
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Living Mind 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis  

SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF  

UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA 

BY 

 

 

 

 

Patrick O Laine 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE OF  

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY  

 

 

Peter Hanks, Naomi Scheman 

 

 

 

 

January, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

  



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Patrick O Laine 2017



Acknowledgements 

 

I want to thank my advisors, Peter Hanks and Naomi Scheman, for their constant support 

and thorough feedback on each chapter. To have two of the kindest and smartest people 

in my corner has been of more value than I could ever say. I also want to thank my friend 

Tom Soderholm, for his reassurance that what I am writing isn’t complete rubbish. And I 

would be remiss not to mention Alan Love and John Wallace, whose insights and ideas 

have not only stimulated my thinking, but inspired me to pursue this philosophy thing 

with passion.  



ii 

 

 

Dedication 

 

For my mother. You’re still the best philosopher I know.



iii 

 

 

Abstract 

This thesis revisits the question of what kind of thing a mind is, and seeks to show that 

this question contains an important assumption about the nature of the mental domain, 

namely, that it is its own domain, or more simply, its own thing. What if, instead of 

asking what the mind is, and doggedly pursuing an answer that will satisfy us, we inquire 

into the nature of the mind without a commitment to there being a distinct and discrete 

explanandum, a delineable entity that awaits our delineation? This thesis follows up on 

this thought, by exploring an alternative conception of mind that treats it as no thing, but 

not as nothing. Starting with the idea that minds aren’t clearly bounded realms that 

contain thoughts and feelings and so forth, but the embodied performances of subjects-

persons-organisms (SPOs), this thesis goes on to explore how this reorientation in our 

understanding of the mental yields a radical, powerful, and explanatorily fruitful 

approach to solving, or dissolving, thorny philosophical problems, and specifically, 

problems in epistemology. 
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0 
INTRODUCTION 

 
0.1 Can i ask you a question? ♦ 0.2 I promise it’s not supernatural—it’s super natural! 

♦ 0.3 Methodological movement: Now this way, now that way! ♦ 0.4 Theoretical 

movement: the living mind is a mind in matter in motion ♦ 0.5 Meta-theoretical 

movement: LMA will do… for now 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And if it is real philosophy all its labour lies merely in trying to put that question clearly. 

         

-Leo Tolstoy  

 
 

 

 

0.1 Can I ask you a question? 

 

In this dissertation I attempt to ask the question: what is a mind? In doing so, I will also 

attempt to give an answer to this question, or rather, several answers, but the spirit of the 

ensuing discussion will be primarily interrogative. When it comes to asking philosophical 

questions about the mind I think the crucial theoretical moment is the act of inquiry itself, 

our very asking of the questions we pose when we put on our metaphysician’s cap, and 

begin looking for the elusive features of our mental lives. This dissertation is an 

invitation for philosophers of mind to step back with me and interrogate our 

interrogation. 

So, here’s the plan. We will not start with our question—what is a mind?—and 

then move forward in search of an answer. Our movement will be in our asking. Also, this 

movement will be self-oriented: instead of asking-toward-an-answer, we will ask-toward-

a-question. In only slightly less abstract terms, we will, by immersing ourselves more 

deeply in the very act of our asking, try to figure out exactly what we are asking, when 

we philosophically inquire into the nature of the mind. When we ask, in that distinctively 

philosophical register which I will try to convey using italics—“Yes but what is the mind, 

really?”—what sort of investigation are we attempting to initiate? What is the grain and 
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tenor of our intellectual anticipation, as we pose the question? At what angle are we 

leaning into the topic, and from what perspective? What assumptions, pieces of 

reasoning, metaphors, anxieties, certainties, and other intellectually charged items are 

already built into the discursive space that our questions about the mind open up, at the 

moment we begin exploring this space—that is, at the moment we begin shifting from the 

interrogative mode of asking into the assertive mode of arguing and answering.  

 This approach is admittedly a bit odd. One tends not to think of asking as 

something one attempts to do, unless one is talking about a reporter attempting to ask a 

question at a news conference or something along those lines. But even in that case, we 

think of the reporter as attempting to get a chance to ask a question—the attempting 

seems to end when the actual act of asking begins. For whatever reason, it seems strange 

to talk about attempting as part of the very asking of questions. Questions are, generally 

speaking, attempts to get answers. But we do not attempt to ask the questions; we attempt 

to get answers by asking them. 

My hunch is that this intuition has its roots in something like the following 

‘common sense’ picture of the activities of asking and answering: Questions do not assert 

anything to be the case, but answers do. Since questions don’t involve assertion, they 

cannot be right or wrong. Now, perhaps our hesitation to identify genuine attempting in 

asking qua asking arises because we take this perfectly sensible description of asking and 

answering, and tacitly conflate the claim that questions can’t be wrong with the claim that 

there is no such thing as asking wrongly. If there’s no such thing as asking wrongly, then 

we would be justified in placing asking outside of the domain of attempting: something 

that can’t go wrongly can’t be an attempt.  

But this is clearly a shoddy piece of reasoning. Questions can’t be wrong, in the 

sense that they can’t be false, but surely the act of asking itself can go well or poorly. 

Indeed, the ability to ask well—whether that means insightfully or subtly or suggestively 

or carefully—is perhaps what we philosophers take the most pride in. And yet, even our 

questioning can go awry. 

Indeed, I think one such attempt has gone awry, namely, our attempt to ask, in a 

‘philosophical register,’ about the fundamental nature of the mind. Is it physical? Can we 

understand its workings in naturalistic terms? Can machines have minds? Do mental 

phenomena exert a genuine causal influence on the world, or are they merely 

epiphenomenal? These questions are all embedded within a larger questions: just what is 

the mind? My hope is to show that there is a mistake in our very asking of this larger 

question. Our attempts to answer the question are going wrong before the answering even 

begins. In a word, we are starting things off on the wrong foot. 

Actually this metaphor doesn’t quite capture the severity of our mistake (and I do 

mean our mistake—I am not claiming inculpability!). To start things off on the wrong 

foot is not necessarily to stray from the correct path. One can start things off on the 

wrong foot, continue along in more or less the same direction, and eventually hit one’s 

stride. The problem with our attempts to develop philosophically satisfying accounts of 

mind is that these attempts aren’t just starting off on the wrong foot, but on the wrong 

path! We deviate sharply from the proper course at the very outset of our inquiries; the 

fault lies in our very asking of the questions we ask, and not in our subsequent attempts to 
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answer them. So, my proposal is that we turn around, retrace our steps, and go back to the 

very beginning—back to the act of inquiry, back to the very asking of the question: what 

is a mind?1 

This dissertation is written primarily for philosophers—and specifically, for 

philosophers interested in the basic character of mentality. Some of these philosophers 

will agree with me that ‘traditional’ philosophical approaches to understanding the nature 

of the mind are traveling down the wrong path. If you are such a philosopher, I hope to 

offer some conceptual resources—some terminology, concepts, arguments, etc.—that 

might prove useful in your own attempts to theorize off the beaten path. If you are the 

kind of philosopher whose theorizing about the mind has been propelled forward by what 

I am describing as a flawed asking, I hope to convince you to return to the very beginning 

of your inquiry, and re-ask the question such that your interrogative orientation doesn’t 

send you down the wrong path again. Actually, I will be happy if I can get you to at least 

start glancing back over your shoulder, with a faint worry that perhaps you made a wrong 

turn at the very outset of your journey. 

So, just what is it about our inquiries that sets them down the wrong path? In 

broad strokes, the problem is this: when we philosophically inquire about the mind, we 

tacitly assume that what we are inquiring into is a fundamentally discrete and bounded, 

or as I prefer to say, ‘insulated’ domain, with a clear boundary that separates the inside 

of the domain from an external world. The idea that each of our minds is insulated from 

the world enters into theorizing at an early stage, and tends to set the terms of debate, 

rather than serve as an object of debate. What I mean is that philosophers tend to assume 

that minds are the sorts of things that exist within clearly defined borders, and direct their 

attention to the issue of how this border works. Does it function as a metaphysical border, 

which seals off the mental domain in its own world, literally—in its own non-physical 

dimension. Dualist think it does function this way. Materialists can’t accept that minds 

exist within their own dimension—within a special mental domain that we cannot locate 

in the physical universe. But, they do accept that minds exist within boundaries, and 

frame many important philosophical questions around the idea of mind as an inner space 

that is fenced off from an external world.  

There are four things I want to accomplish in this dissertation: 

 

                                                 
1 I want to make a quick observation about this notion of theorizing as the navigation and negotiation of a 

path. It seems to suggest that our attempts to understand the mind are oriented toward a destination. I am 

not entirely comfortable with this aspect of the metaphor, since I expect our inquiries into the world of 

mental phenomena will be an ongoing affair. Like Colin McGinn, I think we will always view our own 

mental lives as suffused with a kind of magic and mystery. However, my meta-philosophical perspective on 

the project of theorizing about the mind is not nihilistic or pessimistic. I think we can sensibly talk about 

philosophical investigations as going in better or worse directions, as taking us closer or farther from the 

truth. This “truth” might not be a clear theory of the mind, which dispels all of our puzzlement regarding 

things like consciousness and intentionality—however, it is a truth nonetheless worth pursuing.  
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1) I want to call attention to a broad conception of the nature of the mind, which 

pervades our philosophical thinking, exercising a hegemonic (and often unnoticed) 

influence over our theoretical efforts to grasp the most essential features of cognition. 

I call this conception insulationism about the mind. The basic idea behind 

insulationism is that a mind is fundamentally discrete and bounded entity, with clear 

borders that fence it off from an external, objective world. 

 

2) I want to introduce, as an alternative to insulationism, an approach to 

understanding the nature of the mind which I call the “Living Mind Approach,” or 

just “LMA.” The central tenet of LMA is that the mind is not fundamentally bounded 

and discrete, but relational and temporal. I think this basic shift in our thinking can 

have profound philosophical consequences. 

 

3) I want to expose the shortcomings of an insulationist approach to understanding 

the nature of the mind, by implicating it in several seemingly intractable 

epistemological problems. By locating insulationism as the source of such problems, I 

intend to show that it is a productive paradigm in the sense that it generates 

interesting problems to investigate, but an unproductive paradigm in the sense that it 

fails to offer the resources by which to solve these problems. 

 

4) I want to showcase the ‘explanatory fecundity’ of LMA by using it to solve the 

very problems that insulationism generates. 

 

As we proceed, it’s crucial to keep in mind that insulationism is a broader view than 

dualism, in that it encompasses both dualistic views and the host of materialist views that 

began to take hold of analytic philosophy beginning in the 1950s. Dualists circumscribe 

the mind within boundaries that separate two entire ontological realms: the mental and 

the physical. This is a particularly zealous way of implementing an insulationist program 

for understanding the nature of the mind. Philosophers can, however, carry out the 

insulationist program less zealously, by drawing boundaries around minds within the 

physical domain, as opposed to between the physical realm and the mental realm. Indeed, 

if I may offer a fairly sweeping assessment, this is what most contemporary philosophers 

of mind seem to do: they jettison dualism but hold onto the more basic idea that minds 

are separated from the external world in some pronounced way. 

The way in which this separation is achieved varies from view to view, and from 

context to context, which makes it hard to pin down what insulationism ultimately 

amounts to. Another difficulty involved in articulating what insulationism involves stems 

from the fact that insulationist ideas tend to lurk in the background of philosophical 

discussions, where they can exercise a particularly deep but generally unnoticed influence 

over the course of these discussions. In shining a light on insulationism, one of my aims 

is, simply, to draw attention to the fact that it is a view, that is, one way of thinking about 

the nature of our minds, to which there are alternatives. By coaxing it out of the 

background in this way, I hope to render it a more easily recognizable object of critique. 
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Bringing insulationism into clearer focus paves the way for the second goal of this 

dissertation, which is to introduce a way of understanding the nature of mind that is both 

a critical response to insulationism and a positive alternative to it. I call this way of 

understanding mind the “Living Mind Approach” (henceforth LMA). LMA grows out of 

a fundamental dissatisfaction with insulationism as a paradigm for understanding the 

nature of mentality. But that is merely its starting point. The bulk of this dissertation is 

devoted to imagining a new, positive conception of our mentality. This conception starts 

with the idea that the mind is, fundamentally, relational and temporal. It is a way of being 

in the world, epitomized by complex organisms such as ourselves. Basically, I want to 

take Alva Noë’s slogan about perception, namely, that it’s not something that happens to 

us or in us, but something we do, and adopt it as a slogan for the nature of all of our 

cognitive activities—not just perceiving, but representing, reasoning, knowing, etc.2 

LMA brings together lines of thought from several contemporary areas: feminist 

epistemology, feminist metaphysics, and enactivist programs in the cognitive sciences. I 

will trace some of these lines of thought back to Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Merleau-

Ponty, in order to provide a broader historical context in which to situate LMA. My sense 

is that LMA is not merely a response to recent trends in philosophical scholarship, but the 

culmination of a long-standing dissatisfaction with insulationist thinking.  

 

  

0.2 I promise it’s not supernatural—it’s super natural! 

 

Let’s begin to immerse ourselves in the very asking of our question: what is a mind? Our 

goal is to get a feel for what is built into the very posing of this question, both as it is 

traditionally posed, and as I want to pose it. More specifically, we will look at how the 

question is traditionally posed within an insulationist framework, and how I intend on re-

asking the question within the radically different framework of LMA.  

Generally speaking, when philosophers ask questions and make statement about 

the mind, they refer to the mind, as opposed to a mind, or simply minds. The use of the 

definite article here gives the question a philosophical tenor. It lets your audience know 

that you want to get into some serious metaphysics. To talk about the mind is to ignore 

my mind, your mind, and any other particular and historical mind. Philosophical 

discussions tend to abstract away from the messy stuff that constitutes actual mental 

lives, and consider the ‘bare’ concepts of things like consciousness, intentionality, 

meaning, belief, knowledge, etc.   

 But I have been flouting this convention, and will continue to do so—I will often 

use “a mind” or simply “minds,” instead of “the mind.” More importantly, I want to make 

a case for starting our philosophical inquiry into the mind by asking: “what is a mind?”—

and not the more philosophical-sounding alternative: what is the mind?3 

This might seem a bit silly, and perhaps it is, but there is a philosophical reason 

behind my small act of phraseological defiance. When I theorize about ‘the mind’ I feel 

myself being pulled away from the rugged and textured terrain of mindedness as an 

                                                 
2 Noë, Alva. Action in perception. MIT press, 2004, page 1. 
3 I credit Joy Laine with the idea that my view calls for talk of a mind rather than the mind. 
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achievement of embodied, historically situated beings, and toward a conception of mind 

as an insulated domain that is tied only peripherally to the body, history, time—in short, 

to our distinctively human lives. The more I try to home in on ‘the mind’ the more I lose 

sight of the fact that every mind is indeed a mind, which is to say, a certain someone’s 

mind, and that every certain someone is caught up in what I will call ‘bio-historical’ time 

(I will expand on the notion of bio-historical time in chapter 4). Thus, I experiment with 

removing the “the” from “the mind” to remind myself, along with the reader, to pay 

attention to minds in all of their particularity, idiosyncrasy, temporality, relationality, and 

historicity. It’s not just cutesy wordplay.  

A primary goal of this dissertation is to articulate a way of thinking about minds 

that takes as its starting point the basic thought that the mind—if we are to even speak of 

such an abstraction—is surely a living mind. I could replace “living” with one of the 

other adjectives I just used—e.g., “historical” or “relational”—and my basic meaning 

would be preserved.4 However, I want to privilege the notion of a living mind because I 

think the notion of a life, and more specifically what I, following John McDowell, call a 

life’s ‘shape,’ contains untapped resources for carrying out the elusive project of showing 

how minds fit into nature (I will elaborate on this point in considerable detail as part of 

my discussion of McDowell’s work in chapter 3). 

I call the approach I develop in this dissertation the “living mind approach” (LMA 

for short). Here is a very rough overview of what LMA involves. At the heart of LMA is 

the idea that minds are living, in the sense that they belong to living things, and more 

specifically, to a special kind of living thing that I refer to as an SPO (I intend for each 

letter of this acronym to be pronounced separately). “SPO” stands for: 

subject/person/organism, and human beings are clear examples of SPOs. For now, think 

of the idea that minds belong to SPOs as a more technical and theoretically robust version 

of the basic notion of a living mind. Saving the details for chapters 3 and 4, where I 

define what an SPO is more clearly and explain the significance of its tripartite structure, 

I will here simply say that the most important upshot of defining “mind” as something 

that belongs to an SPO is that in doing so, we have no choice but to recognize that all 

minds are living minds—historical, embodied, relational, neither-absolutely-free-nor-

absolutely determined—to name a few of the key concepts I use to flesh out the notion of 

a living mind. 

All this talk of living minds might be giving the reader the impression that my 

project is responsive to the latest findings in biology concerning things like cognition, 

consciousness, and language use. So, let me be clear: this dissertation will not talk much 

about what biologists are up to. I will weave some ideas into the discussion from Maxine 

Sheets-Johnstone, a philosopher of biology. Her work deals directly with the relationship 

between mentality and life, or more precisely, between mentality and the ‘kinetic 

intelligence’ of organisms. However, this will be the closest I come to talking about 

actual biology. 

                                                 
4 It is difficult to give a neat summary of how these broad and rather vague concepts like historicality, 

relationality, and particularity link up to each other and to the notion of a living mind; however, I think the 

structure of the conceptual space we’re exploring should start coming into clearer focus as we get into the 

nitty gritty of our discussion. 
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Although my lack of serious engagement with the biological sciences stems 

largely from my ignorance of them, this isn’t the whole story. There is another, more 

substantive reason why our discussion will be thin on actual biology: I think the notion of 

a life and its ‘shape’ is what’s missing from our metaphysics of mind, but this doesn’t 

mean I think a philosophical account minds should be based on a conception of cognition 

borrowed directly from the biological sciences. I want to leave open the question of how 

much biology can help with LMA—but I will say this: I don’t think an extensive 

understanding of biology is required to appreciate why an appeal to the notion of a living 

mind is theoretically fruitful. This notion, as I hope to show, bears theoretical fruit not 

because it links up metaphysical discussions about the mind with discussions happening 

in the biological sciences, but rather, because it helps us recognize the metaphysical 

significance of things like historicality, particularity, relationality. etc.—things which are 

perhaps also meaningful in the context of discussions in biology, but which do not 

require a thorough understanding of biology to think about in a philosophically serious 

way. 

Here is a slogan for understanding the relationship (or lack thereof) between LMA 

and biology: LMA does not seek to understand mentality in terms of being alive but in 

terms of having a life. Perhaps what I’m getting at here is the old cliché that there is a real 

distinction to be made between ‘being alive’ and ‘truly living.’ However, I am wary of, 

and perhaps a tad hostile to, this distinction, since I think one of the salubrious upshots of 

LMA is the way in which it blurs the boundary between the so-called higher and lower 

life forms. So, although it is true that the notion of a living mind is the notion of a mind 

that is constituted by the sophisticated, fluid, complex, and dynamic rhythms of a human 

life, I think we should be friendly to the possibility that these rhythms coordinate more 

closely with other forms of life than we thought (more on this in chapter 4). 

It is in this way that LMA seeks to honor the ‘naturalistic impulse.’ It reflects my 

commitment to the idea that a philosophically satisfying account of a mind will take the 

following question seriously: how is it that we are nothing more than animals, but at the 

same time, creatures with minds? With the notion of a living mind, I aim at 

characterizing mentality in terms that do not make our status as thinking things disjunct 

from our status as living things, as organisms. This might lead one to lump LMA in with 

reductionist views about the mental—i.e., views that center on the claim that it is 

possible, at least in principle, to characterize our mental lives in terms that come from or 

at the very least accord nicely with the natural sciences. 

But, if I may show my hand, I think the spirit of reductionism is poisonous and 

that it is misguided to worry about whether the discourses of the sciences will recognize 

the existence of something like a mental life—a causally efficacious series of conscious 

(and perhaps also unconscious) episodes that happen in a person’s mind. I want to make 

room for minds in a naturalistic picture of the universe, but what I count as a naturalistic 

picture might not be what you count as a naturalistic picture! 

Indeed, I expect that the way in which LMA ‘naturalizes’ the mind will strike a 

certain kind of philosopher as only ‘weakly’ naturalistic. The kind of philosopher I have 

in mind tends to understand “naturalism” as a program devoted to sparseness, dryness, 

cleanness, and precision. A good naturalist is one who tries to cut away the flab of 
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‘ordinary’ language—metaphorical language, psychologistic language, teleological 

language, to name just a few of the discourses that certain naturalistic approaches want to 

jettison—in order to arrive at a sleek and streamlined conceptual system, designed to map 

onto the ‘bare bones’ of reality. The notion of trimming away ‘soft’ ways of talking in 

order to get at the hardness of reality, as it really is, and not just as it appears to us, with 

our biases and insecurities, strikes me as problematic. 

I prefer a kind of naturalism that embraces and celebrates ‘messiness’ and 

‘multiplicity,’ and indeed, LMA characterizes the mind as essentially messy and multiple 

(what this means exactly will be addressed in chapter 4). The broader worldview within 

which my project is embedded has been inspired by William Wimsatt’s “ontology for the 

tropical rainforest”5 and by Naomi Scheman’s “epistemology of largesse.”6 I want my 

account to locate our minds in the world, but the world in which I locate them is, as 

Wimsatt describes, “a heterogeneous, mutli-level tropical rainforest, with converging 

overlapping branches, and patterns of intersecting order, residents, and connections at a 

variety of levels, but no single stable foundational bedrock that anchors everything else.”7 

In light of this, I think we need to recognize that the so-called mental realm is not a single 

realm at all. Our minds do not exist on a plane, but are diffused, percolated, and refracted 

through and across various spatial and temporal scales. As a result, we should approach 

the task of theorizing the mind with a diverse set of discursive and theoretical tools. In 

our efforts to know what minds are, we ought to be, as Scheman writes, “expansive in 

who constitutes the “we” whose judgments and critical input help to shape the knowledge 

in question.”8 I want to develop a notion of the fundamental qualities of mind as 

something one reads, rather than theorizes, and reading is, I want to suggest, a deeply 

multi-discursive activity.  

These commitments shine through in my methodological strategy, which is 

oriented toward the messiness, leakiness, fuzziness, and persistent plurality of the 

particular. It reverses the ‘platonic’ order of explanation, in that it takes as its starting 

point the general concept of mind (i.e., the metaphysically serious concept of the mind) 

and then proceeds to consider how this lofty and abstract concept could be dissolved into 

the living, breathing diversity of actual minds. I want to call particular attention to the 

adjective “living” because I think the notion of a living mind, though unremarkable and 

rather pedestrian on the surface, contains murmurings of something profound.  

 I want to place my ear right up to the notion of a living mind, and listen closely to 

these murmurings. I don’t think what I hear will be something I can orchestrate into a 

univocal theory. I hesitate to call what I present in this dissertation a “theory” of any sort. 

It is less of a view and more of a viewpoint—a general space from and within which to 

examine philosophical questions about the mind. Another word that comes to mind here 

is “paradigm.” But, I think I prefer the more colloquial “approach.” One of the key 

                                                 
5 Wimsatt, William C. Re-engineering philosophy for limited beings: Piecewise approximations to reality. 

Harvard University Press, 2007, page 6. 
6 Scheman, Naomi. "Feeling Our Way toward Moral Objectivity Naomi Scheman." In Shifting Ground: 

Knowledge and Reality; Transgressions and Trustworthiness. Oxford University Press, 2011, page 107. 
7 Wimsatt, 2007, page 12. 
8 Scheman, 2011, page 107.  
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themes of this dissertation is the idea that many philosophers have, for quite some time 

now, been approaching questions about the mental from the wrong direction, and that we 

ought to get up, move, and start coming at these questions from a fresh angle. I will call 

my angle—my approach to understanding mental phenomena—the living mind approach 

(or just “LMA” for short). 

I like the word “approach” because I think it nicely captures this dissertation’s 

deep involvement with notions of movement. My obsession with movement enters this 

project at three different levels: what I will call the methodological, the theoretical, and 

the meta-theoretical levels. Let’s now consider each of these in turn. 

 

 

0.3 Methodological movement: Now this way, now that way! 

 

I am inclined to describe my methodological approach as meandering. It embraces a kind 

of free and wild movement, which may at times, from the reader’s perspective,  feel a bit 

manic and erratic. In each chapter, we will take up a different epistemological problem, 

and try (a) to (dis)solve the problem by deconstructing its Cartesian/ insulationist 

assumptions and (b) to rebuild an articulation of the problem within the theoretical 

scaffolding provided by LMA. The epistemological problems we will examine do not, on 

the surface, bear obvious connections to one another. They’re a mixed bag. 

In chapters 2, 3, and 4, I will flesh out the introduction to LMA that I am offering 

here. In doing so, I will try to show that LMA provides us with the resources to handle a 

dilemma that John McDowell discusses in Mind and World (this will be our focus in 

chapters 3 and 4). I call this dilemma the “reconciliation problem,” since it concerns the 

difficulty that surrounds reconciling our nature as animals with our nature of reasoners—

or to put it in McDowell’s language, it is the problem of reconciling the idea that our 

beliefs need to be causally (read: brutely) constrained by the world with the idea that 

forming rational (read: justified) beliefs requires the free exercise of our rational and 

reflective capacities. Of the different epistemological problems we consider, the 

reconciliation problem is the most abstract and conceptually basic (basic not in the sense 

of being easy and simple, but in the sense of dealing with concepts buried deep within 

our conceptual schemes). I have decided to confront it before the other epistemological 

problems for this very reason: I want to show, right off the bat, that LMA is part of a 

project of sorting out the relationships between some very general conceptual categories 

(e.g., mental, physical, causal, rational, etc.). By showing how LMA arranges these 

categories, I hope to give the reader a sense of LMA’s overall shape. The idea is that we 

will then be able to zoom in on LMA with a some idea of what we are focusing in on.   

In chapter 5, we will discuss the problem of external-world-skepticism. It is often 

argued that one cannot justifiably say one really knows one has hands, even if it clearly 

appears to be the case that one does in fact have hands, because one might be, for all one 

knows, a brain in a vat. I think some of the conceptual resources found in LMA can be 

used to reframe this problem in a radical way. The main thrust of this chapter is that we 

can escape the dilemma of skepticism by thinking about the mind’s epistemic relationship 

with the world as just that: a relationship. The world cannot globally trick us anymore 
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than a person can. Parts of the world ‘leak’ into us (and vice versa) just as a person’s 

character will, inexorably, leak into their way of being in and moving through the world. 

Chapter 6 takes up the bias paradox. The bias paradox is a problem that is 

generally said to exist for standpoint epistemologies, a collection of views in feminist 

epistemology that center on the twin ideas that all knowledge claims are ‘situated’ 

(perspectival, partial, biased, et.) and that some knowledge claims are more objective, or 

simply put, better than others. The paradox arises because these two commitments seem 

to entail something rather odd, namely, that it is possible to be biased in an epistemically 

good way. My hope is to offer standpoint epistemologists an ‘ontology of perspective’ 

that doesn’t so much solve the bias paradox as dissolve it, by providing a conceptual 

framework in which the worries that drive the bias paradox lose their urgency. When we 

start thinking about perspectives in the temporal, dynamically embodied, and 

performative way that LMA recommends, we stop feeling the need to show how we can 

objectively adjudicate between perspectives without a ‘neutral’ perspective (read: non-

perspective) from which to do so. Actually, we continue to feel this need, but it gets 

transformed into a case-by-case, pragmatic concern, rather than a sweeping theoretical 

anxiety about relativism.  

Finally, in chapter 7, I consider whether the highly general picture of a mind that 

LMA provides can be marshaled effectively in a discussion about a highly specific issue 

in contemporary analytic epistemology, the issue being the ‘generality problem’ for 

reliabilism, an epistemological position that is currently enjoying ample popularity. 

Thus, my methodology is to jump from one epistemological problem to the next, 

in a meandering fashion. I will not look closely at a specific area of the literature, but 

rather, allow my attention to be directed by the thematic demands of our discussion. This 

will mean moving from Wittgenstein to Hume, from John McDowell to Richard Rorty, 

from one contemporary research program, “new materialism” to another contemporary 

research program, “enactivism”—in short, our heads will remain on a swivel. We will act 

like tourists, and do a lot of looking around. If I am a successful tour guide, the 

experience won’t be too disorienting. 

 My job as the tour guide is to give you, the reader, an intimation of what I think is 

a big and interesting place, namely, the theoretical space opened up when we start 

thinking (and asking) about the mind in the way I try to think and ask about the mind in 

this dissertation. My goal is to explore a small portion of this space. Specifically, I want 

to consider how the picture of mentality at the center of LMA provides us with a 

metaphysics that leaks into our epistemology. The reason that I am not trying to explore 

this space in its entirety, is simply that I am unable to. LMA is an attempt to get a hold of 

something that is moving quickly, an exciting shift away from a paradigm that is so 

pervasive and broad we tend to not even see it. However, others have started to take 

notice of this paradigm and the way that it limits our theorizing.  I want to join these 

philosophers in looking excitedly around at the outlines of a new paradigm. What I 

gesture at will not form a proof that this new paradigm is worth adopting. This paradigm 

isn’t the sort of thing you fully describe. You get swept up in it, as I have, by reading 

various thinkers come together at what seems to be a common theme: there is something 
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fishy going on when we try to get philosophically serious in our thinking about our own 

minds, the things we’re supposed to know best.   

 I want to quickly address an objection pertaining to my meandering methodology. 

Since it is I who am giving the tour, could I not have simply ‘cherry-picked’ the most 

flattering examples of LMA in action? In other words, even if I succeed in showing that 

LMA helps with the epistemological problems I choose to examine, aren’t we still left 

with the perfectly plausible possibility that it can’t help with a lot of other problems, 

epistemological or otherwise? 

 In response to this objection, I want to say that the logic behind my methodology 

is not inductive, at least not in a straightforward sense. I want to show that LMA is more 

fruitful than a more traditional approach to inquiring into the nature of the mind, by 

showcasing its explanatory fecundity in a few contexts. However, the reader is not 

supposed to take this relatively small set of instances of LMA’s fruitfulness, and then 

infer that there are likely other instances in which LMA gives us theoretical leverage and 

insight. I do not, with my small set of examples of LMA in action, expect to decisively 

demonstrate that LMA has merit as a general approach. I hope to give the reader an 

intimation of LMA’s value; like a good tour guide I hope to provide a finite sample of 

something that I think is big and wonderful, in order to inspire, not convince, the reader 

to continue exploring this space. Upon finishing this dissertation, I want my reader to 

think, “Hmm…there does seem to be something to this living mind approach. Perhaps I 

should start looking for other places in philosophy where it would be productive to 

intervene using LMA.” 

But, the question still remains: why have I chosen to tackle such a mixed bag of 

issues? The above four epistemological problems, besides being epistemological, seem to 

have little in common. In addition, each one is quite the doozy. Would it not be more 

reasonable to focus on just one of the four problems, so as to avoid giving more than a 

cursory treatment? 

To understand why I want to apply LMA in what looks like a willy-nilly fashion, 

the reader needs to keep in mind that my goal is to showcase LMA’s explanatory 

fecundity. This is because achieving this goal calls for an exploratory, or ‘roaming’ 

methodology. LMA represents an attempt to weave together several strands of thought 

into a highly general conception of the mind. Peter Hanks suggested to me in 

conversation that insulationism and LMA are, as Wittgenstein might say, rival ‘pictures.’ 

I think this captures nicely the way in which both insulationism and LMA provide a basic 

or ‘pre-theoretical’ way of looking at the mind. My claim that LMA presents us with a 

viable alternative to the insulationist picture is, ultimately, a claim about the 

consequences of using a new picture to guide our theorizing. Such consequences are 

surely far-reaching and multitudinous, since pictures function as highly general schemas 

within which we construct more specific theories. Thus, the explanatory fecundity of 

LMA as a paradigm for theorizing about the mind cannot be neatly captured, let alone by 

a single philosopher. Rather, it must be explored over time, as we discover new ways in 

which it can help us better understand our cognitive condition. 

Thus, the reason I am tackling four ostensibly unrelated problems, is that focusing 

on a single application of LMA to a single philosophical problem would be 
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methodologically inappropriate—it would show nearly nothing about the value of LMA 

as a general paradigm, or ‘picture.’ I want to give a sampling of LMA’s usefulness in 

several, distinct contexts, so as to give the reader an intimation of its explanatory 

fecundity, which is to say, of its capacity to generate numerous new and fruitful results in 

various fields, debates, and so forth. That the epistemological problems I take on in this 

project bear few obvious connections to one another is actually methodologically apt. 

LMA is not a view that is tailor-made to handle a specific issue or set of issues. Rather, it 

is a broad conception of the nature of the mind, intended to shape theorizing in numerous, 

fundamental, and far-reaching ways. By showcasing its explanatoriness in distinct 

contexts, and vis-à-vis diverse problems, I hope to provide a concrete demonstration of 

how LMA can inject fresh and revivifying perspectives into discussions concerning a 

broad swath of philosophical topics, which, on the surface, only seem tenuously related.    

But, we seem to have run into something of a paradox: if we cannot fully 

articulate and codify the consequences of embracing LMA, how can we make a rational 

judgment about its epistemic value relative to that of insulationism? I think Michael 

Polyani’s remarks on the nature of scientific discovery are helpful here. In his short but  

book, The Tacit Dimension, Polyani argues that when important, paradigm-shifting 

scientific discoveries are made, a large part of their coming to be accepted is driven by a 

“tacit” sense of their undisclosed results. He says that to recognize the “fruitfulness” of a 

discovery, “is to know more than we can tell and that hence, when a discovery solves a 

problem, it is itself fraught with further intimations of an indeterminate range.”9 This 

means that “when we accept the discovery as true, we commit ourselves to a belief in 

these as yet undisclosed, perhaps as yet unthinkable, consequences.”10 

I want to suggest that LMA is a kind of discovery, a discovery about what the 

mind actually is. “Mind” does not refer to a self-contained entity, with clear borders, and 

an ontological integrity that is tied only weakly to the overall patterns of interaction 

between the embodied subject and her social and physical surroundings, but a kind of 

performance, carried out over time, by an embodied and embedded subject. If this 

discovery is true, we will not appreciate it as such by focusing on some set of 

propositions—on some argument—but by coming to appreciate the intricate ways in 

which it reorients large portions of our conceptual schemes, theories, etc. Thus, making a 

case for LMA doesn’t call for a clean, knock-down argument, where I derive some earth-

shattering conclusion that clearly vanquishes insulationism. At this point, the best way to 

muster support for LMA by offering demonstrations of its explanatory fecundity—of its 

usefulness as a paradigm for understanding our nature as minded beings. Each of the 

following four chapters seeks to provide such a demonstration, by showing what happens 

when we reorient our theorizing around LMA. 

But this still leaves the question of why I am focusing on epistemological issues, 

as opposed to issues more central to the philosophy of mind (e.g., the ‘hard’ problem of 

consciousness, the explanatory gap, the metaphysical status of qualia, the nature of 

intentionality). LMA is, after all,  primarily a way of understanding the nature of the 

                                                 
9 Polanyi, Michael. The Tacit Dimension. The University of Chicago Press, 1966, page 23. 
10 Ibid. 
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mind, and not the nature of knowledge. I have two comments to make in defense of my 

methodological strategy. 

The first comment concerns what I see as the relationship between epistemology 

and the philosophy of mind. In the climate of contemporary professional philosophy, 

epistemologists and philosophers of mind form two fairly distinct groups. One can 

choose to become an epistemologist, and ignore, for the most part, the goings-on in the 

philosophy of mind, and vice versa. This division, though entrenched in our discipline’s 

professional structure, does not represent a profound difference between the respective 

subject matters of epistemology and the philosophy of mind. Questions about the nature 

of knowledge, and other epistemically significant concepts, such as justification and 

truth, are intimately tied up with questions about the nature of the mind. What we think 

the mind is will influence and be influenced by what we take knowledge to be. And so, I 

think it makes good sense to engage in ‘onto-epistem-ology.’ If our views about the 

mind’s metaphysical character do in fact intersect with our epistemological positions, we 

ought to consider the nature of this connection. I will not argue for the claim that we 

should, as a general practice, approach epistemology with a certain metaphysical  savvy. 

Instead, I hope to show its truth by employing, to fruitful ends, a methodology that 

presupposes a fundamental interconnectedness between the central issues in the 

philosophy of mind and those in epistemology. With each application of LMA to solve a 

significant epistemological problem, I hope to underscore the need for a metaphysical 

approach to epistemology. 

The second point I want to make about my methodology concerns a more specific 

connection between the philosophy of mind and epistemology, namely, the connection 

between insulationist conceptions of mindedness, and the epistemological problems I 

focus on in this dissertation. Not only do I think that LMA can help us escape these 

problems, where insulationist views of the mental cannot, but also, that these problems 

are generated by insulationist thinking. Insulationism is the source of many of our 

epistemological woes. Thus, the reconciliation problem, the problem of external-world 

skepticism, the generality problem, and the bias paradox may look like entirely separate 

issues, but they are symptoms of a common disease—a disease of thought, to borrow a 

refrain from Wittgenstein—which I am calling insulationism. 

But for those of a Kuhnian bent, this might not sound like a bad thing. If 

insulationism is indeed a source of epistemological problems, which generate lively 

discussion, research, and a healthy body of literature, should we not embrace it as a 

‘fruitful’ paradigm—the kind of paradigm that will give us plenty to think and argue 

about? 

Here is a fairly superficial response to this objection, which the following 

chapters seek to flesh out and substantiate: insulationism doesn’t generate problems 

which can be solved within its own explanatory and conceptual framework. That is to 

say, it is plenty fruitful with regard to creating problems, but considerably less so with 

regard to solving them. Kuhn suggested that a healthy paradigm in the natural sciences is 

one that generates puzzles, where a ‘puzzle’ is a problem with an “assured existence of a 
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solution.”11 Insulationism is, I want to suggest, a paradigm that generates problems 

without foreseeable solutions, or at least, without solutions that can be seen from the 

insulationist perspective. In this way insulationism is not a productive paradigm. LMA, 

on the other hand, can help us move beyond the problems that insulationism creates. That 

is to say, it shifts our perspective such that what seemed like intractable problems, now 

appear as avoidable confusions. In each of the following four chapters, I show how 

trading in insulationist biases for the picture of mind afforded us by LMA allows us to 

obviate an epistemological problem altogether. LMA doesn’t solve problems that are 

rooted in insulationist thinking, but rather, dissolves them. It precludes their very arising. 

Or at the very least, it admits of them only in an attenuated and tractable form. 

 

 

0.4 Theoretical movement: the living mind is a mind in motion 

 

The broader critique in which I situate my project doesn’t have a name. One might call it 

a critique of a ‘Cartesian’ conception of the mental, but I don’t think this description 

quite captures what it involves. I think the critique started to bubble up in the middle of 

the 20th century. Specifically, I see some of the key ideas in this critique in the work of 

the later Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty, and Gilbert Ryle. We find in these thinkers the 

bold suggestion that we have been hampered by our general way of asking philosophical 

questions about the mind—by our paradigm of interrogation, if you will. This asking sets 

the terms of debate at the very outset of inquiry, but the terms it sets aren’t ones we 

should accept! Because this critique is so fundamental, I will not attempt to make it—i.e., 

carry it out from ‘start to finish’—but rather, move it forward with a few new insights. 

Although I see this critique in the later Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty, it is 

perhaps most clearly stated in Ryle’s work. In his seminal book, The Concept of Mind, 

Ryle argues that philosophers of mind struggle to answer their own questions—questions 

about the fundamental nature of the mind and how the it fits into a wholly material 

universe—not because they are making small, theoretical mistakes, but because they are 

making one big mistake, a “category mistake” to employ Ryle’s preferred term. It will be 

helpful to pause and consider some similarities and differences between my and Ryle’s 

respective projects.  

The first thing to point out is that Ryle and I are both concerned with exposing 

fundamental misunderstandings lodged deep within our philosophical perspective on 

mindedness. Secondly, we both think that the misunderstandings we examine stem from 

what can be broadly characterized as a ‘Cartesian’ worldview. Ryle wants to diagnose 

philosophy as suffering from an unhealthy attachment to Descartes’ dualistic 

worldview—to the idea that there is a “polar opposition between mind and matter.”12 He 

argues that many of our philosophical headaches are symptoms of this attachment, and 

that the sooner we can wean ourselves off of dualistic thinking, the better. I want to push 

a similar line of thought, but instead of calling into question Descartes’ dualism, I want to 

                                                 
11 Kuhn, Thomas. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 50th anniversary edition. University of Chicago 

Press, 2012, page 37.  
12 Ryle, Gilbert. The Concept of Mind. London: Routledge, 2009, page 12. 
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raise doubts concerning what I refer to as his “insulationism.” If dualism is the view that 

minds are a distinct kind of thing, insulationism is the view that an individual mind is 

itself a distinct thing. Here’s another way of distinguishing between dualism and 

insulationism: dualism draws a boundary around the very category of the mental, whereas 

insulationism draws boundaries around individual minds. 

Although it will be important in our discussion not to conflate dualism and 

insulationism, I want to take a moment to consider a deep resonance that seems to exist 

between these two dimensions of Cartesian thinking. To be sure, the notion that minds 

are made up of a special mental substance and belong to their own distinct metaphysical 

category does not logically entail that each individual mind is possessed of clear 

boundaries that insulate it from the external world. In short, dualism doesn’t imply 

insulationism in any kind of straightforward logical sense. That being said, dualism does 

seem to go hand in hand with the view that individual minds are like little insulated 

bubbles—pockets of reality within which thinking and feeling play out. Moreover, one 

gets the impression, from passages such as the following, that Ryle’s distaste for dualism 

ought to be understood as an opposition to insulationism. In this passage, he discusses the 

way in which dualism bifurcates a man’s existence into ‘two lives,’ one mental and the 

other physical, such that we are inclined to understand the former as being insulated from 

the external events that constitute the latter: 

 
It is customary to express this bifurcation of his two lives and of his two worlds by saying 

that the things and events which belong to the physical world, including his own body, are 

external, while the workings of his own mind and internal. This antithesis of outer and inner 

is of course meant to be construed as a metaphor, since minds, not being in space, could not 

be described as being spatially inside anything else, or as having things going on spatially 

inside themselves. But relapse from this good intention are common and theorist are found 

speculating how stimuli, the physical sources of which are yards or miles outside a person’s 

skin, can generate mental responses inside his skull, or how decisions framed inside his 

cranium can set going movements of his extremities.13 

 

The main difference between our projects lies in tone and emphasis. The tone of The 

Concept of Mind is primarily negative. Ryle begins the book by saying that his arguments 

are not intended to increase what we know about minds, but to “rectify the local 

geography of the knowledge which we already possess.”14 I suppose then it might be 

more charitable to characterize his project as restorative rather than negative. He is 

tearing down a view not to leave a gaping hole in our understanding, but to allow things 

to go back to normal. 

I am sympathetic to the idea that philosophers of mind need to focus on purging 

themselves of Cartesian biases. I don’t, however, think a successful reaction against 

Cartesianism can be only that—a reaction; it also needs to be a movement towards 

something. Ryle, in the above passage, doesn’t convince me that once we cleanse our 

thinking of Cartesianism/insulationism, our so-called common sense understanding of the 

mind will regain control and provide us with a sufficiently rich and robust philosophical 

                                                 
13 Ibid., page 2. 
14 Ibid., page lix.  
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perspective. I worry that Cartesian/insulationist thinking has infiltrated our theoretical 

perspectives so thoroughly that we cannot expect to simply excise it such that was left 

behind is a sensible, coherent, and intellectually satisfying worldview. Ripping out 

Cartesianism/insulationism will require ripping out parts of our common sense—it will 

require abandoning familiar metaphors and turns of phrase. It will require viewing 

seemingly obvious ideas as deeply  problematic. Thus, my project has a positive phase: I 

want to offer a robust alternative to insulationism about the mental, and moreover, one 

that is not simply a return to common sense. 

 This alternative will, as previously discussed, attempt to build a metaphysics of 

mind around the notion of a living mind. At the center of this notion is a picture of the 

mind in motion, but not just any kind of motion. The mind exists as an SPO’s movement 

through a life, through what I call ‘bio-historical time’. This movement has a specific 

spatiotemporal shape, which I propose to describe in terms of overlapping, blurrily 

delineated, projects. The shape of a mind’s movement through a life is, I want to suggest, 

messy and multiple. I recently encountered a similar notion of a distinctively human 

temporality in something Espen Hammer said in an interview: 

 
I am a pluralist when it comes to temporality. There is physical time, the time of clocks. Then 

you have all the different cyclical temporalities of nature. Lives and institutions are 

temporally structured. Finally, you have an everyday experience of temporality, which is not 

reducible to mere clock-time. I think the everyday experience is largely structured around 

narratives – the kinds of accounts we give of who we are and where we’re heading… 
Ultimately, I think that this everyday temporality can never be reduced to mere cosmic 

“clock-time.” It is inescapably a fundamental part of how we make our experiences 

intelligible to ourselves.15 

 

Here is one way to think about the positive phase of my project: I want to flesh out a 

conception of the mind that grants central importance to not only the way in which minds 

are embedded in lives, but also, to the way in which minds are movements through lives, 

and to the way in which the moving through a life involves the integration of different 

projects. 

 We see, then, that movement is built into the content of my view, in addition to 

the methodology. Now, I want to suggest that my project is concerned with movement at 

a ‘meta-theoretical’ level. 

 

0.5 Meta-Theoretical Movement: LMA will do…for now 

 

When faced with the basic question of what the ultimate goal is here, I am of two minds. 

The first sees LMA as a replacement of the more traditional Cartesian and insulationist 

approach to thinking and talking about mental phenomena. Out with the old, in the with 

the new! The second frame of mind arises from a calmer mood, and it recognizes that 

pushing with all one’s might against the traditional approach to get rid of it is a pragmatic 

                                                 
15 “Temporality, Friedrich Nietzsche & Modern Times in conversation with Espen Hammer,” Four by 

Three Magazine  (Questions by Bernard Hay and Christine Jakobson), 2015: 

http://www.fourbythreemagazine.com/in-conversation-with-espen-hammer.html 
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tactic, and not an expression of a univocally antithetical and agonistic belief, namely, the 

belief that there is nothing of value, nothing of insight, in the idea that we can treat minds 

as clearly bounded entities, which contain an inner domain, sealed off in an important 

way from the so-called objective world of empirical phenomena. That is to say, I can say, 

“let’s switch up paradigms—that old one is nothing but trouble,” and say it sincerely, 

while simultaneously saying, in a different register, as it were, that this extreme level of 

opposition is tactically necessary, because an entrenched, hegemonic paradigm can only 

be reeled in, dialed back, by trying to eliminate it altogether. 

So, it is my role as an advocate of LMA to overstate its case, because it is the 

underdog. In reality, trying to replace insulationism with LMA will, at best, result in a 

successful tempering of the former by the latter. The situation is analogous to one 

described in Aristotle’s ethics: aim for a point to the side of the mean that one tends not 

to move toward. For instance, if one gets angry too easily, too often, and so forth, one 

should try to be overly passive, or even a pushover, and one’s natural inclinations towards 

anger will pull against this effort to be extreme in the other direction, and result (ideally) 

in a balanced temperament vis-à-vis anger. So, I see an unhealthy attachment to 

insulationist thinking not only in the philosophical community, but in the human 

community! And, at this juncture, an ‘excessive’ championing of LMA is needed to 

balance out our ‘natural’ inclination toward insulationism. If, in time, we become less 

attached to insulationist thinking, such an aggressive and adamant defense of LMA will 

no longer be needed. 

It is in this way that I embrace movement at a meta-theoretical level: the intensity, 

tone, and even content of a considered advocacy of LMA is context-dependent, and I am 

willing to accept that as an advocate, I ought to accept that I can move around the space 

containing the different ways of arguing for LMA. Right now, it makes sense to say 

LMA is the way to go, and insulationism is just an intellectual hangover. But, this doesn’t 

mean it will never make sense to say that LMA and insulationism complement one 

another. It just means that the right theoretical perspective can only be approached by 

calibrating the intensity and tone of one’s arguments in accordance with the sociological 

position of alternative viewpoints.  
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1 
INSULATIONISM 

 
1.1 What is insulationism? Getting slightly more specific… ♦ 1.2 What about meaning? 

Searle’s demand and insulationism ♦ 1.3 Naturalizing Descartes: Minds inside of bodies 

inside of worlds ♦ 1.4 A quick review where I introduce the term “mental amorphist” ♦ 

1.5 Who are these mental amorphists? Some important clarifications to avoid grave 

misunderstandings ♦ 1.6 Mental amorphism, radical reflexivity, and inside-out 

epistemology ♦ 1.7 Looking ahead: an outline of chapters 2 and 3 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

1.1 What is insulationism? Getting slightly more specific… 

 

The core idea of insulationism is that the mind is a fundamentally discrete and bounded 

sort of thing, ‘insulated,’ as it were, from the external world by a sharp, ontologically 

primary boundary (or set of boundaries). But what does this mean exactly? 

‘Ontologically primary’ sounds like a technical-sounding term deployed to cover up what 

is fundamentally unclear and inchoate. If I’m being honest, there’s a grain of truth to that 

accusation. When I talk about “insulationism,” I’m not talking about something that we 

can winnow down to a clear thesis, which expresses, with the kind of clarity that analytic 

philosophers crave, some kind of core commitment that all insulationists share. This is 

because what I am calling insulationism is a vague and diffuse phenomenon; it has 

various permutations, which can show up in philosophical discussions in seemingly 

disparate ways. In light of this, one of the key challenges of the present project is to 

simply corral several threads of insulationism into something organized enough to 

critically assess.  

In the introduction, I characterized insulationism as a paradigm in order to get at 

the way in which it is less of a distinct thought than it is a way of thinking. We could 

describe it as a distinct thought—as a thesis about the nature of the mental, and more 

specifically, as the thesis that minds are insulated from the world by a clear boundary—

but I don’t recommend that we do so. For, to describe insulationism as a thesis about the 

nature of the mental is to imply that the notion of an insulated mind is offered as an 
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answer to the question: what is the nature of the mental? And, I want to suggest that more 

often than not, insulationism has gotten its hooks into our thinking before we even start 

answering this question. It is, as I tried to express in the introduction, latent in our very 

asking of this question. That is to say, when we get into our philosophical mode and start 

trying to answer the question—“what is a mind?”—we already decided at the outset, or 

rather, tacitly embraced, the idea that a mind and its various states exist underneath the 

messy, public displays through which our intelligence is expressed. Intelligence is stored 

up behind a boundary, contained within a core—there a lot of ways of expressing the 

basic idea behind insulationist thinking, but what these different articulations share is the 

privilege of remaining unarticulated. That minds are insulated is not something we think 

to ourselves at the outset of our inquiries, and thus, not something we think to call into 

question. Rather, it is a picture that exists in the background of these inquiries, where it 

can condition our basic sense of what’s sensible, intelligible, intuitive, obvious, etc. 

Naomi Scheman has commented on this extensively. In her essay, “Against 

Physicalism,” she observes that our contemporary theorizing about minds is bogged 

down by a residual Cartesianism, which she describes as “individualism” about the 

mental.16 However, this strand of Cartesianism, which is very similar to what I am calling 

insulationism, doesn’t exist in our contemporary discussions as one position among 

others—it is not a thesis that gets asserted and argued about, but rather a tacit decision 

about what sorts of theses (concepts, words, theories, etc.) we will even recognize as 

viable. We tend to simply take for granted, rather than consciously adopt, the idea that 

minds, whatever they are, hang together within boundaries that are much sharper and 

cleaner than anything we can identify in the intelligent behavior of flesh and blood 

organisms. This is why Scheman, along with other philosophers who want to reject this 

idea, such as Jennifer Hornsby and John Dupre, see themselves as “blocking at some very 

early stage a frequently unvoiced argumentative move that not only licenses a range of 

diverse positions but frames the arguments between them.”17 For, in denying that minds 

have clear boundaries, they—that is to say, we—are rejecting an idea that philosophers 

use to determine which specific views are to be taken seriously. The suggestion is that we 

stop taking seriously the idea we use to determine what’s worth taking seriously in 

philosophical discussions of the mental. A bold suggestion indeed, but one I think is 

worth following up on. 

So, what does it mean to oppose insulationist thinking? Well, to define my 

position in very broad terms, it is to call into question what John Haugeland has referred 

to the “very distinctness” of mind.18 But, thinking about minds as distinct things could 

mean any number of things. It simply doesn’t seem like a clear enough target to be worth 

aiming at. However, we must keep in mind that in opposing the idea of an insulated 

mind, we are not targeting a clearly isolatable proposition. And indeed, the critiques of 

insulationist thought that have deeply inspired the present view, such as Scheman’s 

                                                 
16 Scheman, Naomi. "Feminism in Philosophy of Mind: Against Physicalism.” In The Cambridge 

Companion to Feminism in Philosophy, 2000, pp. 49-67. 
17 Ibid., page 54. 
18 Haugeland, John. “Mind Embodied and Embedded.” In Having Thought: Essays in the Metaphysics of 

Mind, 2000, pp. 207-240, page 208. 
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critique of individualism in the philosophy of mind, do not treat insulationism as an 

easily identifiable thesis that philosophers consciously accept or reject. They treat it as a 

dimension of Cartesianism, which persists largely because it has sunk so deeply into our 

thought that we no longer notice its presence or try to conceptualize what it involves. It is 

true that as a proposition—e.g., a mind is a distinct thing or a mind is insulated from the 

world by a decisive boundary—insulationism seems vague enough to be wholly 

innocuous. However, I don’t think we should treat it as a proposition. Rather, we ought to 

treat it as a more diffuse kind of thing, which bleeds into our thinking, manifesting itself 

in ways that are appropriate to a given context. We could call it as attitude, a tendency, a 

paradigm, a picture, a myth—the point is, when we try to isolate a central tenet or thesis 

of insulationism, we lose sight of the fact that insulationism’s power comes from its 

invisibility—from the fact that it tends not to get formulated or articulated, but instead, 

remains in the background of discussions, where it can subtly guide the patterns of 

reasoning used to weigh in on the things that do get formulated and articulated.  

The fact that insulationism tends to serve as a background picture, within which 

we theorize, rather than a claim about which we theorize, has allowed it to persist 

sneakily but steadily in our thinking since at least as far back as the Early Modern period, 

and I would venture to say farther back still.  The fact that it tends not to get debated or 

discussed does not, however, mean that it has remained unchanged, for the notion of an 

insulated mind has indeed evolved over time, taking on different forms as it responds to 

local trends in the intellectual climate. Moreover, its lineage is not linear but ‘reticulated.’ 

That is to say, insulationist thinking hasn’t passed from one form to another, but has 

fragmented and spread in multiple directions, manifesting itself ‘opportunistically’ in a 

variety of contexts and debates. This makes it a difficult idea to track through history, and 

just to be clear, I will not, in this dissertation, attempt to give anything like a 

comprehensive history of how insulationist ideas have been passed down to us from our 

Early Modern predecessors. I will, however, provide some historical context, primarily in 

this chapter, since I think it will help the reader appreciate my later arguments (and 

perhaps even agree with them). For, though these arguments do not rely in explicit ways 

on any particular historical claims, they are often stitched into an historically oriented 

worldview. 

This worldview can be associated with in my philosophers such as Richard Rorty 

and Charles Taylor, whose sweeping historical accounts of how Cartesianism has usurped 

our philosophical enterprise tend to be in the background of my engagement with 

contemporary debates. It will be helpful to familiarize ourselves with a basic historical 

narrative that emerges from the work of such thinkers: to see where I am coming from in 

this dissertation, it is necessary to have a sense of where I think we are coming from.  

But before we get into anything historical, I want to flesh out this idea of 

insulationism as a tacit, background picture, or paradigm, by conceptualizing it as an 

environment in which we theorize. I earlier said that insulationism is in our thinking, but I 

would now like to suggest that our thinking is in insulationism, in the sense that 

insulationism often doesn’t show up within our reasonings as a distinct thread, but 

instead, provides a ‘frame’ within which our strands of thought can be found, and through 

which they are interwoven. It is to us as the rules of basketball and shape of the court are 
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to an experienced  basketball player: it provides the basic structure in which we carry out 

our efforts, but this structure can remain a background feature, to which we rarely give 

our conscious attention. 

What I mean is: insulationism is the ‘space’ in which we move when we theorize, 

and as such, it dictates, often tacitly, how and where we choose to go in our theoretical 

explorations. Consider your own environment, for a moment. If you are indoors, you 

wouldn’t walk directly into a wall, but not because you register the wall as something 

into which one ought not walk, but rather, because you tacitly register the entire scene, 

and this holistic grasping constrains at an almost pre-cognitive level how you negotiate 

your surroundings (why I hesitate to describe this grasping as wholly non-cognitive will 

become clearer in chapter 4, where I argue for a ‘rationalistic’ or ‘cognitivist’ view of 

perceptual experience). Or perhaps you’re driving your car (I would hope not while 

reading this though!). You don’t drive off the road into a field or a house because you are 

holding in mind distinct rules that forbid such actions. Rather, your familiarity with your 

surroundings operates so fluidly and automatically that is allows you to direct your car in 

accordance with your goal of going somewhere, without the use of explicit rules that 

relate particular objects in your environment to this goal. 

What I am getting at with these descriptions of being in an environment (which 

have clearly been inspired by the tradition of existential phenomenology) is that 

insulationism doesn’t consist of a set of explicit dictates that we consciously follow, or 

draw inferences from. Rather, it exists largely in the background of our conscious 

deliberations as an environment. This means that the deliberate movements we make as 

we navigate theoretical space—e.g., drawing a distinction, making an inference, defining 

a term, and so forth—are not the result of our following specific insulationist rules. They 

are responses to an environment that is already suffused with the significance of 

insulationism. Let me now try to make this clearer with an example. 

 

 

1.2 What about meaning? Searle’s demand and insulationism 

 

In “Is the Brain’s Mind a Computer Program,” John Searle argues that a computer 

program could not achieve true intelligence or understanding because programs can be 

reduced to the “mere manipulation” of symbols according to clear syntactic rules, which 

pertain to the ‘shape’ of the symbols, and not their meaning.19 He doesn’t spend much 

time arguing for the legitimacy of this distinction. He simply reminds us of it, and then 

goes on to show that the thesis that computers can think is false because it ignores a 

distinction that we all know makes perfect sense. He assumes that we will all easily grasp 

this distinction, and then go onto to recognize that computer programs can’t grasp 

meanings, and hence, lack minds. 

But, why does he think the distinction between semantics and syntax is so obvious 

and unproblematic? Well, there’s the fact that it’s a distinction that is used in a variety of 

disciplines, and which most of us have seen numerous times. But I think there’s more to 

the story than that; I want to suggest that Searle’s comfort—our comfort—stems 

                                                 
19 Searle, John R. "Is the brain’s mind a computer program." Scientific American 262.1, 1990, pp. 26-31. 
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ultimately from the fact that he makes his moves—draws his distinctions, makes his 

inferences, etc.—in an insulationist ‘environment,’ which is to say, in a context structured 

around and constituted by a profound sense that a mind is insulated from the world by a 

clear boundary. In such an environment, any distinction that hews to the insulationist 

notion that minds are insulated from the world will appear natural, normal, intuitive, etc. 

And, the distinction between semantics and syntax is, I want to suggest, just such 

a distinction. Semantics involves meaning, one of our favorite mental concepts, whereas 

syntax involves structure, and more precisely, a clean, crystalline structure that is 

governed by firm rules. The kind of structure we observe in syntax is—and not 

coincidentally—strongly analogous to the mechanistic, law-governed structure that our 

modern predecessors such as Descartes and Newton attributed to nature (we will, in 

section 1.6, return to the role that the ‘mechanization’ of nature played in the 

dissemination of insulationist thought). The point is this: semantics involves meaning, 

which we automatically view as being on one side of the mind/world boundary, whereas 

syntax involves a combination of structure and rules that we naturally associate with the 

world side of this boundary, conditioned as we are to view nature in terms of law-like 

mechanisms. 

So, here’s the thought: Searle feels comfortable with the semantics/syntax 

distinction, as most of us do, because it taps into our basic sense of the separateness of 

mind from world, of subjectivity from objectivity, and of cognition from causation. Also, 

it isn’t just this official sounding distinction that takes advantage of his audience’s 

insulationist leanings. His more casual, offhand distinctions also capitalize on this fact. 

He says, for instance, that he would not understand Chinese simply by virtue of carrying 

out a program—a set of rules—for manipulating Chinese characters: “Like a computer, I 

manipulate symbols, but I attach no meaning to the symbols.”20 This distinction between 

“manipulating” symbols and “attaching” meanings isn’t one Searle makes much of—he 

just throws it out there and expects his reader to glom on to it without any trouble. To be 

sure, this is a reasonable expectation, because he is operating within an insulationist 

environment—i.e., the environment of mainstream philosophy—and in such an 

environment, distinctions that fit neatly into an insulationist metaphysics of the mental 

can easily find traction and get uptake in discussion. 

I should probably say a bit more about how insulationist thinking relates to this 

seemingly innocuous distinction between merely manipulating symbols and attaching 

meanings to them. The reader might be thinking that we don’t need to make any firm 

commitments about mental ontology in order to recognize that there is such a thing as 

attaching meanings to words, and whatever this attaching involves, it’s more than merely 

manipulating a word according to some rules. This is true: the manipulating/attaching-

meaning-to distinction doesn’t logically follow from the idea that minds are insulated 

from the world. But, it does flow from an insulationist frame of mind in a subtler way. 

I think Wittgenstein can help us see this. In his later work, he repeatedly puts 

critical pressure on a certain way of thinking about language, which I would describe as 

an insulationist picture. Early in the Investigations, Wittgenstein summarizes what this 

picture involves: “the individual words in language name objects—sentences are 

                                                 
20 Ibid., page 26. 
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combinations of such names.—In this picture of language we find the roots of the 

following idea: Every word has a meaning. This meaning is correlated with the word. It is 

the object for which the word stands.”21 Now there is nothing terribly problematic about 

this picture as a general or casual description of how language works (it strikes me as an 

explanation you might give to a young child, for instance). However, its assertion within 

a philosophical context often comes with hefty metaphysical baggage, which 

Wittgenstein spends much of his later work unpacking. For whatever reason, when we 

are doing philosophy, we take the ordinary notion that we need to learn the meanings of 

words in order to use them and dress it up in extravagant metaphysical garb; we postulate 

the existence of a “remarkable act of mind,” as Wittgenstein puts it,  some mental process 

that does not derive from our capacity to use language but rather undergirds this capacity 

as an ontologically prior and purely preparatory phenomenon. We link words to objects 

in a special way which allows the words to mean or signify those objects, and only with 

this linkage in place can we intelligently use language. 

Wittgenstein wants us to reject this idea because when we divorce the act of 

understanding the meaning of words from the entire business of using words we deprive 

ourselves of the only conceptual resources we have for making sense of intelligence—and 

surely understanding the meaning of words is an act of intelligence. As a result, the 

philosopher who defends the conception of linguistic understanding as ‘pre-pragmatic’—

i.e., as ontologically independent of use—tends to gesture toward some ineffable mental 

realm when pushed to explain what the special activity of  giving words meaning actually 

involves. When we try to dig beneath our situated, messy, and context-sensitive use of 

language, we hit bedrock and our “spade is turned,” to employ one of Wittgenstein’s 

particularly evocative metaphors. There’s nothing underneath our talking (walking, 

pointing, laughing—what Cavell terms the “whirl of organism”22), and so, when 

philosophers demand that there must be something there, they are compelled to invent 

something, the so-called mental processes that we can isolate by turning inward and in an 

almost mystical way focusing on the ‘inside’ of our minds. This allows us to say that our 

grasping the meanings of words is not caught up in the messy business of talking—of 

using words—as we have located this grasping by turning inward, away from the public 

domain of speech. Also, the notion of discovering the crucial word-meaning relation on 

the inside, at it were, sounds intuitive to a philosopher who is accustomed to a certain 

kind of hyper-introspective thinking. Wittgenstein remarks on this in §274 of the 

Investigations: 

 
Of course, saying that the word “red” “refers to” instead of “means” something private does 

not help us in the least to grasp its function; but it is the more psychologically apt expression 

for a particular experience in doing philosophy. It is as if when I uttered the word I cast a 

                                                 
21 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Philosophical Investigations (trans. GEM Anscombe)." New York: The 

MacMillan Company, 1999. 
22 Cavell, Stanley. “The Availability of Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy.” In Must we mean what we say?: 

A book of essays. Cambridge University Press, 2002, page 52. 
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sidelong glance at the private sensation, as it were in order to say to myself: I know all right 

what I mean by it.23 

 

Here, Wittgenstein’s language—and specifically, the phrase “a sidelong glance”— 

highlights the way in which a radically Cartesian ontology of the mental underlies the 

philosophical tendency to unmoor meaning from use. When we talk about attaching a 

meaning to a word (or a word to a meaning) as a precondition for use, we do so with such 

confidence and ease because we have tacitly assumed that there is a special, private inner 

realm, to which we may turn in a special kind of way. When we turn toward this realm, 

with a “sidelong glance,” so to speak, meanings show up in utter transparence; nothing 

lurks behind them, as they are simply there, right in front of the mind’s eye. Wittgenstein 

makes this point clearly in his lectures on religious belief, where he challenges his 

interlocutor to explain what allows one to know that when one thinks about one’s brother 

in America, one is indeed having this thought, i.e., a thought with this particular meaning 

or content, to use a more contemporary term. Speaking for his interlocutor, Wittgenstein 

says: 

 
The first idea [you have] is that you are looking at your own thought, and are absolutely sure 

that it is a thought that so and so. You are looking at some mental phenomenon, and you say 

to yourself “obviously this is a thought of my brother being in America”. It seems to be a 

super-picture. It seems, with thought, that there is no doubt whatever. With a picture, it still 

depends on the method of projection, whereas here it seems that you get rid of the projecting 

relation, and are absolutely certain that this is thought of that.24  

 

The point to note here is that the ostensibly innocuous notion that we attach meanings to 

words in a way that precedes or undergirds our actual use of words comes with its own 

special metaphysics, on which minds contain meanings such that we can look inwards, 

and witness these meanings with a kind of trumped up epistemic authority. There is “no 

doubt whatever” that when I think about my brother in America I am thinking about my 

brother in America. The mental picture I attach to the words “my brother in America” 

doesn’t need to be used, or projected, in order to reach out and connect up with what it 

means. It ‘contains’ its meaning in a more mysterious and primordial way. Wittgenstein 

gets at this when he says, again speaking for his interlocutor, “I could imagine there 

being rays projecting from my words to my brother in America.”25 The picture we attach 

to the words “my brother in America” is not a regular picture, since a regular picture can 

only mean something by being wielded, projected, interpreted—in short, used, and the 

picture Wittgenstein’s interlocutor has in mind doesn’t have its meaning in anything like 

use. It simply has its meaning. So, how this meaning gets us in touch with something ‘out 

there’ in the world is a total mystery: we can call it a “super-picture” or metaphorically 

gesture at its capacity to refer by positing mental “rays” and whatnot, but at the end of the 
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day, we have, in divorcing the imbuement of words with meaning from their use, 

generated an “occult process.” In the following remarks, Wittgenstein drives home the 

idea that there is something fundamentally baffling about the suggestion that a word can 

name its object—and thereby come to mean that object—in a way that precedes the use 

of language: “Naming appears as a queer connexion of a word with an object.—And you 

really get such a queer connexion when the philosopher tries to bring out the relation 

between name and thing by staring at an object in front of him and repeating a name or 

even the word “this” innumerable times.”26 

This is where our ontological commitments begin to peek through in our 

philosophical handling of language. In positing a particular kind of mental process, 

namely, that of attaching meanings to words, as fundamentally prior to and therefore 

separate from a person’s intelligent use of language, we are conjuring a picture of a 

private mental sanctuary—or as Scheman has described it, “a clear space in which to get 

your head together”—where we set up clear meetings for words before throwing those 

words out into the unpredictable tempest of human interaction.27 This picture smacks of 

insulationism. 

I see a similar picture at work in Searle’s discussion of his Chinese Room thought 

experiment. He can confidently assert that a computer program doesn’t attach meetings to 

the symbols it manipulates without meeting much resistance because his audience of 

philosophers will, generally speaking, feel that such a distinction make sense. And I do 

mean feel. The idea that there is a special mental domain in which meanings get attached 

to words via some remarkable mental act is something we feel to be true in the sense that 

we do not give it much conscious thought. It has penetrated into our sense of how things 

have to be, such that we allow it to sit underneath our more conscious deliberations, 

propping them up and setting their boundaries of intelligibility.  

The reader might not be entirely convinced that insulationist thinking is 

responsible for the intuitiveness of the distinction between attaching meanings to words 

and merely manipulating words (or for the intuitiveness of the more official distinction 

between semantics and syntax). However, it is not my goal to make a knockdown 

argument for this particular point. I simply want to begin motivating the idea that we can, 

without too much fuss, identify an insulationist bias behind distinctions that do not wear a 

commitment to insulationist thinking on their sleeve. 

We have, with the help of Wittgenstein, seen insulationist thinking crop up in the 

way we talk about language. Where else does it show up? According to this author, in 

many places. Often, it is a halo that surrounds our questions (a theme I tried to make clear 

in the introduction), question such as: How do things-in-themselves become appearances-

for-a-subject? How does consciousness fit into the material universe? What is involved 

when the particular presence of physical reality takes on a more general identity as 

representational content, that is, how do brute perceptual encounters with the world turn 

into intelligible experiences, which may enter into rational reflection? Questions such as 
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these haunt the insulationist-minded philosopher, since they are all concerned with a 

more basic question: how can minds be genuinely in touch with world, given that they 

exist on one side of an ontological barrier that separates the interiority of mind from the 

exteriority of nature? The key word here is “given”—the insulationist takes it as a given 

that minds are insulated from the world, and begins his philosophical inquiries with the 

supposition that we need to focus on bridging this ontological gap. This disposes him to 

worry about what appear to be specific ways in which we must negotiate our essential 

boundedness. I think that the following passage, taken from Godfrey Vesey’s book, Inner 

and Outer, nicely explains how the general “myth” of insulationism manifests in at least 

three distinct areas of philosophical inquiry: action, perception, and language: 

 
In regard to voluntary action, the myth finds expression in the theory that my raising my arm 

is really two distinct things, one of them inner (my performing a mental act of willing, a 

‘volition’) and an outer (my arm rising). In the case of perception, the myth finds its 

expression in the so-called ‘representative theory’: I do not really see physical things; instead 

I apprehend inner things (‘ideas’ or ‘sensations’) that represent outer things (things in the 

external world). In the case of communication, there is what Jonathan Bennett called the 

‘translation view of language’: my saying something involves my translating inner things 

(ideas or thoughts) into outer things (audible sounds), and my understanding of what 

someone says involves my translating outer things (audible sounds) into inner things (ideas or 

thoughts).28 

 

Let’s suppose there is some truth to this idea of insulationism as a general and diffuse 

pattern in our thinking, which we tend not to even notice at work when we theorize. What 

doest his mean for our discussion? Well, it means that providing a comprehensive 

overview of what insulationist thinking looks like, and where it has flared up in the 

history of Western philosophy, would be immensely difficult—or more to the point, a 

project that exceeds the scope of this dissertation or the talent of its author. 

But again, I do want to set up a loose historical narrative within which to tackle 

the question of how insulationism affects our contemporary theorizing, and more 

specifically, our contemporary epistemological theorizing. In the next section, we will 

consider the way in which insulationism has survived the naturalistic turn. We will see 

that the tendency to insulate minds has not persisted in spite of our contemporary zeal for 

a certain kind of naturalistic/materialistic thinking, but largely because of this zeal. After 

a quick review (section 1.4), and a discussion of what opposing insulationism is not 

(section 1.5) we will, in section 1.6, add depth to the narrative put forth in section 1.3. 

This depth will come from a closer look at the epistemological roots of insulationist 

thinking. When we examine these roots, we discover another reason why the impulse to 

insulate minds is more entrenched than the impulse to treat the mental domain as 

composed of a special, supernatural mental substance. This is a significant result, since it 

is tempting to assume that insulationism comes solely from dualism. I want to motivate 

the idea that the insulationist impulse is more basic than our attraction to dualism, and I 

think that the way to do that is by characterizing insulationism as a response to the 
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‘mechanization’ or ‘disenchantment’ of nature that occurred during the Early Modern 

period. The basic idea I want to promote is that insulationism is an epistemological 

project at heart, in that it stems from anxiety about the possibility of knowledge in a 

mechanistic universe. Dualism is a way of satisfying the epistemological urge of 

insulationism: it shields the mind’s attempts to gain knowledge from the harsh and 

arbitrary interferences of a world governed by law and not meaning. My hope is to make 

this seem plausible by the end of the chapter.  

 

 

1.3 Naturalizing Descartes: Minds inside of bodies inside of worlds 

 

In Western philosophy, there has been, I would argue, since at least as early back as the 

1600s, a pronounced ‘psycho-cultural’ impulse toward insulating the mental within its 

own self-standing domain that contrasts in sharp ways with the external, public world. 

This impulse is, as impulses tend to be, the sort of thing that adapts itself to local 

contingencies.  If you has a strong impulse to smoke, you will generally find a way to 

smoke. How you act on this impulse will vary in response to local factors, such as the 

presence of a “no smoking” sign, or the presence of a relative who strongly disapproves 

of your smoking. Insulationism is, I want to suggest, not unlike an impulse to smoke. It 

is, as Wittgenstein might say, a ‘disease of thought,’ and I would even go so far as to say, 

a kind of addiction. Although the shape of our (i.e., philosophers’) views about minds 

have, since Descartes’ day, changed in considerable ways in response to ever-evolving 

trends in the local intellectual climate, we continue to find a way to make room for the 

idea that minds exist inside of special, ontologically definite borders, even though this 

idea seems to have reached the limit of its usefulness. We are drawn to the notion of an 

insulated mind the way a smoker is drawn to a cigarette. This analogy suggests that our 

commitment to insulationist thinking isn’t much of a commitment at all, which is to say, 

a piece of deliberate cognition, but rather, a deeply affective urge. 

However, I don’t think insulationist impulses exist as some kind of primal instinct 

that flares up regardless of historical circumstances. Insulating minds is a practice with a 

history, and not the expression of some timeless intuition. We will, in this chapter, start to 

consider what this history might be. 

In the Early Modern period, it was appropriate for Descartes to satisfy the 

insulationist impulse by fencing off the mind as its own kind of thing, that is, as its own 

special mental substance, insulated from the vicissitudes and tumult of the material 

world. In his day, as in ours, there was a powerful desire to furnish the mind with a 

significant degree of ontological independence and distinctness. What better way to 

satisfy this desire than to enclose each mind within a boundary that separates it from the 

material world entirely? A metaphysical barrier of this sort is bound to keep the world 

out. As soon as something ‘crosses’ this boundary—i.e., when the thinkable world is 

converted into an actual thought, or when the perceivable world is converted into actual 

perception—it becomes transfigured by the inner light of consciousness. It becomes a 

totally new kind of thing, a special sort of mental object, which are perhaps most 

markedly different from ordinary physical objects in the fact that we (at least in paradigm 
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cases) have direct or unmediated as well as wholly authoritative access to or awareness of 

them. 

These days, in Anglo-American philosophy, dualist views have fallen out of 

favor, as our discipline continues to pursue the goal of coming up with empirically 

respectable theories. Indeed, nowadays, it takes a certain amount of audacity to identify 

as a dualist, and even when a philosopher does embrace the label, it is often in a qualified 

way: “I am a property dualist, and not a full-blown substance dualist!” However, I would 

argue, following Gilbert Ryle, among others, that what we might broadly describe as 

Cartesian ways of thinking are alive and well in our contemporary Anglo-American style 

of philosophy. We have rejected Descartes’ thesis that mind and body present us with 

two different kinds of substances, but our theorizing is still largely organized around and 

impelled forward by a thicket of Cartesian biases and assumptions, including a resolute 

sense of mind as ‘its own thing,’ or own ‘its own place/space.’ 

Naomi Scheman has convincingly argued in her work that views, which on the 

surface appear non-dualist, can nonetheless “prise the mental apart from the physical.” 

Such views, she says, do not posit a distinctly mental substance, but they do treat the 

mental realm as highly autonomous by “abstracting such phenomena as memory from 

their attachment to specific, socially embedded bodies.”29 I think Scheman is correct to 

diagnose this residual dualism, which I take to be very similar to what I am calling 

insulationism, as a symptom of a more general failure to take our embodiment and 

sociality seriously. Moreover, I think we ought to avoid taking her suggestion that we pay 

attention to “socially embedded bodies” to separate into two distinct suggestions, one 

about the need to take our sociality seriously and the other about the need to take our 

embodiment seriously. I think one of the upshots of the kind of metaphysics that Scheman 

encourages us to practice, which we will discuss in much more depth in the following 

chapter, is that the body just is social. Sociality is woven into its ontological DNA, if I 

may employ a clumsy metaphor to get at what is a very elegant idea. The point to note 

here is that in asking us to attend to socially embedded bodies, Scheman is not asking us 

to consider two separate aspects of our human condition: embodiment and sociality. 

Rather, she is asking us to attend to the social body, that is, to the way in which the very 

nature of our embodiment involves a kind of sociality. 

But surely, one might object, the body is a physical particular, and sociality only 

enters into our ontological picture of things at the level of kinds or types. This objection 

can be linked to a notion of the social as the socially constructed. If, when she 

emphasizes our embodiment, Scheman is talking about a social body, then surely she is 

talking about the constructed body, which is to say, not the body we find in nature, but 

the body we create through culture and discourse (e.g., by our habits, body modification, 

make-up, etc.). Bodies become a part of the social world, then, as the result of our 

intervention on their natural (read: found) characteristics. This intervention—this social 

construction—doesn’t add a new kind of natural characteristic to the body, namely, a 

social kind of characteristic, but rather, organizes and interprets what are pre-existing 

natural characteristics. So, isn’t talk of a social body a bit sloppy? There is the body, that 
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is, the natural body, and then, the body’s significance in social space, a significance that 

comes through in the things we make of the body (what we do to it, how we talk about it, 

how we treat it, and so forth). Smudging this distinction ignores a very intuitive way of 

understanding how bodies fit into social space. 

I do not think Scheman would deny that there is something intuitive in this way of 

talking about the body (and about the gender/sex distinction to which this way of talking 

gives rise). But that doesn’t mean she would happily accept the idea that we should neatly 

distinguish between the social or constructed body and the natural body. In fact, I think 

she would argue that in many contexts, this distinction is problematic, in that it reinforces 

the idea that nature (in this case the so-called natural body) is the lifeless, wholly passive 

clay which we mold into social constructs using our concepts, language, theories, 

customs, institutions, practices, technologies, and so forth. I do not here need to review 

the ways in which this picture of things contains politically problematic implications. 

Rather, I want to explain how for Scheman, the notion of the natural as the passive 

(discovered, found, given, etc.) presents us with not only an ethically dangerous idea, but 

an inaccurate picture of reality. Clarifying this aspect of Scheman’s thought will allow 

me to introduce a few key ideas, which will be of central importance throughout our 

discussion. 

The key to understanding why Scheman is hesitant to carve off the natural body 

from the social body is her commitment to what I will call a “relational onto-epistem-

ology” (“Social onto-epistem-ology” or “narrative onto-epistem-ology” seem like 

appropriate labels too, but I want to start emphasizing relationality specifically, as it is a 

lynchpin of LMA and perhaps the most pivotal concept in this dissertation. I should also 

note that the term “onto-epistem-ology” comes from Karen Barad, who has used it to 

describe her own view, which parallels Scheman’s in important ways, something we will 

see in chapter 2 when we examine both Barad and Scheman’s work in more depth). 

Scheman’s relational onto-epistem-ology doesn’t countenance a sharp distinction 

between things-in-themselves and things-in-relation-to-us (i.e., things as they appear to 

us, things as they matter to us, things as we use them, etc.) Moreover, it is this basic 

distinction, taken for granted by most metaphysicians, that undergirds the more specific 

distinction we draw between nature and culture. Nature is of course associated with 

things-in-themselves and culture with things-in-relation-to-us. Scheman’s metaphysical 

picture is radically different; on it, there are no things-in-themselves, only things-in-

relation-to-other-things. This might sound like a ‘postmodernist’ denial of materiality as 

such—that is, a defense of the view that the only nature that we can sensibly talk about is 

just another part of culture, just another discursive construct. 

However, this gets Scheman wrong. In rejecting the idea that there are things-in-

themselves, Scheman is not proposing that all of reality is contained within a discursive 

space made by human beings. That is to say, she isn’t suggesting that reality is composed 

only of things-in-relation-to-us. Her suggestion is that the inhabitants of nature—quarks, 

honeybees, couches and all the rest—exist through their relationality not only to humans 

but also to each other. In this way, she weaves relationality into the very fabric of being, 

into the basic structure of ‘thinghood.’  
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Consider her proposal on how we should understand what it is to be a thing or an 

object generally: “any object can be thought of as a locus of idiosyncrasy, as 

fundamentally adverbial, a way of being in the world, a nexus of causes and effects, 

distinctively salient to its surroundings, as they are distinctively salient to it.”30 As this 

definition of thinghood makes clear, Scheman’s ontological picture presents us with real 

objects whose realness directly involves relationships. Every object exists as a reaching-

out to the world that is simultaneously a reaching-back. And this isn’t a metaphorical way 

of talking. I like the word “reaching” here in that it sits defiantly astride the edge of a 

Cartesian split between mind and body. For Scheman, so-called inanimate objects might 

not announce themselves to the world in a recognizable human fashion (e.g., it would be 

silly to say that the pencil wants us to notice it) but this doesn’t mean their existence is 

silent and dead. The sociality that pervades the world might not be fully human but it is 

nevertheless a genuine sociality. 

So, how does all of this tie into Scheman’s belief that we can more fully purge 

dualistic/insulationist thinking from our philosophical accounts of mentality by attending 

to what I have been calling the social body? Well, allow me to consider the broad 

dialectic that is beginning to emerge. Descartes’ proposal that mind and body exist on 

opposite sides of a rigid metaphysical barrier has proven to be deeply compelling, as 

evinced by its thorough saturation of Western thought. However, it began to lose its grip 

in the 20th century as our enthusiasm for naturalism developed into a pronounced distaste 

for what some philosophers facetiously refer to as ‘spooky stuff.’ The general consensus 

these days is if minds are real then they must be physical, a part of nature. But, as 

philosophers such as Scheman have pointed out, our efforts to identify minds in nature 

tend to start from the assumption that looking for minds in nature requires looking for 

discrete states and processes that play out within the body, insulated from the messy 

world outside. What this means is that ironically, the project of refuting Descartes has 

been cleaving to a deeply Cartesian trajectory, driven as it is by the idea that minds are 

insulated from the external world. To truly escape Descartes’ hold, we ought, Scheman 

suggests, to look to the body, but not the body as some kind of container, but the body as 

a locus of relationality, of sociality. This proposal might seem like a way of smuggling 

dualistic thinking back into the picture, in that it associates mentality with sociality, a 

concept that stands in an uneasy relationship with that of the natural. However, 

Scheman’s appeal to our social nature is not an appeal to something which rests atop our 

natural being, since this appeal is made within a broader metaphysics that recognizes 

sociality in all of nature (we will be looking at this broader metaphysics more closely in 

chapter 2).  

But we must ask: why are we so attracted to the insulationist picture of mind in 

the first place? Why would we enthusiastically turn our back on the idea that minds are 

made of special ‘mental stuff,’ in a zealous attempt to follow through on the project of 

naturalism—on the project of getting rid of souls, spirits, and other metaphysically 

‘weird’ entities—and then happily go on to look for a special ‘place’ for minds in the 

material world? What makes us think that minds, if they are made of plain old matter, 

                                                 
30 Scheman, Naomi. "Narrative, complexity, and context: autonomy as an epistemic value." In Naturalized 

bioethics: toward responsible knowing and practice, 2000: pp. 106-124. 
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matter enough to warrant their own ontological niche? Without the prestige that comes 

with being made of a different substance, should minds carry enough significance to be 

identified with some clearly bounded portion, or portions, of spatiotemporal reality? 

