a better understanding of what 

wisdom is.   According to Maxwell, wisdom actual-

ly happens in science. His long definition of the 

concept reads as follows:  

[wisdom is] the desire, the active endeavor, 

and the capacity to discover and achieve 

what is desirable and of value in life, both for 

oneself and for others. Wisdom includes 

knowledge and understanding but goes be-

yond them in also including: the desire and 

active striving for what is of value, the abil-

ity to see what is of value, actually and po-

tentially, in the circumstances of life, the 

ability to experience value, the capacity to 

use and develop knowledge, technology and 

understanding as needed for the realization 

of value. Wisdom, like knowledge, can be 

conceived of, not only in personal terms, but 

also in institutional or social terms. We can 

thus interpret [wisdom-inquiry] as asserting: 

the basic task of rational inquiry is to help us 

develop wiser ways of living, wiser institu-

tions, customs and social relations, a wiser 

world (Maxwell, 1984, p. 79). 

Maxwell’s definition can be taken as a kind of 

instrumental understanding of what the technical 

term ‘wisdom’ involves. The key appears to be 

recognizing what is of value in human life, in per-

sonal, social, and institutional terms. Obviously, 

this does nott really provide a definition but rather 

a kind of explanation of what wisdom could mean 

and include. The explanation provides a direction 

for moving toward, as Maxwell says, wiser ways of 

living.  

Still, in Maxwell’s definition, there is seeming-

ly nothing connecting wisdom to anything but a 

common-sense realization of which aims should be 

pursued. For instance, in Estonia, the home country 

of one of the authors, we would call this kind of 

attitude peasant rationale or peasant reason. Cer-

tainly, there are similar approaches in many other 

cultures as well. It is true, however, that Maxwell 

has managed to present an approach that connects a 

kind of folk rationality to academic excellence in a 

concise discursive instrumental form. Science 

seems not to be in the focus of Maxwell’s defini-

tion of wisdom. In his intellectual autobiography 

(Maxwell, 2012), however, he connects his ap-

proach to wisdom to science. Maxwell specifies 

that he did discover the methodological key to wis-

dom. In addition, he remarks that the key he dis-

covered has been hidden in science: “I have dis-

covered a recipe for creating a kind of organized 

inquiry rationally designed and devoted to helping 

humanity learn wisdom, learn to create a more en-

lightened world” (Maxwell, 2012, p. 663). This 

means that we should learn from the progress of 

science and apply this to the task of fostering social 

progress for a better world. Needless to say, this 

would represent an important contribution. Howev-

er, accepting Maxwell’s views on the nature of 

wisdom does not mean that the direction Maxwell 

has marked out will be followed in academia or in 

politics. (Bear in mind, the latter is perhaps even 

more crucial in the world today.) Science will con-

tinue to make progress. There is no reason to doubt 

this. Thus, the key to harnessing scientific 

knowledge for social progress is to achieve effi-

cient communication between academia and practi-

cal governance.   

As we already know, according to Maxwell, 

there are two general ways of approaching science. 

Science can be pursued either within knowledge-

inquiry or wisdom-inquiry. The former makes it 

possible for, or at least does not prevent, science to 

make enormous progress as far as the natural world 

is concerned. At the same time, it is a menace that 

has caused global problems and put the entire hu-

man race under existential threat. Maxwell’s dream 

is that implementing wisdom-inquiry would enable 

us to move on with the progress, perhaps even 

speed it up, but at the same time, prevent all the 

negative developments. The fundamental difference 

between the two approaches, however, is that, ac-

cording to Maxwell himself, knowledge-inquiry is 

our long-lasting reality as wisdom-inquiry still 

exists only in Maxwell’s thought. The risk here is 

that we do not really know whether the develop-
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ment towards wisdom-inquiry would allow the 

progress of science to continue. As it would be a 

whole new approach, we cannot take the continuing 

progress for granted. And as we still do not have 

wisdom-inquiry, we also cannot be sure that it 

would actually protect us from the kind of negative 

consequences that knowledge-inquiry has caused. 

The dilemma is analogous to the one concerning 

rationality as described above.  

An important concept in Maxwell’s definition 

of wisdom is value. Different cultures and different 

individual human beings strongly, sometimes even 

dramatically, disagree on their priorities concerning 

what they consider as being of value in life. Can we 

humans reach an agreement here? And if we do, 

would not that mean abandoning the diversity of 

human cultures? These are very serious issues that 

require special attention.  

Maxwell, of course, has addressed this. True, 

applying AOR correctly would allow us to deal 

with such conflicts. But attempts at adjudicating 

between competing values have been continually 

made before. While it may be the case that AOR is 

a better methodology for dealing with questions of 

conflicting values,nonetheless, this relies on ration-

ality (although in the special Maxwellian sense), 

and unfortunately there are still influential ideolo-

gies in the world which can hardly be called ration-

al in any accepted sense.   

Can we make wisdom-inquiry a reality? Can 

we implement it? No one has an answer to that yet. 

There remains a major controversy about this task, 

which involves a very well-known dichotomy in 

history – that of the traditions of the Enlightenment 

and Romanticism. Knowledge-inquiry follows the 

tradition of the Enlightenment, the tradition based 

on rationality in the conventional sense. Wisdom-

inquiry obviously adds the Romanticist flavor. This 

move would make science a mixture of objectivity 

and subjectivity, an interplay of the mind and heart. 

Perhaps the latter is exactly what we need. As we 

know from what was discussed above, adding the 

subjective side to the story does not mean becom-

ing irrational, according to Maxwell. What we get 

is rather a new kind of rationality. However, Max-

well is not consistent about these issues in his 

works.  

In 2012, Maxwell wrote:  

Wisdom-inquiry embodies a synthesis of tra-

ditional Rationalism and Romanticism. It in-

cludes elements from both, and it improves 

on both. It incorporates Romantic ideals of 

integrity, having to do with motivational and 

emotional honesty, honesty about desires and 

aims; and at the same time, it incorporates 

traditional Rationalist ideals of integrity, 

having to do with respect for objective fact, 

knowledge, and valid argument. Traditional 

Rationalism takes its inspiration from science 

and method; Romanticism takes its inspira-

tion from art, from imagination, and from 

passion (Maxwell, 2012, p. 670).  

Given this observation, it is quite difficult, al-

most impossible, to see wisdom-inquiry as fully 

rational. Perhaps it can be rational in Maxwell’s 

sense, as discussed above. However, we may now 

ask why we would need a new conception of Ra-

tionalism if we can achieve that by synthesizing 

traditional Rationalism and Romanticism. On the 

one hand, it looks as if Maxwell’s aim is to keep 

the pursuit of science within wisdom-inquiry fully 

rational. As this does not work in the sense of tradi-

tional Rationalism, a new conception of rationality 

is needed and, as shown above, Maxwell has pro-

vided us with that. On the other hand, the above 

citation attests to the fact that wisdom-inquiry need 

not be fully rational. Quite the opposite is the case. 

Nonrational, if not irrational, elements have to be 

included. If nothing else, passion is definitely one 

of these elements. Maxwell insists that we need to 

attend explicitly to emotion and desire and that 

denying feeling and desire undermines rationality. 

No rational thinker has denied that humans have 

feelings and desires. However, rationality means 

the ability to recognize feelings and desires and to 

act in accordance with objective rules and not sub-

jective preferences.   

In his latest book Maxwell observes: “Aca-

demic inquiry today is by and large an uneasy, con-

fused mixture of what we have inherited from the 

Traditional Enlightenment – knowledge-inquiry as 

I shall call it – and from Romanticism, the Counter-

Enlightenment and postmodernism” (Maxwell, 

2021a, p. 33). If academic inquiry is already a mix-

ture of Traditional Enlightenment thought, and 

therefore rationality and Romanticism, then wis-

dom-inquiry is in place already, at least in the most 

general terms. Maxwell would probably argue that 

as it is such inquiry is overly concerned with Coun-

ter-Enlightenment and postmodern thought, which 

are subjects of critique in his work. It remains un-

clear, however, what he actually means by post-

modernism in this context. Possibly, for him, any-

thing postmodern in the context of science is irra-
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tional rather than rational. On the other hand, it 

may well be that it is exactly the postmodern type 

of natural science, as it sometimes has been called, 

that works as a generalization of the scientific 

method so that the latter becomes a methodology 

that is directly applicable to addressing social is-

sues that Maxwell strongly advocates. Perhaps we 

should look to the so-called post-non-classical sci-

ence – chaos theory, synergetics, self-organization 

theory – as the basis of the generalized scientific 

method Maxwell is looking for. It may be that the 

kind of science which is based on recognizing the 

irreversibility of all processes happening in reality 

is at least a step toward wisdom-inquiry. This, 

however, is not wisdom-inquiry,  as even post-non-

classical science does not include subjectivity. 

Even the key concept of irreversibility fails to in-

troduce a subjective dimension, since it is merely  a 

fundamental theoretical fact that can be derived 

from the second law of thermodynamics (Näpinen, 

Müürsepp, 2002, p. 469). Wisdom-inquiry seems to 

be out of reach for this kind of science as well. 

The following section will pursue the question 

of wisdom-inquiry from a different angle. 

 

 

6. Redefining the Tasks of Universities 

For several decades Nicholas Maxwell has ar-

gued that academia needs to be revolutionized – 

fundamentally changed to focus more on wisdom 

than on knowledge. Maxwell’s point is that, instead 

of knowledge-inquiry, wisdom-inquiry should be 

the primary task of universities because this would 

be a better way to address global problems. In his 

recent paper, Maxwell (2021b) argues that univer-

sities have betrayed reason and humanity. He 

writes:  

The basic task of the University needs to be 

to put forward and critically assess possible 

solutions to our problems of living, possible 

actions, policies, political programs, ways of 

living, philosophies of life. A basic task 

needs to be intelligently conducted public 

education about what our problems are and 

what we need to do about them. The Univer-

sity needs to devote itself to helping people 

achieve what is genuinely of value in life. 

The pursuit of knowledge and technological 

know-how is, of course, vital, but it needs to 

be conducted as a secondary matter, not the 

primary pursuit of the University (Maxwell, 

2021b, p. 2). 

Maxwell distinguishes ‘knowledge-inquiry’ (i.e., 

pure rational inquiry in the traditional sense) from 

‘wisdom-inquiry’ (i.e., an inquiry involving human 

values and aspirations). According to Barnett, for 

Maxwell,  

On the one hand, knowledge inquiry is dom-

inated by a conception of science, in which 

values, emotions, human considerations and 

philosophies of life are expunged from the 

approved methods. On the other hand, val-

ues, emotions, human considerations and 

philosophies of life become part of the totali-

ty of wisdom inquiry. One temptation might 

be to think that while knowledge inquiry 

(that is, science as traditionally conceived) is 

somewhat narrow, at least it is rigorous; wis-

dom inquiry, in contrast, sounds somewhat 

ill-disciplined. On the contrary, Maxwell 

contends that it is wisdom inquiry that has 

the greater rigour: feelings and desires are 

not to be taken at their face value but rather, 

being now part of the inquiry, “feelings, de-

sires and values need to be subjected to criti-

cal scrutiny” (Barnett, 2011, p. 146). 

Maxwell’s approach to understanding the tasks 

of universities is based on ‘wisdom’. However, 

Barnett (2011, pp. 65-67) contends that there are 

several other views (i.e., ‘inquiry’, ‘virtue’, 

‘dissensus’) about what a university is and what it 

might be. Barnett sees two difficulties with Max-

well’s standpoint, including the question of what 

value life holds,  and of what constitutes wise 

thoughts and wise actions.  

 

On both points, it is unclear as to how wisdom-

inquiry as such could ever gain a foothold, given 

that the university is an institution characterised by 

never-ending critical debate. All this is tantamount 

to saying that it is part of the purposes of the uni-

versity to provide a space in which the search for 

ever more refined understandings can be continued 

and it is a well-populated space (Barnett, 2011, p. 

66).  

However, at the same time, Barnett (2011, p. 

147) admits that Maxwell’s view has three im-

portant implications: (1) on the relationship be-

tween the different forms of knowledge, i.e., “Are 

science and the humanities utterly separate forms 

of inquiry or might they be understood as different 

aspects of a unified inquiry…?”; (2) on the ecology 

of knowledge, the importance of forms of academic 
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inquiries, i.e., “Why is wisdom inquiry more im-

portant than knowledge inquiry?”; and (3) on  the 

relationship between real life and academic inquiry. 

Barnett does not distinguish between forms of 

knowledge and prioritizing one academic inquiry 

over some other important academic inquiry. He 

argues that “an ecology of knowledge perspective 

encourages us to see academic inquiry as part of 

the world, bringing in values, sentiments, and 

hopes of the world, albeit subjecting them to criti-

cal scrutiny” (Barnett, 2011, p. 147). 

The question of what a university is can be ap-

proached from different perspectives. Barnett ex-

amines what a university is through the philosophi-

cal concepts of being and becoming, space and 

time, culture and anarchy, and authenticity and 

responsibility (Barnett, 2011, pp. 59-105) and dis-

cusses the fluid university, the therapeutic universi-

ty, the authentic university, and the emerging eco-

logical university as possible and feasible future 

forms of the university (Barnett, 2011, pp. 107-

151). He advocates the ecological university as a 

feasible future form of the university: “The ecolog-

ical university is necessary, feasible and desirable” 

(Barnett, 2011, p. 151). 

The educational tasks of the university need to 

be redefined in a complex environment to allow 

learning for an unknown future (Barnett, 2015). 

The main tasks are: “preparing students for a com-

plex world, for a world in which incomplete 

judgements or decisions have to be made” and em-

powering students so that they “can prosper in a 

situation, of multiple interpretations. Whereas some 

minimal form of security is available in the first 

situation, here, in this second situation, no security 

is available at all; that is its essential character” 

(Barnett, 2015, p. 223). It is important that students 

learn that they can question everything (e.g., data, 

information, fake news, knowledge) in their at-

tempts to understand the world around them. Bar-

nett argues that  

the educational task is, in principle, not an 

epistemological task; it is not one of 

knowledge or even knowing per se. It is not 

even one of action, of right and effective in-

terventions in the world. For what is to count 

as a right or an effective intervention in the 

world? Amid supercomplexity, the educa-

tional task is primarily an ontological task 

(Barnett, 2015, p. 224). 

Concurring with this perspective, Allan pro-

poses that the educators’ primary task “should be to 

nurture neither learned scientists nor talented artists 

and artisans, but good citizens” (Allan, 2018, p. 

119). Auxier also has an agenda for educators and 

says that  

Students must be assigned tasks to carry out 

and to bring back the results. […] They must 

be interviewed closely as to how they carried 

out these tasks within the general framework 

provided. They must be encouraged to think 

about alternative paths for the completion of 

tasks. These tasks must encourage initiative, 

experimentation with resources, and creativi-

ty—as well as patience, critical reflection, 

and thoroughness. Students must be taught 

the art and techniques of good judgment 

(Auxier, 2018, p. 253). 