 These questions all boil down to a more basic one: why are we comfortable letting 

go of dualism, but not insulationism? Notice that this question presumes that we have in 

fact managed to let go of dualism. I agree with philosophers such as Scheman and John 

Haugeland that we have not let go of dualism, at least not fully, and that the strong 

current of insulationism that runs through much of our contemporary theorizing 

represents our lingering affection for Descartes’ worldview. So, we might explain the 

persistence of insulationist thinking by treating it as nothing more than an intellectual 

hangover—give it another century or two, and our philosophical accounts of the mental 

will bear no traces of Descartes’ unworkable metaphysics. 

 Although I think there is some merit to this narrative, I am wary of the notion of 

insulationism as a ‘Cartesian hangover,’ as I think it can obstruct our view of what I take 

to be a more nuanced, and more importantly, a more complete and accurate explanation 

of why insulationism continues to infect our philosophical understanding of mind. This 

explanation is motivated by a simple observation: our insulationist tendencies do not 

seem to be withering in the anti-dualist climate of contemporary analytic philosophy, but 

on the contrary, appear to be flourishing. Our enthusiasm for a discrete and bounded 

mind with discrete and bounded mental states does not seem to be waning, even though 

our tolerance for dualistic thinking and other forms of supernaturalism continues to 

diminish. This suggests that we shouldn’t treat our attraction to insulationism as nothing 

more than a product of our lingering attraction to dualism since the marked diminution 

of the latter has not been accompanied by a noticeable diminution in the former.  

I should start by clarifying that the naturalistic/anti-dualist climate of 

contemporary philosophy doesn’t always foster insulationist biases. A strong 

commitment to naturalism, which, in philosophy means a commitment to “materialism” 

or “physicalism,” can lead one to deny the very existence of minds, insulated or 

otherwise. Philosophers who espouse this position, which is generally referred to as 

“eliminativism” about the mental, are comfortable sliding from a rejection of Descartes’ 

idea that there is a special kind of mental substance that exists independently of the 

material world, to a rejection of the idea that there is any such thing as a mind at all. The 

general thought motivating this view is that cleansing our metaphysics of mental stuff 

requires that we remove all things that sound irreducibly mental from our ontological 

inventory: intentionality, representation, knowledge, consciousness, and so forth. Since 

there is no special, magical mental stuff out of which to fashion these things, we must 

admit that these things are nothing more than physical events, states, and processes, to 

which we refer using psychologistic terms for the sake of convenience. Or so the 

eliminativist story goes. 

To be sure, there are nuances within the eliminativist position which I do not have 

the space to consider here. I merely want to state unequivocally that I do not think 

eliminativists are on the right track. Although I agree with their rejection of 

insulationism, I disagree with the reason behind it: we shouldn’t deny that minds (or 

mental states) exists as discrete and bounded phenomena if that conclusion is simply the 
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logical consequence of another conclusion, namely, that minds don’t exist at all. Rather, 

our rejection of insulationism should open up to a new ontology of the mental, on which 

minds exist as something, but not some thing (we will start building up this new ontology 

in chapter 2, where we explore what it means to replace boundaries with relations as the 

star of our metaphysical show, and continue to elaborate on the structure of our relational 

ontology in chapter 3, where we consider what it means to privilege relationality in an 

account of the mental specifically, and even more specifically, in an account of how 

minds get ‘in touch’ with the world such that we can reason intelligently about this world. 

But, back to naturalism. A commitment to naturalism—which, again, in 

philosophy, generally means a commitment to the metaphysical position that the only 

things that exist are physical—can lead to a radical denial of the very existence of minds, 

mental states, mental causation, etc. However, it is more common for a naturalistically 

inclined philosopher of mind to make room for the mental. It’s just that the kind of room 

that gets made consists of discrete portions of space-time to which we may point and 

declare, “Here lies such-and-such a mental state.” At the very least, it is believed that we 

could in principle point to discrete portions of space-time and justifiably identify them as 

particular mental states or events, but that we might be unable to do so in practice, given 

the inherent limitations of our explanatory practices (and more specifically, the fact that 

there doesn’t seem to be a good way of translating commonsense psychological 

explanations into ‘physicalistic’ vocabulary). We can call this strategy “Davidsonian,” as 

it is exemplified by Donald Davidson’s anomalous monism, an incredibly rich view 

which we can here only consider in its broad contours. Davidson doesn’t claim to know 

which parts of the physical universe correspond to mental states and events—and indeed, 

argues that we cannot know this given the ‘anomalous’ character of mental phenomena—

but nevertheless insists that mental events, insofar as they are causally efficacious, 

possess clear identities as physical particulars that enter into law-like causal relations. 

We will not consider the arguments that lead him to adopt this conclusion, as they 

are too sprawling and complex to neatly summarize in a way that would be helpful for 

our purposes.31 Instead, I want to consider a relatively straightforward objection to 

Davidson’s anomalous monism, which helps to bring out a problematic aspect of the 

application of ‘naturalism’ to philosophical questions about the mental. We find this 

objection in Jennifer Hornsby’s work. In the following passage, she explains why she is 

skeptical of the proposal that we could (even just in principle) examine a detailed record 

of the neural firings that occurred while a person performed some action (she asks us to 

imagine that this record is displayed on some kind of screen) and identify in the causal 

sequence of brain events a line that demarcates where the action ends, and where its mere 

effects begin. The reader should know that Hornsby is using the term “action” to refer to 

the mental or intentional part of a particular doing. For instance, if I perform the action of 

raising my arm, the action itself can be thought of as the cause of my arm’s going up (I 

find this terminology a bit confusing, but we will stick with it here in keeping with 

Hornsby).  

                                                 
31 The nuances of Davidson’s position can of course be found in Davidson, Donald. Essays on actions and 

events: Philosophical essays. Vol. 1. Oxford University Press, 2001 (particularly relevant is the essay 

“Mental Events,” included in this collection of essays). 
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There is a problem for the physicalist who supposes that we must be able to identify the 

action with some specifiable neural event or with some determinant collection of neural 

events. He assumes that we can distinguish sharply between those events which compose any 

action and those which result from the action. And the problem is that it comes to seem quite 

an arbitrary matter where we draw the line between the action and its effects. ‘Is this a part of 

his action?’, we can ask of an event that we see on the screen, ‘or is it rather something that 

the action caused?’. We run out of answers and of places to turn to look for answers when, 

having changed the focus, we examine events at a degree of resolution that we never need to 

achieve in order to make sense of one another.32 

 

Here, Hornsby is objecting to the idea that we could discover a clear line in space-time 

where an action ends (or where any mental event ends) and its effects begin (e.g., a line 

that demarcates where one’s trying to raise one’s arm ends and the effects of this trying 

begin, such as the actual raising of one’s arm). But I think she is also objecting to a 

weaker claim, namely, that there is even such a line to be discovered. The idea that there 

is such a line, whether or not it is a line that we could discover, presupposes falsely that 

mental phenomena can be resolve into very precise and clearly delineable structures. I am 

here reminded of the comedian Mitch Hedberg, who told a joke about how perhaps “it’s 

not the photographer’s fault—big foot is blurry.” This whimsical thought is actually 

precisely what philosophers such as Hornsby, Scheman, and myself want to say about 

mental phenomena: it’s not our fault that we can’t provide a clear picture of mental states 

and events as physical particulars, because these states and events just are blurry! They 

exist in the highly interpretive and ambiguous space of social interaction, and not in the 

crystalline space that the philosopher tends to equate with nature (notice that I do not 

grant that a space of clean divisions really is identifiable with nature, since I want to join 

Scheman and Hornsby in arguing that we need a new kind of naturalism, and that 

physicalism isn’t the only naturalistic vision on the table). 

 But I am not yet ready to argue for the idea that mental states are blurry—

although this is a point I want to make eventually.  The point I want to make here is that 

even a philosopher like Davidson—i.e., a philosopher who is willing to recognize 

irreducible messiness, fuzziness, blurriness, and indeterminacy in the way we talk about 

each other’s mental states (events, processes, etc.)—is not willing to recognize these 

qualities in the mental states themselves, because it is presumed that making room for 

minds in the material world means quite literally making room—that is, finding a distinct 

and clearly delineable portion of space-time into which we may slot believings, desirings, 

tryings, decidings, wonderings, hopings, and all the rest of those familiar mental events. 

 We are beginning to see how our (i.e., analytic philosophers’) contemporary 

brand of naturalism doesn’t work against the insulationist impulse to draw clear borders 

around individual minds, but actually feeds into it (I am hesitant to attribute this brand of 

naturalism to actual scientists, which I believe is telling). The brand of naturalism I have 

in mind carves up reality into clearly separate ‘pieces’ or ‘parts.’ It relies on the heady 

idea that we could—only in principle of course—freeze reality such that were we to 

                                                 
32 Hornsby, Jennifer. "Which physical events are mental events?." In Proceedings of the Aristotelian 

Society. Aristotelian Society, 1980. 
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zoom in on any section of it, we would eventually discover tiny little pieces that 

constitute everything else. Moreover, these pieces would present themselves as clearly 

distinct—the ultimate things-in-and-of-themselves—each occupying its own delineable 

region of space. 

Jaegwon Kim describes “materialism”—a term I take to be nearly interchangeable 

with “naturalism”—as the view that “all things that exist in the world are bits of matter or 

aggregates of its of matter.”33 He puts this forth as a loose definition, to be fair, but it is 

telling that he thinks a materialist will, at the very minimum, committed to the idea that 

reality is composed, at the bottom of everything as it were, of small bits. “Bit” is almost 

onomatopoeic: it is a crisp sound, and when we imagine bits, we imagine discrete pieces, 

delineated by crisp boundaries (one wonders whether the rise of high-definition televisual 

media has fed into our distaste for fuzziness in metaphysics!). 

The point I want to make quick note of here is that the notion of an insulated mind 

fits neatly into this picture of the material universe, due to the fact that every single thing 

in such a universe is insulated, that is, a bit, or some combination of bits. If the physical 

domain contains only clearly bounded bits, which combine to form aggregates whose 

boundaries inherit the clarity of their constituent bits, then if we are to make room for 

minds in this domain we better give them clear boundaries too! The point I am hinting at 

is this: insulationist thinking has not only survived the naturalistic turn, but has, in many 

ways, thrived, on account of the particular direction that naturalism has gone within the 

philosophical community. 

This means that the question of whether we ought to pursue a non-insulationist 

understanding of mentality exists inside of even broader question about naturalism. One 

might think that insulationism is simply a consequence of naturalism. Such a person is 

likely to equate naturalism with materialism, and materialism with an ontology that make 

the primary ontological unit a ‘bit.’ However, there is, in the academic community, a 

growing sense that we need to radically rethink some of the basic metaphysical 

suppositions that underpin our current commitments to naturalism, including a 

commitment to the ultimate foundation of reality being tiny pieces. Rethinking naturalism 

will be the theme of chapter 2, where we examine the ‘onto-epistem-ologies’ of Karen 

Barad and Naomi Scheman. 

 

 

1.4 A quick review where I introduce the term “mental amorphist” 

 

Let’s review some key ideas. Perhaps the single most important point of this chapter is 

that the history of insulationism isn’t the history of an explicit thesis. Clear theses can 

(and in philosophy, generally do)  run into damning counterarguments and objections, 

and as a result, fade from the scene. Philosophers haven’t argued much about 

insulationism directly, since we tend to inadvertently sneak insulationism into debates in 

our tacit, background presuppositions. Insulationism isn’t something we argue about, as it 

exists as an almost automatic way of thinking, which lurks in the depths of our 

conceptual schemes. It is because we don’t give it much direct thought that it is able to 

                                                 
33 Kim, Jaegwon. Philosophy of Mind. Philadelphia: Westview Press, 2011. 
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exercise a pervasive and powerful influence over the direct thought we give to other 

things, such as knowledge, intentionality, objectivity, etc.  

Insulationism even seems to have reached the opinions of the vulgar, as Hume 

might say. My own evidence for this comes from teaching. Never before has one of my 

students questioned the very coherence of a skeptical scenario, such as Descartes’ evil 

demon scenario or its contemporary cousin, the brain in vat scenario. As I argue in 

chapter 4, this is because they have (along with most professional philosophers) tacitly 

accepted an insulationist assumption that underlies the construction of such scenarios; not 

a single student has thought to challenge the key premise of the argument for external-

world skepticism, namely, that all we perceive are, strictly speaking, our own ideas, and 

not the world itself. It seems that naïve realism—the view that our minds directly mingle 

with the world so to speak—is no longer the naïve view, and, I would suggest that this is 

due to the fact that insulationism has largely colonized our so-called common sense. The 

idea that we are all trapped in a mental bubble, cognitively related to our worlds only 

indirectly (e.g., through representations), doesn’t tend to raise eyebrows.   

Although insulationism has for quite some time enjoyed an unchallenged position 

in the philosophy of mind and perhaps to a slightly lesser extent in epistemology also, the 

past half century has seen compelling critiques of insulationist ideas come from multiple 

directions—not only from philosophers, but those working in the cognitive sciences and 

in AI and robotics. There seems to be an intellectual mutiny on the horizon. Indeed, I 

think it has already begun. 

That being said, insulationism continues to enjoy a privilege that comes with a 

certain degree of hegemony: the privilege of invisibility. I think insulationism took such a 

strong hold on our thinking that we ceased to notice its influence altogether, or indeed its 

very presence. Indeed, as I suggested a moment ago, it seems to have become interwoven 

with common sense, or at the very least, with the common sense that is common to the 

philosophical community (again, this is why I think distancing ourselves from 

insulationism will not allow us to simply return to a familiar conception of the mental; it 

will leave us in need of a new ‘common sense’).  

To say that insulationism has been lurking in the background is not however, to 

say that it has been going entirely unnoticed. Indeed, I would argue that we find robust 

critiques of insulationism as early back as the first half of the 20th century. What catches 

my attention is the fact that these murmurings of an anti-insulationist movement did not 

come from a geographically or disciplinarily localizable source. We find dissatisfaction 

with insulationism in the work of the existential phenomenologists, such as Merleau-

Ponty and Heidegger, but also, in Ryle and Wittgenstein. This reinforces the idea that 

insulationism is a pervasive paradigm that leaches into not only our philosophical 

treatment of the concept of mind, but also, concepts like language, perception, 

knowledge, objectivity, meaning, etc. The critiques of insulationism coming out of the 

last few decades are also popping up in distinct, though not disparate, regions of 

philosophy.  

At this point, I want to introduce a new term to describe philosophers whose work 

contains strong objections to insulationist thinking, philosopher such as Hornsby and 

Scheman. Let’s refer to such philosophers as mental amorphists. What mental amorphists 
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hold in common is a belief that we shouldn’t try to arrive at a better philosophical 

understanding of the mental by homing in on and then cleaning up and dusting off the 

exact ‘shape’ of the mind. To a mental amorphist, the archeological precision that this 

approach seems to demand can come across as artificially scientific, “scientific” because 

it mimics the project in the natural sciences of revealing details that only appear to one 

who is equipped with special ‘techno-scientific’ vision (e.g., an electron microscope), and 

“artificial” because there is no reason to suppose that there is a coherent whole to be 

found—no mental domain that is hidden underneath and fenced off from our messy and 

dynamic involvement with our surrounding physical and social environments. As 

intoxicating and exciting as it might sound, it’s simply not true that there is, lurking 

behind the vague, sweaty, unpredictable, emotional, and bodily business of life, a hidden 

domain of thought. Thinking is inseparably caught up in the undignified and highly 

contingent processes of living. Hence: the living mind approach. 

There is an undeniably Wittgensteinian flavor to this thought. In fact, I am 

comfortable adopting, as an anti-insulationist slogan of sorts, Wittgenstein’s remark that 

“what is hidden…is of no interest to us.”34 However, I am less comfortable embracing the 

corollary to this thought, which is of course Wittgenstein’s insistence that “everything 

lies open to view.” For, as I hope to show, the way in which minds emerge out of the 

everyday dealings of embodied beings is not obvious; there is an intricate structure to 

mindedness, it’s just that this structure is not possessed of clear boundaries that exist 

beneath the incorrigibly dynamic, fuzzy, messy, and unstable borders that define the 

‘shape’ of our existence as social beings.  

This is where a certain kind of naturalistic-minded thinker might hesitate to jump 

on board with mental amorphism. Such a thinker might suppose that the mind must have 

a definite, spatiotemporally definable shape, if it is to survive the aggressively 

parsimonious metaphysics of a materialist worldview. The idea here is something like 

this: if a mind can’t be identified with a chunk of the material world, where the material 

world is understood as a structure that contains nothing explicitly social or even human, 

then we can’t make room for it. It will become one more victim of what William Wimsatt 

has described as “ontological genocide” in the “name of elegance.”35 

In the next section, I will address this concern. I will argue that a denial of 

insulationism—i.e., an espousal of mental amorphism—by no means forces us to 

conclude that the mind is nothing at all. We can commit to the idea that the mind is no-

thing (i.e., not an insulated thing) without thereby endorsing the idea that the mind is 

nothing. Denying the discreteness and boundedness of the mental is not give up on the 

project of locating minds in the natural world. Rather, it is to give up on the project of 

locating minds in the same way we locate kidneys and gallbladders—i.e., by pointing to a 

discrete portion of space. We can point to people who have minds, and even point to 

features of our bodies that play an integral role in our having minds (viz., certain features 

                                                 
34 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Philosophical Investigations (trans. GEM Anscombe). New York: The MacMillan 

Company, 1999. 
35 Wimsatt, William C. Re-engineering philosophy for limited beings: Piecewise approximations to reality. 

Harvard University Press, 2007. 



   37 

 

of the central nervous system), and yet, we cannot, at the end of the day, point to the 

mind.   

 

 

1.5 Who are these mental amorphists? Important clarifications to avoid grave 

misunderstandings 

 

John Haugeland has suggested that Descartes’ “most lasting and consequential” 

achievement and contribution to our contemporary philosophical outlook is his 

conception of the mind as an “independent ontological domain.”36 According to 

Haugeland, the idea that each individual mind constitutes a separate domain generates a 

swarm of conceptual contrasts, which inform and shape much of our theorizing. These 

contrasts are aligned with the more general contrast between the mental and the corporeal 

and include “semantics versus syntax, the space of reasons versus the space of causes, or 

the intentional versus the physical vocabulary.” Furthermore, he thinks that recent 

“interrelationist” approaches to characterizing the mental realm, which treat some 

essential feature of mindedness (e.g., intentionality) as only possible through a subject’s 

participation in “some supra-individual network of relations,” fall short of truly 

challenging the legitimacy of these contrasts in that such approaches do not cast a critical 

gaze on their source: the basic separation of mind from both body and world. 

Interrelationalist views fail to call into question the notion that the mind, though perhaps 

possessed of certain characteristics in virtue of a broader context, is itself a discrete and 

bounded—an insulated identity as I am inclined to say. To treat a significant feature of 

mindedness as context-sensitive is perhaps to take a step away from the Cartesian 

tradition, but, according to Haugeland, it is only a small step. 

A truly radical challenge to Cartesian thinking, Haugeland suggests, would 

involve a rejection of the “very distinctness” of mind and body/world. It is not enough to 

posit a link of interrelation or interdependence between the mental realm and the external 

world, even one of necessity. What is needed to move out of the shadow of Descartes’ 

mind-body dualism is an insistence on the “intimacy of the mind’s embodiment and 

embeddedness in the world.” The term “intimacy,” Haugeland writes, “is meant to 

suggest more than just necessary interrelation or interdependence but a kind of 

commingling or intergralness of mind, body, and world.”37 

LMA represents my attempt to articulate and explore some consequences of 

rejecting the “very distinctness” of the mental realm. Again, I describe any view that 

rejects the mind’s very distinctness, or insulatedness, “mental amorphist.” Mental 

amorphism can be thought of as the negative half of LMA. Mental amorphism plus a 

positive account of the mind’s ontological character gives us LMA as a whole.  

One might ask, what does rejecting the mind’s discreteness and boundedness 

really look like, when the rubber hits the road? I agree with Haugeland that “the 

                                                 
36 Haugeland, John. “Mind Embodied and Embedded.” In Having Thought: Essays in the Metaphysics of 

Mind, 2000: pp. 207-240, page 207. 
37 Ibid., page 208. 
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challenge [of rejecting the notion of mind as a distinct realm] is as much to spell out what 

this could mean as to make a case for it.”38 Andy Clark has remarked that the notion 

intimacy is a “slippery beast.”39 Just what it means to assert that the mind is 

fundamentally integrated into the world is by no means an easy question to answer. An 

important part of challenging insulationism and putting forth an alternative is, then, 

simply spelling out what it means to treat the mind as intimately embedded in, as opposed 

to insulated from, the world. This will be an involved endeavor. If I am correct that 

insulationism has largely shifted to the background of our theoretical endeavors, then we 

should expect to find two levels of difficulty in articulating an alternative conception of 

the mind. 

First, there is the basic problem of distancing ourselves from what has become a 

tacit feature of our philosophical ‘common sense.’ Insulationism is not a single view that 

we can hold at arm’s length at scrutinize, but a broader ‘meta-theory’ of sort. As such, it 

creeps into the way we talk, think, and argue about our mental lives, and other related 

phenomena (language, intentionality, consciousness, etc.), at a ‘pre-theoretical’ level, and 

as a result is difficult to notice and hence difficult to guard against. Second (and this is 

perhaps the more pressing worry), even if we succeed in articulating a genuine and 

meaningful alternative to insulationism, such an alternative is likely to come across as a 

denial of something obvious, or even just downright wrongheaded. Naomi Scheman has 

commented on how her anti-insulationist view of emotions as socially constructed 

particulars “has seemed [perverse] to most philosophical readers.”40 As is the case 

whenever one calls into question a dominant paradigm, anti-insulationist views can be 

met with strong  resistance, disbelief, and even belittlement. 

I think Wittgenstein has a nice discussion of how mental amorphism can come off 

as the denial of something obvious. His discussion of linguistic meaning and 

understanding in the Investigations can only be appreciated as part of a broader critique 

of insulationist thinking. In §97 of the Investigations, he comments on the supposition 

that in its very essence, thought “present an order,” which “must be utterly simple” and 

“prior to all experience.” That is to say, “It must rather be of the purest crystal. But this 

crystal does not appear as an abstraction; but as something concrete, indeed, as the most 

concrete—as it were the hardest thing there is” (the italics around both instances of 

“must” are mine). I read these remarks as, partly, an attack on insulationism. 

Wittgenstein’s qualm seems to be with philosophers’ tendency to insulate thought from 

experience—that is, from the messiness of our embodied confrontation of reality—by 

locating the essence of thought in something ‘crystalline’ and ‘hard.’ These metaphors 

get at the way in which an insulationist metaphysics ‘freezes’ the mind, by identifying it 

with something that lies behind or underneath the hurly-burly of human life. 

Now, as Wittgenstein observes, philosophers tend to treat this metaphor as an 

innocent supposition, which is to say, as no metaphor at all. In other words, the idea that 
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mental states and events can be identified with something crystalline and hard, insulated 

from the messy, uncertain, circumstantial world of the everyday—from the stream of 

life—is not viewed as a substantive thesis, but simply as where we begin serious 

investigations into the nature of the mind. As a result, denying that mental states and 

events are crystalline and hard, or to use our terminology, insulated, can be seen as a 

denial of such states’ very existence. Wittgenstein writes, “we have to deny the yet 

uncomprehended process in the yet unexplored medium. And now it looks as if we had 

denied mental processes. And naturally we don’t want to deny them.” 

This brings me to an important point: mental amorphism is the denial of mind’s 

discreteness and boundedness, and not a denial of mind’s very existence as a natural 

phenomenon. For whatever reason, these two denials are easily conflated. And this isn’t 

the only misconstrual that a defender of mental amorphism is likely to face. I want to 

look at several other misconstruals, which can make mental amorphism seem like a non-

starter.41 For whatever reason, mental amorphism strongly invites the straw man fallacy. 

There are (at least) four ways in which a mental amorphist view can be flatly 

misconstrued. We have already seen that mental amorphism can, due to the hegemonic 

status of an insulationist metaphysics, be mistaken for a rampant eliminativism about 

mental phenomena. Now, I want to look at how it can be mistaken for three other views: 

dualism, an implausible variety of anti-individualism, and an uninteresting opposition to 

the language of thought model of intentional states. It’s crucial that we distinguish, at the 

outset of our discussion, mental amorphism from these views.  

Philosopher such as Scheman and Haugeland, who want to erase the mind’s 

boundaries, might be mistaken for dualists. However, denying insulationism is not the 

same thing as denying naturalism. In fact, Scheman is as critical of dualism as she is of 

standard versions of physicalism:  

 
…what comes to be crucial in accounting for psychological explanation are the ways in 

which such explanations are irreducibly social, a ‘problem’ to which dualism is an entirely 

irrelevant response. Understanding our emotions beliefs, attitudes, desires, intentions, and the 

like (including how it is that they can cause and be caused by happenings in the physical 

world) is akin to understanding families, universities, wars, elections, economies and 

religious schisms: positing some special sort of substance out of which such things are made 

would hardly help, nor does it seem metaphysically spooky that there is no way, even in 

principle, of specifying, on the level of physics,  just what they are made of.42 

 

                                                 
41 I should note that the intellectual climate seems to have shifted significantly, perhaps due to the rise of 

enactivism in the cognitive sciences, such that insulationist assumptions about the nature of mentality no 

longer enjoy such a secure position in the philosophy of mind. Indeed, questions about the fundamental 

character of the mental realm seem to have faded to the background for the time being, as more and more 

philosophers of mind turn to more empirically grounded issues, such as the biology of perception, 

embodied cognition, and artificial intelligence. Nevertheless, it is still worth anticipating objections to 

LMA that stem from a basic distrust of erasing the mind’s boundaries, as this basic distrust remains 

healthy, if not as pronounced as it once was. 
42 Scheman, Naomi. "‘Feminism in Philosophy of Mind: Against Physicalism." In The Cambridge 

Companion to Feminism in Philosophy, 2000: pp. 49-67. 
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Mental states, for Scheman, do not exist outside of the material realm, for they do not 

exist outside of anything; we cannot point to emotions as being in a particular location, in 

the same way we point to a pencil, microwave, or some other paradigmatic physical 

object. For, according to Scheman, mental phenomena are not items we contain, in our 

bodies or in some mysterious, subjective mental space, but socially and situationally 

salient patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.  

We can of course, in casual, everyday conversation, speak about an emotion as 

being in a person, but, according to Scheman, such talk shouldn’t lead us to invent a 

realm of mental entities, whose existence is tied only loosely to social context. Linking 

her own view up with the later Wittgenstein, Scheman calls the positing of such entities 

the “decisive move in the conjuring trick.” In the following passage, Scheman elaborates 

on what this trick involves: 

 
What has, surreptitiously, been decided is that these supposed processes and states are 

complex entities according to some possible theory, yet to be developed. There must, by this 

picture, be some underlying mechanism that knits each process or state together, some 

structure for some future science to reveal. But why should this be so? What are we 

assuming, and what are we precluding, when we make this initial, apparently innocent move? 

What we are precluding is precisely what I want to suggest is the case: that emotions (and 

other complex mental “states”) are situationally salient, socially meaningful patterns of 

thought, feelings, and behavior. As such they may well be supervenient on physical facts, but 

only globally—that is, not only on physical facts in my body and not only on physical facts in 

the present or even in the past.43 

 

Here, Scheman states her opposition to a way of thinking about mental states that strikes 

me as thoroughly rooted in an insulationist metaphysics. The picture of mental states she 

describes exhibits an insulationist bias in its insistence that what a mental state really is, 

at the end of the day, is something, or some thing—some hidden state or process—that 

lies beneath the messy, deeply social world of an embodied agent. Now, we should note 

that the bare assertion that mental states exist inside of us, insulated from our 

involvement with the world, doesn’t entail that these states are demarcated by sharp 

boundaries, or contained within a mental domain that is demarcated by sharp boundaries. 

In other words, we should logically distinguish between the idea that mental states do not 

derive their ontological integrity from a subject’s ‘situatedness,’ and the idea that mental 

states derive their ontological integrity from sharp boundaries. One could coherently hold 

that mental states exist ‘underneath’ or ‘behind’ our relations to a broader social scheme, 

but not as states or processes with clear ontological boundaries. 

That being said, one suspects that the idea that mental states must exist as physical 

particulars whose ontological constitution relies minimally if at all on the messy social 

world is precisely a response to the fact that the social world is indeed messy, rife with 

ambiguities, contestations, disagreements, uncertainties, and so forth. A philosopher who 

is operating under the spell of insulationism will presuppose, generally on a tacit level 

and before getting down to the serious business of theorizing, that minds possess a 
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‘hyper-crystalline’ structure, a kind of rigidity and stability that allows them, and their 

various states (beliefs, desires, wishes, etc.) to remain self-contained within the 

maelstrom of events that make up life. With this metaphysical picture in the background, 

the insulationist-minded philosopher notices that our everyday descriptions and 

interpretations of our own mental lives and the mental lives of other people—i.e., those 

descriptions and interpretations that do treat mental states as situationally salient patterns 

of thought and feeling—reveal no such hyper-crystalline structure. In fact, they seem to 

suggest the opposite: that it would be hopeless to isolate a mental state by identifying 

clear boundaries that enclose it as an it, as a particular something rather than, as Scheman 

says, a jumble or a heap. As she writes in her essay, “Against Physicalism,” “if we 

actually look at psychological explanations…we find that the phenomena that give such 

explanations their explanatory force cannot be identified with, or determined by, physical 

particulars.”44 

So, the insulationist-minded philosopher concludes that mental states must be 

delineable by something other than the everyday methods we use to characterize each 

other’s minds—by “some possible theory” or “some future science.” But, note that this 

conclusion is only reached because a tacit commitment to insulationism precluded the 

possibility that our everyday explanatory practices, which treat mental states as messily 

individuated, point us toward a correct ontology of the mental. 

Scheman wants to invert this general approach, by allowing epistemological 

considerations, that is, how we actually come to know about each other’s minds, guide 

our metaphysics. When we do this, we are led to embrace the idea that mental states do 

not exist behind situationally salient patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior, but as 

these patterns—as socially constructed particulars. In taking this anti-insulationist 

stance, Scheman is not, as she herself makes clear, allying with dualists, who want mental 

states to impinge on the physical world as extra, metaphysical ingredients. Mental 

amorphism is not the same thing as dualism, for the simple reason that there are ways of 

integrating the mind into the material universe that do not rely on making mental states 

into entities with precise spatiotemporal shapes. The physical realities that constitute a 

mental state are simply vaster and more diffuse, both spatially and temporally, than some 

discrete, delineable inner state. Beliefs, desires, hopes, and so forth, do not exhibit sharp 

boundaries. They are not parts of the world, but meaningful patterns of involvement in a 

social space. We don’t so much have mental states as we perform them. 

Denying the insulatedness of mental states can seem like a return to dualism, but 

only to one who is committed to the following metaphysical principle: if something is 

properly in the material universe, it must be identifiable with a discrete ‘part’ of the 

material universe. Tyler Burge has speculated that this sort of commitment stems, 

ironically enough, from a residual attachment to dualism. I am inclined to agree. Dualism 

grants the mind a remarkable degree of distinctness as its own thing, by first, making the 

mind its own kind of thing. This very drive to preserve the distinctness of the mental 

seems to motivate the materialist project of finding which parts of nature correspond to 
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our mental machinery. We see, then, running through supposedly antithetical views, a  

strong current of insulationism. 

The point I want to emphasize here is that Scheman’s rejection of physicalism is a 

rejection of the insulationist idea that mental states are literal parts of the physical world, 

and not a rejection of the naturalistic thesis that mental states exist within the physical 

world. This is a crucial clarification; if one is convinced that mental amorphists want to 

characterize the mind and its states such that their existence is no longer compatible with 

a naturalistic worldview, one will be led to say that mental amorphism leaves us with two 

unpatatable options: embrace dualism or embrace eliminativism. LMA is my attempt to 

follow Scheman in her effort to criticize insulationist ideas from within a naturalistic 

framework. In denying that mental states are to be identified with physical particulars, I 

want to reject  one way of naturalizing the mind, and not the very project of harmonizing 

our conception of ourselves as animals with our conception of ourselves as rational, 

conscious, intentional, minded beings. 

The philosopher who is suspicious of mental amorphism is likely to ask 

something like the following question: how we are to make room for mental items in the 

natural world, if not by reserving a clear niche for them in this world—that is, by 

allowing them to occupy a particular region of space and time? The very wording of this 

question betrays a powerful bias from which it springs, a bias that occludes one’s view of 

a perfectly promising answer. To demand that the anti-insulationist provide an alternative 

account of how mental states fit into the world is to presuppose that the basic ontological 

shape of a mental state is to be understood on the model of discrete and bounded objects, 

like chairs, children’s blocks, apples, lamps, etc. In other words, it is to assume that the 

ontological shape of the mind is a literal shape. In this way, it is a question that begs the 

question. What Scheman wants us to be critical of is the idea that the only way to achieve 

a respectable existence as a natural phenomenon is by ‘fitting in’ somewhere, by 

coalescing and resolving into something contained with boundaries. Her view points to 

an alternative way of thinking about the existence of mental states qua natural 

phenomena. Instead of treating mental states as things we have, Scheman makes them 

into patterns we perform. This seemingly small conceptual reorientation shifts the 

grounds of discussion with seismic force. By placing mental states into the ontological 

category of a pattern/performance, she ties the reality of mental states to their 

significance within a context, and not to their having a definite shape. But, mustn’t they 

nonetheless have such a shape if we are to countenance their existence as natural 

phenomena? If the performance in question is in fact a natural feat done by a natural 

being—by a really smart animal but an animal all the same—will it not play out within 

definite spatiotemporal borders? 

Why should it? Perhaps the best account of what it is for something to exist in the 

natural world is to occupy a discrete and bounded portion of it. However, this would be a 

significant metaphysical insight. It’s not something we should assume flat-footedly, and 

yet, I get the sense that many philosophers do just that. Scheman echoes Wittgenstein in 

observing that philosophers are all too willing to insist that mental states must coincide 

with physical particulars, and that the token identities hold regardless of whether we are 

in a position to draw on them in our explanations of each other’s mental lives and 
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intelligent behavior. Such an insistence, she argues, puts the cart before the horse, by 

“placing ontological requirements on the objects of explanation in advance of working 

out what those explanations are.”45 Instead, we ought to “take explanations seriously,” 

and recognize that our explanatory practices vis-à-vis the objects of psychology do not 

call for the existence of a mind whose states are physical particulars, but rather, the 

existence of a mind whose very existence is intertwined with the existence of “the social 

and the normative.” 

We see then, that LMA, with its denial of the mind’s discreteness and 

boundedness, calls into question an insulationist assumption running through both dualist 

and materialist accounts of mentality. Moreover, this assumption is separable from a 

basic commitment to naturalism. To treat the mind as a natural phenomenon does not 

require that we give it clear, spatiotemporal borders. We can be mental amorphists and 

perfectly good naturalists. Or at the very least, there is nothing in the bare idea of 

naturalism to contradict the thesis that the mind lacks clear boundaries, spatiotemporal or 

otherwise. Fuzzy objects might be a perfectly respectable resident of the natural world. 

Indeed, as Wimsatt argues, if we are to build our metaphysics on top of actual scientific 

practice and actual scientific theory, it seems that the appropriate metaphor for reality as 

a whole is that of a “heterogeneous multi-level tropical rainforest,” and not Quine’s 

barren desert.46 Reality is messy, and minds are too. They are not wrapped up neatly in a 

boundary, but continually made (and un-made) by a human being who is thoroughly 

intermingled with and interpolated by social, physical, cultural, and technological 

environments.  

Let’s consider another straw man version of mental amorphism. One might 

conflate the claim that mental states lack clear boundaries with the more radical claim 

that mental states do not belong to individual people. This is a rather clumsy 

misconstrual, as it’s one thing to deny that mental states are in people, in the way that our 

kidneys are in us, and an entirely different thing to deny that mental states belong to 

people. I can say that “being popular” is a trait that belongs to Brad Pitt, while 

maintaining that his popularity doesn’t supervene on some discrete, inner state of his 

body.  

For some reason, philosophers can lose sight of this distinction when faced with 

the central thrust of mental amorphism. In Cartesian Psychology and Physical Minds, 

Robert Wilson considers and perfunctorily rejects mental amorphism, which he calls, 

simply, the “radical view.” He thinks mental amorphism goes too far in its rejection of 

what he calls the internal conception of mental states. Consider the following passage: 

 
Consider the position of someone who thinks that mental states and properties are not the sort 

of thing that can be either inside or outside the head…Such a person would be likely to think 
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that my acceptance of the internal conception of mental states itself suffers from a residual 

Cartesianism about the mind that sees it as a place where mental entities are located.47 

 

He continues: 

 
This more radical abandonment of putatively Cartesian or individualistic ways of conceiving 

of mental states is most plausible, I think, if we fix on a ‘language of thought’ view of the 

propositional attitudes…The proponent of what I am calling the radical view may be simply 

advocating the rejection of this conception of the propositional attitudes. Yet it is important to 

see that the language of thought view of the attitudes does not provide the only way of 

understanding the ‘in the head’ metaphor. Because there are alternatives here for both 

individualists and non-individualists, the radical view is too rash in its rejection of the internal 

conception of mental states.48 

 

I think Wilson underestimates and misconstrues the so-called radical view that I wish to 

defend, mental amorphism. But before I voice my qualms, I want to say what I find 

correct, or at least sympathetic, in his remarks. One, proponents of mental amorphism do 

consider any identification of intentional states with internal, physical states to be a 

category mistake of sorts. Two, suspicion of such an identification does seem to be 

imbedded within a more general suspicion of Cartesianism in the philosophy of mind. 

Now, as to what the passage gets wrong. 

The first problem with Wilson’s critique of mental amorphism concerns the idea 

that rejecting the internal conception flies in the face of the very concept of an intentional 

state, that is, the concept of a state that can be attributed to a particular individual. He 

suggests that identifying my belief with some internal state of mine is to be understood 

conceptually or logically, and goes on to ground this claim in the fact that “belief states 

are specific to an agent,” that is to say, “belief states are individuated by…agent.”49 The 

implication seems to be that the internal conception is an indispensable anchor for the 

very idea of an intentional state, and that unmooring the idea would leave us lost, unable 

to make the basic distinctions we rely on in our psychological descriptions of each other. 

If this were true, then Wilson would be correct in saying that “the radical view [mental 

amorphism] is too rash in its rejection of the internal conception of mental states.” 

 I want to make clear that LMA, and fellow mental amorphist views, do not deny 

that we can loosely locate a mental state. It would be crazy to hold that I can’t say of a 

belief that it’s in Jack and not Jill. However, such talk is a casual, idiomatic way of 

making the banal point that beliefs belong to individual persons. It is not an indication 

that hidden inside of a person are recognizable things, which we call beliefs, insulated 

from the external world by a clear boundary, and possessed of an ontological integrity 

that depends only marginally, if at all, on the surrounding world. 

 In short, the fact that we attribute beliefs and other mental states to individuals 

provides no evidence in favor of an insulationist account of mind and cognition. And yet, 
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Wilson seems to think that it does. He doesn’t exactly argue for the claim that mental 

states need to exist within us in order to belong to us. He simply reminds us that beliefs, 

desires and other mental states can always be individuated with respect to particular 

people. The closest thing to an argument he makes against mental amorphism and for 

insulationism consists in the reminder that we ascribe particular beliefs, just as we ascribe 

names, to particular people. This shows that he sees insulationism as a mere extension of 

the commonplace fact that beliefs belong to individuals, when it is much more than that. 

It is the view that mental states belong to individuals in a very particular way, namely, by 

existing as discrete and bounded entities that screen off an external world. It also shows 

that Wilson sees mental amorphist views as denying something obvious, namely, that 

mental states belong to individual persons.  

Wilson also suggests that mental amorphism is a knee-jerk reaction to the 

difficulties that arise for a language of thought view of propositional attitudes, on which 

propositional attitudes consist in having some string of syntactic items occupy a ‘belief 

box’ (‘desire box,’ ‘hope box,’ etc.). This leads him to think that  mental amorphists, in 

rejecting the internal conception, are throwing the baby out with the bath water. 

However, as I have tried to make clear, mental amorphists do not oppose the internal 

conception of intentional states because they disagree with a particular version of the idea 

that these states are spatiotemporally bound (viz., the ‘language of thought’ view of 

propositional attitudes). Their opposition is rooted in a more fundamental disagreement: 

mental amorphism, as I am defining the view, is anchored in the insulationist 

metaphysics that underlies the internal conception of mental states. The arguments I offer 

in favor of mental amorphism should help drive this point home, but one should already 

detect the general tension between the idea of the mind and its states as temporally 

extended and socially situated and the idea that mental states have definite spatiotemporal 

structures. To reiterate, mental amorphists oppose the internal conception of mental states 

on the grounds that any notion of identity between mental particulars and physical 

particulars is untenable. Whether the particulars in question are identifiable with strings 

of syntactic items in a language of thought is not the issue.  

In fact, as previously suggested, dualist views about the nature of the mind and of 

mental states also exhibit a strong insulationist bias, in that they seek to contain mental 

states in something, specifically, in the non-spatial ‘space’ of a special mental realm. 

Secondly, mental amorphism is not a denial of the common sense view that we can 

individuate mental states by agent, or more simply put, that mental states belong to 

particular people. Finally, it’s not a denial of the language of thought view of intentional 

mental states, which rather crudely cashes out the metaphor of mental states as being ‘in 

the head,’ with its postulation of a ‘belief box.’ 

 So, what does mental amorphism deny? Well, to put it as simply as I can: it denies 

that we should think about minds as phenomena with clear boundaries. What allows a 

mind to hang together as a mind, that is, as a distinct thing, is not the presence of distinct 

boundaries, which enclose a mental domain that differs fundamentally and sharply from 

the so-called external world either because it is: 
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a) made of a special mental kind of stuff (we can think of this as ‘substantial’ 

insulationism), or… 

 

b) structured in ways that are somehow disjunct from the natural order of things 

(one might describe a functionalist account of mind as insulationist in this respect: 

it doesn’t posit any special mental stuff, and in fact, encourages us to stop 

worrying about what minds are made out of, but nevertheless, such an account 

asks us to treat a mind as a bounded system, structured around functional ‘laws’ 

that do not, as Donald Davidson forcefully argued, line up in systematic ways 

with the laws of nature (we can think of this is ‘structural’ insulationism). 

 

In chapter 2, we will start to consider what sort of thing a mind is, if we deny that it is 

either ‘substantially’ or ‘structurally’ insulated from the world. Where does LMA suggest 

we start looking for minds, if not behind rigid boundaries that demarcate a mental 

domain? The short answer to this question is that minds are not hidden behind boundaries 

that delineate a special mental domain, but exist in our embodied engagement with the 

world, or more simply, in our relationships.  

So, LMA supplements its critique of insulationism with a positive conception of 

mind as relational. Mind is no thing, if by “thing” we mean something whose very 

essence as a coherent whole depends minimally if at all on its dynamic and temporally 

extended involvement with other things. However, to be no-thing is not to be nothing: 

minds are real, and exist as relationships between what I call an SPO, which stands for 

subject-person-organism, and its surrounding world. 

We will develop this idea in more detail in the following chapter, but before we 

start building up the positive side of LMA, I want to dig a little deeper into insulationism, 

and probe at its historical roots.  

 

 

1.6 Mental amorphism, radical reflexivity, and inside-out epistemology 

 

I want to return to our loose historical narrative which begins in the early modern period, 

when insulationist thinking began to really take root. Descartes and his contemporaries 

certainly did not invent the idea of an insulated mind, but the cultural climate of their day 

provided ideal conditions for insulationism’s efflorescence. We can broadly describe this 

cultural climate as individualistic. In the 17th century, there was, spreading like wildfire 

across Europe, a growing sense that it is with individuals that the ultimate intellectual and 

political authority ought to lie. But, this idea doesn’t, at least in an obvious way, call for 

an insulationist metaphysics of the mental. To see how a broader culture of individualism 

fostered the growth of insulationist thinking we need to consider other psycho-cultural 

forces that were steering Europe as it entered into the modern era. In particular, we need 

to consider the ‘disenchantment’ of nature that tends to get associated with the rise of 

modern science. Doing so will help us see why a modernist emphasis on individuality 

contributed to the notion of an insulated mind. 

The standard story one tells about the disenchantment of nature goes like this: 
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during the early modern period, science was vigorously transformed by thinkers who 

realized that understanding nature on its own terms, or shall we say, objectively, requires 

that we rein in the anthropomorphism of an Aristotelian worldview, and accept that 

nature is governed by laws that do not involve, or even reflect, the interests, values, 

concerns, goals, and so forth, of human beings. Nature is one big machine, whose 

operation comes down to nothing more than the arrangement of its constituent parts. 

Moreover, these parts—these “corpuscles” of matter—do not in themselves possess 

anything like intention of purpose. They collide and combine, but not because they seek 

one another out, but because they run into each other in ways that incidentally allow for 

their organization into larger wholes, such as organic bodies. To understand the drama of 

nature, then, is to resist understanding it as any kind of drama at all. There isn’t anything 

meaningful at work in nature, since every natural event consists in nothing more than tiny 

particles running into each other, with a businesslike obedience to mechanical laws. Or so 

the story goes. 

There are certainly reasons to be wary of this standard story. For one, it seems to 

be a part of what Lorraine Daston has labeled a “preformationist fantasy,” according to 

which  everything that “characterizes modernity was somehow present in embryo—tiny 

but recognizable—in the period from circa 1500 to 1789.”50 But, I don’t think it’s an 

entirely bogus narrative. Though perhaps a bit whiggish, the idea that science ‘grew up’ 

during the early modern period provides us with a useful starting point. It might very well 

be, as Daston suggests, “a stick-figure caricature of the nuanced, eloquent, and vigorously 

argued for narrative of disenchantment,” but like many caricatures, it can help us, in its 

distortions, appreciate certain saliencies in the subject matter it depicts.51  

The first aspect of the standard narrative I want to scrutinize is the idea that 

during the early modern period, thinkers began to view nature as meaningless. This is a 

rather vague assertion. One also hears the equally vague assertion that nature lost its soul. 

What are these claims getting at? There seem to be two general senses in which 

something can appear meaningless. We call something meaningless when it lacks basic 

order and coherence. What separates meaningful language from words randomly thrown 

together is the fact that genuine language involves the ordering of words according to 

rules, and moreover, an ordering that allows the meanings of separate words to combine, 

or cohere, into more complicated ideas. But, there is another, more ‘existentially charged’ 

notion of meaninglessness: we sometimes call something meaningless, or more often, 

senseless, when we cannot fit it into a satisfying narrative, and more specifically, into a 

narrative that recognizes value and purpose in human life. Note that the second sense of 

meaninglessness involves a rich concern for temporal continuity. We are inclined to view 

reality as meaningless in the second sense when our sense of time as a continuous 

movement forward is thrown into confusion by an abrupt and harsh interruption, such as 

a tragic and unexpected death. 

Now, it seems that when we describe the disenchantment of nature in terms of 

nature losing its meaning, the kind of meaning we are talking about is closer to the 

second of the above two senses. For, it’s not as though the prominent philosophical and 
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scientific writings of the early modern period present us with characterizations of nature 

as disordered, random, and chaotic. On the contrary, we find, if anything, a heightened 

sense of nature’s orderliness, especially in the mechanistic worldviews of thinkers such 

as Descartes and Gassendi. Mechanical philosophy identified more order in nature than 

meets the eye, and sought to bring the precise structure of this order to light through the 

rigorous application of mathematics. So, when we talk about nature losing its meaning 

during the early modern period, my sense is that we are not talking about the loss of 

order, so much as the loss of value and purpose, which I propose we understand in terms 

of a kind of narrative breakdown. 

Allow me to quickly canvas a connection between a mechanistic conception of 

causation as a local phenomenon and the loss of narrativity: the chains of events that play 

out in a mechanistic universe are linked together by local causes, and not by a broader 

purpose—by the sorts of trajectories we find in stories: tryings, decidings, 

48orth’s48ism’, 48orth’s48ism, falling-in-loves, etc. The locality of these causes is 

twofold: for something to happen, it needs a cause that is both contiguous in space and 

contiguous in time. In this way, the doctrine of no-action-at-a-distance, which was a 

pivotal component of the mechanistic worldview, places twin demands on causation: 

causes need (a) to touch their effects and (b) to happen immediately prior to their effects. 

This contrasts with the causal ‘logic’ of stories, which allows for  ‘rhythms’ of different 

scope and frequency to messily converge and combine, now coming together, now apart. 

Understanding narrative events in a linear fashion would not only lead to an incomplete 

understanding of those events, but the wrong kind of understanding entirely. The basic 

structure of beings embedded in narratives is such that we cannot comprehend their 

movement through time as a series of discrete, consecutive steps. An entity embedded in 

a mechanism can, on the other hand, be viewed as moving through time in a linear 

manner, that is, from discrete moment to discrete moment. 

I realize I am painting with an extremely broad brush here, and I should reiterate 

that I am not trying to describe a particular view of an early modern thinker, but a loose 

network of ideas that emerges from the intellectual ethos of this period. These ideas can 

help us appreciate how the disenchantment of nature—at least insofar as was it hitched to 

the project of the mechanization of nature (and I think it was indeed firmly hitched to this 

project)—went far beyond a rejection of the supernatural in scientific discourse.  

But, isn’t the mechanization of nature nothing more than a recognition that the 

natural world is not directly animated by ‘spirit’? In one sense, yes. Instead of 

supernatural forces, emanating directly from God, we have physical laws. But, we need 

to be careful here. There was more to the mechanization of nature than the removal of 

explicitly providential explanations from scientific discourse. For, a mechanistic view of 

matter isn’t simply the view that matter is bereft of divinity, but the more radical (and 

problematic) view that matter is wholly lifeless, passive, dull, and stupid. And, one might 

think, as this author does, that there is a vast gulf between a rejection of divinity as a 

proper part of the natural world, and a rejection of the idea that matter contains anything 

resembling subjectivity or intelligence. This is why some scholars, such as David Ray 

Griffin and Kathleen E. Smith, distinguish between two historical forces that came out of 

the early modern period: naturalism as anti-supernaturalism, which seems to have been, 
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quite unequivocally, an epistemically salubrious development, and a stronger form of 

naturalism that “went far beyond this mere denial of supernatural interventions.”52 When 

we assume that the disenchantment of nature involved nothing more than the former kind 

of naturalism, we are lulled into thinking of it in rather whiggish terms, which is to say, 

as nothing more than science coming into maturity. This is a distortion because 

disenchantment involved much more than the sober acceptance that nature is governed by 

laws and not animated by divine forces. It involved a more fundamental and culturally 

significant reorientation in our attitude toward nature, and our place within it. 

In fact, we might already be underestimating the depth and scope of 

disenchantment as a cultural phenomenon when we describe it in cognitive, doxastic 

terms—that is, in terms of scientists refusing to lend credence to supernatural 

explanations of natural phenomena. Such a characterization makes it sound like the 

mechanistic conception of nature that lies at the heart of disenchantment was only 

something that scientists thought about and consciously adopted, rather than something in 

the air, so to speak, which pervaded all manner of institutions, norms, and practices—not 

just the belief systems of professional scientists.  And, some scholars would argue that 

the shift in perspective to which “disenchantment” refers was not confined to science, but 

indeed, sent ripples into every corner of society, inflecting even the most basic of 

people’s perceptual and affective dispositions. Disenchantment reverberated in the 

structures of everyday consciousness, altering how Europeans not only thought about 

nature, but how they experienced it, and how they experienced their own embodiment 

and relationship to the material world.  

I think Charles Taylor is particularly good at motivating the idea that the early 

modern period witnessed a fundamental shift in the collective consciousness of European 

society, which did not simply rearrange belief systems, but ways of being in the world. 

The notion of nature as a big machine not only shaped the self-conscious identity of the 

early modern European, but his tacit identity, the background shape of his awareness and 

the tenor of his sensibilities. It is difficult for us to truly consider the possibility that the 

modern sense of self was something that came into being during the early modern period, 

since this sense of self has since settled into the very soil of our common sense. 

For instance, as Taylor observes, the notion of thought as being “in” the mind, a 

lynchpin of the modern sense of self, now seems “basic and unchallengeable”—my 

thoughts are in my head, and they more or less represent what’s out there in the world, 

although they can occasionally come apart from reality, and deceive me.53 Now, it is true, 

as Taylor points out, that “this way of sorting things out makes it natural for us to talk 

about the ‘mental’ and the ‘physical’ as though they were two exclusive categories.” 

However, as Taylor also points out, we shouldn’t confuse its being natural with its being 

inevitable.54 The sense of ‘inwardness’ that now seems to be constitutive of self-

awareness and indeed thought itself is a historical achievement, in that it can be 
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contextualized as a response to disenchantment/ mechanization. 

To truly appreciate the historical, contextual character of the basic sense of 

inwardness that constitutes our modern sense of self, we need to contrast this inwardness 

with what we might describe as the radical ‘openness’ of the medieval perspective, and 

the worldview in which this perspective was embedded. For the medieval, the natural, 

observable world was rife with meaning, bearing, as it were, the direct imprint of the 

divine. I will adopt Taylor’s terminology and say that medieval Europeans operated 

largely with a notion of nature as possessed of an ‘ontic logos’—which I will loosely 

define as an arrangement whose patterns directly reflect the purposeful, value-laden 

movements of an intelligent being. 

Carolyn Merchant might encourage us to associate the notion of an ontic logos 

with the metaphor of the universe as a single organism, or more specifically, the 

metaphor of the universe as a nurturing mother.55 According to Merchant, what was 

distinctively modern about the scientific worldview that started to emerge in the 16th 

century in Europe was not simply the fact that it was a scientific worldview—i.e., a 

worldview that placed ample importance on the activity of science—but that it replaced 

one all-encompassing metaphor of nature for another. It replaced the notion of nature as 

nurturing mother for the notion of nature as an inanimate machine. And, such a dramatic 

change cannot but have a profound and far-reaching effect; the mechanization of nature, 

as Merchant helps us to see, was not merely a matter of theory, as it realigned not only 

our cognitive orientation vis-à-vis the natural, but our affective, ethical, and even our 

basic perceptual orientations also.  

But, I want to explore the cognitive, or rather, epistemic dimensions of 

mechanization first, as they are mirrored at the affective, ethical, and perceptual levels. 

To that end, I turn back to Charles Taylor. In the following passage, he links the 

disenchantment of nature with the emergence of a representationalist construal of 

knowledge, according to which knowing is something that happens in us, for the purpose 

of producing a copy of what happens outside of us, in the world: 

 
Thought and feeling—the psychological—are now confined to minds. This follows from our 

disengagement from the world, its ‘disenchantment’, in Weber’s phrase. As long as the order 

of things embodies an ontic logos, then ideas and valuations are also seen as located in the 

world, and not just in subjects. Indeed, their privileged locus is in the cosmos, or perhaps 

beyond it, in the realm of Ideas in which both world and soul participate. This is the 

disposition of things which underlies the theories of knowledge of Plato and Aristotle. When 

Aristotle says that “actual knowledge is identical with its object”, or “the activity of the 

sensible object and that of the percipient sense is one and the same activity, and yet the 

distinction between their being remains”, he is operating with a conception of knowing which 

is far removed from the representational construal that becomes dominant with Descartes and 

Locke. Knowledge comes when the action of the Forms in shaping the real coincides with its 

action in shaping my intelligence (nous). True knowledge, true valuation is not exclusively 

located in the subject. In a sense, one might say their paradigm location is in reality; correct 

human knowledge and valuation comes from our connecting ourselves rightly to the 
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significance things already have ontically.56 

 

What Taylor is arguing here fits neatly with a suggestion I have been trying to motivate, 

namely, that we cannot appreciate the full impact of disenchantment if we construe it 

solely in terms of the secularization of science, or the ‘demagification’ of nature. For, the 

mere removal of ‘magic’ from the natural domain does not explain the obvious 

differences between the epistemologies of pre-modern thinkers like Plato and Aristotle, 

and those of early moderns, like Descartes and Locke. The idea that nature isn’t alive 

with a kind of divine rhythm that governs the entire cosmos doesn’t entail that we should 

locate the activity of knowing inside of minds. But, the idea that nature is devoid of all 

‘subjectivity’ (a term I use with hesitation, as it strikes me as a bit of an anachronism) 

does help explain the pronounced internalization of knowledge that we see happen in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. If nature is not only devoid of divinity, but entirely 

lifeless and passive, incapable of behaving as a genuine subject, then it makes perfect 

sense to assume that the activity of knowing takes place on a special stage that is set apart 

from the mechanical events of nature. Subjects, not objects, are what can know things, 

and when we mechanize nature, we are robbed of the capacity to see subjects in the world 

itself. 

Now, what I want to suggest is that it was this—this complete ‘de-

subjectification’ of nature—that forced early modern thinkers to develop epistemologies 

of inwardness, by which I mean epistemological projects that involve both a belief that 

knowledge takes place in minds and a methodological commitment to acquiring 

knowledge by turning one’s attention toward the internal action of the mental, rather than 

toward the world itself. There was no ‘problem of knowledge’ for medievals, as Susan 

Bordo observes, at least insofar as the problem of knowledge boils down to a question 

about how well what goes on in the mind represents what goes on outside of the mind.57 

For, as it is only in the wake of the removal of subjectivity from nature that philosophers 

felt compelled to identify knowledge as being in the right sort of internal state.  

We are beginning to see how the disenchantment of nature contributed to the 

insulation of the modern mind. Faced with the question of how we fit into an 

unintelligent, mechanistic nature, the modern will be strongly inclined to characterize the 

most important part of ourselves—our minds—as somehow insulated from the rest of the 

natural world. Inventing a definitive boundary that encloses a special mental domain 

allows the modern to carry out this insulationist project. The notion of a boundary 

provides an intuitive framework in which to preserve the status of minds as meaningful in 

a universe that is otherwise devoid of meaning. Within this framework, one can say that 

the mechanistic forces that govern nature do not encroach on minds and drive out 

meaning because minds are shielded from nature by a special kind of border, across 

which the world become thought. This, in turn, makes room for knowledge: nature isn’t 

just stupid according to a mechanistic conception, but entirely cut off from the business 

of thought, and thus, the categorically distinct mental realm that we see in Descartes’ 
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metaphysics is needed not only in order to preserve the possibility of knowledge, but the 

possibility of thought itself.  

But here’s the rub: shielding minds from the empirical world helped the early 

modern preserve our capacity to get in touch with meaning—and with it the various 

things that seem to depend on meaning, viz. concepts, beliefs, knowledge—but at the 

same time, it left him with no answer to the question of how this capacity can actually 

come to bear on this empirical world, on the real world. We can set up special mental 

equipment within an insulated mental domain because we don’t have to worry about the 

laws of nature getting in and roughly taking hold of this equipment. However, by keeping 

major out nature, aren’t we rendering our mental equipment epistemically impotent? How 

can this equipment help us get in touch with the world if its very operation depends on 

the world remaining on the other side of an absolute divide? I want to bracket these 

questions for now, but the reader should keep them in mind as we proceed. 

What I want to draw attention to here is this: the internalization of knowledge, 

which I think disenchantment helped bring about, empowered the individual by 

identifying his mind as the exclusive locus of knowledge, but by the same token, it planted 

seeds of anxiety and paranoia in the intellectual. For, the idea that knowledge is a state 

internal to the subject, especially when yoked to a methodological commitment to 

acquiring knowledge by turning inward, encourages an attitude of ‘radical reflexivity,’ to 

employ Taylor’s term. And, there are two images that spring to mind when one thinks of 

a subject who is engaged in the kind of reflexive, hyper-aware thought that we find in the 

first personal epistemological ‘narratives’ that became standard in the early modern 

period—such as those found in Book One of Hume’s Treatise or in Descartes’ 

Meditations. There is the image of the calmly rational thinker, who doesn’t get caught up 

in external currents easily, such as the particularly forceful currents of popular opinion 

and tradition. There is something undeniably heroic and inspiring about this image. The 

second image is more troubling: it is of the solitary, paranoid thinker, who is so caught up 

in his own head and the intense calculations and argumentations therein that he begins to 

go a little crazy. Descartes and Hume both feel the presence of the second image looming 

over their heads. It might be what drives Hume, at the end of Book One of the Treatise, 

to playfully (or not so playfully, depending on your reading) entertain the idea of 

renouncing philosophy altogether. He questions the value or “torturing” his brains with 

“subtleties and sophistries,” as the “pleasures of life” lure him back into “indolent belief 

in the general maxims of the world.”58 He describes his return to a non-philosophical, 

everyday mode of consciousness in terms of yielding to the “current of nature,” a remark 

that is telling in two respects. First, it fits with the idea that the ‘inward’ orientation of the 

epistemological projects of the early modern period was as much a turn away from nature 

as it was a turn toward a special, private mental domain. Second, it depicts 

epistemological theorizing as stressful, and even conducive to a kind of mania. Hume 

says that his philosophical reflections “heated” his brain, and induced a kind of 

“delirium”—how much of this is rhetorical flourish, and how much of it expresses a 
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genuine feeling of paranoia that tends to accompany the turning of one’s mind in upon 

itself, of adopting a stance of ‘radical reflexivity’? 

Let’s take a closer look at this notion of radical reflexivity, which Taylor defines 

as the perspective of looking at one’s thoughts ‘qua thoughts,’ which is to say, as internal 

items, which stand between oneself and the external universe. This kind of introspection, 

though conspicuously absent from Plato’s thought, can be seen quite clearly in 

Augustine, and more clearly still in Descartes. Taylor suggests that for Plato, we make 

cognitive contact with the “ultimate principle of being and knowledge” by turning toward 

the “objects which it organizes, that is, the field of the Ideas.”59 In other words, grasping 

the nature of things is principally a matter of turning the eye of the soul outward. For 

Augustine, this is not so. As Taylor points out, “Augustine shifts the focus from the field 

of objects known to the activity itself of knowing.”60 It is this move that Taylor calls 

taking up a stance of radical reflexivity. To adopt a radically reflexive stance is to look at 

your thoughts and experiences as thoughts and experiences, i.e., as items that are internal 

to your mind, and therefore present to you in a special and immediate way. 

We can understand radical reflexivity as a kind of retraction into an inner realm. 

When we take up the radically reflexive stance, we do our best to arrest our tendency to 

think through our experience of the world, and out into the world, by focusing on our 

experience as an intermediary between ourselves the world. As Taylor puts it, “we 

become aware of our awareness, try to experience our experiencing.”61 I think there is a 

distinctively phenomenology to this mode of consciousness. The reader can experiment 

with this by doing a simple cognitive exercise: look up and just take note of what’s in 

your environment. Don’t think too much about what you see, just look around. Now, 

redirect your attention and consider what you’re seeing as something in your mind that 

really only you can see. So, if you see a television, do not view it as a television—as an 

object such and such meters away from you—but as a mental item that is immediately 

present to your consciousness. It is your representation of a television, in your mind, and 

not an objective part of the universe. What happens when we start looking at our thoughts 

in this way, as specifically mental phenomena that exist ‘in’ us? Does it not feel a bit 

different? I think there is a subtle shift in the phenomenological field that occurs when 

one turns one’s attention ‘inward’—it is not unlike the shift that occurs when one looks at 

Wittgenstein’s ambiguous “duckrabbit” image now as a duck, now as a rabbit. 

There are, of course, circumstances in which it is counterproductive to think about 

one’s thoughts as thoughts, to pull away from the world so to speak and observe the 

landscape of one’s mind as a private space. Taylor reminds us that a hyper-reflexive 

attitude generally hampers us when we see something that we can’t quite make out, and 

try to focus in on it to discern its true identity. In such a situation, we do not proceed by 

withdrawing or detaching from our experience—by hovering over your cognitive 

attempts to figure out what the object of our vision is. Rather, “we alter our stance, 

perhaps rub our eyes, concentrate, and the like. Rather than disengaging, we throw 
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ourselves more fully into the experience, as it were.”62 Taylor’s point here is that “being 

more attentively ‘in’ our experience” in this manner provides us with epistemic leverage; 

it helps us determine whether the person in the distance is our old friend, or a complete 

stranger who bears a resemblance to an old friend. Trying to figure such a thing out by 

withdrawing from our experience—by holding it at arm’s length—will only further steep 

us in confusion. 

I agree with Taylor that there are times when it is epistemically useful to tone 

down our reflexivity, and allow ourselves to be drawn outwards, out into the world. 

Moreover I think that philosophers tend to overlook the importance of non-reflexive ways 

of thinking and knowing. My sense is that this is largely due to our continuing 

enchantment with the Cartesian subject who holds his experience at arm’s length 

scrutinizing it in a way that doesn’t involve making contact with an objective, or ‘mind-

independent’ world. 

I also think there’s a more radical claim to be extracted from Taylor’s discussion, 

connected to the challenge I am mounting against insulationist thinking: if mental 

amorphism is true—i.e., if there is no ‘magical membrane’ delineating an inner mental 

realm from an external world—then the notion of complete or radical reflexivity 

collapses into incoherence. If there is no rigid boundary separating mind from world, then 

it makes no sense to talk about screening off the external world and focusing solely on 

one’s own cognition. If there is no discrete, bounded space within which the mental stuff 

resides, insulated from the rest of the world, then we cannot turn our inner eye towards 

our thoughts such that we are not thereby drawn out into the world ‘out there.’ So, within 

the framework of LMA, it’s not that we can’t perform Descartes’ ‘inside-out’ 

epistemology well, it’s that the very idea of such a project falls into incoherence. 

In this new framework, the stuff of our mentality isn’t merely intimately 

connected to the stuff of the world. To speak of an intimate connection between mind and 

world is to lapse into the dualistic/insulationist thinking that LMA seeks to avoid. It is to 

shy away from the possibility that mind is itself a kind of in-betweenness—that it is more 

of a relation than it is a relatum. If we do not shy away from this idea, then we can deny 

the Cartesian legacy of treating the question of how we can get from “inside” our own 

minds to the “outside” world as the central problematic of epistemology. According to 

mental amorphism, there is no inside, at least in the strict sense that there is for a 

Cartesian/insulationist minded philosopher. 

But, didn’t we prove to ourselves, a moment ago, that it is possible to look at 

one’s thoughts as thoughts, and not as a medium through which one directly contacts a 

world? Yes, but we proved that there is a basic cognitive shift that occurs when you look 

at a television now as a television, now as a mental representation of one. But, this simple 

fact doesn’t require that we treat our thoughts as actually separable from the world. There 

is a sense in which we can screen off the external world, but to talk in this way is to speak 

loosely, metaphorically. When we talk about looking at one’s own mind as a mind, rather 

than adopting the everyday mode of consciousness and simply seeing ‘through’ one’s 

thoughts into the world directly, we are talking about a shift in attitude, and not a major 

metaphysical event in which one’s mental ‘eye’ registers one’s thoughts for what they 
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really are, the internal constructs of a subject, and not the external furniture of the 

objective world. 

 In opposing insulationism, then, I am not merely opposing a metaphysical 

position about what a mind is, but an epistemological position about the nature of 

knowledge and the proper means to acquiring it. We have seen that the insulation of mind 

in the early modern period can be characterized as a solution to a problem that the 

disenchantment of nature brings about: when we strip nature of its status as a subject (or a 

collection of subjects) we leave ourselves with no room for, well, ourselves. As Erwin 

Schrodinger succinctly put it, “we do not belong to this material world that science 

constructs for us.”63 This is of course a metaphysical problem: we want an ontology that 

recognizes our own existence. But, it’s also an epistemological problem, since the whole 

point of the mechanization/objectification/ disenchantment of nature was to turn nature 

into something more knowable, something passive and predictable, whose workings 

could, in principle, be unveiled with mathematical exactitude. But, if there is no room for 

a subject in this picture of nature, then nature’s knowability becomes irrelevant. The 

solution is to make room for subjects by placing them ‘inside’ of minds, which are 

themselves insulated from the mechanistic forces of the external world. The meaningless 

movement of the world becomes the rational movement of thought when it passes over 

into this special mental realm. This idea solves one epistemological problem, but creates 

two others in its place. First, it generates the familiar problem of skepticism, the problem 

of figuring out whether what’s ‘inside’ of minds matches what’s on the outside. 

The second problem isn’t as easily stated as the problem of skepticism. It involves 

a deep-seated anxiety about one’s epistemic relationship to the world, but not just anxiety 

about whether this relationship is one of knowledge. It is, in a way, a more fundamental 

kind of worry, as it concerns not just whether one knows the world, but whether one is at 

all in touch with it, in a deeper, affectively significant sense. As Taylor puts it, an 

insulationist metaphysics of the mental “defines a new understanding of subject and 

object, where the subject is, as it were, over against the object.” I think this turn of 

phrase, over against, is particularly apt, in that it calls attention not only to the way in 

which disenchantment separates subject from object, mind from world, but places them in 

a kind of opposition. When the modern stepped back and considered nature in the wake 

of its disenchantment, he was supposed to see something whose workings were entirely 

passive, and capable of being calculated, predicted, and controlled by the active mind of 

man. However, the sheer shock of dealing with such a lifeless and indifferent world 

interfered with the development of this epistemically rosy outlook, lacing it with the 

anxiety and ennui we find in the hyper-vigilant, introspective attitude of a Descartes or a 

Hume. Let’s discuss this point further, as it is an important one. 

Naomi Scheman has argued that the anxious attitude we find in early modern 

epistemologists, and more specifically, in Descartes, involves a kind of defensiveness, 

which she describes as a kind of budding paranoia. The world that Descartes regains—

i.e., the world he is permitted to believe in after following through on his method of 

doubt—is “perceived as hostile—made up as it is of everything the ego has split off—and 
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as permanently in need of vigilant control.”64 The traditional problems of western 

philosophy “all concern the subject’s  ability or inability to connect with the split-off 

parts of itself,” and that “discipline makes the difference between such problems and the 

psychosis of full-blown paranoia.”65 I think Scheman hits on something profound and 

important here. A modern epistemological attitude, with its emphasis on inwardness and 

detachment, might seem to unequivocally promote greater peace of mind. There is 

something soothing about the idea of retreating into one’s mental cave to quietly examine 

one’s thoughts in their immediate presence. But, this picture of inwardness and 

detachment leaves out an important detail: the inward turn of modern epistemologies (and 

early modern ones too) was as much motivated by the idea that things like truth and 

meaning do not lie beyond the self, as it was by the idea that such things do lie within the 

self, within the mind. Thus, the ‘mood’ surrounding the inward turn of modern 

epistemological projects is not entirely tranquil, infused as it was with an awareness that 

one must, in order to keep one’s mind on epistemically praiseworthy tracks, not only 

withdraw from the world, but continuously keep the world at bay. For, as Hume reminds 

us, one cannot gear into a radically reflexive stance, and simply remain there; one must 

work doggedly in order to continuously attend to one’s thoughts, as the current of 

nature—the seductive pull of the world in its sensuous materiality—ceaselessly pulls on 

one’s reasoning, coaxing it to abandon the painful path of philosophy for the easy and 

pleasant routes of everyday thought, of “indolent belief in the general maxims of the 

world.” Nature as object is the enemy, a passive enemy, but an enemy nonetheless, to be 

conquered by the disciplined efforts of the knowing subject. 

Thus, we see that there is, in the very set up of modern epistemology, the 

possibility of anxiety, as it sets up the basic relationship between subject and object 

around a drama of antithesis. Subjects must constantly be on guard against nature in order 

to ensure that it doesn’t impinge on the domain of thought, and disturb the smooth 

operations of reason with the rough, uncaring force of cause and effect.  

Other scholars have picked up on this distinctively modern anxiety, and indeed, 

John McDowell thinks that the story of modern epistemology centers on the project of 

overcoming it. The interesting point that emerges from the preceding discussion is that 

the disenchantment of nature simultaneously (a) aggrandized our epistemic self-image, 

by locating all intelligence and hence all epistemic responsibility in the minds of 

individuals, and (b) engendered a deep-seated epistemic anxiety by placing the world at 

arm’s length, so to speak, outside of our thinking. Or, as Jane Bennett writes, “the process 

of disenchantment…has more than one moral valence; it is both worthy of celebration 

and cause for complaint.”66 It is worthy of celebration insofar as it is connected to the 

efflorescence of science and the expansion of political opportunities for the individual. 

But the same forces that allowed for these developments also produced “a cold and 
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uninspiring world,” from which one must withdraw in order to get in touch with 

something meaningful, let alone true.67 This is the ‘dark side’ of disenchantment. The 

insulation of mind in its own special realm was as much motivated by a sense of 

disconnection from the natural world as it was by a sense of the mental as metaphysically 

special. 

When we frame things in this way, we see the emergence of detachment as an 

epistemic ideal in a new light. Specifically, we see that the pursuit of a detached 

perspective, which Descartes carries out with such meticulous effort in his Meditations, 

was not simply an attempt to achieve clarity and objectivity of thought, but a desperate 

attempt to transmogrify the deeply unsettling experience of alienation from nature into a 

source of epistemic confidence. Fredric Jameson puts this point nicely when he says that 

the soul of the early modern European, “having first registered its shock and distress at 

the new and barren world in which it finds itself, begins with a kind of paralyzed 

detachment to take an inventory of its surroundings.”68 Insulationism provides a 

framework in which detachment becomes a source of not only cognitive leverage, but 

basic emotional comfort, in that it construes detachment as a process whereby one can 

literally escape the world. Within an insulationist framework, one can say that a 

philosopher’s retreat from the world is total—that in serious reflection, one doesn’t 

merely find a public space that afford privacy, one travels inwardly, into a space that is 

by its very nature private: the public can come inside one’s home, but not inside one’s 

mind. Insulationism beefs up a quotidian notion of privacy as the simple act of being 

alone by providing the conceptual resources to articulate a notion of absolute, 

metaphysical privacy, a privacy that is achieved by remaining inside of one’s mind. This 

leads Taylor to distinguish between the radical reflexivity of early modern thinkers from 

the reflexivity of the ancients, for whom ‘turning inward’ was about ‘caring for one’s 

soul’ as opposed to lesser things like property or reputation.69 It was not about occupying 

a special, and as I have suggested, phenomenologically distinct perspective, through 

which one comes to see one’s own thoughts as a fully private show taking place in an 

inner theater, and not on the stage of the world, so to speak.   

So, stepping back, we might be tempted to say that the early moderns adopted 

detachment as an ideal, along with an emphasis on radical reflexivity, and thus came to 

view the world as distant, but I think the reverse causal order also rings true. That is, I 

think scholars such as Taylor are onto something when they argue that Europeans’ sense 

of separation from nature preceded their pursuit of detachment as an epistemic ideal: 

broader cultural forces severed their intimate ties with nature, which had not been 

disturbed in the medieval period, and as a result, they felt compelled to develop an 

epistemological framework that lionized this condition. 

Susan Bordo tells a similar story in her essay, “Individuation and Locatedness,” 

where she offers a reading of Descartes that situates his quest for certainty in the context 

of the ‘psychocultural’ drama of his age. With ingenuity, Bordo explicates what this 
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drama involved by couching it in developmental psychological terms. She proposes a 

loose analogy between the transition from the middle ages to the early modern period and 

the process whereby a human being transitions from dependency on the mother to an 

individuated existence as a distinct, autonomous being: “Substituting “world” for 

“mother”…such a process of individuation did occur in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. Or at least, the art, literature, and philosophy of the era tell such a story.”70 

Bordo clarifies that she is not suggesting that medievals saw the world as children do, but 

simply that there are striking correspondences between the world-picture of the middle 

ages and the perceptual world of babies and young children. On both sides of this 

comparison we find a perspective that is not really a perspective, since the notion of a 

perspective involves locatedness in space rather than immersion in space. So, if we 

permit ourselves to speak in sweeping generalities, in order to capture what are indeed 

sweeping shifts in ideology, we may say this: Europeans in the middle ages experienced 

the world as a kind of nurturing mother, with whom their own individual existences were 

seamlessly merged, whereas Europeans in the early modern period began to experience 

the world as a distant and indifferent space, in which their own individual existences 

were located. 

Drawing on the work on Owen Barfield, Bordo corroborates this idea by 

highlighting some blatant differences between medieval and Renaissance art. The former 

can appear “baffling” and “spatially incoherent” to the modern viewer, who expects 

“realistic paintings to depict the nexus of spatial relations surrounding the figure.”71 

However, Bordo wants us to entertain the idea that the absence of perspective in 

medieval paintings does not simply reflect their failure to utilize a particular artistic 

technique, but the fact that such a technique wasn’t needed to achieve what was, for 

them, a realistic depiction. Perhaps medievals’ basic perceptual world was so different 

from our own, that their art needed to adopt radically different conventions in order to do 

justice to that world. Bordo elaborates on the way in which medieval art depicts a 

perceptual field that we might have considerable difficulty imagining, given our 

thoroughly modern vantage point: 

 
It is the latter mode of experience—of the self as discretely located in space and 

geometrically related to other objects so located—that the perspective painting tries to 

recreate on the “illusionist” space of the canvas, through the adoption of the “fiction” of the 

fixed observer and the plotting out of the objects to be represented as more or less remote 

from that observer. This, of course, had become the dominant artistic convention by the 

seventeenth century. But in medieval art, nothing is spatially “fixed.” Sizes of objects were 

determined, not by plotting their spatial relations to each other and to the viewer, but 

according to each object’s place in a hierarchy of power, strength, or importance.72  

 

The scene we encounter in medieval paintings is not what is unveiled to an observer who 

occupies a point of view, in that objects are not given a depiction that places them in a 
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fixed relationship to a fixed point. Rather, they are depicted such that their multiple 

possible relationships to a mobile subject are shown. Instead of a scene from a point of 

view, we have a space as it appears to an invested subject, who is not simply in this 

space, but invested in it, inclined to explore, evaluate, and examine it. As Bordo writes, 

 
…we find, in medieval art, the common phenomenon of “split representation,” which presents 

objects, not as they would appear relative to each other and with respect to position and distance 

from a fixed observer, but as they might appear to a mobile subject, touching, exploring, and 

considering the object from all angles. This mobility of the subject is portrayed in the object 

itself, by showing more sides than would be seen “in fixed perspective.73 

 

Our inclination is to view this kind of representation as less veridical or realistic than the 

perspectival representation of Renaissance art. But, perhaps this is simply because we 

identify more easily with the experience of a fixed perspective than that of the ‘invested’ 

perspective of the medieval, and not that a fixed point of view allows one to see how the 

world really is. And, to the skeptical reader who thinks that a perceptual field organized 

around motor activity is not really how things appear, and that Renaissance art simply 

shows an improvement in realism, I say this: a lot of recent work in the cognitive 

sciences on perception has vindicated Merleau-Ponty’s idea that our very experience of 

the world is constituted by our tacit awareness of the sensorymotor contingencies that 

hold between our bodily movements and the information in our environment to which we 

have access. In other words, there is an increasingly strong empirical foundation for the 

belief that what we see in the world is literally structured around our sense of ourselves as 

embodied organisms capable of moving around and exploring our environment. I will, in 

chapter 4, incorporate into LMA an account of perceptual experience that builds on a 

‘sensorimotor’ view of perception. 

But, let’s not worry about the plausibility of such an account yet. What I want to 

do here is reflect back on the preceding discussion about disenchantment, and highlight 

some of its implications for our project. The historical perspective we have explored in 

this section has brought to light several important ideas, which we will now review. 

I want to begin with the idea at the center of everything, the notion that 

insulationism emerged as a response to disenchantment. Or, to tread more carefully, we 

can say that there is a plausible story to tell that gives disenchantment an important role 

in the emergence of insulationism. This story is certainly rough around the edges, but I 

think it presents us, if only in its broad contours, with a compelling narrative. A reader 

might object that I have, in identifying disenchantment as the primary impetus for the 

early modern insulation of mind, reduced a complex historical event to a neat causal 

sequence. I would agree, but my goal was not to give a rigorous, balanced, and detailed 

history of insulationism. Such a project exceeds the scope of my dissertation. Rather, my 

goal was to emphasize the connection between insulationism and disenchantment—even 

at the risk of ignoring other crucial factors—in order to draw attention to an idea that is 

difficult to appreciate from our contemporary perspective. 

This idea is that Europeans did not arrive at the notion of an insulated mind 
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simply by reflecting on the nature of the mental per se. Their coming to embrace this idea 

involved more than a consideration of the mental’s status qua mental, as it was wrapped 

up in a more general ideological shift, which reshaped their ideas about nature as a 

whole. Thinkers such as Descartes did not set up metaphysical walls around a special 

mental domain simply because they recognized that minds are special. Also pushing them 

was a newfound sense that nature is not special. This is an important point, in that it 

shows that our attachment to insulationism is not rooted in some timeless intuition about 

the mind being non-physical, but in a historically situated response to the mechanistic 

worldview that the scientific revolution helped to disseminate. 

Our disenchantment-centered narrative also shows that insulationism served as a 

solution to an epistemological problem, namely, the problem of how something like 

knowledge is possible in a mechanistic universe. We need to distinguish this problem 

from the more distinctively modern problem of skepticism, which concerns whether our 

purported knowledge of reality really is knowledge. The problem that insulationism 

solves doesn’t concern whether our beliefs actually match the world, but how something 

like belief is even possible, given that the only kind of movement permitted in the natural 

world comes from the action of local causes, which are themselves not moments of 

communication, but the meaningless bouncing-offs of unintelligent particles that travel 

along predetermined paths. Doxastic activity is not simply a reaction to the world, but a 

response to it, and since the rampant mechanization of nature took away nature’s capacity 

to respond to itself, early modern philosophers were backed into a corner, where the only 

way to preserve the possibility of belief, let alone knowledge, was to designate a special 

metaphysical niche just for minds. 

This gives us a novel perspective on skepticism. We can think of skepticism as a 

product of insulationist thinking: there is no question of whether the inside of our minds 

matches the external world if we do not begin with a metaphysical picture that denies the 

existence of a clean division between the inner subjective realm, and the outer objective 

world (a point that I will try to drive home in chapter 5). But, what’s interesting is that 

this picture is itself an attempt to solve a different epistemological problem; it as an 

attempt to preserve the possibility of what we might broadly refer to as responsiveness. 

Although sealing off minds in their own domain generates a skeptical worry about the 

possibility that our beliefs do not match the world, it also serves to assuage a different 

worry about the possibility that we can even have beliefs, let alone veridical ones. It 

reassures us that there is a refuge from the mechanical workings of the natural world, 

where reality doesn’t merely ‘run into itself,’ according to laws, but responds to itself, 

according to reasons.  

One reason I am calling attention to the epistemological motivations for 

insulationism is that doing so helps motivate my methodology, which rests on the idea 

that it makes sense to argue for a particular metaphysical conception of mentality by 

exploring its epistemological implications. If insulationism is, historically speaking, 

bound up with an epistemological  project—namely, the project of preserving a pocket of 

responsiveness in a cold and dead universe—then it makes sense to pay close attention to 

the epistemological consequences of trading it in for a new metaphysics of the mental. If 

our initial attachment to insulationism was grounded largely in its epistemological boons, 
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then perhaps we can begin to weaken this attachment by showing that abandoning 

insulationism doesn’t leave us with an epistemological crisis, but on the contrary, with 

new purchase on what currently seem like intractable epistemological difficulties. 

To get more specific, if insulationism helps deal with the problem of how 

responsiveness (i.e., genuine thought) is possible within an unfeeling and lifeless material 

universe, then an important piece of arguing against insulationism will be showing that 

we don’t need to set up a rigid boundary around a mind in order to preserve the 

responsiveness of thought. I think the best way of doing this is to become disenchanted 

with disenchantment. We need to restore responsiveness to the natural world, so as to 

remove the epistemological motivation for insulationism. If the natural world isn’t devoid 

of subjectivity, but alive with the same (or at least similar) responsiveness that we 

observe in minds, then we do not need to ‘shield’ mental activity from the causal action 

of the world. In chapter 2, I explore what a naturalism of responsiveness might look like, 

by looking at the relational metaphysics of Karen Barad and Naomi Scheman, whose 

work presents us with a bold ‘new materialism.’ 

But, since we associate the removal of subjectivity from nature with the rise of 

modern science, it might seem as though restoring intelligence or ‘responsiveness’ to 

nature will require that we return to a primitive, pre-scientific understanding of the world. 

What I want to argue, to help assuage this worry, is that we can recognize something like 

subjectivity in the natural world without lapsing into an unacceptably anthropomorphic 

way of thinking. The disenchantment of nature was an overzealous attempt to leave 

behind an Aristotelian worldview, in that it purged nature of much more than is needed to 

correct for the anthropomorphism of medieval science. As I have tried to show, it not 

only removed explicitly humanistic and teleological descriptions of natural phenomena 

from scientific discourse, but also, set up a framework in which all causal powers are 

located in tiny, fundamentally discrete particles. This more radical ideological shift 

leaves us with no conception of how the intelligent responsiveness of minds could exist 

within the natural world, since the kind of responsiveness that particles possess isn’t true 

responsiveness. David Ray Griffin drives home this point in his description of how the 

mechanization of nature removes what he calls “internal relations” from the constituents 

of matter. He says that the goal of the mechanistic model of the universe that came into 

favor during the scientific revolution 

 
…is to divide the world into next to nothing as possible—call those entities “atoms” or what 

you will—and thn try to build the world up again from those building blocks. When you do 

that, of course, you get a machine. In the mechanistic model the building blocks are 

substances. They have no internal relations. The definition of a substance is something that 

exists independently of anything else. In substance thinking, an atom of hydrogen is the same 

atom of hydrogen whether it be in the heart of the sun or in the molecules of my brain. It is 

what it is independently of its environment. That is the substance notion of a hydrogen atom. 

The idea of internal relations is that a human being, let us say, is not the same person 

independent of his or her environment. The human being is a subject and not simply an object 

pushed around by external relations. To be a subject is to be responsive, to constitute oneself 

purposefully in response to one’s environment. The postmodern view that makes most sense 

to me is the one that takes human experience as a high-level exemplification of entities in 

general, be they cells or atoms or electrons. All are subjects. All have internal relations (all 



   62 

 

italics are mine).74 

 

This passage strikes at the heart of the issue. The process of mechanization does more 

than remove nature’s direct connection to the divine, to some broadly meaningful scheme 

that organizes the cosmos into a beautiful and balanced whole. Indeed, it even does more 

than remove nature’s direct connection to human beings, to our interests, goals, values, 

etc. It pervades the intra-constitution of nature, and removes its capacity to connect with 

itself. The ultimate building blocks of nature, on a mechanistic conception, do not register 

one another, but simply push one another around. The very fabric of being is thus 

insulated from itself, absolutely divided into metaphysically lonely pieces that do not, 

even in a weakly analogous sense, reflect the capacity of subjects to exist in relation to 

their involvement in their surroundings. 

 The drastic shift in thinking that the mechanization of nature involves sent ripples 

into much more than Europeans’ cognitive, theoretical engagement with the world; it 

reshaped their basic affective and perceptual orientation, such that an early modern 

European literally moved about in a different world than his medieval counterpart. This is 

at least an idea worth taking seriously, as its implications regarding insulationism are 

consequential, as I will now try to explain. 

 If disenchantment seeped into the everyday consciousness of Europeans, 

inflecting their basic affective and perceptual orientation toward the world, then we can 

justifiably assume that the desire for an insulated mind was indeed just that—a desire—

something Europeans felt, as it grew from their basic experience of the world, and not 

from a carefully constructed argument. This provides us with a nice explanation of why 

insulationist thinking comes so naturally, and is so difficult to escape. It’s not that the 

notion of a discrete and bounded mind taps into some unshakable and timeless intuition. 

Rather, it’s that such a notion emerged, at least in part, at an almost non-cognitive level, 

as a kind of spiritual response to the existential crisis that disenchantment posed. If the 

idea of nature as dead and meaningless was, for Europeans living in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, more than an idea, but a general mode of consciousness, which 

shaped art, politics, and the routines of everyday life, then the idea that minds are sealed 

off from nature is also more than an idea. For, it is, as I have argued, a part of this general 

mode of consciousness, and is thus a part of our basic sense of things. It’s not a thesis to 

be argued against so much as it is a worldview to be dismantled over time. 

 We now, then, have a historical basis for the claim that insulationism exists 

largely at the level of ‘common sense,’ where it constrains our tacit understanding of the 

metaphysical status of minds. Insulationism did not appear on the intellectual scene as an 

explicit answer to the question: what is a mind? It emerged at a deeper level, in response 

to the ideological shift that we have been describing as the disenchantment of nature. 

Since this shift reorganized more than Europeans’ theoretical understanding, infiltrating 

as it did their very experience of the world, insulationism could not adequately respond to 

the problem that this shift created by remaining at the cognitive level. Since Europeans 

felt the absence of mentality from nature, they needed to do more than believe that their 
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minds were shielded from nature by a clear boundary: they needed to feel this to be the 

case. In other words, insulationism could only serve its purpose as an alleviation of the 

anxiety that disenchantment engenders if it achieved a level of intuitiveness—a level of 

felt correctness—that we can now all too easily mistake for obviousness and naturalness. 

 So, applying these insights to our contemporary situation, we should expect it to 

be very difficult to escape insulationist thinking and imagine alternatives to it. We can, 

looking back on the emergence of  insulationism as a dominant paradigm in European 

thought, see that it arose as part of the general worldview that a mechanistic conception 

of nature gives us. And, worldviews are not the sorts of things one can easily hold at 

arm’s length, and calmly compare to alternatives. One does not tend to look at a 

worldview, but rather, inhabits it, and sees through it. 

But, looking at insulationism as one option among others is precisely what we are 

trying to do. More specifically, we are trying to compare it with LMA. The negative side 

of LMA is that a mind is not insulated, but amorphous. The positive side of this notion is 

that mind is itself relational—neither an inside nor an outside, but an in-between. Minds 

are constituted by relationality, in contrast to the mechanical philosopher’s atoms, which 

are fundamentally discrete. 

Note that the notion of an insulated mind was in a sense causally overdetermined 

by the mechanization and disenchantment of nature. The removal of subjectivity from 

nature called for an insulated mind because it make it impossible to see how minds could 

be integrated into the natural world. And, secondly, this removal involved a conception of 

nature as divided into absolutely distinct pieces, or atoms, and thus, made it seem natural 

to identify a thing’s ontological integrity with its distinctness, its insulatedness. 

This is ironic. The purpose of the notion of an insulated mind was to distinguish 

our mental activity from the mechanical events that make up the natural world. However, 

in drawing a sharp boundary between an individual mind and the surrounding world, we 

end up giving that mind the same basic ontological shape as the mechanical philosopher’s 

atoms, the very things whose behavior we wish to contrast with the action of thought.  

So, I want to argue that a mind is, fundamentally, a relationship. But what does it 

relate? What are its relata? Also, what kind of relationship is it? We will begin answering 

these questions in the next two chapters, which comprise part 2. In these chapters, we will 

explore my strategy for supplementing mental amorphism with a more fleshed out 

positive account of mentality. I would now like to describe the itinerary for these two 

chapters to help us get oriented. 

 

 

1.7 Looking ahead: an outline of chapters 2 and 3 

 

In chapter 2 we will begin to explore what a more positive conception of mind looks like  

relational mind by first canvassing some ideas on what it means for anything—a mind or 

otherwise—to be fundamentally relational. To this end, we will, in the next chapter, 

examine various philosophers whose work contains valuable ideas about what a robust 

notion of relationality looks like. Our focus will be on two contemporary  philosophers, 

Karen Barad and Naomi Scheman, whose writings on relationality point us toward a 
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relational metaphysics that turns the traditional conception of the relationship between 

relations and relata on its head; instead of treating relations as ontologically derivative on 

relata, or more simply, on things, they grant ontological primacy to relations, to 

relationality. In other words, they want to identify, at the bottom of everything, so to 

speak, relations—and not just any kind of relations, but dynamic, temporal, and perhaps 

even intentional interactions. This is a bit counterintuitive, since we are all of us in the 

grip of a mereological bias, which impels us to imagine the physical universe as 

ontologically rooted in things and not relations, which combine to form bigger things, 

which in turn combine to form bigger things still. On this picture, the fundamental 

building blocks of reality are indeed that—blocks or bits—that is, discrete and bounded 

chunks or pieces, which enter into relations with one another as self-standing participants. 

Barad and Scheman’s views boldly challenge this picture, by making a case for the 

fundamentality of relationality. Perhaps there aren’t relata behind relations, but relations 

behind relata! I want to mine this exciting idea for conceptual resources with which to 

refine my own claim that the mind isn’t just deeply, but fundamentally relational. 

 So, the argumentative strategy of part 2 of this dissertation is as follows: Instead 

of approaching the task of fitting a relational mind into a naturalistic worldview in terms 

of making a special accommodation for something ontologically deviant, I want to 

motivate the idea that the universe is more profoundly relational than we tend to imagine, 

and that making room for a relational mind doesn’t need to involve carving out a special 

niche for something that is ontologically disparate from most of the material universe. 

That is to say, I want to help cleanse our thinking about the mind of its insulationist 

biases by attacking these biases at a higher level of generality. I want to pave the way for 

a notion of a fundamentally relational mind by first motivating a general metaphysics of 

relationality. This is why, in the following chapter, I want to discuss Barad and 

Scheman’s work, which exemplifies a particular strategy for dealing with relationality: 

instead of treating the concept of relation/relationship as the odd one out—as the 

proverbial black sheep of our ontological family of robustly real phenomena—Barad and 

Scheman make relationality a centerpiece of their metaphysical worldviews. In exploring 

these views, I hope to get the reader on board with (or at least acclimated to) the idea that 

something can be fundamentally relational and perfectly natural (material, biological, 

etc.) This will pave the way for my view that minds are both of these things. 

But, by situating my notion of mind as fundamentally relational within a broader 

naturalistic metaphysics of relationality, I enter into a fraught conceptual space. Although 

making this move might help me bring the notion of a fundamentally relational 

phenomenon into the fold of a naturalistic worldview, it also threatens to undermine the 

status of minds as special sorts of things. If relationality is not just fundamental to being a 

mind, but to being any kind of thing, which for Barad and Scheman, it is, then in what 

sense are minds unique and distinctive? I want to preserve a meaningful contrast between 

minds and so-called inanimate objects and phenomena, but by grounding my account in 

Barad and Scheman’s relational ontologies, do I risk losing this contrast? 

Dealing with this worry will be our focus in chapter 3, where I introduce the 

notion of “inter-reaction.” We will approach this notion in a rather oblique fashion, by 

way of a lengthy discussion of John McDowell’s book, Mind and World. This discussion 
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will be something of a detour, since Mind and World does not take up questions 

concerning the basic ontological character of minds, at least not directly. However, I 

don’t think it will detract from our discussion. On the contrary, introducing the notion of 

inter-reaction against the background of McDowell’s work will help the reader to 

appreciate more fully what I take to be this notion’s primary theoretical merit. 

Specifically, it will drive home the way in which the notion of an inter-reactively 

relational mind is the notion of a mind that is not uniquely (read: mysteriously) relational, 

but relational in a meaningfully distinctive way nonetheless. 

It might seem odd that to embark on a lengthy discussion of McDowell’s work 

before I have finished laying out my own view, LMA. Generally, one develops a view 

before applying it to specific issues. However, in this case, I think it makes sense to finish 

introducing LMA, and articulate the notion of inter-reaction, in the context of responding 

to a particular issue in Mind and World. This is partly because I simply see the spirit of 

LMA as reactive and responsive. It grows out of dialectic, and thus, it feels natural to 

avoid constructing it in a vacuum, so to speak. But, a more specific reason that I want to 

postpone introducing the notion of inter-reaction until after we have delved into Mind 

and World, is that the central problematic of McDowell’s book involves a convergence of 

tensions that I want to characterize as reverberations of insulationist thinking. Moreover, 

this problematic appears to be an epistemological conundrum on the surface. So, by 

following McDowell through the twists and turns of his discussion, I hope to escort the 

reader into deeper understanding of how insulationist thinking manifests in our 

epistemological theorizing. This will of course establish a theme that undergirds the 

remaining chapters: how we think about the basic ontological character of the mind has 

profound bearing on the way we theorize epistemological concepts, such as knowledge, 

justification, and objectivity. 

It will be difficult to summarize the connections between Mind and World and 

insulationist thinking here, but here is a very rough sketch of the relevance of McDowell 

to the present discussion. In Mind and World, McDowell confronts the following 

question: how can we preserve the idea that thinking rationally involves a kind of 

freedom that transcends our rootedness in the physico-causal world, while at the same 

time, avoiding a ‘platonist’ conception of reason that unmoors our capacity for rational 

thought from our perceptual responsiveness to the material universe qua organism? 

According to McDowell, the story of modern epistemology (which we can take to mean 

roughly, epistemology since Descartes) is the story of attempting to negotiate between 

these two theoretical impulses. He describes the course of modern epistemology as 

oscillating, as we move between satisfying our desire to be rationally free as thinkers and 

our desire to be causally constrained as perceivers. Until we can arrest this oscillation, 

and figure out a way to reconcile our status as reasoners with our status as causally 

constrained organisms, our epistemic self-image will be radically incomplete and 

unsatisfying, with our mental lives divided along a sharp conceptual boundary that 

separates our ability to think about the world from our ability to perceive it.  

McDowell wants to achieve this reconciliation and solve the “reconciliation 

problem,” as I call it, by forging an intimate link between the active or spontaneous 

cognition involved in ratiocinative thought and the passive or receptive cognition 
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involved in perceptual experience. I am friendly to this tack, but think that McDowell 

doesn’t go far enough in blurring the distinction between these two modes of cognition. 

He forges an intimate link between reason and experience, thought and perception, but 

doesn’t call into question the very idea of there being two distinct ways of getting in 

touch with the world, one purely active and the other purely passive. He doesn’t consider 

that perception is a kind of proto-reason, which doesn’t face our higher-order uses of 

intellect from across a vast conceptual gulf. 

My diagnosis for why he doesn’t do this is that he is tethered to an insulationist 

ontology of the mental, on which the thinking subject faces the empirical world from 

within a sealed off domain of pure thought. This insulationist ontology undergirds the 

notion that our cognitive contact with the world factors out into two distinct cognitive 

‘movements’—the pushing-onto-the-world movement of active reasoning and the being-

pushed-on-by-the-world movement of passive experience. The former kind of movement 

can be understood as movement that originates within the mental realm, while the latter 

kind can be understood as an impingement on the boundaries of this mental realm 

originating from without. Take away the boundary and you no longer have a natural way 

of cashing out a sharp distinction between active and passive cognition, a distinction 

which underlies the tension that McDowell identifies between the notions of reasoning 

and perceiving. This is a salubrious result, and precisely what I hope to achieve by 

intervening on the reconciliation problem with LMA, and more specifically, with the 

notion of an inter-reactively relational mind.  
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RICH RELATIONALITY AND ADVERBIAL 

METAPHYSICS 

 
2.1 Conversations and curdled mayonnaise ♦ 2.2 Rich relationality ♦ 2.3 Karen Barad: 

Taking time into account ♦ 2.4 Naomi Scheman’s narrative ontology  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

2.1 Conversations and curdled mayonnaise: working toward a positive conception of 

relationality 

 

In the previous chapter, we began to think about what it means to treat minds as 

amorphous. An important takeaway from this discussion is that mental amorphism and a  

naturalistic worldview are entirely compatible, or at the very least, there is nothing 

overtly and obviously anti-naturalistic about the former. Mental amorphism denies that 

minds have clear boundaries, spatiotemporal or otherwise. This would transgress against 

naturalism only if being a part of the natural world required having clear boundaries that 

demarcate a thing’s basic ontological shape. We might say that mental amorphism 

doesn’t entail that minds aren’t properly natural phenomena because being a part of the 

natural world doesn’t require being a literal part of this world—that is, a discrete ‘chunk’ 

of matter that we could demarcate in space as we would something like a pencil or a 

comb. This isn’t to say that some naturalists want all real natural objects—events, states, 

phenomena, etc.—to exist as (or at least ‘supervene’ on) discrete and bounded 

arrangements of matter, but there are others who attribute less ‘ontological authority’ to 

boundaries, but whom I would still describe as robustly naturalistic in their thinking. 

In this chapter we will look at various thinkers who have promoted what we might 

call a relational naturalism.  The lesson I want to glean from their work is that there are 

ways of de-insulating phenomena that do not result in these phenomena’s disappearance 

from a naturalistic picture of the universe. This lesson is pivotal to my project, and will 

help me to begin spelling out how it is a mind can be in nature, and yet, too amorphous to 

be delineated spatiotemporally.  

As previously discussed, mental amorphism can come across as a wrongheaded 

denial of something obvious. If minds and mental states aren’t discrete and bounded, then 

surely they are nothing at all! And, we know minds and mental states are something, so 
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isn’t mental amorphism ultimately an outrageous denial of the very existence of minds? 

No, it is not such a denial. In erasing the mind’s boundaries we are not erasing the mind 

itself—turning it into nothing. However, we are doing something radical: we are turning 

the mind into no-thing. That is to say, we are removing the mind from the ontological 

category “thing” and placing it in the distinct category of “relationship.” Actually, I think 

it might be more appropriate to say that we are complicating the relationship between 

things or ‘relata’ and relation(ship)s; we are analyzing the thinghood of minds—i.e., their 

ontological distinctness as particular phenomena—in terms of relationality. So, I might in 

certain contexts refer to a mind as a “thing” but I want us to be wary of this seemingly 

innocent term because it seems to conjure an image of something that is fundamentally 

non-relational.  

But, what would it mean for something to be fundamentally relational? I think we 

can start looking for answers to this question in the work of the later Wittgenstein. In 

Philosophical Investigations there is an undeniably anti-insulationist theme. Moreover, 

emerging out of his critique of insulationist thinking is an attendant picture of 

relationality that I find attractive and useful for my purposes. Wittgenstein often 

discusses a metaphor for thinking that is lodged deeply in our, well, thinking. This 

metaphor is of a hard crystal hidden ‘behind’ or ‘underneath’ the messy and dynamic web 

of behaviors and habits which collectively make up what we might describe as a person’s 

way of moving through the world. This metaphor is telling, in that it calls attention to 

current of 68orth’s68i in insulationist thought—to the way in which insulationism makes 

the mind essentially timeless and static. It doesn’t necessarily do so by placing the mind 

in some extra-natural realm (although it can), but by placing the mind within boundaries 

that separate the inner space of thought from the outer space of movement and change. 

One might protest that insulating the mind in this way doesn’t entail that the mind 

has an essentially non-temporal, static structure. However, by drawing a distinct 

boundary around the mind, we relegate extra-mental activity, or as I prefer to say, 

movement, to the ‘non-cognitive’ realm. The world can no longer be present to the mind, 

for it is by definition outside of the mind. The best the world can hope for is to be re-

presented in the mind. When the world does something to us, so to speak, insofar as we 

receive the worldly doing with our minds, it will be stripped of its original ‘worldliness’ 

and given a new special mental garb. It will enter into the properly cognitive domain, 

where it no longer moves us qua world, but qua representation of the world.  This 

supposition is not trivial because we tend to think of representations as the sorts of things 

about which we can simply decide to withhold judgment. In other words, when we 

conceive of representations in terms of movement, it will feel natural to suppose that 

representations can’t move, and hence move us, in the same way the world can; 

representations can’t brutely move us into judgments, the way the world can brutely 

move us to the left, right, up, down, backwards, and forwards (I should perhaps remind 

the reader that the notion of movement will, both as a metaphor and as means of literal 

description, underpin many of the key ideas and arguments that compose LMA, so if it 

seems like a distasteful concept at this point, expect things to only get worse!). 

 So, the idea we’re exploring is that representations (as opposed to perceptions) do 

not bring a kind of brute, consent-ignoring movement into the mind, movement which 



   69 

 

might force us into making particular judgments. Rather, they enter the mind and become 

obediently still, so to speak, sitting before the mind’s eye awaiting the higher-order 

judgment of the thinking subject. John McDowell, whose work we will look at in detail 

in the following chapter, seems to be making a similar point when he says that it’s not up 

to us how the world appears through our senses, but it is up to us whether we accept these 

appearances as veridical.75 

Here’s the point: although sealing off the mind from the world doesn’t entail that 

the mind is timeless and static, it does divide the mind from worldly temporality and 

movement, and in doing so, encourages what I just described as a 69orth’s69i conception 

of the mental domain as the calm and still counterpart to the turbulent world of empirical 

reality. In this chapter, we will explore a way of conceiving of the mind that treats 

beliefs, along with desires, hopes, wishes, and so forth, as real only insofar as they are 

tangled up in a web of worldliness. The guiding idea behind this approach is that we can 

think of mental phenomena as particular patterns within a person’s complex engagement 

with the surrounding social and physical world. There are no mental items that exist 

behind the scenes, as it were. Our mental states aren’t ‘stored up’ on the inside, but 

performed and lived.  

Wittgenstein’s influence on my thinking shines through clearly in this idea. 

Indeed, we might say that mental states exist within a web of worldliness, but perhaps the 

more apt metaphor is Wittgenstein’s stream of life; our minds and the states they assume 

exist only insofar as they are swept up in this stream. Throughout the Investigations 

Wittgenstein prompts us to reflect on whether we can really make sense of the idea that 

the meaning of some word is a kind of picture, which can be neatly contained within a 

person’s mind. His aim is to get us to see that there are deep, intractable problems with 

the idea that understanding a word consists in summoning the picture we associate with 

that word, and holding it before the mind’s eye. As I read him, Wittgenstein sees this idea 

as symptomatic of a more general tendency to treat mental states as internal processes 

that transpire below the tumultuous surface of a person’s outward displays of 

intelligence, below what some philosophers want to write off as the merely behavioral. 

Wittgenstein objects to the above picture of what it is to understand a word, on the 

grounds that such a picture furthers an insulationist agenda, by treating the mental state of 

understanding as a source of behavior, set apart from the behavior itself by some definite 

boundary that marks where thought and comprehension end and their outward 

manifestations begin.  This comes through, I think, in the following passage: 

 
We are trying to get hold of the mental process of understanding which seems to be hidden 

behind those coarser and therefore more readily visible accompaniments. But we do not 

succeed; or, rather, it does not get as far as a real attempt. For even supposing I had found 

something that happened in all those cases of understanding,—why should it be the 

understanding? And how can the process of understanding have been hidden, when I said 

“Now I understand” because I understood?! And if I say it is hidden—then how do I know 

what I have to look for? I am in a muddle.76 

                                                 
75 McDowell, John. Mind and world. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996, page 10. 
76 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Philosophical Investigations (trans. GEM Anscombe)." New York: The 

MacMillan Company, 1999. 
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Here, I take Wittgenstein to be saying that earnest and serious reflection on the 

insulationist picture of mental states doesn’t reveal some fatal flaw with this picture—

some glaringly untrue or contradictory feature. Instead, when we try to hammer out the 

way in which an essentially inner and hidden mind works, we realize that what seemed 

like a perfectly clear proposal, amenable to a careful examination, fades into increasing 

obscurity the more we try to bring it into focus. We just can’t give anything like a 

satisfying explanation of how a person’s mind could contain essentially inner mental 

items. A mental item is essentially inner, or insulated, when its basic ontological structure 

is distinct from its connectedness to the outer, performative, and embodied displays of 

intelligence and mentality that Wittgenstein treats as “criteria” for mindedness. Once we 

screen off the ‘merely behavioral’ side of things, what’s left for us to see is too far 

removed from the hurly-burly of human life to count as mental phenomena. Wittgenstein 

calls insulated mental items “dead,” and I think he is right, and not just on a metaphorical 

level: an insulated mind is literally a dead mind, which is to say, no mind at all. A mind 

needs to have life breathed into by…well, life! A person needs to be involved in the 

world as a living being in order to have a mind. This isn’t just an empirical fact: I want to 

suggest that is a matter of what philosophers might call a conceptual necessity, although I 

expect Wittgenstein would balk at this way of putting the point. 

 The alternative picture that Wittgenstein wants us to consider locates mental 

states in the messy, circumstantial, fluid, entangled, conventional, and at times, 

idiosyncratic performances of a human being. This alternative picture allows the mind to 

be continually ‘leaking’ out of individuals and into the world, as opposed to remaining 

hidden from view, private and self-contained (we will, throughout our discussion, make 

heavy use of the metaphors of leakage, seepage, trickling, and so forth, as I think they 

help us get at something elusive and subtle about our mentality). In short, Wittgenstein’s 

view allows the mind to be amorphous, without being, at least in any obvious sense, non-

physical. Minds aren’t contained in us; they’re manifested through our intelligent 

performances. This point will serve as a pillar of LMA. But isn’t the notion of a ‘leaky’ 

mind just a attempt to resurrect behaviorism, which is widely accepted to be dead letter? 

 No. Or at least, not really. Although my view shares with behaviorism the goal of 

liberating the mind from a wholly private realm of subjectivity, the spirit in which it 

carries out this liberation is importantly different from that of the behaviorist. In allowing 

the mind to leak into the world, I do not intend on moving us any closer to the 

behaviorist’s goal of purging language of all psychologistic terminology. We need our 

‘folk-psychological’ descriptions to make sense of each other. Mental phenomena are 

importantly different from other sorts of natural phenomena, and our rich battery of 

mental predicates uniquely satisfies a variety of explanatory and pragmatic needs. But, 

what makes mental phenomena importantly different doesn’t boil down to their being 

hidden and insulated. To be sure, the inhabitants of the mind—beliefs, desires, 

imaginings, wonderings, and so forth—are in a certain sense hidden and insulated. You 

don’t know what I’m thinking with the same immediacy and intimacy that I do (at least 

not usually). That said, mental stuff isn’t sequestered in the pronounced way that 

insulationism makes it out to be. The differences between behaviorism and LMA, though 
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significant, are also somewhat subtle. So, although I have here marked a basic distinction 

between LMA and behaviorism, I expect—or at least hope—the depth of the difference 

between the two views will become increasingly evident as our discussion moves 

forward.  

So, I have heretofore said the following about the positive picture of the mind that 

LMA has to offer: the mind is a relationship, which exists in a flesh and blood human 

being’s ongoing negotiations of the messy physical and social realities in which he or she 

is enmeshed. I now want to explain why it is with some wariness that I use the word “in” 

to describe  mind’s way of being situated vis-à-vis the thinking subject’s engagement 

with the surrounding world. 

As Hubert Dreyfus points out in his influential exegesis of Heidegger’s Being and 

Time, there are two senses of “in”—a spatial/inclusive sense, concerned with an object’s 

location (i.e., is it included in, that is, inside of or outside of, a certain area?), and an 

existential sense of involvement, concerned with a subject’s relationship with or to 

something else (Dreyfus makes this point in order to clarify that Heidegger’s conception 

of Dasein is in the world in the existential sense).77 The existential sense is closer to the 

sense of “in” I intend to invoke when I talk about a subject’s mind being in that subject’s 

temporally extended engagements with the world. Mindedness is a way of being 

occupied or caught up in the significance of the world, and not a way of simply existing 

spatially in the world. 

As Dreyfus points out, we see the spatial sense of “in” as more basic than the 

existential sense. The reader should keep this point in mind as we proceed, so as to guard 

against imposing the spatial sense of “in” onto my conception of mind as thoroughly in a 

human being’s interactions with the world. For, imposing the spatial sense onto my view 

will distort it. This will, I hope, become increasingly clear as our discussion moves 

forward.  

The suggestion, then, is that minds are properly in the world, but not in the same 

sense that pencils, chairs, cars, and other paradigmatically bounded objects are. For, these 

clearly discrete things—these familiar “medium-sized objects”—achieve their being-in-

the-world by being touched and by touching the world, but only “in the sense of physical 

contact” (A quick caveat: there is a way in which these seemingly ‘dead’ things are also 

caught up in a conversation with the world, as we will see in our discussion of Karen 

Barad’s “agential realism” and Naomi Scheman’s “narrative ontology” in the next 

section. For now, however, I want to rely on the intuitive understanding of a contrast 

between human beings and so-called inanimate objects).  Minds also are genuinely in the 

world, but their in-ness is achieved by touching and being touched by the world in 

Dreyfus’ existential sense. We touch the world by imposing our significance onto it—by 

announcing what matters to us—and allowing the world to introduce itself to us in turn, 

to share with us its own agential presence. 

The metaphor of a conversation is apt here. To have a mind is to be in an ongoing 

conversation with reality. A mirror is not, as the Cartesian tradition would have us 

                                                 
77 Dreyfus, Hubert L. Being-in-the-world: A commentary on Heidegger's Being and Time, Division I. Mit 
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believe, the most apt metaphor for the nature of mind, and its capacity to put us in touch 

with the world. For, we do not reflect reality so much as we talk to it, with it. 

The broader critique of insulationist thinking I am developing has its roots in this 

idea. I want to challenge the notion of mind as bounded because such a notion fails to 

capture the intimacy and “interlocutority” of a minded being’s relationship with reality. 

Our ontology of the mental should not seal off a distinct domain of the mental—it should 

not place boundaries around it—for a mind is not the sort of thing that can be inside, as it 

is always emerging out of an in-between. It is in this way that minds are fundamentally 

relational. A mind is the interface between an intelligent subject and a complex universe, 

which has its own healthy share of intelligence and agency. It is the results of an 

organism prodding its environment, and that environment ‘kicking back,’ to use Karen 

Barad’s evocative phrase. 

Reflecting on actual conversations can help us appreciate the way in which 

LMA’s conversational conception of mind points us toward such an ontology. When 

engaged in conversation, there is a phenomenologically rich experience of being-in-the-

presence-of-another-intelligence, an experience that is less overt in more unilateral forms 

of verbal interaction, such as lectures, rants, excoriations, formal presentations, etc. When 

I speak to someone, my experience of myself (and of you) is mediated and filtered 

through the intelligence and presence of another being, the you. For instance, how I 

experience my voice—its contours and inflections—varies greatly from one 

conversational context to another. I tend to hear the ‘American-ness’ of my accent more 

vividly when conversing with non-Americans. Similarly, I often hear my “whiteness” 

more sharply when interacting with people of color. Another interesting way in which 

this phenomenon manifests itself in my life occurs in the classroom. I find that I develop 

a distinct sense of myself in each course I teach. I teach in a highly informal and 

conversational style. As a result, I allow my very being to become interpolated by others. 

The subtle differences between the different groups of students with whom I converse 

allow the “I” that is I shift and transmute. This even happens within a single semester. 

The difference versions of me that different classes get to experience are not pronounced 

and dramatic—my basic personality traits travel with me from course to course. 

However, the differences run phenomenologically deep, and inflect my basic sense of not 

just how I am behaving, but who I am.  

The point I am gesturing at, which I think carries heavy ontological significance, 

is that what/who I am in a given conversation, cannot be traced back or anchored in 

something that is inside of me, but rather emerges out of the in-between space of my 

interaction with another; how I am as an I is deeply mediated and inflected by how I am 

to someone else, how I appear as another’s you. I do not manufacture words with wholly 

internal materials, but rather, produce words in a way that reflects both what is in me, but 

also, what is in you, and more importantly, what is in between us. Surely we all have 

experiences of opening our mouths to speak to someone, and being surprised by the 

words we say, or how we say them. That feeling of having words literally drawn out by 

another, in a way that feels somewhat beyond your control, is not an experience of having 

your pre-formed thoughts simply come out wrong. It is an experience of your thoughts 



   73 

 

being co-formed with another person, in a way that is neither wholly under that person’s 

control, nor wholly under your own control. 

Much of what I am saying echoes key themes in Annette Baier’s work. In her 

essay, “Cartesian Persons,” Baier argues, drawing ingeniously on Descartes’ Meditations, 

that “in action and thought about action, as much as in other thought, we are second 

persons before we are first or third persons.”78 What she means is that we come to be 

self-conscious, cognitively competent individuals only in the context of recognizing 

ourselves as belonging to historical time and to a community of persons within which one 

has certain roles, relationships, and so forth. She writes, “We acquire a sense of ourselves 

as occupying a place in an historical and social order of persons, each of whom has a 

personal history interwoven with the history of the community.” Moreover, this sense of 

ourselves is not peripheral to our basic sense of ourselves as persons; it is not external to 

the basic kind of self-awareness on which Descartes attempted to construct an entire 

edifice of knowledge. Rather, our sense of ourselves as a “you”—as a being involved in 

history and community—lies at the bottom of our consciousness. It is constitutive of our 

mindedness.  One might detect a whiff of paradox here. How can individuals arise out of 

relations? Doesn’t there need to be at least a partially minded being—a fledgling I—in 

place before a recognition of relationality occurs? In other words, doesn’t there need to 

be a thinking subject who carries out this recognition? 

I want to bracket this question. It’s a good one, but I cannot answer it in a 

satisfying way until we discuss in more detail what it means for something to be 

fundamentally relational, or to introduce some terminology, “richly relational.” The topic 

of rich relationality will be covered in the following section.  

Now, it seems to me that insulationism overlooks the possibility that who we are 

is dynamically and continuously determined by our participation in meaningful dialogue, 

not only with other people, but with the world at large. One way to put this point is to say 

that the mind never is, but is always becoming, emerging out of the intricate interplay 

between an intelligent organism and its world. In drawing metaphysically definitive 

boundaries around the mind, insulationists make something of a category mistake; they 

treat the mind as something that is in the world in a spatial sense, existing merely next to 

other objects and other minds, when in fact, the mind is in the world in an existential 

sense. The mind’s very existence emerges out of a human being’s intimate embeddedness 

in the world. In this way, it is fundamentally in between, wholly liminal—richly 

relational. 

Notice I do not say that the mind is involved with the world, but rather, that mind 

is itself a kind of involvement. This serves to emphasize that mind is not a thing that 

exists, which happens to be in conversation with the world—it is the conversation! We 

find an elegant treatment of this idea in Nancy Tuana’s “interactionist ontology”: 

 
Knowledge arises from the flesh—that intertwining of my body and the world, and my 

interactions with others. The world and I reciprocate one another; the sun breaks through as I 

reach the top of the waterfall and its rays lighten the weight of my body with their reverse 

gravity and I am caught by the beauty of the world shimmering around me...Each presence 
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presents some facet that catches my eye while the rest of it lies hidden beyond the horizon of 

my current position, each one inviting me to focus my senses upon it, to let other objects fall 

into the background as I enter into its particular depth. When my body responds to the 

solicitation of another being, that being responds in turn, disclosing to my senses some new 

aspect or dimension that in turn invites further exploration. By this process my sensing body 

gradually attunes itself to the style of this other presence—to the way of this stone, or tree, or 

table. In this way a thing comes to take its place more deeply in my world, and may become a 

world for me.79 

 

The kind of reciprocation between herself and her environment Tuana here describes is 

not a ‘back and forth’ between two things that are, ultimately, separate and discrete. On 

the contrary, it is a ‘(be)coming together’ of two things, a human body and an 

environment, which are constantly being (re)constituted and interpolated by the other. 

The rich integration of mind and world that Tuana describes requires that the mind lack 

clear and sharp boundaries. To enter into conversation with the world, as we are able to 

do, we must be always already of the world.  

To be sure, boundaries needn’t be impermeable, and so, it seems like mind could 

have boundaries and nevertheless achieve the kind of rich integration with the world that 

LMA describes (indeed, this is something Tuana seeks to capture with her notion of 

“viscous porosity”80). I grant this point, but we need to keep in mind that insulationist 

conceptions of the mind do more than give boundaries a role in cognition and perception; 

they make the locus of these mental activities, the mind itself, a fundamentally bounded 

thing. In a word, insulationism is a commitment to the primacy of boundaries to a mind’s 

basic ontological ‘shape.’ Such a commitment violently rends mind from world, and 

world from mind, in a way that leaves us with a deep and often sorrowful sense of 

separation from reality. In philosophical discourse, this sense of separation manifests as 

the problem of external-world skepticism (the problem of how our minds reach out to the 

world), and the problem of intentionality (the problem of how our words reach out to the 

world). In chapter 5 we will explore the connections between insulationism and external-

world skepticism, and argue that the latter doesn’t arise on LMA. 

We might try to condense our discussion about the relational character of the 

mind into the following slogan: the mind is in the world, but the world is also in the 

mind, and never the two shall separate out into what is clearly two. For, the possibility of 

a clean split relies on clear boundaries: we can’t isolate the mind if mind isn’t possessed 

of clear boundaries, that is, boundaries that give the mind what Naomi Scheman might 

call its “thing-ness.” And, a mind is not possessed of such boundaries. As Susan Hurley 

has said, there is no “magical membrane” separating mind from world, no barrier that 

cleaves reality into an objective world ‘out there’ and a subjective inner realm of 

mentality.81 Matters are much messier, much more intertwined. 
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Philosophers’ insistence that there is such a membrane seems rooted in what 

María Lugones has called the “logic of purity,” a way of thinking fueled by a desire for 

clean separations and absolute bifurcations. The logic of purity structures all manner of 

activities, including complex social relations, but also, more quotidian activities such as 

making mayonnaise: 

 
In English, one might say that the mayonnaise curdled. Mayonnaise is an oil-in-water 

emulsion. As all emulsions, it is unstable. When an emulsion curdles, the ingredients become 

separate from each other. But that is not altogether an accurate description: rather, they 

coalesce toward oil or toward water, most of the water becomes separate from most of the 

oil—it is instead, a matter of different degrees of coalescence. The same with mayonnaise; 

when it separates, you are left with yolk oil and oily yolk.82 

 

I want to suggest that the amorphousness of mind involves a kind of curdling between a 

subject and the world. In fact, I would say that mind and world exhibit and even more 

intimate inter-constitution, in that the two are just inseparable in practice, but in principle. 

This takes us back to an earlier point, namely, that mind’s basic ontological shape is not 

that of a bounded entity. To say that beneath mind’s multifarious connections to and 

dependencies on the world there exist clear boundaries, which set apart mind from the 

world as ‘its own thing,’ is to fall back on the logic of purity. It is to insist, without any 

particular basis, that if we dealing with two things—in this case, a mind and the world—

then there ought to be a way of drawing a definite border around one, such that we could, 

even if just in principle, pick out mind from the world, in a fairly physical/literal sense of 

“pick out”( i.e., tear away, rip out of, cut out, etc.). 

LMA’s commitment to the amorphousness of the mental, then, involves a denial 

that mind and world are in principle separable. There is no position or perspective from 

which mind could be clearly set apart from its background of worldliness. This 

inextricability is a product of the absence of clear boundaries; where mind ends and the 

world begins is not merely epistemically inaccessible to us—it is a metaphysical fiction. 

We have, in this section, begun to explore a key aspect of LMA’s positive 

conception of amorphousness: relationality. In addition we saw that fundamental or as I 

will say rich relationality, involves what I have been describing as a conversation. In the 

next section, I want to make the notion of a richly relational or ‘conversational’ mind 

looks like. 

 

 

2.2 Rich Relationality 

 

I just claimed that a mind is fundamentally relational. But, what does a mind relate? What 

are the relata to its relation? As a first stab at answering this question, I offer the 

following three formulations: 
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(1) Mind is a relationship between a subject and the world. 

(2) Mind is a relationship between a person and the world. 

(3) Mind is a relationship between an organism and the world. 

 

To be sure, these three hypotheses seem to say rather different things. So, why hold onto 

all three? Does helping myself to each of these claims infect my account with an 

unacceptable kind of ambivalence?  

I don’t think it does. These claims do not contradict, but complement, one 

another. Each one says something different and important about the special kind of 

relationship that I am identifying with mindedness. Before we look at what each thesis 

brings to the table, however, I want to introduce an idea that lies behind all of them: rich 

relationality. 

 Rich relationality is a special kind of relationship between two or more relata. 

More precisely, a set of relata—“R1, R2, R3…Rn”—are richly related if their relatedness is 

prior to their existence as distinct, separate relata. I want to argue that we ought to think 

of mind as a rich relation, the relata of which are a subject/person/organism (henceforth 

an “SPO”) and the world. The plausibility of this claim turns largely on how we choose 

to understand “prior” in the above definition, as it is certainly a polysemic term. In what 

follows, several senses of “priority” are considered, and each one rejected. Establishing 

how we should not understand priority vis-à-vis the concept of rich relationality will, I 

expect, leave us with a better idea of how we should understand the notion. 

 Temporal priority is a familiar notion. A is temporally prior to B iff the 

occurrence of A happens before the occurrence of B. I do not want to claim that mind 

could exist before its relata. It’s not as though there is first mind, and then, at some later 

time, an SPO and a world pop into existence. This view sounds absurd to me, and more 

importantly, it simply isn’t what I am defending here. 

 In rejecting temporal priority, we rule out another familiar variety of priority—

causal priority. Causal priority is a sub-category of temporal priority. Thus, if the latter 

fails to capture the kind of priority involved in rich relationality, so too does the former. 

The mind doesn’t stand in relation to an SPO and its world as a cause to its effect. The 

problem with both temporal priority and causal priority is that plugging them into the 

above definition of rich relationality leads to the bizarre conclusion that there can be a 

mind that exists before, and thus without, an SPO to be its ‘owner.’ 

 Perhaps it is a mistake to look at our familiar, everyday notions of priority. Rich 

relationality is a concept designed to shed light on the metaphysical structure of minds. 

And so, I could argue that the mind is a relation, which is prior to its relata in a special 

‘metaphysical’ sense. I would not be the first philosopher to invoke a distinctly 

metaphysical concept of priority. Indeed, there is an established tradition of doing so in 

metaphysics.83 But, I am hesitant to go this route. Although I offer rich relationality as a 

metaphysical concept, aimed at getting at the fundamental facts about the nature of 

reality, and more specifically, the nature of mind, I do not want to rely on a concept of 

                                                 
83 See Schaffer, Jonathan. “On What Grounds What.” In Metametaphysics: New Essays on the Foundations 

of Ontology. Eds. David Chalmers, David Manley, and Ryan Wasserman. Cambridge: Oxford University 

Press, 2009, pp. 347-383.  
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metaphysical priority that bears no conceptual linkages to more familiar kinds of priority 

(e.g., causal and temporal). But, at the same time, the sort of priority I have in mind is not 

neatly reducible to these more familiar kinds. 

In order to understand the way in which an individual mind is prior to an SPO and 

the world, we need to go beyond familiar notions of priority, but not so far that we lose 

sight of them altogether. For, as we shall see in the next section, the priority at play in 

rich relationality is not altogether unrelated to temporal and causal priority.  

 I would now like to discuss the work of Karen Barad and Naomi Scheman, whose 

ideas on relationality have played a pivotal role in the development of my own views on 

the nature of mind. Their work points toward a bold new metaphysics, in which relations 

enjoy an ontological primacy. Instead of the traditional picture of reality as composed of 

things, which can then enter into relations, they identify relationality as a foundational 

feature of the world. Instead of treating relations are emerging out of things, they assert 

that relationality is a precondition for ‘thing-hood.’ I want to take this idea and use it to 

articulate a conception of minds as richly relational phenomena. 

 

 

2.3 Karen Barad’s agential realism  

 

Karen Barad builds a defense of the metaphysical and epistemological importance of 

relationality around a concept she calls “intra-action.” It is worth looking closely at this 

concept, as the concept of inter-reaction is essentially an offshoot of the concept of intra-

action. Following Scheman’s suggestion (made in conversation), I want to market inter-

reaction as a special kind of intra-action, one that is epitomized by human agents—i.e., 

agents with minds like ours. 

A trained physicist, Barad deftly draws on examples from quantum physics to 

flesh out the notion of intra-action. In the following passage, she uses the example of 

wave-particle duality to spell out the nature of intra-action: 

 
When light passes through a two-slit diffraction grating and forms a diffraction pattern it is 

said to exhibit wavelike behavior. But there is also evidence that light exhibits particlelike 

characteristics, called photons. If one wanted to test this hypothesis, the diffraction apparatus 

could be modified in such a way as to allow a determination of which slit a given photon 

passes through (since particles only go through a single slit at a time). The result of running 

this experiment is that the diffraction pattern is destroyed! Classically, these two results 

together seem contradictory, frustrating efforts to specify the true ontological nature of light. 

Bohr resolves this wave-particle duality paradox as follows: the objective referent is not some 

abstract, independently existing entity but rather the phenomenon of light intra-acting with 

the apparatus. The first apparatus gives determinate  meaning to the notion of “wave,” while 

the second provides determinate meaning to the notion of “particle.” The notions of “wave” 

and “particle” do not refer to inherent characteristics of an object that precedes its intra-

action. There are no independently existing objects with inherent characteristics. The two 

different  apparatuses effect different cuts, that is, draw different distinctions delineating the 

“measured object” from the “measuring instrument.” In other words, they differ in their local 
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material resolutions of the inherent ontological indeterminacy. There is no conflict because 

the two different results mark different intra-actions.84 

 

We needn’t understand the intricacies of a diffraction apparatus to grasp Barad’s main 

point here: there are neither wavelike nor particlelike features in a mind-independent 

reality, which await discovery by human beings. Rather, light takes on wavelike features, 

or particlelike features, as a way of responding to our efforts to reach out and make 

contact with it. We see now why she calls her account “agential realism.” It is a form of 

realism, since we do not simply construct photons with our own conceptual and linguistic 

resources, nor are photons simply in our minds. However, the independent reality of 

photons stems from their own share of agency, where “agency” can be understood 

loosely as a capacity to engage in a conversation with other parts of reality. In this way, 

photons are independently real in virtue of and not in spite of their fundamental 

relatedness to other aspects of reality. It’s also important to note that whether a photon 

achieves a wavelike or particlelike identity depends on the way in which we reach out to 

it, on the way we use our measuring apparatuses to carve precision into the “inherent 

ontological determinacy.” Effecting different “cuts,” as Barad puts it, produces different 

characteristics in the ‘objective’ world. A “phenomenon,” for Barad, is the overall 

context in which an observer/measuring agency enacts an agential cut, i.e., reaches out to, 

or makes contact with, an observed/measured object. 

 It is important to note that for Barad, the indeterminate ontological status that the 

natural (read: observed, measured) world displays is also characteristic of both the agents, 

or scientists, who study it, and the instruments of their study. So, what a given instrument 

of measurement is (what it does, how it functions, which results it produces) is also an 

emergent feature of a particular phenomenon, that is, of a particular context in which 

human beings use that instrument to effect a “cut” in reality. The tools we use to get 

closer to reality are not, Barad writes, “set in place before the action happens.”85 Both 

components of a phenomenon, a measuring device/measuring agent, and a measured 

object, come to be within the phenomenon. In this way, the “components” of an intra-

action are relata that do not precede their relation(s): “relata-within-phenomena emerge 

through specific intra-actions.”86  

We see, then, the reason for Barad’s prefixal twist on the familiar concept of 

inter-reaction. “Intra-” signals that the ‘action’ of science—which for Barad, includes not 

only the actions of the scientist, but also, the agential responses of the natural world—

occurs within a phenomenon. In a recent interview, Barad suggested that the notion of an 

interaction is bound up with an ‘atomistic’ picture of reality, on which there are 

“individual independently existing entities or agents that preexist their acting upon one 

another.”87 As I read her, Barad’s qualm lies with the prefix ‘inter.’ To speak of action 

that takes place in between entities is to assume that there is a space in between those 

                                                 
84 Barad, Karen. "Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How Matter Comes to 

Matter." Signs 40.1, 2014. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
87 “Intra-Actions.” Interview of Karen Barad by Adam Kleinmann: 

http://www.academia.edu/1857617/_Intra-actions_Interview_of_Karen_Barad_by_Adam_Kleinmann_ 
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entities. That is to say, it is to treat the entities as fundamentally separate and discrete, 

separated by an absolute ontological divide, by an in-between-space defined by a dead 

emptiness rather than by lively connections and (intra)activity. 

Although I may be more amenable to the prefix “inter” than Barad is, I agree with 

her basic point, namely, that we need to move away from a certain way of understanding 

the concept of interaction in order to purge ourselves of the atomistic metaphysics that 

accompanies this understanding. Of course, where she talks about atomism and intra-

action, I talk about insulationism, and inter-reaction. However, these terminological 

differences shouldn’t distract us from the deeper resonance between our accounts: Barad 

and I (along with Scheman and Tuana) are committed to the project of exploring—both 

in the context of doing technical, professionalized philosophical work, but also in daily 

life—the space that is opened up for us by a relational metaphysics. 

Discussing Barad’s work has brought us back to our earlier question. Her view 

that the entanglement of agencies is prior to the agents to whom those agencies belong is 

a version of the more general idea that relations are prior to relata. So, again let us 

consider in what sense relations could be prior to relata?  

Barad’s answer to these questions of priority contains an interesting suggestion, 

which I attempt to flesh out with my concept of inter-reaction in chapter 3. Her 

suggestion seems to be that we should not understand the priority of relations to relata in 

the typical temporal sense (i.e., in terms of a neat sequence), but in what we might 

nonetheless call a temporal sense. 

We cannot properly appreciate Barad’s conception of priority by attempting to 

exhaustively analyze it in terms of the straightforward kind of temporal priority. Again, 

Barad’s point isn’t that a relation can exist at a point in time, and then subsequently 

produce relata, at some later time, t (although she does seem to accept the possibility of a 

relation that exists without relata88). Rather, by granting metaphysical priority to 

relations, and not relata, Barad wants to call attention to the way in which relata exist 

only within the temporally extended flow of a relation. Alternatively, we might say that 

her view analyzes the ontological structure of ‘things,’ which do not have an explicitly 

temporal dimension, in explicitly temporal terms. Her agential realism treats things as 

fundamentally embedded in relations, in doings, and thereby turns the traditional, or 

Cartesian picture, on its head; her view embraces the bold conclusion that there are not 

things with fixed properties at the bottom of everything, which then meet and interact, in 

ways that flow from these properties. On the contrary, for Barad, reality is, at its base. an 

ongoing narrative, a thicket of ever-evolving intra-actions.  Moreover, ‘things’ only 

appear as ‘moments’ within this narrative. A thing never just is, but is always caught up 

in a becoming, that is, always emerging out of a past and reaching forward into a future. 

The reader might be imagining something like pieces of driftwood floating down 

a river, swept up by its current. But this is a metaphor we need to resist, as it encourages 

us to think of things as passively caught up in a temporal force that is external to them. 

That is to say, it takes away the agency of things, and in doing so, introduces a sharp 

ontological divide between things and the agentially temporal flow of relationality that 

                                                 
88 I suggest reading the interview cited in the previous footnote to get a sense of where Barad lands on this 

issue. 
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carries them along. Barad’s view is, as I understand it, not that things lack agency; rather, 

it is that a thing possesses agency only insofar as it is caught up in a temporally extended 

relation—in a phenomenon. 

In this way, Barad’s view doesn’t allow for ‘things’ stricto sensu: “Reality is not 

composed of things-in-themselves or things-behind-phenomena but “things”-in-

phenomena.”89 Notice the scare-quotes in the phrase, “ “things”-in-phenomena.” As I 

read her, Barad wants us to see that if we take seriously the idea that things, or relata, 

metaphysically depend on the relations that bring them into intra-active contact, we are 

forced to reject a traditional, atomistic conception of what it is to be a thing; on her view, 

it makes no sense to speak of a thing, if by “thing,” we mean an entity equipped with a 

set of fixed, intrinsic properties, i.e., properties whose existence if tied peripherally, if at 

all, to the entity’s engagement with other things.  

Allow me to summarize some key points. Barad challenges an atomistic 

metaphysics by refusing to grant that reality ‘bottoms out’ at things, which is to say, at 

individual entities with fixed properties, which come in contact, and interact in ways that 

are rooted in these fixed properties. The positive picture she offers in place of an 

atomistic view places central importance on temporality. The lynchpin of her view—the 

concept of intra-action—is a robustly temporal notion. It describes an ongoing 

‘conversation’ between agents, in which the agents simultaneously make and unmake 

each other, never acting as isolated beings, but always as entangled agents, as participants 

in a process of becoming (and unbecoming). Indeed, Barad seems to equate intra-activity 

with a kind of becoming when she says that her account “allows matter its due as an 

active participant in world’s becoming, in its ongoing “intra-activity.” She describes the 

intra-active relationship between humans and the non-human world as a kind of back and 

forth, through which the boundaries that separate us from the world get “stabilized and 

destabilized.”90 Echoing this point, she says, “boundaries do not sit still.” They are 

expressions of the ways in which agencies congeal. And, for Barad, agency can never 

fully congeal, i.e., crystallize into a property that a part of the world has: “agency is not 

an attribute whatsoever—it is “doing”/“being” in its intra-activity.”91 Agency ceases to 

exist if it cannot participate in the “ongoing open process” of intra-action; it must 

continually enact a performance of becoming. Thus, boundaries never define things that 

simply are, because boundaries depend on the participation of agencies in a historical 

process, in the “ebb and flow” of agency that describes intra-action. Things do not exist 

at a point in time, but over and through time, as multiple agencies push up against one 

another, furnishing one another with boundaries, albeit fluid and changeable ones. 

We can now see how Barad grants relations a kind of temporal priority over 

relata. Actually, I think it’s more accurate to say that her account grants relations a kind 

of priority that is rooted in temporality. For, her view doesn’t make relations temporally 

prior to relata in a straightforward sense; she doesn’t treat relations as occurring before 

relata, as a cause to its effect. Rather, she gives relations an explicitly temporal structure, 

by characterizing them as historical processes whereby agencies ‘push on’ each other in a 

                                                 
89 Barad, 2014.  
90 Ibid. 
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kind of dialectical dance, and defines ‘thing-hood’ in a way that makes it inseparable 

from this temporal structure. Specifically, she treats things as moves in this dialectical 

dance, as particular ‘congealings’ of agency. And in this way, her account makes things 

doings. It asks us to embrace the notion that the things of this world—the relata—exist as 

ways of being, ways of becoming. In light of this, we should perhaps say that for Barad, a 

thing is not that which pushes on and gets pushed on by the world, but rather, a thing just 

is this pushing and being pushed on. “Thing,” if we are to use this term, refers to a site or 

node of temporal and dynamic relationality. 

I want to draw on Barad’s account of relationality to flesh out my notion of mind 

as a rich relationship between an SPO and the world. As I suggest in the previous 

paragraph, I think that Barad’s understanding of intra-action as a temporally extended 

phenomena gestures toward an answer to the question of how relations can be prior to 

their relata. Let us now consider the “narrative ontology” of Naomi Scheman, another 

philosopher whose work on relationality offers potent conceptual resources with which to 

cash out the notion of a richly relational mind. 

  

 

 

2.4 Naomi Scheman’s Narrative Ontology 

 

We have just seen how Barad’s agential realism shakes up a traditional ontology by 

analyzing things in terms of doings, beings in terms of becomings, and relata in terms of 

relations. At this point, we can make a natural transition to Scheman’s work on thing-

hood. Like Barad, Scheman challenges us to distance ourselves from an atomistic 

conception of thinghood, by allowing relationality to play a more central role in our 

ontology. A lynchpin of Scheman’s view is the idea that we should understand the 

ontological integrity of a thing in adverbial terms. I see a strong connection between this 

idea, and various aspect of Barad’s view. Let us take a closer look at Scheman’s 

adverbial narrative ontology, with an eye to how this ontology elaborates on the theme of 

thing-hood as a fundamentally temporal and relational phenomenon. 

In a recent essay discussing her account of what it is to be a thing, Scheman 

writes, “As I’ve argued elsewhere about the self, any object can be thought of as a locus 

of idiosyncrasy, as fundamentally adverbial, a way of being in the world, a nexus of 

causes and effects.”92 She adds that the causal connections that define a thing’s 

ontological integrity (i.e., its existence as a distinct something, as a mere “jumble or 

heap”) are not the coldly mechanistic workings of a lifeless universe, but the messy 

‘matterings’ of a universe that is full of agency. A thing is a participant in an ongoing 

narrative.  The narrative that defines a thing’s existence arises from the particular, or as 

Scheman says, “idiosyncratic,” way in which the thing inscribes its significance onto the 

world, but also, the way in which the thing receives or records the world’s significance. A 

                                                 
92 Scheman, Naomi. “Narrative, Complexity, and Context.” In Shifting Ground: Knowledge and Reality; 

Transgressions and Trustworthiness. Oxford University Press, 2011, page 197. 
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thing is not merely causally bound up with its surroundings; it is “distinctively salient to 

its surroundings, as they are distinctively salient to it.”93 94 

By placing salience at the heart of her ontology of complex objects, Scheman 

blurs the traditional distinction between subject and object. Object-hood, for Scheman, 

has a ‘subjective’ dimension, in that an object can only exist in virtue of its participation 

in a conversation with the world. The world must matter to a thing, and vice versa. 

But, mattering is by its nature selective; a thing cannot announce its salience to 

the universe as a whole, nor can a thing register every pattern of significance that exists 

in its environment. Scheman reminds us that “geological formations bear the traces of 

volcanoes, the rise and recession of rivers and glaciers, the shifting of tectonic plates, but 

may be mute about the dry or rainy summers, warmer or colder winters that are recorded 

by the rings of a tree.”95 Different things have different ways of selectively engaging 

with—of paying attention to and caring about—their surrounding worlds, and in this way, 

perspectives are distributed throughout the universe much more liberally than we tend to 

suppose. 

By characterizing the idiosyncratic involvement of particular things as 

perspectival, Scheman grants the so-called inanimate world a share of its own autonomy. 

A thing participates in the construction of its own narrative by choosing to engage more 

intimately with some features  of its environment more than with other features. Of 

course, the world will simply push on, or as Barad says, ‘kick back,’ in response to the 

thing’s autonomous strivings to assert itself and its identity. But, a thing is not merely 

passive, the result of matter congealing obediently in accordance with some set of fixed 

laws. Things exist as sites of bilateral relationality. A thing must not only receive and 

record, but also, announce and assert. In this way, Scheman’s ontology of things, or 

complex objects, makes “narrative...intrinsically connected to autonomy, in particular to 

what might be called “perceptual autonomy,” the ability to recognize, articulate, and 

effectively communicate how the world appears from one’s particular location in it.”96 

As a result, coming to understand the inhabitants of this world—not just other 

people, but chairs, trees, subatomic particles, etc.—requires a certain relinquishment of 

control. As Scheman says, if things truly are what they are only as loci of idiosyncrasies, 

as sites of relationality, then learning about them “is a matter of listening.”97 Moreover, to 

truly listen, rather than merely, say, register or record, is to allow oneself to be partly 

caught up in (an)other’s agency.  There is a phenomenology of listening to another 

person, a feeling of openness and passivity (not to be confused with indifference and 

helplessness, what we might term “absolute passivity”). This phenomenology takes on a 

                                                 
93 Ibid. 
94 In chapter 4, we will pick up on a few of these ideas. More specifically, we will develop a notion of the 

human person as a locus of dynamically interacting projects, and use it to construct an ontology of passive 

perceptual experience on which such experience directly involves active, rational thought. Why we would 

want such an ontology is something that we will also discuss in chapter 3. Here I will simply remind the 

reader that blurring the active/passive distinction vis-à-vis the dichotomy of reason and experience allows 

us to solve McDowell’s “reconciliation problem.” 
95 Scheman, “Narrative, Complexity, and Context.” 2009. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid. 
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richness when we are truly captivated by another’s speech, when we are, as it were, 

hanging on someone else’s every word. I suspect that this is part of the reason a good 

conversation brings immense pleasure—like sex, or a beautiful work of art, it is 

something we literally get swept up in, lose ourselves in. 

In suggesting that a conversational model of knowledge provides normative 

guidance in our efforts to understand not only each other, but the non-human/inanimate 

world as well,  Scheman goes a step further than a philosopher such as Hans-Georg 

Gadamer, who defends a conception of knowledge as a “coming to an understanding with 

an interlocutor,” but only when the objects of knowledge are actual interlocutors, actual 

human beings. As Charles Taylor writes, “Gadamer does not believe that the kind of 

knowledge that yields complete intellectual control over the object is attainable, even in 

principle, in human affairs.” Taylor adds that such control is a sensible dream, or even 

goal, for a field such as particle physics, but not for an inquiry aimed at “understanding 

human beings.”98 For Scheman, abandoning the goal of complete control in just the 

natural sciences does not adequately make room for the agency of the inanimate world. It 

does not allow the natural (read: non-human) world, with its chorus of voices and 

perspectives, to talk back.  

One might scoff at the idea that a mere thing is capable of literally talking to the 

world and to human beings, of announcing what it cares about, of telling its story. Indeed, 

Scheman has admitted to me in conversation that she initially had trouble understanding 

how a tree or a rock could be said to know anything. But, this discomfort, she said, 

stemmed from a lingering attachment to the project of contemporary analytic 

epistemology, namely, the project of trying to define knowledge. For, the definitions that 

this project has produced tend to treat knowledge as a variety of “justified, true belief,” 

and there is certainly something odd about attributing justified, true beliefs to trees and 

rocks. If we distance ourselves from this project, however, we can come to appreciate 

that, “as a locus of idiosyncratic saliencies, a cliff side or a tree or a species is something 

we can learn from, a source of knowledge, if not itself a knower.”99 

This raises the question: does Scheman’s relational ontology erase the divide 

between the animate and the inanimate? Does it invite something like full-blown 

panpsychism? Barad certainly seems to embrace a kind of panpsychism in making 

agency an ontologically basic feature of reality. Does Scheman’s characterization of 

things as perspectival and autonomous share this consequence? That is, does her 

relational ontology furnish the inanimate world with enough ‘subjective’ features to 

warrant the conclusion that the very distinction between an animate and inanimate world 

is empty? If not only people, but animals, and even trees and rocks, can be said to know, 

then in what sense are we special? 

Although Scheman, like Barad, sees the non-human world, including the 

supposedly inanimate portions of it, as brimming with its own forms of intelligence, she 

seems committed to the intuitive position that organisms, especially human beings, are 

minded in a way that makes them special. Her relational ontology, she hopes, will pave 
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the way for a “science of complex, organized things,” but then adds that this science is 

“quintessentially, a science of organisms” (italics mine).100 Such a science needs to 

understand things in context, which is, Scheman explains, “a matter of listening, of 

attending specifically to the integrity of the thing, to its being what it is, in this place, 

over time.” It is only by listening that we can respect the autonomy of things—that we 

can allow them to tell us their stories, and thereby come to know what they are. But, 

Scheman suggests that the “ethical demand” of listening to things is especially integral to 

epistemic norms “when the things in question are human beings.” 

This qualification expresses Scheman’s desire to steer a course between the 

unacceptable anthropocentrism that pervades more traditional conceptions of the material 

universe, and the unchecked anthropomorphism of panpsychist views about the nature of 

mind. The world is more like us than we are inclined to believe, but this doesn’t mean 

there is no sense in which we, and perhaps other intelligent animals, are special. That 

being said, Scheman has said in conversation that she is more comfortable leaning toward 

anthropomorphism than anthropocentrism. Thus, her narrative ontology is less focused on 

establishing the uniqueness of our own minds and agency, than it is with drawing 

attention to and garnering respect for the manifold intelligences and perspectives 

pervading the non-human and non-animal world. 

In the following chapter, I seek to complement Scheman’s account by outlining 

some ways in which human minds, and the minds of other cognitively sophisticated 

beings, differ from the minds of simpler creatures and the ‘minds’ of so-called inanimate 

objects. More specifically, I shall introduce the notion of inter-reaction. 

I want to suggest that the richly relational engagement between a human being 

and the world is highly inter-reactive, and it is because of this, that we are inclined to 

attribute genuine minds to human beings, and creatures like us, but not to things like 

chairs, or even bacteria. Note that I did not say that we inter-react with the world, while 

chairs and bacteria do not. My point is that we inter-react to a far greater extent than the 

things we are most inclined to treat as devoid of anything like a mind (or consciousness, 

interests, agency, etc.), and it is because of this difference in degree that we posit a sharp 

difference in kind. We seem so radically different from chairs, and even from bacteria, 

and that’s because we are radically different! 

However, we shouldn’t rush to the conclusion that this difference is absolute—

that we have minds while most of the universe is dead. For, I think we can construct a 

more elegant and parsimonious metaphysics by treating mindedness as relational, and 

characterizing its relational structure in term of inter-reactivity. That allows us to explain 

why we seem minded, while chairs and the like do not: we seem minded because a key 

feature of mindedness—inter-reactivity—is much more prominent in our engagement 

with the world, than it is in that of a chair. But, what is inter-reaction? And in what sense 

can something be said to inter-react more with the world than some other thing? 

Answering these questions will be the business of the next chapter. 

Here is a brief preview of how chapter 3 will go. First, we will look at John 

McDowell’s deeply thoughtful book, Mind and World. This book deals with a very 
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general question: how can we preserve the idea that we rationally form beliefs about the 

world, where “rationally” is taken to involve a robust freedom of thought, while also 

maintaining  that our doxastic activities wholly play out within the natural world, a world 

governed by brute causal forces? This question closely resembles the question with which 

we are concerned, namely, the question of how we can treat minds as relational in a way 

that so-called inanimate objects also are, without completely abandoning the notion that 

we are, in virtue of our mindedness, rather special sorts of things.  

McDowell’s strategy for reconciling our status as free reasoners with our status as 

causally constrained organisms involves blurring the boundary between active thought 

and passive experience. He brings the free exercise of reason in thought and the passive 

operation of sensory modalities in perceptual experience into a more intimate 

relationship. I am friendly to this tack, in that it strikes me as anti-insulationist in spirit; 

he takes what is generally understood in terms of detachment, namely, our capacity for 

rational thought, and characterizes it as fundamentally linked to our involvement with and 

embeddedness in the empirical world. That being said, I don’t think he goes far enough in 

intermingling reason and experience, thought and perception. I will, in chapter 4, attempt 

to build on McDowell’s account of the relationship between reason and experience by 

using LMA to develop a more thoroughly relational understanding of how our minds fit 

into the natural world. 

Then, toward the end of chapter 4, I circle back to the question of what makes us 

different, in our mindedness, given that our mindedness is a relationality that we share 

with so-called inanimate objects. Our discussion of McDowell will yield an answer to 

this question, which I can here only outline in the roughest of strokes: a mind, which I 

define as a relationship between a subject/ person/ organism (an SPO) and the world, is 

not different in kind from the relationships that inanimate objects bear to their 

environments, but it is nevertheless importantly different in that it is constituted by the 

immensely intricate structure of a human life, and more specifically, by the structure of a 

human life viewed as the involvement of an SPO in a set of a messily overlapping and 

dynamically interacting projects. 

 

 

 

 



   86 

 

3 

THE RECONCILIATION PROBLEM 

 
3.1 Your mind isn’t in you but it is yours! ♦ 3.2 The reconciliation problem in John 

McDowell ♦ 3.3 McDowell’s solution ♦ 3.4 What is the shape of a human life? ♦ 3.5 

The insulationist undertones of McDowell’s thought  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

3.1 Your mind isn’t in you but it is yours! 

  

At the beginning of the previous chapter, I suggested that maintaining the following three 

theses gives my account a kind of productive ambiguity: 

 

T1) Mind is a relationship between a subject and the world. 

T2) Mind is a relationship between a person and the world. 

T3) Mind is a relationship between an organism and the world.101  

 

For the sake of convenience, we’ll call these claims T1, T2, and T3 respectively. I want 

to begin this chapter by unpacking my reasons for giving my core definition of mind this 

tripartite structure. What does each of the above three claims say, and why do I need to 

hold onto all three? 

One can think of T1 as an attempt to anticipate a worry that might arise on 

account of T3. Taken in isolation, T3 might sound like an endorsement of what can 

broadly be referred to as a reductionist program in the philosophy of mind. There are 

various senses in which a view can be reductionist, and there might be ways in which my 

own view can be described as reductionist, but generally speaking, the reductionist label 

is one I want to avoid. I am here taking a reductionist program to be one that seeks to 

reconcile the existence of mind with a naturalistic worldview by ‘dissolving’ minds into 

nature, as it were—that is, by ‘explaining away’ what appear to be distinctively mental 

                                                 
101 There is a reason I am calling mind a relationship, as opposed to a relation. The concept of a relation 

calls to mind a unitary sort of connection—more of a link than an entanglement. It is more in line with 

LMA to call mind a relationship, as the notion of a relationship captures the way in which mindedness is an 

intricate, multi-layered, dynamic, and temporally extended form of engagement. Where relations are neat 

and singular, relationships are messy and plural. 
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phenomena with a description of these phenomena as merely behavioral. The word 

“merely” does the crucial work here. It implies that mental activity, even if incredibly 

sophisticated and complex, is at base nothing other than an organism’s reactions to its 

environment. Such a reduction of the mental effectively replaces a picture of thought as 

the action of a subject with a picture of thought as the reaction of an organism. But, what 

does this mean? Well, everything hinges on what we intend on emphasizing when we use 

words like “subject” and “organism.” When a philosopher says that our minds are indeed 

the minds of organisms, I would need to hear a lot more before deciding whether the idea 

expressed is one I accept. The notion of an organism and that of a subject are both 

profoundly polysemous, caught as they are in the middle of various deep and enduring 

philosophical and scientific disputes. Without further clarifications, sweeping claims that 

link minds to highly abstract concepts like subject or organism, strike me as neither true 

nor false, but as invitations for further discussion.  

But, I can say this: when the topic at hand is the nature of mind, I am wary of the 

assertion that we are “nothing but” or “merely” organisms, since a claim of this sort is 

often made to further a reductionist agenda, that is, to help achieve the goal of recasting 

the mental realm so that it fully ‘blends in’ with the rest of nature (read: disappears), or 

the goal of showing that there is no such realm. This is why I want to characterize my 

account of mind as non-reductionist. It isn’t animated by a reductionist spirit, since I want 

my account to preserve the basic thought that minds are special, even if they are fully 

natural phenomena. I think our mental responses to the world, whether in the form of a 

basic perceptual experience, or an elaborate chain of abstract reasoning, ought to make 

sense as the reactions of an organism. This is why I am committed to saying that a mind 

is a relationship between an organism and its world. However, I don’t think the demand 

that we make sense of our mental lives in light of our status as organisms backs us into a 

corner, where our only way out is to explain why the seemingly magical domain of 

thought, where we find things like meaning and consciousness, isn’t so special after all. 

This is why I assert T1 alongside T3. 

 So, I want to distinguish my account from an aggressively reductionist one by 

preserving an important sense in which thinking is the business of subjects. This is why I 

am asserting T1. However, in denying that thought can be understood in terms of the 

brute reactions of an organism to its environment, I do not wish to revert to a Cartesian 

conception of thought as pure action, that is to say, as something that originates within a 

subject who is not always already caught up in the business of reacting to and coping 

with its empirical landscape. This is where the notion of ‘inter-reaction’ will come into 

play. This notion represents my attempt to carve out a space between the notion of ‘pure’ 

action and the notion of ‘mere’ reaction. In this chapter, we will be looking closely at 

John McDowell’s seminal work, Mind and World, where we find a distinction between 

the “space of reasons,” where thought takes place, and the “space of nature,” where 

natural events occur. The notion of inter-reaction seeks to describe how our engagement 

with the world, qua minded beings, takes place in neither space (I expect the significance 

of this point will come through after we have discussed McDowell in more depth).  

We will develop a more precise account of what inter-reaction involves later on in 

the chapter. For now, simply note that T1 is intended to emphasize that T3 is not an 
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aggressively reductionist statement, or to use some more of McDowell’s terminology, it 

is not a statement of ‘bald naturalism.’ The naturalism in which LMA is embedded does 

not contain the strong eliminativist impulses that motivate baldly naturalistic accounts of 

mind. I want to foreground our status as organisms, but not in order to undermine the 

notion that our status as reasoners and thinkers involves something special, something 

that makes us genuine subjects. The task is to characterize what this special thing is such 

that our status as reasoners/thinkers doesn’t become disjunct from our status as 

organisms.  

We will start with T1. I have decided to characterize one side of the mind relation 

as a subject because the mind relation isn’t entirely ‘symmetrical.’  What I mean by that 

is this: minds belong to SPOs. I have been describing minds as existing in an ‘in-between 

space,’ which might suggest that a particular mind is jointly owned by an SPO and the 

parts of the world with which that SPO interfaces (read: inter-reacts). However, I don’t 

want to say that, since I want to hang on to the highly intuitive idea that minds belong to 

individuals, and not to some strange hybrid of an individual and the surrounding world. 

To be sure, my account gives the world a more direct role in mindedness than a 

traditional Cartesian account does, but at the end of the day, it is the SPO side of the 

mind-relation that has a mind.   

 One might wish to construe this claim in terms of control: my mind is indeed my 

mind because I control it more intimately than the world does. Although I don’t want to 

reject this claim out of hand, I am wary of it. One of LMA’s defining features is its 

opposition to a particular way of understanding mind and knowledge, which, following 

Alva Noë, I will refer to as the “intellectualist” conception.102 The intellectualist 

conception treats our minds as fundamentally free, governed, at least in ideal 

circumstances, by deliberate ratiocination all the way down. In his lucid book, Out of Our 

Heads, Alva Noë explores the way in which an intellectualist or ‘Cartesian’ conception of 

mind and knowledge grants us an unrealistic degree of freedom, by furnishing us with an 

exaggerated, hyperbolized sort of control over our own mental activity. For Descartes, 

cognition is fundamentally deliberative, constituted, at base, by freely chosen decisions 

and judgments. As Noë writes, on a Cartesian conception, “Our distinctive nature reveals 

itself precisely in the fact that we perceive, we evaluate, we decide, we plan, we act.” 

And, Noë adds, on this model of our cognitive activity “we are free precisely because we 

rise above mere habit  and act from principles.”103 

 LMA calls this picture of cognition to task. I agree with Noë that any adequate 

model of mind, whether in philosophy or the cognitive sciences, needs to foreground 

habit as an essential component of cognition. The familiar adage that we are ‘creatures of 

habit’ expresses a deep truth about the nature of human reason: our capacity to think 

rationally is not accompanied by habit—by less deliberate modes of cognition—rather, it 

is constituted, at least in part, by these modes of cognition. And so, we couldn’t engage in 

the careful, conscious reasoning that Descartes put so much trust in, were we not the sort 

of creatures that simply act and think in relatively automatic ways, in ways that get 

                                                 
102 Noë, Alva. Out of our heads: Why you are not your brain, and other lessons from the biology of 

consciousness. Macmillan, 2009. 
103 Ibid., page 98. 
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woven into the details of our embodiment, such that we do not need to monitor their 

execution in a self-reflexive, higher-order fashion (this will be a recurring theme of this 

chapter). We might put it this way: LMA embraces the even the most paradigmatically 

rational of activities (e.g., carefully drawing an inference from some stated proposition) 

are grounded in—nay, constituted by—habits, which we can here understand as 

embodied modes of coping with the world that generally do not get implemented 

consciously let alone with the careful, deliberative consciousness that characterizes 

reflective reasoning.  

 In this way, LMA builds into the very notion of rational thought a relinquishment 

of some control to the world, to our bodies—in short, to that which does not sit 

obediently before our ‘mind’s eye,’ waiting for us to scrutinize it under the inner light of 

our conscious awareness. To be sure, a large part of our rational engagement with the 

world consists in making decisions and judgments in a deliberate fashion, and yet, these 

free moves that we make cannot originate solely in some mysterious subject that “swings 

free of the causal forces of the universe,” to borrow a phrase from Richard Rorty.104 On 

the contrary, any time we act on the world, it is always already an instance of the world 

acting on us.  

In addition, we could not, even in principle, separate our cognitive operations into 

a purely active part and a purely passive part. We might say that any cognitive operation, 

or more simply, any thought, is always already an expression of our capacity to 

consciously push on the world and our capacity to let the world, including our own 

bodies, push on us. Or so I will argue in this chapter and the following one too. 

Moreover, it’s not a though there is an active subject, on one side, acting upon the world, 

and on the other side, the world, acting upon the subject, for such a description marks a 

clean distinction between subject and world/object (we will get into why such a 

distinction is problematic in discussing McDowell, but here, note that cleanly bifurcating 

subject and world resembles the insulationist strategy of fencing off mind from world).  

 But, again, I am committed to the claim that the bilateral and relational structure 

of our mindedness is not fully symmetrical. There is a sense in which the human subject 

pushes itself onto the world more than vice versa. We are the authors, or protagonists, of 

our own unfolding narratives. So the task at hand is to explain how this is so, without 

reverting to the Cartesian narrative of the insulated subject, whose mind can hold the 

world at arm’s length, as it were, and evaluate it with an idealized, rational freedom. 

 In this chapter, we will explore a way in which a mind can be richly related to the 

world, but at the same time, free in a way that affirms our status as reasoners. The 

lynchpin of our discussion will be the notion of inter-reaction. To articulate what this 

notion involves, I want to bring LMA into conversation with John McDowell’s deeply 

insightful book, Mind and World. In that book, McDowell confronts a problematic very 

similar to the one I am facing. Where I talk about preserving our sense of ourselves as the 

‘protagonists’ of our own lives, McDowell talks about the need to characterize our 

rational faculties as free, or ‘spontaneous,’ and where I talk about relinquishing control to 

our bodies and to the world, McDowell talks about the importance of holding our beliefs 

up to a ‘tribunal of experience.’  

                                                 
104 Rorty, Richard. Philosophy and Social Hope. London: Penguin UK, 1999. 
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3.2 The reconciliation problem in John McDowell 

 

In the first chapter of Mind and World, McDowell suggests that we view the course of 

modern epistemology in terms of a continual oscillation, caused by our attempt to yield to 

two opposing philosophical impulses. One force drives us to associate rational reflection 

on the world with freedom, or as he terms it, spontaneity. But, McDowell observes, 

yielding to this force leaves us with accounts of empirical belief and empirical knowledge 

that make us seem ‘out of touch’ with the world, in the fairly literal sense of being neither 

causally connected to nor causally constrained by the world. Discomfort with this state of 

affairs inclines us to yield to the other force, which drives us to conceive of rational 

reflection in terms of world-directedness—in terms of our being causally constrained by 

the world. But, going in that direction leads to accounts of empirical belief and empirical 

knowledge that contaminate the so-called space of reasons with a non-rational mode of 

discourse, namely, the causal discourse of the natural sciences. The contamination of 

reason by causation drives us back to an insistence on reason as absolutely free, i.e., 

unconstrained by brutely causal forces. And so, an oscillation between these two forces—

these two theoretical impulses—is set in motion.105 

According to McDowell, many of the “distinctive anxieties of modern 

philosophy”—and perhaps most notably, the anxieties that motivate modern 

epistemology with its preoccupation with overcoming external-world skepticism—can be 

traced back to our inability to arrest this oscillation.106 When we try to assert our 

spontaneity qua rational creatures, we end up severing our empirical thinking from the 

empirical world, by sealing off our doxastic activities in the space of reasons, and when 

we try to open up that space to the empirical world, so as to reconnect with it, we end up 

losing our sense of ourselves as spontaneous reasoners. 

But, there is a way to escape this dilemma, McDowell argues. He thinks we can 

honor the intuition that reason is deeply connected to freedom, without insulating the 

formation of empirical beliefs from the brute causal constraints of the empirical domain. 

That is to say, he thinks we can describe our rational, doxastic activity such that we 

appear to freely form beliefs that are subject to epistemic praise and blame, but at the 

same time, conditioned by our brute sensitivity and vulnerability to the causal pressures 

of the empirical world. As I shall in a moment suggest, my account of mind as an 

asymmetric, bilateral relation, like McDowell’s account of the rational formation of 

empirical belief, seeks to preserve our self-image as free reasoners and causally 

constrained belief formers, by characterizing our cognitive activity in a way that blurs the 

line between active (free) and passive (constrained) cognition. Before exploring this 

parallel, I want to lay out the oscillation McDowell describes in more detail. 

 One of the forces involved in this oscillation is as an attraction to what McDowell 

terms “minimal empiricism.” Minimal empiricism spells out thought’s directedness 

toward an external world in terms of “answerability to the tribunal of experience, 

                                                 
105 McDowell, John. Mind and world. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996. 
106 Ibid., page xvi. 
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conceived in terms of the world impressing itself on perceiving subjects.”107 The driving 

motivation for this tack is a sense that in order for our beliefs about the world to qualify 

as genuine knowledge, they must be in some sense constrained by an outside, mind-

independent world; they must be brutely ‘pressed upon’ by external forces. The 

alternative, which is to treat the formation of our beliefs and our use of concepts as 

unconstrained by the “tribunal of experience,” seems to turn all of our efforts to gain 

empirical knowledge into “moves in a self-contained game,” into a “frictionless spinning 

in a void.”108 

 The other force that McDowell examines can be seen as a response to a 

shortcoming of minimal empiricism. Although minimal empiricism avoids the problem 

of making empirical beliefs disconnected from an external, mind-independent world, by 

holding all such beliefs accountable to the tribunal of experience, in doing so, it runs into 

another, equally serious problem. Specifically, by admitting the brute causal forces that 

the external world exert upon us into the domain of belief formation, a domain that is 

subject the normative standards of reason, or as Davidson famously put it, to the 

“constitutive ideal of rationality,” the proponent of minimal empiricism seems to 

undermine the very possibility of having justified beliefs. For, as McDowell points out, if 

our beliefs result, even in part, from the sheer force of the external world’s causal 

impingements, then we cannot be blamed for our beliefs, but for the same reason, we 

cannot be justified in holding them either.109 Justification is a property that belongs in the 

“space of reasons,” where reason is exercised freely, or with ‘spontaneity,’ to use the 

Kantian terminology that McDowell adopts. 

So, in tension with the philosophical impulse toward minimal empiricism is a 

compulsion to assert our spontaneity—to characterize the formation of our beliefs about 

the external world in terms of the free exercise of our reason. Such a characterization 

allows us to maintain the purity of the space of reasons, in that it insulates our epistemic 

efforts, à la Descartes, from the brute force of those external, causal impingements that 

bombard our bodies. 

However, in doing so, it creates another, equally serious problem, which I alluded 

to a moment ago. In making the exercise of reason and the formation of beliefs about the 

word different in kind from the events that take place in the space of nature—in the space 

of causal relations—philosophers who insist on the spontaneity of reason run the risk of 

making all of our attempts to get in touch with the world nothing more than moves in a 

“self-contained game.” As McDowell states, “the more we play up the connection 

between reason and freedom, the more we risk losing our grip on how exercises of 

concepts can constitute warranted judgments about the world.”110 The idea here is this: if 

the use of our reason is not, on a fundamental level, brutely shaped and steered by brute, 

external forces—i.e., by those worldly forces that originate from outside of the space of 

reasons—then it is difficult to see how we can employ our rational faculties to develop 

accounts that are genuinely about the world, let alone about the world and accurate, 

                                                 
107 Ibid., page xvi. 
108 Ibid. (McDowell uses this term on pages 11, 18, 50, 66, and at several other points). 
109 Ibid., page 13.  
110 Ibid., page 5.  
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truthful, etc. To reach out and truly touch the world with our minds, is to allow ourselves 

to be “constrained from outside the conceptual sphere.”111  

According to McDowell, then, we can view the epistemological projects of 

modern philosophers as part of a larger dialectic between two forces or impulses, one of 

which drives us to treat empirical knowledge as grounded in external, causal constraints, 

and the other of which drives us to emphasize the spontaneity of reason. This dialectic, 

McDowell suggests, has created an oscillation between two unsatisfying positions: the 

impulse to play up the connectedness between mind and world, that is, to emphasize the 

extent to which our reason is constrained by causal impingements, leads to a “vain appeal 

to the Myth of the Given,” whereas the impulse to play up the spontaneity of reason leads 

to the a kind of coherentism that “threatens to disconnect thought from reality.”112 

Henceforth I shall refer to this dialectic—this problematic from which modern 

epistemology cannot seem to escape—as the problem of reconciling the freedom of 

reasoning with the causal constrainedness of empirical thought, or more simply, as the 

reconciliation problem. 

On McDowell’s view then, modern epistemology is in motion, but it is not the 

motion of steady progress, but a pendulum-like swing between two unsatisfying 

positions, one of which treats the rational subject as free but out of touch with the world, 

and the other of which allows the rational subject to be genuinely in touch with the world, 

but at the mercy of the world’s brute causal powers. 