In brief, universities should redefine their edu-

cational tasks. Knowledge needs to be seen as an 

ecology of knowledges where there are different 

knowledges and there is no primacy of academic 

inquiries. The ecological standpoint of knowledge 

requires that universities rethink their main educa-

tional tasks and focus on enabling students to flour-

ish and be prosperous, successful, good citizens. 

 

 

7. Conclusions 

In conclusion, we state the following. Nicholas 

Maxwell has contributed significantly to the phi-

losophy of science, pointing at the inconsistencies 

in the currently prevailing approach to science. His 

call for the change from SE to AOE is reasonable. 

Implementing AOE would be an important contri-

bution to the methodological foundation of science. 

Generalizing AOE to AOR is more problematic. 

Maxwell’s understanding of rationality is quite 

different from the traditional account. Not everyone 

would agree that his account could legitimately be 

labelled as rational. 

 

There are similar problems with the change 

from knowledge-inquiry to wisdom-inquiry. As we 

know, Maxwell’s claim is that the real aim of aca-

demia should be the pursuit of wisdom rather than 

just striving for knowledge. Maxwell has spelled 

out his understanding of wisdom in several publica-

tions, using the term namely for referring to his 

novel approach to rationality. His approach is ac-

ceptable, though not very widely known, and can 

hardly be called a generally accepted view. It is 
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rather an instrumental type of explanation similar 

to folk rationale that can be found among many 

cultures in different formulations. Still, creating 

value in human life, the key concept of the ap-

proach, is a significant contribution.  

 

Maxwell’s explanation of wisdom-inquiry is 

not consistent throughout his works. Maxwell is 

clearly critical of the rationalist approach of the 

Enlightenment philosophes which is strongly em-

bedded in the scientific method. His attitude to 

Romanticism, however, is not clear. Maxwell ex-

plains wisdom-inquiry as a well-organized blend of 

Enlightenment thought and Romanticism. But he 

also calls the Romanticist critique of the Enlight-

enment irrational and therefore inadmissible. 

Most importantly, we do not believe that 

Maxwell’s critical development of the understand-

ing of science, i.e., his philosophy of science, and 

his call for a revolution in academia by means of 

structurally redesigning the universities, should be 

taken in conjunction with each other. In a way, 

these are two sides of the same coin. Still, they are 

different issues. We as authors rather side with 

Ronald Barnett’s views. Also, it is not clear to us 

how wisdom-inquiry could be implemented and 

whether there is even a need for that. Science is 

making progress. At least the top research universi-

ties are doing a very good job in developing scien-

tific research. We agree that disciplinary as well as 

institutional boundaries often hinder the effective 

achievement of valuable results but many universi-

ties are dealing with the issue already. An im-

portant point is engaging the whole intellectual 

capacity of the universities, including that of stu-

dents. Sometimes a fresh look is needed and it can 

provide wonderful results when combined with 

professional experience. Better academic (and not 

only academic) governance and more efficient dis-

semination of research results is definitely needed 

but no revolution is necessary to achieve this. Rev-

olutionizing the situation should rather be avoided 

as the possible outcomes are difficult to assess in 

advance. 

 

Last but not least, we do not agree with Max-

well that proper generalization of the methods of 

classical science would help to build a new social 

methodology that allows one to directly address 

practical social issues. Our view is that instead of 

the methods of classical science, the so-called post-

non-classical science might provide us with the 

universal methodology that would work for both 

natural and social science, thus fulfilling the dream 

of the philosophes of the Enlightenment on a new 

level and laying the foundation for a New Enlight-

enment.  
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Abstract: 

In the following paper, I address the worry that there 

is an increasing gap between the way the world is 

perceived by students and by their professors and teachers 

respectively. I argue that even if there is indeed a huge 

difference between our two generations, ‘the gap’ 

becomes irrelevant when we engage in philosophising. I 

will attempt to provide three short proposals on how to 

eradicate the gap when teaching philosophy. My hope is 

to show that, if we really want to make an attempt to 

eliminate the lack of understanding between the students 

and us, there are four basic rules that we could apply to 

our educational method. My argument makes use of the 

concepts of truth-value, consensus and epistemic 

normativity. 

 

Key words: Philosophy of Education, Methodology, 

Understanding, Epistemic Normativity, Intrinsic Value. 

 
In my argument, I consider the option that if the 

shared goal of a philosophical inquiry conducted by 

two different generations is to reach the truth, the 

gap can be eradicated. In order for this to work, the 

participants should share one simple initial belief – 

truth has (at least some) epistemic value
1
. Apart 

                                                 
1
 Such a requirement is not so difficult to satisfy – even 

on minimalist accounts of truth the obtaining of truth 
conditions for a sentence can have some value (Burgess, 

from this shared premise, every other piece of in-

formation communicated between the two groups 

should be examined by them as neutral ground. Fi-

nally, I will provide an example from my teaching 

experience of how one can incorporate in her meth-

odology and practice a strategy built around the val-

ue of truth as a central point of agreement, and try to 

draw some conclusions. 

 

 

1. What is involved in teaching philosophy? 

All of us, as practitioners and educators in the 

field of philosophy, try to adopt an adaptive individ-

ualistic approach that would best fit our methodolog-

ical goals. How we go about our craft would proba-

bly depend on our audience and the extent of their 

interest in the topic we present to them. As a high 

school teacher, I am familiar with the setting where 

the public has no initial presumption about what 

philosophy is concerned with and sometimes (even) 

no particular interest in finding out. During my short 

period of teaching at the university, there were also 

cases in which the students chose my course from a 

                                                                               
1997), or on contextualist accounts of knowledge where 
knowledge attributions may be context dependent; how-
ever, they are context dependent exactly in regards of 
their truth or falsehood (compare for example: Cohen, 
1986).  
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list of alternatives. That can be regarded as a signal 

for at least a small amount of interest regarding the 

topic of said course. However, the students were not 

particularly acquainted with the main topic of the 

course. In this paper, I would like to build up a more 

general methodological proposal that is hopefully 

applicable to both of these scenarios and a variety of 

others as well. The validity of my argument, as al-

ways, will partially depend on the acceptance of 

some initial assumptions.  

First, I believe that the task of teaching philoso-

phy should be somehow related to the concept of 

Epistemic Normativity (EN) delineated by Kornblith 

as the claim that epistemic norms are to be regarded 

as universal imperatives (Kornblith, 1993, p. 357). 

According to EN, those beliefs that promote or bring 

about some intrinsic epistemic value
2
 are 

epistemically superior to others (Grimm, 2009, p. 

243). Analogously, I shall assume that there are 

practices of teaching philosophy which bring about 

some intrinsic epistemic value and also, that such 

practices are preferable compared to others and that 

an educator should aim to adopt and develop said 

practices. One could reject this proposal on the 

grounds that it is too vague; indeed, one can argue 

that there are many different kinds of intrinsic val-

ues, so the question arises – which of them exactly 

are addressed in this paper? My answer would be 

that I am mainly interested in the intrinsic value of 

knowledge and justified belief
3
 and, therefore, in 

those best practices which bring about their realiza-

tion in students. 

 In this day and age, there are a lot of pragmatic 

concerns in regards to education: Would the study-

ing of a particular subject make the student more 

efficient and competitive in a future working envi-

ronment?; Would the enrolment in a particular 

course bring some kind of benefits to one’s profes-

                                                 
2
 It may not be obvious why the idea that beliefs promot-

ing intrinsic epistemic values are superior to others is 
entailed by the concept of normativity. Let me expand 
upon this point a little further. Introducing epistemic du-
ties by using epistemic directives would only make sense 
if knowledge or justified belief has some intrinsic value. 
Otherwise, I am unable to see any motivation behind EN 
in the first place. On the other hand, normativity itself 
permits the introduction of epistemic evaluations and 
thus, a distinction amongst beliefs that promote intrinsic 
values and such that fail to do so (for more on the matter 
see Grimm, 2009).  
3
 That should not be surprising, insofar as I have already 

mentioned the intrinsic value of truth and, thus, it should 
be expected that beliefs which are more likely to be truth-
tracking are also intrinsically valuable.  

sional growth and development?, etc. In the case of 

philosophical education such concerns should be 

irrelevant. That is not to say that a philosophy stu-

dent cannot find a competitive working environment 

or accomplish professional growth in her field. 

However, studying philosophy should not be deter-

mined by such goals. Rather, I suggest, studying 

philosophy is about providing intrinsic epistemic 

value (in the form of knowledge and/or justified 

beliefs) for the person that engages in philosophiz-

ing
4
.  

The second thing I will assume in this paper is 

that philosophy is concerned with truth, or at least 

with searching for the best hypothesis that possesses 

explanatory likelihood or explanatory loveliness 

(understood as “a guide to likeliness” that expresses 

posterior probability (Lipton, 2004, p. 115)). That is 

to say that philosophy is an abductive enterprise. In 

the course of teaching philosophy, one should pro-

vide her or his students with the opportunity to raise 

different hypotheses, to propose counterclaims and 

to discuss their likelihood openly. All this means 

that without understanding amongst the inquirers, 

the truth is less likely to be unearthed. Philosophy 

was never a solitary enterprise. It always requires 

critical discussion, and when disagreements emerge 

(as they often do) one should make sure that they are 

disagreements that arise from an argument and not 

merely from a difference of arbitrary opinions.  

Finally, I will presume that philosophy requires 

epistemic resilience or what was most recently ana-

lyzed as ‘grit’ (Paul and Morton, 2018). We should 

not let the idea of a generational gap consume us and 

lead to despair; we ought to seek ways to build a 

bridge over the chasm of differences by finding a 

common purpose of inquiry and setting clear and 

apprehensible starting points. Thus, in the case of 

teaching philosophy, I assume that grit and perse-

verance are indeed rational and can be beneficial, as 

is suggested by Paul and Morton (ibid).  

                                                 
4
 I would like to thank an anonymous reviewer who 

pointed out that “this is a very heavyweight assumption”. 
Philosophy can, of course, possess some “downstream 
value” for the life of the student – nobody is denying that; 
however, such downstream value is simply not a good 
enough motivation to choose philosophy. Why do I think 
this to be the case? My main argument would be com-
parative – the contrast between a degree in Philosophy 
and a degree in Law, for example, is that if a student 
should choose between them based solely on “down-
stream value” and career opportunities, they would most 
likely prefer a Law degree.  
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2. Three short proposals on how to eradicate 

the gap  

Assuming there is a gap between an educator x 

and her or his students, it is not necessarily the case 

that there is no simple explanation. Let’s imagine 

that x is teaching philosophy by reconstructing and 

reenacting different theories in the same way that x 

was taught philosophy when x was a student. It 

seems obvious why such an approach can strike one 

as being problematic. First, it raises the question: 

Did x herself understand the theories in question or 

was x just an assiduous student who carefully stud-

ied their reconstructions and remembered them? 

Maybe she did in fact understand them, let’s grant 

her that. However, is it not possible that some of her 

students are not satisfied with mere reconstructions, 

and their curiosity requires something more? Maybe 

one of them would like to question an argument’s 

premise or, even more daringly – the way an argu-

ment is constructed? In such cases there can be a 

simple explanation for the existing gap – while on 

the one hand there is an authoritative reading of the 

theory (theories) in question, on the other there is a 

refusal to grant the theory (theories) the status of a 

sacred cow. Another option is that a student might 

fail to understand x’s explanation on why such theo-

ry was constructed in the first place.  

In my view the first step over the gap (especial-

ly when it comes to students just starting their quest 

into philosophical inquiry) is to help your students to 

understand that philosophy is about method. As an 

educator, you should show them that philosophy 

goes beyond any particular theory but is rather a 

strategy for analysis in regards to any problem that 

they can encounter. You can even ask for their sug-

gestions and compose a list of questions and puzzles 

that are of interest to them. Then, you can simply 

point out how the same methodology can be used to 

address a large number of cases. Let the students 

find the theories you want to teach them and then 

point out their deficiencies together. The important 

thing is to procure a starting point about which they 

already possess knowledge or understanding, albeit 

limited. 

Thus, the second stage in eradicating the gap 

would be to try and listen to what your students have 

to say. Philosophy concentrates on abstract prob-

lems. Sometimes, these problems become so abstract 

that there is no way to explain them without going 

back to a concrete example. That is why my pro-

posal here would be to move from experience to 

theory and not vice versa. Let your students provide 

contextually sensitive examples that are seemingly 

compatible with their own social environment and 

understanding. If there is indeed a gap, one way to 

build the bridge upon it is to know what’s on the 

other side and how much distance separates you 

from there. Let’s provide a trivial example: Maybe 

one of x’s students is worried that her social status is 

undermined by a Facebook post that depicts her or 

him in a bad light. To make the challenge harder, 

let’s suppose that x does not know much about so-

cial networks and never had a Facebook account. 

However, when the student explains the problem 

that she or he is facing, x can draw the conclusion 

that her student is addressing the disposition of other 

agents to disperse false claims about one’s character. 

Thus, it would be easy for x to provide another con-

textually sensitive example, that is, a different mani-

festation of the same disposition that is in turn in 

accordance with x’s beliefs and judgments. Then, 

the only thing that x has to do in order to transform 

this exchange of examples into a philosophical dis-

cussion is to point out what the general problem 

behind these two examples is, or what the abstract 

question that connects them is. In the above exam-

ple, it would probably be an ethical question about 

the consequences of immoral actions. However, the 

same pedagogical procedure can be followed to ad-

dress a large set of philosophical problems. It does 

not matter how different one generation is from the 

other, as long as they face the same abstract prob-

lems. When grounded in experience, the abstract 

dilemma can be used to build an explanatory relation 

between seemingly unrelated examples.  

Finally, the gap might as well have something 

to do with the possession of different concepts. This 

remark goes especially for cases of first year philos-

ophy students and pupils that have not had any pre-

vious experience with philosophical terminology. As 

with any other discipline, philosophy possesses a 

complicated terminological apparatus that requires 

explanation and has to be carefully studied in order 

to be grasped. The difference is that our terminology 

is borrowed from natural language and can some-

times be quite ambiguous
5
. It is easy to see why the 

                                                 
5
 Just one example is the notorious usage of the notion 

“intuition” in various contexts by philosophers them-
selves – ‘intuition’ and ‘intuitive’ can even be found in 
incoherent usages – from a usage that is in service of a 
Nietzsche reconstruction contra rationalism, to its con-
temporary usage in papers arguing for a priori justifica-
tion via ‘rational intuitions’ (e.g. Thurow, 2013). As 
Herman Cappelan has recently suggested – philosophers 
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notion of a ‘phenomenon’ can create some difficul-

ties for understanding when the first association that 

comes to a student’s mind is ‘Ronaldo’. The same 

goes for ‘Cartesian substance dualism’ and ‘sub-

stance’ as a chemical component. Therefore, my 

third suggestion has something to do with finding 

neutral grounds for inquiry. My proposal is that one 

should find a common language with her students 

but that should not be done either by trying to adapt 

to their language game or by trying to impose in-

comprehensible philosophical definitions on the 

students. The proper way to do this, in order to 

bridge the gap, is rather to introduce philosophical 

terms as a neutral ground that both the educator and 

the students will try to define together by means of a 

discussion.   