 

 

3.3 McDowell’s solution 

 

Can epistemology escape the reconciliation problem? McDowell thinks so, and describes 

what he thinks is a viable escape route. His account of empirical belief formation is 

aimed at making our beliefs (a) constrained by and hence genuinely about an outside 

world, in the sense of making them out to be answerable to the ‘tribunal to experience,’ 

and (b) products of the free exercise of our rational capacities. 

Before McDowell gives his response to the reconciliation problem, he 

distinguishes it from the bald naturalist’s reply. A bald naturalist responds to the 

reconciliation problem by denying the basic thought that gives rise to the problem—the 

thought that the space of reasons and the space of nature are entirely distinct discursive 

realms, and as such, conceptually incommensurate. The bald naturalist, McDowell says, 

simply rejects the view that we could not, even in principle, reconstruct the “structure of 

the logical space of reasons in terms that belong in the space of natural-scientific 

understanding.”113 

McDowell’s response to the reconciliation problem differs from that of the bald 

naturalist in that it doesn’t rely on a sweeping claim about the reducibility of the rational 

to the natural. In fact, McDowell wants his response to accommodate our intuition that 

there is a significant sense in which reason is not natural. He says his response, as 
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compared to that of the bald naturalist, is “more satisfying to the extent that it enables us 

to respect, as insights, the driving thoughts of those that take the familiar philosophical 

anxieties to pose real intellectual obligations…even while we unmask the supposed 

obligations as illusory.”114 The bald naturalist must fully naturalize reason, but the very 

idea of doing this involves a denial of something that we find profoundly compelling, 

namely, the notion that reason, if it is to count as reason, must be, in a basic sense, free. 

McDowell doesn’t need to deny this notion, as his account maintains a basic distinction 

between the space of reasons and the space of nature. 

But doesn’t maintaining this distinction lead to the reconciliation problem? The 

harsh dichotomy of reasons and causes is, after all, at the problem’s core. McDowell 

grants this much, but argues that the dichotomy isn’t in itself responsible for the 

reconciliation problem. Where we go wrong is in how we spell out the relationship 

between active/free/spontaneous reasoning and our passive/ constrained/receptive 

experience of the empirical world. How then, ought we conceive of this relationship? The 

short McDowellian answer to this question, which we shall now spend some time 

unpacking, is that we need to make the relationship more intimate. 

McDowell emphasizes that his account of empirical belief and judgment resists 

a temptation to which philosophers are prone to succumb. Typically, we attempt to 

constrain the cognitive activity of forming beliefs about the world by simply restricting 

the scope of spontaneity, such that it doesn’t extend as far as the space of reasons. That is 

to say, we try to make our beliefs accountable to a “tribunal of experience,” by treating 

the justification of a belief or judgment as a process that terminates by “pointing to 

something that is simply received in experience” (the Myth of the Given).115 That which 

is simply received in experience, the so-called Given, exists outside the space of concepts. 

We simply receive it, raw and naked, and it is our job to impose concepts onto the Given 

so as to make it the kind of thing we can form beliefs and judgments about. On this 

picture, the exercise of our spontaneity simply does not touch the outermost edge of our 

cognitive engagement with the world: “the space of reasons is made out to be more 

extensive than the space of concepts.”116 

The problem with this solution to the reconciliation problem is that it faces the 

pronounced and perhaps insurmountable difficulty of explaining how pointing to 

something outside of the conceptual sphere can count as the final step in a process of 

rational justification. We might say that it so counts because although the pointing takes 

us out outside the space of concepts, it does not take us outside the space of reasons. 

However, what McDowell wants us to see is that this response is too facile. It amounts to 

saying that rational relations—i.e., the relation of ‘being correct or warranted in light of,’ 

which holds between occupants of the space of reasons—can obtain between conceptual 

and non-conceptual items (i.e., the Given). And, although there might be satisfying story 

to tell about how this is so, McDowell thinks anyone who defends the idea that rational 

relations terminate in something extra-conceptual  will find herself saddled with a 

commitment to private concepts. He expresses this point the following passage: 
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However, if one becomes convinced that the ultimate grounds for judgments of experience 

must be bits of the Given, one will naturally take oneself to be committed to the possibility of 

concepts that sit as closely as possible to those ultimate grounds, in the sense that their 

content is wholly determined by the fact that judgments involving them are warranted by the 

right sort of bare presence. These concepts will be the concepts that are supposed to be 

expressible by the words of a private language. Only one person could be the subject to 

whom a particular bit of the Given is given. So any concept that was constituted by a 

justificatory relation to a bare presence would have to be, to that extent, a private concept.117 

 

Now, perhaps there is a way of spelling out how extra-conceptual bits of experiential 

intake could stand in rational relations to concept-laden judgments that does not make use 

of anything like a private language. But, it would seem that any attempt to define the 

ultimate ground of justification in terms of the Given will run into a problem more 

fundamental than any problem that plagues the notion of a private language 

specifically—it will run into what McDowell sees as the true upshot of Wittgenstein’s 

remarks on private language, namely, the realization that “a bare presence cannot be a 

ground for anything.” McDowell doesn’t give an elaborate argument for this claim, but 

simply asserts that “we cannot really understand the relations in virtue of which a 

judgment is warranted except as relations within the space of concepts.”118 I share this 

intuition, and am inclined to agree with McDowell and Sellars that the notion of the 

Given “is useless for its purpose.”119  

 But, how does McDowell suggest we abandon the Given, without trapping 

ourselves in the ‘frictionless void’? His answer to this question builds on the Kantian 

thought that “empirical knowledge results from the co-operation between receptivity and 

spontaneity.” According to McDowell, we can dissolve the reconciliation problem and 

“dismount from the seesaw” as it were by characterizing our empirical belief-forming 

activity such that “receptivity does not make an even notionally separable contribution to 

the co-operation.”120 In other words, his solution works by smudging the line between 

spontaneous/active/reflective reasoning and receptive/passive/automatic perceiving. As I 

hinted at earlier, he establishes a more intimate relationship between the two kinds of 

cognitive activity (we see a resonance here with Barad and Scheman’s work on 

relationality). 

 One might think that blurring the boundary between spontaneity and receptivity is 

nothing more than a rehashed attempt to make good on the bald naturalist’s promise of 

erasing the conceptual divide between the space of reasons and the space of nature. 

However, this strikes me as an uncharitable way of taking McDowell. As I will now try 

to make clear, his account of empirical belief  maintains a meaningful distinction between 

spontaneity and receptivity, and hence, honors the idea that reasoning involves more than 

our passive vulnerability to the worldly forces of an external, physico-causal universe.  
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 The key thought in McDowell’s account is, on the face of it, straightforward 

enough. He tells us that “when we enjoy experience conceptual capacities are drawn on 

in receptivity, not exercised on some supposedly prior deliverances of receptivity.”121 In 

other words, we do not impose concepts on a prior deliverance of receptivity because 

there is no such prior deliverance. Conceptual capacities are at play from the git-go; they 

are exercised in our passive experience of the world. In this way, when we trace our 

beliefs about the world back to the first step of their formation, we are taken to 

experience, which for McDowell, is passive. This does not, however, mean that we exit 

the space of concepts. Remember, for McDowell, the Myth of the Given is just that, a 

myth. He thinks we ought to treat “what Kant calls “intuition”—experiential intake—not 

as a bare getting of an extra-conceptual Given, but as a kind of occurrence or state that 

already has conceptual content.”122 Moreover, we do not actively furnish our basic 

perceptual experiences with their content. As McDowell puts it, “the content is not 

something one has to put together oneself.”123 It is in the light of this that McDowell says 

he is wary of talking about exercising conceptual capacities in passive experience, since 

the notion of exercising a capacity is bound up with the notion of an activity. In 

experience, “one finds oneself saddled with content.”124 

 But, isn’t content the product of our conceptual capacities, which we want to 

understand in terms of spontaneity? Yes, but we need to be careful here. Although we do 

not strictly speaking exercise our conceptual capacities in passive experience, we do 

exercise them in other cognitive contexts, specifically, in active thinking—“in ways that 

do provide a good fit for the idea of spontaneity.”125 Thus, calling the passive operations 

of receptivity in experience “conceptual” is not a clumsy, ad hoc attempt to steer clear of 

the Myth of the Given. McDowell is well aware that we cannot cavalierly attach the word 

“conceptual” to just any cognitive operation: “If we try to keep spontaneity out of the 

picture but nevertheless talk of conceptual capacities operating in experience, the talk of 

conceptual capacities is mere word-play.”126  

 But, there is something fishy about McDowell’s treatment of the issue of whether 

spontaneity is properly ‘in the picture’ when we look at passive experience. To clarify 

how McDowell understands spontaneity’s role in passive experience, I propose the 

following analogy. Ernie’s older brother, Bert, is a bully, and likes to grab Ernie’s arm 

and force Ernie to hit himself with his own arm, all the while taunting him, “Why are you 

hitting yourself, Ernie? Huh? Why are you hitting yourself?” Obviously, Ernie doesn’t 

appreciate this because it’s simply unpleasant to be struck, by whomever’s arm. But also, 

the fact that he isn’t in control must amplify his discomfort. Suppose Ernie says to Bert, 

“Stop it, that’s my arm! You have no right to do with it as you please!” Now Bert (let’s 

suppose he’s a philosopher!) might say to Ernie, “But this arm, which is being exercised 

by me and not you, is nevertheless part of a network of body parts, which you do employ 
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actively, throughout much of your life.” I doubt this would do much to mollify Ernie. In 

fact, the sheer absurdity of Bert’s remark would likely aggravate Ernie even more. 

 But, how much more is there to McDowell’s reassurance to those that worry 

about the reconciliation problem? McDowell asserts that “conceptual capacities that are 

passively drawn into play in experience belong to a network of capacities for active 

thought, a network that rationally governs comprehension-seeking responses to the 

impacts of the world on sensibility.”127 The key question, then, which McDowell doesn’t 

seem to answer in adequate detail, is why we should be content treating the 

conceptual/spontaneous character of passive experience as derived from the spontaneous 

character of active thinking. The active use of limbs doesn’t trickle into their co-option 

by Bert. So, why should we accept that the active use of conceptual capacities trickles 

into the co-option of those capacities by the environment? It would seem that either 

spontaneity is occurrent in passive operations of receptivity, or it is simply absent from 

them. If it’s the former, then it becomes difficult to understand how these operations are 

passive. If it’s the latter, then it is difficult to see how these operations are conceptual 

(i.e., linked into our network of active thought). 

 As I read him, McDowell’s way of wriggling out of this trap is to insist that 

spontaneity is properly ‘part of the picture’ but in the ‘background.’ He writes, “the 

capacities that are drawn on in experience are recognizable as conceptual only against the 

background of the fact that someone who has them is responsive to rational relations, 

which link the contents of judgments of experience with other judgeable contents.”128 I 

take McDowell to be saying that the capacities do not display spontaneity in their 

involvement in passive experience, but that we can nevertheless view this involvement 

against the background of their spontaneous employment in entirely distinct contexts—

i.e., the contexts of active thinking. The notion that there is a clean distinction to be 

drawn between passive and active cognitive contexts comes through in various places in 

Mind and World, and rather overtly when McDowell says that when we “consider only 

judgments that register experience itself, which are already active in the minimal sense, 

we must acknowledge that the capacity to use concepts in those judgments…cannot be in 

place independently of a capacity to use the same concepts outside that context (emphasis 

is mine).129 So, it’s not that spontaneity actually leaks into operations of receptivity; it 

remains in the background—part of other contexts—and somehow frames the context of 

passive experience such that the operations of receptivity take on the character of 

conceptual processes. 

 But, is McDowell trying to have his cake and eat it too? On one hand, he seems to 

want to say that spontaneity is part of passive experience, in the sense that the 

“observational concepts” involved in such experience are “partly constituted by their 

role” in genuinely spontaneous operations of mind. But, on the other hand, he seems 

attached to the idea that spontaneity is not really part of the picture, ‘dormant’ as it is in 

our basic (observational, automatic, etc.) perceptual experience. Crispin Wright picks up 

on this in his review of Mind and World: “In rejecting the Myth of the Given, McDowell 
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intends to reject a mythology about what is given, and how, but not the very idea that 

anything is.”130 It strikes me that in order to bring passive experience into the space of 

reason, where it can serve as fodder for our higher-order beliefs about the world, we must 

allow it to manifest spontaneity directly. There ought to be actual, occurrent spontaneity 

in our involuntary, automatic perceptual experience of the world. McDowell reassures us 

that the spontaneity of our conceptual capacities is actualized in contexts outside of those 

in which we merely register the world. But, I don’t think this is enough. 

A natural response here would be to point out that my criticism seems to amount 

to nothing more than a suggestion that we follow coherentists like Davidson and give up 

on the idea of genuine constraint on our belief formation. I will return to this counter-

objection in a moment. First, I want to dig deeper into McDowell’s account, in order to 

unearth the source of his casual acceptance that we can bifurcate cognitive contexts along 

his strict dichotomy of active thought and passive experience. 

 My sense is that McDowell’s confidence in the clear distinction between active 

and passive cognitive contexts—between thought and experience—grows out of his 

belief in what I shall refer to as the ‘turn-taking model’ of cognition. The notion of turn-

taking draws our attention to the way in which McDowell understands the relationship 

between thought and experience in terms of mutual exclusivity. Presumably, McDowell 

accepts that a person can think actively and experience passively at the same time. After 

all, it’s what a person does whenever she looks at something in her environment closely, 

and thinks something like, is that really what I think it is? However, even though 

McDowell would likely grant that activity and passivity can occupy a single mind, he 

seems to reject the notion that they could converge in a single ‘cognitive movement.’ 

What I mean is this: for McDowell, if we individuated our cognitive activity carefully 

enough—that is, in a ‘fine-grained’ enough of a way—we could separate it out into two, 

mutually exclusive varieties, active and passive.  

 But what leads McDowell to maintain this clean distinction? My sense is that he 

is not led there by any kind of explicit argument, but rather, by a tacit commitment to 

another clean distinction, that between subject and object, with its attendant notion of 

agency as a kind of control. The following remark, which McDowell makes in order to 

call attention to the intimate link between the active/spontaneous and passive/receptive 

operation of our conceptual capacities, actually reinforces their fundamental dissimilarity:  

 
They would not be recognizable as conceptual capacities at all unless they could also be 

exercised in active thinking…Minimally, it must be possible to decide whether or not to 

judge that things are as one’s experience represents them to be. How one’s experience 

represents things to be is not under one’s control, but it is up to one whether one accepts the 

appearance or rejects it.131 

 

The idea I want to focus on is that there is a sharp difference between deciding to judge, 

and being saddled with an appearance. McDowell tells us that appearances are not under 
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our control, but our higher-order judgments regarding those appearances are. In short, a 

judgment, or as I am inclined to say, a ‘movement of mind,’ is either controlled by the 

subject, or by something else—by that which lies outside of the subject. The notion of a 

subject within and the world without colors many of McDowell’s description of our 

spontaneity’s constraint by the external, objective world. He talks about impacts and 

impingements on our sensibility, and describes the paradigmatically passive operations of 

our conceptual capacities (e.g., our perception of colors) as occurring at the “outermost 

edges of the system.”132 The constraint on the spontaneity of mind that is provided by the 

world is, for McDowell, “constraint from outside.”133 

 We see, then, a residual Cartesianism, or as I prefer to say, insulationism, in 

McDowell’s thought. More specifically, we see a picture of the subject as an inner realm, 

out of which issue decisions, judgments, thoughts, wonderings—in short, the kinds of 

mental acts that seem to be our purposive doings. In other words, McDowell’s clean 

distinction between genuinely spontaneous mental acts and the purely passive operations 

of experiential cognition relies in a subtle way on a picture of the subject as a sealed off 

inner space. In marking a clear boundary between subject and world/object, McDowell 

helps himself to an ontological framework that can accommodate his sharp distinction 

between active and passive cognition: active (spontaneous) cognition becomes identified 

with mental movement that originates from within this boundary, while passive 

(receptive) cognition becomes identified with mental movement that originates from 

without this boundary.  

 There is something intuitive and familiar about the notion of active thought as 

expression, in the most etymologically evident sense of the word. We are inclined to 

make sense of thinking for oneself in terms of ex-pression, that is, in terms of pressing 

outwards. This ‘inside-out’ conception of active thought is undergirded by our experience 

of ourselves as embodied beings. A human being’s basic sense of themselves vis-à-vis 

the world involves an awareness of bodily boundaries—an apprehension of where the self 

ends and where the world begins. Of course, recent work in cognitive science is revealing 

that bodily boundaries are more fluid and mutable than we had generally supposed.134 

Neural body maps can be altered not only gradually, as we become accustomed to 

permanent and drastic alterations to our bodies (e.g., the loss of a limb), but with 

remarkable celerity as well, as when we temporarily adjust our body plans so as to 

incorporate tools as proper parts of the body. The general lesson emerging is that we are 

incorrigibly preoccupied with a question that we tend to think gets sorted out early on in 
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an individual’s life cycle: what’s a part of me, and what’s not? Wired as we are to make 

decisions about whether to treat objects that we interact with as extensions of our own 

bodies, or as mere things out there, it is unsurprising that we naturally associate the 

notion of something coming from us with the notion of something originating within us.  

 And yet, I think we ought to be wary of allowing this basic impulse to steer our 

philosophical theorizing. A cognitive tendency to draw boundaries between ourselves and 

the world ‘out there’ is just that—a cognitive tendency— and not a considered view. It’s 

one thing to understand ourselves as bounded creatures on a pragmatic and tacit level, 

that is, in our basic, kinetic engagements with the world, and quite another to use the 

notion of a bounded subject as a template for our philosophical accounts of mentality. 

This is of course more or less a restatement of this dissertation’s central thesis, 

namely, that we ought to replace, or at least supplement, insulationism, with an 

alternative ontological framework for understanding the nature of mind offered by LMA. 

But, I have a more specific charge to bring against insulationism here: understanding our 

mental lives as occurring within a ‘bubble’—even in the loose metaphorical way that 

McDowell understands the notion of an inner, mental ‘space’—is particularly 

problematic in the context of the reconciliation problem, as it lures us into accepting 

active and passive cognition as two entirely distinct modes of being in touch with the 

world. And, upon accepting this, we are a short step away from the conclusion that we 

cannot make links between the deliverances of our perceptual faculties, and our higher-

order judgments about the world. 

McDowell is aware of how close he is to this conclusion, and tries to resist 

landing on it with some elegant maneuvers. To help us follow his rather intricate chain of 

thought, I want to quote several paragraphs in full. In the first of these paragraphs, 

McDowell acknowledges that allowing spontaneity to enter into passive experience is 

likely to invite the charge that he is undermining the status of such experience as a natural 

phenomenon. 

 
It can easily seem that there is no space to move here. Setting our faces against bald 

naturalism, we are committed to holding that the idea of knowing one’s way about in the 

space of reasons, the idea of responsiveness to rational relationships, cannot be reconstructed 

out of materials that are naturalistic in the sense that we are trying to supersede. This can 

easily seem to commit us to a rampant 99orth’s99i. It can seem that we must be picturing the 

space of reasons as an autonomous structure—autonomous in that it is constituted 

independently of anything specifically human, since what is specifically human is surely 

natural (the idea of the human is the idea of what pertains to a certain species of animals), and 

we are refusing to naturalize the requirements of reason. But human minds must somehow be 

able to latch on to this inhuman structure. So it looks as if we are picturing human being as 

partly in nature and partly outside it. What we wanted was a naturalism that makes room for 

meaning, but this is no kind of naturalism at all.135 

 

The key idea in this passage is that denying the thesis of bald naturalism can look like an 

affirmation of a kind of 99orth’s99i, in that such a denial seems to imply that the 

operations of our understanding are to be identified with something unnatural, and thus, 
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non-human. In the following passage, McDowell explains how a view like his can avoid 

‘de-humanizing’ reason by drawing a distinction between nature, broadly understood, 

and the space of nature, understood as a space wherein causal, law-like linkages obtain.  

 
But there is a way out. We get this threat of supernaturalism if we interpret the claim that the 

space of reasons is sui generis as a refusal to naturalize the requirements of reason. But what 

became available at the time of the modern scientific revolution is a clear-cut understanding 

of the realm of law, and we can refuse to equate that with a new clarity about nature. This 

makes room for us to insist that spontaneity is sui generis, in comparison with the realm of 

law, without falling into the supernaturalism of rampant 100orth’s100i.136  

 

The stuff of reason—spontaneity—is not, for McDowell, some extra-natural force, that 

could not possibly be located within the natural world, but rather, a pattern of 

‘movement’ that does not line up with the causally regular, or lawlike patterns of the 

universe as it is approached by modern science. One might protest that a failure to line up 

with these patterns simply is a failure to be natural, and that if McDowell wants to hold 

onto the thesis that spontaneity is part of the natural world, he can’t also hold onto the 

thesis that spontaneity is sui generis with respect to the realm of law. 

The above passage contains a clear, if not fully satisfying, response to this objection: 

we should not equate the realm of law with nature as a whole. The natural universe 

outstrips its characterization within the paradigm set by modern science. As McDowell 

explains,  

 
To see exercises of spontaneity as natural, we do not need to integrate spontaneity-related 

concepts into the structure of the realm of law; we need to stress their role in capturing 

patterns in a way of living. Of course there would be no contrast here if the idea of lives and 

their shapes belonged exclusively or primarily within the logical space of the realm of law, 

but there is no reason to suppose that it is so.137 

 

So, McDowell can allow reason to retain its status as ‘special,’ by insisting that it is sui 

generis with respect to the realm of law, but at the same time, make room for reason in 

the natural world by locating it in the structure of a human life—in the shape of personal 

existence. This of course raises the question of whether a human being’s life can be 

understood as the mechanistic unfolding of events within the realm of law. But, this 

question doesn’t give McDowell pause, as he finds it obvious that “there is no reason to 

suppose” that the “idea of lives and their shapes” could, in principle, be situated “within 

the logical space of the realm of law.”138 At the very least, he doesn’t feel compelled to 

argue rigorously for this point. 

 McDowell’s appeal to the notion of a life and its shape strikes me as the right kind 

of move to make, although I think he makes it too casually. In what seems almost like an 

offhand remark, he declares that there is “no reason to suppose” that we could, solely out 

of the materials provided by a description of nature as the realm of law, reconstruct the 
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shape of a human life. He provides very little in the way of an argument for his claim that 

our “mode of living”—our way of “actualizing ourselves as animals”—cannot be 

understood in terms borrowed exclusively from the “logical space of the realm of law.” 

To be fair, he doesn’t seem to think it would be appropriate to provide anything like a 

rigorous or systematic defense of this idea. He says, “What I am suggesting could be put 

in terms of a task for philosophy, to effect a reconciliation.”139 So it seems as though 

McDowell doesn’t provide a detailed explanation of just how it is our “natural being is 

permeated with rationality,” because he sees himself as presenting a bold and sweeping 

thesis, the details of which are to be filled in later, with the help of others in the discpline.  

The problem is that without the details, he seems to be resting his elegantly 

crafted account of empirical belief formation on a vague, Wittgensteinian thought about 

how the stream of life can wash away our philosophical worries about the nature of 

meaning, the possibility of knowledge, and the other distinctive anxieties of modern 

philosophy. Moreover, in flatfootedly asserting that there is no reason to suppose that the 

idea of lives could not, even in principle, be situated and made intelligible within the 

realm of law, it seems that McDowell is begging the question against the bald naturalist, 

whose main thrust is that the operations of reason—even understood as the mental 

navigations of a person through twists and turns of a life—are reducible to naturalistic 

(read: law-like) processes. 

There is a fruitful discussion to be had regarding the notion that we can integrate 

reason and nature and finally solve the reconciliation problem. McDowell gets the ball 

rolling by telling us that the key to this integration is understanding reason as a capacity 

not to live, but to have a life. Our task, then, is to spell out in more satisfying detail how 

this characterization of reason is supposed to get us out of trouble. We will begin to 

confront this task in the following section, and commit to it more fully in chapter 4.  

 

 

3.4 What is the shape of a human life? 

     

In this section, we will explore more thoroughly McDowell’s contention that the notion 

of a life, and more specifically, the ‘shape’ of a life, provides the key to naturalizing 

reason in a way that doesn’t simply collapse the space of reasons into the realm of law. 

This will pave the way for the LMA-style solution to the reconciliation problem that I 

present in section 3.4, which will also forge a connection between our living and our 

thinking/reasoning.  

To begin, let’s press on whether the notion of the shape of a life can do the work 

that McDowell wants it to do. It is difficult to pin down exactly how McDowell 

understands this notion. He speaks of our “mode of living,” “our way of actualizing 

ourselves as animals,” “patterns in a way of living,” and the “contingencies of our life as 

human beings.” But, by themselves, these phrases shed very little light on just how it is 

the notion of a life and its shape is supposed to broker a reconciliation between our 

rational and organismic natures. However, McDowell situates the notion of a life and its 
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shape in the context of Aristotle’s view on ethics, and in doing so, gives us a fuller 

picture of what he has in mind.   

Specifically, he thinks we can get a lot of mileage out of Aristotle’s notion of 

“second nature.” For Aristotle, “practical wisdom”—the capacity to act consistently with 

virtue—is not something that we are born with; it is formed over time, through a suitable 

but nevertheless “ordinary” upbringing. McDowell suggests that initiation into the 

domain of ethical thought is, on Aristotle’s view, “a normal part of what it is for a human 

being to come to maturity, and that is why, although the structure of the space of reasons 

is alien to the layout of nature conceived as the realm of law, it does not take on the 

remoteness from the human that rampant Platonism envisages.”140 For, an upbringing 

does not bring someone up above their raw, original tendencies qua animal; rather, it 

organizes and directs these tendencies into “habits of thought and action” that bear the 

shape of an ethical existence. That is to say, it helps constructs a “second nature.” 

 This second nature is, in a significant sense, autonomous from nature conceived 

of as the realm of law, in that it involves a sensitivity to ethical demands that are only in 

view from the ethical standpoint, and not from some “foundational standpoint” that 

registers only the terrain of a disenchanted nature. McDowell notes that we can, in the 

process of refining our ethical outlook, “take note of independent facts about the layout 

of the realm of law, when they are relevant,” but that we cannot “reconstruct the idea of 

genuine ethical demands on us from materials that are naturalistic in that sense” (i.e., in 

the sense of belonging to nature understood as the realm of law).141 

 The parallel that McDowell wishes to draw, then, is between an Aristotelian 

conception of ethical knowledge (practical wisdom) and his own account of perception-

based empirical belief. The exercise of our ethical understanding, like the exercise of our 

conceptual capacities to form beliefs about the world, cannot be understood as a simple 

extension of our sensitivity to the natural world, where “natural” means something like, 

wholly within the disenchanted realm of law. There is something about these capacities 

that elevates them above the realm of law, but not so far above it that they become 

unmoored from our animal nature. But, what is this special something? 

 The short answer is that these capacities allow us to register and respond to 

patterns in the world that aren’t visible from the perspective of the modern scientist, but 

are nevertheless of the world. In this way, McDowell attempts to fend off the accusation 

that his view of belief formation treats the human subject as “peculiarly bifurcated, with a 

foothold in the animal kingdom and a mysterious separate involvement in an extra-

natural world of rational connections.”142 Our capacity to reason does not put us in touch 

with something otherworldly, but this doesn’t mean it is fully intelligible from a 

perspective that only takes into account the lawlike workings of a disenchanted nature. 

McDowell sees the choice between the supernaturalism of a rampant 102orth’s102i and 

the reductionism of bald naturalism as a false dichotomy: we needn’t choose between 

locating reason in an extra-natural realm, and locating it in the ‘dead’ operations of a 
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mechanical universe, because there is a third domain, that of a human life. It is in this 

domain that we can identify the contours of rational activity. 

 McDowell’s Wittgensteinian sensibilities shine through here. In the previous 

chapter, we discussed a running theme in Wittgenstein’s later work: the notion that 

philosophers have, in their efforts to pin down what gives words meaning, and thoughts 

content, searched in vain for something special and hidden, and as a result, failed to 

appreciate the way in which our mental lives play out within our actual lives. In asking us 

to take seriously the possibility that all thought and language rests on the quotidian 

rhythms and rituals of our everyday existence, Wittgenstein is asking us to abandon the 

project of unearthing an ultimate foundation for these modes of human activity (see §91 

and §92 of the Investigations). Our ‘forms of life’ are not something that we need to look 

for. For, as Wittgenstein tersely puts it, “everything lies open to view” (§126). 

This idea is echoed strongly in McDowell’s view that we should try to locate 

rationality in neither an extra-natural realm of absolutely free reason nor the space of 

nature conceived as the realm of law, but rather, in our modes of “actualizing ourselves” 

as animals. By treating the exercise of reason as integrated into the patterns of our 

everyday copings, McDowell resists treating our intelligent behavior the mere expression 

of some hidden, more ontologically fundamental mental process. Both McDowell and 

Wittgenstein think the philosopher too quick to assume that the fundamental nature of 

thought and language is to something for which we must look, as opposed to something 

that is right under our very noses. 

 In this way, McDowell’s tack contrasts with those of a 103orth’s103i and a bald 

naturalist. It’s easy to see how it contrasts with the former; the 103orth’s103i tack is to tie 

reasoning to the heavens, as it were, and not to the world that’s in front of us, and thus, it 

cannot hope to reconcile the workings of reason with the mundane events that play out on 

the material plane. One might think the bald naturalist, in her effort to make reason a 

proper part of nature, shares with McDowell a desire to make reason more ‘out in the 

open.’ But this would, I think, be an oversight. This is because “nature” doesn’t, for the 

bald naturalist, signify the unhidden, familiar domain of our daily existence—what 

simply appears to us—but the secret laws that lie behind and ultimately explain these 

appearances. In this way, the bald naturalist and the 103orth’s103i share a fundamental 

assumption about the nature of reason; although they disagree about where to look for the 

foundation of our rational capacities, they agree that we need to exercise a special kind of 

vision, in order to see past the mundane activity of our daily lives, where thought and 

meaning is merely expressed in outward behaviors. 

 What we are learning is that McDowell’s appeal to the notion of a life and its 

shape resembles a Wittgensteinian appeal to ‘forms of life,’ in that it makes available to 

us a category distinct from the space of nature (conceived as the realm of law) and the 

space of reason (conceived as an extra-natural realm of purely rational connections). It 

brings reason down to earth, but does not bury it in the muck. John Shotter also associates 

Wittgenstein’s later views on thought and language with the idea of a third domain, a 

domain that tends to get overlooked by philosophers: 

 
If Wittgenstein (1953) is correct, all of our more self-conscious, individual activities have 

their being within a stream, or mingling streams, of spontaneously responsive activity 
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flowing continuously between us, unnoticed in the background of our lives together. 

Elsewhere (Shotter, 1993a and b), I have discussed this third sphere or realm of relationally 

responsive activity, as being of a kind still very unfamiliar to us. It cannot be explained either 

as behavior in terms of causes, nor as action in terms of reasons. Until recently, this sphere 

of diffuse, sensuous or feelingful activity, this unordered hurly-burly or bustle of everyday 

social life, has remained unnoticed in the background to our lives. If we have noticed it at all, 

we have not attached much importance to it; we have assumed that it will one day all be 

explained in terms of timeless, yet to be discovered, orderly principles of mind and/or world 

(all italics my own).143  

 

The key idea here is that when we focus on human lives—on the “whirl of organism” to 

borrow Cavell’s phrase—we see a kind of responsive, intelligent activity that eludes any 

description that places this activity squarely in the logical space of reasons or the logical 

space of nature. Or, to stick with Shotter’s terminology, our “self-conscious, individual 

activities (which I take to include things like using language, forming beliefs, making 

judgments, etc.) exist as movements within a social space. Moreover, these movements 

cannot be adequately characterized as pure action (motion from reason) or mere behavior 

(motion from cause).  

There are a few ways Shotter describes Wittgenstein’s third realm, which I want 

to flag, and pick up on again later in our discussion. First, there is his description of this 

realm as “unordered.” The movements of a living human being are, in large part, 

movements in social space, and they resemble neither the smooth glide of a purely 

rational inference, nor the precise tick of a nomonologically covered event. They make 

up, Shotter remarks, a “hurly burl” or “bustle.” Second, there is his description of this 

unordered hurly burl as social. Finally, I want to draw attention to Shotter’s claim that the 

unordered domain of social life consists in responsive activity. These ideas will all be 

woven into our discussion of how LMA can help us solve the reconciliation problem. 

But before we dive into that discussion, I want to consider a fairly straightforward 

objection to McDowell’s appeal to the notion of a “life and its shape.” One might grant 

that such a notion does not seem to belong exclusively to either the space of reasons or 

the space of nature (conceived as the realm of law), but deny that it belongs to some 

‘third’ realm. Instead, our objector might argue, we should say that our mode of living 

belongs to both realms, and that when we zoom out and consider the shape of a human 

life, it will appear to be in some third social realm, but that when we zoom in, we shall 

discover that a human life ‘factors out’ into two kinds of responsive activity: spontaneous 

and receptive, active and passive. An analogy that comes to mind is that of a painting, 

which though composed entirely of densely packed black and white dots, appears to be 

grey when viewed at a distance. It might be that we can’t explain a human life solely as 

actions in terms of reasons, or as behavior in terms of causes, but perhaps we can explain 

the relevant ‘parts’ of a life using these two modes of discourse.  

This objection is friendly to the idea that our mode of living involves a kind of 

responsive activity, but presses the point that we can distinguish between spontaneous 
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responsiveness and automatic, or receptive responsiveness. And, if it is true that our daily 

existences bottom out as concatenations of spontaneity and receptivity, it seems we are 

once again faced with a picture of the human subject as “peculiarly birfurcated,” as 

McDowell says, with part of us governed by the extra-natural force of reason, and part of 

us governed by the brute and coldly indifferent force of a law-governed nature. For, the 

natural way of cashing out the distinction between spontaneity and receptivity is in terms 

of the more general distinction between the conceptually incommensurate domains 

McDowell refers to as the “space of reasons” and the “space of nature” (i.e., the realm of 

law). This is an unacceptable result for McDowell, as his primary aim is to avoid this 

picture, and thereby circumvent the reconciliation problem. 

Of course, McDowell could simply deny that a human life is, at base, nothing 

more than the intertwining of acts of spontaneity and acts of receptivity. Indeed, this is 

the move I would recommend that he makes, and the move I shall make in a moment. 

The problem is that McDowell blocks off this route by cleaving to the idea that cognition 

is either spontaneous or receptive, but never both. To be fair, McDowell doesn’t insist 

that there are two distinct types of cognitive ‘movement,’ but he does make it clear that 

there are two types of contexts in which our minds make contact with the world: those in 

which our conceptual capacities are properly exercised (used with spontaneity) and those 

in which our conceptual capacities are co-opted by the environment and made to perform 

operations of receptivity. This picture suggests that conceptual capacities have two 

distinct ways of operating or as I prefer to say, two distinct ways of moving: 

actively/spontaneously and passively/receptively. 

In any case, putting aside whether I am exaggerating the extent to which 

McDowell’s account bifurcates all cognitive activity into the spontaneous and the 

receptive, it remains the case that he fails to give a robustly positive picture of how we 

can escape thinking about cognition as divided into these two, conceptually 

incommensurate categories. And, without such a picture, he leaves his account open to 

the above objection. 

 

 

3.5 The insulationist undertones of McDowell’s thought 

 

We have seen that McDowell’s appeal to the notion of a life and its shape fails to bring a 

genuinely distinct conception of reason into play, because it leaves untouched the 

assumption that spontaneity and receptivity represent two, entirely distinct modes of 

getting in touch with the world, which exhaustively characterize the ways in which our 

minds can ‘move.’ But, can’t we simply supplement his account by adding a third kind of 

cognition to associate with the category of living—a kind of cognitive activity that is 

neither wholly spontaneous nor wholly receptive, but somewhere in between?  

I don’t recommend this strategy. To say that our minds can be moved by reasons, 

causes, or by some third kind of thing, makes for a messy ontology. Instead of having to 

relate two conceptually distinct categories, we are left with the task of fitting together 

three. But, the graver problem with positing a third domain is, I think, the implicit 

suggestion that the dichotomy of reasons and causes, insofar as it gives us clean 
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categories of cognitive activity, gets things right. The source of trouble for philosophers 

who grapple with the reconciliation problem, in its various guises, is unreflectively 

expecting that a good theory of mentality will make firm and exhaustive distinctions 

between broad kinds of mental activity. The point I want to press is that our minds, like 

our bodies, move, and what’s more, there are a whole bunch of ways our minds move, 

and move us. Our navigation through life cannot be adequately characterized in terms of 

genuine actions and mere behavior, or some combination of the two, but this isn’t to say 

that our mode of living involves some third way of moving through the world. Rather, 

it’s to say that the very project of classifying our mental lives using discrete, monolithic 

categories of ‘motion’ (viz., spontaneous/active and receptive/passive/merely behavioral) 

is a mistake. 

I am joining McDowell here in echoing a Wittgensteinian theme. In §23 of the 

Investigations, Wittgenstein asks us to reflect on the sheer multiplicity of uses of 

language: 

 
Review the multiplicity of language-games in the following examples, and in others: Giving 

orders, and obeying them—Describing the appearance of an object, or giving its 

measurements—Constructing an object from a description (a drawing)—Reporting an 

event—Speculating about an event— 

 

The present idea is in a similar same vein. I want us to reflect on the sheer multiplicity of 

the ways in which we mentally maneuver through our lives. That is to say, I want to 

generalize Wittgenstein’s point about language—namely, that it is many things—to our 

mental lives as a whole. In dichotomizing our mental activity into active thought and 

passive experience, we brush over the rich diversity of postures we can take as minded 

creatures. I think even casually reflecting on a day’s worth of mental activity would seem 

to confirm that we cannot identify, even with herculean effort, identify two, clearly 

distinct kinds of currents: those which we consciously direct, and those which we are 

merely swept along in. 

 Allow me to summarize some of the preceding discussion. McDowell wants to 

bridge the gap between reason and experience—that is, he wants to solve the 

reconciliation problem—by treating our basic perceptual experiences as the products of a 

network of conceptual capacities that we employ in our acts of reasoning proper (i.e., in 

our deliberative, reflective, critical, conscious thinking). Nevertheless, he maintains a 

clear and firm distinction between the genuine exercise of these faculties in rational 

thought, and their being merely drawn upon in perceptual experience. In doing so, he 

reintroduces a conceptual gap between our capacity to reason actively, and our 

membership in the natural world as organisms, as animals. One of McDowell’s central 

aims is to avoid bifurcating the human subject in this way, and so, insofar as he cleaves to 

this distinction between exercising conceptual capacities and allowing these capacities to 

be drawn into play, he can be hoisted by his own petard.  

My suggestion is that we can understand McDowell’s clear and firm distinction 

between active and passive cognition as symptomatic of a broader insulationist ontology 

about the mental. To be clear, I’m not claiming that it is McDowell’s intention to ground 

his view in an insulationist metaphysics of mind. Indeed, he harbors serious suspicions 
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toward the habit of ‘boundary-drawing’ in philosophical discussions concerning mind 

and knowledge. This comes through in his reflections on the problem of other minds. He 

tells us that coming to understand another person’s way of thinking doesn’t involve 

“filling in blanks in a pre-existing sideways-on picture of how her thought bears on the 

world, but coming to share…a standpoint from which we can join her in directing a 

attention at the world.”144 On a “sideways-on” picture, the conceptual system with which 

we get in touch with the world is conceived of “circumscribed within a boundary, and the 

world outside it,” so that understanding how someone else is thinking becomes a matter 

of finding out how “to break out through boundary that encloses the system of 

concepts.”145 McDowell thinks a sideways-on conception of thought has “exactly the 

shape our picture must not take.”146 And yet, by drawing such a clear division between 

the way in which our conceptual system operates in active thought as opposed to passive 

experience, McDowell allows his account to take on such a shape. McDowell wants to 

pry apart traditional dichotomies (e.g., subject and object, mind and world, reason and 

cause), but they snap back into place when he talks about the active use of reason as 

categorically different from the passive reception of perceptual experiences. An 

insulationist picture of the mind provides him with a facile and intuitive way of reifying 

his distinction between active reasoning and passive experiencing: active reasoning 

happens inside the mind, and comes from the subject, while passive experiences result 

from impingements on the mind from without, that is, from the external world. 

Christopher Norris agrees that McDowell’s attempt to leave behind dualistic 

(insulationist) ways of thinking about mind is, ultimately, unsuccessful. He brings up 

McDowell’s work to illustrate a more general point about analytic philosophy since Kant, 

namely, that the various efforts to abandon traditional dualisms haven’t come to 

fruition—“that the dualism always crops up again in a more-or-less covert, displaced, or 

surrogate form.”147 In McDowell’s case, I think, we see a residual attachment to a 

dualistic, (i.e., insulationists) ontology of mind in his insistence on the distinctness of 

active thought from passive experience.  

Let’s get clear on what role the active/passive distinction plays in McDowell’s 

account. I read him, McDowell’s claim that conceptual capacities are exercised in active 

thought, while drawn upon in passive experience is, on one level, an innocent 

acknowledgement of the highly intuitive and relatively theory-neutral point that the 

nature of our experiences of the world doesn’t seem to flow from anything like a 

conscious decision on our part. We find oneself saddled with content, as McDowell puts 

it.148 This is, in itself, decidedly not a controversial idea. However, in the context of a 

philosophical discussion concerning the status of human reason vis-à-vis the natural 

world, claims about things like decisions require a more careful treatment. In such a 

context, it is appropriate to ask what distinguishes decisions, or ‘exercises,’ from other 

                                                 
144 McDowell, 1996, page 36. 
145 Ibid. 
146 Ibid., page 34. 
147 Norris, Christopher. “Spinoza and the Conflict of Interpretations.” In Spinoza Now. Ed. Dimitris 

Vardoulakis. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011: page 31. 
148 He elaborates on this in a footnote on page 10. 
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types of mental events, since we already are, after all, engaged in the task of providing a 

rigorous and detailed account of how minds fit into the natural world. There is a lot riding 

on how McDowell’s choice of how to understand choice.  

How, then, is McDowell to spell out the difference between exercising one’s 

conceptual capacities and having these capacities drawn upon? Let’s call the former type 

of cognitive activity “A-cognition” (think: active cognition) and the latter “P-cognition” 

(think: passive or perceptual cognition). McDowell could just say that when we exercise 

our conceptual capacities, we use them spontaneously, and that when these capacities are 

drawn upon, they operate receptively. But, this isn’t a satisfying response. First, it seems 

problematically circular. But second, and perhaps more importantly, to say that A-

cognition involves spontaneity, whereas P-cognition involves no such thing, is to flirt 

with the idea that it is something extra-natural that imbues us with the capacity to 

reason—some special ‘thinking juice’ that gives active thought its rational flavor. 

McDowell wants to distance himself from anything with even the slightest whiff of 

108orth’s108i, and so, I expect that he doesn’t want to characterize spontaneity as some 

magical ingredient that gets blended into the active exercise of our conceptual system. 

In order to see how McDowell does preserve the distinction between active and 

passive operations of the conceptual system, we need to look outside of the system itself. 

For McDowell, the difference between A-cognition and P-cognition doesn’t lie in our 

cognitive activity, but rather, in the source of this activity. Does it come from us, or from 

the world? That seems to be the crucial question for McDowell. He says that we simply 

find ourselves saddled with certain experiential contents, our conceptual capacities 

having already been brought into play. But, we must ask: by what or whom have these 

capacities been activated? McDowell doesn’t address this question at any length, but he 

does seem to see it as the right question to ask. To bolster his claim that experience is 

genuinely passive, in spite of also being properly conceptual, he points out that “the 

content is not something one has put together oneself.”149 This suggests that in passive 

experience, one’s conceptual capacities are brought into play not by oneself, but 

something else. But what? Well, the most natural way of taking McDowell’s claim that 

passive experience is “subject to control from outside our thinking” is to say that in such 

experience, our conceptual capacities are drawn on by the world, where the world is 

simply that which is literally external to the subject’s mind.  

A fairly clear picture is beginning to emerge: For McDowell, active thought and 

passive experience—A-cognition and P-cognition—are ontologically connected by their 

shared use of a single conceptual system. This ontological connection places an 

epistemological connection within reach; the task of forging an epistemic, justificatory 

relation between freely made, rational judgments and basic perceptual experiences seems 

more manageable if we characterize judgments and experiences as products of a single 

piece of cognitive equipment: this so-called network of conceptual capacities. But, 

McDowell can’t treat their production via this system as wholly similar, as that would 

collapse any meaningful distinction between the two. Reducing the operations of reason 

to merely ‘natural’ occurrences is the bald naturalist tack, not McDowell’s (nor, I should 

note, my own).  And, to posit something special in the active exercise of conceptual 
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capacities comes too close to the kind of rampant 109orth’s109i McDowell wants to 

avoid. This leaves open the option of saying that we can appropriately describe the 

employment of our conceptual capacities in active thought as active because it is 

employment by us. We initiate the cognitive movement. We push our own minds to 

produce the judgments involved in the kind of active, critical reflection that we take to be 

illustrative of our rational nature. In contrast, in our basic, perceptual engagement with 

the world, it is the world that pushes our minds to produce experiences. 

The grammatical distinction between active and passive voice is thus mirrored 

in McDowell’s metaphysics: I exercise my conceptual capacities when there is a 

subject—an “I”—behind my use of these capacities, and my conceptual capacities are 

exercised, or drawn on, when there is no subject behind their use. The lacuna left an 

absent subject is filled by object. It is filled by what lies “outside of thinking,” the world. 

When I genuinely think—when I genuinely exercise reason—I am the thing that pushes 

my mind now this way, now that way. On the other hand, when I am passively 

experiencing the world, it is not I, but the world that takes control of my mind, or to be 

more precise, my capacities for conceptual thought. 

I think there is a way in which McDowell conflates the subject of active thinking, 

the “I” who decides to employ the conceptual system in particular ways, with mind itself. 

He says that in passive experience, our network of capacities falls into the proverbial 

hands of that which lies “outside thinking.” McDowell is perfectly clear on this point: 

“the constraint comes from outside thinking, but not from outside what is thinkable.” If 

passive experience is constrained by what’s outside thinking, then presumably active 

thought is characterized by no such constraint. We might simply say that active thought is 

simply unconstrained, but this doesn’t sound right. It is more apt to say that McDowell 

characterizes active thought, or reasoning, as constrained by what’s inside thinking. That 

is to say, it is when one’s mind turns in upon itself—when thought comes under the 

constraint of only thought itself—that we achieve the rational stance.  

In an earlier chapter/previous chapter we looked at Charles Taylor’s ideas on how 

the modern subject’s sense of self is conditioned deeply by what he terms the radically 

reflexive stance. I want to suggest that a similar notion of reflexivity can be found in 

McDowell’s understanding of what the spontaneity of our rational faculties consists in. 

He wants to cash out what separates active/spontaneous thought, i.e., genuine reasoning, 

from passive experience, in terms of something the mind turning in on itself. In drawing 

his analogy between Aristotle’s ethics and his own conception of reason, he emphasizes 

the role of “reflective self-scrutiny” in ethical thinking, going so far as to say “the 

essential thing is that one can reflect only from the midst of the way of thinking one is 

thinking about.”150 

Now, in making this point about ethical thinking, McDowell wants to draw our 

attention to the reflexive character of rational thought in general. Our ability to examine a 

system of thought without stepping outside of that system is what keeps our cognitive 

wheels in motion. McDowell describes our conceptual system as “dynamic,” and happily 

embraces the conclusion that rational inquiry is perpetual. If reasoning is, fundamentally, 

a matter of turning a system in on itself, in an act of reflexive scrutiny, then an end to 
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inquiry would not be the realization of our rational nature, but its disappearance. 

Rationality requires a continual asking of oneself: what am I thinking now, and what does 

it assume, and could it be wrong, and how might someone object to what I am thinking? 

In this way, the notion of the “end to inquiry” is not just an unattainable ideal, but a faulty 

one. Being rational is being self-critical, which is perhaps the most This is something 

with which I wholeheartedly agree. The epistemological lessons McDowell gleans from 

his reflections on reflexivity are good ones. And yet, they worry me. 

As reminders that our “systems of concepts and conceptions” are never perfect 

matches to the world, McDowell’s remarks on the importance of ongoing, critical self-

scrutiny are unobjectionable. But, if we consider these remarks against the background of 

McDowell’s effort to maintain a sharp distinction between active/spontaneous and 

passive/receptive uses of our conceptual faculties, they take on a more contentious feel. 

McDowell, keep in mind, needs a way to mark this distinction that doesn’t posit anything 

extra-natural in the active employment of the conceptual system, but that nevertheless 

makes it, at least in principle, identifiable as distinct from the receptive use of our 

conceptual system in passive experience. The emphasis his account of reason places on 

reflexivity is not merely a reminder that being rational is largely a matter of being self-

critical—it’s an affirmation of the insulationist ontology McDowell needs in order to 

make sense of his clean bifurcation of cognition into an active and a passive side. He 

wants to say that active and passive operations of the conceptual system are neatly 

separated by their respective origins: the former originates in one’s self, in one’s own 

mind, while the latter has a worldly origin, coming from that which lies “outside 

thinking.” So, pursuing the epistemological goal of maintaining a clear distinction 

between active, paradigmatically rational thinking and passive, world-directed experience 

leads McDowell to an insulationist ontology of mind, on which “mind” denotes a 

bounded space that separates an inner subjective realm from an outer objective one, a 

mind from a world.  

In pointing this out, I do not intend on making us lose sight of the fact that 

McDowell’s account, with its emphasis on our cognitive “openness to reality,” contains a 

real challenge to insulationist thinking. By arguing that we needn’t treat empirical facts 

that are laid bare in our perceptual impressions as “beyond an outer boundary that 

encloses the conceptual sphere” nor impressions as “inward crossings of such a 

boundary.” Indeed, he goes so far as to say we can effect a “deletion” of such a boundary 

“without falling into idealism.”151 And yet, he leaves another, more fundamental 

boundary intact, namely, that which separates subject from object, mind from world. In a 

word, he wants to remove the epistemic gap we associate with this boundary, without 

calling into question the ontological importance of the boundary itself. 

The subject behind active thought, which for McDowell seems to be the mind 

itself, is clearly distinct from the world, in that a particular employment of one’s 

conceptual capacities is either one’s own doing, or that of the world. In other words, the 

firmness of the distinction between putting together content for oneself and finding 

oneself saddled with content derives from the firmness of a more fundamental distinction 

underlying McDowell’s account, namely, that between mind/subject and world/object. 
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There needs to be these two things, in order for McDowell to make sense of the claim that 

active and passive operations of our conceptual capacities separate out into two, cleanly 

distinct categories. 

 One might be wondering why McDowell doesn’t treat the active/passive 

distinction as a heuristic device, something to be applied on pragmatic grounds.  Why 

doesn’t he take this tack? To be fair, he doesn’t explicitly defend the idea that the 

active/passive distinction is firm, or ‘metaphysically absolute.’ However, I get the 

impression that he wants this distinction to mark clean differences in our cognitive 

activity. He tells us that “how one’s experience represents things to be is not under one’s 

control, but it is up to one whether one accepts the appearance or rejects it.”152 Remarks 

such as this suggest that one is either in control of one’s mind, or not, and that we can 

meaningfully distinguish between passive and experience in terms of the presence or 

absence of such control. 

But, why think that McDowell sees control as either wholly present or wholly 

absent in a particular operation of thought? Well, there is his rather flatfooted language. 

He doesn’t say we have less control in passive experience than we do in active thought. 

He does, in a revealing footnote, say that “one’s control over what happens in experience 

has limits.” This might seem to suggest a notion of control that admits of degree. But, the 

way McDowell follows up this point indicates that he does not want to adopt such a 

notion of cognitive control: “one can decide where to place oneself, at which pitch to tune 

one’s attention, and so forth, but it is not up to one what, having done all that, one will 

experience.”153 This “minimal point,” as McDowell calls it—this idea that a distinct part 

of one’s perceptual experiences is entirely outside of one’s control—might seem too 

obvious to call into question. But, I think we ought not let its obviousness lull us into 

uncritical acceptance. 

In the following chapter, we will begin to chip away at the idea of purely passive 

experience (as well as the idea of purely active thought). This will pave the way for an 

LMA-style solution to the reconciliation problem. The lynchpin of this solution is a 

denial that reason and experience involve two different kinds of cognition, what I have 

been referring to as A-cognition and P-cognition. 
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4 

THE INTER-REACTIVE MIND 

 
4.1 Getting back into the flow of our discussion ♦ 4.2 Three core theses of LMA ♦ 4.3 

The activity of perception ♦ 4.4 Against linearity ♦ 4.5 The project of personhood ♦ 4.6 

Merleau-Ponty and perception as project ♦ 4.7 Bringing reason down to earth 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To plot, to take aim at something, to shape time and space. This is how we advance the 

art of human consciousness. 

         

-Don DeLillo  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Getting back into the flow of our discussion 

 

The genius of McDowell doesn’t lie in his capacity to convince—although he certainly is 

compelling—but in his capacity to motivate the issues he discuses, to draw his audience 

in and secure their concern and cognitive investment. He is a master of setting up the 

problems he investigates, such that his audience becomes enthralled by these problems, 

as eager as to solve them as he himself is. The terms he uses, the way in which he 

provides historical context, the places where he sees points of crucial importance or 

tension—all of these things work together to pull one in as a reader and make one care 

about what he is investigating. When one reads McDowell, regardless of one’s opinion, 

one cannot help buy feel it forcefully—he manages to inflame that sense of urgency from 

which all philosophical thinking springs. He evokes what is almost a visceral sense that 

one has stumbled upon questions that aren’t merely interesting, but deep and 

fundamental, questions that simply cannot be ignored.  

This is obviously something to admire in McDowell, but also something of which 

to be wary; because McDowell is such a virtuoso at drawing one in, it is difficult to make 

him a part of one’s own discussion without inadvertently becoming merely a part of his! 
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Indeed, I am beginning to fear that this is happening to us! The preceding discussion has 

taken so many twists and turns and penetrated so deeply into the nuances of McDowell’s 

thought that I feel we ought to push away from him, and reorient ourselves with regard to 

our discussion. So, let us remind ourselves of where we are in our dialectic and reflect on 

how our discussion of McDowell fits into the broader scheme of this dissertation. 

To reorient ourselves I suggest we first step back and reflect on how McDowell’s 

general treatment of the reconciliation problem frames the relationship between an 

insulationist metaphysics of mind and our epistemological endeavors. On my reading, 

McDowell illuminates a deep connection between the way we think about mind and the 

way we think about knowledge by foregrounding the distinction between active 

reasoning and passive perception, which he spells out in terms of a further distinction 

between spontaneity and receptivity. Now, it might seem as though the distinction 

between active reasoning and passive perception sheds sparse light, if any, on our 

metaphysical queries. However, it is the brilliance of McDowell to show that what 

appears to be a purely epistemological distinction taps into a background ontology, one 

that encourages us to bifurcate our truth-seeking cognition into two conceptually 

incommensurate modes: active/spontaneous and passive/spontaneous. When our ontology 

encloses minds within metaphysically firm borders, we will, in our epistemological 

endeavors, be dogged at every turn by the anxiety-producing question: is this belief 

(inference, intuition, perception, etc.) rooted in something properly mental—something 

within our minds—or in something brutely causal, outside of our minds? As McDowell 

explains, this question is fraught with intellectual unease, since opting for the former 

tends to lead to a picture of reason as a self-contained game, with no real connection to 

the empirical world, whereas opting for the latter tends to result in some permutation of 

the Myth of the Given. McDowell’s solution is of course to ‘open up’ the mind by 

treating the conceptual sphere as capable of making direct contact with the world. This 

move is intended to preserve the idea that our basic perceptual encounters with the world 

are always already structured around ratiocinative capabilities—that is, our capacities to 

make inferences and apply concepts. The facts of the world show up as just that, facts—

items of knowledge, and not raw presences or simple givens. So, McDowell intends to 

wriggle out of the trap set by an insulationist ontology, by ‘complicating’ the notion of 

receptivity. He maintains that perceptual experience is passive, but resists treating our 

basic perceptual encounters—our PPEs—as disjunct from our reasoning, by 

characterizing them as pervaded by conceptuality. This gives our perceptions the ‘right 

shape’ to slot into chains of reasoning. 

But, as I have argued, the connection that McDowell forges between reasoning 

and perception is too weak. Perceptions cannot inherit the conceptual structure of beliefs 

we actively form, by simply drawing on the same capacities we use to form those beliefs. 

For, what makes a bit of cognition conceptual surely has something to do with the way it 

is carried out, and not just the cognitive equipment it employs. In fact, if two cognitive 

feats draw on the same equipment, one would expect there to be significant similarity 

between how the feats are performed: the tools we use constrain the way we perform the 

work we do. But, McDowell wants to maintain that even though perception and 

reasoning use the same tool—our network of conceptual capacities—they present us with 
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two sorts of cognition that are different in kind: reasoning is active/spontaneous and 

perception is passive/receptive. This is a little mysterious. What accounts for this sharp 

difference? 

McDowell attributes the difference not to anything in the cognitive operations 

involved in reason and perception, but in the respective operators; when I reason, I spur 

into motion my conceptual capacities, but when I perceive, it is not I, but the world, who 

takes the reins. So, McDowell is driven back to an insulationist metaphysics, on which 

thinking subjects are cleanly set apart from the thinkable world. Instead of sealing off 

minds from the world, McDowell seals off subjects, and this allows him to inject his 

picture of mind as radically open with a traditional conception of reason as robustly 

independent from the pressures of the empirical world. For McDowell, our minds our 

open to the world, but they are not wholly at the mercy of the world’s causal dictates, 

because lurking behind each of our open minds is a subject, closed off from the empirical 

world and therefore capable of manipulating, through reasoning, the conceptual system in 

a way that is unaffected by brutely causal interventions. 

To summarize: McDowell opens up thought, so as to give our rational activities a 

healthy grounding in empirical reality, but closes off the thinking subject, so as to 

maintain a firm distinction between reasoning proper and perceptual experience. This is a 

problem, because McDowell wants not only to integrate thought into the natural world, 

but the thinking subject as well.  

 So, what does all of this say about the relationship between an insulationist 

metaphysics and our epistemological endeavors? Well, I think the most significant upshot 

of our discussion is this: an insulationist metaphysics doesn’t precede the epistemological 

conundrums which it produces, but rather, gets brought into play to make sense of an 

epistemological intuition regarding the status of reason vis-à-vis the status of the human 

subject qua animal. Allow me to explain. McDowell doesn’t start off with an insulationist 

picture of the thinking subject as fenced off from the natural world, but he does end up 

with this picture, because he cannot let go of the idea that reason and perception are cut 

from the same cloth, so to speak. That is the crucial epistemological intuition he has that 

leads him to allow insulationism back into his view. He wants to preserve the notion that 

reason is radically free, and this leads him to invent an insulated subject who is somehow 

capable of operating the conceptual system in a way that is wholly different from the way 

this system operates when the world spurs it into motion. For McDowell, our thought is 

rooted in our nature as animals—as organisms causally embedded in a material world—

because it begins with perceptions, which are caused. But, thought is itself nevertheless 

‘free’ because it isn’t simply caused by the world, but freely formed by a subject. 

 We see then, that McDowell is able to make sense of the idea that minds belong 

to subjects, because subjects have a special kind of control over their own minds. This 

control is special because McDowell seems to want to treat it as different in kind from the 

‘control’ that the world exerts over our conceptual systems in perceptual encounters (I am 

placing scare-quotes around “control” because for McDowell, the world’s seizing on our 

conceptual systems is brutely causal, that is, it involves nothing agential, whereas the 

notion of control seems to entail something like agency, intention, purpose, etc.). 
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To begin this chapter, I said I wanted to marry LMA to a more traditional picture 

of a mind as belonging to an individual subject. I wanted this point to be express, since 

one might look at the broad contours of LMA, and conclude that it unmoors minds from 

individuals by denying that minds exist in individuals, insulated from the objective, 

empirical world that surrounds them. How can a mind exist in the ‘space between’ an 

individual and the world, and yet still belong to the former? What accounts for this 

asymmetry? On what grounds am I choosing to defend the following thesis?— 

 

3) The Asymmetry Thesis (AT): There is a meaningful difference between active 

thought and passive experience, even though both types of mental activity share 

the same ‘double origin’ (an SPO + world). 

 

I could follow McDowell and account for the mindedness of individuals by positing a 

subject who can control the mind in a way that is different in kind from the way the world 

controls it, but that would, as we have seen, infect my account with what is anathema to 

my worldview: insulationist thinking! It would invite into my view a picture of the 

thinking subject as insulated from the causal pressures of the objective world. I don’t 

want to deny insulationism about the mental and then let insulationism about the subject 

creep into the picture. I want to thoroughly purge my view of insulationism.  

 Are we, then, stuck between a rock and a hard place? Must I choose between (a) 

fully committing to the project of purging my account of insulationist thinking and (b) 

making room in my account for the intuitive notion that minds belong to subjects? I 

would like to think not. I want to get rid of insulationist thinking, without thereby 

abandoning the idea that my mind is mine and your mind yours. The trick is to honor the 

intuitive idea that an individual has a mind without lapsing into insulationist assumptions 

about the status of the thinking subject vis-à-vis the natural world. In the next several 

sections, I try to pull this off. Here is an outline of my strategy. 

 The key idea in what follows will be the notion of inter-reaction. It has taken us a 

while to get to this notion—indeed the reader might have forgotten by now that we have 

been building up to it! But, my hope is that the wait has been warranted; I think inter-

reaction’s theoretical significance will come through clearly against the background of 

McDowell’s thought. Our discussion in this chapter has heretofore yielded the idea that 

McDowell is pulled back into an insulationist metaphysics on account of his attachment 

to there being an absolute difference between reason and perception, thought and 

experience. This is ironic, considering that one of the central goals of Mind and World is 

to bring these two cognitive activities into a more intimate harmony. So, the lesson we 

can glean from McDowell’s project is that one way to resist lapsing into insulationist 

thinking is to distance oneself from sharp distinctions that reinforce the disparity between 

reason and perception. One such distinction is of course that between active and passive 

cognition, or as we have been saying, between A-cognition and P-cognition. But, if we 

blur this distinction, do we not risk giving up on the idea that there is something special 

about reasoning, a kind of cognitive freedom that would vindicate the idea that my mind 

is indeed my mind, and not merely a nexus of causal relations? 
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 In what follows, I will make a case that we can jettison anything like a firm 

distinction between A-cognition and P-cognition without thereby abandoning the notion 

that there is a meaningful difference between reason and perception, and in turn, the 

notion that I stand in a special sort of relationship to my own mind (and you to yours, and 

so forth). This is where inter-reaction comes into play. LMA characterizes a mind as a 

site of rich relationality, which I propose we spell out in terms of inter-reaction. A mind 

is a relationship between an SPO and its world. This relationship doesn’t involve a push 

and pull, whereby the SPO and the world take turns ‘moving’ the mind. There are not two 

clearly separable sources of mental movement—one subjective/mental/rational and one 

objective/wordly/causal. Rather, all mental activities (believings, perceivings, inferrings, 

wonderings, imaginings, etc.) exhibit a ‘mixed origin’—they are all of them expressions 

of the relationship between an SPO and the world, as opposed to one of the relata. 

Nothing the mind does is the result of just the SPO or just the world, and indeed, the very 

notion of the former is incoherent on LMA, since an SPO is partially defined as an 

organism, which is undeniably a part of the world, that is, a part of nature. 

 Now, I propose that we can identify an SPO as the individual to whom a mind 

belongs (it is, after all, defined as a subject, and we traditionally attribute minds to 

subjects). And, since SPOs are in and of the natural world, we might say that minds 

belong to parts of the natural world, and that these parts are called SPOs. But, if SPOs do 

not control their own minds in a way that is different in kind from the control that the rest 

of the natural world exerts over minds, then why should we say that an SPO has a mind? 

The short answer is that although mental ‘movements’—be they pieces of reasoning, 

perceptual experiences, or what have you—are not traceable back to an SPO acting in 

isolation (remember, no pure origins), they are nevertheless to be understood as the 

projets of an SPO. And, the word “project” is key here. In what follows, I develop an 

LMA-style account of perception and reason, on which both forms of cognitive 

activity—reasoning and perceiving—are characterized as an SPO’s purposive efforts to 

project themselves forward through time with a sense of continuity that is distinctive to 

personhood. Mind is a site of projection, and projection is centered around an SPO. This 

is all a bit hand-wavy, but I hope that the next two sections tighten up these ideas. 

 To conclude this section, I want to highlight a general difference between my 

account of reason and perception and the accout McDowell gives us. On my account, 

reason and perception differ in degree, whereas for McDowel, they differ in kind. 

Although he treats both sorts of cognitive activity as laden with conceptuality, he 

maintains that one is active and the other passive, where “active” and “passive” denote 

two different ways in which the conceptual system can come to life, as opposed to two 

regions of a spectrum. This doesn’t sit well with some commentators, such as Hubert 

Dreyfus, who thinks the notion of passive cognition cannot be conjoined with 

conceptuality, at least not as easily as McDowell seems to think it can. The passivity of 

perception—the way in which it seems to involve nothing like reflective and deliberate 

thought on our part—simply strikes Dreyfus as incommensurate with the nature of 

conceptuality, which he takes to be inextricably tied to reflection—to higher-order, 



   117 

 

propositionally structured thought that we carry out deliberatively.154 My account seeks 

to avoid the awkward conclusion that there can be purely passive cognition that is still 

somehow ‘conceptual’ by denying that there is purely passive cognition, even in our 

basic perceptual contact with the world. In what follows, I will not try to bring two 

distinct types of cognitive activity under the umbrella of the conceptual. Rather, I will try 

to show that we should be skeptical of the idea that there is a sharp distinction between 

active and passive cognition, by showing that reason and perception are more similar than 

we tend to suppose, and that their apparent differences are ones of degree. 

 These differences in degree pertain to the fact that reason and perception are, on 

LMA, to be thought of as projects. This characterization allows us to distinguish between 

reason and perception along two axes. One axis marks the extent to which the events a 

project integrates are temporally disjunct. A perceptual project, which is to say, a 

perceptual experience, integrates events that are close together in both space and time. A 

clear example of this is the perceptual experience that occurs when one looks around by 

moving one’s head. The information that one extracts from one’s environment in doing 

this does not form a complete, detailed picture of the environment, even though one does 

not notice the obvious gaps in one’s perceptual field. We are blind to our blind spots. And 

yet, the overall feel of looking around involves a degree of continuity that is surprising, 

given that the ‘picture’ of our environment that our visual system makes available is 

highly discontinuous and gap-ridden. Whether there is a compensatory mechanism that 

‘fills in’ the gaps to create a continuous conscious experience, or whether the brain 

simply ‘ignores’ these gaps in the first place is a point of debate, and its determination 

awaits further empirical findings. However, what we can say is that a sighted person 

under normal circumstances manages to integrate choppy and incomplete information 

into an experience that feels smooth and continuous. In this way, perception is projective, 

as it involves the construction of experiences of continuity. 

What I want to argue is that focusing on the projective character of perception 

helps bring to light a key continuity between perception and reason, namely, the way in 

which both cognitive modalities help us move through the choppy, disjointed temporal 

frames afforded us by our limited physical systems with a distinctive kind of continuity 

that is emblematic of the mental lives of intelligent subjects (viz., human beings). One 

reason rational thought can seem so radically different from perceptual experience is that 

it integrates events that are further apart in space and time than does our perceptual 

engagement with the world. In this way, the ‘narratives of reason’ are less limited by the 

finite situation of our embodiment than are the ‘perceptual stories’ we tell ourselves 

through our senses. But, they are nevertheless tied to our embodiment, in that they 

involve an attempt to weave together the events of a life into something with a 

trajectory—into a narrative, rather than a mere existence. 

 The second axis along which reason and perception can be connected but also 

contrasted involves what I call 117orth’s117ism. Reason can playfully integrate events, 

information, memories, and so forth, from not only seemingly disjunct parts of a life, but 

also, in ways that are so surprising, idiosyncratic, or simply, playful, that the movement 

                                                 
154 See Dreyfus, Hubert. “The Myth of the Pervasiveness of the Mental.” In Mind, Reason, and Being-in-

the-world: The McDowell-Dreyfus Debate. London: Routledge, 2013: pp. 15-40. 
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of thought resists codification. Examples will drive this point home most effectively, I 

think, and so, in sectin 4.7, we will confront examples of reasoning, the reasoning that 

plays out here on earth, so as to bring into focus the way in which rational thought it 

perception, beefed up with more temporal flexibility and playfulness. 

 

4.2 Three core theses of LMA 
 

To be sure, there is a basic, obvious difference between thought and experience. A 

moment ago I thought about whether to get my car washed today. This cognitive event 

felt quite different from the various perceptual experiences I was having at the time, such 

as my experience of the table at which I am sitting as being a shade of brown. The 

brown-ness of the table is thrust upon me. It rushes up to my mind, with an 

announcement I cannot help but heed. I do not consciously direct the flow of my thought 

as it carries along with it the experience of the table appearing the color it appears to be. I 

can close my eyes, and think of something else, but upon opening them and seeing the 

table, the shade of brown is still there, with its unmistakable message: I am this color. As 

McDowell points out, there are many things I can control vis-à-vis my experience of the 

table155 (e.g., whether I look at it, how much attention I train on it, etc.), but after we 

consider all of these deliberate cognitive movements there seems to be, left over, brute 

and unchosen aspects of my experience—things which I am merely saddled with, to 

employ McDowell’s language. 

And yet, can we really say that the experience of the table as being a shade of 

brown is missing something that can be easily identified at work in our more deliberate 

cognitive activity? I want to begin chipping away at the idea that there is any such thing 

to be identified, beginning with a simple appeal to phenomenology. I think if I look 

inside, as it were, I see that although I do not choose to see the table as a shade of brown, 

the experience doesn’t feel as though it has been hoisted upon me in a way that 

involves—well, not me. To be sure, it does not seem as though my seeing-the-table-as-a-

shade-of-brown simply ‘comes from me,’ in the way my intention to get my car washed 

does; and yet, I think we resist jumping from this observation to the conclusion that my 

seeing-the-table-as-brown is the result of my conceptual capacities being ‘hijacked’ by 

something entirely different from me—entirely indifferent to me. 

There is a way in which the table announces its color to me. I do not decide that it 

makes such an announcement, but the announcement, insofar as it enters my mind, must 

find a way to get caught up in my ongoing, ‘subjective’ negotiation with the world (there 

is a reason for my use of scare quotes here, namely, the fact that LMA complicates the 

distinction between subject and object by following philosophers such as Barad and 

Scheman in pushing back on the ‘disenchantment’ of nature). To appear to me a shade of 

brown, the table must reach out to me in a way that allows me to reach back and make 

cognitive contact with it. 

This metaphorical rendering of our encounter challenges the notion of basic 

perceptual experience as mere impingement. And, it is not mere metaphor: it is the 

invocation of an ontology of mind that takes relationality to be central to mindedness. 

                                                 
155 McDowell, 1996, page 10, footnote #8. 
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Our minds exist in a posture of engagement. Annette Baier’s influence on my thinking is 

evident here.156 Her claim that “persons essentially are second persons” contains the 

seeds of a bold new ontology of the mental, according to which it is by reaching out to 

other people, and to the world, that our minds acquire their ontological ‘center of 

gravity’. There is an undeniable way in which the world presses upon me in perceptual 

experience, but if it is to impress itself upon my mind and become part of my experience, 

I must, so to speak, accommodate it. 

Barad’s image of “meeting the universe halfway” is particularly apt here. Reality 

has a way of simply telling me that it is a certain way, and yet, I have to listen to it, and 

my act of listening, though not deliberate, is not ‘outside’ of my active thinking. This is a 

subtle idea, to be handled with care. My claim is not that I actively think that the table is 

brown. Indeed, I am sympathetic to McDowell’s description of perceptual experience as a 

way of being saddled with content. But, I think this needn’t convince us that my seeing 

the table as brown is a purely passive cognitive event, related to my active thinking in the 

weak ‘derivative’ sense that I earlier identified at work in McDowell’s account. We can 

say that I do not actively see the table as brown—i.e., make some conscious, deliberate 

choice to see it as such—but that my seeing-the-table-as-brown exists only insofar as it is 

swept up in my active thinking. It does not exist alongside my active currents of thought, 

to be factored out as a purely passive component of experience. Rather, it must become 

integrated into these currents, if it is to show up in my mental life. 

It is difficult to describe the kind of active thinking involved in basic perceptual 

experience, without reverting to metaphor. This isn’t to say that metaphorical 

descriptions aren’t important and helpful. Indeed, I think moving away from 

Cartesianism and insulationism about mind and toward LMA will require sweeping 

reorientations in our metaphorical understandings of mental phenomena, as it is largely 

through metaphor—through our ‘loose’ ways of talking—that the theories of 

philosophers persist. But I think it’s fair to ask for something more concrete. After all, my 

appeal to phenomenology only works if the reader knows what to look for. I need to say 

something more positive than that the kind of active thought I have in mind does not 

consist in direct, conscious approval of the content one finds oneself saddled with in 

experience.157 So, if we’re not looking for something like higher-order cognitive 

approval, what are we looking for? 

LMA points to a more robust idea of what our active, cognitive involvement in 

perception amounts to. We can take an account of perceptual experience that has the 

broad contours of McDowell’s account, and fill in some crucial details using LMA. The 

resulting picture does away with McDowell’s firm and sharp distinction between A-

cognition and P-cognition—and the insulationist ontology of mind that gives rise to this 

                                                 
156 Baier, Annette. Postures of the mind: Essays on mind and morals. Vol. 11. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1985. 
157 Of course, if one wants to, one can engage in this sort of higher-order thought. I can consider my 

experience of the table, and ask myself, does this experience present things more or less as they are? But, 

the initial presentation of the table’s color in my immediate experience—its appearing brown—is not 

something I help put together myself. 
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distinction—without going the radical route of denying that there is a meaningful 

distinction to be drawn between active thought and passive experience. 

LMA provides us, I think, with a way to distinguish between active thought and 

passive experience without falling back on insulationist assumptions about the 

ontological character of mind. That is to say, we can, within the framework of LMA, 

maintain that active thought ‘comes from’ the SPO, whereas passive experience ‘comes 

from’ the world. This basic thought, which will undergo various refinements, might 

appear to be a poorly disguised restatement of McDowell’s view that we actively wield 

our conceptual capacities in active thought whereas the world takes hold of these 

capacities in passive experience. If we replace “SPO” with “subject/mind” we have more 

or less the thesis I attribute to him. However, such a replacement would not be 

insignificant. To see why, we need to look more closely at the way in which LMA 

reorients our understanding of what it is for a mental movement to come from us and 

what it is for a mental movement to come from the world. 

McDowell’s sharp distinction between active thought and passive experience 

presupposes the existence of two, clearly distinct ‘participants’ in cognition: the thinking 

subject and the thinkable world. Cognition, on McDowell’s view, becomes a kind of 

‘taking of turns,’ where what’s inside our minds is responsible for active thought, while 

the-world-out-there governs passive experience. He tries to downplay this sharp division 

of cognitive labor by granting that the thinking subject and the thinkable world employ a 

common tool, what he refers to as the conceptual system, but I think this falls short of the 

radical challenge to insulationist thinking that we need. By uncritically and tacitly 

granting the very distinctness of a thinking subject—distinctness from the world—

McDowell leaves the familiar dichotomies of subject/object and mind/world relatively 

untouched.  

A turn-taking model allows us to say of a particular mental movement—or to use 

McDowell’s language, a particular “putting together” of content—that it is the work of 

either the subject or the world. The “or” here is exclusive. On LMA, to say that a piece of 

cognition is the work of an SPO is not to deny that it is, at the same time, coming from 

the world, and vice versa. In this way, I muddy the distinction between active and passive 

cognition, or to be more precise, I preclude McDowell’s way of marking this distinction. 

If we deny the very distinctness of an SPO and its world, we preclude distinguishing 

between active and passive cognition—between thought and experience—in the way that 

McDowell does, i.e., by giving them wholly separate origins.  

There is a lot here that needs unpacking. To help organize our discussion, I want 

to pull two distinct (but importantly connected) theses from the previous paragraph, what 

I call the “Active Experience Principle” (Act-Ex for short) and the “Worldliness of 

Reason Principle” (WRP for short).  

 

1) The Active Experience Principle (Act-Ex): Passive perceptual experiences, 

or PPEs, which include paradigmatic instances of passive experience (e.g., an 

experience of seeing a certain color or an experience of rubbing one’s hand lightly 

against sandpaper) directly involve active thinking, in that an SPO’s involvement 
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in her own PPEs displays important similarities to her involvement in more 

paradigmatically active kinds of cognition such as  reasoning, planning, etc.  

 

2) The Worldliness of Reason Principle (WRP): Active thought (which I take 

to be exemplified in critical, reflective, higher-order, deliberate, and in some 

sense spontaneous cognition, is never wholly active, in that an SPO’s engaging in 

such thought is conceptually inseparable from certain features of her world-

embeddedness.  

 

The upshot of the discussion will be that the above two claims are not, though they might 

appear to be, incompatible with the following thesis: 

 

3) The Asymmetry Thesis (AT): There is a meaningful difference between active 

thought and passive experience, even though both types of mental activity share 

the same ‘double origin’ (an SPO + world). 

 

We shall examine these theses separately. We will start with Act-Ex, which will be our 

focus in the subsequent three sections. I give a highly general motivation for Act-Ex in 

section 4.3, followed by a more rigorous argument,  which I label the “argument for 

active perception,” or “AAP” for short. In section 4.4, I will begin to unpack the second, 

key premise in this argument. This premise contains a sweeping claim about the nature of 

personhood which will require some time to defend. This claim is that persons are 

collections of projects, where “project” is a somewhat technical notion I develop in 

sections 4.4 and 4.5. 

The notion of a project is a crucial component of LMA, in that it ties its ontology 

of the mental to its ontology of personhood. This ‘personalizing’ of the mental is 

something I value deeply, in that I think the notion of a person allows us to begin putting 

together the seemingly disparate notions of a physical organism and that of a rational 

subject.  

I think that the notion of a person as a collection of projects provides, in one fell 

swoop, a way of understanding (a) the idea that a mind belongs to a person, and (b) the 

idea that a mind is fundamentally relational,  (c) the idea that perception ‘partakes’ in 

active thought, in the stuff of reason, if you will, and (d) the idea that rational reflection 

can never wholly detach itself from the organismic rhythms of our embodiment (notice 

that (c) and (d) roughly correspond to Act-Ex and WRP). 

Here are very condensed explanations of how the notion of personhood I want to 

articulate can help flesh out these four ideas, which are at the center of LMA’s picture of 

the mental (we will put meat on these bones in the next four sections):  

 

1) How does LMA handle (a), the idea that a mind belongs to a person? 

Persons are collections of projects. I want to hold onto the idea that a mind belongs not 

only to a subject, but to a person. And, LMA provide a nice way of attaching minds to 

persons; it allows us to integrate mentality into personhood. The picture of reason and 

perception I paint in this chapter suggests that we shouldn’t talk about mental states that 
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persons have, but instead, mental projects that persons do. In this way, LMA offers an 

ontology of the mental that ‘piggybacks’ on its ontology of personhood, and by the same 

token, a theoretically robust way of cashing out the intuitive idea that a mind ‘belongs’ to 

a person. We don’t hold the parts of our mind within us, but possess them in a more 

active way, by carrying them out as temporal performances. I will punctuate the 

significance of LMA’s ontology of personhood to its conception of mindedness by saying 

that my approach could have been titled the “Personal Mind Approach.” “Living Mind” 

just sounded a little catchier. 

 

2) How does LMA handle (b), the idea that a mind is fundamentally relational? 

By developing an ontology of mind that identifies the ‘parts’ of a mind, its so-called 

states, with projects that are caught up in the dynamic dance of personhood, LMA places 

mentality in an ontological category that involves relationality. Projects, as I understand 

them, can never be reduced to a subject acting on the world or the world acting on an 

organism (note that I use “subject” first and “organism” second is significant). A project 

is in constant contact with other projects, with which it blurrily overlaps. The result is 

that an SPO’s efforts to engage with its environment through projects is always inter-

reactive; it is never the ‘pure action’ of a subject who is cleanly separated from the field 

in which it moves, nor the ‘mere reaction’ of an organism, some law-like and mechanical 

process. 

 

3) How does LMA handle I, the idea that perception ‘partakes’ in active thought? 

On LMA, perceptual experiences, like other mental phenomena, can be counted among a 

person’s projects. Understanding perceptual experience as ‘projective’ allows us to see it 

as imbued with active thought in two ways. First, the very notion of a project is that of 

something a person does. Projects don’t happen in is, or to us (although they certainly 

affect us), but rather, they happen by us. We do them. But there is a second, and in my 

opinion, more philosophically interesting and important way in which LMA links up 

perceptual experience to the so-called space of reasons: due to what I label as the 

“messiness” and “multiplicity” of the projects that constitute a person, a person’s 

perceptual experiences, no matter how basic, never occur in complete isolation from the 

other projects that constitute that person’s sense of themselves as a person—as a 

particular individual moving through space and time. In this way, although a person’s 

whole self is not behind a basic perceptual experience (e.g., I don’t choose to see the 

television in front of me as rectangular), some of that self is. So, LMA makes out 

perceptual experience to be partially active (and thus, linked to the business of reason), 

not only because it characterizes such experience in terms of the an SPO’s carrying out 

projects, but also, because it characterizes a project as something a person carries out in 

ways that are inflected, or as we will say, adverbially shaded, by the rich tapestry of other 

projects that constitute that person. Not all of these projects, but some. I might not be as 

actively involved in my basic perceptual experiences of the room in which I am writing 

to the same extent that I am involved in the arguments I am writing, but I am more 

involved in the former than we tend to suppose.  
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Ok, so here’s a quick itinerary for the remainder of the chapter. The next section, I sketch 

the general motivation and thinking behind Act-Ex, followed by a more rigorous 

arguments that contains 4 premises. I call this argument the argument for active 

perception, or AAP. A key piece in this argument is the conception of personhood it rests 

on. After giving, in 4.3, a general sketch of the motivation and thinking behind AAP, I 

will, in sections 4.4 and 4.5, flesh out the conception of personhood I offer in AAP. This 

conception, to give you the shortest of previews, makes persons out to be collections of 

‘projects.’ In section 4.6, I explore the idea that we can attribute perceptual experiences 

to persons by characterizing them as projects that continuously get ‘tangled up’ with 

other projects that dynamically constitute a person. Our basic perceptual experiences 

belong to us as projects that we carry out, and these projects, though not the sorts of 

things one carries out in a deliberate fashion, contain the stuff of reason, as it were; they 

contain the murmurings of active thought, in that they emerge from our efforts to cope 

with our environment by developing a sense of ourselves as moving through it with 

continuity and ‘directionality’ (I will clarify what this second term means later). 

Moreover, these efforts are themselves inflected by more sophisticated kinds of 

movements: the mental ‘movements’ we make when we think carefully, deliberatively, 

abstractly—in short, rationally. It is in this way that LMA proposes we put our perceptual 

experiences in touch with our rational faculties. 

But, I also want to use LMA to argue that not only is perceiving more like 

reasoning than we tend to suppose, but also, that reasoning is more like perceiving than 

we tend to suppose. For, on LMA, reasoning is a kind of project, and that a feat of reason, 

just like a perceptual experience, belongs to a person as one of her projects. What this 

means is that reasoning can never detach itself from our ‘worldliness’—from our 

embodiment and historicity. We never reason as subjects only, that is, in ways that 

transcend our embodiment and historicity. Our chains of reasoning, even when highly 

abstract, can be understood as extensions of where we are, and where we have been—

they are continuations of our spatiotemporal ‘life-path,’ a kind of four-dimensional tube 

that defines a human being’s passage through space and time. It’s just that reasoning 

extends this life-path in subtle and intricate ways, that are less obviously tied to our 

embodiment than more basic kinds of cognitive activity, viz., our basic perceptual 

encounters with the world. However, what reason is, at the end of the day, is not an 

attempt to leap out of our body and cast off the chains of time and history. Rather, it 

simply seeks to loosen these chains, so as to move through time in a less linear fashion. 

I just condensed a lot of discussion down into two paragraphs, some of which 

rests on argumentation and ideas that have yet to be introduced. But, I hope that by the 

end of the chapter, the above will seem clear, and perhaps even correct. 

 

 

4.3 The activity of perception 

 

So, let’s spend some time thinking about Act-Ex. Perhaps the first thing to clarify is that I 

am, in claiming that a subject’s involvement in her own PPEs bears “important 
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similarities” to her involvement in more paradigmatically rational kinds of cognition, 

making a stronger claim than McDowell’s claim that the world—i.e., the external, so-

called objective world—takes hold of one’s capacity for active thought in perception. It’s 

not as though the world-out-there employs my conceptual capacities to create PPEs, 

which I then actively take up in my thinking. Call this the “stamp of approval model.” 

One issue I have with the stamp of approval model is simply that it does a poor 

job of describing the phenomenology of perception. I take it that we don’t feel as though 

our perceptual experiences are handed over to us by some entirely distinct entity, of 

which we have no direct access; the transaction between the world and one’s perceptual 

faculties is not a clunky handing over, but a more intimate kind of intermingling, a more 

relational affair. 

But, my main problem with the stamp of approval model of perception has 

nothing to do with phenomenology. The main problem with this model is, I think, that it 

reintroduces a sharp division between a thinking subject and a thinkable world, by giving 

me, the thinking subject (or as I call it, the SPO) one job, and the world, an entirely 

different one. I want to suggest that I don’t merely receive PPEs, but have them. 

Moreover, my having them isn’t like my having hair on my arms: PPEs don’t simply 

stick to me, and persist without anything like my active, intelligent support.  

I want to approach Act-Ex primarily from the perspective of mind as a 

relationship between a person and the world. This is of course only one of three ways that 

LMA suggests we think about minds, but it is uniquely explanatory in this context; 

focusing on the ‘personal’ character of perception—i.e., on the idea that perception is the 

achievement of not only a subject and an organism, but of a person as well—will provide 

us with a more lucid comprehension of the idea that an SPO’s contribution to the 

constructions of her own PPEs is strongly analogous to and not cleanly distinguishable 

from her contribution to more markedly active/rational cognition (e.g., reasoning, 

planning, judging, and so forth). From this idea, it is, I think, a short step to the 

conclusion that PPEs are suffused by what we might call an attenuated form of active 

thought. The contrast to keep in mind here is between what we might call attenuated 

active thought and derivatively active thought. I think the former more accurately 

captures the kind of cognition that constitutes the having of perceptual experiences—a 

cognition that we do not control with great deliberateness or reflexive awareness, but that 

nevertheless qualifies as active. McDowell’s account, on the other hand, makes use of the 

notion of derivatively active thought. As we earlier discussed, he treats the formation of 

PPEs as a purely passive process that happens to draw on conceptual capacities that 

constitute our network for active thought. With LMA, we can forge a more intimate 

connection between thought and experience by allowing perceptual experience to draw 

directly on active thought, and not merely the capacity for it.  

I want to delve more deeply into the idea that perceptual experience involves an 

intimate comingling of active and passive cognition. But first, let me finally define the 

notion of inter-reaction. Both Act-Ex and WRP stem from my commitment to an inter-

reactive mind, and in this way, the notion of inter-reaction is the lynchpin of my account 

of reason and perception.  
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Inter-reaction is a relationship that holds between two or more fundamentally 

intermeshed ‘actors’ wherein each actor’s contributions to said relationship are 

always already expressions of the relationship itself, and not isolated acts with a 

‘single origin;’ the actions involved in inter-reaction are in this way always re-actions 

in that they reflect the actor’s already being caught up in a ‘conversation.’ 

 

Barad and Scheman’s conceptual apparati are helpful here. Specifically, we can start to 

appreciate the rich and intimate relationality that inter-reaction involves by framing it in 

terms of their insistence that all mind-world interfaces involve a mutual conversational 

caring, in which the world and the mind reach out to one another with a communicative 

intent. 

One obstacle to convincing the reader that the mind is inter-reactive in all of its 

capacities is the fact that our basic perceptual experiences, or as I have been calling them, 

our PPEs, do not seem to involve an active contribution on our part. More precisely, 

working within the framework I have set up, we might say that PPEs obviously involve 

the “O” in an SPO—that is, perception clearly involves our organismic nature, i.e., our 

sense organs and nervous system. However, it seems much less plausible that we are 

involved in our PPEs qua subjects or qua persons. So, lets begin to think about how our 

perceptual experiences might involve us in this more robust sense. 

Again, I want to approach Act-Ex by focusing on the person-world aspect of the 

mind-relation that LMA posits. If we apply LMA to the notion of perceptual experience, 

we can say that PPEs qua mental items occur at the juncture of a person and the world. 

For, LMA locates our minds in between an SPO and the world, and an SPO is, among 

other things, a person. Moreover, it’s not as though minds belong to things with three 

clearly distinct parts—a subject-part, a person-part, and an organism-part—which take on 

different cognitive tasks. The tripartite term “SPO” refers to the fact that SPOs can be 

fruitfully described and studied from three perspectives, each of which brings its own 

connotations and emphases to the table. It does not refer to three distinct parts that 

literally constitute an individual. So, in urging us to adopt LMA and locate PPEs in 

between an SPO and the world, I am suggesting that we locate them in between a subject 

and the world, a person and the world, and an organism and the world. 

Instead of saying that PPEs exist in between an SPO and the world, we can adopt 

a more casual phraseology and simply say that PPEs belong to SPOs, and hence to 

persons. The notion of a PPE as something a person has shouldn’t arouse much 

suspicion. Indeed, it seems to line up with our basic, pre-theoretical understanding of 

what our perceptual experiences are. We do not think that experiences of the world, 

perceptual or otherwise, belong to something subpersonal, but to persons themselves. My 

perceptual experiences are my experiences. Smith’s are Smith’s. There are not free-

floating experiences roaming about in search of an “I” to bear them. We can say that the 

table’s appearing to me as of a shade of brown is an event that occurs within my stream of 

thought. John Searle reminds us of this in The Rediscovery of the Mind: “Every conscious 

state is always someone’s conscious state.”158 He brings up this point—a rather 

                                                 
158 Searle, John R. The Rediscovery of the Mind. Cambridge: MIT press, 1992, page 94.  
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unremarkable observation in itself—to remind us of something important about conscious 

mental states, namely, that they have an irreducibly subjective side. 

But, I think there is something else we can say about conscious mental states in 

light of the fact that a person’s conscious mental states are hers: such states belong not 

just to subjects, but to persons. My experiences of color, like my thinking about Paris, are 

not only subjective—they are personal. Basic perceptual experiences are part of human 

beings’ ongoing construction of themselves as particular people (I want us to begin 

thinking about the fundamentality of particularity to personhood, as it will be a crucial 

theme in the account of perception we are developing). They do not float on top, or 

underneath, the stream of consciousness that constitutes what we might call higher-order 

thought—that semi-continuous reflection on and narratization of our lives that gives us a 

sense of ourselves as particular persons who persist through time.159 Rather, they exist 

within this stream.  

One might accept this, but insist that although persons possess PPEs, they do not 

produce them, and that the consistent pairing of PPEs with persons isn’t an indication 

that we can’t conceptually pry apart the existence of PPEs from the existence of persons. 

In what follows, I will attempt to make this kind of response seem implausible by giving 

a more detailed picture of how PPEs attach to persons. This picture, which I develop 

within the framework of LMA, emphasizes the way in which PPEs, in order to come to 

us, must keep up with us. Though quite subtle, this reorientation of our metaphorical 

understanding of the way in which we receive PPEs is not trivial, for it directs our 

attention to an important parallel between having PPEs and forming thoughts: both types 

of cognition can be understood as efforts to achieve a kind of temporal integration, 

geared toward the production of continuity in our experience. I think this insight can be 

used to develop a critique of the notion of experience as purely passive (along with the 

notion of reasoning as purely active). Here is my core argument for Act-Ex, which we’ll 

refer to as the argument for active perception or “AAP”: 

 

Premise 1: All PPEs exist as the PPEs of a person. 

Premise 2: Persons are loci of dynamically interacting projects. 

Premise 3: Mental states (a term I here use loosely to encompass beliefs, desires, 

perceptions, and the host of other mental items philosophers think about) belong 

to a particular person—as all mental items do—by ‘keeping up’ with them. So, 

my PPEs belong to me because they keep up with me. 

Premise 4: A project, mental or otherwise, keeps up with a person only insofar as 

it gets integrated into the locus of projects that constitute that person. 

Premise 5: To become integrated into a locus of projects that constitute a person 

just is to take on the fundamental character of active thought. 

Conclusion (roughly equivalent to Act-Ex): All PPEs display the fundamental 

character of active thought.  

                                                 
159 For now, I want to leave the concept of higher-order thought fairly open-ended. So, although I consider 

the internal monologue that accompanies much of a person’s conscious experiences to be a paradigmatic 

instance of higher-order thought, I want to remain agnostic about the exact scope of higher-order thought, 

including its relationship to our linguistic capacities.  
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Allow me to make some general remarks to motivate this conclusion, before taking the 

argument premise by premise (I will treat premise 1 as sufficiently uncontroversial and 

innocent to simply assume).  

I think one obstacle to seeing that PPEs can only exist as part of a stream of active 

thought is the fact such experiences are only loosely tied to the particular features of this 

stream. I can be thinking about laundry, global warming, where my keys are—in short, 

anything really—and as long as I train my eyes on the table before me and pay it at least 

some modicum of attention, I will experience it as being of a particular color. 

Nonetheless, the experience can only exist within the flow of a broader cognitive stream 

(e.g., my-thinking-about-laundry, my-thinking-about-global-warming, and so forth), and 

also, a stream that contains what we might call the idiosyncratic traces of my ongoing 

first-personal narrative. I don’t deny that when I look at something (in good lighting, at a 

fairly close distance, etc.), I simply find myself experiencing it as being of a certain color. 

And yet, I do not feel that there is a part of my experience that comes from the total co-

option of my thinking equipment. To enter into my experience, the world has to defer, as 

it were, to my ongoing negotiation with it, however slightly, and this ongoing negotiation 

involves my thinking-about-something-in-particular-in-some-way-in-particular, and this 

particularity comes from my identity as a person (this point will become clearer as we 

proceed). This isn’t to say that I offer something like considered approval to the part of 

my experience that shows the table being as of a certain color. However, I cannot ‘factor 

myself out’ from the color experience. It is this penetration of my personhood into my 

PPEs that should make one wary of any account that makes perceptual experience 

entirely dependent on ‘what’s out there’—i.e., on what’s extra-personal, extra-mental, 

objective, merely causal, and so on and so forth.   

To be sure, PPEs don’t come to us in the same way that higher-order reflections 

do, but I think it’s hasty to jump from this to the conclusion that the way in which they 

come to us is entirely passive. The highly self-conscious, interior play of active thought 

that defines my more personal, idiosyncratic mental life—my mental life as the 

particular person I am—does not play out alongside, underneath, or on top of my 

perceptual experiences. Rather, it is in close dialogue with these experiences; it takes 

them up into its stream. 

This isn’t to say there isn’t an intuitive difference between the temporal flow of 

one’s perceptual experiences and that of one’s ratiocinations. When I look around, and 

take in the visual scene—the location of various objects, their color, distance away from 

me, etc.—the integration of my perception into a temporally extended experience 

happens much more automatically and predictably than the integration of my higher-

order reflections into chains of thought. Self-conscious, reflective thought displays a 

certain meandering, jumpy, and free-wheeling quality. 

But, isn’t an important part of rational thought—and perhaps the most important 

part—its conformity to certain rules, such as modes ponens or modus tollens? These rules 

don’t bend, let alone break. We can, of course, break them, but when we do, it’s a 

mistake. There is nothing unpredictable about the familiar patterns of valid inference. The 

statements p and “if p then q” (p ⊃ q),  always entail the conclusion q. If we are equipped 
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with the premises, the conclusion shouldn’t take us by surprise. Shouldn’t—but can. We 

can, and often do, make logical errors. There are even names for the fallacies we commit, 

so common are they. But, when we sit down and coolly consider the general form of a 

rule like modus ponens, we can see that it must hold. The rule possesses what 

Wittgenstein called the “hardness of the logical must.” 

And yet, even in the performance of a valid inference, such as the inference of q 

from the premises p and p ⊃ q, one feels a certain freedom of thought. In a word, one 

makes the inference happily, and not begrudgingly. This isn’t to say that one feels free to 

break the rule, since a rule of logic exhibits an almost absolute kind of authority over our 

reasoning. If I know that p is true and that the condition p ⊃ q is also true, I will, given a 

certain amount of interest in the matter, have no choice but to conclude that q holds. But, 

the important thing is that in drawing this inference, it is still a choice. It is something 

done by a someone. 

Perhaps this is what McDowell is getting at when he underscores a Kantian point 

about reason, namely, that it is essentially tied to our status as autonomous agents: as 

subjects and not objects. To be honest though, I am not entirely sure what it is about 

reasoning that McDowell views as “spontaneous,” to use his term. I expect that what he 

has in mind can be more clearly identified in actual pieces of reasoning, as opposed to 

the rules of reason. Our reasoning conforms to these rules (most, or at least some of the 

time), but we tend not to consciously reason in terms of these rules. Just as a basketball 

player’s actions on the court tend to conform to the rules of basketball, so too do our 

ratiocinations conform to the rules of reason. But, in neither case do the actions stem 

from a conscious consideration of the rules. Or to make a more modest point, a conscious 

consideration of the rules tends to take a backseat to a consideration of particular details 

that constitute some circumstance. When I do philosophy, I do my best to follow valid 

patterns of inference, but following such patterns is not what I am doing, primarily, when 

I do philosophy. What I am doing is thinking about free will, the nature of thought, 

whether there are moral truths, and I do so by reflecting on now this author, now that 

author, now this idea, now that one. I move through a conceptual space that is littered 

with things I’ve read, things I’ve heard, images I’ve seen, and so forth. Moreover, I move 

in directions that make sense in light of what I have been thinking about in the past few 

days, months, years—in short, I reason in the context of my life, and where I go when I 

reason cannot be described solely in terms of rules like modus ponens and modus tollens. 

These rules capture some basic moves I make, but they tell only the thinnest of stories; to 

understand the movements of my mind, and any other mind, requires a more intimate 

engagement with my existence as a someone—as a particular person who is trying to do 

something, somewhere, for some reason, and in some way. To be clear, I am not saying 

that our efforts to use reason tend to involve non-rational things that relate to our 

personal identity. Rather, the point is that the personal is the rational, and that the 

freedom that we associate with rationality is not the freedom of being unconstrained, but 

the freedom of acting as a person.  

I am beginning to stray into some ideas that will require a much more rigorous 

discussion before their appeal can come to light. The point to note here is that when we 

reason, it does seem fundamentally freer and more connected to our status as subjects 
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than our perceptual experience of the empirical world. PPEs vary over time in ways that 

predictably coincide with our bodily comportment vis-à-vis the environment. An 

example: For a sighted person, opening and closing one’s eyes rapidly involves an 

alternation between an experience of a rich array of visual details and an experience of a 

much less detailed visual field. Even if you try your best to hold in your imagination a 

richly detailed and vivid image, when you open and close your eyes rapidly, the time 

during which your eyelids are shut will correlate with a sudden diminution in the richness 

of visual data that one experiences. If you’re in a crowded subway car, and perform this 

experiment of rapidly opening and closing your eyes, your experience will go something 

like this: a bunch of people, darkness, a bunch of people, darkness, a bunch of people, 

darkness…and so on. Perceptual events seem to follow a rather mechanical, and thus 

predictable course, in contrast to the fairly unpredictable—and at times wonderfully 

surprising—flights of reason.  

But, with that being said, the smooth and fairly predictable transitions that link up 

my ever-changing perceptual experiences and the somewhat jerky and certainly less 

predictable transitions that string together my rational chains of thought don’t seem to be 

set into motion in two entirely different ways, one passive and the other active. Or so I 

will now try to show. 

Yes, there is a sense in which PPEs come to me, whereas the products of 

deliberative reflection and reasoning come from me. But, I think we should be careful not 

to lean on this metaphor too heavily. In thinking about PPEs as items that simply ‘come 

to us’ we become inclined to accept a certain way of picturing a person’s relationship to 

her own perceptual experience. This picture makes out persons to be the inert recipients 

of perceptual experience. PPEs come to us, and we simply have to be waiting for them. I 

want to offer a different way of thinking about our reception of experience. Instead of 

conceiving of PPEs as simply coming to us, I want to describe them as keeping up with 

us. This thought is motivated by a temporalized conception of persons as dynamic loci of 

interacting projects (I will, in just a moment, defend this definition of a person.) 

I have just unloaded a heap of concepts and terminology that call for clarification. 

Here is how I want to proceed with this needed clarification: First, I will elaborate on 

premise 2, that is, on the temporalized conception of personhood I want to adopt (again, 

I’m simply going to assume premise 1). This will allow me to say more about what 

projects are, and how they are to be understood in regard to persons. With a clearer 

conception of personhood in place, I try to motivate premises 3 and 4 of AAP. More 

precisely, I will try to show why the uncontroversial suggestion of premise 1—that PPEs 

belong to persons—only makes sense if we (a) characterize PPEs as ‘keeping up’ with 

persons, and (b) spell out what it is to ‘keep up’ with a person in terms of becoming 

integrated into a locus of dynamically interacting projects. Finally, I will defend premise 

5, a premise as crucial as it is controversial, by illuminating the crucial connection 

between Act-Ex and the temporal integration of PPEs into the dynamic dance of 

personhood. Specifically, I argue that this integration can be plausibly identified with 

active thought, and that accordingly, we can understand the activeness (rationality) of 

cognition as a matter of degree, and more specifically, the degree to which a particular 

piece of cognition integrates into the locus of projects that constitute a person. As I will 
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argue, the degree of such integration is multi-dimensional, measurable as it is in quite 

distinct ways, along quite distinct axes. This might not rub certain readers the right way, 

but I wholeheartedly welcome the result: I don’t think we should want there to be a single 

scale that measures the activeness or rationality of a given piece of cognition. This sort of 

desire strikes me as a totalizing fantasy, and as such, a dangerous piece of theory indeed.  

 

 

4.4 Against linearity 

 

Let us begin unpacking AAP by considering, in more depth, premise 2, which tells us that 

persons are loci of dynamically interacting projects. The key idea in this premise, as we 

will now see, is that persons move through time. A person can’t temporarily escape time 

anymore than she can space. Even falling asleep, which can involve an extinguishment of 

one’s awareness of the passage of time, is fundamentally the activity of a creature that is 

sensitive to time and caught up in its rhythms. This point, which may sound rather banal 

in itself, bears a pronounced significance in the context of our discussion. For, in 

focusing on the temporality of personhood, we can come to appreciate not merely the 

obvious fact that we move through time, but something important about the way we move 

through time. I want to draw attention to the role that projects play in our temporality, 

and more specifically, to the nature of their dynamic interaction. I want to suggest that 

the temporal integration of projects, which on my account is constitutive of personhood, 

displays “messiness” and “multiplicity.” My sense is that these features of personhood 

fade to the background when we fixate on the fairly sterile notion of a subject, and forget 

that human beings are just as much persons as they are subjects. 

Annette Baier’s reflections on personhood and temporality can help us to begin 

exploring these ideas. In her book Postures of the Mind, she writes: 

 
Persons make calendars, write day by day meditations, celebrate anniversaries, recognize 

each other’s transitions from one stage of life to another, conduct funerals. These activities of 

persons involve recognition of the normal development of a life, as well as of the distinctive 

way in which a given individual has passed through its stages. The fact that a person has a life 

history, and that a people collectively have a history, depends upon the humbler fact that each 

person has a childhood in which a cultural heritage is transmitted, ready for adolescent 

rejection and adult discriminating selection and contribution. Persons come after and before 

other persons.160 

 

I want to pick up on Baier’s idea that having a life—as opposed to just being alive—is an 

essentially historical enterprise. The art of personhood is, I think, largely a matter of 

steering a course through what I call “bio-historical” time. We all of us experience time 

as punctuated and inflected by important moments, stages, events, rhythms, and so forth. 

Human life is textured time, layered time. It is not simply one damn thing after another, 

as the adage goes. To be a living person is to be caught up in multiple rhythms, cycles, 

                                                 
160 Baier, 1985, page 85. 
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progressions, regressions, beginnings, ending, preparations, transitions, epiphanies, 

crises, etc., all of which bleed into one another in dynamic and ever-evolving ways.  

We can contrast this kind of time with what I call linear time. Movement through 

linear time, or just linear movement, is stepwise. It is a passage from discrete moment to 

discrete moment. These moments are points in time, which collectively, form a line. To 

move along a line is to forge a single path through the world. It is it move from one point 

in time to the next, and from that point to the next, and so on and so forth. Indeed, even 

the notion of moving or hopping from one point in time to the next, like a frog from lily 

pad to lily pad, builds too much activity into linear movement. Linear times does not 

admit of movement in between points in time, since there is no inter-punctual space 

within which to move. That is, there isn’t another temporal dimension that exists in 

between points, which would allow something to move from one point in time to the next 

one. Perhaps a more apt metaphor for linear movement is that of ‘teleporting’ from a 

point in time to the subsequent point. 

Another aspect of linear time I want to call attention to is its ‘breadthlessness.’ To 

move along a line, from point to point, is to fall into the inexorable rhythm of a single 

story. It is to be at this point, and then that point, and then that point, and so on and so 

forth. To be stuck in linear time is to always be at a single point in time, wedged neatly 

between two other points, one subsequent, one prior. To describe movement through 

linear time is to track the movement of something that is never ‘spread out’ over time, 

caught up in multiple patterns of change that never congeal at a single point, but 

intermingle as the temporally extended phenomena they are. Points in linear time are not 

moments—they are not surgings of significance that are guided by the reverberations of 

the past. Points in linear time are disjunct and discrete, each one wedged in between a 

pair of moments, one prior and one subsequent. In this way, linear motion ‘fences in’ the 

present. It not only separates something’s distant past from its present, but its immediate 

past as well. Points do not bleed into one another. To be at a point in time on a linear 

notion of movement is just that—it is to be at that point, and not at any other. The present 

becomes absolutely narrow—singular and breadthless—lodged into an ontological niche 

that doesn’t make room for the past or the future.  

If movement through linear time as I have described it seems alien and even 

antithetical to the way a human life unfolds, it’s because it is! I want to bring my ideas on 

linearity into conversation with Richard Flanagan’s novel The Narrow Road to the Deep 

North, in order to make the contrast between linear time and bio-historical time 

sharper.161 Flanagan’s book explores the ways in which linearizing a human life is 

tantamount to extinguishing it. Set primarily in an Australian prisoner of war camp, The 

Narrow Road confronts the question of how creatures such as us—creatures with a 

profound thirst for meaning and continuity—can live through something as brutal, 

jarring, and ultimately meaningless as life in captivity. Flanagan poses this question in 

two registers: one practical, the other existential. That is to say, he is concerned with both 

how human beings survive a POW camp, in the most basic, biological sense of 

                                                 
161 Flanagan, Richard. The Narrow Road to the Deep North. New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing 

Group, 2014. 
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continuing to be alive, as well as how human beings survive in the more substantive 

sense of continuing to have a life. One of the deep insights of Narrow Road is that these 

two projects are fundamentally interlinked; in observing the inexorable deterioration of 

the prisoners’ mental and physical health, we come to learn just how essential having a 

life is to staying alive. 

Moreover, as Flanagan tries to make clear, a human life is not a line. Thus, for the 

prisoners of war who spent day after day working on “the line” laying down track for 

their Japanese captors’ railway, the struggle to survive became a struggle against 

linearity. The novel’s hero, Dorrigo Evans, wrestles with the notion of a line as the 

antithesis to hope and as the ultimate negation of life: 

 
Looking back down at the railway pegs, Dorrigo Evans saw there was around them so much 

that was incomprehensible, incommunicable, unintelligible, undivinable, indescribable. 

Simple facts explained the pegs. But they conveyed nothing. What is a line, he wondered, the 

Line? A line was something that proceeded from one point to another—from reality to 

unreality, from life to hell—‘breadthless length’, as he recalled Euclid describing it in 

schoolboy geometry. A length without breadth, a life without meaning, the procession from 

life to death. A journey to hell.162 

 

I want to pick up on the idea that it is the absence of ‘breadth’ that makes a linear 

existence no existence at all—an unreality, a life without meaning. We can approach this 

idea by picking up on Dorrigo’s musings about the geometric conception of a line. 

Geometry allows for one kind of contact between lines: intersection. But, note that 

intersections occur at points, and accordingly, occupy no space whatsoever. For this 

reason, the meeting of two (or more) lines via intersection is no meeting at all, in that the 

supposed contact allowed for by intersectionality disappears into the infinitely condensed 

space of a point. In addition, meeting by coincidence—i.e., by overlapping entirely—is 

not truly a meeting. For, if two lines share a path, they share it indefinitely, and 

absolutely. In this way, there cannot really be two converging lines. To say that two lines 

converge is to employ a mathematical abstraction: it is to mark a distinction in what is 

metaphysically one. We see then, that the notion of genuine contact between multiple 

lines is an empty one. They cannot meet by intersecting or coinciding. Linearity is lonely. 

This gives us a new way of understanding my earlier claim that linear movement 

is the playing out of a single story. It is movement confined to a line, and a line cannot 

come into genuine contact with other lines, with other stories. To follow a line is, then, to 

get locked into one path, one way of moving forward. There are, then, two ways in which 

linear movement exhibits breadthlessness. First, it lacks temporal breadth: to be at a point 

in time is to be wholly insulated from the past and future (we can think of this as a kind 

of ‘temporal insulationism’ about personhood). Second, it lacks narratological breadth: 

lines cannot truly come into contact with other lines. Movement along a line is thus the 

performance of one story, one project. 

My suggestion is that the breadthlessness of linear movement is what makes it so 

antithetical to the kind of movement that we associate with a person moving through a 

                                                 
162 Ibid. 
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life, through bio-historical time. By reducing an individual’s existence to a single story—

to an isolated line composed of isolated points—linearity threatens to erase the rich 

plurality that makes our lives what they are, that make us who we are.163 To be a 

person—to have a life and not simply to be alive—is to be at the locus of multiple 

dynamically interacting projects. As multiplicity fades, so too does our very existence 

qua persons. 

This is what Dorrigo Evans is starting to realize when he observes: “There were 

no longer fit men. There were only the sick, the very sick, and the dying.”164 He is not 

simply pointing out the obvious fact that he and his fellow POWs were in very bad shape, 

though he certainly is doing that. His observation carries an even more poignant and 

tragic message: humans cannot truly live under the crushing weight of a single story. The 

POWs still living are, in Dorrigo’s eyes, situated on a line defined by its termination, 

death. Their identity as particular persons is put under immense strain by the totalizing 

narrative of their captors, as it encroaches on their ability to carry out their own varied 

projects. 

This thought comes to Dorrigo with an almost palpable force while he is 

witnessing his friend Darky Gardiner receive a particularly vicious beating from one of 

the guards: “Dorrigo Evans felt as if some terrible vibration was shaking the earth, and 

that all their beings could not help but drum with it.” He knew that Major Nakamura 

could not “stop the drumming” or “help Darky Gardiner,” because the “railway 

demanded it.” He knew that and that “all of them”—POWs and captors alike—“had to 

answer to the terrible drumming.”165 Here, we see Dorrigo begin to experience the 

singular rhythm of a linearized existence  on a sensory and visceral level. We see how the 

pervasion of one project into his life, and into the lives of his captors and fellow POWs 

alike, can eat away at the conditions for things like choice and responsibility. This is why 

Dorrigo observes the horrible event of his friend’s beating with an odd sense of 

detachment. It is helplessness, rather than rage, that he feels. There is no meaning in the 

horrors he sees, since they are not the doing of persons, but human beings stripped of 

their idiosyncrasy and individuality, caught up as they are in the inexorable movement of 

linear time. Persons can only fully exist within bio-historical time, as the loci of 

interacting sets of projects.  

The central idea in what follows is that our engagement in projects displays what I 

call messiness and multiplicity, and that a proper understanding of personhood—i.e., a 

proper understanding of how we enter into bio-historical time—cannot afford to ignore 

the projective quality of our mode of living. To remind the reader of the broader goal 

behind our discussion, I want to show the messy and multiple structure of projects gives 

human life its distinctive ‘shape,’ to return to McDowell’s phraseology. This shape is one 

in which we can recognize neither purely active thought nor merely reactive or passive 

perception, but in which we can recognize a meaningful difference between thought and 

perceptual experience. I, along with McDowell, want to account for this difference. That 

                                                 
163 For a thoughtful discussion on the importance of plurality to our integrity as persons, see Chimamanda 

Adichie’s TED talk, “The Danger of a Single Story”: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg 
164 Flanagan, 2014. 
165 Ibid. 
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is to say, we want to acknowledge that there is something distinctive about our capacity 

for reason—something profound in its operation, that is absent from, or at least radically 

diminished in, the operations of our perceptual faculties. But this is actually a crucial 

distinction—this distinction between the ‘magic’ of reason being absent from perception 

and simply being diminished in perception. For, it is where I depart from McDowell. 

Instead of treating the ‘activeness’ of active thought—or the ‘rationalness’ rational 

reflection—as some extra ingredient that is simply missing from the passive operations of 

our conceptual system in perceptual experience, I treat the stuff of reason as no kind of 

stuff at all. It is not some special juice that runs through our reasoning, animating it and 

thereby elevating it above the mechanical events that constitute our perceptual encounters 

with the world. Thinking of reason as different in kind from perception is what gets 

McDowell into trouble. It’s what leads him to place reason on its own ontological plane, 

where it enjoys a certain prestige, but at the same time, a disconcerting distance from the 

earthbound operations involved in perceptual experience. In what follows, I try to show 

that if we follow through on McDowell’s suggestion that we can overcome the 

reconciliation problem by considering the place of reason and perception in human life, 

we can reconstruct the relationship between reason and perception as a difference in 

degree. 

There is a lot that stands between us and this conclusion, and more specifically, a 

lengthy discussion about the nature of a person. This sort of discussion tends not to 

happen in philosophical works that deal with the nature of the mind, but a pillar of LMA 

is the notion of a mind as something that belongs to a person. In this case, it is crucial 

that we address the question: what kind of thing is a person? In the next few sections, we 

will get some serious mileage out of LMA’s notion of mind as something a person has, 

by fleshing out an ontology of personhood that characterizes a person as a collection of 

projects (the notion of a project is a somewhat technical notion that I develop in the next 

section). This conception of personhood provides a framework in which we can 

reconstruct a more ‘intimate’ relationship between perceptual experience and rational 

reflection. More precisely, the notion of personhood that LMA offers allows us to 

characterize both perceiving and reasoning as kinds of projects, that exist as a particular 

person’s by integrating into other projects that constitute that person. This idea, as I hope 

to show, is wonderfully fecund, in that it gives us conceptual tools with which to 

reconstruct traditionally recognized differences between reason and perception—such as 

the fact that we seem to be in charge of the former but not the latter—in ways that do not 

reinforce the problematic picture of our minds as “peculiarly bifurcated” into an extra-

natural part that can think and to a natural part that can passively perceive. The picture of 

the minded human that LMA gives us doesn’t lift reason up to the heavens, but it doesn’t 

bury it in the meaningless events of a mechanistic universe either. LMA identifies reason 

in the meaningful events of human life—in the very personal existence of projects. 

Identifying it in this ontological sphere can help us see that reason is special and 

distinctive, but not because it transcends the natural operations of perception, but extends 

them in bold ways. 

Anyhow, the lynchpin in all of this is how LMA asks us to think about persons. 

So, it is to LMA’s conception of personhood that we now turn. 
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4.5 The project of personhood 

 

My aim in this section is to build a conception of projects around the grammatical 

ambiguity of “project.” “Project” can be a noun or a verb. I intend to use “project” in a 

way that taps into its nominal and verbal dimensions. I invite the reader to think of 

projects as ways of projecting ourselves forward through time, by feeding into our sense 

of ourselves as continuously existing persons. They do this by giving our movements 

what I call ‘directionality.’ When a person engages in a project, she not only moves 

forward in time, she moves in a particular ‘direction.’ My guiding aim will be to 

characterize perceptual experiences, or PPEs, as projects. Doing so will allow me to bring 

them into the fold of personhood, and in turn, set up an important parallel between PPEs 

and pieces of bona fide reasoning.  

I want this point about directionality to resonate as both metaphor and literal truth. 

Something simple and bodily, like walking to the store or even just turning one’s head, 

count as projects, because they organize our movement through time by sending us in 

literal (i.e., spatial) directions. But I also want to treat things like being a good spouse or 

raising a child as projects. These sorts of projects don’t always have clear endpoints, or 

anything like a literal destination towards which we can move. And yet, they nevertheless 

infuse our movements with a sense of purposiveness—with a sense of ‘moving-toward-a-

destination’ as opposed to a sense of moving simpliciter. This in turn feeds into our sense 

of ourselves as continuously existing persons. 

We are beginning to see how engaging in projects allows us to move with 

directionality, and it is in moving thus that we enter into what I have been calling bio-

historical time, as opposed to linear time, where personhood languishes. To be a person 

is not to move from one point in time to the next, along a line, but fluidly through a life, 

carried along by our projects.  

Note that the notion of a project is rather broad and heterogeneous. Some projects 

are short-lived (e.g., brief bodily movements like picking up a mug of coffee or checking 

one’s watch). Others are more enduring. Going on a date is a project that lasts several 

hours. The project of raising a child lasts multiple years (and arguably decades!). The 

notion of a project is not of something that lasts a particular length of time, but of 

something that contributes to our sense of continuity as we negotiate some stretch of 

time. Moreover, a project doesn’t need to occupy a continuous stretch of time. We can 

work on projects off and on, and there isn’t always a clear answer to the question of when 

a person is engaged in a particular project. For instance, there won’t always be a clear 

answer to the question of whether a person is engaged in the project of being a scholar or 

that of being a person of faith.  Projects such as these fade in and out of a person’s life to 

varying degrees and through varying mediums, adverbially shading the way in which that 

person talks, acts, thinks, moves, etc. I will be unpacking this notion of adverbial shading 

throughout much of the following discussion, as it is a key component in AAP, and in 

particular, the foundation for premise 5. In conjunction with the notions of messiness and 

multiplicity, the notion of adverbial shading can help us see why the integration of a 

perceptual project, or more simply, a perceptual experience, into a locus of personhood, 
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entails that perceptual experience is always already a feat of active cognition, at least in 

an attenuated sense.  

The idea I want us to reflect on here is that projects, though essentially temporal, 

are not always neatly ‘clockable’ events. To be sure, some projects (e.g., driving to work, 

taking a shower, etc.) take up a discrete, easily measurable amount of time. But, many of 

our projects do not exhibit such a neat temporal structure. Projects aren’t necessarily the 

sort of things that one is either clearly engaged in or clearly not engaged in. They 

oftentimes are too ‘leaky’ to be thought of in this straightforward way. For instance, 

suppose Jones starts attending a dance class every Tuesday evening, with the goal of 

surprising his fiancé at their wedding with what he hopes will be by then impressive (or 

at the very least passable) dance moves. This project is, in one sense, something that 

takes up a discrete portion of Jones’ time, i.e., the chunk of time taken up by the class.  

But, when we think about the project in the more technical sense I have put forth—i.e., as 

an effort to achieve a sense of temporal continuity qua person—we can begin to fathom 

the sheer multiplicity of ways in which it might trickle into Jones’ life. Taking the dance 

class might feed into his experience of himself as a continuous person by providing him 

with a sense of moving through time as someone-working-on-his-relationship-with-his-

fiancé. This sense of purpose will surely flare up when Jones is at dance class. But, it 

might also seep into the way he interacts with his fiancé—the things he says to her, the 

tone in which he says them, the things he does to her and when he’s around her, the way 

in which he does them, and so on and so forth. In this way, the project of taking a dance 

class will, to adopt our terminology, infuse many of Jones’ thoughts and actions with 

directionality, and it needn’t do this by remaining at the forefront of his consciousness as 

some kind of goal to be deliberately pursued (e.g., the goal of working on his relationship 

with his fiancé). Taking the dance class might also help Jones achieve temporal 

continuity by making him feel like he’s embracing the role of being a more spontaneous 

person in general.  Perhaps Jones tends to cling to predictable, safe routines, and taking 

the dance class is a way for him to cultivate a more adventurous attitude toward life. This 

role, like that of being someone-working-on-his-relationship-with-his-fiancé, could also 

seep into various areas of Jones’ life. For example, Jones might be more inclined to ask 

his boss for a raise on Wednesday, because his sense of himself as a spontaneous risk-

taker remains heightened from the night before. 

 Viewed in this light, the project of taking a dance class isn’t something that will 

be confined to the hour that Jones spends in dance class every Tuesday evening. It will 

reverberate into other areas of his life, and—to return to the key concept from earlier—

adverbially shade them. It will inflect some of the things Jones feels, thinks, says with 

particular ‘directionalities’ (e.g., the directionality of being a good fiancé, or a 

spontaneous person). I describe these directionalities as “adverbial” because they shape 

the way Jones moves through time. They fill in the details of how he does things other 

people do, such that his doings become his doings—the manifestations of a particular 

someone, moving through a life, and not just life.  

Reflecting on the dance class example has led us to an important insight: projects 

give us roles to inhabit. And, inhabiting a role is not as straightforward an affair as 

putting on clothes. Unlike clothes, the roles we inhabit aren’t the sorts of things we can 
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neatly step in and out of. Consider the project of marriage. This project gives a person a 

role—that of a spouse—and this role will leak into that person’s life in ways that aren’t 

neatly measurable or manageable. These leakages tinge, or as I have been saying, 

adverbially shade, the way in which a person moves through the world. In addition, the 

way in which the various projects we pursue spill over into our daily lives is not 

something that could, even in principle, come under our full conscious control. When we 

engage in projects, we give ourselves roles to play, and these roles become interwoven 

into our personality, even if only transiently; they become interwoven into the 

idiosyncratic way in which we navigate our physical and social environments. And, we 

do not deliberately perform our personalities (not entirely at least), by actively and 

consciously deciding which roles to let shine through. It’s closer to the truth to say that 

we are this performance. In a recent interview, writer Charles D’Ambrosio expressed a 

similar thought about the ‘leakiness’ of human personalities: 

 
It’s a little spooky to realize how porous the personality is in writing, porous or just plain 

incontinent, leaking out everywhere, so that things get revealed even when—or especially 

when—you haven’t given them much conscious thought. It’s a good reminder that you don’t 

have to indulge in a goopy confessional mode to write a personal essay—you’re more 

mysterious than you know, more naked than you imagine, and whether you intend it or not 

you’re going to be exposed.166   

 

I think D’Ambrosio’s observation contains a broader lesson about what it is to be a 

person: persons have personalities and personalities are, in their very essence, leaky. I 

think it’s a little surprising that philosophers tend to downplay or downright ignore the 

connection between personhood and personality, given the glaring etymological kinship 

between “person” and “personality.” It is also unfortunate, since we can come to 

appreciate a fundamental truth about personhood by way of reflecting on the porous 

quality of personality. Or so I will argue here. 

D’Ambrosio observes that personalities inevitably find their way into the writing 

of the persons to whom they belong. I think this is simply what personalities do: they are 

irrepressibly and incorrigibly leaky. When I move through the world, it is always as 

Patrick (or in my more casual moods, as Pat). That is to say, my habits, tendencies, 

biases—in short, my personality—follow me around wherever I go, inflecting my every 

movement (and not just physical movements, but the course of my cognition too). To be 

sure, I can deliberately choose to manifest some aspect of myself in my behavior and 

thoughts—i.e., I can choose to step into a role—but I cannot hover above this process, so 

to speak, micromanaging it with complete precision.   

 Let’s pause and make some of these connections between persons, personalities, 

and projects more explicit. On LMA, persons are to be identified with thickets of 

dynamically interacting projects. We might also say that persons are sites of projection. 

                                                 
166 Charles D’Ambrosio said this is an interview conducted by Leslie Jameson for The New Yorker, 

November 26th, 2014: “Instead of Sobbing, You Write Sentences: An Interview with Charles D’Ambrosio.” 

http://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/instead-sobbing-write-sentences-interview-charles-

dambrosio 
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Projects constitute persons over time—not snapshot by snapshot, timeslice by timeslice—

but by allowing us to enter into roles. Engaging in projects allows us to maintain a sense 

of ourselves as particular persons who are heading in meaningful directions by setting up 

roles for us to inhabit. Roles are the ways in which we carry out projects. More 

specifically, they are the idiosyncratic interpretations we place on even the most basic of 

projects. I never simply take a sip of coffee. I might take a sip of coffee absent-mindedly 

while checking my email. Or, I might take a sip of coffee to cope with a sudden feeling of 

crippling writer’s block. Even the smallest of our movements—the most insignificant of 

our projects—involve our stepping into roles. They all require that we do something in 

particular, but also, as someone in particular. A project gives us a general context for 

action and thought by giving us a goal, or, to rely on less overtly teleological language, 

by giving us a direction in which to move. But, our movements cannot be the movements 

of a person unless we make them in ways that allow our personalities, in their rich 

idiosyncracy, to come flooding (or at least leaking) in from the edges of our awareness. 

And the only way to do this is to enter into roles—to perform projects as a ‘certain 

someone’—as a student, a doctor, a mentor, a friend, and so forth. A personality cannot 

emerge ex nihilo; it needs a context, a role to fill. 

In Edward St. Aubyn’s novel, Mother’s Milk, we find the character Patrick 

Melrose wrestling with the ineluctable hold that roles have on persons: “Was there any 

activity which didn’t freeze into a role? Could he listen without being a listener, think 

without being a thinker?...’Encore la meme chose,’ he called to the waitress, swirling his 

finger over his empty glass…She was the waitress, and he was the waiter waiting for the 

waitress. Everyone had their role.”167 Roles constrain our sense of how we should 

proceed. I cannot be Patrick-sipping-coffee unless I sip the coffee as part of an enactment 

of some role. My personhood needs something to push up against in order to manifest 

itself. I cannot simply be Patrick, but Patrick in some capacity. Inhabiting a role, even if 

only fleetingly and tacitly, channels my personhood by providing a frame within which 

relevant aspects of my personality can come to the fore.  

Even a short-lived project like shaking someone’s hand generates a role for a 

person to inhabit. What this role involves will vary from context to context and from 

person to person, but a person can’t just shake someone’s hand. I can shake someone’s 

hand with indifference, trepidation, reverence, a practiced demeanor of sincerity (think of 

a politician at a rally), and so forth. The point is that even something as fleeting as a 

handshake gives a person a project to carry out, as well as a role to inhabit. This role 

might be that of a bored-teenager-shaking-the-hand-of-her-parents’-friend. It might be 

that of a deferential-but-confident-applicant-showing-the-boss-he’s-not-afraid-to-make-

eye-contact-and-give-a-firm-handshake. But, whatever the case, the roles we inhabit in 

pursuing projects inflect them in ways that we do not fall under our complete conscious 

control. The nervous job applicant who is about to shake his potential boss’s hand might 

try to consciously step into the role of a respectfully confident and direct applicant by 

saying to himself something like, “Ok, here we go, let’s make eye contact and give a firm 

shake,” but in carrying out the project of shaking hands in this way, he must cognitively 

                                                 
167 St. Aubyn, Edward. Mother’s Milk. In The Patrick Melrose Novels: Nevermind, Bad News, Some Hope 

Mother’s Milk. New York: Picador, 2012, page 557.  
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off-load some of the work onto his body, onto kinetic processes that don’t require highly 

deliberate regulation. Of course, he must actively decide to inhabit the role of being 

confident and direct, but at the same time, he must allow this role to seep into and 

adverbially shade his movements. If he tries to consciously monitor all of his movements 

as he is making them, he will not, so to speak, act naturally. He will not inhabit his 

desired role smoothly, and moreover, he will allow another role—likely that of an 

applicant-nervous-about-appearing-confident—to seep into his movements instead. 

The roles we inhabit to carry out longer-term projects are even less within the 

scope of our conscious control. When we inhabit a role for long enough, it becomes 

etched in habit. It becomes a relatively stable part of our personality, and not something 

we need to consciously enact—indeed, not something we could consciously enact even if 

we wanted to. The writer Karl Ove Knausgaard brings this point to life in his reflections 

on parenthood: “The immense intimacy you have with [your children], the way in which 

your own temperament and mood are, so to speak, woven into theirs, such that your own 

worst sides are no longer something you can keep to yourself, hidden, but seem to take 

shape outside you and are then hurled back.”168 Knausgaard comes to inhabit the role of 

being  a father so fully, that he longer experiences himself as the author of his own 

performance of fatherhood. Rather, he is a participant in this performance, a performance 

he describes as quite literally taking place outside of himself. I think there are deep 

philosophical undertones to Knausgaard’s poetic description of fatherhood. Roles take on 

a life of their own. It is we who play them, and yet, we do not do so by hovering above 

them like a marionetteer, making exact decisions about how to translate a role into a 

temporally extended performance by a flesh and blood human being. We sink into roles, 

inhabiting them in purposeful, intentional ways, and yet, we do not do so with a clear 

sense of separation from these roles. One’s experience of oneself as an “I” does not 

precede one’s ability to enter into roles. Rather, it emerges from—is constituted by—

one’s involvement in roles and their attendant projects.  

So, we see that projects allow us to move through time qua persons by giving us 

roles to inhabit. Roles are the sorts of things that leak into our thoughts and actions in 

ways that are too subtle and swift to control in a precise, highly reflexive way. 

Moreover—and this is a crucial point, as it underlies the crucial fifth premise of AAP—

the leakiness of roles is such that we can never enter into just one role. It is in this way 

that our projective structure qua persons displays ineliminable multiplicity. Even when 

we focus in on one project and consciously step into a single role, other roles—borne out 

of other projects—are always leaking in from the edges of our awareness, coloring in our 

thoughts and actions with the distinctive details of our personality. To be a person is 

move through the world in ways that continually express ‘traces’ and ‘echoes’ of one’s 

past, of one’s previous and ongoing projects, and the roles with which one carries them 

out. Multiple projects are constantly reverberating in and out of our lives, as the roles 

they unleash take turns pushing us forward through time. And the turn-taking is not a 

neat, one-after-another-type of affair, but a veritable 139orth’s139ism. This isn’t to say a 

person is composed of warring elements; I am not advocating a ‘Dawkinsian’ model of 

                                                 
168 Knausgård, Karl Ove. My Struggle: Book One.  Trans. Don Bartlett. Macmillan, 2013, page 34.  
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‘the selfish project’ on which each project is solely ‘out for its own good,’ vying with 

other projects for control of the human organism. But, I am suggesting that the ‘meta-

project’ of managing, modulating, and adjudicating between projects is not the work of a 

subject who hovers above her own projects (I again find myself inclined toward the 

marionetteer metaphor to describe the kind of control that I am trying to deny human 

subjects).  

One might think the picture I am left with leaves no room for full-blooded agency 

or freedom, not unlike Richard Dawkins’ picture of the human organism as a byproduct 

of what is ultimately a contest between genes.  I will address this concern in a moment 

when I explicate in more detail the precise ‘shape’ that our various projects form as they 

weave in and out of a human life. Recall that McDowell talks about the distinctive 

‘shape’ of a human life. One goal of the present discussion is to define this shape’s 

contours more sharply. In doing so, I will take us to a place where we can appreciate the 

motivation for premise 3, and more importantly, premise 4 of AAP. That is, we will see 

why it makes sense to tie the very existence of perceptual experience to their successful 

integration into a locus of dynamically interacting projects. From there, it will be a short 

step to the conclusion of AAP, namely, to the claim that perceptual experience can never 

be wholly passive. So, we are not far from seeing why McDowell is too quick to place 

perceptual experience on one side of an absolute conceptual divide between active and 

passive cognition. 

So, the claim on the table is that our engagement in projects exhibits a kind of 

multiplicity that I want to identify as a prerequisite for being a person. The thought is 

that this brand of multiplicity generates the distinctive kind of continuity that we, qua 

persons, feel and achieve over time. This distinctiveness in question pertains to the 

‘shape’ that our multiple projects, and their attendant roles, form as they dynamically 

flirt, jostle, and blend into one another. McDowell talks about the ‘shape’ of a human life; 

one of the present objectives is to bring to light the contours of this shape. My sense is 

that the nature of our projects’ multiplicity (as well as their messiness, a concept we will 

be getting to shortly), lends us the subtlety and particularity that makes each one of our 

lives a human life.  

There is some irony in the idea that my sense of myself as one person—that is, as 

a particular someone—is not the result of one thing. It doesn’t reflect a stable core of 

features, or as Alva Noë puts it, we do not have “kernels of me-ness that dwell inside and 

control and guide govern our movements and actions.”169 What makes me the person I 

am is not a stable and fixed set of characteristics—a bundle of traits—that sits inertly 

behind my performance of myself. The ‘I’ that I am is not behind this performance. It is 

in it, and not as a single thread that runs through this performance, but as the dynamic 

and ongoing integration of multiple threads—i.e., of multiple projects and the roles to 

which they give rise. So actually, it might not be quite right to say that my personhood 

exists in the performance. It seems more accurate to say that it exists as the performance, 

a performance that is irreducibly multiple. There is not something over and above these 

                                                 
169 Noë, Alva. Out of Our Heads. Macmillan, 2010, page 91.  
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projects which we may identify with our personhood, no stand-alone conductor who 

orchestrates the integration of projects into what we might call personal identity. 

One might protest that I am making too much of what seems like merely a 

semantic dispute. Couldn’t one say that on my account a person is still one thing, namely, 

the convergence of some set of projects? In some sense, yes, I think one could say such a 

thing. However, I think that it could be misleading to do so. Even if the question of 

whether a person is one or many admits of no definitive answer, in the context of our 

discussion, it is important to emphasize our plurality, as it will lead us to appreciate a 

further feature of personhood, namely, its “messiness”. With the messiness and 

multiplicity of persons in clear view, we will be in a position to see the motivation for 

premise 5 of AAP. And, with premise 5 motivated, along with premises 3 and 4, we will 

be in a position to accept (or at least appreciate the plausibility of) the conclusion that 

perceptual experiences can’t attach to persons without partaking in active thought, even if 

only minimally.   

The objection that my emphasis on the multiplicity of individual persons is no 

more than wordplay reveals a tacit acceptance of a kind of insulationism about persons, 

which I suspect is both conceptually and historically tangled up with an insulationism 

about minds. Here’s what I mean: the basic thought behind such an objection is that 

persons are, of course, composed of multiple strands, or as I say, ‘projects,’ but that these 

multiple elements nevertheless cohere into a single thing, namely, a person. Indeed, unity 

is used as a hallmark of intact personhood, and marked disunity—the unraveling of one’s 

identities—is considered pathological in the world of psychology. At a glance, there is 

nothing contentious here. There clearly is a sense in which persons possess an internal 

unity and coherence. Without it, we all of us would be an undifferentiated squirming 

mass, and not a collection of individuals. With that said, I want to suggest that a strong 

insistence on the unity or singularity of a person serves to perpetuate a more contentious 

thought, namely, that we can draw a clear boundary between the personal and the extra-

personal. In the context of our discussion, such boundary-drawing takes the form of 

insisting that a person consists, at any given time, or for any sufficiently short stretch of 

time, of a finite set of projects. The set might be incredibly large, but it is nonetheless 

countable. In a word, the insulationist assumption lurking behind the objection in 

question is simply that our projects form a list, one list: a finite set of items, which can, in 

virtue of occupying distinct ‘lines’ on the list, be counted one by one. This seemingly 

innocuous assumption is, I want to suggest, not so innocuous, as it overlooks a crucial 

aspect of the projects that make up a person: their messiness. 

Not only do multiple projects constantly seep, and at times inundate, our 

movements through the world qua persons, but so too do an indeterminate number of 

projects (I should quickly remind the reader that we are using “movement” in a broad 

sense, to capture not only the literal movement of kinetic activity, but our efforts to 

project ourselves forward through time more generally—on levels affective, cognitive, 

social, etc.). There are two things I do not mean here. Firstly, I’m not saying that there is 

some number of projects at play at any given point in a particular person’s life, but that 

we lack the epistemic wherewithal to determine what that number is. This is a claim I 



   142 

 

actually think is wrong. Secondly, I’m not saying there are infinitely many projects at 

play—i.e., simply too man to count—although I might agree with this claim ultimately.  

My claim about indeterminacy is this: strictly speaking, the question of how many 

projects are adverbially shading a person’s progress through life at any given time simply 

does not admit of a precise answer. The reason for this is that projects and their attendant 

roles do not, as I previously mentioned, enter and exit our lives with clarity, but fade in 

and out, sometimes gradually, sometimes abruptly, sometimes overtly, and sometimes 

subtly. This leads me to think that projects are inherently vague—that they have messy 

ontological borders. For there to be a single, definite list of projects constituting a person 

at any given time, there would need to be a precise, principled, and universally applicable 

way of distinguishing between a project that a person is engaged in at some point in time 

t and a project that one is not engaged in at t. There isn’t always a definite answer to the 

question of whether a person S is engaged in some project p  because projects, in virtue of 

being ontologically messy, are the sorts of thing that one can ‘sort of’ be doing, in 

addition to clearly doing or not doing. Thus, the question of whether S is engaged in some 

project p, though not a meaningless question, is a context-sensitive one, and at times, a 

question to be worked out on Wittgenstein’s ‘rough ground’—within the hurlyburly of 

social life where we gossip about each other and try characterize each others’ highly 

idiosyncratic movements the best we can. 

To be sure, there are instances in which we confidently can say that S is engaged 

in some project p. But, this doesn’t indicate that the state of being a person’s project is 

one with clear ontological boundaries, any more than the fact that we can confidently call 

some people bald indicates that the state of baldness is possessed of clear ontological 

boundaries. I want to suggest that projects aren’t, in a significant sense, things that we 

simply pick up and put down, start and finish. Whenever we actively decide to engage in 

a project, what we are ‘picking up’ isn’t just that project, but reverberations from other 

projects, from other rhythms that one is caught up in at the time. No matter how carefully 

one might try to channel all of one’s cognitive labor into a single project, the way in 

which one ends up carrying out that project—the idiosyncractic spin one places on it as 

the particular person one is—will inevitably contain traces from other projects one 

engages in or has engaged in, ripples from other roles one inhabits.   

This goes back to the idea that a person can never just shake someone else’s hand. 

To be a project is to be someone’s project. It is to belong to a person And, I think it 

makes sense, in light of how we are understanding the nature of persons, to spell out this 

relationship of belonging in terms of ‘keeping up’ with a person. A project is a particular 

person’s project insofar it ‘keeps up’ with that person. What I mean is this: for any 

project p, p belongs to some person S to the extent that p is integrated into the 

dynamically interacting (and uncountable) set of other projects that constitute S. In 

addition—and this is a pivotal point—integration into this set is a matter of degree. Some 

projects leak into large areas of our lives, by while others are more self-contained, 

sending out only tiny ripples into the way we move through the world. 

This philosopher can’t even begin to imagine a principled, clear, and non-

arbitrary way of dividing projects into two exhaustive and mutually exclusive categories 

with respect to some person at some time t (or stretch of time t1, t2…tn), the two categories 
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being “projects being carried out” and “projects not being carried out.” Henceforth, we’ll 

refer to members of the former category as “a person’s projects.” So, when I talk about a 

person’s projects, I am referring to projects that constitute that person for some roughly 

specified stretch of time and not to the totality of projects that person engages in over the 

course of a lifetime. My contention is that the ways in which projects ‘show up’ as 

elements of persons is just too flexible, diverse—in short, just too messy—to warrant 

such a bifurcation.  

We could try to ‘map’ projects onto persons by defining as the set of projects ΣΣΣΣ a 

person S is carrying out for some stretch of time t1, t2…tn as follows: ΣΣΣΣ contains as 

members all and only those projects S is consciously engaged in at t1, t2…tn. My 

skepticism about the existence of such a set is connected to my conception of projects as 

ontologically messy. A particular project ‘keeps up’ with a person by becoming 

integrated into the locus of dynamically interacting projects that constitute that person. 

But, integration is, as our examples have made clear, a matter of degree. Moreover, 

projects become integrated into persons not only to varying degrees, but along multiple 

dimensions. Let’s quickly look at two of these dimensions, what I label as pervasiveness 

and vividity. 

An example of a project from my own life—that of being-a-philosopher—nicely 

illustrates the notion of pervasive integration: this project is continually integrated into 

the set of projects that constitute who I am qua person by adverbially shading or being 

adverbially shaded by a large number of projects in that set. In fact, I want to say that the 

role this project allows me to inhabit—the role of being-a-philosopher—can seep into and 

inflect even the most quotidian of rituals, such as taking a shower or walking through a 

crowd. Actually, I have a friend who razzes me about approaching life’s offerings as a 

philosopher. He tells me to “stop being such a philosopher.” What I am drawing attention 

to here is the fact that the project of being-a-philosopher creates a role that seeps deeply 

into my personality, into my idiosyncratic way of moving through and being in the world. 

As a result, the project of being-a-philosopher adverbially shades a lot more than projects 

with an explicitly philosophical character. It’s a project that takes up a lot of my time and 

attention, and as a result, it inevitably comes into contact with a great variety of projects. 

It is “promiscuously integrative.” 

The result of this promiscuity isn’t just that the project of being-a-philosopher 

seeps into various other projects, but also, that it gets inflected by the projects with which 

it interacts. Projects that aren’t overtly connected to my project of being-a-philosopher 

can nevertheless adverbially shade the way in which I carry out this project. When being 

a philosopher, a philosopher continually carries out a bunch of other projects, which we 

can loosely characterize as projects of the body. Colloquially, we call the kind of projects 

I have in mind nervous tics, gestures, mannerisms, and so forth. They compose a human 

organism’s distinctive style of wielding itself qua body. The basic idea is that a 

philosopher’s comportment in the world as a body is inseparable from the sophisticated, 

higher-order project of being a philosopher. We might be tempted to treat what I am 

calling bodily projects as merely peripheral to the more cognitively complex project of 

being-a-philosopher. However, I want to suggest that the project of being-a-philosopher 

is continually in contact with the basic bodily rhythms that propel us forward through 



   144 

 

time as the flesh-and-blood organisms we are. It is continually inflected and propped up 

by them. I’m willing to grant that the project of being-a-philosopher is more closely and 

overtly connected to projects like making inferences, pondering difficult questions, 

evaluating arguments, writing papers, giving presentations at conferences, etc., than it is 

to projects of the above sort, i.e., projects that don’t bear clear conceptual linkages to 

philosopherhood. However, in order to carry out these more sophisticated, higher-order 

projects, which go into the broader project of being-a-philosopher, one must carry them 

out as someone in particular—as a person. And, we mustn’t forget that “person” is one 

label for an SPO, which is also, an organism. Organisms, perhaps even by definition, are 

creatures caught up in bodily-kinetic rhythms, many of which emerge out of a basic 

sensitivity to and concern for the immediate environment. Maxine Sheets-Johnstone 

treats corporeal sensitivity and responsivity as central to organismic existence, to being 

an “animate form”: 

 
Animate forms are built in ways that are sensitive to movement. They can be sensitive to 

dynamic modifications in the surrounding world and to dynamic modifications of their own 

body. A moment’s serious reflection on the matter discloses a major reason why movement 

sensitivity is both basic and paramount: no matter what the particular world (Umwelt) in 

which an animal lives, it is not an unchanging world. Hence, whatever the animal, its 

movement cannot be absolutely programmed such that at all times its particular speed and 

direction of movement, its every impulse and stirring, its every pause and stillness, run 

automatically on something akin to a lifetime tape. Consider, for example, an earthworm, its 

body pressed against the earth as it crawls along, or a beetle walking along the ground. In 

each case, the immediate environment is tangibly inconsistent; it has topological and textural 

irregularities-bumps here, smoothness there, moisture here, hardness there. Both earthworm 

and beetle must adjust kinetically to what they find in the immediate moment. A prominent 

invertebrate researcher makes this very point: Clearly, the world is less than consistent in its 

conformations, and any animal that survives must literally or figuratively bend to its 

demands. Consider further that air and water move, and that movement in the form of 

currents or winds agitates, deforms, or otherwise impinges on animal bodies. In effect, such 

movement influences how an animal moves from moment to moment.170 

 

I want to pick up on Sheets-Johnstone’s observation that an organism’s kinetic 

adjustments, or as I like to say, an organism’s way of moving through the world, displays 

a sensitivity to the environment that manifests in moment to moment reorientations of the 

body (this idea will figure largely in our discussion of WRP in section 4.7). It’s important 

to note that she sees these sorts of kinetic adjustments as integral to being an animate 

form—to being alive—but also, as integral to being a creature with cognitive capacities. 

This closely parallels the point I am arguing for: I want to suggest that our moment to 

moment kinetic adjustments, including the seemingly ‘mindless’ adjustments we make 

(e.g., tapping one’s foot, moving one’s hands when talking, etc.) without even realizing 

that we are making them, are integral to being a person. Sheets-Johnstone is more 

concerned with the relevance of our embodiment to cognition and consciousness, than 

                                                 
170 Sheets-Johnstone, Maxine. The Primacy of Movement. Vol. 82. John Benjamins Publishing, 2011, page 

55. 



   145 

 

she is with its relevance to personhood, but the spirit of her view is the same as mine; we 

both want to include so-called lower-order kinetic rhythms, or projects, to return to my 

terminology, in a philosophical account of our nature qua minded beings. I agree with her 

that “responsivity—bending, congregating, pouncing, moving toward or away, in short, 

animation—commonly appears an integral part of cognition” and that “cognitive 

capacities cannot reasonably be reserved only for what are commonly termed “higher-

order” organisms.”171 We need to move beyond the traditional picture of cognition as 

something superadded to physico-chemical processes, and embrace a notion of mind that 

places it explicitly within the context of our evolutionary history. 

 My claim that even basic ‘projects of the body’ enter into and adverbially shade 

more sophisticated and higher-order projects is rooted in a commitment to the idea that a 

person’s ontological status qua person derives in part from an ongoing participation in 

“projects of the body,” ranging from the almost entirely unconscious and automatic to the 

deliberate and intentional. If a higher-order, cognitively sophisticated project is 

integratively promiscuous—and I think it must be if it is to be an enduring, long-term 

project—it will constantly inflect and be inflected by other higher-order projects, but 

also, by short-term, even moment to moment, projects of the body (more on this point to 

come in section 4.7)  

Let’s consider another way in which a project can achieve the status of being 

someone’s project. A project can ‘keep up’ with a person—that is, it can become 

integrated into the set of projects that make up a person—by adverbially shading and 

being adverbially shaded by just a few of these projects, but in pronounced, or overt 

ways. For instance, a one-time, short-lived project, such as doing the dishes, can 

temporarily occupy a central position in the locus of one’s personhood by occupying the 

bulk of one’s attention. It can markedly inflect how a person moves through the world, 

not by interacting great number of projects, but by seeping into and “vividly” inflecting a 

smaller portion of projects. A project that vividly inflects other projects doesn’t 

necessarily have a far-reaching effect on how a person moves through the world, but a 

focused and pronounced effect; it channels, for a short period of time, our movements 

into a goal-oriented pattern of action. 

The distinction between vivid and pervasive integration lines up with a fairly 

intuitive distinction between projects that one gets lost in, which tend to be simpler, and 

shorter-lived, and projects that one is committed to, which tend to have longer durations, 

and more dimensions—i.e., more ways of ‘showing up’ in a person’s movements through 

the world. And, this distinction lines up with another familiar one: the distinction 

between tasks and hobbies or interests. The project of doing the dishes has a fairly clear 

beginning and end; it’s a task, which we can certainly decide to stop doing. However, if 

we are wearing our metaphysician’s hat, and looking at projects as efforts to project 

oneself through time with a certain kind of continuity and directionality, we see that even 

a clear-cut task like doing the dishes lacks clear borders which separate it from other 

projects. Although there is a fairly clear point when I start doing the dishes, and a fairly 

clear point when I finish doing them, the way in which I take on and leave off the task is 

inflected by other projects, by other patterns of movements in which I am caught. If I am 

                                                 
171 Ibid., pp. 45-46. 
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feeling sluggish and unmotivated in the morning, I might start doing the dishes in order to 

garner some momentum with which to tackle the day. In this case, the project of doing-

the-dishes grows out of a slightly more general project of trying-to-get-going-in-the-

morning; it has, from its inception, ontological contours that blurrily overlap with another 

project. We could not, even in principle, disentangle my project of doing-the-dishes from 

the messily interacting swarm of projects that cluster around it, as it emerges within the 

context of this swarm, not as a strand that gets woven into a tapestry, but as a rhythm that 

contains the reverberations of surrounding rhythms. So, we see that there is multiplicity 

and messiness even in projects that allow for a person to focus her cognitive efforts onto 

a single task. This takes us back to an earlier point: a person’s efforts, insofar as they are 

indeed that—the efforts of a person—are never channeled solely into one project, as 

doing anything qua person requires moving through the world with a multitude of 

messily intertwined projects pushing one along. A person cannot step away from this 

hurly-burly of projects, and turn toward just one of them, for a person simply is this 

hurlyburly. 

We see, then, that projects do not simply enter and exit the life of a person. They 

can become integrated into a person’s movements through the world promiscuously/ 

pervasively or vividly, and both of these modes of integration admit of degree. In 

addition, projects aren’t strands—singular causal chains that can be tangled up with other 

chains, but only in such a way that their entanglement is ontologically secondary to their 

integrity qua individual chains. Strands can be tangled up, but this entanglement remains 

just that—entanglement—a coming together of fundamentally separate, and therefore 

separable and countable elements. And, insofar as we treat projects as fundamentally 

singular and discrete sorts of things, we draw attention away from just how ‘leaky’ or 

‘messy’ they are. These considerations strongly indicate that we shouldn’t expect a 

person’s projects to form a countable set. For, the sheer variety of ways in which projects 

adverbially shade and are shaded by one another makes it difficult to even begin to 

imagine a principled and non-arbitrary way of defining precisely when a project is among 

a person’s projects. That is to say, there isn’t a clear metaphysical boundary separating 

the genuine carrying out of a project from the mere reverberation of a project. How 

promiscuously integrated need a project be, to qualify as a person’s project, as a project 

that a person is carrying out? How vividly does it need to inflect surrounding projects? 

How much conscious attention does it need to receive from the person? These questions 

strike me as highly context-sensitive, bound up with pragmatic considerations. 

One such consideration concerns the issue of emphasis. In deciding whether to 

characterize a person’s movements through the world as the carrying out of some project, 

we need to take into account what the consequences of such a characterization would be. 

We need to consider what such a characterization would draw attention to and emphasize. 

For instance, suppose Jones is at a red light, late at night, and that there are no other cars 

in view. His friend, Smith, a more impulsive and convention-flouting sort of guy, urges 

him to run the red light. Now, if Smith decided not to do so, are we to say that this 

movement (or lack thereof) is an instance of Jones carrying out the project of not-being-

spontaneous? Smith might think so and give Jones a hard time, reminding him, “You’re 

supposed to be trying to be more spontaneous! Don’t be such a rule-follower!” However, 
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Jones might think that in waiting for the red light, he is not carrying out that project, but 

the project of being-more-patient, or the project of not-letting-Smith-boss-me-around. 

Now, I’m not suggesting that identifying the projects at play in Jones’ thoughts and 

behavior is an anything-goes sort of affair; there are better and worse ways of 

characterizing his movements through the world. Nevertheless, the fact that there isn’t a 

clear way of distinguishing between a project that Jones is carrying out, and a project that 

is merely reverberating in Jones’ behavior and thoughts, precludes finding the answer to 

the question: which projects is Jones’ carrying out in his remaining at the red light? There 

are reasonable ways of answering this question, but we could not, even in principle, draw 

up a list of projects consisting of all and only those projects being carried out by Jones in 

this context. It’s not that we lack the epistemic wherewithal. Rather, it’s that we aren’t 

dealing with phenomena that warrant such a clear-cut categorization. 

 

 

4.6 Merleau-Ponty and the project of perception 

 

Let’s review some key points, and start looking ahead to the next two sections. LMA 

characterizes a mind as a relationship between an SPO and the world. This relationship is 

bilateral, or to use the more technical notion that I introduced earlier, it is inter-reactive. 

This perspective gives mindedness the ontological structure of a conversation—a mind 

arises when an SPO ‘talks’ to the world, and the world ‘talks’ back. And, just as 

statements made within a conversation do not arise wholly within the speaker, but out of 

the context of the speaker’s relationship toward her interlocutor, so too do mental 

events—moments in the life of a mind—arise out of an SPO’s reaching out toward the 

world, and the world’s reaching back. Minds are not inside of us, closed off from the 

world, but in the liminal space of our body’s inhabitation of its environment. They are 

where we rub up against the world, if you will. 

This richly relational or inter-reactive quality of our minds can be seen even when 

we consider the two kinds of cognitive activity that can seem to exist either within us, or 

without us (in both senses of “without”—i.e., external to and not including/in the absence 

of). For, as I have been arguing, and will finish arguing in this section, there is not merely 

reactive cognition, in which the world ‘imprints’ itself upon us by stimulating our 

nervous system in ways that have nothing to do with our ongoing efforts to cope with the 

world as a rational, autonomous agent, with projects, goals, etc. In a word, even in the 

most basic and passive perceptual experiences, an SPO asserts itself as a rational subject. 

Conversely, even in the most detached of rational reflection, an SPO gets pushed around 

by the world, as it were, There is no purely active cognition—the sort of reasoning that 

we might say Descartes pursues in his Meditations. 

These two distinct theses are really two sides of the same coin; both claims make 

the following point, just from different directions: all cognition involves an inter-reaction 

between an SPO and its world, which means we should resist, in our theorizing about the 

nature of the mental, resist: 
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(a) the impulse to trace back a thinker’s thinking, be it reasoning or perceiving, 

(or hoping, imagining, planning, and so forth) to an SPO who is separate from the 

world (what we might describe as an “S” without an “O”), and 

 

(b) the impulse to trace back a thinker’s thinking to a worldly (read: objective) 

feature that doesn’t exist in a meaningful relationship to the thinker’s thinking (to 

an “O” without an “S”).172 

 

So, even in our most detached, abstract reflections, we are not just a subject, and even in 

our most basic of perceptual encounters with the world we are not just an organism (read: 

object), just a body that is physically sensitive to its immediate surroundings. We need, if 

we are to avoid ending up with a fragmented, or as McDowell says, “peculiarly 

bifurcated” picture of the human subject, resist ‘conceptual hyperbole’ in which we 

relegate some important feature of our mental lives to a monolithic domain, such as the 

‘mental realm,’ or the ‘natural world.’ This isn’t to say we shouldn’t make statements 

about certain things being “mental” or part of the “natural world,” but rather, that we 

ought to be careful not to invoke these terms in ways that reaffirm a problematically 

sharp division between the notion of a subject and the notion of an object/organism. We 

need to start seeing the world in shades of both notions, and perhaps, eventually, in terms 

of neither (I don’t know what to say about whether softening the subject/object 

dichotomy in the way I try to do is the first step to its elimination. This is a difficult 

question.) 

Another key idea in this chapter is this: we can, by reflecting on our status as 

particular, historical individuals—that is to say, as persons—come to appreciate the way 

in which our minds never move with the perfectly unfettered freedom of a (pure) subject, 

nor the completely mindless trudging of a (mere) object. So, in arranging “S,” “P,” and 

“O” as I have in the acronym, “SPO,” I am giving concrete expression to the role that the 

concept of a person plays in my account of mind: it is our status as persons that alleviates 

the familiar tensions in our self-image as rational animals, subjective organisms, thinking 

things. Our personhood is the key to understanding how our nature as animals links up to 

our nature as creatures capable of rational thought. I’m not claiming that LMA 

definitively reconciles our sense of ourselves as reasoners/knowers and our sense of 

ourselves as natural beings. The account of personhood I outlined earlier, and the way in 

which I am using it to attack the reconciliation problem, certainly raises as many 

questions as it provides answers. I do, however, think the strategy of ‘personalizing’ the 

mind—i.e., the strategy of developing a mental ontology around the idea that subjects are 

                                                 
172 What counts as a “meaningful relationship” is a question we begin to explore in the next section, and a 

major theme of chapter 5, where I consider the classic problem of external-world skepticism. My argument 

there will be that LMA rules out this kind of skepticism by making the notion of a radically deceived 

subject into a kind of ‘metaphysical oxymoron.’ If minds only ‘happen’ when SPOs become linked to their 

worlds with a sufficiently rich relationality (which, in the next section, I propose to spell out in terms of 

‘inter-reactive complexity), then it makes no sense to speak of a thinking subject whose mind is 

systematically out of touch with the world. This is at least what I will try to show in chapter 5.    
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also persons—reframes our understanding of the relationship between reason and 

perception in a refreshing, and intellectually satisfying way.   

But, back to this section. In what immediately follows, I finish arguing for Act-Ex 

by considering what we can say about perceptual experience in particular, given the idea 

that a person is composed of projects, and that a project, mental or otherwise, belongs to 

a person by being integrated into the messy and multiple swarm of projects that constitute 

that person over time.  

So, we adopt LMA, view a person as a collection of projects, a locus of messiness 

and multiplicity. Now what? What do we say about perceptual experiences? First, simply 

that they can be assimilated quite easily into this ontology of personhood; we can treat 

these experiences, including our most basic (our PPEs), as projects, and thereby help 

ourselves to one answer to the question of how our perceptions indeed exist as ours, as 

something that attaches to our identity as particular people: my PPEs are mine because 

they are my projects, and to put it in the more technical way that LMA sets up, they are 

mine because they are projects that get integrated messily into a locus of projects that 

construct my specific identity over time—my ‘biohistorical’ identity.  

To be sure, characterizing a mental state/process, including any perceptual one, as 

a project, leaves us with the question: what kind of project is a mental project 

specifically? Or to we collapse the notion of the mental into that of a project, and simply 

say that all projects are mental and that they are so in virtue of being projects. I’m not 

sure what to say about that response. I know am, in light of how broadly I’ve defined the 

term “project,”  hesitant to say that all projects are mental in character. I think we will 

have a solid answer to the question of what sort of projects are mental by the end of 

section 4.7. But, I don’t here want to dwell on the question of what makes a project 

mental. Distinguishing between mental projects (or to use the more customary term, 

mental states) and other kinds of projects isn’t my chief concern. Indeed, I think we 

become less preoccupied with this question as a consequence of adopting the view that 

mental states are projects. Adopting this view puts us in a position to appreciate that the 

desire for a clean division between mental states and other sorts of projects springs from 

questionable theoretical habits. Besides, the question of what makes some projects 

“mental” is less pressing at the moment than the question of what sort of projects PPEs 

are.  

So, to begin to explore the notion of a PPE as the project of some person, let’s 

first take another look at premises 3, 4, and 5 of AAP, since these premises constitute the 

logical core of AAP; with only these three premises we still have a valid argument for 

Act-Ex. So, here they are: 

 

Premise 3: Mental states (a term I here use loosely to encompass beliefs, desires, 

perceptions, and the host of other mental items philosophers think about) belong 

to a particular person—as all mental items do—by ‘keeping up’ with them. So, 

my PPEs belong to me because they keep up with me. 

 

Premise 4: A project, mental or otherwise, keeps up with a person only insofar as 

it gets integrated into the locus of projects that constitute that person. 
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Premise 5: To become integrated into a locus of projects that constitute a person 

just is to take on the fundamental character of active thought. 

 

Now, if mental items (states, processes, whatever) are projects, and PPEs are mental 

items, it makes sense to approach the question of how PPEs keep up with a person as a 

more specific version of the question of how projects more generally keep up with a 

person. This will be our strategy. 

 We already have an answer to the question of how projects keep up with persons. 

A person’s projects count as that person’s projects to the extent that they are integrated 

into the uncountable totality of projects which constitute that person.  The totality, to 

review, is uncountable because some projects ‘sort of’ keep up with a person. That is to 

say, there is considerable vagueness and messiness in the phenomenon by which projects 

become integrated into a locus of projects that constitute a person. Being the project of a 

someone-in-particular is not an all or nothing affair. We saw that projects integrate to 

varying degrees and in varying ways. This makes it difficult to give anything like 

necessary and sufficient conditions for “being a the project of such and such a person.” 

However, the picture we have painted seems to yield at least one, straightforward 

necessary condition: 

For all projects p, p is the project of some person S at some stretch of time t1, t2…tn 

only if p is integrated to some extent into the locus of projects that constitute S at that 

stretch of time. 

 

I think this thesis follows, perhaps even necessarily, from the claim that a project belongs 

to a particular person insofar as it keep up with that person—that is, insofar as it 

integrates into the locus of projects that constitute that person during a given stretch of 

time. Instead of an arguing for this point, I offer the following analogy. Being “part of an 

informal social group” is clearly a matter of degree. Jones might be bosom buddies with 

Terence and Aditi. The three of them form a tight-knit group, who have known one 

another since grade school. Smith, on the other hand, knows Jones really well, but is still 

in the process of getting to know Terence and Aditi. Now, clearly, Jones is, to a greater 

degree than Smith, a member of the clique composed on himself, Terence, Aditi, and 

Smith. In addition, like “being the project of a person,” “being a member of an informal 

social group” can differs in degree and along various dimensions, which are not clearly 

defined, separate ‘axes,’ but fuzzily, overlapping and contextually significant ways of 

navigating social space. For instance, Jones might engage in meaningful conversations 

with Terence, Aditi, and Smith on a regular basis. Aditi, on the other hand, might not do 

so much conversing with the other three, but spend a lot of time with them nonetheless. 

Terence might not spend much time with Jones or Smith, but spend a great deal of time 

with Aditi. Finally, Smith might not spend much time with anyone in the group, but 

organize activities for the group that have a lasting impact on everyone. We see that the 

way in which a person integrates into a social group works similarly to the way in which 

a project integrates into a person; both forms of integration can vary in degree along 

multiple dimensions. To be a part of some informal social group, one must integrate to 
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some degree and in some way(s) in order to count as a member of that group. The same 

can be said of projects: to be the project of some person, a given project needs to 

integrate into that person—into that hurly-burly of dynamically interacting projects which 

make up that person—to some degree and in some way(s). There seems to be a general 

principle at work here: for some entity C, C is in a state of being D, where D is a 

metaphysically vague state of being that admits of degree, only if C exhibits some degree 

of D-ness.  

I won’t harp on this point, as it strikes me as fairly obvious, perhaps even 

analytically true. Rather I want to draw attention to an important upshot of this 

discussion. We have explored the following three ideas, which I hope, at this point, strike 

the reader as at least plausible: (a) PPEs are mental states, (b) mental states are projects 

that belong to a particular person, and (c) projects belong to persons insofar as they are 

integrated into the locus of dynamically interacting projects that constitute that person. In 

light of these ideas, I here wish to conclude that: 

 

…for any PPE e, e belongs to a person S only if e is integrated to some extent into 

the locus of projects that constitute S. This means that every PPE in existence is 

integrated into a locus of projects that constitute a person, as there are no free-

floating PPEs belonging to no one in particular. 

 

This point bears tremendous significance vis-à-vis the question of passive perception’s 

relationship to active, rational thought. I want to argue that all PPEs are necessarily 

imbued with the ‘stuff of reason’ (viz., active, critical, reflective, higher-order thought) in 

virtue of the fact that all PPEs exhibit some degree of integration into a locus of 

dynamically interacting projects that constitute a person. I think we can, by defending 

this claim from a few objections, begin to motivate it as a positive view about the nature 

of perceptual experience. 

 The first objection calls into question an inference that I didn’t quite make explicit 

in the previous paragraph, namely, the inference from the fact that PPEs display some 

degree of integration to the conclusion that PPEs contain some ‘amount’ of active 

thought. Even if one is willing to grant that integration is the right kind of concept with 

which to analyze active thought, one could, in good faith, deny the following conditional: 

for all mental states m, m counts as active if it is at all integrated into a locus of messily 

overlapping and dynamically interacting projects” or just an “LMODIP” for short  

(pronounced “Elmo Dip”). One might gladly grant that something like integration is 

needed for a project to achieve the status of a rational undertaking. Reason is, after all, a 

personal, as opposed to a sub-personal, concept. Something like attachment to a person 

seems to be needed in an account of what makes some mental endeavors rational and 

others not.173 But, with all of that being said, shouldn’t we place slightly more stringent 

constraints on “being an active mental state” than the one sufficient condition “being 

                                                 
173 Bear in mind we are using “rational” to mean “the kind of mental process that can be evaluated as an 

attempt to get things right, make sense of the world, better understand a phenomenon, etc., as opposed to “a 

mental process that strikes us as epistemically virtuous in some way, i.e., not irrational. In other words, the 

relevant contrast is between rational and arational, not rational and irrational). 
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integrated into an LMODIP”? One might think that there is a significant gap between 

merely being integrated into a person and being a bit of active cognition carried out by a 

person. Clearly, I need either to motivate more effectively the idea that a PPE’s being 

integrated into an LMODIP is a sufficient condition for its being ‘imbued by’ active 

thought, or to add some further constraints. In what follows, I will do the latter.  

I think the above objection is rooted in an insulationist bias—not an insulationist 

bias about the nature of the mental, but about the nature of the personal. In this way, it is 

somewhat question-begging against a proponent of LMA. Allow me to explain. 

The suggestion that being integrated into a person, or more precisely, into an 

LMODIP, is not the same thing as being an element of that person’s active thinking, 

serves to express something like the following thought: the very notion of active thought 

calls to mind something that a person is not only involved in, but something that a person 

does—something that a person stands behind. And, simply being integrated into an 

LMODIP might connect PPEs to a person, but it doesn’t forge a connection that is 

sufficiently intimate to do justice to our intuitions about what active thought involves. 

Specifically, integration doesn’t place persons behind PPEs. 

 Now, the problem with this line of thought is that it smacks of insulationism. 

More specifically, it relies on a notion of persons as separable from their respective 

projects. LMA defines a person as a collection of projects, albeit an uncountable and 

ever-changing collection. A person, then, cannot stand behind her own projects, as an 

insulated ‘core of subjectivity’—she simply is these projects. The Wittgensteinian roots 

of LMA peak through here. In the Brown Books, Wittgenstein laments, “There is a kind 

of general disease of thinking which always looks for (and finds) what would be called 

the mental state from which all our actions spring as from a reservoir.”174 His 

dissatisfaction with tracing back our actions to some inner source mirrors a central 

conceit of LMA, namely, that the metaphor of minds that stand behind our various 

movements is deeply problematic, and should be replaced, or at least supplemented, by a 

picture of minds in motion, or better yet, a picture of minds as motion.  

 To be sure, the above objection doesn’t need to involve a notion of active thought  

as cognition that a person ‘stands behind.’ One might put the objection in a way that is 

sensitive to the ontology of persons that LMA gives us. Here’s what I have in mind: if 

integration into an LMODIP is what makes some mental states active, then can’t we—

indeed, shouldn’t we—demand to see a certain degree of integration, or perhaps a certain 

kind of integration, in a mental state, before including it within the domain of active 

thought? Yes, we should, I think, and would now like to clarify what sort of integration is 

involved in the attachment of a PPE to a person. 

 We could try to tighten up our constraints on what counts as active cognition by 

laying down the following criterion: in order to participate in active thinking, a mental 

state must be integrated into an LMODIP by interacting with paradigmatically active 

kinds of cognition, reasoning, planning, reflecting, etc. That is to say, being integrated 

into an LMODIP isn’t sufficient to imbue a PPE, or any mental state, with active thought, 

but, being integrated into the areas of an LMODIP that appear to be saturated with 

rationality is enough. 