As philosophers, we compose definitions and 

we make changes to them all the time (see again the 

example regarding intuitions). Therefore, one would 

do well to build the terminology one is going to use 

from scratch and together with one’s students.  

 

 

3. Methodology and practice  

What is left is to examine how these three pro-

posals can be incorporated in teaching methodology 

and practice. I propose four ground rules that can be 

used to implement the strategy I outlined in order to 

bridge the gap
6
.  

The first rule concerns the drawing of conclu-

sions after a philosophical discussion. According to 

my proposal, reaching a conclusion with regards to 

an abstract problem would require that there is an 

agreement between the educator and students on the 

acceptance of a proposition p. If both parties are able 

to agree to p, then at least some portion of mutual 

understanding is achieved. However, it is important 

to remember that each conclusion should be open to 

revision during further discussion. Thus, the first 

lesson one conveys during the process of teaching 

philosophy is that we are not infallible. New evi-

dence and/or argumentation can always emerge, 

forcing us to reconsider our conclusions. Thus, while 

reaching consensus is not a once and for all accom-

                                                                               
themselves are using intuition-terminology “too promis-
cuously” (Cappelen, 2012, p. 18). 
6
 Here the distinction between proposals and rules is used 

to express the difference between observations based on 
my pedagogical experience and some general conclusions 
based on such an experience. Therefore, the issues and 
solutions which were discussed in the three proposals can 
be regarded as grounding tools for the four rules proposed 
later on in the paper.   

plishment, it surely is a sign that we are narrowing 

the gap. Furthermore, it is crucial for the educator to 

expect that consensus might come even in the form 

of admission that there is a particular problem that 

has to be addressed in future inquiry. The rule re-

garding conclusions and consensuses (CC) can be 

summarized as follows:  

i) CC: If a, b and c agree on a conclusion, then a 

provisional consensus is reached. The reaching 

of consensus promotes the increase of under-

standing
7
 between a, b and c. 

The second rule I want to outline is concerned 

with the educator’s privileged position in regard to 

knowledge and truth. I do not pretend to have con-

ducted a survey in order to be able to provide infor-

mation about the percentage of educators who be-

lieve that they are in an authoritative or privileged 

epistemic position in regard to their students. My 

only claim is that it is reasonable to suppose that 

there are some educators that would uphold such a 

belief. Thus, the rule that I am proposing is related 

to such convictions. Let’s call it the non-transitive 

principle of authority (NPA): 

ii) NPA: Academic authority does not necessarily 

imply epistemic authority.  

As humans, albeit educators, we do not possess im-

peccable skills for navigating to the truth and retain-

ing knowledge. Our claims can be just as erroneous 

as those of our students and a refusal to treat them 

this way could ‘widen the gap’ even further. There-

fore, as a consequence of the acceptance of NPA one 

should also accept that the search for independent 

evidence for a proposition p should always be en-

couraged. Feedback should work both ways in order 

for a philosophical discussion to transpire.  

The warrant for the third rule is provided by the 

need to find grounds for abstract problems in con-

                                                 
7
 For the purpose of this paper I will not go into detailed 

analysis of what understanding should designate. I will 
just point out that when I talk about understanding be-
tween a and b, I mean the ability of a to correctly grasp 
the propositional content of judgments expressed by b. I 
will also presume that there are various degrees of under-
standing which depend on multiple questions, such as: To 
what extent is a grasping the proposition expressed by b?; 
If there are multiple propositions expressed by b, how 
many of them can we claim are grasped by a? etc. A 
comprehensive account of understanding in communica-
tion settings would require a lot of additional clarifica-
tions. However, they are irrelevant for the validity of CC, 
which seems to work for every account of understanding 
that allows for degrees of understanding.  
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crete experiences, which was already discussed. If 

what I have proposed has the potential to be a suc-

cessful methodical strategy, then each theoretical 

discussion should be grounded (if and when possi-

ble) on particular examples. The same reasoning can 

also be applied vice versa – each general definition 

should be tested against particular examples and 

counterexamples. In philosophy, such an approach is 

usually called Reflective Equilibrium (RE). My sug-

gestion here is that RE can work both as a method of 

inquiry
8
 and as a pedagogical tool. Thus, in educa-

tion, the role of RE is to provide a) a common start-

ing point for educator and students; b) a methodo-

logical device for engaging in philosophical in-

quiry
9
. To summarize, the rule regarding the use of 

RE in education (REE) goes as follows: 

iii) REE: One’s education in philosophy has to 

start with concrete judgments and examples 

and then move to abstract questions and gen-

eral principles. Each general conclusion should 

in turn be tested against concrete judgments 

held by the educator and the students
10

. 

The final rule is implied by everything that I ar-

gue for in this paper. When it comes to problem-

solving, I maintain that in order for a philosophical 

problem to find a respectable solution, the latter 

should not be the result of a solitary effort. My claim 

is based on the premise that philosophy is an 

abductive enterprise in conjunction with the admis-

sion that none of us are infallible. Thus, the solution 

to a problem proposed by a may be brilliant and 

logically solid and yet it may not be the best one.  

However, the only way to become aware of that is 

via the process of discussion. This fourth rule suc-

cinctly presents the interactive nature of philosophi-

cal education (IPE): 

iv) IPE: The skill of philosophizing is born via di-

alogue and discussion.  

                                                 
8
 I argue for the methodological advantages of RE in a 

forthcoming paper so I will not discuss them at length 
here.  
9
 I confess that the idea of RE in education can seem 

strange at first glance. Of course, the suggestion I make 
here requires a lot of work and is to be delivered in a 
more detailed account in the future. However, proposals 
of versions of RE that are not concentrated on individual 
judgments and principles, but rather on public ones, have 
already been made (e.g. Baderin, 2017, p. 3; p. 18). 
10

 It should be noted that the following use of REE can be 
regarded as a condition for fulfilling CC. 

4. A contextual-based counter argument and 

conclusions 

If the methodological rules proposed here are 

indeed effective, one important implication would be 

that philosophical inquiry goes beyond generations, 

interests, individual beliefs, and other contextual 

features of one’s social environment. Such an ad-

mission permits one to draw the conclusion that the 

gap between generations can gradually become ir-

relevant as we engage in philosophizing. However, it 

can be objected that such a conclusion is naïve and 

furthermore, invalid, because there are examples of 

philosophical movements that are clearly influenced 

by and even grounded in the social context in which 

they emerged. It can even be presumed that there are 

recognizable trends in philosophy that can be at-

tributed to the period and social circles in which 

particular inquirers received their philosophy educa-

tion and interacted with one another (e.g.: Oxford 

philosophy) (See Forguson, 2001, p. 325). To those 

who  support such an argument I respond that this 

objection misses the point. What I have tried to 

show in my analysis is that raising a hypothesis as a 

result of interaction between different individuals in 

fixed environmental conditions has nothing to do 

with the actual truth value of that hypothesis. There-

fore, a more general conclusion here would be that 

philosophy is a normative discipline in the sense that 

it requires its claims to go beyond cultural relativity 

and personal interests. It is natural that one’s interac-

tions with her peers in a fixed environment would 

bring up the disposition to assert a certain set of 

judgments. That is why the gap problem transpires 

in the first place – representatives of different gener-

ations share different beliefs and have different dis-

positions. However, when they do philosophy, that 

simply does not matter. All that is important is 

which of their judgments are truth-tracking and pos-

sess some kind of intrinsic epistemic value, and 

which do not.  
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Abstract: 

The paper is devoted to the problem of investigating 

the identity of a personality in contemporary philosophy. 

The author states that some factors (intensification of 

cultural and communicative exchange, population 

migration, information technologies) have led to a 

significant transformation of the phenomenon of identity 

at the civilizational stage. The presented points of view 

and approaches of contemporary philosophers 

(representatives of psychoanalysis, existentialism, etc.) 

that the author relies on indicate a crisis of identity. The 

author of the paper describes creativity, communication, 

reflection, value-semantic sphere, cultural and symbolic 

environment as the criteria of identity. The author also 

constructs her own model of the identity system based on 

the famous Russian researcher, G.P. Shchedrovitsky’s 

concept of the system, as the way to avoid a crisis of 

identity. The author comes to the conclusion that the 

identity of a modern person is wholly constructed, in 

contrast to the phenomenon of  pseudo-identity. The 

results of the paper can be applied in sociology, cultural 

studies, psychology in the context of the problem of 

personal and collective identity. 

 

Key words: the identity of a personality, 

communication; reflection; cultural and symbolic 

environment; value-semantic sphere; creativity. 

 

1. Introduction  

1.1. Actuality of Research. Methods and Pur-

pose of Research  

Growth of information technologies, intensifica-

tion of cultural and communicative practices, de-

struction of traditional spiritual and moral guide-

lines, and increase of population migration have 

radically transformed the phenomenon of identity 

over time. As a consequence of these processes we 

deal with an unclear concept of identity, and it has 

become necessary to investigate it once more. It is 

evident that the attention of many scientists and 

representatives of contemporary humanities disci-

plines, e.g. philosophers, culturologists, sociologists, 

and psychologists is aimed at this problem. At the 

same time, the perspectives they bring all represent 

different interpretations of identity. In my opinion, 

an adequate definition requires the correct choice of 

the exact criteria that determine identity, as our reali-

ty puts forward constantly changing requirements 

for a modern subject, forcing him to be always in 

search of his “I”.  

The correct selection of these criteria as grounds 

for constructing a model of personal identity deter-

mines the problematic field of our research. The 

purpose of this paper is to apply a historical lens to 

contemporary philosophical studies in order to 

demonstrate the crisis of the concept of identity and, 



Evgeniya V. Kuznetsova 

 60 

with the help of constructivist and system approach-

es, to build our own model of the identity system. 

These approaches reveal the complexity of the prob-

lem and help to overcome some fragmentation in its 

presentation.  

 

1.2. Historical Review  

Researchers at different historical stages study 

various aspects of human nature when they devote 

their attention to identity. To begin, let’s examine 

the concept of “identity”. Here we see two Latin 

terms of different origin: “idem” and “ipse”. The 

first term “idem” means “identical” and is synony-

mous with “similar”. The term “ipse” is associated 

with the concept of “selfhood” [12; p. 19]. I focus in 

particular on the second term in the paper. A famous 

English philosopher, J. Locke, believes that the con-

cept of “ipse-identity” refers only to a person pos-

sessing consciousness [11, p.45]. This form of iden-

tity initially presupposes the abilities of self-

referencing and self-identification. From this point 

of view, a person has a special ability to produce 

reflexive knowledge turned upon himself. So, Locke 

defines the identity of the personality as a reflexive 

self-correlation. Accordingly, identity is not only 

rational, but also relational. Since humans are born 

with the ability to reason, they must create their own 

identity and be responsible for it. That’s why J.J. 

Rousseau presents social identity as a product of 

some historical era. This French philosopher formu-

lates his own interpretation of identity.  

A person can find himself in other people, that 

is, find his true identity. In order to find himself, he 

must first abandon himself [13, p.92]. I. Herder em-

phasizes a similar idea. He writes that identity is a 

biological collective reality. It’s a desire to be rec-

ognized as a member of some social group, and 

therefore, tied to other people [9, p.123].  

So, if we pay attention to the history of the con-

cept of identity, we notice that in Modernity identity 

is interpreted as the result of socialization and per-

sonal responsibility. It’s demonstrated in concepts of 

J. Locke, I. Herder, J. J. Rousseau. In the post-

classical philosophy of the twentieth century the 

interpretation of identity is associated with individu-

alization of a person. As a result, we deal with such 

notions as: “pseudo-identity”, “confusion of identi-

ty”, “herd identity”.  

All these notions are actively used, first of all, 

in psychoanalysis by followers of S. Freud. The 

concept of “confusion of identity” is introduced by 

E. Erickson. It is a feeling that the roots of identity 

are absent [6, p.76]. E. Erickson also introduces the 

term “pseudo-identity”. It refers to the lack of integ-

rity or wholeness of  the self and the impossibility of 

realizing this integrity [6, 238]. E. Fromm discusses 

the development of a new herd identity, when a 

sense of identity is based on a sense of belonging to 

the crowd, where an individual doesn’t want to dif-

fer from the others.  

Repressiveness, aggressiveness, and consumer-

ism dominate in the definitions of a person and his 

place in society in the philosophy of the existential-

ists in the 20th century. S. Kierkegaard, K. Jaspers, 

M. Heidegger, and A. Camus write about the per-

son’s loneliness, his suppression by different social 

institutions created by man himself, and the attempt 

to get rid of this pressure.  

 

1.3. Identity’s Plurality  

The determination of identity’s essence depends 

on the aspects which different researchers distin-

guish in this phenomenon’s investigation. E. Erick-

son puts forward the idea of identity’s plurality [6, 

p.143]. From his point of view, personal and social 

identities make up the structure of identity. The idea 

of multiple identities is also introduced by J. Turner 

and R. Brown. Many researchers have subsequently 

paid attention in their works to various modifications 

(types) of identity that constitute this multiplicity. 

Each of the modifications determines ideals, norms 

and rules of behavior, value orientations underlying 

the image of “I”. And each of these aspects or “di-

mensions” requires its separate consideration. So, 

we can say that identity has its own hierarchical 

structure (pointed out by E. Erickson), but, as T.G. 

Stefanenko has justifiably remarked, this hierar-

chical structure has not been described yet [18].  

 

 

2. Criteria of Identity 

2.1. Criteria of Identity and Approaches to the 

Problem’s Investigation 

N. Dering notes that identity is always demon-

strated in the process of individuals’ interaction [5, 

p.87]. We can define it as a process of communica-

tion. Through communication, a person can get an 

outside perspective – to find himself and his place in 

life. Here again we are confronted with the notion of 

reflection. The environment of a contemporary sub-

ject has a cultural and symbolic nature, and the val-

ue-semantic sphere reveals the true essence of a 

personality. We can represent creativity as a process 

constituting the system of identity because a con-
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temporary man always tries to find himself and his 

essence.  

Therefore, these criteria can be regarded as 

grounds of the model of the identity system. The 

constructivist approach contributes to the presenta-

tion of identity in the form of a complex multidi-

mensional system. We use the system approach to 

reveal the integrity of identity as an object and to 

show the connection of all its elements. Based on the 

concept of the system of a famous Russian method-

ologist, G.P. Shchedrovitsky, we will try to construct 

our model of the identity system.  

 

2.2. The Category of System 

First of all we’ll analyze the meaning of the cat-

egory of system according to G.P. Shchedrovitsky 

[16, p.25]. According to G.P. Shchedrovitsky, any 

object of research as a  system should include the 

following five features: 1) the process constituting 

the system; 2) a set of external functions of the sys-

tem; 3) a set of internal connections of the system; 

4) organization of the material that ensures processes 

of the system; 5) an actual material on which the 

system builds itself.  

 

2.3. Creativity as the Process Constituting the 

System  

So, we put into the center of our model of the 

identity system the image of “I” as a representative 

of Homo sapiens. The process constituting this sys-

tem is creative activity as we have already noted 

above. Identity is in essence creativity because it is 

“created” and “constructed”. 

The problem of “selfhood” as the manifestation 

of the creative essence is presented in psychoanaly-

sis. It is developed by G.S. Sullivan and then by C. 

Jung. In C. Jung’s concept, “selfhood” is wider than 

consciousness – it is a “microcosm of a man” and an 

archetype of the collective unconscious. The identity 

of “selfhood” goes back to an inner image of God in 

the soul [10, p. 143]. For existentialists (S. Kierke-

gaard, M. Heidegger, A. Camus, J.P. Sartre) “self-

hood” is connected with existence – it’s an acquisi-

tion of oneself by means of crisis states (rebellion, 

suicide), and it’s a creation of one's life. “Selfhood” 

is revealed by consciousness by means of an aware-

ness of one's own existence in critical moments of 

life. Moreover, the crisis of personal consciousness 

is a significant impulse for a person’s transformation 

– it actualizes the meaning of his existence and it 

contributes to the achievement of true identity. 

“Selfhood” is a synonym for formation and disclo-

sure of personality from the existentialists’ point of 

view.  

 

2.4. Communication  

External functions of the system are expressed 

by communication. Communicative interchange is a 

process whereby a person better understands and 

realizes himself by means of a dialogue. Communi-

cation with its internal vectors (understanding and 

argumentation) is the existence of a researcher. 

That’s why we’ll analyze the role of communication 

in the formation of identity in some philosophers’ 

views.  

 As J. Habermas writes, identity is constructed 

on the border of two opposite states: consensus and 

confrontation [8, p.110]. Consensus unites one per-

son with the others and makes him look like the 

others. Confrontation represents the opposite state; it 

presents features which characterize only this person 

and is thus responsible for individual specificity. 

Identity can be described as an attempt to balance 

between the phantom of normality („to be like eve-

ryone else”) and the phantom of uniqueness („not to 

be like everyone else”). Self-identity arises in the 

balance between personal identity and social identi-

ty. Personal identity forms a person's life history, 

and social identity helps him to play various roles in 

systems which he belongs to. “In the performance of 

these social roles, an individual gets not only his 

personal, biographical identity, but his certain place 

in the existing social categorization (social identity), 

and only by means of socialization he achieves his 

true identity.”  

For Russian researcher M. Bakhtin the most im-

portant concept here is that of  dialogue. “Life is 

inherently dialogical. To live means to participate in 

a dialogue: to ask, to understand, to answer, to agree, 

to disagree, etc. A person participates during the 

whole life in this dialogue and he does it by means 

of all parts of himself: by eyes, by lips, by hands, by 

soul, by spirit. He puts himself into the word, and 

this word enters the dialogical fabric of a human life, 

the world of ‘symposium’” [1, 295]. A person is 

fully aware of himself and realizes his personal, 

individual characteristics only by means of interac-

tion with the environment, by means of communica-

tion with other people, by means of a dialogue.  

 Let's examine three main forms of dialogue ac-

cording to M. Bakhtin. The first one is dialogue as 

the basis of human understanding. “Where con-

sciousness begins, there a dialogue begins”. The 

second form presents dialogue as the basis of speech 
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genres. “Genre is a historical memory crystallized in 

signs and meanings that have reached the level of 

automatism ... Genre is a representative of cultural 

and historical memory in the process of ideological 

activity expressed in chronicles, legal documents, 

scientific texts, orders, complaints, praises, etc.” [1, 

p.326]. The third one is dialogue as a form of com-

munication. “It’s impossible to contemplate, ana-

lyze, define other people's consciousnesses as ob-

jects and things. You can only communicate with 

them dialogically ... and hear echoes of a great dia-

logue” [1, p.330]. For Bakhtin dialogue with oneself 

is necessary a man realizes himself by means of it 

and he is included into the universal space of cul-

ture, that is into a certain macro-dialogue.   

Dialogue in M. Buber’s books means that we 

can address ourselves to something and to somebody 

as You, as we address a personality, a friend. This 

somebody is the only one in the world and he is 

absolutely unique [4, p.127]. At the same time, You 

and I enter an ontological dialogue, and this world is 

different from the previous one. The identification of 

the person is realized only in dialogue, but not just 

by means of communication with another person, 

but when this “other person” becomes like you. 

Here,communication is similar to reflection.  

 

2.5. Reflection 

So, we come to the notion of reflection in our 

research. We define the internal structure of func-

tions of the identity system as reflection because a 

subject structures himself by means of introspection 

of his actions and deeds. 

G. P. Shchedrovitsky believes that self-

determination is the most important act for every 

person in his life. “If circumstances develop in such 

a way that self-determination does not occur, then a 

person does not become” [15, p.58–59]. The most 

important thing in the implementation of self-

determination for a person, as he notes, is the exit 

into reflection. The researcher distinguishes two 

levels of reflection. The first level of reflection is a 

person's consideration of the framework of his life as 

the action’s object. When the individual enters a 

reflexive position, it seems that he is breaking with 

his social essence. And he occupies an unacceptable 

position. The second level of reflection is the indi-

vidual’s entrance into the position of a reflecting 

person toward himself already reflecting. Reflection 

is a mental process expressed in speech or commu-

nication. Communication for Shchedrovitsky is a 

significant condition for the implementation of re-

flection and, consequently, self-determination.  

Reflection acts as an internal mechanism of so-

cio-cultural identification. We find this idea in many 

researchers’ works. For example, Russian research-

ers V.I. Slobodchikov and E.I. Isaev contend  that 

reflection is aimed at self-determination and caused 

by real practical situations of human social existence 

that allow individuals to develop the ability to inter-

act with other people [17, p.95]. V.I. Slobodchikov 

and E.I. Isaev correlate the problem of reflection 

with the problem of lifestyle and distinguish two 

types of reflection: external and internal. External 

reflection forms a phenomenal layer of conscious-

ness; internal reflection helps a person to overcome 

some limits, whereby he becomes a part of the uni-

verse or world culture.  

 

2.6. Value-semantic Sphere 

The organization of the material according to 

our model is a value-semantic sphere that ensures 

the flow of creative processes. Values are the central 

component of social representations, the focus of an 

individual’s vital grounds (S. Moscovici, D. Jodle). 

Values demonstrate reasonable and social bases for 

an individual and determinate mechanisms of his 

adaptation and development in a society. According 

to a famous Russian psychologist and philosopher S. 

L. Rubinstein, value orientations, which can be sci-

entific, philosophical, moral, and aesthetic, reveal 

the essence of a man [14, p.173]. They form a 

worldview as a system of generalized ideas about 

the world, other people, oneself and one's place in a 

society. “By means of values a man forms his atti-

tude towards his life, and it allows him to understand 

the meaning of his life” [14, p.175]. Value-semantic 

orientations affect a person's choice of his profes-

sional activity, determine his spiritual ideals, fix his 

vital positions.   

 

2.7. Cultural and Symbolic Environment 

The material is a cultural and symbolic envi-

ronment, from which an individual “gets” the 

grounds for his identity. The modern era, according 

to J. Baudrillard, is the era of symbols and 

hyperreality, the era of simulation and simulacrum. 

“Simulation is not a simulation of a territory, of 

essence or substance” [2, p.75]. It is the product of a 

reality’s model without any reality or origin. It’s a 

product of the hyperreal world. “The territory 

doesn’t precede the map and doesn’t survive it. To-

day the map precedes the territory “[2, p.97]. 
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J. Baudrillard introduces the concept of simula-

crum. Simulacrum is a sign isolated from those 

events and phenomena which it previously belonged 

to. According to the philosopher, there are different 

types of simulacra. In today's world, the simulation 

of simulacra can be based on information, models, 

imitation. It’s extremely difficult to determine the 

true identity of people living in hyperreality, as they 

are essentially just performing a lot of social roles. 

And it seems that only a catastrophe can change this 

situation – only interference from the outside can 

break the world of signs, symbols, simulacra. But, in 

fact, an adequate reflection of identity on the internet 

is possible. But it’s possible only by means of activi-

ty aimed not at the image of oneself, but at an exter-

nal object, as well as by means of interaction with 

others. 

I. Goffman’s theory of frames can also be used 

in the context of the cultural and symbolic environ-

ment of a contemporary subject [7, p.76]. The frame 

offers the audience a certain fragment (textual, visu-

al) in which a certain specific meaning is already 

laid, and this meaning must be “caught” by a reader 

(viewer, listener). Later he reproduces it as his own 

understanding in any actions, deeds. So, the frame 

determines the identity of the subject in a certain 

way.  

In our opinion, such a model of the personali-

ty’s identity system determines the grounds which 

are especially important for a contemporary subject. 

 

 

3. Conclusion 

We can present the structure of our personali-

ty’s identity system as the following one. There are 

six links in it, and we imagine it as a circle. First, we 

put a man in the center of it, then introduce creativi-

ty as the main form of his activity. Then external 

functions of the system expressed by communication 

are added because communication organizes the 

activity. The man realizes himself and his inner es-

sence by means of reflection. That’s why we present 

reflection as the internal functional structure in the 

next stage. Values ensure the flow of the man’s crea-

tive activity – they make it clear and replete – and 

we call this sphere the organization of the material. 

It’s the fifth link of the model. As our modern man 

lives in a virtual reality and symbolic environment, 

this symbolic surrounding represents the vital 

ground for him or the material according to our 

model. It’s the sixth link.  

We use this model because it emphasizes the 

most significant attributes of our contemporary indi-

vidual, and it demonstrates how these attributes are 

related to each other and why they are really essen-

tial for the person. If we mention some characteristic 

features of modern society we have to admit that the 

vital grounds of the modern person’s identity differ 

from the grounds of people of previous civilizations. 

And our model is an attempt to highlight such dif-

ferences. 

It’s obvious that a contemporary man doesn’t 

have conditions that would provide him a full and 

correct perception and understanding of himself. 

Self-identity is being destroyed. Social interaction 

doesn’t help a person in his self-realization, but ra-

ther introduces new difficulties. The reasons for this 

problem lie in the processes implemented in modern 

society.  

One of these processes is the development of 

mass culture with its commercialization and con-

sumerism. In a consumer society, culture is a prod-

uct of consumption. The changes in its content are 

determined by the laws of the market. And when the 

usual boundaries are erased, cultural identity is de-

stroyed. Mass culture offers people a so-called “se-

lection of identities” (J. Baudrillard). “Once having 

passed on the other side of the mirror of alienation, 

structural differences quickly become a fashion,” as 

the philosopher writes [3, p.243]. “Deconstruction of 

binarisms” (the term belongs to E. Goffman) or imi-

tation of the idol, is one more characteristic feature 

of mass culture. It also doesn’t contribute to the 

formation of a true identity of an individual. It exists 

as an imitation only.  

Consumerism is also considered by P. Strawson 

as a factor capable of destroying personality. For P. 

Strawson personality is divided into many perfor-

mances of social roles offered by a consumer socie-

ty. “Personality is a ‘goal in itself’, it’s a creature 

who has legal rights and obligations, a creature who 

plays certain social roles” [19, p.189]. In a consumer 

society, a subject reproduces himself as an object of 

economic demand, he undergoes fragmentation and 

sacralization. Instead of the desired constancy, the 

individual is forced into a social situation.  

The subject's excessive openness to the world is 

one more cause of the current crisis of identity. The 

subject turns to his environment, and instead of real 

people, discovers various social roles they perform. 

Meanwhile, without social interaction, a person can-

not realize his own uniqueness (see above). 
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The desire of a contemporary person to over-

come the permissible and established order, the de-

sire to live several lives in the virtual space, is 

fraught with the disintegration of the personality, 

and leads to a loss of unity. The identity-related 

crises facing individuals today are clear and require 

considerable efforts from those seeking internal self-

renewal. At the same time, the cultural and symbolic 

environment continues to be the “habitat” of the 

subject, and that’s why cultural and communicative 

practices act as a criterion for the subject’s  identity. 

It’s especially important for contemporary subjects 

to discover their identity by means of reflection and 

social interaction. As the modern individual tries to 

find himself, only creative activity can add cultural 

meaning to this process.  

The subject’s desire to perform many social 

roles, the complication of cultural and historical 

experience, the rejection of traditional spiritual val-

ues have led to a crisis in identity, which may be 

expressed as depression, apathy, or the attempt to 

hide from real problems in the virtual space. We can 

avoid these processes only if we’re able to determine 

the grounds of  identity and design a model of the 

identity system that better allows us to understand it. 

In modern research it is very important to take into 

account the fact that the identity of the individual 

must be really constructed. If we neglect this fact, 

we may be faced with the phenomenon of false iden-

tity or pseudo-identity. It’s also important to note 

that the cultural content of identity must retain its 

semantic meanings, otherwise we are dealing with a 

“person without characteristics” (R. Musil) or “par-

ody of identity” (M. Foucault) in the world of simu-

lacrum. At the same time, we cannot reduce the phe-

nomenon of identity to cultural patterns only, as this 

would  overlook such essential categories as “cogni-

tion” and “self-knowledge”.  
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Abstract: 

This article will address descriptive and normative 

concepts vis-à-vis their inferential value and epistemic 

evolution within the social sciences. The analysis focuses 

mainly on the normative concept, which arises in the 

intersection between various disciplines of the social 

sciences, blending within itself a dialectic between the 

subjective and the objective, between the individual and 

the social. The descriptive concept – which acts as a link 

between logos qua language and the empirical reality – 

will have less elaborated analysis. 

The article’s purpose is convenient for readers 

acquainted with the field in question as well as  those for 

whom the topic is less known. Indeed, the article is 

intended to address the above concepts from the point of 

view of the political scholar. However, during the 

research process, it was considered appropriate that these 

conceptions have an interdisciplinary heuristic reflection 

in order to be of value and interest  to scholars of political 

science, philosophy, and law. 