                                                 
174 Wittgenstein, Ludwig. The Blue and Brown Books. New York: Harper: 1976, page 143.  
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 I am somewhat sympathetic to this suggestion. In some sense, the demand that 

active mental states are integrated into sites of active thought is trivially, even 

tautologically true. However, I am suspicious of the spirit of this suggestion. Specifically, 

I am uncomfortable with the tacit suggestion that there are fundamentally two kinds of 

cognition—active and passive—and that belonging to the former category requires 

‘linking up’ directly with its paradigmatic members. It is precisely this kind of sharp 

division in our cognition that we want to avoid. For, as we discovered in our discussion 

of McDowell, anything short of a complete extirpation of this dichotomy will leave us 

with the familiar problem of forging epistemic links between two seemingly 

incommensurate conceptual realms, between what McDowell calls the “space of reasons” 

and the “space of nature.” So, in demanding that PPEs make contact with genuine 

reasoning, my objector seems to be falling back on a ‘substantive’ conception of reason, 

on a notion of reason as a special sort of ‘juice,’ which runs through reasoning proper, 

and could perhaps seep into lower-order cognition by a kind of osmosis. LMA asks us to 

distance ourselves from such a conception of reason. This is why I used scare-quotes 

around “amount” and “imbued by” a few paragraphs ago. The picture of the human 

person we have painted does not make room a “substantive” kind of reason; on LMA, the 

stuff of reason is no kind of stuff at all, just as, on a strictly naturalistic conception of life, 

there is no special substance or force that literally imbues some material forms with life. 

There is no élan de la raison anymore than there is élan vital. Exactly what reason is on 

my view will become clearer in the next section where I argue for WRP—i.e., for the 

claim that reason is necessarily world-involving, and thus, not conceptually isolated from 

the highly world-dependent nature of perceptual experience. 

 So, I cannot give in to the demand that PPEs must be integrated into a network of 

active thinking in order to count as active themselves, if this demand is situated within a 

conception of our cognitive capacities as neatly compartmentalized into active and 

passive sections. However, I am willing to accommodate this demand, if it is taken to 

merely express what I take to be a fairly innocuous point, namely, that mere integration 

into an LMODIP, as a criterion for active thought, seems to set the bar too low. I need to 

tell a more compelling story about how PPEs link up to the space of reasons. 

The account on the table goes something like this: PPEs, like any other mental 

state, do not exist as fundamentally discrete ‘strands’ that get woven into a person. 

Rather, they are always already inflected by other projects. They come into existence 

against the background of a person’s other projects, and, as a result, they contain traces of 

these projects. There is a way in which this account brings PPEs into the space of 

reasons. It does so by treating a person’s PPEs as essentially bound up with the other 

projects that person is pursuing, which avoids making PPEs into the output of a wholly 

sub-personal process, that is, a process that isn’t fundamentally oriented by the direction 

in which a person as a whole is moving. 

But, the problem with this approach is that, strictly speaking, no project, and thus, 

no mental state, is oriented in such a way. I haven’t argued that each of a person’s 

projects is inflected and inflected by every other project of that person. Indeed, the very 

notion of a PPE calls to mind a mental state that is only minimally, if at all, affected by 

those projects we’d readily label as “higher-order.” For instance, the project, or set of 
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projects, that we can loosely refer to as “maintaining a fairly stable perceptual experience 

of my immediate surroundings,” seems entirely insulated from the inner monologue of 

meandering thoughts that constitute my reflective, ratiocinative mental life. My mind can 

jump from thinking about what I’m writing about, to what I’ll eat for breakfast tomorrow, 

and although this can cause slight ripples in my perceptual experience (e.g., I might, on 

account of thinking about breakfast, see the top of my lampshade as an egg), the layout of 

my surroundings as reported to me by my senses exhibits a robust imperviousness to the 

continual fluctuations in my higher-order cognition. Simply put, what I see, hear, smell, 

etc., seems to depends minimally on the things I am thinking about. So, at a given time, 

my PPEs are not intimately integrated into every other project I am engaged in at that 

time. In other words, it’s not as though the whole person stands behind a PPE, as its 

author. Moreover, it’s not as though the whole person stands behind any mental state—

behind any project—for the simple reason that there is no such person to do so. A person, 

on LMA, is not a metaphysically unified entity, which ‘stands behind’ its projects. This is 

the wrong metaphor to capture a person’s orientation vis-à-vis her own projects. For, a 

person just is her projects; a person is a swarm of messily overlapping projects with 

blurry boundaries, which dynamically travel together, loosely clustered around the human 

organism. There isn’t a core of agency to which we can trace back particular projects and 

confirm their status as a particular person’s projects. 

But, isn’t this a problem? Have I not, in an effort to nudge perceptual experiences 

closer to the operations of reason, sapped our picture of the human subject of anything 

like agency, by turning persons into the mere outcomes of a bunch of projects? Instead of 

treating a person as that which gives rise to projects, I’ve posited the converse. Thus, 

does my account render any talk of active thought inappropriate? If there is no person, or 

subject, who stands behind projects, including those projects we tend to think of as 

mental in character, we must ask: in what sense can any mental state or event truly be a 

feat of active cognition? One might look at my account and urgently demand to know: if 

there truly are acts of cognition, who is the actor? 

My response to this once again draws on the later Wittgenstein’s critiques of what 

he saw as a “general disease of thinking which always looks for (and finds) what would 

be called the mental state from which all our actions spring as from a reservoir.”175 The 

notion that intelligent behavior is a manifestation of something that is ‘stored up’ on the 

inside, strikes me as a clear instance of insulationist thinking. It brutely presupposes that 

in order for thought to enter the world, it must cross some boundary, separating the world 

of behavior—of observable, causally bound events—from an inner, subjective domain. 

Now, I believe the demand for a unified subject—some monolith of agency—who lies 

beneath, or behind a person’s various acts of cognition, expresses a residual commitment 

to a bankrupt metaphysics, namely, an insulationist metaphysics on which having a mind 

and being an agent is a matter of containing some inner core, mysteriously sealed off 

from the ways in which intelligence and agency are expressed. We are better off without 

such a metaphysics—better off without a fundamentally mysterious subject that remains 

forever hidden from view. Instead of identifying active thinking with mental projects that 

stem from the subject—i.e., from the person whose projects they are—we should 

                                                 
175 Ibid. 
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embrace a notion of active cognition that makes cognitive activity (and passivity) a 

matter of degree, specifically, the degree of integration into the fundamentally plural 

locus of projects that make up a person. 

But, we still face the task of explaining how a PPE links up to active thought 

simply by virtue of being integrated into an LMODIP. The notion of integration 

simpliciter just doesn’t seem rich enough or fleshed out enough to provide such an 

explanation. In order to provide a satisfying account of how something passive can enter 

into epistemic, rational, or justificatory relations with something active—that is, in order 

to solve the reconciliation problem—a more intimate connection needs to be forged 

between a person and her own PPEs. 

The initial obstacle to forging such a link is the fact that our PPEs just don’t seem 

to inflect or be inflected by our higher-order, reflective thought, at least in overt ways. In 

light of this, I don’t think a straightforward solution to the reconciliation problem is in the 

cards.176 But, perhaps we shouldn’t demand or even look for such a solution (i.e., a 

solution that reveals some neat conceptual link between PPEs and higher-order thought, a 

link which somehow yields a compelling answer to the question: how can passive 

experiences stand in epistemo-justificatory relations to the operations of reason?). It 

seems plausible, indeed likely, that the way in which PPEs link up to active, higher-order 

reasoning, and in turn, to a person, will be subtle and even surprising, requiring global 

shifts in our conceptual schemes before it settles into our intuitive sense of how things 

are. Conceptual overhauls take time, in addition to theory, no matter how good that 

theory is. So, what follows isn’t an attempt to bring our concepts of rational thought and 

perceptual experience and thought into analytically clear harmony, but an attempt (a) to 

flesh out my claim that PPEs are projects that get integrated into an LMODIP, and (b) to 

use this fleshed out account of integration to bolster the thesis that PPEs are not wholly 

passive products, but phenomena a person actively constructs. 

The main point that needs to be clarified is that it is not simply in virtue of being 

integrated into an LMODIP that a PPE counts as cognitively active. The way in which a 

PPE is integrated matters tremendously. In what follows, I will try to establish a key idea 

in LMA’s account of perceptual experience, namely, that PPEs aren’t simply integrated 

into an LMODIP, but integrated into projects of the body, which in turn, form a core part 

of a subject’s capacity to engage in more complex, higher-order kinds of thought, 

                                                 
176 To clarify: it seems unlikely that we will, even with the deftest of philosophical maneuvering, suddenly 

arrive at a clear picture of how we build epistemic/justificatory bridges between our experiences and our 

thoughts. At the very least, arriving at a clear picture will take more than adept theorizing. The very 

categories of “experience” and “thought” have been developed largely within a modern framework, in 

which reasons and causes occupy opposite sides of a gaping conceptual gap. We can’t simply step out of 

this framework with intellectual effort. Our theories cannot dislodge us from a way of thinking that is 

woven into our basic sense of things. Truly reconciling our categories of passive perception and active 

reason will require more than a shift in belief. It calls for a shift in worldview. Such things take time. Even 

when a paradigm shift is relatively abrupt—and indeed, I consider the shift I am urging to be a paradigm 

shift of sorts—our intuitions can easily lag behind it, bogged down by old habits of thought. So, it’s not as 

though there’s a neat, clearly graspable connection between experiences and thoughts, which we will 

simply unearth with a clever argument. But, I think LMA can help us get the ball rolling, by hinting at what 

shape such a connection will take as we develop not only the theoretical, but psycho-cultural resources with 

which to fully reconcile the categories of passive experience and active thought. 
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including deliberative, inferential reasoning. In this way, the projects of perception 

parallel the projects of reason: both grow out of capacities to move in and through the 

world qua organism, that is, with continuity and directionality. 

So, the picture we paint in the ensuing discussion doesn’t place perception and 

reason into two, conceptually incommensurate categories, but along a multi-dimensional 

continuum. I call two important dimensions on this continuum “historical complexity” 

and “temporal scope.” I want to defend the idea that when we engage in active thinking, 

we are carrying out projects that differ markedly from the projects of perception, from 

PPEs, but only in degree; rational projects exhibit more historical complexity and 

temporal scope than PPEs, and in this way, transcend linearity to a greater extent than 

their perceptual counterparts. I want to suggest that active thinking appears to be 

something extra-natural, located in a special space of reasons, not because it actually is 

extra-natural—indeed, I think McDowell is right to insist on the naturalness of reason—

but because it defies the moment-to-moment, linear logic that governs most natural 

processes, including to a relatively large extent, PPEs and other ‘projects of the body.’  

Before I begin unpacking these claims, allow me to rehearse a few key points in 

my account of PPEs as projects integrated into an LMODIP. A PPE cannot pop into 

existence in a way that isn’t always already guided by the ongoing and dynamic 

interactions of projects that constitute the person to whom that PPE belongs. For this 

reason, the metaphor of intertwinement fails to do justice to the way in which projects 

“messily” converge to form a person; intertwinement calls to mind the coming together 

of fundamentally discrete strands, whereas my account treats the very existence of a 

project as inseparable from the existence of other concurrent projects. In this way, 

although I do not postulate a unified, singular subject who stands behind projects, my 

account nevertheless links up projects to whole persons by asserting that a project’s very 

existence is tinged by the other projects that constitute a whole person. 

We can compare my understanding of projects to a conception of “identity” that 

we find in “postpositivist realism,” a movement taking place in literary theory and 

cultural studies.177 This movement, which is aligned with LMA in some important 

respects, treats the components of a person’s identity, such as “maleness,” or 

“homosexuality,” not as distinct axes that intersect, but essentially interrelated 

phenomena that are always already tinged by their inter-constitution. As Michael Hames-

García explains,  

 
…the self is similar to this conception of a photograph. Membership in various social groups 

combine with and mutually constitute one another. Membership in one group (e.g., 

“femaleness”) thus means something different in the context of some simultaneous group 

memberships (e..g, “blackness”) than in others (e.g., “motherhood”). The totality of these 

relations in their mutual constitution comprises the self. One important consequence of this 

fact is that one cannot understand the self of so many discrete parts. That is, femaleness + 

blackness + motherhood. The whole self is constituted by the mutual interaction and relation 

of its parts to one another…These various categories of social identity do not, therefore, 

                                                 
177 For a superb collection of essays on postpositivist realism, see Moya, Paula, M. L. Reclaiming Identity: 

Realist Theory and the Predicament of Postmodernism. Eds. Paula M. L. Moya, Michael Roy Hames-

Garcia. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001. 
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comprise essentially separate “axes” that occasionally “intersect.” They do not simply 

intersect but blend, constantly and differently, like the colors of a photograph.178  

 

I think Hames-García expresses an elegantly simple, but profound concept here. 

Moreover, I think the relations between the various components of our social identity 

inherit their messy structure from the ontological shape of projects. That is, our social 

identities bleed into one another because these identities are expressed through the 

various projects that constitute the temporal horizon of our personhood, projects which 

are themselves as messy as a hog eating slop. 

So, a person isn’t the outcome of interactions between projects with their own 

independent ‘agencies.’ To think of a person as arising in this ‘bottom-up’ fashion is to 

ignore the way in which projects take shape within the context of an LMODIP as a 

loosely unified composite. 

But, to reiterate, a project, and a PPE in particular, doesn’t strictly speaking 

inflect and get inflected by the totality of projects that constitute an LMODIP—by the 

entire swarm of projects that constitute a person. In other words, a particular PPE doesn’t 

come from the whole person, in all of her multiplicity and complexity. 

This shouldn’t, however, lead us to conclude that there aren’t any projects that are 

genuinely carried out by a person. Instead, I think it should prompt us to consider a way 

in which a person can be said to carry out some of her own projects, even if a whole, 

unified person (or subject) is never, in any straightforward sense, ‘behind’ these projects. 

LMA helps us here; it gives us an intuitive way of spelling out what it is for a project to 

be the work of a person, which doesn’t posit a metaphysically dubious person (or subject) 

who stands ‘apart from’ or ‘behind’ her own projects. As we previously discussed, PPEs 

and more sophisticated cognitive processes can both be thought of as efforts to achieve 

continuity across time, as efforts of a person to project herself forward in a way that is 

distinctive of persons. This insight, as I hope to show in the ensuing discussion, gives us 

purchase on the question of why being integrated into an LMODIP cements a PPE’s 

status as something a person does—as a project indeed, and not a mere happening. 

To begin, allow me to explore, in more detail, the way in which PPEs integrate 

into an LMODIP. This will allow me to meet the objection that integration simpliciter is 

an insufficient criterion for “being an element of active thought.” To see how a PPE’s 

integration into an LMODIP is relevant to its status vis-à-vis active thought, we need to 

take a closer look at the relationship between perception and embodiment on one hand, 

and between embodiment and reasoning (or higher-order thought more generally, which 

it take to include more than reasoning) on the other. I want to use an insight from 

enactivism (a movement in the cognitive sciences)—namely, that perception isn’t 

something that happens to or in us, but something we do—to bridge the epistemic gap 

between passive experience and active thought. More specifically, I want to take the 

enactivist thesis that perceptual experience can be understood in terms of implicit 

understanding and mastery of “sensorymotor contingencies,” and use this thesis to 

                                                 
178 Hames-Garcia, Michael. “Who Are Our Own People?”. In Reclaiming Identity: Realist Theory and the 

Predicament of Postmodernism. Eds. Paula M. L. Moya, Michael Roy Hames-Garcia. Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 2001, page 103.  
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develop an account of PPEs on which perception looks strongly analogous to reasoning. 

This account mirrors McDowell’s, in that it tries to mend the conceptual rift between 

perceiving and reasoning by emphasizing the way in which both modes of cognition draw 

on the same network of capacities. However, contra McDowell, I want to suggest that 

PPEs not only draw on capacities that are involved in reasoning, but that they do so in a 

way that resembles the way these capacities are drawn on in higher-order, reflective, 

ratiocinative thought. 

It will be helpful to anchor our discussion in a few concrete examples of PPEs. 

Currently, I am enjoying a complex visual experience. This experience conveys various 

aspects of my immediate environment,  a coffee shop. When I adopt a reflexive stance, 

and think about the various PPEs that bombard me at this very moment, I can, on the 

basis of these PPEs, form higher-order beliefs about particular features of my 

environment. I can look up and form a belief that there is an elderly man about 15 yards 

away from me, standing in line. I can also form a belief that he is wearing a jean jacket as 

of such and such a shade of blue. Or, I might direct my attention to what’s right in front 

of me, within reach, and form some beliefs about the mug of tea on my table. I might 

form a belief that there is a mug to my right, or that there is a mug a few feet from me, or 

that there is a mug of such-and-such a size, shape, color, etc. Before we look into how 

these beliefs epistemically ‘piggyback’ on my PPEs—i.e., how actively formed beliefs 

can be justifiably formed on the basis of passively formed perceptions—let’s explore the 

more basic question of what it is to have PPEs in the first place. I want to consider a way 

of answering this question, which squares nicely with LMA, and which we find in 

Merleau-Ponty’s work, and in the more recent work being done on embodied cognition 

by philosophers such as Alva Noe, Andy Clark, Daniel Hutto, Francisco Valera, and 

Eleanor Rosch, to name just a few key figures. 

According to “sensorymotor enactivists,” perceptual experience rests on tacit or 

implicit knowledge of sensorymotor contingencies. Daniel Hutto and Erik Myin give a 

clear summary of what this view entails: 
 

Sensorymotor Enactivism’s definitive thesis is that perceiving and enjoying perceptual 

experiences is mediated and made possible by the possession and skillful deployment of 

specialized practical knowledge of sensorymotor contingencies—the ways in which 

stimulation in a certain sense modality changes, contingent upon movements or actions of the 

organism.179 

 

Defenders of this view argue that assigning this “specialized practical knowledge” an 

integral role in perception helps us “account for the expectations perceivers have 

concerning how things will appear in the light of possible actions.”180 Tacit or implicit 

knowledge of sensorymotor contingencies “amounts to knowing how things will manifest 

themselves if the environment is perceptually explored in certain ways,”181 and this sort 

of knowledge is thought to constrain the basic structure of perceptual experience. 

                                                 
179 Hutto, Daniel D., and Erik Myin. Radicalizing Enactivism: Basic Minds Without Content. Cambridge: 

MIT Press, 2012, page 25.  
180 Ibid. 
181 Ibid. 
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To motivate this idea, sensorymotor enactivists often point to the way in which 

parts of object that are hidden from view still seem to be perceptually ‘present’ or 

‘available’ to us. The idea is that when we look at an object, say, a coffee mug, we don’t, 

strictly speaking, see the whole mug, but at the same time, it’s not as though we 

experience the mug as mere surface. Our visual perception of the mug is laden with a 

sense of the mug’s depth. It doesn’t present me with a two-dimensional image that 

represents depth. It sounds closer to the truth to say that my experience has depth. In a 

weird way, my experience seems to spill out of my body and into the world. It doesn’t lie 

flat on the screen of some Cartesian theater, but arises out of my sense of myself as an 

object that takes up space (i.e., as a body), situated among other objects that take up 

space. The world around us—our world—is a space to be explored, and not merely a 

representation of such a space. We not only see the world, but see into it, because our 

seeing is bound up with our more general capacities of moving through the world with 

the exploratory purposiveness of an organism. The way the mug looks is filtered through 

my tacit understanding of the fact that if I were to pick up the mug and rotate it in my 

hands, the back of it would come into view. I cannot see merely a mug, but a mug that I 

could reach out and touch, pick up, rotate in my hands, dangle from my finger, etc. But 

how is this possible? How can my perception contain aspects of object that aren’t in 

direct contact with my sensory modalities?   

Sensory enactivists have a fairly straightforward—and in my eyes quite a 

plausible—answer to this question. We may not literally see the backs of objects, but we 

experience the hidden surfaces of objects nonetheless, because our perceptual access to 

an object is mediated by our embodied, tacit awareness of how the object’s impingements 

on our sensory modalities vary with changes in our body’s relationship to it. In other 

words, we visually perceive more than we can directly see, since our tacit awareness of 

sensorymotor contingencies takes into account more than what is presented to our optical 

machinery. This awareness underlies visual PPEs, and allows them to present us with 

objects-in-an-environment, as opposed to representations of such objects via the 

presentation of their visible surfaces. 

Although it’s a fairly new and radical idea in the philosophy of perception, the 

thesis of sensorymotor enactivism serves to remind us of something familiar about the 

nature of perceptual experience, namely, that whenever we are awake, perceiving objects 

in our environment, there is an underlying awareness—generally quite faint or even 

entirely tacit—of how one’s access to these objects is mediated by one’s bodily 

movements. That is to say, we never perceive the world without at the same time 

perceiving the world as an environment that can affect and be affected by our bodily 

efforts. There is, ubiquitous in one’s experiences of the world, an underlying sense of 

what I will refer to as one’s kinetic agency. This idea was perhaps first articulated in a 

systematic fashion by Merleau-Ponty’s in the 1940s. The following passage is from his 

seminal essay, “The Primacy of Perception”: 

 
We grasp external space through our bodily situation. A “corporeal or postural schema” gives 

us at every moment a global, practical, and implicit notion of the relation between our body 

and things, of our hold on them. A system of possible movements, or “motor projects,” 

radiates from us to our environment. Our body is not in space like things; it inhabits or haunts 
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space. It applies itself to space like a hand to an instrument, and when we wish to move about  

we do not move the body as we move an object.182 

 

The point I get from this is that the body does not engage with the world, even in basic 

perceptual ways, by sitting inertly and letting the world come to it. Rather, the body 

engages with the world, well, by engaging with it—not by simply being in the world qua 

object, but by inhabiting the world qua organism. And, to inhabit a space is to experience 

it in relation to one’s capacity to explore that space. As Merleau-Ponty continues to 

explain his conception of the perceiving subject, this idea comes through more clearly: 

 
Digging down to the perceived world, we see that sensory qualities are not opaque, 

indivisible “givens,” which are simply exhibited to a remote consciousness—a favorite idea 

of classical philosophy. We see too that colors…are themselves different modalities of our 

co-existence with the world. We also find that spatial forms or distances are not so much 

relations between different points in objective space as they are relations between these points 

and a central perspective—our body. We find that perceived things, unlike geometric objects, 

are not bounded entities whose laws of construction we possess a priori, but they are open, 

inexhaustible systems which we recognize through a certain style of development, although 

we are never able, in principle, to explore them entirely…” (all italicization is mine except for 

the italicization of the word “a priori”).183 

 

The picture Merleau-Ponty gives us characterizes perception as essentially dependent on 

our capacities to explore our world through purposive, kinetic activity. Even colors, 

which don’t link up to our capacities for movement and exploration in obvious ways, 

exist as “modalities of our co-existence with the world.” A key idea in Merleau-Ponty’s 

account is the notion of body as a “central perspective.” To characterize the body in this 

way is to emphasize the fact that the body can never simply receive the world. If 

embodiment is inherently perspectival, the world cannot announce itself to the body 

without ‘deferring’ to the body’s interests, intentions, desires, compulsions, habits—in 

short, to the complex, organismic perspective that we all of us possess in virtue of being 

animate forms. 

As we saw in our discussion of Scheman’s narrative ontology, to have a 

perspective is fundamentally a matter of being in ‘conversation’ with the world. I think 

the notion of a conversation is apt for capturing what it is for a perspectival being—for an 

embodied and embedded being—to be cognitively in contact with the world, via 

perception or some other mode of cognition. In a conversation, even when it’s your turn 

to listen, you mustn’t assume an entirely passive role. To record another’s saliences 

requires that these saliences strike one’s sense of significance. It requires that certain 

things matter more than others. The same can be said of perception, even the highly 

passive, automatic, and world-dependent variety, which seems to simply unveil how the 

world is, and not what matters about the world. The present suggestion is that there isn’t 

                                                 
182 Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. The Primacy of Perception: And Other Essays on Phenomenological 

Psychology, the Philosophy of Art, History, and Politics. Northwestern University Press, 1964, page 5.  

 
183 Ibid. 
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sharp distinction between perceiving how things are, and being pragmatically and 

perspectivally oriented with respect to the world. If perception is grounded in our 

understanding of how the world reveals itself in response to our exploratory, probing 

attempts to make contact with our surroundings, then the very notion of perception is 

partly pragmatic, framed as it is by the telos of an organism’s tacit sense of its own 

kinetic agency. If we are to follow philosophers such as Merleau-Ponty, and grant the 

pragmatic, functionally oriented, perspectival body—what we might call the living 

body—a fundamental role in perception, we are led to accept, or at least seriously 

consider, a somewhat startling conclusion, namely, that the distinction between the 

veristic and the pragmatic is ultimately an empty one, or at least, metaphysically dubious. 

This is perhaps the most radical upshot of a view like sensorymotor enactivism, and also, 

a key to understanding the way in which I suggest we view the relationship between 

perceiving and reasoning, between thought and experience.   

I want to run with the basic thrust of sensorymotor enactivism, namely, that 

perception is fundamentally a matter of our tacit, and more importantly, pragmatic 

awareness and understanding of how the world reveals itself to us in response to our 

bodily-kinetic projects—i.e., in response to our efforts to move through the world with 

some kind of directionality and continuity (to remind the reader, projects of this sort can 

be things like reaching out to touch someone, picking something up, turning one’s head,  

and so forth).  For, I think this insight hints at a way of bridging the epistemic gap 

between passive perception and active thought. It does so by highlighting these two kinds 

of cognitions’ mutual connection to embodiment, and more specifically, to our bodily-

kinetic capacity to move in the distinctive manner of persons, that is, with continuity and 

directionality. 

To get this discussion off the ground, let’s return to the example of my visual PPE 

of a mug. Now, it seems clearly false to say that I decide to have this PPE, or that I help 

construct it, in a deliberate fashion. To use McDowell’s language, I am simply saddled 

with the experience, as well as with the content therein.184 If my eyes are open, looking in 

the general direction of the mug, I see the mug. It just happens. There is no preparation 

on my part. My PPE arrives readymade, so to speak. However, if we view the PPE 

through the lens of sensorymotor enactivism, we can begin to see why labeling it as 

merely passive brushes important details under the rug, even if there is little to no 

deliberation or choice involved in its construction. 

 One important way in which adopting the general perspective of sensorymotor 

enactivism reorients our understanding of perceptual experience is by calling into 

question the very notion of perceptual experience as constructed (I should note that 

McDowell holds onto the language of construction to describe the way in which various 

kinds of cognitive content come about). Thinking of PPEs as constructed items leads us 

to view them as stable and static, which in turn, feeds into a picture of experience as 

something simply given to us, ready-made and complete. In other words, thinking of 

                                                 
184 When I talk about perceptual content, I do so casually. There is, in contemporary analytic philosophy of 

perception, a lot of debate about whether the kind of content in perceptual experience is conceptual. I 

suppose I am willing to say that it is conceptual, although my sense of what counts as conceptuality might 

not align with the notion of conceptuality that is standardly used on the contemporary, analytic scene.  
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PPEs as constructed items primes us to accept claims that emphasize the passivity of 

perceptual experience. 

This is of course problematic because the more we play up the passivity of PPEs, 

the more difficult it becomes to integrate them into the space of reasons. McDowell tries 

to keep the language of construction, while denying what such language suggests about 

perceptual experience, namely, that it’s something ‘put together.’ Once we accept that 

perceptual experiences are the sorts of things that get put together, we face the question 

of who or what does the constructing. Framed in this way, it is only natural to deny, as 

McDowell does, that PPEs are put together by the subject, or person, to whom they 

belong. The notion of construction is of a highly deliberate process, whereby discrete 

parts are assembled into a whole. This notion breaks down as a metaphor for perception. 

It just sounds like a category mistake to say that we put together our own experiences. 

But—and this is a key point—the mistake doesn’t lie in saying that it is we who put 

together the content of perceptual experience, but in the very idea that this content is the 

kind of thing that gets constructed. If there is a negative upshot of sensorymotor 

enactivism, it’s that PPEs aren’t the results of an assembly of static bits of perceptual 

‘building blocks,’ or as Merleau-Ponty says, “opaque, indivisible, “givens.”” The positive 

upshot of course is that PPEs are ontologically rooted in an entire organism exploring its 

environment through bodily engagement. 

But, this isn’t quite right. Sensorymotor enactivists identify perception, or at least 

an important part of perception, with our tacit or implicit understanding of how the 

environment’s stimulation of our sensory modalities varies with changes in our bodily 

orientation. Thus, it’s not by actually exploring the environment that we come to perceive 

it, but by maintaining an awareness of what would happen were we to exercise our kinetic 

agency in such and such ways. One might think that this kind of awareness is too far 

removed from actual bodily action to inject anything like cognitive activity into PPEs. 

This isn’t an unreasonable worry, as a tacit understanding of sensorymotor contingencies 

involves neither deliberate thought nor actual manipulation of one’s body. Such an 

awareness might seem too latent—too inert—to serve as a basis for a radical conception 

of perception as active in the way rational thought is. 

I want to address this worry by commenting on its rootedness in insulationist 

thinking. If a tacit understanding of one’s kinetic agency were a kind of propositional 

knowledge, ‘stored up’ in a discrete representation, then it would seem to be an 

unsuitable basis for developing an account of perception that closes the epistemic gap 

between experience and thought. However, we don’t have to assume that our tacit 

understanding of our own kinetic agency is a kind of propositional knowledge, or even a 

‘stored up’ kind of knowledge. Indeed, assuming that it is goes against the spirit of both 

LMA and sensorymotor enactivism, which seek to locate minds in the condition of our 

embodiment and environmental embeddedness. Insisting that bodily performances are 

merely the manifestations of propositional knowledge, stored up on the inside, is to fall 

back on an insulationist metaphysics, which draws a clear boundary between thought and 

behavior that is, between the stuff that goes on inside the mind and the stuff that goes on 

out there in the world, where it can be observed. 

So, the suggestion is that is in keeping with the general project of LMA to resist 
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the temptation to ‘insulate’ our tacit understanding of how our body can engage with the 

world. Instead of insulating this understanding from the world, we ought to locate it in 

the world, in our bodies. However, we must remember that the word “in” is ambiguous. 

Something can be in a body by simply entering into the spatial region of the body. 

However, something can be in a body in—shall we say— 

deeper sense. I think persons are in their bodies in this deeper sense. So too, I think, is an 

understanding of how our bodies grant us access to our physical environment; this form 

of understanding, along with other mental phenomena, does not sit inertly within the 

mind, but exists dynamically, at the edge of a person and her world. That is to say, 

though tacit, an understanding of one’s own kinetic agency isn’t inert. It isn’t something 

stored up, which we draw on in the event that we decide to act in and on the world. If 

there is one lesson to be learned from the enactivist movement, it is perhaps this: as far as 

our metaphysics are concerned, thinking is a kind of doing. LMA takes this valuable 

lesson, and places it at the center of debates concerning the ontological status of minds. 

In this case, I think this lesson helps us appreciate the way in which an understanding of 

one’s own kinetic agency can be both tacit and active. 

We can make a useful distinction here, between tacit-as-implied and tacit-as-

embodied. To be tacit via implication, which we’ll call “being implied,” is to exist as 

something that could be expressed fully, but happens not to be. Being implied, then, 

requires ‘containability.’ It requires fitting into a discrete representation, which could be 

expressed, but happens to remain silent. We can describe this kind of tacitness in terms of 

a threshold: to be implied is to remain underneath a threshold, which separates the 

unspoken from the uttered. An implication is the sort of thing that could cross this 

threshold. It can be stated, announced, made audible. However, in doing so, an 

implication doesn’t take on a new form. It doesn’t congeal into a discrete expression, for 

it started as one. This is where being implied differs from tacitness as embodiment. 

Embodied tacitness is the condition of ‘uncontainability’—it is the condition of not 

having a discrete form which can be uttered, written down, voiced, pronounced, etc. Tacit 

knowledge that fits into this category of tacitness is more ‘diffuse’ than implicit 

knowledge (this is why I prefer to use the term “tacit” to describe the kind of knowledge 

involved in perception, as opposed to “implicit”). Embodied tacit knowledge can’t be 

crammed into a discrete representation—a collection of syntactical items—which can 

then be displayed in full. Representations can be presented, whereas deeply embodied 

knowledge can only be displayed. 

 I want to suggest that we understand the tacitness of our knowledge of 

sensorymotor contingencies (and of our kinetic agency more generally) in terms of 

embodiment rather than in terms of implicitness. Doing so will allow us to appreciate the 

way in which perceptual experience is not purely passive, even if it relies on tacit, fairly 

automatic cognition. 

 In her insightful essay, “Consciousness: A Natural History,” Maxine Sheets-

Johnstone calls attention to the absurdity of claiming that an organism’s tacit 

understanding of its own embodiment comes down to its possessing a battery of neatly 

individuated propositions. In the following passage, she reflects on Daniel Dennett’s 

view that simpler organisms have an understanding of their embodiment, but that this 



   164 

 

understanding is “enshrined in maxims such as When Hungry, Don’t Eat Yourself! and 

When There’s a Pain, It’s Yours!” Commenting on Dennett’s point that for a lobster the 

thought of eating one of its own claws is “conveniently unthinkable to it,” Sheets-

Johnstone writes: 

 
…we should ask what it means to say that a lobster will eat another’s claw but that con- 

veniently, as Dennett puts it, it finds eating one of its own claws unthinkable. Does it mean 

that there is actually a rule “Don’t eat your own claw!” wired into the lobster’s neurological 

circuitry? But it is patently unparsimonious to think that there is such a rule and patently 

absurd to think that every creature comes prepared with an owner’s manual, as it were, a 

rulebook replete with what Dennett calls “maxims”. Such a maxim, for example, would be 

only the beginning of an indefinitely great number of maxims that a lobster (or any other so-

called “simpler organism”) could be said to carry around in the neural machinery that counts 

as its “Headquarters”:27 “Don’t try to go on land!” “Don’t try to eat a squid!” “The large claw 

is for crushing! – the small claw is for seizing and tearing!” And so on. What makes eating its 

own claws “conveniently unthinkable” is clearly something other than a rule of conduct. 

Indeed, the putative evolutionary sense of convenience that Dennett invokes is misguided. 

“Convenience” is not a matter of an opportune adaptation but of an astoundingly varied and 

intricately detailed biological faculty that allows a creature to know its own body and its own 

body in movement.185  

 

Although Sheets-Johnstone might be making her case too strongly in saying that it’s 

“patently absurd” to conceive of tacit knowledge of one’s bodily situation as a kind of 

owner’s manual, containing an express rule for each possible action, her basic contention 

is, I think, undeniable. It would simply be too cumbersome to store up the fine-grained, 

endlessly adaptive knowledge we have of our own bodies—what they’re doing, how 

they’re moving, how fast they’re moving, the resistance they’re encountering, the 

topographical features they’re negotiating, etc.—in discrete representations, in rules 

(notice the Wittgensteinian overtones here). Rules are too rigid—too crystallized—to 

equip an organism for the unpredictable changes it encounters in the physical world. As 

Sheets-Johnstone remarks, “no matter what the particular world…in which an animal 

lives, it is not an unchanging world.” For this reason, an animal’s “movement cannot be 

absolutely programmed such that at all times its particular speed and direction of 

movement, its every impulse and stirring, its every pause and stillness, run automatically 

on something akin to a lifetime tape.” She sums up this point nicely: “the world is less 

than consistent in its conformations, and any animal that survives must literally or 

figuratively bend to its demands.”186 

 What Sheets-Johnstone is asking philosophers of mind to take seriously is an idea 

that has been nothing short of revolutionary in the field of robotics over the past several 

decades. The ‘old’ approach in Artifical Intelligence (AI) research focused on building 

artificial agents capable of mirroring “isolated aspects of the sophisticated cognitive 

competence of human agents,” such as chess-playing.187 The new approach, which Andy 

                                                 
185 Sheets-Johnstone, 2011, page 55.  
186 Ibid. 
187 Clark, Andy, and Josefa Toribio. "Doing Without Representing?." Synthese, 101.3, 1994: pp. 401-431. 
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Clark and Josefa Toribio describe as “anti-representationalist,” aims at constructing 

“whole simple intelligences capable of performing some task in real time in a real 

‘messy’ environment.”188 Rodney Brooks is a key figure in the anti-representationalist 

movement in AI research. One of the driving principles behind Brooks’ pioneering work 

is the “radical hypothesis” that “representation is the wrong unit of abstraction in building 

the bulkiest parts of intelligent systems.”189 It is becoming increasingly clear that we 

cannot solve the problem of how to implement sophisticated cognitive capacities in 

artificial agents by refining these agents’ abilities to represent the world. Brooks and 

fellow anti-representationalists in the robotics field believe that the hallmarks of human 

intelligence, such as language use and problem-solving, do not rest on sophisticated 

‘programs’ superadded to our more basic capacities for movement and exploration. 

Actually, an anti-representationalist might say that in calling the latter capacities  “basic,” 

I am missing the point; the new approach does away with a sharp distinction between our 

ability to interact directly a physical environment and our ability to represent that 

environment in complex ways. As Brooks puts it, instead of maintaining a distinction 

between AI research and robotics, the new approach starts from the following idea: 

 
…problem solving behavior, language, expert knowledge and application, and reason, are all 

pretty simple once the essence of being and reacting are available. That essence is the ability 

to move around in a dynamic environment, sensing the surroundings to a degree sufficient to 

achieve the necessary maintenance of life and reproduction. This part of intelligence is where 

evolution has concentrated its time—it is much harder.190  

 

In other words, our sophisticated representational capacities do not present us with wildly 

novel additions to our organismic repertoires. On the contrary, these capacities are 

continuous extensions of our general competence qua organisms; they do not transcend 

our bodily, kinetic, reactive intelligence, but grow out of this intelligence. Brooks writes,  

“I believe that mobility, acute vision and the ability to carry out survival related tasks in a 

dynamic environment provide a necessary basis for the development of true 

intelligence.”191 And even this is putting the point mildly. For, “survival related tasks” 

not only form a necessary base for “true intelligence,” but also, the basic mold within 

which such intelligence takes shape. The important upshot of this idea in the context of 

our discussion is succinctly stated by Brooks: “There is no clean division between 

perception…and reasoning in the real world.”192 

Again, let’s consider an example of a very basic PPE. I look at what’s on the table 

at which I am writing, and I see a mug, which sits at about an arm’s length away from 

me. It is telling that it came so naturally to me to say that the mug is at an arm’s length. It 

points toward a broader lesson: my basic perceptual encounters with the world are 

fraught with a sense of myself as an embodied agent—as a situated subject—and even in 

                                                 
188 Ibid. 
189 Brooks, Rodney. “Intelligence Without Representation.” Artificial Intelligence, 47, 1982: pp. 139-159. 

 
190 Ibid.  
191 Ibid. 
192 Ibid. 
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an attempt to give a ‘neutral’ or ‘disembodied’ description of the things I see (smell, hear, 

taste, etc.) I am nevertheless inclined to invoke phrases, metaphors, and the like, which 

make reference to the body. It’s true that my perception of objects are perceptions of 

objects out there in the world. They are, however, always at the same time perceptions of 

objects out there in the world, which I might touch, smell, grab, rotate, push, break, 

squeeze, walk around, walk up to, walk into—in short, objects that figure in a map of my 

own possibilities as a kinetic, agential, embodied being. They show up not as occupants 

of points in a neutral space, but as cohabitants of an environment, wherein I exist as a 

mobile creature, with interests, abilities, tendencies, limitations, desires, etc. This is what 

Merleau-Ponty is getting at when he says that the objects we see aren’t in an ‘objective’ 

space, but a space defined by its relativity to the central perspective of the body—the 

living body. We need to pause and take full stock of this idea, in order to see how 

perceptual experience involves, quite literally, active thought, in that it is laden with 

thought about activity. 

One point to keep in mind as we proceed is that Merleau-Ponty is arguing for 

something much more radical and interesting than the thesis that some form of 

embodiment is required for perception. He thinks having perceptions is essentially a 

matter of being in the world as a body. And, as we discussed above, being in the world as 

a body involves a kind of embodied self-awareness—an awareness of what I am calling 

kinetic agency, what contemporary sensory enactivists call a tacit understanding of 

sensorymotor contingencies, and what Merleau-Ponty describes as a “system of possible 

movements” that “radiates from us to our environment.” This awareness exists in our 

bodies, and not in a collection of propositions that represents our bodies, via a 

syntactically bound code of symbolic items that ‘stand in’ for the real thing—for the felt 

physical reality of our flesh and blood bodies and the contact these bodies make with the 

real world. It is not tacit in the sense of being hidden, but in the sense of being lived, 

enacted, embodied, and felt; it is not tacit-as-implied, but tacit-as-embodied, to invoke the 

distinction introduced earlier. 

This brings us to an important question, the question to which we have been 

building: what is the relationship between this tacit, embodied understanding of one’s 

own kinetic agency and the kind of active cognition involved in rational, reflective 

thought? 

There is, already available to us, an answer to this question (an answer we will 

flesh out some more in the next section): the kind of tacit understanding at the core of 

perceptual experience is not ‘stored up,’ but enacted—lived. It is something continually 

performed, in the ‘space between’ our bodies and the world, where our bodies push up 

against the world, and where the world pushes back. The tacit knowledge underlying 

perceptual experience isn’t so much knowledge of the world, as it is knowledge of how to 

be in the world, or perhaps more accurately still, knowledge of how to move through the 

world. It is an ongoing project, or collection of interlocking projects, which serve to 

ground us as kinetically competent agents—as organisms capable of not merely moving 

in an environment, but inhabiting it. In a way, a tacit understanding of one’s own kinetic 

agency is the project of having projects. It is the project of maintaining a sense of oneself 

as a creature that moves through time and space with a certain amount of continuity and 
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directionality. Thus, the answer to the question of how the LMA/enactivist picture of 

perception helps with the reconciliation question is as follows: there is active thought in 

perceptual experience in the basic sense that such experience is constituted by something 

we do. 

Now we could, when faced with the idea that perceptual experience involves at its 

core what philosophers of mind might call a kind of ‘know-how,’ lament the brutely 

pragmatic nature of perception, and declare that an enactivist picture, far from solving the 

reconciliation problem, simply introduces a new way of contrasting our perceptual and 

rational engagement with reality. But I don’t think we should take this tack. Instead, I 

think we ought to take the enactivist thesis about perceptual experience as indicative of a 

bigger and bolder conclusion—namely, that we have been systematically overlooking the 

importance of what we might call pragmatic cognition in our philosophical investigations 

into the nature of mentality, including those investigations which concern our capacity 

for reflective, rational thought. If we follow Merleau-Ponty and take this tack, we put 

ourselves in a position to leverage enactivism against the reconciliation problem. 

Our story could go something like this: The paradigm of Cartesianism 

disseminated a deep-seated, almost fetishizing reverence for a certain kind of thinking—

the kind where you hold ideas at arm’s length and consider them coolly, and with a 

commitment to be moved by only that which is ‘clearly and distinctly’ seen in the ideas at 

hand. But, this attitude comes with an epistemological cost; the more we sanctify 

deliberative reasoning, either by insisting on its centrality as an epistemic value, or by 

uncritically and tacitly associating it with reasoning proper, the more we relegate 

perception to the space of nature understood as the plane beneath the space of reasons. 

That is to say, a Cartesian, intellectualist picture is intrinsically hierarchical, in that it 

locates the epistemic worth of rational thought in the one thing it does for us that our 

basic perceptual experiences of the world—our PPEs—cannot do: afford us distance 

from the world. 

 Now, it is against the background of this story that we can appreciate the full 

import of Merleau-Ponty’s view. Instead of taking his observation about the bodily-

kinetic, pragmatic structure of perceptual experience as a new way of asserting the 

difference between passive experience and active thought, we can appreciate it for what it 

is—the beginning of a paradigm shift, which will bring perception and reason into greater 

conceptual harmony. Merleau-Ponty’s insight into the nature of perceptual experience is, 

as contemporary theorists such as Alva Noë have picked up on, a wake up call of sorts, 

intended to rouse us from a dogmatic slumber, and make us see that deliberative 

reasoning isn’t the star of the show. Rather, the lynchpin of our cognitive prowess is a 

kind of pragmatic, tacit, and embodied orientation vis-à-vis the environment, what I have 

been calling a tacit awareness of one’s own kinetic agency. 

Thus, to tie some of these threads together, the way in which we ought to link up 

PPEs to the “network of active thought” is not by characterizing PPEs as the sorts of 

things we actively construct. This strategy just seems like a non-starter. I don’t put 

together my experience of the mug on my table. It’s just there. But, we neither need nor 

ought to jump from this banal point to the more radical idea that perceptions are put 

together by something sub-personal, definitively outside of the mind. Instead, we can 
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reject the assumption that perceptions are the sorts of things that get ‘put together’ as 

something of a category mistake. A major pillar of LMA is the idea that perceptions 

aren’t handed to us by an alien world, which forever lurks behind the perceptions it gives 

us, hidden from view. We now have a way of defending this idea. Drawing on Merleau-

Ponty, and his contemporary heirs, the sensorymotor enactivists, we can say something 

like this: neither the notion of a PPE put together by the perceiving subject nor the notion 

of a PPE put together by a wholly external world makes any sense, because perceptual 

experiences aren’t things, which get assembled bit by bit. The Lego model is wrong. It is 

better to think of such experiences as performances—as doings—enacted by embodied 

agents, by organisms. For, the tacit awareness of  one’s own body—of one’s own kinetic 

agency—that I want to locate at the very core of perceptual experience, doesn’t lie 

dormant as an inert set of explicit, representational items. The tacit awareness of our own 

bodies exists in those very bodies; it is not stored up, but exists as a felt, embodied—in 

short, a lived phenomenon. In this way, tacit awareness is itself active. It does not exist 

beneath actual behavior, as an inner representation. Our awareness of our bodies seeps 

into our actual bodies. It “radiates,” as Merleau-Ponty says. I want to reflect on this idea, 

as I think it gives us purchase on the idea that perceptual experience involves active 

thought, or at the very least, a kind of proto-rationality that allows it to link up to higher-

order reasoning. 

What Merleau-Ponty is getting at is an idea he finds in the work of Descartes of 

all people, the same Descartes who enshrined the distinction between mind and body as 

distinct substances: 

 
For contemporary psychology and psychopathology the body is no longer merely an object in 

the world, under the purview of a separated spirit. It is on the side of the subject; it is our 

point of view on the world, the lace where the spirit takes on a certain physical and historical 

situation. As Descartes once said profoundly, the soul is not merely in the body like a pilot in 

his ship; it is wholly intermingled with the body. The body, in turn, is wholly animated, and 

all its functions contribute to the perception of objects.193 

 

We might say that a person is in a body in the Heideggerian “existential” sense of the 

word “in” (recall our discussion in chapter 2). We inhabit our bodies, rather than occupy 

them. I am, for instance, intimately in touch with my limbs, which are in turn intimately 

in touch with the environment. Moreover, we shouldn’t understand the relationship 

between mind, body, and world as a kind of Russian doll, where each component is 

housed neatly inside the other (the mind inside the body, and the body inside the world). I 

do not sit inside of my body, sealed off within some inner realm; rather, I experience 

myself as thoroughly “intermingled” with my body, and my body as thoroughly 

intermingled with the world. 

 We need to keep this in mind when thinking about the tacit understanding that 

sensorymotor enactivists identify at the root of perceptual experience. This understanding 

                                                 
193 Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. “Perception and Truth” (from “An Unpublished Text,” “Cézanne’s Doubt,” 

and “Reflection and Interrogation”). Truth: engagements across philosophical traditions. Eds. Wood, 

David, and José Medina. John Wiley & Sons, 2008, page 198. 
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doesn’t exist sealed off within some inner realm, where reality is represented (read: re-

presented), but exists as a outward-radiating sense of one’s body in its direct contact and 

engagement with the world. The parallel idea in robotics is what Rodney Brooks labels 

“situatedness.” Describing the highly mobile robots he works on, he writes: “The robots 

are situated in the world—they do not deal with abstract descriptions, but with the “here” 

and “now” of the environment that directly influences the behavior of the system.”194 I 

want to say something similar about human intelligence, and more specifically, the 

intelligent awareness of our own bodies that lines all of perceptual experience. This 

awareness isn’t reducible to an abstract representation of the world, but inheres in the 

way in which our body’s concrete presence interfaces with the world’s concrete presence. 

Instead of representation, we have ‘copresentation’—a kind of being-with-and-in-the-

world. 

 We can link up these ideas with the notion of perception as a kind of project. I 

want to suggest that PPEs are projects of the body, in that they involve a kind of felt, 

embodied awareness of what I have been calling one’s own kinetic agency, an awareness 

that radiates outwards, giving us an intimate sense of ourselves as competent beings, 

situated pragmatically within an environment and in touch with that environment. My 

PPE of the mug on my table is a kind of project, in that it involves a tacit awareness of 

how my own kinetic efforts can alter my sensory access to the mug. If we could reduce 

this awareness to a kind of propositional/representational knowledge, which lies latent in 

our minds, then it would be odd to point to its role in perceptual experience as a way of 

establishing that PPEs are to be understood as projects. This is because representations 

just sit there inertly, frozen within a particular syntax. There doesn’t seem to be anything 

in the bare concept of representational knowledge that links it up with the notion of a 

project. However, as we just discussed, it’s implausible to characterize the tacit 

understanding involved in perception in purely propositional terms. Indeed, it doesn’t 

seem to have the structure of propositional knowledge whatsoever. Our understanding of 

our own bodies is not a set of discrete propositions. For instance, we oughtn’t think of it 

as a collection of conditionals of the general form: If I do such and such with my body, 

my sensory access to the environment with change in my sensory access to the 

environment with change in my sensory access to the environment with change in such 

and such ways. Even a massive, complexly interconnected system of conditionals would 

fall short of capturing the fluid, reactive way in which bodies negotiate an environment in 

real time. This is a point we encountered in our discussion of Maxine Sheets-Johnstone’s 

essay, “A Natural History of Consciousness.” 

So, just what is the tacit knowledge in question if not propositional, or even 

explicitly representational? Drawing on recent work on robotics, which seems to 

vindicate much of what Merleau-Ponty says about perception, I have been suggesting that 

this knowledge inheres in the ‘in between’ space, where our bodies press up against the 

world, and the world against our bodies. This description, though a bit nebulous, begins 

to get at the way in which passive perceptual experience, though by no means a deliberate 

construction, bears the mark of active thought, or at the very least, of a kind of proto-
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   170 

 

rationality. The notion of an in between space, brings with it a sense of movement. In 

between spaces are where things meet. They are spaces of movement, defined by the 

relationality they harbor. That is to say, an in between space is fundamentally inseparable 

from the interactions it hosts. We might even say that an in between space arises out of 

these interactions. It is not an empty container that can be filled with movement, but a 

space whose ontological roots are intertwined with movement. Perhaps, then, it would be 

clearer to talk about an in between place instead of an in between space. Places are not 

merely spatial, but spatiotemporal. They are space plus movement. They are historical, 

constituting the temporal universe—the universe in motion. This is why Merleau-Ponty 

talks about the body as the place where our “spirit” takes on a “physical and historical 

situation” (italics mine). 

We are, I hope, beginning to get a clearer picture of the active thought involved in 

what might appear to be a purely passive perceptual experience. Although I do not 

choose to have a visual experience of the mug when I am looking in its direction with 

some semblance of wakefulness, the experience is firmly rooted in my tacit sense of my 

own kinetic agency. Moreover, this tacit awareness doesn’t lie dormant, trapped inside of 

representations of the world. Rather, it occupies the ‘in between’ space, where our bodies 

actively push up against the world, and where the world, as Barad says, kicks back. In 

this way, acting upon the world precedes perceiving (or misperceiving) the world. To be 

sure, I don’t have to do anything in particular to perceive the mug—that is, besides the 

obvious things like keeping my eyes open and looking in the general direction of the mug 

with some modicum of attention. That is to say, my perceptual experience doesn’t arise 

from specific, chosen actions carried out by me. However, it does arise from a kind of 

lower-level action. It arises out of the felt, embodied sense of oneself as a kinetically 

competent agent pragmatically oriented in a tangible, accessible world. 

The delicacy of this idea lies in the fact that it asks that we theorize our perceptual 

activity in a way that refuses to characterize it as either the work of a pure subject or the 

mechanistic operations of a mere object. I believe it is this delicacy to which Merleau-

Ponty is calling our attention in the following passage: 

 
If we now wish to characterize a subject capable of this perceptual experience, it obviously will not be 

a self-transparent thought, absolutely present to itself without the interference of the body and its 

history. The perceiving subject is not this absolute thinker; rather, it functions according to a natal pact 

between our body and the world, between ourselves and our body. Given a perpetually new natural and 

historical situation to control, the perceiving subject undergoes a continued birth; at each instant it is 

something new. Every incarnate subject is like an open notebook in which we do not yet know what 

will be written. Or it is like a new language; we do not know what works it will accomplish but only 

that, once it has appeared, it cannot fail to say little or much, to have a history and a meaning. The very 

productivity or freedom of human life, far from denying our situation, utilizes it and turns it into a 

means of expression. 

 

Merleau-Ponty begins this passage by making a point that we tend to associate with him; 

he asserts that a perceiving subject could not be what he here calls an “absolute thinker.” 

The denial that we are, at base, “absolute thinkers” is of course a rejection of the 

intellectualist, Cartesian tradition, according to which we exist first as thinkers, and only 

secondarily as embodied beings situated within a history. But, this rejection isn’t what 
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makes Merleau-Ponty’s thought so strikingly subtle and original. Rather, it’s the way in 

which he follows through on the idea that we are, at our ontological core, fundamentally 

embodied and historically situated creatures. Many thinkers want to embrace the negative 

side of this idea—specifically, they want to celebrate the fact that if we accept our 

embodiment and historicality, we must give up on the Cartesian fantasy that we could, 

with enough effort, “leap out of the marked body and into a conquering gaze from 

nowhere,” as Donna Haraway says. But there is, as Merleau-Ponty’s writing can help us 

see, a robustly positive side to this idea as well. We don’t need to think of the ‘situated’ 

subject (i.e., the embodied, historical subject) solely in terms of what he or she can’t do—

namely, reason in a way that transcends its situatedness. We can, instead, focus on the 

question of what sort of reasoning such a subject is capable of. This is the only way 

forward. 

 In the above passage, we can identify the contours of Merleau-Ponty’s strategy 

for constructing a positive concept of ‘situated reasoning.’ He asserts that “the very 

productivity or freedom of human life, far from denying our situation, utilizes it and turns 

it into a means of expression.” What I take him to be saying here is that our ‘higher-

order’ capacities—what we might loosely refer to as our rational capacities—do not 

operate in spite of our situatedness, but in a way that draws upon this situatedness (notice 

how much this idea resonates in the anti-representationalist movement in robotics). In 

fact, he even provides a specific way of linking up situatedness with reasoning: our 

situatedness doesn’t consist in our being trapped in a mechanistic body, whose workings 

unfold in terms of rigid laws, but rather, it consists in our inhabiting a body that in turn 

inhabits the world (again, resist thinking about this with a Russian doll metaphor). The 

crucial contrast between the law-like workings of an object and the historical workings of 

a situated subject is that unlike the former, the latter participates in the particularity of the 

universe. As Merleau-Ponty poetically states: “Given a perpetually new natural and 

historical situation to control, the perceiving subject undergoes a continued birth; at each 

instant it is something new.” In a word, our freedom as rational subjects—as creatures 

who move through the world in ways that defy a mechanical understanding—doesn’t 

involve the transcendence of our embodiment and history, and in fact, it actually depends 

critically on these facets of our existence. Being embodied and historically embedded 

creatures is what allows us to be born anew, as it were. 

 So, the enactivist conception of perceptual experience infuses perceptual activity 

with—just that—activity. However, the activeness of this activity might not seem like the 

activeness we associate with reasoning. This is why the reader might feel as though the 

reconciliation problem remains. But, I want to suggest that we only feel as though the 

activity involved in perception isn’t the genuinely free activity of a rational subject, 

because we are still operating with a Cartesian conception of freedom—that is to say, the 

notion that thinking freely means thinking in a way that transcends embodiment and 

historicality. However, if we take to heart both the negative and positive phases of 

Merleau-Ponty’s project, which I intend to do with LMA—we don’t need to think about 

freedom in this way. We can think about the freedom that reasoning affords us in terms of 

our situatedness.  
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 But how? Well, I think Merleau-Ponty sets us off in the right direction by 

emphasizing  the connection between the particularity of our condition as situated 

subjects and the rational activities we engage in. Particularity might seem like an odd 

thing to emphasize if one’s goal is to highlight the compatibility of situatedness and 

rationality, since the very idea of reason evokes what it decidedly not particular—viz., the 

abstract, universal, general, and so forth. But, we need to be careful not to think about the 

particularity in which a situated subject is continually steeped solely in terms of its 

contrast with universality. For, there is an interesting way in which our engagement with 

particularity actually allows us to mingle with the universal. There is a way in which our 

manner of moving through the particularities of bio-historical time allows us to exist not 

simply within bodies, but within bodies that are simultaneously embedded in the 

complex, multi-layered temporally extended structure that our overlapping projects 

create. This structure allows us to not only persist—that is, move through linear time, 

from moment to moment—but subsist, or more simply, live. In defying the linear logic of 

a moment to moment existence, a logic to which mechanistic entities conform closely, we 

do not pull off the impossible feat of achieving a neutral ‘view from nowhere,’ but we 

nonetheless intermingle with the heavens, so to speak, by carrying more than one 

moment into another, as we move forward through time: as we live, we carry with us a 

multiplicity of projects, which make each moment we experience a moment—that is, a 

part of a life—as opposed to a point in time. In this way, our being situated within a 

historical body is not a way of being trapped, but quite the opposite—it is a way of 

transcending the locality of our situation by infusing this locality with particularity, with 

the tenor and texture of projects that dynamically flirt, now coming together, now apart. 

In the next section, I will try to make a more rigorous case for the idea that we can 

understood rational activities as an extension of the kind of activity we observe in 

perception—what I have been describing as an activity borne out of projects, which serve 

to propel us forward through time in the distinctive manner of persons. 

 

 

4.7 Bringing reason down to earth  

 

I don’t plan on writing nearly as much on the projective character of reason, for several 

reasons. First, a lot of the leg work has already been done in the previous section (e.g., 

laying out the notion of a project, highlighting the temporal structure of projects, defining 

messiness and multiplicity, and so forth). Second, I haven’t thought as much about the 

projective character of reason as I have the projective character of perception, in part 

because (and this is the third reason), I take it that it’s less intuitive to describe perception 

as a project—as something we do—than it is to describe reasoning as so, since we are 

already committed to the latter’s status as something active, something we do. But, the 

notion of reason as a kind of project, in my sense of the term, is by no means self-evident, 

and some defense of it is in order. 

 To begin this defense, I want to remind the reader of how reasoning looks when 

intelligent people come together and talk. This is a reasonable place to start, especially in 

the context of philosophy, which has its roots, in the West, in the highly social 
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intellectual culture of the Greeks. The path to truth was, for both Aristotle and Plato, 

littered with men, with bodies, with voices, with contestation. Dialectic, the ancient art of 

rigorous question-and-answer, gave birth to some of our discipline’s most beloved ideas. 

 I don’t feel qualified to describe the philosophical conversations that took place 

between educated Greeks several thousand years ago, since like many, I only have 

Plato’s writings to go off. But I do feel qualified to describe conversations that occur at 

academic conferences, either informally over drinks, or formally, during the Q&A 

session at the end of a talk. Here’s a possible exchange between two academics in such a 

context: 

  

 Audience member: You said that dualism is a historical view, right? But I’m  

wondering if this characterization might be too….well, true. As in 

tautologically… 

Presenter: Hmm… 

AM: I mean, aren’t all views?  

P: Historical, you mean? 

AM: Well, yeah. They’re generated by human beings, who live in…time! Haha… 

P: Yes, and I, uh, think that’s fine. I mean, this isn’t something I discussed in the 

talk, but I am firmly committed to a thoroughgoing historicism about ideas. In 

fact, I had a recurring debate with someone I worked with (he was my T.A.) about 

the usefulness, or lack thereof, of infusing an analysis of a proposition’s truth with 

historical considerations. The debate, like many, never reached a resolution, but— 

AM: No, I see that, but what I’m getting at—and I apologize I didn’t make this 

clearer earlier—is that a view’s arising in history doesn’t seem relevant to its 

truth. There might even be a story to tell about why the view arose, which says 

nothing of its being true, but that still doesn’t preclude its being true. 

P: Ahhh—ok, I see your point now. Yeah, ok...that’s interesting. Hmm…ok, I’ll 

say this. I think—and I’d want to think about this some more—that the production 

of a historical explanation for dualism shows us that we can explain its emergence 

in sociocultural, historical terms, whatever that means, right? And so, that fact 

alone, maybe because of a simple respect for parsimony, can help us feel less 

attached to the idea that dualism had to have arisen in response to some basic 

intutions about the human experience of mindedness. Does that make sense? 

AM: I’m not sure. I get that a historical explanation might make us less inclined 

to seek out another sort of explanation for why a particular view arose and gained 

a following, but that still pertains to our explanatory practices, not the truth of the 

view in question. 

P: I’m beginning to get flashbacks to my debate with my T.A. I feel a circularity 

to our conversation, and I think we’re moving in circles because there is a larger 

point of disagreement between us regarding the possibility of separating truth 

from history. I don’t think you can. 

AM: I’m not clear on what you mean by that… 

P: Neither am I! Haha. 
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This fictional exchange, though brief, gives us more than enough grist for our mill. Let’s 

start with a simple observation. The presenter, when challenged to defend the usefulness 

of his characterization of dualism as historical, makes an offhand remark about how his 

views on the historicity of views across the board wasn’t something he covered in his 

talk. This seemingly small point actually contains a profound clue about the nature of 

reason. It is ineluctably pragmatic, in that it not only takes place in time, but is itself 

temporally-invested. What I mean by that is that the act of reasoning requires the 

selection of scope, the selection of which things to discuss. Picking a topic to reason 

about limits this scope, but does not determine it. Whether it’s worth going into his views 

about historicity is something the presenter decides, not in light of which propositions 

entail which—that is, not in light of some purely logical consideration, but in light of 

something subtler, more pragmatic, more life-oriented. I hesitate to name what it is, since 

I hesitate to even call the thing in question a thing, an it. So for now I’ll say that in that 

crucial moment in their conversation the presenter calls attention to the fact that every 

claim not only sits in between other claims, a link in a propositional chain, but also, at the 

center of concentric circles, a topic buried within topics, buried within topics. We can 

explore outward as well as from side to side, although I think the latter aspect of 

reasoning has received more attention from philosophers. 

 The reason for this is, I expect, that side to side reasoning is cleaner, more 

amenable to codification. We’ve sanctified the inference, and forgotten about the equally 

important association. A true reasoner not only moves from proposition to proposition in 

a coherent, logical fashion, but also, from topic to topic, idea to idea, with something 

similar—not logical precision, since that measure doesn’t apply neatly to the 

phenomenon of linking together ideas that exist at different scopes, or in different 

contexts—but something analogous. We’ve all been impressed by the person who always 

brings up books she’s read, or conversations she’s had, that seem to tie to nicely into 

what’s being discussed in the present moment. Some people are reminded of things in 

ways that cannot be captured with a rigid rulebook (e.g., when topic X is under 

discussion bring up book Y), since associations by definition contain a freedom, a 

playfulness. 

 But here is the key point: reasoning links things in ways that are playful, to stick 

with that term, but not random. If the presenter in the above conversation started talking 

about how the audience member reminded him of his pet duck, we’d have grounds on 

which to prosecute his reasonableness. But he doesn’t bring up something frivolous; he 

mentions a similar conversation from his past. That he ought to do wasn’t entailed by 

anything, but it was nonetheless a rational move, in that there is clear relevance to the 

topic at hand. 

 What I’m calling attention to here is the way in which reasoning in the real world 

is talking to people (or to oneself) and that talking is never just the tacking on of 

proposition after proposition using the tool of inference, but the layering and 

juxtaposition of ideas using the tool of relevance. The rational mind moves not just 

obediently from point to point, but creatively and playfully from idea to idea, from 

memory to memory, from story to story. This non-linear structure of course is a clear 

parallel to the non-linear structure of mind. Is this too neat? 
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 Of course not. If we are respectable naturalists, we want the basic structure of 

mindedness to be clearly evident in our higher-order abilities. Reasoning shouldn’t look 

like some abrupt superaddition to our cognitive hardware, but an organic extension of it. 

So, I welcome with open arms a conception of reason that places it in the same category 

as other mental faculties (viz., sensory perception). 

 But we have preserved something special about our capacity for rational thought. 

Notice in our example that the presenter reaches back into his past to perpetuate his train 

of thought. Perceptual experience isn’t wholly linear, but it is moreso than bona fide 

reasoning. A chain of thought brings things (information, memories, stories, experiences. 

etc.) into play that aren’t next to each other, or even close to each other, on the timeline 

of an individual’s life. And that contributes to our sense of rationality as almost magical. 

It is a remarkable faculty, and the quest for illuminating relevance (not just sound 

inference) can lead people to weave together different things from their lives in ways that 

amaze and astound. 

However, there is no paradox here. How can we transcend the moment to moment 

existence of an object and reach the plane of reason, where our thoughts move in ways 

that are seemingly unfettered by natural law? The answer is  simple: we don’t transcend 

this mode of existence, as we were never stuck in a linear mode of being. Even our basic 

perceptual experience of the world, as I have argued in the previous two chapters, 

involves the flexible integration of projects with different rhythms and scopes. Messiness 

and multiplicity are there from the git-go, and reasoning represents our increased ability 

to work with these phenomena, our increased capacity to play with them. 

So, reason, like perception, is an exercise in projection. We project ourselves 

forward, through an argument, or a discussion, or a quiet reflection, in ways that reflect a 

respect for the rules of inference, but also, in ways that reflect a tremendous sensitivity to 

the ‘rules’ of relevance—to the countless ways in which one proposition can be fruitfully 

followed up by another. This sensitivity allows us to bring in elements from our distant 

past, such as books we remember reading, conversations we remember having, and so 

forth. Moreover, even though a really smart and interesting and intellectually 

sophisticated person will surprise us with what he or she says, his or her statements will 

never seem wholly random (not when the person is exemplifying the virtue of reason at 

least), since going outside of the rules of inference doesn’t mean going into willy-nilly-

land, where anything goes. 

There is a lot more to be said about the way in which reasoning is a sophisticated 

(read: more playful and less linear) version of the sort of projection we observe in acts of 

perception. Here, I simply want to begin a conversation about the way in which our 

obsession—and I when I say “our” I am referring to philosophers—with inference, has 

rendered us insufficiently appreciative of the projective character of reasoning, of the 

way in which we achieve continuity in thought, and not just in perception, by rejecting 

linearity in favor of messiness and multiplicity. So, ironically, a thinker whose thoughts 

move only in terms of inference—from proposition to proposition, always within the 

grooves of some rule, like modus ponens—is even more cognitively primitive than an 

organism without reason, with only rudimentary perception, since even a rudimentary 

perception is at least in the same category as other more robustly defiant ways of 
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transcending linearity. That is to say, inference without anything else doesn’t generate the 

distinctive kind of continuity that is at the center of personhood, and without such 

continuity, you don’t even have a subject, let alone a subject with reason.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   177 

 

5 
IN TOUCH: WHY WE AREN’T (AND COULDN’T BE) BRAINS IN 

VATS 

 
5.1 Skepticism and intelligibility: Automatic sweethearts and brains-in-vats ♦ 5.2 

Skepticism and insulationism: Highlighting the connection ♦ 5.3 Distinguishing 

Veridicality and Truth to Avoid Question-Begging 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

5.1 Skepticism and intelligibility: Automatic Sweethearts and Brains-in-Vats 

 

External world skepticism gets off the ground because philosophers are quick to grant 

that classic skeptical scenarios (such as brain-in-vat or evil demon scenarios) present us 

with perfectly coherent possibilities—with what philosophers of a certain ilk might call 

‘logically possible worlds.’ In what follows, I will argue that we should view skeptical 

scenarios as conceptually dubious, on the grounds that all such scenarios rest on the 

problematic ontology of mental phenomena that insulationism offers. The bankrupt 

metaphysics of mind on which skepticism rests should lead us to reject it as an 

epistemological position.  

 To clarify, I do not think skeptical scenarios involve blatant contradictions. My 

claim that such scenarios are conceptually dubious can be compared to Hilary Putnam’s 

recent claim that the “Automatic Sweetheart scenario” is not “fully intelligible” (this 

scenario involves a ‘philosophical zombie,’ which is to say, a ‘person’ whose outer and 

inner workings appear to be just like anyone else’s, even though the person is not really a 

person, but a zombie, entirely devoid of conscious experience.195 Just as we can imagine 

a being who resembles a thinking subject in all outward respects, but who lacks 

consciousness, so too can we imagine a brain in a vat that has experiences just like ours. 

                                                 
195 Putnam, Hilary. The Threefold Cord: Mind, Body, and World (lecture one: “I Thought of What I Called 

an ‘Automatic Sweetheart’ ”), New York: Columbia University Press, 1999: pp. 73-92. 
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There is nothing overtly contradictory or absurd about skeptical scenarios; they are not 

bachelors with wives or squares without right angles. The concept of a being who has 

certain kinds of experiences doesn’t seem to bear tight conceptual linkages to the concept 

of a human body embedded in a world like ours. For this reason, we can, without too 

much trouble, imagine these experiences existing in all sorts of mediums, including 

brains in vats. And yet, I think we ought to consider more carefully exactly what it is we 

seem to be able to imagine so easily. 

According to Putnam, the fact that we can imagine an automatic sweetheart  

doesn’t entail that such a being’s existence represents a “fully intelligible” state of affairs. 

Similarly, the fact that we can conjure a mental picture of beings with experiences like 

ours, but in an environment wholly unlike ours, doesn’t entail that the existence of such 

beings is conceptually innocent or even fully intelligible. Indeed, as I will try to make 

clear in what follows, the conceptual backdrop against which skeptical scenarios seem 

easily or fully intelligible is one that we can reasonably question, and indeed, one that we 

ought to view with a certain amount of suspicion. This backdrop, which lends skeptical 

scenarios much of their conceptual clarity, can be described as an insulationist picture of 

the mental. I think that such a picture of the mental is impoverished and ought to be 

resisted. Hence, the broader conclusion for which I will offer some support in this chapter 

is that external-world skepticism arises from a commitment to a problematic model of the 

mental. Establishing that an insulationist model of the mind undergirds external-world 

skepticism will pave the way for my positive suggestion that trading in such a model for a 

relational ontology of the mental helps us out of the vat and back into the real world.  

Philosophers tend to motivate the problem of external-world skepticism by way of 

a skeptical scenario, a thought experiment that asks you to imagine that there is 

something manipulating your thoughts such that the overwhelming majority of your basic 

perceptual beliefs about the world around you are false. The component of these skeptical 

scenarios I want to focus on first is the entity doing the manipulating—the being 

responsible for the subject’s egregiously false worldview. To worry that there is in fact 

such a deceiver who is fiddling with one’s cognition is to condone as sensible the 

assumption that another intelligent being could construct you—at least the conscious side 

of your existence—without seeing you as a you, that is to say, as a fellow subject. 

To appreciate this point, consider the obvious difference between the way in 

which we commonly ascribe mental states to one another, and the way in which a 

deceiver is supposed to inscribe mental states into the deceived subject’s mind. Suppose I 

say of a friend that she believes that kids these days spend too much time on the internet. 

Now, if my ascription is a reasonable one, it will be based on my having learned, either 

directly by observation, or indirectly by testimony, that my friend has exhibited certain 

behaviors that one would associate with the aforementioned belief. For instance, I might 

have heard her say, on several occasions, that kids are online entirely too often. Or, I 

might have seen her shake her head ruefully in response to catching her son surfing the 

web instead of doing the dishes. The point is, when I ascribe such a belief to my friend, it 

will be on the grounds that she has behaved in certain ways, ways that involve her body, 

interacting with an environment. I don’t peek inside of her and observe something 

discrete and static, a belief hanging out in her “belief box,” to use a metaphor that became 
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popular among functionalist philosophers of mind. Rather, I experience her mind as 

something embodied and temporally extended. 

 Now, what about the powerful deceiver from a skeptical scenario? How does such 

a being establish that the subject whom it’s deceiving has such and such mental states? 

This question is somewhat misleading, given that skeptical scenarios are usually 

described in a way that suggests that the deceiver doesn’t so much establish that the 

deceived subject has such and such mental states, as it does establish such and such 

mental states directly, by somehow ‘implanting’ them in the deceived subject’s 

consciousness. In other words, the deceiver is somehow able to put thoughts (feelings, 

desires, etc.) in the mind of the deceived subject, as one would place apples in a basket. 

In light of this, it seems that the deceiver is able to “see” a mental state as a particular 

kind of mental state, even when the state is not integrated with, or manifest in, the 

behavior of an embodied and embedded subject, whom one can face as a subject. And, 

part of what such facing involves is the recognition of finitude and fallibility, both in 

oneself and in another. 

I will suppose that I am now actually a victim of a skeptical scenario and that my 

deceiver is some neuroscientist named Wilfred. If Wilfred wants me to have the 

experience of desiring a cupcake, he will simply give me the experience of desiring a 

cupcake. In other words, the experience of desiring a cupcake is not something 

inextricably bound up with the sorts of behaviors that such a desire would lead to (in 

conjunction with other mental states); rather, the experience is something that exists apart 

from my behavior—it is something that can be inserted into my mind, and hence, 

something that exists “metaphysically prior” to any enactment of cupcake-desiring 

behavior. 

Even if the experience isn’t literally a “thing” that Wilfred can be in possession of 

before literally placing it in my brain (indeed it sounds more plausible to say that he 

induces the experience rather than creates and then transmits it to my brain) it is 

nevertheless the case that my experience of desiring a cupcake is something that can exist 

in a way that doesn’t directly involve my being embedded in a world with cupcakes or 

my being prone to behave in ways that a cupcake-desirer is likely to behave (given his 

other beliefs, desires, etc.).  The threat posed by skeptical scenarios lies precisely in the 

fact that they describe situations in which your experiences aren’t housed in something 

that resembles, to a significant degree, a human being situated in the world in a way that 

is recognizably human. The skeptic wants us to consider the possibility that a mental life 

that is indiscernible from your own, at least ‘from the inside’, might be trapped in an 

entity that is not lodged in the world the way a living, breathing, thinking human body is. 

 The reader might object at this point that I seem to be getting overly hung up on 

the details of skeptical scenarios, that I am missing the forest for the trees.  Although 

skeptical scenarios generally describe the deceived subject as situated in a physical 

landscape radically unlike the one that all of us seem to inhabit, it doesn’t seem to be an 

essential feature of these scenarios that the deceived subject’s physical constitution, and 

physical surroundings, differ markedly from those of human beings in the actual world. 

In a word, the threat of external-world skepticism doesn’t rely on the idea that a deceiver 

could recreate my mental life in something that is not embodied and embedded in a 
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recognizably human way. Suppose, for instance, that I am in fact a person with a body, 

surrounded by other people with bodies, and that I carry out the sorts of interactions that 

conscious, cognitively competent people, tend to carry out. Now, what if there is a 

powerful demon who fiddles with my mental life such that none of my experiences 

mirror my actual interactions with other people and my physical environment, but rather, 

the interactions of someone else? If this were the case, I would be radically and 

systematically deceived about the character of the external world. 

 So, my claim that skeptical scenarios presuppose a radical disconnect between the 

mind and behavior seems somewhat trumped up. Skeptical scenarios needn’t posit the 

existence of a recognizably human mental life in an entity whose behavioral repertoire is 

totally unlike that of a human; rather, they simply need to describe a mental life that is 

radically out of sync with the behavioral repertoire of the entity in which it is located. 

 But, I don’t think we ought to let the defender of the conceptual clarity of 

skeptical scenarios off the hook so easily. I will happily grant that skeptical scenarios 

aren’t essentially tied to the implication that a mind, and more specifically, certain mental 

states, could exist in something whose causal-behavioral profile is markedly different 

from that of a human being who is embodied and embedded in a ‘normal way.’ For, the 

aspect of skeptical scenarios that strikes me as conceptually confused, or at the very least, 

conceptually dubious, is not the idea that I or anyone else might be a brain in a vat (or 

something else that doesn’t present itself to the world as a minded being) but the idea that 

there could be a systematic mismatch between the character of one’s mental states and the 

character of one’s causal presence in the world. 

 In what follows, I will elaborate on what it is that arouses my intellectual 

suspicion about the supposition that the ‘subjective’ side of my existence could be 

entirely disjoint from the ‘objective’ side of my existence (I am placing scare-quotes 

around the terms “subjective” and “objective” because I want us to continue viewing the 

dichotomy they present with suspicion). More precisely, I want to draw attention to the 

way in which the radical rift between mind and world that external-world skepticism 

posits as a clear conceptual possibility relies on a Cartesian current of thought that runs 

largely unnoticed through contemporary epistemological discourse. I call this current of 

thought insulationism about the mind. 

The suggestion at the core of external-world skepticism is that your mind could be 

lodged in a body (human or otherwise) such that what goes on in the mind has virtually 

nothing to do with what happens to and around the body (including those events that take 

place in the ‘social space’ that the body occupies). This assumption posits not only an 

epistemic disconnect between mind and world, but also, a basic ontological independence 

of mind from world; it treats the mental as something whose ‘contents’ are not the direct 

results of the world bleeding into the mind, and the mind into the world. These contents 

represent the world, but in a radically inaccurate way, and thus, can be said to succeed in 

remaining insulated from the world—in filtering out the world, as it were. The nature of 

my mental life in skeptical scenarios (i.e., what my thoughts are about, what my 

perceptual experiences feel like, and so forth) remains uncolored by vast portions of 

information about the surrounding environment. To put this point another way, the 

insistence behind external-world skepticism that the there could be widespread or 
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systematic epistemic failure—an across-the-board disconnect between mind and world—

reflects a commitment to the idea that the world and mind aren’t connected to an extent 

that makes it incoherent to speak about a mind that thinks without thereby thinking the 

world into itself. In more general terms, external-world skepticism arises from what I call 

an insulationist view of mind. At the very least, an insulationist model of mind seems to 

loom in the background of external-world skepticism, providing the general picture 

against which the particular details of skeptical scenarios can appear like perfectly 

sensible possibilities. 

 

 

 

5.2 Insulationism and External-World Skepticism: Highlighting the Connection 

 

I want to start exploring the relationship between external-world skepticism and 

insulationism, first focusing on what the key differences are between me in the actual 

world and the version of me who exists in skeptical scenarios (I’ll talk primarily about 

the scenario in which I am a ‘brain in a vat’ being fed experiences by a super-duper 

neuroscientist). It is my suspicion that external-world skepticism (henceforth ‘EWS’) 

relies on an insulationist ontology of mind. This means that if we can do away with 

insulationism, then we can avoid falling into the trap of EWS. Thus, a  crucial question to 

address at this stage in our discussion is whether we can do away with insulationism. 

Establishing that EWS presupposes an insulationist ontology of the mental realm does no 

damage to EWS. In order to make this point count against EWS, we need to show that 

insulationism isn’t the only game in town. 

 To that end, the following discussion will seek to illuminate not only the way in 

which EWS relies on an insulationist picture of the mind, but also, the fact that we can 

abandon this picture for an importantly different view about the ontological status of 

mindedness. I refer to this alternative picture of the mind as the Living Mind Approach, 

or just LMA. The basic thrust behind LMA is that we are all of us, as living organisms, 

essentially embodied and environmentally embedded, and this fact should provide 

something of a starting point for theorizing about the nature of mind and knowledge. 

LMA is partly negative, in that it comes with the contention that insulationist conceptions 

of mind downplay or outright ignore our embodiment and embeddedness. However, it is 

also a positive view, in that it seeks to articulate and clarify the consequences of 

embracing our embodiment and embeddedness for our philosophical understanding of 

mind and knowledge. Some of these consequences should emerge from the ensuing 

discussion; as I illuminate the way in which insulationism saddles us with EWS, I also 

hope to shine a light on how LMA provides us with a way of thinking about our cognitive 

lives that is resistant to EWS. 

So, our basic question is this: in what sense does EWS rely on insulationist 

thinking? Earlier, I suggested that the notion that there could be a systematic or 

widespread epistemic disconnect between mind and world derives from insulationist 

thinking. I will now unpack this claim in more detail. It might seem as though the 

epistemic gap that skeptical scenarios insert between the subject and the world, no matter 
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how large, implies nothing about the ontological character of the mind. But, as I hope to 

show, this isn’t the case. Statements about the mind’s epistemic relationship to the world 

do bring in their train certain ontological commitments. In the case of external-world 

skepticism, the claim that a subject’s basic perceptual beliefs could systematically miss 

the mark is plausible only if we think about an individual mind as some sort of 

“container,” the contents of which needn’t reflect, in real time, the interactions between 

the subject whose mind it is, and the surrounding environment. In other words, the basic 

thrust of skeptical scenarios presupposes what looks a lot like an insulationist view of the 

mind. 

One might think that the skeptical scenarios commonly used to motivate EWS fall 

into insulationist thinking by positing that a human mind—at least the experiential side of 

a human mental life—could be situated in a body that is profoundly different from that of 

a human, or in something that doesn’t even resemble a body whatsoever. Although it is 

true that skeptical scenarios often do describe the human mind as capable of existing in 

nonhumanlike entities (e.g., brains-in-vats), as discussed earlier, the conclusion that these 

scenarios are intended to establish, namely, that the majority of (or even all of) our basic 

beliefs about the nature of our physical surroundings might be false, isn’t tied to the 

possibility of there being such a  radical rift between mind and embodiment. The 

skeptical conclusion does, however, rest on the possibility of there being a systematic 

mismatch between mind and embodiment; it requires that a large class of beliefs—beliefs 

about one’s immediate environment—could consistently represent the world in a way 

that doesn’t draw directly on the subject’s position in the world. It is in this way that 

skeptical scenarios presuppose an insulationist view of mind. Or so I will argue. 

It would be absurd to challenge the idea that our beliefs about the external world 

can widely miss the mark from time to time (or even a lot of the time). So, it may not be 

clear why I take the notion of systematic epistemic failure to warrant critical inspection. 

Isn’t such failure merely an extension of the kind of failure we experience regularly, 

especially when we’re asleep? Well, not exactly. Matters aren’t so simple. Widespread 

epistemic failure isn’t simply the result of multiplying the particular epistemic failures we 

experience on a regular basis. One cannot make the move from occasional or even 

frequent failure to systematic failure without smuggling in a thoroughly insulationist 

ontology of the mental. Reflecting on a particular skeptical scenario should help bring this 

to light. 

Let’s suppose that I am actually a brain in a vat (a ‘BIV’). As a BIV, my current 

belief that I am typing away on my laptop draws upon my actual situation minimally. 

Even if the super-duper neuroscientists orchestrating my deception chose to place a 

laptop in front of me, and even if they cleverly figured out how to make my experience of 

typing such-and-such words result in those very words appearing on the screen of the 

laptop, it would not be the case that my belief that I am typing on a laptop arises directly 

from the details of my physical involvement with my surroundings. In my actual 

situation, I have no limbs, and the words that are entered into the word document on the 

laptop in front of me are the result of the intervention of the super-duper neuroscientists. 

My belief that I am typing on a laptop does not therefore emerge from my embodiment in 

an intimate way. If it did, my belief would reflect the fact that my ‘typing’ involves the 
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neuroscientists’ intervention, as opposed to a direct causal feedback loop between my 

brain, limbs, and a keyboard. 

Now, if I’m not a BIV, but what I take myself to be—an embodied human 

being—and I dream that I’m typing on my laptop, without ever realizing that it’s a 

dream, I also seem to form a belief—that I’m typing on my laptop—which fails to draw 

richly on my immediate physical situation, on my embodiment and embeddedness. 

However, I think we can draw a distinction between the sort of disconnect that exists 

between my dream-beliefs and my embodiment/ embeddedness, and the sort of 

disconnect that would exist between my BIV-beliefs and my BIV-

embodiment/embeddedness. 

The former gulf is, I want to suggest, not only less vast, but also, different in kind. 