As a first step, we will present in classical form the 

meaning and explanation of the concepts in question, 

based on linguistic and philosophical dictionaries. The 

article also focuses on the solid definition given to the 

concept of normativity – understood in legal terms – by 

Hans Kelsen through his idea of a Base Norm 

(Grundnorm) and his critique of Max Weber’s 

sociological conception of norms. Secondly, we will 

outline the dichotomy between the concepts of “is” and 

“ought” – the former analyzed by Kant as a hypothetical 

imperative, as a determinant of goals and actions based on 

desires and, the latter considered as a categorical 

imperative, as a normative determinant based on reason. 

Another dimension of normativity is seen from the 

perspective of analytical jurisprudence, the dialectic 

created between formalists and anti-formalists in the 

treatment of morality, both in subjective and social terms. 

Finally, the emphasis will be placed on normativity in 

politics and in spoken language, dimensions that define 

the normative approach. 

 

Key words: normative, descriptive, interdisciplinary 

heuristic studies, social science. 

 
1. Clearing up the ordinary meaning of the 

concepts 

According to the Oxford Dictionary (OD) 

(Hornby, 1995, pp. 788, 912), the descriptive ex-

plains an idea through words; to describe some-

thing, especially expressing neither feelings nor 

judgments. So, the descriptive is mainly related to 

the identical description of a solitary case. This de-

scription is of no value and is not intended to change 

the object under consideration. 

The descriptive analysis of empirical facts is 

recorded at once or at various times to give a more 

objective explanation of the study in question. There 

are few variations that this concept assumes as a 

cognitive tool, a prerequisite that leads to the relative 

exhaustion of its conceptual isolation. 

Further attention, in this case, requires the con-

cept of normativity, which according to the OD is 

defined as the setting of standards or linguistic 
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rules, as well as of behavior, which ought to be fol-

lowed; for example, a normative argument, a nor-

mative grammar. Another synonym of the normative 

concept is the prescriptive one (Bealy, 1999 p. 227), 

defined as follows: it decides what must be done; 

establishes rules or gives instructions; for example, 

a prescriptive approach/judgment/role. Linguistical-

ly, it shows how people should use the language, 

such as Albanian’s prescriptive [binding] grammar. 

From the definitions above, we gain a basic un-

derstanding -t of how people commonly use these 

words (see Murphy and Coleman (1984) regarding 

the use of dictionaries); therefore, the above concept 

requires further interpretation. 

 

2. Law as a structure of norms 

In the following, Hans Kelsen (1967) offers one 

of the most influential analyses of the notion of the 

normative. Stephen P. Turner, in his article Explain-

ing Normativity, points out that Kelsen’s explanatory 

power derives from the use of the transcendental
1
 

(Tebbit, 2005 p. 38; Turner 2007; Rouse 2007) ar-

gument about legal validity: describing the law as a 

law – as a real law – rather than as something under-

stood as a law. In this case, a re-examination of the 

question of the “real law” is necessary. Whether the 

law is a real law is itself a normative question that 

ought to be decided by legal judgments that are also 

normative in themselves. For Kelsen, the line of 

reasoning ends like this: only law can validate the 

law as law, and therefore the validation of law re-

quires a Base Norm (Grundnorm), which is the 

guarantor of legal validity. The reasoning, in this 

case, is transcendental in the sense that if someone 

pretends that there exists something called law, then 

one must accept the (normative) notion of legal va-

lidity. However, for there to be validity, there must 

be a validity-determinant which is itself a norm. 

                                                 
1
It is interesting to clarify this concept because many 

meanings circulate about it. Kant was the one who 
distinguished himself from other authors by defining it as 
follows: the term transcendental wants to be in stark 
contrast to the other two terms, that is, “immanent”. 
Something is immanent to some limit or goal if it is 
within them. Something is “transcendent” if it is beyond 
those boundaries or goals. Something is “transcendental” 
if it is neither inside nor outside those borders, but rather, 
it is just a question of the nature of the essence of those 
boundaries. “I call transcendental,” says Kant, “any 
knowledge that studies not the objects, but how our 
knowledge knows objects; this kind of knowledge we 
have is possible a priori. Hence, such concepts should be 
called transcendental philosophy”. 
 

However, the chain of value determinants must end 

somewhere; this place where the chain of value de-

terminants ends is the Base Norm (Turner, 2007, p. 

59; Rouse 2007). 

Therefore, the Base Norm is the more general 

norm taken as the norm behind the final authority, to 

which all the other separate norms can be attributed. 

This norm cannot be questioned or evaluated. Ac-

cordingly, its validity is tacitly implicit in any legal 

activity. It should be clarified that it is not the cur-

rent Constitution of Albania, the United States, 

Germany, or any other country that should be the 

empirical object of study for political science. How-

ever, according to Kelsen, the Base Norm is a logical 

designation, understood as a binding formulation 

which the Constitution itself “must obey”. Kelsen 

insists that the Base Norm can only be an act of 

thought and, as such, we cannot refer to it as a norm 

of positive law (Kelsen 1954; Tebbit, 2005, pp. 38–

39). 

According to Turner, the weakness of this rea-

soning lies in the separation created between argu-

ment and causal fact about the existence of law – 

this consists in the fact that if people do not accept 

something as a law, then it is not a law at all. Kelsen 

insisted that what is considered law is also legitimate 

in a society, which was a normative quest for him. In 

this vein, Kelsen asks the question: “What is the 

legal status of the revolutionary order?” If the revo-

lutionaries were in charge and proclaimed some-

thing, they called this ‘law’ and obeyed it as such. 

Was this a law? According to this theory, the objec-

tive clarity of the so-called legal order created by 

the revolutionaries was not sufficient. They did not 

include in the complementary components of validi-

ty all material that makes the law binding on legal 

subjects; the law of revolutionaries was not a real 

law. However, Kelsen himself assessed a minimum 

of effectiveness for the law to be considered valid. 

In this case, history opposed the courts that decreed 

that the order of the French revolutionaries was not 

legal. Even the most fanatical courts recognized that 

the former monarch’s ruling had gone once and for 

all. This anticipation raises another question, that is, 

whether the law is nothing more than mere belief. 

Kelsen raises a controversy against Weber, who 

gives a “sociological” definition of the legal order 

by adding the element of the degree of credibility 

without giving a normative judgment on the correct-

ness of faith in the system’s legitimacy. In short, 

Kelsen challenges the treatment of law in sociologi-

cal terms rather than normative judgments. Accept-

ing this (naturalist) definition, according to Kelsen, 



Complications (Complexity) between Normative and Descriptive. A Challenge for Clarity 

 67 

means not only abandoning the philosophy of law 

but also giving up the law itself. This is because, in 

the absence of legal validity, that is, in the absence 

of obligation, there is no more room to discuss the 

law, but only the real order established by a gang of 

robbers. He also opts to abandon the sociology of 

“law” because, as he claims, sociologists have al-

ways used the normative conception of law. Howev-

er, we remain stuck in the normativity of law, which 

becomes an inevitable challenge for Kelsen and 

constitutes the argument of standard regulation. He 

focuses on the description problem because if the 

normative description is the only accurate descrip-

tion, then no naturalistic description can apply to the 

“example” under consideration. However, there is 

also the problem of the alternative description. We-

ber (1954) separated the descriptive terms from ju-

ridical reasoning as “dogmatic” in his sociology 

(Kronman, 1983, p. 6-7). Whether the law of the 

French Revolution was law is a dogmatic and para-

digmatic one. However, Kelsen does not believe that 

sociology has any reason to address these issues and 

clarifies this idea by arguing as follows: 

The state is that order of human behavior that 

we call the legal order, the order to which cer-

tain types of actions are oriented, the idea to 

which individuals adapt their behavior. If the 

behavior is introduced to this order, it consti-

tutes the object of sociology; consequently, its 

object is not the state. There is no sociological 

concept of the state beyond the legal idea. 

This dual concept of state is logically impos-

sible because there cannot be more than one 

concept for the same object. There is only one 

legal concept for the state: the state as a cen-

tralized legal order. The sociological concept 

of current behavior, oriented to the legal or-

der, is not a concept of the state but hypothe-

sizes the concept of the state, which is a jurid-

ical concept (Turner, 2007, p. 60). 

Kelsen never abandoned the pretensions of the pre-

ceding paragraph – the transcendental argument of 

the normative – but later in life, he tried to reinter-

pret his idea of a Base Norm radically. The idea is 

that the Normativity of the legal order derives from a 

Base Norm of what gives validity to the legal system, 

making it normative. This idea is the culmination of 

this analysis; the element of validity of the funda-

mental rule is an added element that distinguishes 

between law and simple order that people consider 

lawful. 

However, Kelsen realized this could not work, 

not because the Base Norm was not needed to create 

the normative legal system, but because Grundnorm 

was an impossible object. Kelsen argued that legisla-

tion was necessarily a question of origin/ancestry, so 

the idea of the base rule, a self-existing [immanent] 

base rule, was inconsistent. In the end, one may 

wonder, “What do you value the Base Norm for?” If 

the answer is a non-normative fact, such as the sim-

ple fact of accepting the fundamental norm, the 

chain of reasoning leads to naturalism. If not, then it 

is a regression, a setback, or in any case, a closed 

circle, in the sense that “the Base Norm is that ap-

plied by legally accepted courts” (Turner, 2007, p. 

60; Rouse 2007). 

Kelsen concludes the analysis by arguing that 

the Base Norm is a fiction – a fabrication necessary 

in calculating legal Normativity, but a fabrication 

nonetheless. Kelsen realized a problem with the 

explanans, but he did not give up on the idea that the 

explanandum should be explained in normative 

terms. By turning the Base Norm into fiction, Kelsen 

managed to preserve this argument: fiction or not, it 

still is normative. 

Kelsen’s theory has been criticized for empha-

sizing the rule of law, thus excluding political, mor-

al, and justice issues. At the same time, he has been 

accused of engaging in a “logical exercise, not based 

on real-life,” and his theory has been portrayed as a 

useless mechanism in terms of the complexity of the 

law and legal systems. However, it has also been 

said that the Kelsen doctrine has a particular value. 

It helps us focus on the current dynamics of legal 

obligation and the fact that, ultimately, the officials 

decide how and in what way the extension of the law 

can affect the lives of ordinary people. Finally, we 

must clarify that finding the Base Norm in any com-

pany is a challenging task. If the Base Norm has no 

specific content and if it is, in the first place, an as-

sumption, its role in evaluating the hierarchy of oth-

er norms can be fraught with ambiguity. Since 

Grundnorm plays a central role in assessing different 

norms in the system, the problems that may arise in 

identifying and explaining it can affect the con-

sistency of its definition and the consistency of the 

hierarchy of norms — causing the removal of the 

concept of a legal order from its foundations 

(Chinhengo, 2000, pp. 43–44). 

 

3. The dichotomy is and ought to be from a 

Kantian point of view 

Suppose we assume, based on metaphysical 

naturalism, that nothing exists beyond the worldview 
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of the concept of “is”, which is open to empirical 

research. In that case, this leads to the idea that the 

normative concept of “ought” can also be reduced to 

a simple descriptive form, or this term may have no 

real meaning. Here a problem arises because the 

phenomenology of our experiences suggests that 

normative facts – for example, “do not lie!” – are 

completely different from descriptive facts – for 

example, “water has no color”. However, this is 

because the concept of “ought” is a subcategory of 

the concept of “is”, which separates it from the other 

subcategories; if we were to define it with an exam-

ple, we would say: the whale is a mammal, but of a 

completely different nature than, say, the cat. 

Once again, the dilemma is still where the no-

tion of prescriptiveness/obligation comes from. The 

most straightforward approach to this question is to 

avoid the moral dimension for a moment, treating 

the “ought” as a hypothetical imperative. The an-

swer to the question mentioned above rests in peo-

ple’s desires. The assumption “You ought to do A if 

you want B”, or more precisely, “You ought to leave 

the house now if you want to go to the seminar on 

time”, does not necessarily demand a moral treat-

ment. The words are descriptive. In this case, our 

prescription to this proposal is the source of our set 

of desires. 

In this case, we deal with the widely accepted 

theory of human action or belief-desire psychology. 

The core of this theory lies in the fact that people 

satisfy their desires of the moment based on their 

beliefs about the best way to achieve them. So, if we 

are convinced of a new belief regarding the best way 

to satisfy our current desire, we will act (foolishly, 

perhaps) based on that belief. The purpose of all 

human actions is the fulfillment of our desires. We 

use the concept of “ought” to draw attention to our 

actions’ possible directions, which are believed to 

help achieve our goal. The desires are real, the goals 

are real, and the “ought” relationship is real. This 

image is so inherently attributed to nature that 

prescriptivity only comes together when human 

nature is added to this equation. Our wish list is pre-

cisely the prescriptive list that governs our actions. 

Therefore, “ought”, treated as prudence, is part of 

the meaning of the real world, the world that “is” 

and can be described simply in terms of desires and 

actions. In short, “one (prudently) ought to act A” is 

the functional equivalent of the truth. “Act A is 

equivalent to satisfying the desires in question”. 

Mill has supplied a well-known “proof” of utili-

tarianism in this regard, which seems to simplify the 

confusion created between facts and norms. Mill’s 

argument was an attempt to show that happiness is 

“the only desirable condition” as the ultimate goal in 

the interest of utilitarianism. However, the “proof” 

draws its conclusion from the factual premise that 

people want happiness. Here, the problem is that we 

cannot say that something is desirable because it 

would require us to affirm that we ought to desire it. 

This very brief commentary demonstrates how Mill 

passes from facts to values illegitimately (Colin 

2006, p. 58). 

However, what can we say here regarding the 

role of morality in the concept of “ought”, given that 

in this case, the obligation of individuals does not 

take into account personal desires? This view be-

comes particularly challenging when the treatment is 

done from a moral perspective. According to Kant 

(Rachels, 2004; Rachels, 2009, pp. 104-110; Mur-

phy, 1970), the form of moral responsibility is not, 

“If you want this and that, then you have this and 

that”. On the contrary, moral requirements are cate-

gorical, and they take the form, “One has this and 

that other duty”. As demonstrated above, the hypo-

thetical imperative is easy to understand. It requires 

one to acquire the necessary tools to achieve the 

goals we set ourselves. On the other hand, the cate-

gorical imperative, “you have a duty x ...” remains 

mysterious.  

How can we be obliged to behave in a certain 

way, regardless of the goals we want to achieve? 

Kant answers this question by arguing that just as 

hypothetical imperatives are possible because we 

have desires, categorical imperatives are  possible 

because we have reason. Categorical imperatives 

bind rational actors simply because they are rational. 

Why does this happen? Kant argues that categorical 

imperatives derive from the principle that any ra-

tional person can accept: the Categorical Imperative. 