I want to suggest. When I dream about something, there are, presumably, events which 

take place in my body that resemble, in significant respects, the events that take place 

when I have experiences similar to those of the dream. Thomas Hobbes had this insight 

centuries ago: 

 
And seeing dreames are caused by the distemper of some of the inward parts of the Body; 

divers distempers must needs cause different Dreams. And hence it is, that lying cold 

breedeth Dreams of Feare, and raiseth the thought and Image of some fearfull object (the 

motion from the brain to the inner parts, and from the inner parts to the Brain being 

reciprocall and that as Anger causeth heat in some parts of the Body, when we are awake; so 

when we sleep, the over heating of the same parts causeth Anger, and raiseth up in the brain 

the Imagination of an Enemy. In the same manner; as naturall kindness, when we are awake 

causeth desire; and desire makes heat in certain other parts of the body; so also, too much 

heat in those parts, while wee sleep, raiseth in the brain an imagination of some kindness 

shewn. In summe, our Dreams are the reverse of our waking Imaginations; The motion when 

we are awake, beginning at one end; and when we Dream, at another.196 

 

I think we can put Hobbes’ point about dreams this way: when we dream, our mental life 

doesn’t become wholly unmoored from our body, and its relationship to the world. 

Rather, the processes by which we form basic perceptual beliefs while asleep are 

incomplete instances, or more poetically, shadows of the processes by which we form 

such beliefs while awake. They are attenuated or incomplete instantiations of those 

processes which allow us to make robust cognitive contact with our surroundings in our 

waking lives. In other words, the so-called epistemic failures that occur in dreams exist 

only against a background of general epistemic competence. Like deleterious mutations 

in the biological realm, the cognitive quirks of dreams are slight deviations from 

generally effective processes. For this reason, they are not actually epistemic misfires, in 

that they retain some of the veridicality of the processes that they imperfectly or 

incompletely recapitulate. 

 For instance, when I dream that I’m typing on my laptop, neurophysiological 

sequences are initiated which, in the absence of the glycine clutch mechanism (a feature 

of the brain stem which interrupts signals from the brain to neuromuscular junctions), 

would cause me to move my fingers as I do when I actually type. So, my dream-belief 

                                                 
196 Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan. London: Routledge, 1886, page 18. 
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that I am typing may not be true, in a particularly rich sense, but it is not wholly divorced 

from reality. Although I believe that I am typing when I am not in fact typing, my belief 

manages to latch on to features of my bodily situation that are closely related to the act of 

typing (namely, features that obtain when I do in fact type, including those features which 

allow me to correctly believe that I am typing when I am in fact typing. The latter sort of 

features are simply those which allow me to sustain a close awareness of my typing 

actions as typing actions, while I am engaged in the act of typing—they are members of 

the set of basic cognitive capacities that allow us to know what we’re doing while we’re 

doing it—proprioceptive capacities. To put this point another way, my belief represents 

my  embodiment, but less richly and completely than a similar belief that I form while 

awake. 

 What about my BIV-self’s belief with the content, I am typing? Does the way in 

which that glaringly false belief engages with my BIV-self’s embodiment present us with 

an attenuated, incomplete, or imperfect recapitulation of a process that generally places 

my BIV-self in robustly veridical contact with reality, and more specifically, of a process 

that allows my BIV-self to richly and truly represent its own embodiment? I don’t think it 

does, as I will now try to show. 

By hypothesis, my BIV-self is ‘out of touch’ with its surroundings. What 

skeptical scenarios have in common—what they must have in common—is this: they all 

describe subjects ‘locked inside’ of their own individual minds. Victims of skeptical 

scenarios are thus trapped in two ways. Firstly, their subjectivity doesn’t bleed into the 

world through their actions, or more abstractly, through their metaphysical presence in 

the world as a causally significant entity. It is the tragic fate of victims of skeptical 

scenarios that their particular thoughts and experiences along with the more general 

features of their mental lives (e.g.,  personality traits such a brooding temperament, a 

flighty disposition, the habit of earnestly listening to others) systematically fail to 

manifest themselves in the subject’s actual dealings with the world and with others. If I 

am really a BIV, then important strands of my mental life, such as the numerous and 

constantly evolving thoughts I have about what’s going on in my immediate 

environment, are not intimately woven into my actual presence in the world (the belief 

that I am typing exemplifies this failure to be fully present in the world; when my BIV-

self believes that he is typing, he does not arrive at this belief by existing in the world as a 

creature that performs and is aware of performing typing actions). 

The second respect in which victims of skeptical scenarios are trapped in their 

own minds is essentially the converse of the first respect. It is not only the case that my 

BIV-self is destined to be absent from his own causal presence in the world, from his 

actions, interactions, and reactions to physical objects, social situations, other people, and 

so forth, but also, he must suffer from a pronounced insensitivity to the world. That is to 

say, my BIV-self isn’t present to the world, nor the world to him. For, widespread 

epistemic failure is nothing more than a failure, on the part of a subject, to sustain 

adequately rich sensitivities to the goings-on of the external world. In skeptical scenarios 

where the deceived subject exists in a non-spatial universe, the lack of sensitivity may not 

be a diminished awareness of an external world, but it is something strongly analogous; if 

I am being deceived by a supernatural demon in a non-spatial universe, it is nonetheless 
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the case that I lack an awareness of what’s going on ‘around’ me, in the sense that I don’t 

perceive the true nature of my situation and my role in the universe. I don’t ‘perceive’ the 

demon, i.e., successfully track its existence, what it’s up to, and how it relates to me. 

The crucial difference between my actual self and my BIV-self is this: the former 

is a locus of subjectivity, while the latter is not. The mental life of my actual self is 

continually constituted and reconstituted by my actual self’s direct and active 

participation in the world—by its dialogic engagement with the physical and social 

features of the surrounding environment. My thoughts, I wish to suggest, depend directly 

on my being a creature who can competently cope and engage with its surroundings. 

Competent coping and engagement is a two-way street. A creature who competently 

copes and engages with its world not only controls what it does and what is done to it by 

that world, but also, it allows the world to control it by remaining cognitively ‘open’ to 

the environment. Such a creature engages in dialogue with the world (this is a key idea in 

chapter 2, where I explore what it means for a subject to be richly related to its world). 

The mental life of my BIV-self, on the other hand, is constituted by an alien force—a 

neuroscientist, evil demon, etc.—to such an extent that it would be a mistake to call my 

BIV-self a creature that copes and engages with its surroundings at all, let alone one that 

does so in the dialectical manner characteristic of genuine subjects. In skeptical scenarios, 

my subjectivity has been displaced; the story of my mental life—or rather, what should 

be my story—becomes the work of another being, a deceiver of some sort. Skills that 

seem like my own, patterns that seem like my own making, are in fact the creations of 

something that is, by hypothesis, not me. The locus of my subjectivity, in skeptical 

scenarios, does not coincide with me, considered from a ‘metaphysical’ perspective. 

What my BIV-self does, and what is done to it, are decided by factors that are far 

removed from the entity which is my BIV-self. For instance, when my BIV-self forms the 

belief, I am typing, at t1, we cannot in good faith call this belief an expression of my BIV-

self’s dealings with the world prior to t1. For, my BIV-self doesn’t, in any clear sense, 

deal with the world; it doesn’t act on the world, nor the world on it. Even if we say that 

my BIV-self exerts a certain causal influence on its surrounding environment, and vice 

versa, this causal influence isn’t intimately connected to my BIV-self, i.e., to my BIV-self 

qua subject—i.e., qua creature with hopes, plans, intentions, habits, relationships, etc.  

My BIV-self’s belief that it is typing doesn’t exist as part of a more general 

narrative, the center of which stands my BIV-self itself. Rather, it exists as part of 

something else’s narrative, as an expression of a subjectivity that is not its own. In the 

case of my actual self, the belief, I am typing, does fit into a narrative that evolves around 

me. Even when I form this belief while dreaming, it is nevertheless the case that in doing 

so I draw richly on my actual self’s previous dealings with the world. The belief and its 

formation are still parts of my story. For example, when I dream that I am typing, 

neurophysiological events occur which recapitulate the types of events that occur when I 

actually type. Moreover, the number of typing dreams I have seems to increase during 

those periods of time when I’ve actually been typing a lot. My typing dreams ‘track’ my 

typing behaviors. In addition, the fact that I have dreams about typing meshes with my 

general tendency to obsess over my work. I am the type to take work home, and this 

explains why something I do for a living shows up in my dreams. 
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In sum, the beliefs I form while asleep, though not true in a straightforward sense 

are nonetheless veridical. They tell me things about myself. My dream-belief that I’m 

typing may not correctly inform me that I’m typing, but it does allow me to detect pieces 

or ‘shadows’ of neurophysiological processes that in my waking life allow me to type and 

to take myself to be typing when I am in fact typing. A typing dream may not, by itself, 

tell me that I am stressed out about my work, but taken in a broader context, such a belief 

can alert me to this fact. There are many ways in which a typing dream could relate to 

what goes on in my actual life. The bottom line, however, is simply that my dreams 

always draw on and reflect back on my actual life as a subject in some way, or as I am 

inclined to say, in a whole bunch of ways (for a discussion of the ‘multiplicity’ of our 

mental lives, see chapter 4). My dreams are moments in a narrative that I largely shape. 

We might say that the beliefs I form while asleep, and any other glaringly false beliefs I 

may form about my bodily situation and the nature of my surroundings, can only exist as 

partial or attenuated instantiations of processes that, on the whole, allow me to cope with 

the world in the sophisticated ways that we associate with a fully developed subjectivity. 

The battery of glaringly false beliefs that my BIV-self forms, however, are not 

rooted in a general cognitive competence; they are not the products of processes that 

allow a subject to remain in the kind of intimate contact with the world that I see as 

forming the core of subjectivity, of thought itself. By hypothesis, my BIV-self is not in 

cognitive contact with the world—it is unable to appreciate, to an epistemically satisfying 

degree, the nature of its surroundings, nor is it able to think through its body and thereby 

share itself with the world. In order to explain why my BIV-self forms a particular belief, 

we don’t describe my BIV-self’s particular relationships to the world; rather, we invoke a 

deceiver, to whom we attribute intentions that my BIV-self form such and such beliefs, 

abilities to bring about my BIV-self’s believing such and such, etc. The idea of a BIV-

self simply is the idea of a self, a subject, whose relationships to the world are 

impoverished, compared to those of an embodied and embedded human being. We saw 

that a BIV-self, or some other version of the victim of systematic deceit, is cut off from 

the world in two directions: (1) such a subject cannot think through its behavior, or 

perhaps more accurately, with its behavior—it cannot be fully present in its own actions; 

(2) such a subject lacks a rich a sensitivity to the world—its thoughts aren’t intimately 

guided by the swirl of events that take place in its environment.  

 Andy Clark has recently described the body as the “locus of willed action.” Citing 

work on telepresence, he suggests that our twin abilities to “enter into closed loop 

interactions, in which willed sensor motions yield new sensory inputs, and . . . to act upon 

at least some of the items thus falling within sensory range” underlie the 

phenomenological experience of inhabiting, rather than painstakingly controlling, our 

own bodies.197 I think that an intimate connection between body and world, which Clark 

posits as a necessary (and perhaps sufficient) condition for the effortless experience of 

being situated in space and time, plays an even larger role in cognition. Indeed, a central 

aim of this dissertation is to make a case for the idea that intimate embodiment and 

embeddedness, understood as a kind of dialogical intertwinement between an embodied 

                                                 
197 Clark, Andy. Supersizing the Mind : Embodiment, Action, and Cognitive Extension, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2008, page 207. 
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subject and a world, is constitutive of thought itself. I will return to this idea in a moment, 

which I also develop in chapter 4 (focusing on it particularly in section 4.7), but first, 

allow me to clarify the link between the notion of widespread epistemic failure and 

insulationism about the mind. 

 

 

5.3 Distinguishing Veridicality and Truth to Avoid Question-Begging 

 

I think the motivating thought behind EWS can be put this way: the mind’s existence as a 

distinct thing is prior (in a metaphysical sense198) to its relationship to the world. We are 

driven to consider skeptical scenarios when we assume that we have minds, while leaving 

completely open the question of how our minds relate us to the world. Skeptical scenarios 

make sense to us only because we (i.e., subjects born in the ‘post-Cartesian era’) have 

been conditioned to take for granted that it is perfectly sensible to talk about a mind that 

is related to the world in ways that are drastically less sensitive and intricate than the 

numerous connections that exist between a living, breathing, embodied human being and 

its surrounding environment. In this way, skeptical scenarios rely on the notion that a 

mind is the kind of thing whose existence depends minimally on its capacity to form rich 

relationships with its surroundings. These scenarios presuppose that minds belong to the 

same basic ontological category as rocks, chairs, pencils, etc. That is, they presuppose 

that minds, though perhaps capable of wonderfully rich interactions with the world, have 

the ontological contours of interactionally complacent objects, those which are simply 

there, hanging together as a thing, self-standing and generally aloof to the world 

(although this contrast might overlook the contribution that relationships make to even 

the most static of objects; see chapter 2 for a discussion of what a broad relational 

ontology might look like).  

This presupposition is, I want to suggest, strongly insulationist. To treat a mind’s 

existence as a thing—to treat its ontological integrity—as prior to its relationality, is to 

conceive of it as discrete, bounded, and locatable. For, the sorts of entities that are clearly 

discrete, bounded, and locatable are precisely those whose relationships to the world are 

of marginal significance to their thing-ness. Furthermore, trading in this insulationist 

view of mind for an ontology of the mental that treats a mind’s relationality as central to 

its very existence, allows us to obviate the problem of EWS altogether. For, on a 

relational ontology of cognition, the notion of a subject who is radically or systematically 

‘out of touch’ with its world appears paradoxical. If mindedness simply is an intimate, 

dialogic intertwinement between a subject and a world, then we can reject the possibility 

that we are victims of skeptical scenarios on the grounds that were we such victims, we 

wouldn’t be subjects. If there’s one thing that the external-world skeptic and the defender 

of knowledge can agree on, it’s that we are full-fledged subjects. So, if it can be shown 

that an intimate intermingling of subject and world is a precondition for thought itself, 

then skeptical scenarios can be dismissed as conceptually confused. 

                                                 
198 I discuss the notion of metaphysical priority in chapter 2, vis-à-vis the work of Karen Barad and Naomi 

Scheman. 
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 But, if this cannot be decisively established, won’t the proponent of EWS be in a 

position to simply reject a relational ontology of the mind as question-begging? Skeptical 

scenarios call into question the supposition that most of our beliefs about the external 

world are true. To insist that a thinking thing must be intimately intertwined with the 

world seems like a puffed up way of saying that the bulk of our beliefs about the external 

world are true.  

I think that this objection can be met. To be sure, my solution to the problem of 

EWS presupposes that a thinking subject is, by definition, intimately intertwined with the 

world. I don’t, however, think that this presupposition should be construed as a brute 

rejection of the skeptical conclusion, namely, that most or even all of our basic beliefs 

about the external world could very well be false. For, although I think it is appropriate to 

understand intimate intertwinement in epistemic terms, or more precisely, as a kind of 

veridical contact with the world, I don’t wish to explain the notion in terms of true 

beliefs, but rather, the other way around. Unlike reliabilists, who define the notion of a 

reliable process in terms of true beliefs, I want to explain what it is to have true beliefs by 

reference to the reliable, or veridical, processes that constitute the intimate 

intertwinement characteristic of subjecthood. Thus, on my view, dialectical 

intertwinement is a broader and more fundamental phenomenon than true belief. It is my 

suspicion that defining veridical processes in terms of true beliefs encourages us to locate 

the epistemic value of such processes in their capacity to bring us into alignment with the 

world, into correspondence. A significant impetus behind my endorsement of a relational 

model of the mind and knowledge is the desire to get away from a preoccupation with 

correspondence. In thinking about the mind as a site of interaction, we move away from 

the Cartesian model of the mind as a mirror of the world, and toward a notion of the mind 

as an interlocutor, placed in conversation with the world. 

 The notion of a true belief can only be understood against the background of the 

notion of a whole subject, embodied and embedded in a world with which it can 

competently interact. True beliefs may involve a notion of representational accuracy, but 

I don’t think this should impel us to treat them as profoundly different from the non-

linguistic/non-representational ways in which we get in touch with the world. Holding a 

true belief is less like being in possession of something, and more like being involved in 

something. It is like breathing, a trading of information between a body and a world. In 

this sense it is deeply temporal, deeply interactional. Ascribing true beliefs allows us to 

say something about specific areas of a vast web of interactional competencies. It doesn’t 

allow us to say something about an inner realm, related to the world in a way that is 

fundamentally different from the causal relationship that a body bears to its external 

environment. Moreover, the causal processes that underlie a true belief are inextricably 

bound up with a subject’s overall competence as an embodied and embedded organism. 

This point applies to false beliefs as well. Recall the earlier discussion of beliefs formed 

during dreams. There, I suggested that the so-called false beliefs I form in a dream can be 

appropriately understood as the products of processes that imperfectly or incompletely 

carry out patterns of embodied competence. In other words, beliefs, whether false or true, 

exist as moments in an ongoing conversation between an embodied subject and a world. 

A consequence of this view is that we cannot coherently speak of a subject who is 
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systematically wrong about external goings-on (e.g., a victim of a skeptical scenario). 

For, to be systematically wrong about things, is to be out of touch with the world, and to 

be out of touch with the world, is to lack the rich dialectical capacities which enable us to 

engage in this whole believing business in the first place. 

 To sum up, my response to EWS is not question-begging because in positing that 

a subject is, by it very nature, dialectically intertwined with the world, I am not baldly 

presupposing that subjects must have generally veridical bodies of beliefs about the 

world. Dialectical intertwinement is not to be identified with merely having, for the most 

part, true beliefs. The notion is intended to describe the kinds of relationships that allow 

an embodied organism to cope with its surroundings in the sophisticated ways that we 

associate with the behavior of a truly minded being. This is admittedly hand-wavy, and I 

try, in chapter 4, to provide a more rigorous account of how the more basic interactive 

competencies we possess as organisms link up to our rational capacities as knowers. But 

it should be clear that such a notion cannot be cashed out purely in terms of true beliefs. 

Much of what I have said in this chapter gestures toward how I think the notion of 

dialectical intertwinement is to be cashed out. To review, the notion is at once 

metaphysical and epistemological. It is metaphysical because it challenges insulationist 

views of the mental, which are themselves highly metaphysical. More specifically, the 

dialectical view of mind offered by LMA contains a rejection of the insulationist idea that 

a mind is the kind of thing that has clear boundaries. In a word, LMA encourages us to 

think of the mind not as a thing that resides in us, but as a way of being that exists 

through us. The epistemological upshot of a dialectical conception of the mental is 

related to this metaphysical thesis. To challenge the mind’s “very distinctness,” to borrow 

John Haugeland’s phrase, is to challenge the notion of systematic epistemic failure. For, 

if a mind emerges out of the dialectical interplay between a brain, a body, and the world, 

then it becomes difficult to imagine how a thinking subject could be radically ‘out of 

touch’ with its world. 

 A defender of EWS could push back on this point, and claim that a subject could 

be enmeshed in a heap of dialectical relationships with the world, and still be 

systematically wrong about the nature of its surroundings. However, making this move 

begs the question against me. If, as I am claiming, we should opt for a dialectical 

conception of the mind, then we should view dialectical intertwinement as a more 

fundamental phenomenon than doxastic success and failure, and define the latter in terms 

of the former. So, to suggest that a subject’s doxastic life might be cut off from the 

dialectical intertwinement which underlies that subject’s capacity to think is to impose an 

insulationist model of the mind onto an entire realm of cognition. It presupposes that my 

dialectical model of mindedness doesn’t apply to all areas of thought, including the 

formation of beliefs and the formation of experiences with truth values (supposing 

experiences have ‘content’—something I am agnostic about for the most part). 

 Most of this paper has been devoted to highlighting the way in which a dialectical 

understanding of cognition helps us obviate the problem of EWS. The broader intention 

behind this project is of course to showcase the explanatory fecundity of a dialectical 

model of the mind. To conclude, I would like to briefly describe what I see as an ironical 

feature of skeptical scenarios. Although these scenarios are the products of insulationist 
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thinking, they reveal, in subtle ways, the deep conceptual link that we see between 

thought and dialectical intertwinement: although these scenarios strip some unfortunate 

subject of the capacity to think through the body (indeed popular scenarios take away the 

body itself), they commonly involve a deceiver—i.e., someone to whom the victim of 

deception may be present. In our fantasy, we imagine a deceiver who controls our mental 

life, and this allows us to continue thinking about our mental life as something that bleeds 

into the world through our actual (metaphysical?) presence in that world. It allows us to 

continue thinking about our mental life as something that is by its nature evident to other 

subjects in our world. And, the capacity to think through one’s presence, through one’s 

body, is a core feature of the kind of dialectical interactions that on my view constitute 

subjectivity. The nature of the mind emerges at the level of witnessable behavior; it arises 

in a second-personal context. I am reminded here of Annette Baier’s view that Descartes, 

in spite of his attempts to divorce himself from the world, and become a solitary “I”, 

performed his epistemological project in the presence of someone else, namely, God. 

Baier expands on this point by asserting that all subjects are “second persons”—all of us 

exist to others. The problem with scenarios commonly used to motivate EWS is that they 

all deny this powerful idea; they ask us to accept a view of subjectivity and mindedness 

on which our existence as the kind of thinking things that we are relies very little on our 

interaction with the world and with other people.  
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6 
TALK IT OUT: REMARKS ON THE BIAS PARADOX 

 
6.1 Feminist epistemology: Between a rock and a hard place? ♦ 6.2 Getting perspective 

on perspectives ♦ 6.3 Close encounters: The intimacy of disagreement ♦ 6.4 Messiness 

and multiplicity ♦ 6.5 May the best perspective win! 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

6.1 Feminist epistemology: Between a rock and a hard place? 

 

This paper will confront what Louise Antony dubbed “the bias paradox.”199 As Geoffrey 

Gorham notes, the bias paradox is perhaps inappropriately named.200 For, the difficulty to 

which the so-called paradox names is not, strictly speaking, a logical one. The bias 

paradox has been formulated in quite a few ways, and many, if not most, of these 

formulations do not present us with a logical contradiction, but rather, a conceptual 

tension. Kristina Rolin201 sets up the bias paradox as a tension between the following two 

theses, which she calls the situated knowledge thesis and the thesis of epistemic privilege: 

 

Situated Knowledge Thesis (SKT): All scientific knowledge is socially situated. 

 

Thesis of Epistemic Privilege (TEP): “Unprivileged social positions are likely to 

generate perspectives that are “less partial and less distorted” than perspectives 

generated by other social positions.”202 

 

The fact that TEP has been defended most explicitly by feminist philosophers might lead 

one to suppose that the bias paradox is a problem specific to feminist accounts of 

knowledge and objectivity. But, Deborah Heikes doesn’t exaggerate when she says that 
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“any epistemological account that asserts that we must consider the subjective features of 

knowers and their epistemic goals must confront the bias paradox.”203 For instance, she 

suggests that the bias paradox arises for accounts that we find in Wittgenstein’s 

Philosophical Investigations, Quine’s “On What There Is” and “Two Dogmas of 

Empiricism,” Putnam’s Reason, Truth, and History, and Goodman’s Ways of 

Worldmaking.204 That the bias paradox is a big philosophical issue, relevant to more than 

feminist epistemologies and feminist philosophies of science, should become more 

apparent if we give SKT and TEP the more general form: 

 

SKT: All knowledge is situated. 

 

TEP: Some social positions are likely to generate perspectives that are “less partial 

and less distorted” with regard to some issue, set of questions, etc.  

 

We can safely assume that SKT and TEP, articulated in this more general way, are theses 

which would garner the support of not only most feminist epistemologists and feminist 

philosophers of science, but of an even larger group of philosophers (I would argue that 

Hume belongs in this group, in addition to the philosophers that Heikes lists). I want my 

comments on the bias paradox to address the more general form of the paradox, i.e., the 

tension that exists between our most recent formulations of SKT and TEP. The tension 

between our initial statements of SKT and TEP—that is, the tension between the claim 

that all scientific knowledge is situated and the claim that underprivileged social locations 

generate “less partial and less distorted” perspectives—strikes me as an instance of the 

more general tension between the idea that all knowledge is situated and the notion that 

an ‘anything goes’ relativism is simply untenable. If we manage to alleviate this more 

general tension, i.e., the tension between our more general formulations of SKT and TEP, 

then we will have eradicated the source of the conceptual discord between the less 

general articulations of these theses.  

 As previously mentioned, SKT and TEP are not logically contradictory. SKT 

doesn’t entail that all knowledge is situated to the same extent. Thus, someone who 

espouses SKT may flesh out TEP by suggesting that not all perspectives are epistemically 

equal because some are more situated than others (at least with regard to some range of 

issues, questions, etc.).  Or, one might remain agnostic about the question of whether 

perspectives can differ with respect to their situatedness, and firmly hold that 

perspectives can differ with respect to their overall epistemic value. Situatedness isn’t the 

only variable by which to make normative, epistemological distinctions between different 

perspectives. For instance, one perspective might be epistemically better—less partial and 

less distorted—than another, because it is more truth-conducive (this is Richmond 

Campbell’s suggestion).205 
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 So, if we aren’t dealing with a logical paradox, what exactly are we dealing with? 

In what sense is there a tension between SKT and TEP? I find Deborah Heikes’ answer to 

this question particularly clear: “All epistemological views are partial and perspectival; 

that is, all views necessarily exhibit bias. On the other hand, if there are no unbiased, 

impartial standards available for evaluating epistemic views, how is it that we can make 

any principled distinctions among various subjective perspectives?”206 The problem with 

holding both SKT and TEP, then, is that it is difficult to flesh out TEP and explain how it 

is possible to make principled, epistemic distinctions between different perspectives, 

having divested oneself of anything like unbiased, impartial standards by which to do so. 

That is, there isn’t an obvious way of expanding on TEP without abandoning SKT at 

some point along the way. Suppose we adopt Antony’s view that perspectives are 

epistemically good “when and to the extent that they facilitate the gathering of 

knowledge.”207 We must explain how we might, without presupposing the existence of an 

impartial perspective, replete with impartial (value-free, universal, non-situated, etc.) 

standards from which to draw normative, epistemic distinctions, justifiably say that one 

perspective helps us gather knowledge, that is, helps us arrive at the truth, while some 

other perspective does not. As it turns out, this is a rather tricky task. 

 Consider the following example, which Heikes uses to illustrate the central 

problematic of the bias paradox.208 A minimalist and an impressionist stand before their 

respective works, and argue about whose painting is aesthetically superior. The 

impressionist might point out that the minimalist fails to capture the way the light falls on 

the subject. However, the minimalist can offer the simple retort, “but that’s irrelevant.” 

For, it is only in virtue of occupying the “impressionist perspective” that the 

impressionist finds fault with the minimalist’s treatment of light. It is perfectly 

reasonable, it seems, for the minimalist to dismiss the impressionist’s criticism as a 

product of the very perspective under debate, impressionism. At this juncture, the 

conversation seems to stall—anything the impressionist says in favor of impressionism 

can be disregarded by the minimalist as grounded in the very perspective whose 

epistemological status is in question, namely, the impressionist perspective. 

 The impressionist might reject the idea that only an impressionist perspective 

allows one to see that the minimalist’s rendering of light is aesthetically unsatisfying. 

However, any perspective which the impressionism identifies as a lens through which 

one may come to see the truth about the minimalist’s painting can be dismissed by the 

minimalist as an epistemologically faulty perspective. Or, the minimalist can simply say, 

“I do not occupy that perspective, and thus, do not see my treatment of light as you do. 

Which of us sees things as they really are depends on who has the better perspective. So, 

it appears we are back where we started.” Of course, either painter can always say, “I see 

things this way because they really are this way, and not because I occupy such and such 

a perspective.” However, it seems that making this sort of response is tantamount to 

abandoning SKT. In other words, it seems that it is only by invoking a neutral (non-

perspectival, value-free, impartial) perspective that either painter can inject objectivity 

                                                 
206 Ibid., 318. 
207 Antony, Quine as Feminist, 215.  
208 Heikes, 2004. 



   194 

 

into otherwise merely perspectival (read: subjective and arbitrary) claims. For many 

feminist philosophers, this author included, it is important to hold onto SKT. However, in 

doing so, are we miring ourselves in the quicksand of relativism? If we resist the 

temptation to say “I see the world as it is in itself, and not as it appears through the 

perspective(s) I happen to occupy,” do we leave ourselves continually open to the 

objection that the titular character from the film The Big Lebowski immortalized: “yea 

well, you know that’s just like…uh…your opinion, man.” 

 When the topic of debate is whether the oppression of women is a real 

phenomenon, we do not want this objection to silence us. We want to justifiably say, “no, 

it’s not just how we see things; it’s the correct way of seeing things!” But, if we can’t see 

the world but from within particular perspectives, on what grounds can we say such a 

thing? If we cannot say that we see things correctly because we see things from an 

absolutely impartial perspective, from the proverbial ‘view from nowhere,’ then it seems 

we must say that we have identified the truth because we occupy the epistemically good 

perspectives, and not the bad ones. But, Antony’s proposal that we pay attention to 

whether a perspective leads us to the truth is intended to explain how we might go about 

drawing normative, epistemological distinctions between various perspectives. If we (i.e., 

philosophers who espouse SKT) can only justify our claims to truth by asserting that we 

occupy the correct perspectives, then, to quote Richmond Campbell, “it appears that 

Antony would have to say that access to the truth depends on having the right biases, but 

then isn’t her suggestion viciously circular and as puzzling as the original paradox?”209 

 Although I do not wish to defend Antony’s solution to the bias paradox in toto, I 

want to point out that it does not collapse into circularity, at least in the obvious way that 

Campbell suggests. As Campbell notes, Antony cannot, without abandoning SKT, avoid 

saying that identifying the truth depends on having the right biases. One must ask, in 

what sense does access to the truth depend on having the right biases? As I understand 

SKT, the thesis states that any instance of knowledge is perspectival, in that it must be the 

product of one or more perspectives. Thus, a subject cannot achieve knowledge, or access 

the truth, without occupying some perspective or set of perspectives. Now, take some true 

proposition q. SKT tells us that in order for Jones to know that q (to access a truth, q), 

Jones must occupy some perspective or set of perspectives (P1, P2, P3...Pn). However, 

SKT by no means entails that Jones cannot justifiably assert that q without prior 

knowledge that P1, P2, P3...Pn are epistemically good (i.e. truth-conducive). The fact that 

Jones cannot access the truth without occupying certain perspectives doesn’t entail that 

he cannot justifiably assert that something is true without already knowing that his 

perspectives are epistemically good ones. In short, Antony’s procedure isn’t 

straightforwardly circular. We can evaluate whether a bias is good by seeing whether it 

leads to the truth. To be sure, accessing the truth, which is a prerequisite for determining 

whether a bias leads to the truth, requires that one occupy an epistemically good 

perspective (or at the very least, a perspective that is epistemically good with regard to 

the particular issue whose truth is in question). This doesn’t mean, however, that 
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justifiably saying that one has accessed the truth requires that one knows that one 

occupies an epistemically good perspective. 

 Returning to the example of the painters, the impressionist may need to occupy an 

impressionist perspective in order to see the truth about the minimalist’s painting (for the 

sake of argument, we’ll assume that it is true that the minimalist’s piece fails to capture, 

in an aesthetically satisfying way, the falling of light on the subject). But, SKT does not 

commit us to the view that the impressionist needs to know that the impressionist 

perspective is epistemically good (truth-conducive) with regard to the minimalist’s 

painting in order to justifiably say that the minimalist’s painting is flawed in this one 

respect. 

 However, the worry is that the impressionist’s claim that the minimalist’s painting 

depicts light in a blameworthy fashion is arbitrary, as opposed to circular. It may be the 

case that the impressionist can believe the truth about the minimalist’s painting, or more 

specifically, the painting’s depiction of light, without knowing that the perspective which 

leads to the true belief is epistemically good. However, it is difficult to see how the 

impressionist can be justified in believing this, without either (a) knowledge that the 

perspective which leads to the belief is epistemically good, or (b) impartial standards by 

which to judge the painting. SKT rules out (b) directly. And, it is unhelpful to attribute 

(a) to the impressionist. We are trying to figure out how the impressionist might, in a 

principled fashion, establish that the impressionist perspective is epistemically good, 

which we are taking to mean truth-conducive. If we presuppose, in our explanation of 

how the impressionist might go about doing this, that the impressionist already knows 

what counts as a good perspective, then our explanation does no work. 

 Before exploring this example in more detail, I want to briefly consider a response 

to the bias paradox that doesn’t attempt to solve, in a straightforward sense, the problem 

that the paradox poses. This response asks whether it is really so implausible that the 

tension between SKT and TEP isn’t the sort of tension that should be either quickly 

avoided (by giving up SKT and/or TEP) or alleviated (by showing that there isn’t 

actually any significant tension between SKT and TEP, that the tension isn’t as severe as 

supposed, that SKT and TEP can be changed in minor ways so as to become more 

robustly compatible, etc.). Philosophers display an almost visceral distaste for 

contradiction. For instance, Deborah Heikes proposes that we use the law of non-

contradiction as one “a priori constraint” on rational thought—as a universal standard by 

which to evaluate beliefs from different perspectives.210 Surely all human communities 

encourage and expect their members to strive for doxastic consistency, to develop non-

contradictory webs of belief, and to express, all things being equal, non-contradictory sets 

of belief in dealings with other people. That being said, I think philosophers grapple with 

incredibly complicated issues, and that it is sometimes unproductive to allow the goal of 

complete consistency to steer one’s theorizing about these issues. There is a temptation, 

when caught in a violent vacillation between two ideological poles, to seek relief by 

finding a way to remain motionless, as it were, by clinging on to one of the two poles, or 

coming to a halt at a point somewhere in between the two poles.  
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The first way of arresting a vacillation between conflicting positions (ideologies, 

theories, perspectives, beliefs, etc.) involves a clear decision that one of the two positions 

is epistemically better than the other—more true, less false, more accurate, more 

explanatory, and so forth. The second way of escaping the experience of being pulled in 

opposing directions by two ways of viewing the world is what we might call 

compromise. I think that it is apt to represent compromise as a coming to a halt. 

Compromise arises out of ambivalence. If we want to decide between two options, X and 

Y, but cannot, we might alleviate our aporia by constructing a third option, call it Z, 

which combines particular elements from X and Y. Compromise appeals to a person in 

the clutches of ambivalence because it offers stability, or stillness, to continue employing 

metaphors of movement. To reach a compromise is not to abandon one’s initial goal of 

deciding whether to stand by a single viewpoint, X or Y. Rather, it is to change one’s 

mind about where to stand. A compromise allows one to say, “it’s neither X nor Y, it’s 

Z!” Positing a third option may fail to erase the ambivalence one feels toward the two 

other options; however, the very act of positing a third option reflects a basic truth about 

compromise, namely, that it issues from a desire for stillness. 

 In his book, “Transcritique,” Karatani discusses another way of dealing with the 

experience of being pulled in two directions, of moving back and forth, or perhaps, of 

being in more than one place at once—the experience of what he calls parallax.211 He 

suggests that remaining within the experience of parallax, the experience of unsettling 

motion that occurs when we are caught between two ways of thinking, two ways of 

theorizing, can be intellectually galvanizing, and in some cases, lead to the sorts of 

intellectual revolutions that we associate with the work of thinkers such as Kant and 

Marx. I think it’s plausible that SKT and TEP represent two ways of thinking about 

knowledge, and that these two ways don’t fit neatly together to form a single standpoint, 

from which the nature of knowledge emerges, pure and unambiguous. The demand that 

we solve the bias paradox is a demand that we cease to move between two poles. It is a 

demand that we stand still at one point in theoretical space—if not at one of the two 

poles, then at an intersection of wholly and clearly consistent claims. In this paper, I do 

not wish to argue (at least directly) for the view that we should be suspicious of this 

demand. I do, however, want to call attention to this view as a viable strategy for dealing 

with the bias paradox. In addition, I want to present my own “solution” to the bias 

paradox in the spirit of the idea that we should be wary of the demand for a complete 

resolution to the paradox. 

 In the following section, we will consider a very basic question: what is a 

perspective? The bias paradox concerns perspectives, and yet, as Kristina Rolin points 

out, “it is not clear what is meant by a perspective in feminist standpoint 

epistemology.”212 I don’t think this assertion is entirely accurate, although I do think that 

feminist philosophers, and other scholars for whom the notion of a perspective is highly 

salient, should continue to reflect on the question of what a perspective is. In what 

follows, I will present one way of thinking about perspectives. I cannot say whether it is 

the way that we ought to think about perspectives, but I will argue that my conception of 
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a perspective gives us some leverage on the bias paradox. Moreover, with its emphasis on 

temporality and our dynamic embodiment, it fits nicely into the mental ontology we have 

been developing throughout this dissertation. The reader should be on the lookout for 

important connections between the notion of perspective I articulate in the ensuing 

discussion, and the notion of a project I put forth in chapter 4.  

 

 

6.2 Getting perspective on perspectives 

The notion of a perspective is tangled up with a web of related concepts, such as that of a 

standpoint, social location, theory, and so forth. My present aim is not to engage in 

conceptual analysis. Indeed, the analysandum in this case, the concept of a perspective, is 

entirely too disjoint and scattered to organize under a single definition, suited to the 

sundry needs of the many scholars—the many philosophers, social theorists, literary 

critics, anthropologists, etc.—who need to talk about perspectives. What I wish to do here 

can be thought of as conceptual architecture. I want to sketch a blueprint for a concept of 

a perspective which has been cobbled together from various things I’ve read. My hope 

and expectation is that this concept will appeal to those scholars who have been grappling 

with the bias paradox, a group comprised primarily of feminist epistemologists and 

feminist philosophers of science. There are at least two reasons why I think this group 

might be persuaded to espouse something like the concept of a perspective that I outline 

here. The first reason is simply that this concept can help us feel less anxious about the 

bias paradox. Second, the concept of a perspective that I wish to present draws heavily on 

Wittgenstein, and more specifically,  Philosophical Investigations, a work that seems to 

be guided by the sorts of commitments shared by philosophers struggling with the bias 

paradox, namely, a commitment to SKT and TEP. It is my intention to develop a notion 

of a perspective, and in turn, a solution to the bias paradox, within a space that can 

comfortably accommodate many (and ideally, most) of the epistemological views that are 

vulnerable to the bias paradox in the first place.  

 The overarching point I wish to make about perspectives is that we ought to think 

of them as ways of being in the world. And, the kind of “being” I have in mind is 

essentially temporal. Perspectives, as I propose we understand them, cannot exist at a 

single point in time. For this reason, the word “standpoint” makes me uneasy. To be 

situated in the world as a minded being, as a being with an intelligent view on things, is 

not to stand at a point, but to move in intricately patterned and interactively rich ways 

through an unpredictable world with its own share of agency. Perhaps then, I ought to say 

that perspectives are ways of moving through the world. This idea might not seem 

particularly controversial, and yet, I think it has the potential to reframe the bias paradox 

in a way that makes it look like less of a prickly and nasty problem.  

 The view that perspectives are ways of moving through the world has a 

Wittgensteinian flavor to it. Specifically, it seems to mirror the point Wittgenstein 

repeatedly makes in Philosophical Investigations about human beings’ capacity to use 

language. It’s entirely natural to say that a person uses a word intelligently, i.e., correctly, 

because he understands the word. As a casual remark, there is nothing objectionable 

about this claim. But, if we interpret it in a rigid way, as saying that the mental act or 
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mental state of understanding a word is something wholly separate from and prior to its 

external manifestations—something wholly distinct from use—we quickly run into 

problems. A central point of the Investigations is this: to understand the meaning of a 

word is not to turn toward some private, mental object which hovers before the mind’s 

eye. Following Colin McGinn,213 I think Wittgenstein’s primary reason for rejecting this 

‘Cartesian’ model of the understanding is the idea that the mere presence of some thing in 

a person’s mental stream does no work in explaining how the person knows how to use 

the word in question. Any discrete mental object, or to use Wittgenstein’s more quotidian 

term, any rule that appears to a subject can be interpreted in more than one way. Reason 

alone (whatever that is!) cannot help us to winnow down the multiple—nay, infinite—

ways of interpreting certain signs (i.e., words, images, or what have you), As 

Wittgenstein puts it: “No course of action could be determined by a rule, because every 

course of action can be brought into accord with the rule.”214 Thus, we converge in our 

interpretations not simply because the same things (ideas, rules, meanings, etc.) appear to 

our respective inner eyes, but because we our built such that we respond to the world in 

similar ways. We only converge in our projections of language into future contexts 

because we’re caught up in the same “whirl of organism,” to use Stanley Cavell’s 

evocative phrase, 215 

 I think it is illuminating to put Wittgenstein’s point in terms of representation and 

time. One way of expressing the idea that meaning cannot appear before the mind’s eye, 

in a single instant, is to say that a person cannot stand in a representational relationship to 

the world atemporally, at a single point in time. There is something undeniably odd, and 

perhaps even disquieting, about this claim. However, if Wittgenstein is right to say that 

we cannot grasp meaning at a single point in time, or as he says, “in a flash,” then it 

becomes difficult to see how we might be able to represent anything at a single point in 

time. It isn’t uncommon to say that someone is thinking about such and such right now. 

But, we needn’t take this to mean that the person represents some feature of the world at 

a single point in time. It is less philosophically problematic, and more intuitive, I think, to 

interpret this sort of claim as simply saying that a person has been thinking about 

something in the recent past, and will continue thinking about the thing in the near future. 

It is possible to represent the world over a short period of time; but when we put on our 

ontologist’s cap and try to condense representation into a single moment, without any 

discernable temporal extension at all, it disappears. 

Perhaps we can become more comfortable with the notion that representation 

can’t be atemporal by reflecting on other essentially temporal phenomena. Take running, 

for example. We might say that a person is running right now, but many of us would 

hesitate to say that a person can literally be said to run at a single point in time. Running 

is constituted by its temporality. If we could temporally “freeze” a person who is the 

process of running, would be expect to find some discrete state of the person, existing at 
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the moment of freezing, that is the state of running? Or, would we expect to find various 

things inside of the person that enable the person to run, such as a reasonably healthy 

heart, but nothing that corresponds to the running itself? The latter sounds much more 

reasonable to me. Running simply is a temporal thing (in this way, it’s odd to call it a 

“thing” at all). 

 So, there is a deep analogy between the phenomenon of understanding language, 

as described by the late Wittgenstein, and the phenomenon of running. Both exist as 

temporally extended processes. I want to propose that Wittgenstein’s ‘temporalized’ 

conception of understanding provides feminists with a promising model on which to build 

a notion of a perspective. Feminist epistemologists, feminist philosophers of science, and 

others who defend SKT and TEP and wish to articulate a notion of a perspective that 

helps us deal with the bias paradox, should endorse the view that having a perspective, 

like understanding language, is constituted by a temporally extended process of coping 

with the world, of interacting with the world through particular forms of life. 

 It isn’t arbitrary to posit a similar ontological structure between perspectives and 

understandings. To have a perspective, it seems, is to understand the world in a particular 

way. And, it seems that understanding the world involves, necessarily, an understanding 

of certain words, or more precisely, certain meanings. If I understand the world to be 

such and such a way, then it must be the case that I understand the meanings involved in 

my representing the world to be such and such a way. Thus we see that understanding the 

world in a particular way, i.e., having a perspective, necessarily involves something that 

is, as Wittgenstein forcefully showed, essentially temporal. For this reason, it is plausible 

that having a perspective is itself essentially temporal. It is constituted by a phenomenon, 

the grasping of meaning, which cannot exist at a single point in time. 

 My proposal that we “temporalize” perspectives is not a particularly new trick. 

Satya Mohanty’s remarks on the notion of a theory echo much of what I have just said 

about perspectives: 

 
For good social and political theories do not only organize pregiven facts about the world; 

they also make possible for us to detect new ones. They do so by guiding us to new patterns 

of salience and relevance, teaching us what to take seriously and what to reinterpret. To say 

that theories and identities “refer” is thus to understand the complex way they provide us 

knowledge about the world. Beyond the elementary descriptive relationship that individual 

signs might have with unique and static objects, “reference,” postpositivist realists say, 

should be understood dialectically and socially as providing us degrees of “epistemic access” 

to reality (italics mine).216 

 

Mohanty uses the term “theory” in a fairly loose way. For Mohanty, theories include not 

only the highly systematized and largely propositional theories of the natural sciences (or 

perhaps more accurately the natural sciences as envisioned by certain philosophers) but 

also social identities (e.g., Chicana, feminist, white male, etc.). Perspectives are often 

taken to be the products of social identities, or social locations. For instance, consider 
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Rolin’s formulation of TEP: “Unprivileged social positions are likely to generate 

perspectives that are “less partial and less distorted” than perspectives generated by other 

social positions.” It isn’t clear how Rolin understands the process whereby a social 

location “generates” a perspective. The language she uses suggests that there is some sort 

of causal link between social locations and perspectives, and that perspectives are distinct 

from social locations, as an effect is distinct from a cause.  

 I want to suggest that social identities/locations, as theorized by Mohanty, do not 

produce perspectives; rather, they are perspectives. Mohanty, contra essentialists, asserts 

that a social identity is not some fixed essence, but a way of engaging the world over 

time. In this way, he views social identities through a Wittgensteinian lens. According to 

Mohanty, my identity as a white person is a theoretical construct that allows me to 

represent and refer to the world in a bunch of ways, many of which cannot be reduced to 

the “elementary descriptive relationship that individual signs might have with unique and 

static objects.” This point is very close to what I want to say about perspectives. 

Perspectives are ways of understanding the world. And, for those of us who find the 

central arguments of the Investigations convincing, understanding the world is 

constituted by forms of life, that is, by various modes of causally impinging upon the 

world and being causally impinged upon by the world. For instance, my understanding of 

the word “friend” should not be identified with some thing that hovers in my mind, self-

evident and insulated from the causal messiness of temporality and history. It inheres in 

the interactions between me and the world, in the fluid space where my sense of how to 

act is met by the world’s sense of how to act upon me. I could write down what I think a 

friend is on a piece of paper, and it might be quite informative. However, the propositions 

I produce are by themselves lifeless; they cannot contain the meaning I attach to the word 

“friend” for meaning isn’t the sort of thing that can be contained in any discrete set of 

markings, be they in ink or in some refined mental substance. We do not store up 

meaning in representations; on the contrary, we realize meaning through our modes of 

being, (inter)acting, living, coping. 

 But, if all representation bottoms out in forms of life, in causal interaction 

between subject and world, then perhaps Mohanty shouldn’t say that the “elementary 

descriptive relationship that individual signs might have with unique and static objects” 

isn’t the only way in which theories refer to/represent the world. Instead, he should say 

that there is no such thing as a purely descriptive relationship, i.e., a relationship between 

a representation and some feature of the world that exists atemporally, as a non-causal 

and merely representational connection. Wittgenstein’s lesson, which I propose we take 

seriously, is that one thing cannot refer to another thing in the same way that one thing 

can be larger than another thing. Representations come to be representations of 

something (some object, event, quality, etc) only in the causal stream of temporally 

extended interactions, between a subject and a world populated by, among other things, 

other subjects. To acknowledge, as Mohanty does, a special category of representations—

those which merely describe or refer to the world—is to tacitly affirm the possibility of 

atemporal representation, representation that involves no causal interaction. This, I think, 

is a mistake. It is not the case that some ways of representing the word are “dialectical,” 

as Mohanty puts it. Rather, all representation is dialectical, in that representation is itself 
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to be understood as a temporally extended process of mutual engagement between 

subjects and the world. A representation that represents by shaping our behavior (e.g., by 

“guiding us to new patterns of salience”) is not one kind of representation, which stands 

in contrast to those representations which do not need to explicitly enter into our actual 

engagement with the world in order to represent. The latter is a vestigial piece of an 

outdated Cartesian picture of mind. I want to treat this fiction as a fiction, and develop an 

epistemological viewpoint under the assumption that no mental act, “swings free of the 

causal forces exerted on the body,” to quote the late, great Richard Rorty.217 

 Let us call the conception of representation I am advocating “totally 

temporalized.” I think a totally temporalized conception of representation fits nicely with 

the historicized picture of the human subject that academics of nearly every ilk find 

attractive. More importantly for our discussion, this conception suggests a way of 

thinking about perspectives that might get us some purchase on the bias paradox. 

Specifically, it encourages us to view perspectives, insofar as they are tools for 

representing the world, as ways of engaging the world that manifest in the temporally 

extended interactions between a subject, other subjects, and the surrounding world. Let us 

call this conception of perspectives “totally temporalized” also.  

 I should note that Heikes, in her discussion of the bias paradox,  considers 

something like a temporalized conception of perspectives. Specifically, she proposes that 

a “successful resolution” to the bias paradox will “recognize one aspect concerned with 

belief formation, the other concerned with orienting us towards our encounters with the 

world.” The latter aspect of reason, Heikes tells us, involves an “activity of engaging the 

world,” whereby we make decisions and judgments that guide our behavior in a “reliable 

fashion.”218 I agree with Heikes that a “temporalized” conception of reason will lend us 

some leverage on the bias paradox. But, I think it is a mistake to treat the “temporal” 

dimension of reason as distinct from the aspect of reason concerned with the formation of 

beliefs, call it the “doxastic dimension.” As I suggested above, any act of representation 

(and hence, any act of belief) is ontologically spread out over time. So, the doxastic 

dimension of reason, along with every other dimension of reason, exists at the level of a 

subject who is engaged in a process of actively coping with the world (chapter 4 fleshes 

out this idea by providing theoretical tools with which to identify a kind of nascent or 

proto-reason in the activity of perception).  

 Again, I think this totally temporalized conception of representation allows us to 

get a better grip on the bias paradox. I will use the rest of this chapter to explain how this 

is so. 

 

 

6.3 Close encounters: The intimacy of disagreement 

The bias paradox is ultimately concerned with the difficulty of making principled 

comparisons of different perspectives, with a full awareness that there is no impartial 

perspective from which to do so. Sandra Harding recently described the urge to occupy 

                                                 
217 Rorty, Richard. Philosophy and Social Hope. London: Penguin Books, 1999, page xxiii.  
218 Heikes, The Bias Paradox, page 330.  



   202 

 

an impartial perspective—the so-called view from nowhere—as an expression of a 

modernist paranoia about the postmodern turn toward historical specificity and social 

constructedness. She says that this urge flows from a strong sense that one is 

 
...faced with managing all those culturally local people, with their conflicting perspectives, 

claims, and demands. If “our” one true story of a world that is out there and available for the 

telling is not the true story, then the modernist paranoia begins: “We” are going to have to 

admit the legitimacy of everyone’s story and world—some of which will probably conflict 

with our favored ones. Lost is the analysis of how knowledge projects are designed for local 

situations, including diverse interests in gaining and exercising power.219 

 

Harding draws our attention to pronouns for a specific reason, I think. The bias paradox 

derives much of its force from a particular way of imagining disagreement, namely, a 

conception of disagreement as an agonistic struggle between two entirely distinct players. 

On this conception of disagreement, argument takes on the appearance of an athletic 

competition, where the efforts of individuals and groups are shaped by a clear separation 

between “us” and “them.” In a soccer match, players on a single team see each other as 

fundamentally different from players on the other team. For one, players don’t switch 

teams in the middle of a match. This allows one to mark some players as teammates 

(“one of us”) and others as opponents (“one of them”). Team sports purify identities in a 

way that allows for an organized output of agonistic energy. For the most part, players 

channels all of their beneficent intentions toward their teammates, and similarly, all of 

their oppositional energies toward their opponents. An agonistic competition cleaves 

one’s social space into “us” and “them” in a second, and perhaps more violent way. At 

the conclusion of such a struggle, there can be clear winners and losers, or at least, a list 

of placings that arrange competitors into a clear order, denoting relative closeness to 

victory. Soccer players walk into their locker rooms, after a match, having either won, 

lost, or tied; runners finish a race with an exact placing, and the really good ones get to 

stand on podiums. Victories and placings attach to discretely bound competitors, either 

teams or individual athletes. A runner’s 3rd place finish is her result, and not the result of 

another runner. A soccer team’s loss is the team’s loss. Not one iota of the loss is shared, 

at least formally, by the other team. So, agonistic struggles not only pit individuals 

against one another by making clear distinctions between teammate and opponent, but 

also, by unambiguously assigning particular results (wins, losses, and placings) to 

discretely bound competitive units, individual players, or individual teams, the members 

of which remain constant during a particular competition. The resulting ethos of such a 

struggle is, I want to suggest, largely transported into the world of words and ideas—into 

our discussions, arguments, theorizing, and critique. 

 This divisive ethos may not pervade the psychology of every player, but it 

undoubtedly captures something basic about the ‘logic’ of agonistic struggle, of 

competition. This logic operates through a presupposition that it is possible to have a 

clear sense of  separation from one’s opponent. I think, and wish to argue here, that when 
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the logic of agonistic struggle serves as a background against which we understand 

intellectual disagreement and argument, there can be pernicious consequences, especially 

for the way we frame the bias paradox. I will return to this point in a moment. But first, I 

want to describe an alternative way of thinking about intellectual disagreement and 

argument. This alternative conception grows out of the totally temporalized conception of 

representation/perspectives that we considered in the previous section. 

 Rather than view an intellectual and epistemic conflict between perspectives on 

the model of an agonistic struggle, I suggest we imagine such conflict as a tension that 

exists within a conversation. I want to use the term “conversation” in a way that 

shouldn’t stray too far from colloquial usage. I distinguish a conversation from a lecture, 

or a sermon. Unlike these fairly unilateral forms of communication, a conversation is 

“bilateral” as Charles Taylor puts it; participants in a conversation, or interlocutors, may 

occupy positions of unequal power, but insofar as they are engaged in a conversation, 

they interact, more or less, as equals, who recognize each other as competent thinkers, 

and who allow themselves to be steered, to varying degrees, by each others’ intellectual 

powers and cognitive aims.  A conversation is directed toward what Taylor describes as 

“coming to an understanding with an interlocutor,” the end of which is “being able in 

some way to function together with the partner, and this means listening as well as 

talking.”220 As we saw in chapter 2, the notion of a conversation might be useful in 

articulating what the basic ontological structure of things are. There, we considered the 

somewhat surprising idea that things don’t exist as things which then enter into 

relationships, but rather, that they exist as things only in relation to other things, only in 

conversation with the world.   

 The bilateral character of conversation comes through in various ways. First, we 

see it at a semantic level. Two interlocutors may subtly change how each other 

understands/uses certain words. For instance, I might, in the course of talking about 

romantic relationships with a close friend, begin to understand the word “love” in subtly 

different but undeniably new ways. Similarly, the shape of my friend’s understanding of 

the word “love” might begin to take on new contours of its own. It’s as if we 

simultaneously reach into each other’s heads and mess with what’s there. I exert a certain 

amount of power over my friend’s conceptual and cognitive repertoires, and vice versa. 

This bilateral dynamic surfaces at a phenomenological level as well. When 

conversing with another person in good faith one hears one’s own words partly with the 

other person’s ears, so to speak. Even the minimally sensitive interlocutor experiences the 

words she says to another person in a way that is colored by the other person’s presence 

qua subject. An experience of one’s own words, in the context of a conversation, is 

always filtered through the intelligence of the being with whom one is trying to function 

with intellectually. As John McDowell puts it, communication between people is a 

“meeting of minds.”221 If this idea sounds odd, I think it is mainly because we (i.e. 
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contemporary philosophers) have become overly attached to a philosophical picture that 

John Dewey describes with his customary clarity: “there is an inner world of conscious 

states and processes, independent of any relationship to nature and society, an inner 

world more truly and immediately known than anything else.”222 My exhortation is that 

we try to distance ourselves from this picture, and what it leads us to think of 

disagreement. In distancing ourselves thus, my hope is that we can begin to understand 

disagreement that stems from a difference in perspective as a tension that arises between 

flesh and blood people, engaged in a conversation—in a bilateral interaction in which 

interlocutors steer one another’s intellectual movements. 

 Notice that this conception of disagreement meshes with a totally temporalized 

conception of perspectives. If perspectives are, by their very nature, temporally extended 

modes of engaging and coping with the world, then surely a clash between perspectives 

should be understood in temporal terms also. Moreover, envisioning disagreement as a 

temporally extended event, occurring within the context of a conversation, pushes us 

toward a way of thinking about the comparison of perspectives that allows us to make 

some headway on the bias paradox. We will return to this point briefly, as it is an 

important one in the context of my argument here. 

 Before examining the relevance of a conversational conception of disagreement to 

the bias paradox, let us consider a few reasons to endorse this conception which don’t 

directly relate to the bias paradox. The first reason concerns the unpredictability and 

complexity of the causal role that perspectives play. Perspectives, as we have been 

imagining them, are ways of being in and moving through the world. As such, they have 

causal ripples. These ripples, I want to suggest, emanate from a perspective in rather 

unpredictable ways that cannot be tracked from the proverbial armchair. A perspective 

produces effects in a messier fashion than premises produce conclusions in a deductive 

argument. For instance, feminists have identified the exclusion and disparagement of 

marginalized peoples from the knowledge-building practices of dominant groups as an 

effect of the perspective centered on the view that objectivity is to be equated with 

absolute impartiality. This perspective doesn’t necessarily have this effect; the causal link 

between them is a historical accident, produced by a thicket of factors, perhaps most 

importantly, the historically prominent view that certain traits (being female, 

homosexual, non-white, etc.) hinder one’s efforts to achieve absolute impartiality. 

 I want to suggest that entering into a conversation with another person places one 

in an optimal position to observe and understand the causal structure of that person’s 

perspective, as well as the causal structures of the particular claims that are rooted in that 

person’s perspective. Conversations create a context of intimacy and trust, in which the 

interlocutors feel comfortable performing their respective perspectives. In other words, 

conversations draw out perspectives in their entirety. An agonistic debate, on the other 

hand, encourages participants to reveal their perspectives in a highly selective and 

restrained manner. And, because the effects of perspectives cannot be calmly deduced 

from the sideline, as it were, it is only by intimately confronting the full performance of a 

perspective, in real time, that one might come to see how the perspective causally bleeds 

into the world. Conversations afford a space in which such a confrontation can occur. 
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 It’s also important to note that a conversational conception of disagreement is in 

keeping with the more general project of theorizing the mind back into the causal 

universe. As I previously suggested, it is fruitful to think about perspectives as totally 

temporalized. Thinking about perspectives in this way commits us to the idea that 

perspectives operate over time—they are realized in and through the interactions that 

allow a subject to remain in touch with the surrounding world. I think that conceiving of 

disagreement as a feature of conversation simply extends this line of thought. If 

perspectives are to be seen as temporally extended modes of engaging and coping with 

the world, then it makes sense to say that disagreement that arises from a difference in 

perspective occurs over time as well. A clash between two perspectives cannot be 

conceived of as a mismatch between two frozen lists of propositions (or anything else 

that may be easily detached from flesh and blood people), but rather, a discord between 

two people’s respective modes of dealing with the world, of negotiating the challenges 

that we encounter as we move through space and time. Now, it seems that two ways of 

being in the world cannot clash unless they are somehow causally interlinked. Consider a 

fairly close analogy. Personalities, like perspectives, are the sorts of things that exist at a 

temporal level—at the level of  a subject who is engaged in continuous processes of 

engaging with the world. I have my personality in virtue of the temporally extended 

patterns of behavior that I display. Two personalities clash only if they cannot “function 

together” to borrow Taylor’s phrase, and this failure to function together can only occur 

when there is an attempt to function together—an attempt to get along. So, we see that a 

discord between two essentially temporal things arises when the two things literally 

clash—when they interfere directly with each other’s flourishing. 

 It strikes me that perspectives, like personalities, are the sorts of things that can 

clash only by coming into actual contact with one another. Furthermore, conversations 

provide a context in which perspectives can come into intimate causal contact. They 

provide a context in which perspectives may actually unfold and clash In a word, a 

conversation is what reveals genuine tensions, or disagreements, between people, based 

in differences between their respective perspectives.  Let us call this basic idea a 

conversational conception of disagreement. 

 So, there are two ways in which adopting a conversational conception of 

disagreement allows us to develop a notion of disagreement that fits with a totally 

temporalized conception of perspectives. First, a conversational conception of 

disagreement honors the ontological commitment implicit in a totally temporalized 

conception of perspectives, in that it treats disagreement as a temporally extended 

phenomenon—a literal clash between the dynamic performances of two interlocutors—as 

opposed to a mismatch between two static representations. Secondly, such a conception 

suggests a fruitful methodology for resolving disagreements, by drawing our attention to 

the way in which conversations enable interlocutors to closely observe and evaluate the 

causal structure of each other’s respective perspectives. Interlocutors engaged in a 

conversation are well positioned to observe the causal ripples of each other intentional 

performances. And, as Linda Alcoff writes: “One cannot simply look at the location of 

the speaker or her credentials to speak; nor can one look merely at the propositional 

content of the speech; one must also look at where the speech goes and what it does 
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there. ”223 I think conversations allow people to follow not only the causal patterns that 

words enter into, but also, the causal patterns carved out by non-linguistic manifestations 

of perspectives. 

 So, conversations are what draw out disagreement, by revealing tensions that exist 

between two or more ways of engaging and coping with the world. In addition, it does 

this by bringing these different ‘forms of life’ into actual contact with each other. 

However, conversations are also what provide us with the resources to overcome 

disagreements. Conversations are intimate interactions. They allow people to observe the 

choreography of each other’s movements through the world in rich detail. And, as I will 

argue for in greater detail in the next section, ‘tracking’ each other’s movements through 

the world—i.e., paying attention to and attempting to understand the dynamic patterns of 

thought and action that continually make and unmake our various perspectives on the 

world—presents us with a ‘method’ for overcoming disagreements, and more 

specifically, disagreements that stem from perspectival difference (my hesitation in using 

the word “method” here stems from my wariness of the idea that we can calmly work 

through disagreement with a dependable procedure that can be followed precisely, like an 

algorithm). I will proceed by examining the way in which a conversational conception of 

disagreement and the totally temporalized conception of perspectives from which it 

emerges highlight the messiness and multiplicity of perspectives. My ultimate goal is to 

show that we have less reason to cower from the bias paradox if we approach it with a 

conversational conception of disagreement, a totally temporalized conception of 

perspectives, and an awareness and appreciation of the messiness and multiplicity of 

perspectives (the concepts of messiness and multiplicity are also pivotal in the LMA-style 

solution to the reconciliation problem that I put forth in chapter 4).  

 

6.4 Messiness and multiplicity 

Let us return to our example of the two painters who disagree about the merit of a 

particular minimalist work. Recall that the impressionist thinks that the work in question 

poorly depicts the light falling on the subject, while the minimalist thinks it is not the 

case that the painting suffers from this defect. Continuing with the suggestion from the 

previous section, their disagreement—if it is genuine disagreement—should be 

understood as emerging out of a conversation that is steered by both painters—out of a 

bilateral interaction. This means that the painters, insofar as they are engaged in a 

conversation, do not confront one another as participants in an agonistic struggle, as 

players on separate teams. More precisely, we may say that the impressionist occupies 

and argues from an impressionist perspective and that the minimalist occupies and argues 

from a minimalist perspective, but we should resist the notion that these perspectives are 

analogous to two teams, pitted against one another in an agonistic struggle. For instance, 

it is misleading to say that the impressionist is wholly and unambiguously inside of the 

impressionist perspective, as a soccer player is wholly and unambiguously on one team. 

It is also misleading to say that the impressionist perspective can be neatly and absolutely 
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distinguished from the minimalist perspective, as one soccer team from another. 

Moreover, the conversation between the painters, unlike a soccer match, isn’t doggedly 

pushed toward a final result that cleanly ranks the two interlocutors’ respective 

performances—a final result according to which only one painter is the winner. 

 I want to reflect more carefully on the idea that the painters, though lodged in 

different perspectives, are not occupants of distinct ‘teams.’ I have already suggested that 

people arguing from different perspectives are not wholly and unambiguously inside of 

their respective perspectives. But, this is a rather vague claim. Allow me to clarify. On a 

totally temporalized conception of perspectives, the fact that the two painters occupy two 

different perspectives means that they enact two different modes of engaging with the 

world. In other words, the difference between their perspectives lies in their respective 

ways of responding to and dealing with their surroundings. Since the perspectives in 

question concern art, presumably there is a difference, or a tension, between the way the 

two painters respond to and deal with aspects of the ‘art world.’ For instance, they will be 

inclined to say different things when presented with the same painting, take different 

physical paths through a particular museum, employ different vocabulary and metaphors 

in their conversations with fellow artists and critics, and so forth. Now, the point I want 

to emphasize here is that the two artists’ respective ways of moving through the art 

world—the impressionist’s impressionist way and the minimalist’s minimalist way—may 

not mesh very well, and may even clash in a fairly pronounced manner, but the two 

perspectives nevertheless overlap in deep and significant respects. 

 To appreciate this point, we simply need to bear in mind the totally temporalized 

nature of perspectives. If perspectives were merely sets of propositions, then it might be 

the case that the impressionist’s perspective and the minimalist’s perspectives contain 

entirely distinct sets of propositions. Indeed, it might be the case that the propositions 

associated with one perspective are the negations of the propositions produced by the 

other perspective. When we ignore the rich repertoire of behaviors that constitute 

perspectives—when we ignore their temporality—and focus on propositional content 

alone, we may easily come to see two perspectives as sharply divided to an exaggerated 

degree. A negation carries the power to introduce absolute difference. The propositions p 

and not-p are absolutely opposed. Both can’t be true. If one is true, then the other must be 

the exact opposite, false. Moreover, because a proposition is a discrete thing, easily 

distinguished from other propositions in virtue of its content, it can be clearly absent from 

or clearly present in a particular perspective. If the proposition is on the list of 

propositions that we associate with a particular perspective, then it is properly a part of 

that perspective; if it isn’t on the list, then it’s not a part of the perspective. In this way, 

we can point to absolute or total differences between perspectives; we simply say that 

one perspective contains some proposition p while the other does not. If perspectives are 

merely lists of propositions, then one perspective can lack, entirely, a basic building-

block of another perspective, in that it can lack one of the propositions that is ‘contained’ 

in the other perspective. 

 The idea I want to explore is that adopting a totally temporalized conception of 

perspectives remedies the tendency to see opposing perspectives as separated by absolute 

differences, or as I shall say, “dense differences.” Looking past propositional content, to 
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the rich array of embodied and embedded action that bring this content to life, allows us 

to see that even harshly opposed perspectives are not absolutely unlike, in any respects. 

To illustrate what I mean, I will further unpack the example of the two painters. Let’s 

give them names; we’ll call the impressionist Monica and the minimalist Luther. 

 Recall that Monica’s criticism of the minimalist painting that she and Luther stand 

before is that the piece fails to adequately convey the way in which the light falls on the 

subject. Now, Luther can say that this claim is rooted in the impressionist perspective, 

that is, the very perspective that he considers inferior to his own minimalist point of view. 

If perspectives are merely lists of propositions, then it would make sense for Luther to 

focus on Monica’s claim—the proposition she expresses—as a discrete thing, to be 

focused on and identified as either “in” or “outside” of his minimalist perspective. 

However, a totally temporalized conception of perspectives tells us that Luther can only 

appreciate Monica’s claim as a meaningful claim by looking through the proposition, so 

to speak, toward the forms of life that animate it, that is, toward the temporally extended 

modes of being in the world that “culminate,” as Wittgenstein said, in the proposition. 

Tracking the rich streams of data that constitute Monica’s dealings with the world allows 

Luther to see that although Monica’s proposition is something with which he disagrees, it 

is woven into, and expressive of, intricate patterns of intentional behavior that mirror his 

own actions in meaningful respects. Although Luther may flatly disagree with Monica’s 

claim that the minimalist work fails to adequately depict the falling of light on the 

subject, he cannot, in good faith, write it off as nothing but the product of her 

impressionist perspective. He cannot treat her criticism of the piece of art as merely an 

instance of what Heikes calls “internal critique.”224 Monica’s claim that the minimalist 

piece inadequately depicts light falling on the subject is rooted in particular forms of life 

that she enacts, and these forms of life are not densely different from the forms of life that 

Luther enacts. 

 We might say that there are strong isomorphic connections between Monica and 

Luther’s respective perspectives on painting, between their respective ways of moving 

through and coping with the art world. For instance, although the painters might be 

inclined to say different and conflicting things about the same works of art, they might 

nevertheless share a tendency to analyze paintings by looking at them for minutes on end, 

with the utmost focus, and without saying a word. Or, it might be the case that both of 

them think about art more than most people. In other words, their perspectives both 

involve a belief that art is important, and that one should invest a considerable amount of 

time and cognitive energy into thinking about art. Truly, the potential overlaps abound, 

and I cannot hope to enumerate them all here (or in any space for that matter). Pointing 

out a few more, however, should clarify what I mean by an “isomorphic connection.” 

Monica and Luther might both associate particular works of art with 

autobiographical memories. One can imagine Monica saying something poignant about 

the way in which a particular piece of art reminds her of a harrowing memory of being 

abused as a child, such that Luther recognizes a profound similarity between the way he 

and Monica approach art. Moved by Monica’s words, he might come to realize that 

although he doesn’t sympathize with Monica’s perspective in toto, he appreciates and 
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understands her tendency to use art to work through emotional pain that has accumulated 

over the years. There are sure to be isomorphic connections at a biochemical level as 

well. That is, Monica and Luther undoubtedly employ common biochemical structures 

and processes, simply because they are both human beings—they are members of a single 

species, and thus, interact with the world using evolved traits (e.g. organs and other 

morphological structures, metabolic pathways, ontogenetic sequences, and so forth). An 

evolved trait, by definition, is inherited, shared. Consider, for instance, what happens 

when Monica and Luther look at a painting together. If they are sighted, they will both 

employ a visual system that is slightly different in every person, but nonetheless, a 

system that is evolvable—capable of being repeatedly generated (the etymology of 

“generation” is worth noting here). 

 I could go on listing particular 209orth’s209ism’s, but instead, I would like to step 

back and make a more general point about disagreement. When two perspectives clash on 

particular points, and indeed, when two perspectives lead people in what seem like 

opposite directions, it is nonetheless possible to point to a multitude of ways in which the 

two perspectives overlap. Furthermore, the overlaps are indeed 209orth’s209ism’s. They 

are similarities, not samenesses. To say that one perspective is simply the same as another 

in one respect, is to introduce a discourse that also makes it sensible to say that one 

perspective is simply different from another in some respect. Overlaps between 

perspectives are not the overlaps we see in a venn diagram. There are not discrete pieces 

of Luther’s perspective that are wholly and unambiguously in Monica’s perspective, and 

pieces that are wholly and unambiguously outside of Monica’s perspective. It is in this 

way that perspectives are messy. 

 Of course, Luther may not see the 209orth’s209ism’s between his minimalist 

perspective and Monica’s impressionist perspective right away. However, if he is in a 

genuine conversation with Monica, which, as I suggested earlier, he must be, in order to 

have a genuine disagreement with her, he will have ample opportunities to look deeper 

and deeper into the marvelously complex swirls of actions that constitute Monica’s 

performance of her perspective on painting. As he grows increasingly familiar with 

Monica’s views on art, he will begin to sense more behind her individual claims. After he 

and Monica have taken many turns steering their ongoing conversation about art, now 

this way, now that way, he will have an almost unconscious feel for the rich and dynamic 

pattern of intentions, thoughts, feelings, and actions that occasionally culminate in 

distinct remarks on art, in propositions that Monica expresses. Instead of seeing her 

statement of the proposition that a particular piece of art fails to depict light adequately as 

a static act of representation, existing at a point in time, he will see it as an action, 

enmeshed in and expressive of an ongoing performance that we might describe as 

Monica’s version of being an impressionist. 

  So, we see that perspectives are messy in that different perspectives are not 

separated by absolute, or dense, differences. We come to believe that perspectives are 

cleanly separated by such differences when we focus exclusively on the propositions that 

particular perspectives produce. For example, if Monica’s perspective leads her to say 

that some minimalist painting fails to depict light adequately, and Luther’s perspective 

leads him to deny this claim, and we are thinking of perspectives as nothing but clusters 
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of propositions, then we might conclude that their perspectives are clearly divided on this 

particular point. That is to say, if we don’t look through their contradictory propositions, 

and toward the forms of life that give rise to these propositions, we will see a brute 

disagreement; we will see absolute difference, as opposed to difference that emerges out 

of a background of similarity. On the other hand, when we view the propositions as 

pieces of more general patterns of human action and functioning, we come to see that 

they are not merely contradictory claims, but expressions of two perspectives that are 

isomorphically connected in numerous and significant respects. In short, a totally 

temporalized conception of perspectives leads us to see that what appears to be a clean 

division (i.e. a dense difference) between two perspectives, is in fact a tension that exists 

only within a broader context of harmony. 

 Just as, from an evolutionary perspective, a difference between two organisms is 

only meaningful against a background of similarity, so too is a difference between two 

perspectives. A difference between the way two organisms consume a particular resource 

is important in virtue of the fact that the two organisms compete for a common resource. 

Similarly, a disagreement that arises in the context of a conversation is only important 

(i.e., meaningful) because the interlocutors have enough in common to be said to hold 

opposing views about a single issue, question, and so on. Two things that take totally 

different paths through the world can’t clash. 

 If it is a mistake to draw sharp boundaries between the perspectives of different 

people, it is equally wrongheaded to mark clean divisions between the perspectives of a 

single person. In a word, perspectives are intra-personally messy. I want to suggest that 

this messiness produces what I am calling the “multiplicity” of perspectives. More 

specifically, I want to argue that it’s inappropriate to evaluate, epistemically, a particular 

claim by tracing it back to one of the many perspectives that belong to the person who 

made the claim. The reason for this is that a person, in enacting one perspective, 

ineluctably engages in forms of life that partially constitute other perspectives that the 

person inhabits (this is a key point, and parallels another key point I make about projects 

in chapter 4). 

Consider Monica’s utterance, “This painting fails to adequately capture the way 

the light falls on the subject.” Now, if what I am saying about the multiplicity of 

perspectives is true, then this claim emerges from more than just her impressionist 

perspective. For, just as there are overlaps between the perspectives of different people, 

there are overlaps between the multiple perspectives of a single person. So, we can say 

that Monica is pushed toward her ‘impressionist’ beliefs by a variety of causal streams, 

none of which can be isolated as a purely impressionist mode of being. In somewhat 

different terms, the links in the causal chains which terminate in Monica’s impressionistic 

belief about a minimalist painting are not merely pieces of her impressionist perspective; 

they serve as links in causal chains that produce beliefs that have nothing to do with 

impressionism, art, etc. Take Monica’s claim that some minimalist painting fails to 

adequately capture the light falling on the subject. This claim, we can suppose, expresses 

a belief that stems primarily from her impressionist perspective. However, the 

impressionist bias which is evidently behind her belief should not be mistaken for a 

purely impressionist causal origin. Monica cannot enact her impressionist perspective 
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without simultaneously ‘activating’ some of her other perspectives. She cannot walk 

around a museum, and employ her impressionist perspective, in a way that isn’t at all 

tinged—or to recycle a term from chapter 4, adverbially shaded—by certain other 

perspectives. For instance, it might be the case that among the causal sequences leading 

up to Monica’s belief about the minimalist painting is a neurophysiological mechanism 

that generally causes (in conjunction with other mechanisms) Monica to form beliefs that 

contradict dogmatically held views of people with whom she’s conversing. Let’s suppose 

that Monica knows that Luther tends to adopt minimalist beliefs about art in a somewhat 

dogmatical fashion, and wishes to challenge his minimalist interpretation of this 

particular painting by criticizing the way it depicts light. In this case, the causal history of 

her belief involves more than an impressionist perspective; it involves a perspective of 

anti-dogmatism. In this way, her belief cannot be said to reflect an impressionist 

perspective only. It also expresses Monica’s perspective on dogmatism, namely, her view 

that it is important to challenge dogmatically held opinions. 

 The point I am making here is essentially what Michael Hames-García has 

already said about the various social categories in to which a particular person falls, and 

how belonging to multiple social categories influences the experiences one has a member 

of just one of those categories (see section 4.6, page 165 for the specific quote). 

According to Hames-García, one’s experiences as a member of a particular social group 

are tinged, in ever-changing ways, by one’s membership in other social groups (e.g., the 

way I am white is tinged by the way I am a male, the way I am male is tinged by the way 

I am a millennial, the way I am a millennial is tinged by the way I am an academic, and 

so on and so forth). I think that he is right, and that his point applies equally well to the 

beliefs one forms as an occupant of a particular perspective. 

Admittedly, it is sensible to say that certain beliefs that Monica holds are rooted 

in her impressionist perspective. However, I think we need to be careful about how we 

understand this claim. The multiple perspectives that a single person occupies, like the 

multiple social groups to which a single person belongs, are not discrete mechanisms, 

which produce beliefs and experiences independently of one another. The modes of being 

that constitute a person’s performance of one perspective cannot be neatly separated from 

the modes of being that constitute that person’s performances of a good number of other 

perspectives. So, although it might be explanatorily powerful and accurate to label one of 

Monica’s claims as a product of her impressionist perspective, we should avoid 

supposing that one of her claims expresses a belief that is manufactured, to stick with the 

language of production, by a single perspective, operating independently of other 

perspectives.  

 To summarize. We can trace a claim back to an individual belief fairly easily, but 

we cannot, if our goal is to attain more than a superficial understanding of where  a 

particular belief comes from, trace it back to a single perspective. The many perspectives 

that any single person occupies display multiplicity, in the sense that they cannot operate 

in complete isolation from one another (i.e., one perspective cannot generate a belief that 

is caused solely by that perspective). In addition, when we do identify a belief as the 

product of a particular perspective, we should bear in mind that no two perspectives are 

separated by absolute or ‘clean’ differences. Perspectives are messy. Even the most 
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antithetical perspectives are linked by enumerable 212orth’s212ism’s—by the robust 

similarities that exist between any two people’s respective patterns of engaging the 

world. 

 

 

6.5 May the best perspective win! 

 

Now I want to explain what all of this has to do with the bias paradox. How does my 

account of what perspectives are and how they work help us overcome the 

epistemological difficulties that SKT (which, to remind the reader, stands for “the 

situated knowledge thesis”) seems to bring in its train? I hesitate to say that the above 

discussion provides a straightforward solution to the bias paradox, as I haven’t provided a 

clear-cut set of rules by which to evaluate the epistemic worth of different perspectives. 

However, I think that my two main points concerning perspectives, namely, that they’re 

messy and multiple, have the potential to reframe the paradox such that it becomes a far 

less imposing threat. To see this, let us zoom in on the moment in Monica and Luther’s 

conversation/argument about the minimalist painting, where the problematic of the bias 

paradox shows up in a concrete way. 

 Recall that Luther, in response to Monica’s claim that a certain minimalist 

painting does a poor job conveying the light falling on its subject, can simply say, “but 

that’s irrelevant.” He can insist that only from an impressionist perspective does one see 

the painting as flawed in this respect, and then remind Monica that their fundamental 

disagreement is about whether the impressionist perspective is an illuminating one. In 

other words, he can point out that if Monica’s criticism of the minimalist painting is to do 

any work in convincing him that the impressionist perspective is epistemically valuable 

(objective, truth-conducive, etc.), then it would need to be evident from where he’s 

standing, so to speak, and not merely from Monica’s point of view. Monica cannot say, 

without falling into vicious circularity, that Luther should move to where she is located, 

i.e., to an impressionist point of view, because in doing so he will arrive at a clearer 

picture of things (e.g., the minimalist painting under consideration), when it is only in 

virtue of occupying an impressionist perspective that the picture she offers appears clear. 

 I want to suggest that a totally temporalized conception of perspectives, and the 

messiness and multiplicity that such a conception brings to light, recommend a more 

nuanced description of the above situation. This description reframes Monica and 

Luther’s disagreement, such that it no longer seems reasonable for Luther to dismiss 

Monica’s criticism of the minimalist painting as nothing more than internal critique—as 

nothing more than an expression of a perspective that is wholly separate from his own 

view on things. To be sure, there is nothing overtly wrong with Luther’s decision to 

locate Monica’s criticism in perspectival space. However, the fact that Monica’s criticism 

of the painting is primarily an expression of her impressionist perspective doesn’t provide 

Luther with the grounds on which to dismiss her claim as an expression of the very 

perspective whose epistemic value he rejects. One reason for this is simply that the 

relationship between Monica’s claim and the impressionist perspective whence it comes 

is not, as it were, a monogamous one, on account of the multiplicity displayed by the 
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various perspectives that converge in a single person. Her claim cannot be reduced to a 

proposition that follows, by clear rules of inference, from other propositions, all of which 

fall neatly inside of one perspective, the impressionist one. It is a culmination of various 

patterns of action, or modes of being, which participate in Monica’s performance of not 

only her version of an impressionist perspective, but her versions of a good number of 

other perspectives. It is thus hasty of Luther to dismiss the claim as too impressionistic to 

warrant his consideration. For, the claim is rooted in much more than impressionism; it is 

a surfacing of multiple perspectives, an effect of more than one causal chain. Before 

Luther can justifiably dismiss a claim as the product of something of which he strongly 

disapproves, he needs to stare deeply into the intricate stories that converge fleetingly at 

the moment Monica utters, “This painting inadequately depicts the light falling on the 

subject.” He needs, to make a connection with the terminology of chapter 4, to locate her 

remark in bio-historical time, as a moment in a life, and not just an utterance in a 

moment.  

 The second reason to doubt the legitimacy of Luther’s dialectical strategy is that it 

is unreasonable to reject Monica’s impressionist perspective a in toto, or any other 

perspective for that matter, because no perspective is wholly opposed to any other 

perspective. Perspectives, on a totally temporalized conception, are ways of being in and 

moving through the world. And, as previously suggested, two different ways of being in 

and moving through the world cannot differ ‘densely,’ in the way that a proposition and 

its negation seem to differ. Thus, even if Luther and Monica’s respective perspectives on 

art often push them toward logically incompatible conclusions, these perspectives, taken 

in their full temporal scope and causal complexity, are not absolutely opposed, but 

isomorphically linked in a variety of ways. Thus, even if Monica’s criticism of the 

minimalist painting is primarily an expression of her impressionist view of things, it is 

not an expression of something that Luther can hold disdainfully at arm’s length, so to 

speak. Patterns that show up in her performance of this perspective are sure to overlap 

(but not necessarily in clear-cut ways) with some of the patterns in his own perspective. 

So, the fact that Monica’s claim arises from her impressionist perspective doesn’t entail 

that her claim is not rooted in ways of thinking and being that Luther can treat, in good 

faith, as wholly foreign to his own ways of thinking and being. 

In light of the preceding discussion, I offer the following diagnosis of the bais 

paradox: what can appear to be a fairly brute disagreement between two people, arising 

from the their difference(s) in perspective, is engendered by a certain conversational 

move, and this conversational move is to be viewed with suspicion. The conversational 

move I’m speaking about is epitomized by Luther’s rejection of Monica’s criticism as 

merely internal critique (i.e., as nothing more than an expression of the very thing whose 

epistemic value he takes to be in question—her impressionist perspective on art). As we 

saw, in the light of a totally temporalized conception of perspectives, rejecting someone 

else’s claim in this fashion looks hasty and simplistic. Monica’s attempt to persuade 

Luther that her criticism is sound is not properly characterized as a request that he flatly 

(read: arbitrarily) decide to abandon his current perspective, and walk over to her side. 

For, her impressionist perspective is not a discretely bound location, that is entirely 
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distinct from Luther’s location. It is a temporal performance, many aspects of which 

mirror Luther’s own forms of life. 

 As Monica performs her perspective, in all of its complexity, Luther will, if he is 

a sincere and attentive conversational partner, recognize aspects of that perspective in 

himself. In this way, Monica, in arguing from an impressionist perspective, doesn’t 

necessarily presuppose that which Luther rejects, as her perspective is not something 

Luther is entirely outside of. Aspects of her perspective are present, in varying degrees of 

similarity, in Luther’s own modes of being. And so, when Monica makes impressionist 

claims in Luther’s presence, with the intention of persuading him that these claims are 

true, she gives him an opportunity to discover that some of these claims emerge from 

modes of being that Luther already enacts, although in a somewhat attenuated manner. If 

Luther discovers that Monica’s criticism of the painting is the culmination of patterns of 

action and thought that mirror his own, he might come to embrace this criticism, or at the 

very least, view it in a more sympathetic light. Or, after making this discovery, he might 

begin to mimic those patterns more closely; recognizing the seeds of Monica’s 

movements in himself might lead him to cultivate those seeds and allow them to blossom 

into forms of life that are even more similar to Monica’s ways of moving through the 

world.  