In his work The philosophy of right, Kant 

(2004) (Murphy, 1970) defines the categorical im-

perative in this way: Act only according to the max-

im that you may wish, at the same time, to transform 

it into universal law
2
. Kant argues that “if duty is a 

concept with meaning and real jurisdiction over our 

actions, this cannot be expressed in any way by hy-

                                                 
2
 For Kant, the categorical imperative is an abstract a 

priori law, which guides the moral values of the maxim 
from which we operate. The maxims, in turn, determine 
the moral value of the actions themselves. Therefore, an 
action is morally good if it is done for the sake of a 
morally good maxim; and a maxim is morally good if it 
conforms to the categorical imperative. Kant defines three 
of these maxims and, according to him, they decide the 
concrete cases and how we should act in such cases. 
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pothetical imperatives, but only by categorical im-

peratives, the essence of which must contain the 

principle of every task (if present)” (Bell, 2002, pp. 

735–736).  In this way, the primary function of mor-

al principles, which Kant believed to have a binding 

force, is to regulate and evaluate behavior. However, 

Kant’s critics think that Kantian ethics as a whole 

can be discredited because the “universality test”
3
 

does not give the correct result for some maxims. At 

the same time, his defenders try to devise an inter-

pretation of the criterion of universality, which ena-

bles them to serve as a universal method of moral 

reasoning and derive the correct result for challeng-

ing cases. 

As Kant uses it, this universality test is nothing 

more than a kind of acceptable test for the formula-

tion of maxims. It cannot be exercised as a basis for 

positive moral orders or any moral duty. This test 

shows that committing suicide or making false 

promises based on the maxim specific to the situa-

tion is wrong. That being said, we cannot say that 

there are no other maxims that pass the test of uni-

versality, including suicide, making false promises, 

and so on. Using this test, we say that suicide and 

false promise are generally wrong actions. There-

fore, we must state that there is no possible maxim 

to include these facts, which may be desired as a 

universal law. Kant did not try to do this as there is 

no way such a thing can be done (Wood, 2006, pp. 

292–293; Murphy, 1970). 

To make the prescriptiveness of morality as 

straightforward as possible – in terms of normative 

jurisprudence – an elaborated analysis of the tension 

raised between formalists and anti-formalists fol-

lows. 

 

4. The nature of morality and its application 

to the law 

For formalist thinkers, morality is more a ques-

tion of a person’s attitude toward a problem than a 

question of a characteristic of the problem itself. R. 

M. Hare states that we can identify the moral judg-

                                                 
3
 Although considered a universal eligibility criterion for 

any disguise, the universalization test is systematically 
subject to counterexamples – not only for positively false 
maxims (maxims that appear to be morally incorrect but 
have the ability to pass the test), but also for false 
negative maxims (maxims which are morally acceptable 
but which cannot pass the test). Negatively false maxims 
are devised when the formulation in which each turns into 
universal law is without any internal contradiction, but it 
clearly does not break any universal moral law 
constructed in the most reasonable way imaginable. 

ment quite independently of the content of that 

judgment, that is, independently of its object (Mur-

phy and Coleman 1984, p. 83). 

According to Hare, a particular person can be 

said to have given a moral judgment on a question if 

that moral judgment manifests three formal (i.e., 

neutral in content) characteristics: 1) it commands – 

that is, makes a recommendation to himself and 

others as to how they should act; 2) it is generaliza-

ble – that is, it is intended to apply not only to the 

case for which it was given, but also to similar cases; 

and 3) it is dominant – that is, it takes precedence 

over all other processes in cases of conflict. So, let 

us examine the judgment “that there is a mixture of 

red and green in the world”. Our judgment, although 

unnatural, is part of our morality (and not just our 

aesthetic preferences) if we call it dominant over 

other values (e.g., we justify the slaughter of people 

on lawns to achieve the desired red-green effect). It 

is also part of our morality if we agree to the condi-

tion of universality – for example, one is willing to 

support the slaughter even if he is himself the vic-

tim, or someone else he cares about is. Of course, 

this is not a strong, beautiful, or welcome morality, 

but it is one’s morality as long as the formal condi-

tions set out are met. This theory provoked a solid 

critical reaction from anti-formalist author GJ 

Warnock, who argued that Hare’s characterization of 

morality turns it into a highly personal and subjec-

tive matter and fails to grasp morality’s essence as a 

social institution. 

Warnock and other critics of formalism interpret 

morality as a social product that was developed to 

address recurring problems caused by the existence 

of the human race – problems that acquire an actual 

moral content. According to Warnock, we are self-

ish, vulnerable, limited beings, living in a hostile 

world with many shortcomings; we must face this 

truth in order to survive in our society. In short, the 

techniques we use to ensure our coexistence as hu-

man beings constitute our morality, or at least that 

part of it which has a social dimension. 

The moral problem for Warnock is that problem 

which implies, in a meaningful way, those vital in-

terests and concerns that human beings have (or 

should have) as social beings. In contrast, moral 

reason is that reason which binds an action or a prac-

tice of interests and concerns. Therefore, in such a 

theory, the claim that “a balance of red and green 

will be created” cannot be a moral reason for slaugh-

tering people in the meadow, since the creation of 

that aesthetic effect is not – at least as human beings 

are now built – a step forward in favor of the inter-
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ests of human beings, as social beings. However, the 

fact that “this would cause people pain, kill and ter-

rorize them” is a reason that proscribes the massacre 

of people within this theory. Therefore, for our pur-

poses, we can temporarily accept the following: 

Moral principles are principles that are concerned 

with establishing and maintaining the necessary 

social bonds between people, related to problems or 

interests that are vital to these people (for example, 

life and death) (Murphy and Coleman 1984, pp. 83). 

However, some concern arises because within 

one culture and across cultures, one of the most sali-

ent features of moralism has been diversity rather 

than unanimity. Any support for a specific value, 

such as freedom, can meet equally convincing and 

robust support for another competing value, such as 

tradition or social stability. It is not clear whether 

there is a simple proof of resolution for numerous 

debates of this nature. In short, due to the seemingly 

unsolvable nature of moral disputes and controver-

sies, moral demands can easily give us the impres-

sion that they lack objectivity and are nothing more 

than the imperatives of personal, cultural, or class 

bias (Murphy and Coleman 1984, pp. 84–85). 

In the following, we will address the normative 

dimension of political reality and the normative 

meaning of politics. 

 

5. The normative trend in political science 

Since its inception, the normative dimension of 

politics has been the subject of political science, 

particularly in political philosophy and normative 

political theories. The characteristic of this under-

standing is that politics is the activity for realizing 

values and norms given from the outside and deter-

mining them. Regulatory ideas, social self-reflection 

concerning the social and political order, are seen as 

the normative dimension of political reality. Funda-

mental values, such as freedom and justice, are in-

cluded among the regulatory ideas and human imag-

ination, which becomes the criterion for evaluating 

the political order. 

People create an image of what “is” and what 

“ought to be” the political order in any society. Con-

sequently, normative ideas express what should be 

politically respected and how society and political 

order should function. Furthermore, regulatory ideas 

emerge as the legitimizing basis of the political or-

der by providing guidelines for political practice – 

the task facing the political order – and the creation 

of the conditions for the “full realization of man”. In 

short, politics is precisely the human activity for 

maintaining good social order, which makes possible 

the full realization of man. However, even though 

the normative sense of political morality occupies a 

central place, this does not mean that political mor-

als do not allow the breaking of any moral rule. The 

infringement of a moral rule is permissible only for 

the sake of a higher moral order. 

This view shows a sui generis formulation of 

normativity in politics, compared to the forms de-

scribed above. The applicability of normativity to 

politics is no longer based on categorical universalist 

grounds, but rather on hypothetical situational ones. 

For example, a politician who understands politics in 

a normative way can lie, but only for the sake of a 

higher value than telling the truth – given the cir-

cumstances of a particular concrete case. In this 

case, political reason outweighs moral reason, and in 

certain situations, political reason takes precedence 

over moral reason and argument. In short, political 

actions can be seen as legitimate from a “political” 

point of view even when they may be “morally” 

illegitimate (Feraj, 2000, p.81). 

We have reached the last section, which will fo-

cus on normativity in language and how the latter 

modifies our behaviors. To illustrate this aspect as 

objectively as possible, some authors use as an ex-

planatory element the observation of the behavior of 

animals (or, as it is otherwise known, behaviorism 

and the experimental psychology of animals).
4
 

 

6. Language as a condition of normative be-

havior 

Each of us who has visited a zoo or watched a 

television show has seen monkeys vocalize and oth-

er monkeys respond by paying particular attention to 

vocalism, offering help in the form of pest elimina-

tion, or helping in times of aggression. That usually 

occurs between family members in several animals, 

so the learning problem is rooted in many other 

mechanisms. Studies have found that the relation-

ship between giving and receiving help between 

family members was zero, while for members out-

                                                 
4
 In addressing the behavioral approach to political 

science, Feraj uses Edward's experimental psychology as 
a paradigm. L. Thorndike’s. behaviorism required the 
development of a psychology constructed like the natural 
sciences i.e.  an “objective psychology” that is limited to 
empirically observable, physically quantifiable behaviors. 
The aim of this approach was to search for smaller units 
of behavior or “molecular behavior”, preferably under 
laboratory conditions. Behavior was conceived as a 
learning process according to the stimuli-response (S-R) 
scheme and was closely related to conditioned reflexes in 
animals, studied by Ivan Pavlov. 
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side the family, there was the possibility of learning 

and reciprocity. “The monkey would increase his 

sympathy for another monkey outside his family 

circle if the latter behaved socially towards it and 

responded by asking for help in the recent past” 

(Turner, 2007 pp. 62–64; Rouse 2007).  In short, 

monkeys record these behaviors for non-family 

members and treat them equally. Here we have a set 

of behaviors such as control, vocalization, and sup-

port in the case of aggression, so it seems that the 

connection between them lies in registering these 

needs. The penalty for failure to provide such aid 

falls on those who do not return the support. 

We have spoken here about all kinds of behav-

ior – but not at all about normative language unless a 

normative interpretation is given to the vocalizations 

of monkeys. However, it does not seem necessary to 

invoke any additional concept of normativity; it is 

essential to place things correctly in a causal sense. 

Monkeys need to “understand” in order to respond 

correctly to vocalisms and to learn them. If one 

monkey does not respond to the request for help, 

others will not learn to respond to its request for 

help, which can also be registered as reciprocity. 

So far, nothing shows that causality has been 

overcome. Everything has been explained regarding 

who will come to the rescue in response to some-

one’s actions. Concerning this example, normative 

thinkers believe that actual behavior is not enough; it 

is necessary to establish a normative relationship. 

The mere connection to causal actions and punish-

ment of people for accidentally doing the wrong 

thing when they fail to behave correctly is not 

aligned with a principle of fairness because fairness 

is based on more than just the observation of behav-

ior.  

Non-normative thinkers have a different point 

of view, and the example of monkeys is the most 

straightforward case. For them, something that hap-

pens causally allows us to choose to describe it nor-

matively. However, it is also true that whenever 

something normative happens, something else oc-

curs causally; that is, something happens in the con-

structed world of causal interactions that corre-

sponds more or less to “normative” facts or ex-

plained facts. These facts pertain to actual human 

interactions. Winking is different from merely clos-

ing the eye because the individual has the eyelid 

under control; promises differ from expectations 

because the promising person does something that 

turns the expectation into a commitment. Courts 

usually rule on facts that justify a claim that a prom-

ise has been kept. However, from the non-normative 

perspective, it is practical knowledge in the sense 

that we know what usually happens in everyday life 

when the usual order of events is disrupted. For ex-

ample, we can take action based on this practical 

knowledge when a promise is not kept.  

The idea that everything “normative” has to be 

learned comes into play. In attempting to decon-

struct this idea, Joseph Rouse (2007) argues that 

learning to act, even “correctly,” is inevitably a so-

cialized behavior in the causal world – something 

learned as a regularity, a complex regularity, some-

times with a high degree of causal probability and 

always with exceptions that lead to other conse-

quences. These exceptions – for example, when 

things go wrong – correspond to the problem of 

“correctness”. Legitimacy is also an activity that 

must be learned; it must be understood in more or 

less predictable expectations about legal actions. If 

justification includes a notion of normativity, then a 

kind of transition is required from a pre-normative to 

a normative state. As in the case of the transition 

from the prelinguistic to the linguistic, this shift 

consists of learning in the pre-normative state. Thus, 

what is taught must also consist of pre-normative 

facts. That is why Wittgenstein introduced the con-

cept of natural indicators concerning intentions and 

errors: natural indicators are pre-normative and al-

low for “normative” learning. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the heuristic value and inferential 

load of the descriptive concept in its use in the social 

sciences remain unchanged. In contrast, in terms of 

normative concepts, we see a variety of uses be-

tween the social sciences and beyond. For example, 

it is normal for people to wake up in the morning 

and sleep in the evening, so the phenomenon that 

statistically occurs most often is the norm. For soci-

ologists, the norm is a cultural phenomenon. They 

establish a link between social behavior and its con-

sequences while at the same time recognizing a 

normative character in these cultural norms. As a 

result, different societies may have different norms 

and different reasons for not adapting to them. How-

ever, Kelsen outlined the law as a framework of 

norms, distinguishing between appropriate and inad-

equate norms of conduct. 

Furthermore, we have seen how Kant supported 

the obligation to carry out the task based on reason 

rather than desire. In political science, political theo-

rists formulate normative judgments, assuming the 

best order and the highest values. However, after 

Machiavelli, morality in politics came to the fore, 
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with political reason prevailing over moral reason. 

Eventually, Josef Rouse saw language as the way 

we, in the pre-normative state, learn to behave in a 

normative way in a completely causal world. 

To sum up, it is clear that discovering the moral 

basis of laws and norms is a complex task that be-

comes more complicated when we consider the 

meaning and implications of the concept of norma-

tivity. The possibility of dividing the normative and 

descriptive order, especially in practice, also remains 

challenging. Many intervening variables position the 

norm in every human activity (see above examples). 

We believe that the regulation of such activity is 

determined partly by the strength of logic and partly 

by the intricate web of human behavior in society. 

As provocative as the analyses of norms in jurispru-

dential terms must be, a sort of alliance that arises 

between facts and values cannot be avoided. Ac-

cordingly, there cannot be facts without meaning, 

and these facts cannot have meaning without practi-

cal commitments, which require norms to govern 

our behavior. So, while the normative and descrip-

tive dimensions of experience are often held in stark 

contrast, this dichotomy is illusory. There are not 

two separate orders, normative and descriptive; ra-

ther,: facts and values invariably interact with each 

other in a complex way. 
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Abstract: 

The article reviews cases of unsuccessful 

implicatures and possible reasons for misunderstanding 

the speaker’s meaning. The focus is on explaining 

misunderstanding with the graded salience hypothesis. 

Under review are examples of cases where the conven-

tional meaning and intended meaning differ thus resulting 

in a misunderstanding. The graded salience hypothesis 

offers an explanation of how we understand expressions 

based on personal preference priority, so the main 

argument made is that in cases of misunderstanding the 

speaker and the listener prioritize different meanings 

attributed to the same expression due to differences in 

knowledge, personal background, familiarity with the 

expression in particular usage, etc. There are also cases of 

scalar implicatures where the inference meaning is not 

always the same. In such cases, the speaker’s meaning 

could be misunderstood if the listener considers a 

different meaning of the scalar expression as more salient 

than the one the speaker wishes to convey. 

 

Key words: conversational implicature, pragmatics, 

misunderstanding, Grice, graded salience hypothesis. 

 
1. Grice’s theory about conversational 

implicatures is based on one very important prereq-

uisite – the cooperative principle
1
, meaning that 

                                                 
1
  “The Cooperative Principle states that speakers general-

ly assume that their conversation partners will be coopera-
tive: truthful, relevant, succinct, and clear. When a speak-
er violates one or more of the four maxims (quantity, 
quality, relation and manner), the speaker is inviting the 

according to him, interlocutors are intentionally 

cooperative to ensure successful communication. 

Yet, miscommunication sometimes happens. A mis-

communicated message is wrongly perceived by the 

listeners, as they could not interpret the actual mean-

ing of the speaker; thus a miscommunication might 

occur in everyday situations, not only in philosophi-

cal debates, as I will demonstrate in the following 

text. There are several reasons for miscommunica-

tion, but here I will focus on misunderstanding con-

versational implicatures. 

What Grice calls conversational implicature is 

an instance of someone saying something different 

than what they actually intend the hearer to under-

stand. In most cases, participants in discourse do not 

find it difficult to understand each other. Even 

though the speaker could utter something totally 

irrelevant to the current conversation, the hearer 

would still understand the assertion and the flow of 

the conversation would continue uninterrupted. Here 

I will review cases of a failed implicature in an ef-

fort to list possible reasons for misunderstanding the 

speaker’s intended meaning. The main argument I 

will present is that in cases of misunderstanding the 

speaker and the listener prioritize different meanings 

attributed to the same expression due to differences 

in knowledge, personal background, familiarity with 

the expression in particular usage, etc. I will use the 

graded salience hypothesis to explain this relation, 

                                                                               
hearer to infer the meaning behind his or her words” (Yo-
shida, 2014, p. 51). 
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emphasizing the fact that people understand expres-

sions based on personal preference priority. Follow-

ing Grice’s definition of a  speaker’s meaning, I will 

present three reasons for a failed implicature that 

results in a misunderstanding, and illustrate the point 

with a couple of examples.
2
 

We could understand what every single word in 

a sentence means and still misunderstand what the 

speaker wishes to say with that sentence. The ex-

pressions that are used could be understood differ-

ently: two native speakers could consider different 

meanings of a word more salient, and thus the use of 

this word could result in misunderstanding. The 

graded salience hypothesis offers an explanation of 

how we understand expressions based on personal 

preference priority. The salient meaning of an ex-

pression is the most obvious one. It may lead us to 

grasp the meaning of a phrase independently of con-

text – but that doesn’t mean that it’s entirely context-

free. The most salient meaning is determined by how 

often we encounter that usage of the expression. 

However, misunderstanding may occur when con-

versation partners have different experiences with 

the same expression. Our previous experience in a 

similar linguistic situation or social situation affects 

how we understand an expression, and it is true that 

not only the consistency but also the recency of the 

encounter with the expression has something to do 

with the way we interpret that particular discourse. 

Such situations can occur with words or phrases that 

have multiple salient meanings. A misunderstanding 

refers to differences in meaning that one statement 

may have for two interlocutors i.e., for a speaker and 

for a hearer. Levinson believes that “mutual 

knowledge” of the world between interlocutors is 

necessary for their communication to take place 

successfully, that is, to reach the “common” mean-

ing of the statement – or, in other words, the listener 

correctly understands the meaning of the speaker’s 

statement (1983: 16;Janković-Paus, 2017, p. 30). For 

the purposes of this paper, it is irrelevant to discuss 

cases of misunderstanding where interlocutors expe-

rience difficulty hearing each other properly or 

speak different languages, etc. However, other 

things can factor in misunderstanding – ambiguity, 

                                                 
2
 Here, I focus on cases of miscommunication that can be 

resolved (and in some cases, be resolved quickly in the 
current flow of the dialogue), and I will not look into 
cases of deeper misunderstanding – that is, cases  that are 
“not only difficult, but even impossible, because there is 
not, and cannot be, any common platform where all the 
involved parties can meet…” (Haugh, 2008, p. 220). 

equivocality, usage of idioms, novel metaphors, etc. 

Both interlocutors must have some common 

knowledge or shared beliefs for successful commu-

nication to occur; but even when this condition is 

met, two speakers could consider different meanings 

of an expression more salient. 

The difference between not understanding and 

misunderstanding should be addressed (Hirst et al., 

1994, p. 215). Participants bring to a conversation 

different goals and beliefs, which affects how they 

interpret each other’s utterances. This may lead to 

not understanding or to misunderstanding. By not 

understanding, we mean a participant's failure to 

find any complete and unique interpretation of an 

utterance: either the hearer can find no acceptable 

interpretation or has found several and is unable to 

decide which one is applicable, but in either case, 

the hearer is aware that s/he does not understand. As 

for misunderstanding, at least initially, the partici-

pants in the conversation may not be aware that it 

has occurred. In the case of a misunderstanding, the 

participant reaches an interpretation that she believes 

is complete and correct, but which is, however, not 

the one that the other speaker intended her to reach. 

It is possible that a misunderstanding will remain 

unnoticed in a conversation and the participants will 

continue to talk at cross-purposes. The alternative is 

for them to notice the misunderstanding and address 

it, such that the conversation may continue in a sin-

gle direction. 

 

2. Successful communication relies on hearers 

inferring speakers’ intended meanings. Miscommu-

nication occurs when a hearer fails to recognize a 

speaker’s communicative intention. “Conversational 

implicatures require the hearer's pragmatic compe-

tence to recognize the speaker's true intention” (Yo-

shida, 2014, p. 51). Grice’s definition (or rather an 

explanation) of meaning could be used to pinpoint 

the conditions for understanding an expression in his 

theory. What Grice calls speaker’s meaning is cap-

tured in the following example: when one utters the 

sentence ‘I am blue’ one means ‘I am sad.’ Grice 

suggests that “by uttering ‘I am blue’ one means that 

one is sad if one utters ‘I am blue,’ intending: 

1) that the audience believe that the speaker is 

sad; 

2) that the audience recognize the intention in 

(1) – to share their feelings with the listener; 

3) that this recognition be part of the audi-

ence’s reason for believing that one is said” 

(Grice, 2001, p. 5). 
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So here are the key components or conditions that 

need to be fulfilled for a sentence to be correctly 

understood by the listener. In addition, this shows us 

three stages where miscommunication might occur – 

the audience may not understand the meaning of the 

idiom, and therefore fail to grasp the meaning of 

‘I’m blue’; the audience may mistakenly believe that 

the speaker wishes to convey this message in a lit-

eral way (this particular utterance has a very salient 

idiomatic meaning, but not all metaphors are as 

strong, which we will discuss in a bit); if the audi-

ence fails to grasp the idiomatic meaning of the ut-

terance, the listener will not have any grounds for 

believing that the speaker is sad (i.e., if I think that 

the speaker does not want to tell me that they are sad 

by uttering ‘I’m blue’, I have failed to recognize the 

intention behind the utterance; therefore, I will not 

have a reason to believe that the speaker is feeling 

sad).  

Grice’s distinction between natural and non-

natural meaning [meanNN] (Grice, 1989, p. 215) may 

be used to distinguish between implicatures that 

could potentially be misunderstood and those that 

most likely will be understood correctly. Here is an 

example to illustrate this: in the sentence, “He got 

mad and he saw red”, the phrase ‘he saw red’ is 

clearly used in an idiomatic sense, but in the sen-

tence, “He saw red and he stopped the car”, the au-

dience can never be sure if the phrase is used in a 

literal sense (maybe he saw a red light) or in an idi-

omatic sense – he got angry and decided to stop the 

car. If we are unsure of the effect that the speaker 

wishes to produce with their utterance, then we are 

talking about a non-natural meaning. For someone to 

mean something by an utterance, they must intend to 

produce a certain effect in the listener and this effect 

needs to be recognized by the listener (Grice, 1989, 

p. 220). The difference between natural and non-

natural meaning is that non-natural meaning may be 

understood in two different ways. Basically, the 

intended effect is, “in some sense” as Grice puts it, 

controllable by the audience. The listener may ac-

cept or refuse to do what the speaker intends – be-

lieve in something, go somewhere, etc. 

 

3. Yus recognizes two different types of misun-

derstanding that we can compare to Grice’s distinc-

tion between natural and non-natural meaning: 

“puzzled understanding”, caused by the lack of nec-

essary contextual assumptions, and “an alternate 

understanding”, caused by the erroneous use of al-

ternative contextual assumptions as well as the hear-

er considering it unnecessary to search for a mean-

ing other than the explicit one (Yus, 1999, p. 511). 

He presents an example of a missing implicature 

where the listener can understand that there is some 

implicit meaning that the speaker wishes to convey 

with their utterance, but is not familiar with it, and 

therefore cannot grasp the speaker’s meaning. Here 

is the example he gives (Yus, 1999, p. 512):  

A. Nice cat! Is it male or female? 

B. It’s three-colored. 

A. So what? 

B. Never mind. It’s female, actually. 

(Implicature) All three-colored cats are fe-

male. 

Sometimes when an ironic statement is under-

stood literally, it could be because the hearer choos-

es not to continue searching for the implicit meaning 

of the utterance, as they believe that the explicit 

meaning is relevant to the conversation. Here is the 

example, given by Yus (Yus, 1999, p. 512): 

[passengers A and B sitting together on a 

train. After a while, they strike up a conversa-

tion. A is reading a paper and makes a com-

ment on one of the headlines] 

A. Listen, it says here that sixty percent of 

women are still unemployed in 

this country! 

B. Yeah! Keep them in the kitchen where they 

belong! 

A. Do you think all women should be house-

wives? 

B. Of course not! I was only joking, for God’s 

sake! 

Since the tone of B’s voice does not necessarily 

indicate that this statement might be uttered ironical-

ly, A understands (mistakenly) that B means this 

literally. This is also due to the fact that many people 

believe women should be housewives, which could 

apply to this situation, since A does not know B all 

that well. A meaning of a word or an expression is 

considered salient if it can be retrieved directly from 

the mental lexicon. According to the graded salience 

hypothesis, when processing irony, the salient mean-

ing is initially processed and then (when it is judged 

that it does not match the context) the less salient 

ironic meaning is activated. In the example, the lis-

tener (A) stops at processing the literal meaning of 

the statement without considering that it might be 

used in the ironic sense because the context does not 

provide any clue that this could be the case, and 
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therefore, the speaker’s pragmatic presupposition 

that most men believe women should be housewives 

provides a context of interpretation. 

 

4. If we do not share the speaker’s pragmatic 

presuppositions (the assumptions he or she takes for 

granted in speaking) (Stalnaker [18], [19]), we might 

misunderstand him or her (Sbisa, 1999). Other types 

of misunderstanding are caused by the lack of un-

derstanding of the pragmatic function of an expres-

sion. For example, when one responds to a request 

by saying, “It will be difficult to achieve this result”, 

sometimes ‘difficult’ means that additional effort 

should be put in, but in other cases this word is used 

as a way to refuse the request. 

If we consider this example, we could create a 

parallel to Horn’s theory about scales and the possi-

bility of scales overlapping (Horn, 1969, p. 102). 

Here is the example he gives to illustrate this point: 

a. Brigitte Bardot is only pretty, 

b. (…she isn’t beautiful.) 

c. (…she isn’t intelligent.) 

His claim is that the two possible continuations indi-

cated in the example define a “true ambiguity in (a), 

rather than merely a vagueness of the only clause.
3
” 

Such ambiguous expression is difficult in a sense if 

we consider the fact that the literal meaning and the 

idiomatic meaning are equally salient. So, two scales 

could be considered ‹difficult, easy› or ‹difficult, 

willing›. The context could help to process the 

meaning of difficult, but this is not always the case, 

because sometimes the speaker’s intention may be to 

refuse the request, but the hearer could be hopeful 

that the result will be achieved and fail to grasp the 

speaker’s meaning. Here is another example of such 

an expression, only in this case it is not a single 

word, but a combination of words that has two sali-

ent meanings. 

1) The last thing I want to do this week is to go 

to the grocery store.  

                                                 
3
 Horn uses the term “vague” about the “only clause” in 

the sense that the meaning of the only clause can be estab-
lished depending on the position of the expression in the 
sentence. For example, there is a difference in the mean-
ing of “Only Muriel voted for her husband” (which could 
be completed with ‘…no one else voted for him.’) and 
“Muriel voted only for her husband” (which could be 
completed with ‘…she didn’t campaign for him.’)  or with 
‘… she didn’t do the laundry’.). In the example, it is evi-
dent that if it is not clear what the range of the clause is, 
there is a vagueness about the meaning of the word (Horn, 
1969, pp. 101-102). 

(a) The thing I want to do last before the week 

ends is to go grocery shopping. 

(b) The thing that I do not want to do this 

week is to go grocery shopping. 

Let’s review an example with scalar 

implicatures to illustrate the effect the discourse 

context has upon understanding the speaker’s mean-

ing. There are cases where a certain expression 

might be interpreted in two ways, which would lead 

to different interpretations of the entire utterance. 

For example, “You shouldn’t be too upset about 

failing some of your exams; it’s much better than 

failing the whole lot.” If the phrase ‘some’ is under-

stood as ‘some, but not all and certainly not many’, 

this statement would be considered reassuring. But 

suppose this conversation started with something 

like: “I failed some of my exams”, and the speaker 

here means to say ‘quite a few actually’. In that situ-

ation, the listener did not interpret the phrase ‘some’ 

properly, and his sentence actually may cause more 

anxiety in the speaker. In this case, miscommunica-

tion is caused entirely by the speaker’s intent – it 

could be called a pragmatic strategy not to disclose 

the complete information and put herself in an awk-

ward position. There are other examples with such 

ambiguous expressions that could be given to illus-

trate how the graded salience hypothesis could be 

applied to explain this phenomenon. Let’s review 

the following dialogue:  

A: What is the weather like over there? 

B: We still have some cold days. 

[implicature option 1] B: Mostly it is warm 

outside. 