 But, he might not. It is entirely possible that Luther will dismiss Monica’s 

criticism as too impressionist for him to accept, even after confronting, with an open 

mind, the 214orth’s214ism’s between Monica’s impressionist perspective and his own 

perspective(s) on painting, as well as the particular aspects of her perspectives (not only 

her impressionist perspective) that shine through in her criticism of the minimalist 

painting. That is to say, the idea that people who are engaged in genuine conversations 

are to look through each other’s claims, toward the forms of life which give these claims 

meaning, doesn’t entail that interlocutors will not, in certain cases, fall in to a brute 

disagreement, into a political struggle of my perspective against your perspective. 

 In short, my ‘principle’ for resolving disagreements that arise from differences in 

perspective—placing the people who occupy the different perspectives in conversation 

with one another—isn’t a foolproof method for avoiding dialectical stalemates. But, 

surely it’s unreasonable to demand a principle for resolving disagreements that 

guarantees smooth resolutions in all cases. In fact, it is unreasonable to expect principles 

of any sort to provide guarantees. As Wittgenstein taught us, there are no super-rigid 

rules, which inexorably guide us along a single path. People who take the ideas of this 

chapter to heart, and begin seeing disagreements as events that take place within 

conversations, and perspectives as temporally extended ways of coping with the world, 

do not thereupon gain a wholly reliable method for overcoming disputes that arise from 

perspectival differences. 

However, I think that applying these ideas can significantly help us avoid the sort 

of disagreement that devolves into a mere political struggle. More precisely, I think that 

people who are committed to (a) engaging in conversation with those with whom they 

disagree, and (b) using conversation as a tool for effectively tracking the dynamic forms 

of life that flow in and out of people’s particular claims about the world, will, as a matter 

of fact, generally avoid the kind of disagreement that the bias paradox portrays as 
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resistant to a principled resolution. For, the process of conversation helps to complicate 

interlocutors’ views of each other’s claims—it helps them to see the complexity and 

multiplicity that lurks behind each other’s individual utterances—and in this way, 

discourages them from dismissing each other’s claims as nothing more than instances of 

internal critique. 

 But surely in certain cases a person or group of persons wants a more decisive 

epistemological victory. Often times it isn’t enough to hear from one’s disputant 

something along the lines of, “Now I see that your claim emerges from a complex and 

dynamic swirl of actions and thoughts, and that this swirl isn’t  so different from my own 

ways of coping with this world!” When we feel, with the utmost conviction, that we are 

right, and that our conversational partners are wrong, we want them to acknowledge more 

than the presence of 215orth’s215ism’s between the perspectives that respectively 

generate our conflicting claims (theories, predictions, etc.). We want them to accept that 

our side is correct, and theirs incorrect! 

Peter Shea has described resolutions of this sort as “extreme, energy-hungry 

solutions, to the problem of disagreement.” In the following passage, he calls into 

question the impulse to decisively resolve a dispute: 

 
The problem with Govier’s discussion of  argument as a means of persuasion is that  it 

suggests that the choice one faces, when confronted with a different opinion, is either 

persuading someone that one’s view is correct or being persuaded that it is incorrect. But 

those are both extremely drastic solutions, extreme energy-hungry solutions, to the problem 

of disagreement. More often, what is required is much more subtle  change in each party’s 

relationship to the position he or she holds. It may be that all I need to do, to produce a 

livable compromise on some issue, is to make someone somewhat less sure that she is right, 

or to convince my opponent that her view is somewhat less important than she thinks it is. 

And a similar shift in my own position is likewise enough to allow us to muddle through.225  

I think this description makes a lot of sense. Moreover, ‘our’ preoccupation with 

obtaining clear-cut epistemological victories, or proofs of our correctness that elicit 

admissions of defeat from our interlocutors, has had pernicious consequences in a 

number of arenas, including academia. That being said, when the stakes are high enough, 

a decisive victory can seem like the only acceptable result. To provide a personal 

example, when I confront someone who persistently denies the reality of racism, or 

downplays its severity, I feel compelled to completely change the person’s mind. I want 

to see a white flag.  

 There might be something bellicose in this instinct. And yet, I am inclined to 

think that it is simply part of being a living, thinking person. Some things just strike us as 

important, and the feeling of certainty about one’s own views will creep through even the 

most committed skeptic’s defense against it. When we care about an issue, and deeply 

believe that we hold a correct opinion about that issue, it is hardly blameworthy, and 

perhaps even admirable, for us to attempt to persuade those who reject our opinion that 

they should actually adopt it as their own. And, at the end of the day, isn’t overcoming 

the bias paradox really just about coming up with a way to ensure that the truly correct 

                                                 
225 Shea, Peter. “Informal Logic.” Posted on his blog “Gambits and Drafts” on February 3rd, 2015: 

http://gambitsanddrafts.blogspot.com/2015/02/informal-logic.html 
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views win out over the truly incorrect ones? What else could a successful ‘solution’ to the 

bias do for us, but provide us with a principle for persuading others that we are right, 

when we are in fact right? 

 I do not wish to suggest that our discussion of the bias paradox has yielded 

anything like a principle by which to ensure the success of epistemically good 

perspectives, and the failure of epistemically bad ones. At first blush, my remarks on 

disagreement say very little about how a superior view is to prevail over an inferior view. 

I suggested that we think about disagreement as a temporal phenomenon, the 

paradigmatic instances of which occur in conversations. I also suggested that 

conversations not only create disagreement, but also provide us with a space in which to 

resolve disagreement. More precisely, they provide us with a space in which to explore 

another person’s perspective in all of its causal complexity, malleability, and 

idiosyncrasy. These ideas point to an explanation of how people can avoid coming to see 

each other’s claims as nothing but instances of ‘internal critique.’ Upon seeing the messy 

and multiple origins of your claim, it does seem that I will be disinclined to reject your 

claim as the product of your perspective, and not my perspective. However, it’s not clear 

how appreciating the messiness and multiplicity behind each other’s claims will lead to a 

world in which people with good ideas can convince others to adopt those ideas, or at the 

very least, to abandon their own bad ideas. 

To conclude this essay, I will try to explain why I think having a conversation 

with one’s intellectual opponents is a good way of sorting out who’s right and who’s 

wrong. The lynchpin of my explanation is the idea that the epistemic value of something, 

be it a particular utterance, a belief, an entire perspective, or any other significant 

“epistemic unit”226 is demonstrated in the “second-person.”  

An analogy will clarify what this idea amounts to. The value of a chess player qua 

chess player emerges only in the context of direct interactions with other chess players. 

Accepting this doesn’t force one to deny that much of a chess player’s ability is “stored 

up” in a set of representations—a sort of mental playbook for playing chess. The point I 

want to defend is simply that the ultimate determinant of whether one chess player is 

better than another is the outcome of (actual or imagined) games played between them. 

We might explain one player’s success by reference to internal representations, but what 

it is to be good at chess is not to have such and such representations. Instead, it is to have 

the capacity to defeat others. It is because of this that we evaluate the relative abilities of 

Deep Blue and Gary Kasparov by having them play.  

 I think that the notion of having an epistemically good perspective can be 

understood along these lines. To have an epistemically good perspective is not to have 

something attractive stored up in one’s mind, but rather, to have a capacity to perform 

well in interactions with others. What sort of interactions? This is where the notion of a 

conversation comes into play. I think that it is in the context of a conversation that we see 

the true epistemic value of someone’s perspective (claim, theory, etc.) present itself. In 

somewhat different terms, to occupy an epistemically good perspective just is to occupy a 

                                                 
 
226 Brigandt, Ingo. “Beyond Reduction and Pluralism: Toward an Epistemology of Explanatory Integration 

in Biology.” Erkenntnis, vol. 73, no. 3, 2010, page 297.  
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perspective that will “out-perform” someone’s else’s perspective in the context of a 

genuine conversation with that person. 

 In the case of chess, or soccer, it is clear what counts as one player, or team, 

outperforming another. In contrast, when two people have a conversation, with the goal 

of sorting out who’s right about something (or more broadly, who has a better perspective 

on a set of issues), it is difficult to describe, in meaningful detail, what one person’s 

defeating the other person will look like. Of course we can imagine specific outcomes 

that would seem, all things being equal, to constitute one person’s dialectical victory over 

the other. For instance, suppose Monica, in the course of her conversation with Luther, 

got him to exclaim, with complete sincerity, and after great reflection, “Impressionism is 

a better school of thought than minimalism. I have been so foolish to cling to 

minimalism, which has seduced me into believing all sorts of falsehoods about art, while 

ignoring the profound and numerous truths that impressionism reveals to its disciples.” If 

this happened, we would be inclined to say that Monica’s impressionist perspective 

outperformed Luther’s minimalist perspective. However, what if Luther, in spite of 

extolling impressionism in speech, continued to apply minimalist criteria of evaluation to 

paintings he encountered? Furthermore, what if Monica, in the aftermath of her talks with 

Luther, began to see things through a minimalist’s eyes? Throwing these contingencies 

into the mix makes it much more difficult to say who “won” the argument. Which is the 

greater epistemic victory, Monica’s achievement of eliciting a verbal endorsement of 

impressionism from Luther, or Luther’s achievement of infusing Monica’s perceptual 

experience of art with a strong dose of minimalism?  

 If, as the result of a conversation between Monica and Luther, some strands of 

Monica’s perspective end up being woven into Luther’s view of art, and some strands of 

Luther’s minimalist perspective end up being woven into Monica’s view on art, how do 

we go about determining which of the two perspectives performed better? 

 This is of course the crucial question, and I hate to disappoint the reader who is 

keen on decisively answering questions, but my suggestion is that the question at hand is 

one we should allow to linger in the air, so to speak. There is something hubristic about 

the desire to figure out, in a decisive, principled fashion, how to identify the ‘winner’ of 

an intellectual exchange. Moreover, I think this desire is itself poisonous to the process of 

developing and sharing and critiquing ideas. If our guiding metaphor in an intellectual 

interaction—in a conversation—is that of an agonistic structure, then we will be 

cognitively ill-disposed to interface with our respective interlocutors as fellow subjects. 

They are reduced to competitors, who by definition, are “they” and not “we.” For two 

minds to truly meet, which is perhaps the most epistemically laudable goal of all, they 

must be oriented toward one another in a second-personal way, so to speak. Between the 

two (or more) subjects engaged in conversation there must be an intimate and mutual 

sense of each other as yous, and not others. 

 In addition—and this is perhaps the more important reason why we should 

eschew a principle for settling debates and disgagreements—I would venture to say that 

when we take seriously the messiness and multiplicity that lurks behind the our assertions, 

our utterances, we will be less inclined to treat a conversation as the sort of thing that 

should have clear winners. For, it is likely that assertions which are themselves perhaps 
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wrong, stem from ways of being in and moving through the world that contain 

epistemically valuable elements. For instance, I believe strongly that patriarchal 

structures permeate our contemporary society, and that the oppression and objectification 

of women continue are serious problems which cannot be overcome without concerted, 

collective effort. So, when a person (often a student) says something along the lines that 

feminists are too sensitive and that their complaints about the patriarchy make mountains 

out of molehills. Now, my initial reaction to such a remark is frustration. It just sounds so 

wrong to me. Now, I can maintain that such a remark is false, even disastrously so, and 

still remain open to the project of exploring its messy and multiple background, with the 

purpose of gleaning something of value. When I calm down, and rein in my desire to 

convince my interlocutor that he or she is simply wrong, and that I am right, I can 

appreciate the possibility that the criticism against feminism, with its emphasis on ‘over-

sensitivity,’ can be linked up to the ancient tradition of Stoicism and Epicureanism. This 

recognition might in turn spur me to view my interlocutor’s suggestion as not only false, 

but expressive of an ethos that is lacking from the world-scene, and which many of us 

would do well to study, think about, emulate, etc. 

This more ‘complicated’ view of my exchange is, I think, an epistemically 

meritorious outcome, especially because it is more likely than an agonsitic attitude to 

stimulate further conversation. After having my students engage in debates for going on a 

decade now, I can confidently say that heightened agonism destroys discussions, and 

leads only to anger and conflict, not intellectual growth. This is why I am pretty much 

done with debates, despite the strong association between the act of debate and 

philosophy. 

 So, I am wary of theorizing too much about the issue of how to pick ‘winners’ in 

disagreement-driven conversations. But, with this caveat in place, I offer the following 

rough sketch of what I think it is for Monica’s perspective to outperform Luther’s (or 

vice versa), in the context of a conversation between them, aimed at testing their 

respective perspectives. I think that for Monica’s perspective to outperform Luther’s 

perspective just is for her perspective to ‘rub off’ on Luther more than his perspective 

‘rubs off’ on her. Now, this raises the question of how we are to measure the extent to 

which a perspective rubs off on someone else. I will not tackle this question here, as I 

expect it would take us far afield. 

  The point I want to emphasize is this: if it is the case that one person’s 

perspective on something is epistemically better than another person’s perspective on the 

same thing, and those people have a real conversation about the object of their 

disagreement, the following will occur: 

 

i) Both people will pay active attention to and grow familiar with the temporally 

extended patterns of thought and action that constitute each other’s respective 

perspectives (this follows from the fact that they engage in a genuine 

conversation) 

ii) Eventually, as a result of the conversation, the epistemically worse view (i.e., 

the epistemically inferior perspective) will have changed more to look like the 

epistemically better perspective, than vice versa. 
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The second of these predicted outcomes might seem like mere wishful thinking on my 

part. However, I want to suggest that (ii) is actually an implication of (i), which is itself 

an obvious consequence of the conversational conception of disagreement that I endorse.  

 Earlier, I suggested that we cannot compare perspectives without placing them in 

conversation with one another, or more accurately, without placing the people who hold 

the perspectives into conversation. This claim might suggest that ‘we’ can decide whether 

one person’s perspective is stronger than another person’s by watching them converse, 

from the sidelines, so to speak. This is, however, not what I think. To reiterate, I believe 

that the epistemic value of a perspective presents itself in a ‘second-personal’ way. It is 

the interlocutors themselves, and not those of us on the sidelines—mere spectators—who 

experience the strengths and weaknesses of each other’s perspectives. For, as I previously 

argued, it is only by engaging a person in a conversation that we can come to see and 

comprehend the intricate patterns that constitute that person’s perspective(s) on 

something. And, we cannot appreciate the epistemic value of a person’s perspective 

without first developing a rich understanding of the incredibly nuanced structure of that 

perspective.  

 Thus, when two or more people engage in a conversation, they put themselves 

(and not necessarily those on the sidelines) in an optimal position to experience the 

epistemic value of the perspectives that each of them brings to the table. From here, I 

think there is a reasonable way of getting to the conclusion that conversations create 

spaces in which weaker perspectives reliably change to become more like stronger 

perspectives, and not the other way around.  

 I should, at this juncture, clarify that my notion of a conversation is an 

idealization. Few, if any, interactions are completely bilateral. Oppressive social 

structures make it so that we do not move through an undifferentiated space. So, I readily 

grant that what we would normally call conversations don’t always result in the people 

with the good ideas influencing (persuading, convincing, inspiring, etc.) those with the 

bad ideas. All too often, the ideas of those in power prevail over the ideas of marginalized 

groups simply because people in power have access to resources which greatly assist 

them in disseminating their ideas, perspective, theories, etc.—regardless of whether the 

ideas in question are actually good. 

 However, I think that when bad ideas spread, or when people with good ideas fail 

to persuade those with not so good ideas, it is because interactions between the people 

with the good ideas and the people with the bad ideas (if there are interactions) do not 

resemble an idealized conversation in some significant respect. For instance, I think that 

people who refuse to acknowledge the reality of social oppression are incorrect to do so, 

and that when people who acknowledge social oppression fail to persuade those who 

don’t, it is because the interaction in which their persuasive attempts took place fell short 

of a true conversation in a notable way. Perhaps the interaction was too fleeting for either 

person to get more than a superficial feel for the other person’s perspective. Perspectives 

are heterogeneous and complex. Because of this, they take time to present. Another way 

in which an interaction might fall short of being a genuine conversation is by failing to 

exhibit a bilateral dynamic. When one person, or group of persons, dominates the course 
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of a discussion, we should hesitate to label the resulting interaction as a conversation. A 

conversation is, as I have defined it, a way of bringing different perspectives into direct 

contact. When one or more perspectives are systematically suppressed by a dominating 

interlocutor, or by larger institutional structures of oppression, meaningful contact 

between these perspectives and others cannot occur. A perspective that is systematically 

excluded, pushed, out, ridiculed, ignored, and so forth, is not given a fair chance of 

rubbing off on others. In other words, systematically excluding a perspective is not 

defeating it, but refusing to let it play. 

 So, I am committed to the following: when two people, who occupy conflicting 

perspectives on some issue or set of issues, have a discussion aimed at resolving a 

disagreement which emerges out of their perspectival differences, the epistemically better 

perspectives will ‘outperform’ the epistemically worse perspectives, but only to the extent 

that the discussion resembles a genuine conversation—i.e., to the extent that it resembles 

a bilateral interaction in which people have the opportunity to become familiar with and 

sensitive to the temporal patterns that make up each other’s perspectives. At the core of 

this commitment is my belief that an epistemically good perspective (idea, theory, etc.) is 

epistemically good in virtue of being composed of ways of being in the world that are 

infectious—that is, more likely to spread to others than they are to give way to competing 

ways of being in the world. A good idea simply will rub off on others, if it is given an 

opportunity to be performed. I hesitate to say that conversations are the only way in 

which two or more people can mutually observe each other’s intentional performances, 

i.e., each other’s perspectives. That being said, it seems to me that conversations are 

particularly effective tools for bringing people into the sort of contact that is required for 

them to successfully track each other’s ways of dealing with the world. 

 It’s important to note that I intend for my conception of a conversation to be fairly 

open-ended. I want to recognize that conversations can occur between entire groups of 

people. Furthermore, I don’t think that conversations need to be primarily verbal. I would 

be inclined to treat the interactions between participants in certain social justice 

movement and their political and physical opponents to be “conversation-like”. 

Participants in a social justice movement are bound, even if only loosely, by common 

goals and beliefs, as are their opponents, and in this way, enact, as a group, a single 

perspective. Furthermore, a social justice movement is indeed quite literally a 

movement—it is a prolonged demonstration of a perspective, carried out in the presence 

of people occupying and performing their own different, conflicting perspective. 

 The idea that it is through conversation that good ideas spread, and root out bad 

ideas, contributes to an explanation of why the presumably false ideas behind racist and 

sexist ideologies have spread so successfully in the past half millennia. These ideologies 

are rooted in oppressive perspectives—perspectives which feed into and are fed by social 

structures that operate to exclude and distort the voices of certain groups of people. In 

short, these ideologies, though false, persist in the face of epistemically better 

perspectives, because they do not actually face these competing ways of looking at the 

world. Oppressive ideologies do not outperform alternative ways of cognitively engaging 

with the social world. They survive because they are performed in a social world in 

which people with alternative ideologies and perspectives are systematically discouraged 
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from performing these alternatives. Unfortunately, it continues to be all too easy for a 

person to perform racist and sexist ways of being in the world, without having to truly 

confront alternative patterns of thought and action. So, even though these perspectives 

presumably get a lot wrong about the social world, they will persist insofar as they 

manage to avoid coming into contact with other, more ethical and accurate ways of 

understanding things. For, it is primarily through conversation, perhaps the most intimate 

kind of cognitive contact that multiple people can have with each other, that people with 

good ideas (veridical perspectives, strong theories, etc.) can convince people to adopt 

those ideas, or at the very least, to abandon competing ideas that are seriously flawed. 

 Some philosophers see in the bias paradox a demand for a principle by which to 

resolve disagreements arising from perspectival difference. My remarks in this chapter 

certainly don’t cohere into a principle—a neat solution to the bias paradox. My central 

idea—that people or groups of people whose differences in perspective lead them into 

brute disagreement ought to enter into a conversation with one another in order to resolve 

their disagreement—is a far cry from a clear, step-by-step set of instructions, whereby to 

arrive at clear judgments about the epistemic 221orth’s of different perspectives. To 

recommend conversation is to recommend a process that is, by its very nature, 

unpredictable—unprincipled. Conversation, as I have defined it, is a bilateral interaction. 

When two people have a conversation, both of them influence the course of the 

discussion. When three people have a conversation, all three of them influence the course 

of the discussion, and so on and so forth. The exact form that his cooperative steering 

takes is, in an important sense, up to the interlocutors themselves. Do they take distinct 

turns speaking, waiting for each other to finish before beginning to talk? Or, do they 

struggle for the floor, in an agonistic and impatient manner, rarely listening to the entirety 

of what their conversational partners say? Whose language do they use, assuming they 

use a single language? For how long should they converse, in a single sitting? Questions 

such as these, and the many more which are relevant to the way in which the 

conversation plays out, should not be settled before the conversation occurs. The way I 

influence you, should be shaped by how I experience myself in an interaction with you. It 

should be responsive to how you think you ought to influence me—to your unfolding 

sense of how to contribute to and construct our ongoing dialogue. 

 The bias paradox asks us to think about the task of comparing competing ways of 

conceptualizing and understanding the world. There is a temptation, I think, to think 

about the competing perspectives as locked in an agonistic struggle, the outcome of 

which is clear to the outside observer, the impartial judge, or referee. A philosopher 

committed to the ubiquity of partiality, that is, to SKT, feels a certain amount of anxiety 

about the prospects of judging, in a fair and non-arbitrary way, the relative merits of two 

or more perspectives. 

 I say we resist thinking about the comparison of perspectives in this way. The 

relative strengths and weaknesses of different perspectives do not present themselves to 

the detached observer. We truly see perspectives only by directly engaging with and 

opening up to the real people who embody and enact them. And, as I have argued for 

here, when we actually do this—when we take the time to talk to each other—the 
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epistemically praiseworthy perspectives among us will be emulated more often and to a 

greater degree than the epistemically faulty ones. 
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7 

THE GENERALITY PROBLEM 
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7.1 De facto reliability and possible worlds 

 

In this chapter, we will explore the way in which LMA can help us get leverage on a 

contemporart problem in mainstream, analytic epistemology. Heretofore, we have 

considered the way in which LMA reframes our perspective on broad epistemological 

issues, like skepticism and the bias paradox (the latter being a rather specific issue, but an 

instantiation of the much broader question of whether a postpositivist climate can support 

healthy notions of objectivity, truth, etc.). To round out my demonstration of LMA’s 

explanatory fecundity, I now wish to apply the general perspective behind this approach 

to a highly technical debate in epistemology. Specifically, our concern in this chapter is 

with the generality problem, as it has been termed. 

 Before we consider what the generality problem involves, let us briefly discuss 

the theory for which it is a problem. This theory is known as reliabilism, although it 

would perhaps be more accurate to say that reliabilism is a family of theories, since there 

are now numerous forms of reliabilism. For one, one can be a reliabilist about knowledge 

and/or epistemic justification. To focus our discussion, we will, in this chapter, only 

consider reliabilism about justification. 

So what does being a reliabilist, in the most general sense, involve? I would say 

the fundamental idea behind reliabilism is that a crucial source of epistemic value is the 

reliability of a belief’s causal history. In a word, reliabilists believe that how a belief gets 

formed is a key determinant in where it falls on an epistemic spectrum. So, what makes a 

belief epistemically good (and again, this can mean an instance of knowledge and/or 

justified) is, among other things, whether the process by which it is formed can be trusted. 

More specifically, when evaluating how epistemically good a particular belief is, we 

should take into account the truth-conduciveness of the process that generates it—how 



   224 

 

often does the process lead to true beliefs, as opposed to false ones? If a process is highly 

reliable, it means it leads to true beliefs a high percentage of the time. This is of course a 

vague statement, which is why it gets sharpened in various ways by reliabilists. 

 To understand how the generality problem arises, we need to bring a familiar 

distinction into play, that between tokens and types. A token is, roughly speaking, a 

particular or concrete entity whereas a type is a more general kind of entity, an abstract 

category, one might say. So, one question is whether we should, in following a reliabilist 

program, view the process by which a belief gets formed as a token or as a type. It seems 

quite obvious that we should consider it as a type, since a token is either perfectly 

unreliable or perfectly reliable. That is to say, it either leads to a true belief or a false one. 

This means that if I form a belief about the outcome of a sporting event by flipping a 

coin, the particular or token process by which I form my belief—i.e., this specific 

instance of flipping a coin—will either give me a false belief or a true one. If I’m lucky, 

and it gives me a true belief, then the process, qua token, is 100% reliable. But surely my 

belief isn’t very good epistemically speaking. It wasn’t justified, but simply lucky. So, we 

must, if we are to make a more suitable epistemic assessment, take the process as an 

instance of a more general type. For example, we could describe it as flipping a coin to 

form a belief about the outcome of a sporting event.  

 We are now in a position to understand what the generality problem is. The 

problem can be understood as a demand, namely, the demand that reliabilists develop a 

principle according to which we may classify process tokens under process types. 

Now, it seems to me that reliabilists only need to make such classifications if they 

endorse what I will call the de facto thesis. This thesis, roughly stated, is that a belief is 

justified only if it is in fact formed by a reliable process. I will lay out this idea in sections 

7.2 and 7.3. In 7.4, we will consider Mark Heller’s solution to the generality problem, 

which boils down to the claim that reliabilists don’t need  to develop a principle for 

classifying process tokens under process types. He thinks that context guides the 

selection of process types in a way that cannot be captured with a neat principle.  

I agree with this basic insight, but think that Heller doesn’t correctly identify the 

exact role that context plays. In sections 7.5 and 7.6, I articulate and defend a 

contextualist solution to the generality problem that ties the justificatory status of a 

subject’s belief to her own context. Specifically, I argue that a subject is responsible for 

selecting the types under which it is appropriate to classify her own belief-forming 

processes. This thesis takes reaches the same destination as Heller, namely, the 

conclusion that the demand for a typing principle is unreasonable. However, I think LMA 

gives us the resources to construct a more robust argument as to why it is unreasonable.  

When we state my reliabilist thesis about epistemic justification in more precise 

terms, it should become evident that it clashes with the de facto thesis. I hope that this 

will be a welcome result, as it comes on the heels of my suggestion that the de facto 

thesis is what makes reliabilist theories vulnerable to the generality problem in the first 

place. Reliabilists should be eager to replace it with a different analysis of justification.  

Most reliabilist theories of justification take a clear stance on the importance of de 

facto reliability.227 The notion of de facto reliability can be defined in a straightforward 

                                                 
 



   225 

 

manner: something that possesses de facto reliability is, in fact, reliable. Accordingly, a 

belief is formed by a process with de facto reliability iff it is formed by a process that is 

in fact reliable. Surely, when reliabilists assert that a belief is justified iff/only if it is 

formed by a reliable process, we can take “reliable process” to mean something like, “a 

process with de facto reliability.” I will also use “reliable process” and “process with de 

facto reliability” interchangeably.  

The concept of de facto reliability is a building block of most reliabilist theories. 

Indeed, most reliabilists stand by the following slogan, which I’ll refer to as the de facto 

thesis, or DFT for short: 

 

De facto thesis: A subject S’s belief that r is justified only if the subject’s belief is 

formed by a reliable process. 

 

The above thesis lays down a necessary condition for justification. In order to count as 

justified, a belief must be formed by a process that is, in fact, reliable. As it turns out, 

however, articulating what it is for a process to be reliable is not a straightforward 

enterprise.  

Consider the claim that Jones’ belief that q is formed by a reliable process φ. First, 

note that this process is a token, or, as Earl Conee and Richard Feldman put it, “a 

particular sequence of concrete events.”228 We know this because Jones’ belief is itself a 

token, and like all tokens, it must be the effect of some other token.229 Characterizing the 

cause of a belief as a token, however, complicates the seemingly straightforward claim 

that Jones’ belief was formed by a reliable process, that is, a process with de facto 

reliability. The complication arises because it is difficult to understand how a token, 

which is definitionally bound to occur only once, can possess the property of reliability, 

which, as Mark Heller points out, implies “the possibility of repetition.”230 How then, can 

a reliabilist sensibly attribute degrees of reliability to token processes? 

Along with many reliabilists, I think the discourse of possible worlds can help us 

make sense of these seemingly paradoxical attributions.231 This discourse allows us to 

                                                                                                                                                 
227 I am borrowing the phrase “de facto reliability” from Steup, Matthias. (2004) “Internalist Reliabilism.” 

Philosophical Issues 10: pp. 404-425. 
228 Conee, Earl and Feldman, Richard. “The Generality Problem for Reliabilism.” Philosophical Studies 89, 

1998: pp. 1-29, page 2. 
229 I will not attempt to defend this idea here, as I take it to be a fairly innocuous metaphysical move. 
230 Heller, Mark. “The Simple Solution to the Generality Problem.” Nous 29(4), 1994: pp. 501-515, page 

502. 
231 For particularly clarifying discussions of the role that counterfactual reasoning plays in reliability 

judgments Becker, Kelly. “Epistemic Luck and the Generality Problem,” Philosophical Studies 139, 2004: 

pp. 353-366. Alvin Goldman 1976 suggests that our ordinary conception of reliability doesn’t clearly 

adjudicate between two ways of understanding the situations in which we “test” a token process’ reliability. 

We might only count actual situations as relevant, or “possible realizations of the process” (p. 339) In light 

of this, Goldman doesn’t think a reliabilist theory needs to specify whether relevant situations are best 

described as actual or merely possible (see Goldman, Alvin. “What is Justified Belief.” Liaisons: 

Philosophy Meets the Cognitive and Social Sciences.  Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992, pp. 105-126, page 114) 
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fashion an intuitive interpretation of the claim that Jones’ belief that q is formed by a 

reliable process φ. Specifically, we can interpret the claim as saying something like the 

following: φ belongs to a process type whose tokens produce true beliefs in a sufficiently 

large enough number of possible worlds contained in some set of close possible worlds 

W. This definition avoids the problem of treating a token as multiply instantiable, and 

furthermore, it seems to line up with the tacit reasoning behind our reliability judgments.  

Packing some more detail into our example should make this clear. Let’s stipulate 

that q is the following proposition: my mother is in the room. Also, suppose that Jones 

believes that q because he sees his mother standing directly in front of him. In this case, 

our intuitions suggest that Jones’ belief that q is formed by a reliable process because it is 

caused by a process that we could describe this way: the process of forming a belief about 

his mother’s presence as a result of looking directly at her while she is nearby—or 

something along those lines. But what makes this seem like a solid inference? Well, 

anyone who knows Jones, knows that he has great eyesight. Indeed, Jones would form a 

true belief about the presence of his mother in almost any likely situation in which she is 

nearby and in his line of sight. In other words, the process that forms Jones’ belief—the 

process type of forming a belief about her presence on the basis of looking directly at her 

while she is nearby—does form true beliefs in a set of close possible worlds, that is, 

possible worlds in which (a) Jones forms a belief on the basis of this process, and (b) 

nothing ‘weird’ is going on. 

As we previously discussed, φ, a token, can’t form true beliefs in more than one 

situation. The effects of φ are confined to Jones’ specific context. That point is no longer 

problematic, however, because we see that a reliability claim about a process token 

doesn’t posit that the token itself produces true beliefs in a set of possible worlds, but that 

it falls under a type that is a reliable—i.e.,  a type whose tokens produce true beliefs in a 

set of close possible worlds. So, a reliability claim about a single process token hinges on 

the truth-conduciveness of various process tokens that fall under the same process type. 

In this way, they’re all instances of the same process (just as two haircuts can be 

instances of the same haircut). We’ll call this process type T′ and describe T′ as the 

process of Jones forming a belief about his mother’s presence as a result of looking at 

her while she is standing nearby. In the light of all this, it does seem sensible to assert 

that the process that forms Jones’ belief produces true belief in more than one situation, 

for all token processes of the same type that p falls under do so.  

To sum up, a token belief-forming process t isn’t reliable in virtue of producing a 

particular result—viz., a true belief—in some set of close possible worlds. Rather, it’s 

reliable in virtue of falling under a type T′, whose instances produce a true belief in a set 

of close possible worlds W. It’s crucial that we include the qualifier “close” in our modal 

explanation of a token belief-forming process’s reliability.  If we judge that Jones’ belief 

that q is formed by a reliable process φ, in virtue of the fact that it is formed by a token of 

process type T′, it needn’t be the case that Jones arrives at a true belief about his mother’s 

presence as a result of looking directly at her while she is nearby in a distant possible 

world, i.e., a possible world that doesn’t resemble the actual world in the relevant 

respects. For example, it might be the case that Jones’ perception of his mother yields a 

false belief about her presence in a possible world that is manipulated by Descartes’ 
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demon. But, given that such a world isn’t ‘close’ to our actual world, this counterfactual 

failure doesn’t tell against the reliability of the token visual process that causes his belief 

that q. This token’s reliability would be called into question, however, were a token 

process of type T′ to produce false belief in close possible worlds, such as one in which 

he’s simply looking at his mother in similar lighting, from a similar distance, etc. If Jones 

had horrendous eyesight, or maybe severe prosopagnosia, then T′ would fail in certain 

close possible worlds, and as a result, we would conclude that his belief that his mother is 

in the room is formed by an unreliable process, and hence unjustified (or at least not all 

that justified).  

 This concludes my discussion of de facto reliability. Let’s briefly review the main 

points. First, most reliabilists are committed to the de facto thesis (henceforth DFT), 

which states a necessary condition for a belief’s being justified, namely, that it is formed 

by a reliable process. Let us refer to these reliabilists as “factive reliabilists.” Second, we 

can cash out claims about a token process’ reliability in terms of possible worlds. 

Specifically, a token process is reliable only if it falls under a type, whose tokens produce 

true beliefs in a set of close possible worlds (or in a sufficiently large number of worlds 

in such a set). Combining these ideas and adding some formal structure results in a clear 

way of restating the de facto thesis, the central idea of most reliabilist theories: 

 

A subject S’s belief is justified only if S’s belief is formed by a token process t of 

type T, such that for any possible world W in a set of close possible worlds W*, a 

token of type T would produce a true belief in W. 

 

In the next section I will introduce the generality problem for reliabilism. The problem 

concerns the possibility of using a traditional version of reliabilism to evaluate the 

justificatory status of individual beliefs. 

 

 

7.2 The generality problem 

 

In the previous section, we saw that possible worlds discourse can help us cash out claims 

about the reliability of token processes. This discourse has two main advantages. Firstly, 

it dissolves the prima facie paradox of attributing reliability—a notion of consistent 

performance—to a token belief-forming process. Secondly, it allows us to see the 

important role that ‘typing’ a process plays in an evaluation of its reliability. Determining 

whether a token process t is reliable is a matter of assessing the truth-value of beliefs 

formed by a set of tokens. Each member of this set of tokens is instantiated in a possible 

world, including the token in question, which is instantiated in the subject’s actual world. 

The reason we care about the output beliefs of tokens that aren’t numerically identical 

with the token t is simple—they fall under a type of which t is an instance. 

 So, we see that judging a token process to be reliable requires that we identify a 

type under which it falls. I find this result highly intuitive. We wouldn’t say that a process 

is reliable because it’s…it! A token process’ reliability can not derive from its 

‘haecceity.’ Rather, such a process can be judged to be reliable only if we can consider it 
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under a more general description, by typing it, if you will. Now, it is at this stage in a 

reliabilist’s epistemic evaluation that the generality problem rears its head. The generality 

problem emerges because every token falls under countless types. And, as Jonathan 

Vogel tells us, 

 
…it is generally possible to find a process type under which a given process token falls, such 

that the token counts as reliable, just as it is generally possible to find another process type 

under which the token falls, such that the token counts as unreliable. There is no agreed-upon, 

principled way of identifying which is the proper process type to consider in evaluating the 

epistemic status of a particular belief.232  

 

To see Vogel’s point more clearly, consider our example of Jones. This example should 

help motivate the idea that a clearly justified belief will generally fall under at least one 

unreliable process type. Jones’ belief that q seems to be paradigmatically justified. What 

can we say about φ, the token cause of this belief? Recall that he forms his belief, which 

has the content, my mother is in the room, as a result of seeing her standing there, right in 

front of him. Earlier, we chose to describe φ as an instance of process type T′ (i.e. an 

instance of Jones forming a belief about the presence of his mother by looking at her 

while she is standing nearby). T′ counts as reliable, because its tokens produce true 

beliefs in a set of close possible worlds W*. But what if go with a different type, and 

describe φ as an instance of the process of Jones’ forming a belief about his mother while 

they are both in their house’s living room (we’ll stipulate that they’re both in their living 

room)? Let’s call this process type T″. Suppose Jones hates living with his mother, and 

becomes especially embittered whenever they’re in the same room. As a result, most of 

the beliefs he forms about her while they occupy a single room are false; they are the 

distorted products of a mind riddled with bias. In various close possible worlds Jones is 

afflicted with the same bias, and as a result, forms false beliefs about his mother on the 

basis of using process T″.  Describing φ as an instance of process type T″ seems to entail 

that Jones’ belief that q is formed by an unreliable process, and hence, unjustified by a 

reliabilist’s lights. 

So, it seems that a reliabilist, when faced with the task of evaluating the 

justificatory status of a particular belief, must confront a long (and indeed, infinite it 

would seem) list of process types of which the belief’s cause, some process token, is an 

instance, and then simply decide on a process type(s) under which to classify the process 

token for the sake of assessing its reliability. Now, without a principled way of selecting 

a process type, this decision rests entirely on the theorist’s judgment, and not on the 

theory. Furthermore, every process token seems to fall under types that vary in reliability. 

Thus, if a reliabilist identifies a belief-forming process token as reliable, and as a result, 

its output belief as justified, it is in virtue of classifying the process token under one of its 

types (a reliable one), but not another (some unreliable one). If this classification is 

arbitrary, then so too is the judgment that the belief is justified. Had the reliabilist chosen 

                                                 
232 Vogel, Jonathan. "Reliabilism Leveled." The Journal of Philosophy 97.11, 2000: pp. 602-623, page 616. 
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to classify the process token under one of the unreliable types of which it’s an instance, 

then she would’ve arrived at a different conclusion, namely, that the belief is unjustified.  

 This state of affairs is what the generality problem concerns. Factive reliabilists 

assert that a belief is justified only if it’s formed by a reliable process. In order to 

establish that a process token is reliable, however, it seems we must classify it under a 

process type.233 Without any constraints on how to go about selecting a type for this 

purpose, reliabilists are free to select any type from the long list of types that comes with 

every process token. Reliabilism sans typing principle, it seems, can only yield the 

correct judgment about the justificatory status of a paradigmatically justified belief, if the 

evaluator happens to decide to classify the belief’s cause under a reliable process type. 

But we want a theory on which such a belief comes out as justified no matter what, since 

the whole point of a theory of justification is to allow us to articulate what it is for a 

belief to be, in fact, justified. 

So, we can roughly equate the generality problem with the difficulty of 

establishing a non-arbitrary and theoretically fruitful way of typing processes. Solving 

this problem, then, would seem to require that we come up with a typing principle, such 

that: 

 

(i) for every paradigmatically justified belief, following the typing principle will only 

lead one to classify its cause under a reliable process type. 

 

(ii) for every paradigmatically unjustified belief, following the typing principle will 

only lead one to classify its cause under an unreliable process type. 

 

A typing principle that fulfills these two criteria will allow reliabilists to make what 

Conee and Feldman refer to as “defensible epistemic classifications.”234 It will allow 

them to establish, in a principled fashion, that a paradigmatically justified belief is 

formed by a reliable process, and is thus justified, and that a paradigmatically unjustified 

belief is formed by an unreliable process, and is thus unjustified. It should be noted that 

the title of the generality problem is somewhat misleading. Selecting a type under which 

to describe a token process requires more than a decision about generality. Even if we 

establish a principle for determining the level of generality at which to describe a belief, 

                                                 
233 One might wish to point out that we might associate a process token with several process types. 

Assessing the reliability of the token would then be a matter of extracting a single reliability rating from 

these multiple types (for a proposal along these lines, see Wunderlich, Mark. “Vector Reliability: A New 

Approach to Epistemic Justification.” Synthese 136, 2003: pp. 237–262). If such a method seems more 

promising, the point remains that reliabilists need to place some sort of constraint on how we go about 

typing processes, so as to provide their theory with the grounds on which to treat some type selections as 

inappropriate.   

 
234 Conee, Earl and Feldman, Richard. “The Generality Problem for Reliabilism,” Philosophical Studies 89, 

1994: pp 1-29, page 4.  
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we are still faced with a vast sea of equally general process types, which will often differ 

with respect to reliability.235  

 The demand implicit in the generality problem is that we construct a typing 

principle, which will serve as a kind of filter. A good filter wouldn’t admit T″ into the 

pool of acceptable types under which to describe φ. Describing φ as an instance of T″ 

leads to the result that Jones’ belief that q is formed by an unreliable process, and is 

hence an unjustified belief. This result is unacceptable, and so, the generality problem 

does seem to be a real problem. And as such, it calls for a solution. 

 In the next section, I discuss one attempt at a solution, which comes from Mark 

Heller. Heller thinks that contextualist considerations reveal that the generality problem 

isn’t really a problem, in that it rests on an unreasonable demand. I think that his solution 

suffers from a fundamental flaw, but that there is promise in his approach. In sections 7.4 

and 7.5, I will lay out and defend a similar solution, but one that is inspired by an LMA-

style ontology of belief formation. I will argue that my solution is an improvement on 

Heller’s.  

 

 

7.3 Contextualism to the rescue? 

 

The demand implicit in the generality problem is that reliabilists come up with some sort 

of typing principle. Heller thinks that reliabilists can dismiss this demand as 

unreasonable. Reliabilists need to come up with a typing principle, it is thought, in order 

to make non-arbitrary, correct judgments about the justificatory status of a particular 

belief. Without such a principle, we cannot ensure that a particular belief’s cause is 

classified under an appropriate process type. For example, when faced with a 

paradigmatically justified belief, it seems that a reliabilist needs a typing principle in 

order to classify its cause, a process token, under a reliable type, and not an unreliable 

one. To be sure, this is the appropriate classification to make, as it allows him to arrive at 

the correct judgment about the belief in question, namely, that it’s justified. Heller’s 

strategy is to attack the fundamental premise in this argument. Specifically, he doesn’t 

think that reliabilists need to come up with a typing principle in order to make non-

arbitrary, correct judgments about the justifiedness of particular beliefs. 

 Here, I will present a simplified version of Heller’s argument for this thesis. His 

basic idea is that the word “reliable” is richly sensitive to context. We can unpack this 

idea using possible worlds talk. Earlier, we discussed the way in which a reliability claim 

about a single belief-forming process token can be understood as a claim about the 

counterfactual truth-conduciveness of a set of belief-forming process tokens. To be 

precise, a process token t is reliable iff it falls under a process type T whose tokens 

produce true beliefs in a set of close possible worlds W. Heller’s suggestion is that the 

context of the person making a claim of the form “S’s belief that p is formed by a reliable 

process” determines which possible worlds should be used to establish that the process 

token in question is reliable. Accordingly, it is this context, the evaluator’s context, 

                                                 
235 Heller, 1995, page 511, calls our attention to a fairly realistic situation in which there are competing 

process types that describe a single belief-forming process at roughly equal levels of generality 
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which determines the process type under which the process token is to be classified: “the 

process must be broad enough, must be described generally enough, so that it can occur 

in all of the relevant worlds.”236  

Moreover, Heller thinks that the epistemologist cannot, from his armchair, say 

which worlds an evaluator should use to weigh the reliability of some belief-forming 

process token. Possible world selection is governed by context, and according to Heller, 

“it is impossible to discover every feature of context that is relevant.”237 Accordingly, he 

cannot say what the relevant process type(s) is either. The possible worlds that count as 

relevant will vary in unsystematic ways from context to context, and as a result, so too 

will the process types that may be appropriately plugged in for T. A typing principle, 

however, is supposed to give us a fixed set of types under which it is appropriate to 

classify a given process token. It’s supposed to tell us what to plug in for T. Thus, if 

Heller is right, and there is no fixed set, then the very idea of such a principle is 

wrongheaded. 

So, Heller thinks that it is the context of an evaluator that determines which 

process types she may apply to a particular process token, in the process of evaluating the 

justifiedness of the belief produced by that token process. In addition, he feels that this 

observation obviates the need for a typing principle. The idea seems to be that we don’t 

need a principle for typing processes, because the work that such a principle would do is 

already done by context. If this is correct, then Heller is warranted in asserting that the 

demand for a typing principle is unreasonable.  

Earl Conee and Richard Feldman present a simple but compelling objection to 

Heller’s contextualist solution to the generality problem. Their basic worry is that in 

allowing the context of the evaluator to decide what counts as a relevant possible world, 

Heller’s reliabilism seems to condone what appear to be false judgments about 

knowledge/justification. They present us with the following examples to illustrate this 

point: 

 
An attributor of knowledge may be mistaken about the reasons for a person’s belief, and thus 

may be thinking about process types that the subject’s token process doesn’t even exemplify. 

For example, suppose that Jones witnesses Smith identify a bird as being of a certain species 

after Smith has had only the briefest glimpse of it under poor lighting conditions. Jones says 

that Smith’s belief is unjustified and so Smith lacks knowledge. Jones does have in mind 

some process type for Smith’s belief, something like forming a bird classifying belief on the 

basis of a brief glimpse in poor lighting conditions. Suppose, however, that Smith has formed 

her belief on the basis of hearing the bird’s song, an identification method that Jones has not 

even thought of. Moreover, Smith does have knowledge as a result. If process reliabilism is 

anywhere close to the truth about knowledge and justification, it is the reliability of some 

process type that Smith actually underwent that matters here. So, the generality problem must 

be solved by appeal to facts about the processes actually involved in the formation of the 

belief, not by appeal to the possibly mistaken thoughts about those processes in the minds of 

knowledge attributors.238 

                                                 
236 Heller 1995, pp. 505-506 
237 Ibid., page 504.  
238 Conee and Feldman 1998, pp. 23-24. 
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This example points to a serious flaw in Heller’s account. Jones, an evaluator of Smith’s 

belief, describes the process token that forms Smith’s belief, call it t*, as an instance of 

the following process type T*: “forming a bird classifying belief on the basis of a brief 

glimpse in poor lighting conditions.” As a result, Jones, in true reliabilist fashion, comes 

to judge that Smith’s belief is unjustified. Heller thinks that “the situation of the 

evaluator…plays a significant role in selecting the appropriate level of generality” (i.e., 

the appropriate process type). However, it seems that if we put Jones in charge of 

selecting a process type we end up classifying the cause of Smith’s belief under an 

unreliable process type, T*. And, as Conee and Feldman point out, this result saddles 

reliabilists with the counterintuitive judgment that Smith’s belief is unjustified. 

Conee and Feldman’s objection rests on a simple observation: when making 

judgments about the reliability of a process token, evaluators will sometimes consider 

possible worlds that just don’t seem to be relevant. Jones thinks that Smith’s belief was 

formed by an unreliable process because he thinks that t* is an instance of T*. T* is 

unreliable, because its tokens produce false beliefs in close possible worlds (there are 

many realistic situations in which Smith misidentifies a bird after only catching a glimpse 

of it in the dark). But, these possible worlds just don’t seem to be relevant to the 

reliability of t*. But, Heller’s thesis is that we can’t police typing because we can’t police 

possible world selection. So, we see that this thesis renders his account overly permissive. 

If we leave the selection of types entirely up to context, then it seems that we must 

condone Jones’ selection of possible worlds. In other words, we must accept both that the 

possible worlds he considers are relevant, and that it is appropriate for him to classify t* 

under a type whose tokens are instantiated in these possible worlds. This will not do. It is 

clearly inappropriate for Jones to classify t* under one such type, namely, T*; in doing 

so, he comes to believe that t* is unreliable, and hence, the belief that it produces 

unjustified. Smith’s belief is justified, though, for he is, by hypothesis, adept at 

identifying bird species by their respective calls. 

 I would expect Heller to respond to Conee and Feldman’s objection by reiterating 

his point that the evaluator’s context only does part of the work in determining what 

counts as a relevant possible world, and thus, an appropriate level of generality at which 

to describe a process. The rest of the work is done by facts about the actual world. Heller 

writes that “what the world is like fixes the pattern to which other worlds must be 

similar.”239 Perhaps, then, Heller can deny Jones’ his supposition that a certain possible 

world is relevant to consider in an evaluation of Smith’s belief, on the grounds that the 

world doesn’t conform to the pattern found in the actual world. In the actual world, Smith 

forms a belief about the presence of a member of a particular avian species on the basis 

of listening to its song. This state of affairs doesn’t mirror a counterfactual situation in 

which Smith forms a belief about the presence of a member of a particular avian species 

on the basis of glancing at a bird in poor lighting. 

 The idea behind this reply is that the evaluator’s context only partially determines 

the set of relevant possible worlds, and so, it’s not the case that any old set of possible 

worlds will do. In evaluating whether the process that forms Smith’s belief is reliable, it’s 

                                                 
239 Heller 1995, page 506. 
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inappropriate to consider a possible world in which he forms a belief on the basis of a 

hasty glance in poor lighting. Furthermore, an evaluator, such as Jones, who describes the 

process that forms Smith’s belief in a way that makes this possible world appropriate to 

consider, can be said to have selected the wrong process type. 

 This doesn’t strike me as a successful reply to Conee and Feldman’s objection, in 

that it renders Heller’s account inconsistent. Heller claims that although the actual world 

fixes the pattern to which relevant possible worlds must be similar, “the evaluator’s 

context that determines how much weight is to be given to the different respects in which 

one world must be similar to another.”240 Perhaps Jones is a contextualist, and wishes to 

enlist this idea to defend his intuitively false judgment about Smith’s belief. What’s to 

stop him? He might insist that the possible worlds that he treats as relevant do conform to 

the pattern of the actual world. Of course, this is only if we give a lot of weight to some 

features of the actual world (such as Smith’s getting only a brief glance of a bird), while 

giving no weight to other features (such as the feature of Smith’s paying attention to a 

bird-song).  

The worry is that Heller doesn’t provide any rules for judging when an evaluator 

is correctly weighing the various features of his actual world for the purpose of 

constructing a set of relevantly similar possible worlds. Thus, he cannot assert, on 

grounds provided by his own theory, that Jones is incorrect to treat a certain possible 

world as relevant. In turn, he cannot assert that his theory shows that Jones incorrectly 

types the target process, for this claim is at its core a judgment about the correctness of 

Jones’ possible world selection. In fact, no reliabilist who adopts Heller’s contextualist 

approach can make these assertions about Jones.  

To be fair, Heller anticipates this criticism. With regard to possible world 

selection, he remarks that it’s “important not to overemphasize the context’s contribution 

at the expense of the world’s, because if we do we will end up making our accounts of 

reliability and knowledge too subjective.”241 We can apply this thought to accounts of 

justification as well. Some beliefs seem to be objectively justified. The example of Jones 

shows that if we leave possible world selection entirely up to the evaluator, our theory 

cannot say why it is that certain sets of possible worlds are irrelevant. In other words, our 

theory cannot say why it is that certain judgments about a belief’s justificatory status are 

just plain wrong. Heller tells us that facts about the actual world, in addition to evaluative 

context, determine what counts as an appropriate method for selecting possible worlds. 

However, he never says which facts are important in the context of evaluating the 

justifiedness of a particular belief. Surely, there are some ways in which the possible 

worlds that Jones considers resemble the actual world. For example, Smith is in all of 

those worlds.  

The problem with Jones’ selection of possible worlds is that they don’t resemble 

the actual world in epistemologically relevant respects. For example, in the actual world, 

Smith forms a belief about a bird on the basis of listening to its song. This doesn’t occur 

in the possible worlds that Jones considers. Such discrepancies render Jones’ possible 

                                                 
240 Ibid. 
241 Ibid. 



   234 

 

world selection inappropriate, and thus seem to discredit his judgment about Smith’s 

belief.  

I want to suggest that we can pinpoint what it is about the actual world that makes 

some possible worlds relevant and others irrelevant. In other words, I will propose a 

principled way of judging possible world selection, and accordingly, process type 

selection. On my view, in some cases there is a fact of the matter about which process 

type(s) a subject would use to classify one her own belief-forming process tokens. 

Furthermore, I think that in these cases, the process types (T1, T2, T3…Tn) that a subject 

would apply to her own belief-forming process token t, simply are the appropriate 

process types under which to classify t (actually, I shouldn’t say that they are simply the 

appropriate types, since I will later complicate this proposal in order to rein in the 

authority a subject has in an epistemic evaluation of own of her own beliefs). Thus, 

evaluating the reliability of t, and hence the justifiedness of its output belief, requires that 

we consider a set of close possible worlds W, such that there is a token of one of these 

types (T1, T2, T3…Tn) in each member of W. These ideas will become clearer, I hope, after 

we look at the thesis on which they all rest. It is to this thesis that we now turn. 

 

7.4 Subject-Sensitivity  

 

To begin, let’s get my central thesis out on the table. I call it the subject-sensitivity thesis 

(“SST” for short). 

 

For any subject S, S’s belief token β is justified if and only if: 

 

(i) There is a process type X such that S would identify the process token t that forms 

β as an instance of process type X. 

 

AND 

(ii) X is in fact a reliable process type.242 

 

I want to suggest that a reliabilist account of justification founded on SST can avoid the 

generality problem. Like Heller, I don’t think reliabilists need to come up with a typing 

principle. That is, if by “typing principle,” one means a principle that generates a fixed 

list of process types for every possible belief-forming process token. We can’t decide, in 

advance, the correct ways in which to describe individual process tokens whose output 

beliefs we want to assess. Heller and I agree that contextual features influence the types 

under which it’s appropriate to classify a given process token for the purpose of 

evaluating its output belief. We disagree, however, on the role that context plays. Conee 

and Feldman describe Heller’s general position as follows: “…a phrase of the form ‘the 

process leading to S’s belief that p is supposed to have, relative to a context, a 

contextually determined type.”243 I agree with this basic claim. However, unlike Heller, 

                                                 
242 Peter Hanks suggested in conversation that I express these two conditions separately. 
243 Conee and Feldman 1998.  
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who thinks that the context of the evaluator determines this type, I think it’s the context of 

the subject that does the typing.  

Here is a more specific formulation of my view regarding the question: what is 

the appropriate type(s) under which to describe a belief-forming process token? 

Remember, SST entails that we must, in order to evaluate the justifiedness of a subject 

S’s belief β, determine whether S thinks that β is formed by a process that is in fact 

reliable. Figuring this out doesn’t require that we identify the cause of S’s belief, a 

process token, with one of the countless process types of which it’s an instance; rather, it 

requires that we determine the process types under which S classifies this process token. 

These are the relevant types, in that the justifiedness of Smith’s belief hinges on their 

respective degrees of reliability. 

Notice that SST entails that DFT (the de facto thesis) is false. On my view, a 

subject S’s belief β is justified iff S thinks that β is formed by a process that is, in fact, 

reliable. This definition allows for justified beliefs that aren’t formed by reliable 

processes. Consider a person who thinks that his belief in some mathematical proposition 

is formed by the process of carefully executing long division. His belief satisfies 

condition (i) of SST. Surely the careful execution of long division is a reliable process, 

and so, his belief satisfies condition (ii) of SST also. However, let’s suppose that his 

belief is really formed by an unreliable process. He might be quite confused about how 

long division works, and form his belief on the basis of some erroneous algorithm that 

only vaguely resembles long division. In short, his belief is justified, according to SST, 

and yet, by hypothesis, formed by an unreliable process. This result defies DFT, which 

says that every justified belief is formed by a reliable process. 

I think a reliabilist should embrace, rather than bemoan, the fact that SST 

conflicts with DFT.244 As previously discussed, DFT seems to be what makes reliabilist 

accounts of justification vulnerable to the generality problem in the first place. If we 

accept DFT, then evaluating a particular belief’s degree of justification requires that we 

establish whether it is formed by a reliable process. This, in turn, requires that we classify 

the process token that forms the belief under one of its innumerable process types. The 

generality problem arises because there isn’t a principled way of carrying out this task. 

According to SST, however, whether a subject’s belief token is justified has nothing to do 

with whether it is formed by a reliable process. What matters is whether the subject thinks 

that it is formed by a process that is, in fact, reliable. Thus, on my view, evaluating the 

justifiedness of a subject’s belief token doesn’t demand that we classify its cause under a 

process type; rather, it demands that we determine the reliability of the process type(s) 

under which the subject classifies the cause of her own belief. So, we see that in rejecting 

DFT, and accepting SST, the reliabilist sidesteps the generality problem.  

                                                 
244 Matthias Steup develops an ‘internalist reliabilism’ on the back of a denial of DFT. His account is 

similar to mine in that he ties the justificatory status of beliefs more closely to the subject than do many 

reliabilist theories (see Steup, Matthias. "Internalist reliabilism." Philosophical Issues 14.1, 2004, pp. 403-

425). 
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Like Heller, I leave the selection of types to context (the subject’s). However, I 

think that my view makes an important improvement on Heller’s. Specifically, it provides 

us with a more principled method for judging decisions about how to type particular 

belief-forming process tokens. Revisiting Conee and Feldman’s example of Jones and 

Smith should help make this clear. As we saw, Heller’s account has trouble handling this 

example. Jones’ judgment about the reliability of the process that forms Smith’s belief 

rests on his decision to consider certain possible worlds. He thinks that Smith’s belief is 

formed by the process of “forming a bird classifying belief on the basis of a brief glimpse 

in poor lighting conditions.”245 As a result, he considers whether tokens of this process 

type form true beliefs in close possible worlds. They do not. So, he concludes that 

Smith’s belief is formed by an unreliable process, and hence, unjustified. Heller’s 

account fails to block this seemingly false conclusion, because it doesn’t yield a method 

for judging its basis—Jones’ decision to consider certain possible worlds.  

I think that SST does provide us with such a method; it allows us to say that Jones 

is wrong to treat as relevant a possible world in which Smith forms a bird classifying 

belief on the basis of a quick glance in bad lighting. On my view, assessing the 

justifiedness of a subject S’s belief is a matter of judging the reliability of the process 

types under which S classifies the process token that forms her belief. So, the subject 

chooses which types are relevant to consider. Smith doesn’t think that his belief is formed 

by T*—the process of “forming a bird classifying belief on the basis of a brief glimpse in 

poor lighting conditions.” Thus, it’s inappropriate for Jones to form a conclusion about 

the justifiedness of Smith’s belief on the basis of assessing the reliability of this process. 

In other words, it’s inappropriate for Jones to consider a set of possible worlds W*, such 

that W* is the set of close possible worlds in which tokens of T* are instantiated. He 

could rightfully consider the set of close possible worlds in which Smith forms a belief 

about the species of a common bird as the result of listening closely to its song. The 

reason is simply that Smith would presumably agree that his belief is formed by a process 

token of this type.246 Considering these possible worlds, however, leads to the judgment 

that Smith’s belief is formed by a reliable process, and hence, justified. This is the result 

we’re looking for. It looks like SST provides reliabilists with the resources to handle the 

example of Jones and Smith. 

 Let’s quickly summarize the key points of this section. A reliabilist theory of 

justification founded on SST inherits the contextualist insight of Heller’s view, namely, 

that context determines the relevant type under which to classify some process token. 

Because of this, it manages to sidestep the generality problem by rendering the demand 

for a typing principle unreasonable. However, unlike Heller’s reliabilism, the present 

theory gives us clear way of evaluating the appropriateness of decisions about how to 

classify belief-forming process tokens under types. It ties the selection of types to the 

                                                 
245 Conee and Feldman 1998, page 24.  
246 Note that if Smith did not believe that he used an auditory process, but the less reliable visial one, we 

would be less inclined to call his judgment about the bird species justified; if he believed that his judgment 

rested on imprecise and incomplete visual data, even though he used a more reliable process, then neither 

he nor we should place too much confidence in the resultant belief. What this points to is an idea that we 

have been building toward: justifiedness is largely a matter of how a subject conceives of her own belief 

formation. 
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subject’s own perspective, which I think, aligns nicely with our intuitive notion of what 

makes a belief justified. If I think my belief stemmed from a reliable process, why 

wouldn’t that belief be justified? Well, there is one forceful objection that can be made at 

this point: sometimes subjects are massively deluded about how they arrived at their 

beliefs. One might think that the case of self-delusion undermines SST. In the next 

section, we consider one such subject, and I try to show that SST can delicately handle 

the phenomenon of self-delusion. 

 

 

7.5 The case of Deluded Dan 

 

Imagine a man named Deluded Dan, who forms many outlandish beliefs, the content of 

which is only matched in outlandishness by the processes by which they are formed. For 

instance, suppose he believes that the universe is destined to experience a massive heat 

death. Moreover, suppose he reaches this wild conclusion after looking directly at the 

sun, and ‘perceiving’ something ominous and destructive in its glow. Surely, this isn’t a 

reliable way to form a belief about the fate of the universe. But, when his friend, 

Skeptical Scott, asked him how he arrived at such a crazy belief, Deluded Dan calmly 

responds, and with complete sincerity, that he formed the belief by carefully considering 

what the latest science has to say about the eventual fate of the universe. This sounds like 

a pretty reliable way of forming such a belief. 

 Let’s apply SST to Deluded Dan’s belief, to see how our version of reliabilism 

about justification handles a concrete instance of belief formation. The first necessary 

condition SST places on doxastic justifiedness is that the subject in question would 

identify his or her own belief as the product of some process (or set of processes). I 

haven’t yet fleshed out what anchors the “would” here. Under what conditions does S 

need to identify, or type, his or her own belief-forming process, so as to satisy the first 

condition of SST? I want to suggest that we don’t try to pin down the exact conditions, 

but commit to the following: the relevant type(s) under which a subject’s belief-forming 

process is to be classified for the sake of a reliabilist-style epistemic evaluation is 

whichever type(s) comes to the fore when the subject is engaged in a genuine 

conversation. 

 To see the merit behind this qualification, we can reflect on how Deluded Dan 

would, in a non-conversational context, describe the causal history of his belief about the 

terminal state of the physical universe. If simply asked how he arrived at his belief, he 

would, ex hypothesi, say that he carefully considered what the latest science has to say on 

the matter. Now if we were to stop there, and take this description—this typing—as the 

one on which to base our epistemic evaluation of his belief, we would end up concluding 

that Deluded Dan’s belief is quite justified, since carefully considering what the latest 

science has to say about the fate of the universe seems like an epistemically good way to 

form a belief about such a complex topic. 

 This might seem like the wrong result though. The reader is likely to be thinking 

that Deluded Dan’s belief is unjustified, formed as it is by his kooky process of looking at 

the sun, or at the very least, that there is something epistemically faulty about it, which 
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should prevent us from labeling it as justified. I can sympathize with this thought. 

However, Skeptical Scott doesn’t need to take Deluded Dan’s word at face value, since in 

doing so, he would not be engaging him in a genuine conversation. He would be 

passively accepting Deluded Dan’s own perspective on his cognitive activity, and as a 

result, the interaction would lack the intimate, bilateral character of a bona fide 

conversation. In a bona fide conversation, Skeptical Scott doesn’t let Deluded Dan take 

the wheel entirely. Rather, he pushes back and challenges Deluded Dan by asking further 

questions, raising objections, bringing evidence to light, and so forth. He must not 

assume that what Deluded Dan thinks about his own belief-forming process is something 

that exists, readymade inside of Deluded Dan. This is an insulationist mistake, which 

interferes with SST’s proper application. Instead of thinking that what Deluded Dan 

thinks is something to be extracted from Deluded Dan, Skeptical Scott should view 

Deluded Dan’s views as nascent entities, to be brought to fruition in the in-between space 

of their conversation. We are beginning to see how SST can benefit from the background 

ontology that a relational view of mind provides. Shortly, we will see how SST benefits 

from LMA in particular, and even more precisely, from the notions of messiness and 

multiplicity. 

 Before we discuss messiness and multiplicity though, I want to pause and think 

about the intuition that there is obviously something wrong with Deluded Dan’s belief. 

The glaring fact is that the way in which he actually forms his belief doesn’t sound like a 

very reliable process vis-à-vis what it is being used for, namely, forming a belief about 

the heat death of the universe. One reason this is significant is that it an unreliable 

process is, by definition, not highly conducive to the formation of true beliefs, and so, we 

can say that it’s not particularly likely that Deluded Dan’s belief is true. This means that 

we should be hesitant to call it an instance of knowledge. But, let’s say it is true—that our 

universe is heading inexorably toward a  heat death, which describes, in case the reader is 

curious, the state of things when entropy spreads to the point where no energy-consuming 

processes can occur, including the processes that sustain us as living, thinking things. A 

universe that succumbs to a heat death has no order; it is a meaningless sea of 

disorganized particles, or so I understand it. It seems that even if this were all true, we 

would still be hesitant to call Deluded Dan’s belief a good one, an epistemically 

praiseworthy one. 

 So, our discomfort must not stem solely from the fact that Deluded Dan’s belief is 

likely false, and hence a poor candidate for being an instance of knowledge. But, as 

philosopher are quick to point out, being true isn’t the only way in which a belief can be 

epistemically good. In fact, the other source of epistemic value seems to be even more 

important. It is, of course, justification, or as I prefer to say, justifiedness (I reserve 

“justification” for particular attempts to justify a particular belief, idea, decision, etc.; 

“justifiedness” refers to the quality of resting on either a justification or some other 

epistemically admirable basis). I say it seems more important because intuitively, we 

parcel out more praise for justified false beliefs than unjustified true ones. If someone 

arrives at a belief in a justified fashion, or more simply, rationally (to use this term in a 

normative sense, which is not how I used it in chapter 4), but just so happens to be wrong 

due to bad luck, we will nonetheless think more of this unfortunately false belief than a 
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belief that was formed recklessly, but turned out to be true due to good luck. In any case, 

we care not just whether beliefs hit the mark, but the way in which we take our shots. 

This isn’t to say that hitting the target, and forming true beliefs, isn’t the ultimate goal, at 

least if we get into an epistemically ambitious state of mind, but simply that our way of 

assessing the value of beliefs involves a consideration of something in addition to their 

truth value. 

 Just what this something else is is of course a central concern of contemporary 

analytic epistemologists, who valiantly pursue the goal of a complete, clean, and precise 

definition of knowledge—a set of necessary and sufficient conditions. The standard 

definition of knowledge as justified, true belief has recently come under hard times, due 

to a short paper written by Edmund Gettier in 1963. Gettier, using several clever thought 

experiments, pushes us to think about whether a belief that is (a) true, and (b) formed in a 

responsible way—i.e., justifiably—necessarily counts as knowledge. The cases he 

presents to motivate the idea that (a) and (b) aren’t enough involve a subject who forms 

what looks like a justified belief, which also turns out to be true, but only due to sheer 

luck. One case goes like this: Smith and Jones are applying for the same job, and Smith 

comes to believe that Jones will get the job, because his boss tells him so. Jones also 

counted the number of coins in Jones’ pocket ten minutes prior to hearing the bad news 

from his boss that Smith would be getting the job. So, Jones concludes that the man who 

will get the job has ten coins in his pocket, remembering how many he had counted just 

ten minutes ago. Now, it turns out that he is the one who will actually get the job (maybe 

the boss told him otherwise as a kind of cruel, practical joke) and also that he, by sheer 

coincidence, has ten coins in his pocket. This means his belief that the man who will get 

the job has ten coins in his pocket is true, and also, it seems pretty justified, since he 

bases it on his boss’ testimony, a boss who we will assume is usually honest. But, it 

sounds wrong or at least a little weird to say that Smith knows the man who will get the 

job has ten coins in his pocket. This is because he is basing it off the fact that Jones has 

ten coins in his pocket, who is not the man who will get the job, and moreover, what does 

make his belief true, namely, the fact that he has ten coins in his pocket, isn’t even 

something he’s aware of. He got lucky. 

What Gettier’s thought experiment suggests that there is some additional criterion 

for a belief to count as knowledge, in addition to justifiedness and truth, or that we need 

to refine our understanding of justifiedness so as to handle so-called Gettier cases 

(situations in which it seems like a belief is justified, true, and yet not an instance of 

knowledge). It is thought that a better conception of justification will allow us to say that 

the beliefs in Gettier cases are not fully justified. Reliabilism can be thought of as a 

response to Gettier problems, although to reduce it to such a thing would be to overlook 

the complexity of its roots. Reliabilism asks us to view justifiedness as something that 

stems, at least in part, from a belief’s causal history. How a belief is formed matters. 

This takes us back to our example of Deluded Dan. His belief is true, and yet it 

doesn’t seem all that justified. Reliabilism provides a plausible answer to the question of 

why this is so. Deluded Dan’s belief is  not formed in a reliable fashion, since the process 

by which it gets formed involves nothing more than looking at the sun, which is an 

absurd way to arrive at sweeping judgments about the biggest questions in physics. 
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 Now, at this point in our discussion, the reader might be inclined to say that SST 

fails because it falls into a trap that reliabilism was designed to avoid: a failure to take 

into sufficient account the actual history of a belief. Does SST not, by allowing the 

subject to provide us with a description of her own belief formation, put us in a position 

to miss the belief’s actual causal basis, the nature of the process that acted as a cognitive 

midwife, bringing the belief into the world? 

 At a glance, it does. If we simply let Deluded Dan tell us how to think about the 

causal history of his belief about the fate of the universe, we will type the process that 

leads to his belief as the process of carefully paying attention to what the latest science 

has to say about the eventual fate of the physical universe and forming a belief about the 

issue in light of what one learns. This is a pretty rough description, and it’s not like it 

picks out a process type precisely enough for us to say that it picks out a process with a 

reliability rating of x, where x is some exact value, defined by unambiguous parameters. 

But, if we resist the analytic philosopher’s obsession with precision, we can say that it 

picks out a fairly reliable process, or at the very least, a process that isn’t in any obvious 

way epistemically defective. But this leads us to classify Deluded Dan’s belief as the 

product of a fairly reliable process, and thus, characterize the belief as fairly justified. 

The reader might not be happy with this, since Deluded Dan’s belief doesn’t seem very 

justified. 

 But, my suggestion is that we understand SST in a more nuanced way, by treating 

the task of typing as something that is achieved through conversation. What this means is 

that Skeptical Scott shouldn’t let Deluded Dan simply tell him how to type the belief 

forming process in question, nor should he ignore what Deluded Dan has to say, and try 

to find out what the ‘actual’ process was that Deluded Dan employed. The answer lies 

somewhere in between these options. Skeptical Scott should ask Deluded Dan how he 

arrived at his belief, and in this way, initiate ‘subject-sensitivity.’ But then, Skeptical 

Scott needs to continue to engage with Deluded Dan, in order to ‘complicate’ Deluded 

Dan’s initial suggestion about how to type the belief forming process in question. 

 In order to explain what I mean here, I need to clarify why I placed “actual” in 

scare-quotes a moment ago. The reason for this punctuation is simply that I am 

suspicious of the idea that there is a clean distinction between what Deluded Dan thinks 

about his belief forming processes, and what these processes actually are. This isn’t to 

say that a subject has infallible knowledge of her own mind. Rather, it’s to say that 

what’s really going on in someone’s mind isn’t something we can figure out without 

directly involving that someone as a fellow investigator, a fellow subject. The real nature 

of cognition lies in between the subject and the surrounding world, and thus, we cannot 

uncover or lay bare another’s mind, but allow it to exist as an active force which we must 

in turn meet with our own agency, intelligence, and purpose. This is a fancy way of 

saying that we can only come to truly understand the nature and quality of Deluded Dan’s 

thoughts by talking to him. And I mean, really talking. It is difficult to interface with 

another and genuinely talk, which is why rich and engaging conversations are so 

memorable. They’re  hard to come by! Moreover, bringing another’s thoughts into the 

light isn’t some mechanical process that requires that one dig and dig and dig until—

woila!—one discovers it. 
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 We have arrived at the intersection of LMA and the generality problem. LMA 

with its conception of thought as a fundamentally messy and multiple enterprise, in which 

projects intermingle, propelling an organism forward through what I have labeled bio-

historical time,  can help us challenge a very sneaky assumption—an assumptions that 

generates anxiety about what SST has to say about the case of Deluded Dan. The 

assumption is so simple it almost sounds foolish to say out loud. It’s simply the thought 

that Deluded Dan’s belief is the product of an it—of some clearly delineated process, 

which we could, at least in principle, tear out of the background of Deluded Dan’s mental 

life. Naomi Scheman helped me to see this, and I am grateful, since this point brings my 

view about the generality problem into closer alignment with LMA. Recall that a major 

theme in chapter 4 is the notion of a personal mind, a mind composed of projects that 

bleed into one another in ways that tie the different idiosyncratic rhythms of a particular 

individual’s mental life into temporally extended narratives of sorts, into a mental life as 

opposed to a mere sequence of thoughts, sensations, experiences, etc. Here, we can map 

this ontology of personhood/projects onto the notion of a belief forming process, since it 

sounds natural to say that forming a belief is a kind of project. It is something a person 

does, with purpose, even if only the faintest sort of purpose, and it seems to be by its very 

nature a temporally extended phenomenon. But, more importantly, this ontology help us 

appreciate the ham-handedness of referring to the process by which Deluded Dan forms 

his belief as an it, or even as the process. Let me explain. 

 The rich messiness and multiplicity of a persons mental life is such that there is 

never one clear process behind the formation of a belief (I won’t argue for this point 

directly, since I think it’s the sort of thing that one comes to accept not by engaging in 

argument, but by simply looking, to employ one of Wittgenstein’s preferred metaphors). 

Keeping this in mind helps us make human(e) and epistemically sophisticated evaluations 

of another person’s beliefs (statements, suggestions, questions, etc.—I sometimes worry 

that mainstream analytic epistemology’s obsession with beliefs engenders a distorted 

conception of our mental lives, which are populated by many kinds of cognitive 

movements, which don’t fit neatly into a doxastic scheme). I am playing with the 

distinction between human and humane because I think we can, by juxtaposing their 

meanings, come to appreciate what it commendable in the sort of epistemic evaluation I 

am recommending with SST + LMA. But before homing in on what’s commendable, I 

want to clarify the way in which the notions of messiness and multiplicity dovetail with 

SST. 

 Upon adding the caveat that a subject isn’t wholly in charge of typing her own 

belief-forming processes, I gave SST a more nuanced, and I think, theoretically powerful 

structure. For, once we accept that the way in which to type Deluded Dan’s belief 

forming process comes down to a conversation between Deluded Dan and his evaluators, 

we come to see that it is misguided to look for the way in which to type the process in 

question. This is because in a genuine conversation, Skeptical Scott and Deluded Dan 

won’t winnow down a list of process types. Rather, they will talk about Deluded Dan’s 

thoughts, and this dressed-down way of putting it should not distract us from the fact that 

talking about thoughts is the most sophisticated thing we do as human beings! Describing 

another’s mental life doesn’t involve isolating discrete processes and identifying them 



   242 

 

under a type, or even list of types. Sure there is something like ‘typing’ going on, in the 

sense that describing and evaluating another’s (or one’s own) cognitive activity requires 

the classification of particular cognitive acts under more general categories. But the 

typing proceeds more loosely than a winnowing down of some list. If we can resist the 

temptation to find the exat degree to which Deluded Dan’s belief is justified, we can 

come to accept that an intelligent assessment of his belief’s epistemic merit will not 

involve coming up with the proper way of describing this belief’s causal history. Rather, 

it will involve exploring multiple descriptions, by inhabiting a space of narrative, a space 

of conversation. Talking to Deluded Dan further can help us complicate our conception 

of his belief’s causal history by hearing other things he has to say about this history. 

Moreover, the descriptions on the table need to be based on what he says, and responsive 

to what he says, but they can consist of Skeptical Scott’s words too, or some other 

evaluator. There is polysemy built into this sort of epistemic evaluation, which is a good 

things, because it allows our methodology to meet the plurality we encounter in the 

metaphysics of belief formation. 

 But as cool as this sounds, isn’t the case of Deluded Dan cut and dry? Well, not. 

Someone might look at it and say, “Now that belief is totally unjustified. I mean, the guy 

formed it by just staring at the sun!” Someone else, on the other hand, might say, “Eh, it’s 

not such a bad belief, since from his perspective, it’s based on good science.” What this 

suggests is that when we look at another human being’s cognition, there isn’t some 

obvious sequence of events—like an assembly line inside the skull—that clearly spits out 

beliefs as its output. Rather, we see a person, who is always already emerging out of a 

messy thicket of projects. There isn’t some principle way of isolating the projects that are 

involved in a particular instance of cognition, in the way that opponents of reliabilism 

often demand. But there are ways of intelligently describing the projects, or processes, 

that involved. And the business of epistemically evaluating a belief should involve the 

skillful consideration of multiple stories about what happened when so and so came to 

believe such and such. The evaluator who says that Deluded Dan came to believe in the 

heat death of the universe by looking at the sun, and the evaluator who says he came to 

believe this by heeding scientists’ predictions, are both falling short of the mark. These 

attempts to cram Deluded Dan’s cognition into a single type erase the richness that 

presumably lies behind his belief. Until we engage with this richness through 

conversation, and even afterwards, we should be wary of pinning down Deluded Dan’s 

belief with a single epistemic score, at it were. 

 For instance, when Deluded Dan looked at the sun, was there some remembrance 

of a physics article floating around his consciousness, in the background? Is that perhaps 

why he says his belief stems from a consideration of actual science? Did he see just the 

sun as the usual sun—big, hot, indifferent, hard to look at—or did the sun seem to come 

to life, and convey an articulate message? Did he form his belief because he wanted to 

practice something his religion encouraged, namely, reading meaning off of the face of 

nature? These are just a handful of questions that Skeptical Scott might pose to his friend, 

in order to start setting up a discursive space in which to explore the detailed fabric of 

Deluded Dan’s mental life in all its particular—in all its messiness and multiplicity. 
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Moreover, he will best know the epistemic merit of Deluded Dan’s belief by developing a 

complicated view of its causal history, and not a definitive one. 

 We can now see why an evaluation of Deluded Dan’s belief grounded in SST + 

LMA can help us achieve a human(e) view of things. First, it allows us to view Deluded 

Dan’s cognition as the cognition of a human being, or as I prefer to say, the cognition of a 

SPO (with a particular emphasis on ‘P’ here). It does so by allowing us to remain in a 

state of relative ambivalence about the nature of the causal history behind Deluded Dan’s 

belief. We have Deluded Dan’s descriptions of his belief formation, which we place at 

the ‘center’ of our discursive space. These form the basis, around which we build our 

conception of his cognition, by adding to and taking away from what he says, by 

challenging it or clarifying it, by ignoring or emphasizing it, and so on and so forth. This 

is loose, and it’s supposed to be. This is what makes it a humane epistemic evaluation. 

There is something harsh and ethically questionable about placing another’s belief at one 

location on a spectrum of epistemic goodness. This isn’t to promote relativism. I am, 

after all, setting forth a way to evaluate beliefs. I want SST + LMA to pack some 

normative punch. My point is just that there is a kind of violence in the demand behind 

the generality problem. The urge to find the description for a particular piece of cognition 

is to overestimate the singularity of particularity—it is to assume that our token processes 

are discrete things, to which one or even a set amount of descriptions apply, instead of 

messy and multiple instances within a mental life. If we accept that our so-called token 

processes are the latter, we see that it is unfair and harsh to ask for a typing principle, 

since it is tantamount to asking for an algorithm with which to describe another human 

being’s complex movement through the world. Moreover, it gets things wrong. We 

remain open to multiple accounts of how another’s belief gets formed not out of some 

wishy-washy attraction to relativism, but because an accurate understanding of a belief’s 

epistemic value has to be plural in order to accommodate the plurality behind every 

belief. Ignoring this plurality—this messiness and multiplicity—is to take a short-cut 

through another’s life, to employ a wonderful metaphor from Adrienne Rich. Taking a 

short-cut is both ethically and epistemically dangerous, since it distorts our understanding 

of others, but specifically, through the violent and terrible act of erasing multiplicity. In 

chapter 4, I tried to drive home the idea that such an abnegation amounts to a denial of 

one’s personhood. It is, in this way, a kind of murder. 

 These terms might strike the reader as melodramatic, coming as they are at the 

end of a technical discussion about reliabilism. However, nothing less dramatic could 

convey the political significance behind the question of how we ‘type’ each others’ 

cognitive acts, trains of thought, arguments, etc. I think Adrienne Rich hits the nail on the 

head in the following passage, where she describes beautifully the way in which a 

colonialist attitude derives its power from the practice of ignoring the complexity of the 

human person: 

 
The powerful person would seem to have a good deal at stake in suppressing or denying his 

awareness of the personal reality of others; power seems to engender a kind of willed 

ignorance, a moral stupidity, about the inwardness of others, hence of oneself.... To hold 

power over others means that the powerful is permitted a kind of shortcut through the 

complexity of human personality. He does not have to enter intuitively into the souls of the 
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powerless, or to hear what they are saying in their many lnaguages, including the language of 

silence. Colonialism exists by virtue of this shortcut—how else could so few live among so 

many and understand so little?247 

 

SST + LMA gives us some theoretical machinery with which to develop a reliabilist-style 

view of justification that has built into its content a sensitivity to the particularity and 

plurality, to the messiness and multiplicity, of flesh and blood subjects, of situated, 

historical, living minds. This account of justification honors the intuition that a subject’s 

first-person perspective matters, without ignoring the importance of a belief’s causal 

history. The lynchpin of this negotiation is the notion that we most objectively understand 

how each other think by entering into conversations. Conversations allow us to receive 

each other’s thoughts in all of their richness, and to detect the subtle rhythms in the 

cadence of another being’s cognition. Moreover, they help us resist the dominating 

colonialist gaze, with its confident capacity to stifle the dynamic expressions of another 

soul. And in doing so, conversations have the potential to help us not only understand and 

evaluate one another, but tear down the tragic sense of distance that the patriarchy has 

encouraged us to adopt as our default mode of dealing with each other. These politically 

charged remarks might seem to be coming out of left field, since there has not been a 

strong political current throughout the dissertation. But that is because my aim is to 

provide a rigorous defense of LMA as a onto-epistemology of mind. At the end of the 

day, however, I see LMA as part of a broader paradigm shift, which Karen Barad 

describes as onto-ethico-epistemological. I hope that in the last 7 chapters, I have helped 

this paradigm shift, by highlighting some specific boons that come with a relational view 

of mind, with the living mind approach. I now want to make some concluding remarks, 

where I reflect a bit more on the way in which LMA might contribute to a more general 

shift in our inter-personal attitudes, and specifically, to a shift in the way we philosophers 

do philosophy.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 
                                                 
247 Rich, Adrienne. Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution. New York: W.W. Norton 

& Company, 1995. 
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8 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

 

Where does a mind end and the world begin? If I have succeeded in my goal for this 

dissertation, and you are reading this after having read a good chunk of the preceding 

text, then this question will not land gently on your ears. It will sound fraught, 

assumption-laden, and even dangerous. If I have been successful, we will not have made 

progress in answering this question. Indeed, as I have defined it, success here is taking a 

step back, not forward. Returning to the question itself, and making it the object of 

inquiry. Is it a question we ought to be asking, a question that serves as a suitable point of 

departure for our philosophical investigation of mentality? Sometimes solving a problem 

requires surrender, surrender to the possibility that our previous efforts, no matter their 

sincerity or intensity, have simply cluttered up the landscape of our thought. Though 

unglamorous, and even depressing, reversing out of the thicket of confusion in which our 

misdirected efforts have landed us is, at this juncture, vital. We might feel foolish, 

anxious, that if we just pushed a little farther in the same direction we woud break 

through into a beautiful pasture of understanding, where we might bathe in the light of 

clarity and recline in the comfort of certainty. But I implore you to resist this urge. Only 

more confusion waits for us if we continue to ask the same questions about mind, 

knowledge, consciousness, and the other heady topics philosophers tackle in order to sort 

out what our place in the universe is. What are we? We are persons. We are organisms. 

We are subjects. This trinity is dense, baffling, profound. It is also where our minds lurk, 

in that wonderful ambiguity that lies at the heart of our existence as rational animals. Let 

us plunge into that ambiguity and start seeing ourselves anew. Let us be reborn in a 

radically new self-understanding. How this will all go is not for me to say, but I can say 

this: LMA provides us with some tools for investigating the uncharted territory opened 

up by an abnegation of insulationism about the mental. With LMA, we can project 

ourselves into a new era in the philosophy of mind. 
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