[implicature option 2] B: Actually, most of the 

days it is still cold. 

Depending on the context, the expression could 

mean two different things. If the speaker and the 

hearer are used to different types of climate, they 

could consider this sentence to mean either one of 

the two possible implicatures, so depending on per-

sonal experience with this expression, they could 

grasp one of the two meanings as more salient than 

the other. 

 

5. The graded salience hypothesis does not con-

sider the salient meaning  to be defined by context. 

An expression has a salient meaning in one’s mental 

lexicon, and in a specific context a word or phrase 

with more than one salient meaning can be pro-

cessed according to the context. These two processes 

run parallel to one another. Salient meanings are 
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processed automatically, irrespective of the contex-

tual information and strength of bias. Although con-

text effects may be fast, they run parallel and do not 

interact with lexical processes initially.
4
 In the pre-

vious example, “He got mad and he saw red”, the 

phrase “He got mad” provides a context that helps to 

process the meaning of “He saw red” as a synonym 

for “He got angry”, rather than in the sense that “He 

saw a red object”. Both meanings might be equally 

salient, but the context helps to run a parallel process 

and grasp the proper meaning of the expression. 

Disambiguation is given as an example of a 

possible misunderstanding. Padilla Cruz gives the 

following example: ‘They are hunting dogs.’: [They 

are [hunting dogs] vs. [They are hunting] [dogs] 

(Padilla Cruz, 2017, p. 22). The reason behind such 

misunderstanding, as he puts it, is “speakers’ ego-

centrism, which prevents them from taking into ac-

count hearers’ perspectives and, hence, how they 

might interpret what is said”. The speaker is relying 

on personal knowledge and beliefs when making a 

statement without considering that the listener may 

accept the different meaning of the expression as 

more accessible and applicable in the context. The 

graded salience hypothesis explains this phenome-

non very well. Different speakers have different 

“history” with an expression and how it has been 

used in previous situations, so for this reason they 

consider one meaning more salient than the other.  

Hearers follow the path of least effort and max-

imum benefit and stop upon finding interpretative 

hypotheses satisfying their expectations of relevance 

(Wilson 1999; Wilson and Sperber 2002, 2004). 

This procedure is an example of naïve optimism 

(Sperber 1994), a simple and commonsense pro-

cessing strategy that is almost automatically de-

ployed (Padilla Cruz 2012). A naïvely optimistic 

hearer presupposes not only the speaker’s benevo-

lence and competence, but also his own competence 

as an interpreter. Unfortunately, naïve optimism may 

not lead to the actual informative intention (Padilla 

Cruz, 2017, p. 31). 

                                                 
4
 “For instance, a prior occurrence of a word semantically 

related to an immediately following word may affect ease 
of processing of that word. Thus, in ‘I needed money, so I 
went to the bank’, the prior occurrence of the word money 
may speed up activation of the financial institution mean-
ing of bank. In ‘Standing on the riverbank, I saw some 
fish’, the word river may facilitate activation of the river-
side meaning of bank. This kind of facilitation is usually 
referred to as priming. It is attributed to the automatic 
spread of activation between related meanings in the 
lexicon” (Giora, 2003, p. 24). 

Rachel Giora explains how implicatures are 

processed based on the salience of the words. The 

compositional meaning of a sentence would not be 

salient, since it has not been lexicalized. Following 

the principle of compositionality, Giora suggests that 

a sentence would be processed more easily if the 

constituents of that sentence have salient meanings. 

“Although the sum of the components’ meanings is 

not listed in the mental lexicon as a discrete unit, 

when integrated into a sentence, this compositional 

meaning will be more accessible than is the compo-

sitional meaning of an equivalent sentence whose 

intended meaning hinges on the less salient mean-

ings of its lexical entries” (Giora, 2003, p. 20). For 

this reason, in ironic contexts, for example, the sali-

ent meaning of the sentence gets activated initially 

and the ironic meaning is processed only after the 

listener has determined that the literal meaning 

would not be relevant to the context of the situation. 

The same argument is to be made for other kinds of 

conversational implicatures, not just ironies. There 

are, however, some implicatures that have become 

conventionalized, and are, therefore, salient (e.g. 

kick the bucket; tell me about it). Levinson in the 

spirit of Austin suggests that we should talk about 

three layers/levels of meaning with regard to one 

sentence: the sentence-meaning (to be explicated by 

the theory of grammar in the larger sense); the level 

of speaker-meaning (to be explicated by a theory of 

pragmatics, perhaps centrally employing Grice's 

notion of meaningnn); and a medium layer of utter-

ance-meaning that is formed by the conventions of 

language use/ habits of use, etc. (Levinson, 2000, pp. 

22-23). This utterance-meaning layer is a part of the 

reason why such expressions like Good luck, Bless 

you, See you later  convey their literal meaning and 

also simultaneously perform habitual everyday ritu-

als. It appears that the salient meaning of such con-

ventionalized implicatures is related to the idea of 

utterance-meaning. In that case, a misunderstanding 

might occur on the level of speaker-meaning, but not 

on the level of utterance-meaning, since it is a con-

vention. If an expression of that sort is used in an-

other way (for example, in a literal way rather than 

in terms of its idiomatic meaning, which is more 

salient) a misunderstanding might occur – but this 

will be a matter of speaker-meaning.  

According to the graded salience hypothesis, 

processing an utterance such as “What a lovely day 

for a picnic” should activate its salient, literal mean-

ing ('nice day') initially, not only in a context that 

predisposes one to assume its literal meaning  (e.g., 
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sunny day), but also in the context the predisposes 

one to assume the ironic meaning (e.g., stormy day). 

However, in the literally biasing context, it should 

be the only one activated. In contrast, conventional 

ironies whose ironic as well as literal meanings are 

coded in the lexicon should activate both their mean-

ings initially and in both types of biasing contexts 

(Giora, 1999, p. 924).  

In cases where the hearer is naively optimistic 

as Padilla Cruz calls it, he/she could judge that the 

speaker is being sincere and not process the ironic 

meaning at all. For example, some people might 

consider the phrase “What a lovely day for a picnic” 

to be  meant literally regardless, for example,  of the 

strong wind because they themselves do not mind 

having a picnic in a windy spot. 

 

6. Miscommunication of implicatures arises 

when the hearer does not correctly infer the speak-

er’s intention. Several reasons for this have been 

reviewed here: misinterpreting ironic or metaphori-

cal expressions; naïve optimism or a speakers’ ego-

centrism; missing implicature; puzzled understand-

ing; alternate understandings; uncertainty of the 

effect the speaker wishes to produce with their 

statement. As listeners, we often unconsciously add 

our own context and experience to the meaning of 

the sentence the speaker utters. The meaning we 

give to words is a product of our environment and 

our experience with that word. In those cases, mis-

understanding is caused by prioritizing different 

meanings as more salient by the speaker and the 

listener. Such discrepancy is caused by personal 

preference priority as the graded salience hypothesis 

explains it. 
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This is the second volume of the Edinburgh crit-

ical edition of the complete works of Alfred North 

Whitehead. It was published in 2021 and was pre-

ceded by the first volume (“Philosophical Presuppo-

sitions of Science”), published in 2017 under the 

editorship of Paul A. Bogaard and Jason Bell. As 

with the previous one, this is a beautifully crafted 

book, encompassing student notes from the lectures 

that Whitehead delivered in Harvard, along with his 

“seminaries” and guest lectures. Many different sets 

of notes were compiled and meticulously compared 

in order to provide the fullest and most comprehen-

sible narrative. This is a formidable task, because 

almost all of the student notes turn out to be incom-

plete, containing occasional slips and insertions. 

Moreover, the editors provide extensive references 

that cover the historical and conceptual context of 

the lectures and facilitate the understanding of the 

provided material. 

You can gather from the notes themselves that 

listening to Whitehead’s lectures was not a pleasant 

experience. The lectures of Whitehead did not fol-

low a clearly delineated plan but followed the twists 

and turns of his thinking, which was soon to culmi-

nate in his magnum opus “Process and Reality” 

(1929). Whitehead was not lecturing: he was strug-

gling to construct a completely new metaphysical 

system that diverges in some key respects from 

some of the most deeply entrenched patterns of 

thought in European culture. He discussed not just 

typical philosophical topics, e.g. Aristotle’s catego-

ries, Descartes’ cogito, or Kant’s views on the a 

priori, but also topics in physics and cosmology, 

geometry and even set theory. According to the rec-

ollections of one of the students that was taking ex-

tensive notes covering a significant part of White-

head’s lectures,  

〈It was〉 not that his lectures were organized – 

he rambled, 〈repeated〉 and seemed to pay lit-

tle heed to his subject, 〈least of〉 all to the 

formidable mathematical machinery of Prin-

cipia. One day, referring to his treatment of 

some 〈abstruse〉 subject, one of the students 

said ‘I’m glad Whitehead said that over four 

times; the first three times, I didn’t get it.’ His 

panpsychism (he told me once that he didn’t 

object to being called a panpsychist) made 

him confuse the physical and the psychical. 

One day in his lecture he jumped from or 

skidded from something physical into a state-

ment about value. … Before the next lecture 

someone – it may have been I, I have forgot-

ten – asked him about it. In the next lecture he 

said, calmly – ‘last time when I used the word 

‘value’, I should have said ‘intensity’’ (Ap-

pendix III, Diary entry of George Conger on 

Whitehead, p. 435).  

This sublation of the fundamental divisions that 

form the core of traditional philosophy marked his 

path towards the metaphysical outlook that he used 

to identify as the “philosophy of organism” and now 

forms the backbone of process philosophy. 

A really invaluable feature of the text is that it 

lets us get a glimpse of Whitehead’s philosophical 

method at work, and in particular of the way he 

viewed his relationship with the philosophers of the 

past. I think it was succinctly captured by the fol-

lowing dictum: “You never disagree with a philoso-

pher unless you almost agree with him – otherwise 

you neglect him” (p. 200). Let us see where the most 

notable disagreements rest:  

(1) Aristotle: Whitehead expressly professed 

that one of his goals is “to force metaphysics thor-
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oughly from subject-predicate complex” (p. 207), 

i.e. to destroy Aristotle’s subject-predicate analysis 

of propositions by substituting predicates with rela-

tions. In my view here Whitehead is much closer to 

common sense than Aristotle: according to him, 

statements like “Jones is mortal” cannot be analyzed 

as assigning a predicate (“is mortal”) to a subject 

(“Jones”). They say something about the universe: 

that there is a moment of time where Jones is no 

longer part of it. The superiority of Whitehead’s 

analysis becomes evident in more complicated cases 

like “Even Caesar is mortal”: here what is character-

ized is the relationship between Caesarity and mor-

tality, not Caesar (p. 202, 362, 364);  

(2) Descartes: The lectures can be seen as a 

running commentary on the relationship of the re-

ceived doctrines of Descartes and the still develop-

ing ideas of Whitehead. Descartes was credited with 

the proper realization of the true role of space and 

time in metaphysics; what Whitehead added was the 

realization that they have a common core that was 

marked by the concept of a “community of exten-

siveness” (p. 150). Moreover, the “medieval notion 

of substance”, along with the correlative notion of 

endurance, were dismantled in Whitehead’s event-

based metaphysics, which recognizes only one form 

of sameness: “sameness of universals which apply” 

(p. 361). Last but not least, the starting point for 

Whitehead, the “complete all-embracing communi-

ty, as from the limited stand-point here, now” was 

seen as a structural substitute for the cogito (p. 12);  

(3) Kant: First and foremost, Whitehead was 

busy dismantling Kant’s doctrine of the a priori, as 

associated with the definitional marks of universality 

and necessity. For Whitehead, the so-called a priori 

statements are always made “with regard to what 

this occasion is, i.e. with regard to that community 

of occasions which are implicated in unity of imme-

diate occasion” (p. 8). Consequently, time and space 

are not forms of the pure intuition, but of the 

“prehension perception” which expose the “general 

fact of the internality of physical relationships” (p. 

263). The doctrine of “internality” implies that those 

relationships are not imposed by cognition on a cha-

otic material of sense-perception but are discerned in 

the “physical given in the world as perceptively or-

ganized” (p. 32, 166). 

On the basis of his criticism of the philosophy 

of the past Whitehead was gradually building a nov-

el way of thinking that he identified as a “Commu-

nistic Point of View” (p. 145). It emphasized the fact 

that “[e]very entity is social” (p. 120), that “[t]here’s 

nothing in isolation” (p. 160). The metaphysical 

credo of Whitehead was spelled out in the form of 

six fundamental metaphysical principles that can be 

seen as operative for the construction of his process 

metaphysics (p. 213, passim): 1. Principle of solidar-

ity (“Every actual entity requires all other entities, 

actual or ideal, in order to exist”); 2. Principle of 

creative individuality (“Every actual entity is a pro-

cess which in its own result”); 3. Principle of effi-

cient causation (“Every actual entity contributes to 

the character of processes which are actual entities 

superseding itself”); 4. The ontological principle 

(“Every creature is a creative character”); 5. Princi-

ple of aesthetic individuality (“Every actual entity is 

an end in itself for itself”); 6. Principle of ideal com-

parison (“Every creature involves in its own consti-

tution an ideal reference to ideal creatures”). Every 

singular entity is a mirror in which the whole of the 

world can be seen. 

Another topic that looms large through the lec-

tures is the relationship between experience and 

imagination. The “most concrete” according to 

Whitehead is the “joint” of experient and imaginal 

(p. 17), of the physical and the mental side of actual 

occasions. That is why “[u]ltimately the most con-

crete occasion is dipolar. … One pole is the primary, 

purely synthetic side of the actual occasion. Call that 

pole the physical – describe in purely synthetic 

terms, coming together, physical perceptivity. The 

other is the secondary, supervening, analytical side – 

the mental occasion” (p. 197). Just as the physical is 

inseparable from the mental, imaginative philosophy 

is inseparable from empirical science: “Philosophy 

acts as critic of current abstractions. It has passed to 

higher generalities and gained vision of alternative 

potential incompatible generalizations. … Philoso-

phy filtering through a civilization should give it an 

imaginative tinge. Philosophy is one way of preserv-

ing a freshness and novelty of imagination” (p.175). 

The “imaginative tinge” lets you make the “imagina-

tive leap” that leads to the “adventurous truth” 

which “works out as far as you can see, but which 

probably leaves some rough edges” (p. 292). 

I hope that these short remarks provide suffi-

cient reasons to claim that this volume is destined to 

be an invaluable tool, not just for the exponents of 

the process-philosophical tradition, but also for stu-

dents of the history of philosophy. It provides not 

just answers to some vexing interpretative issues, 

but something more important: questions that can 

cast you on the open-ended journey that Whitehead 

was most fond of: his beloved “adventures of ideas”. 


