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Editorial

Disputatio celebrated its 20th anniversary in 2016, and it starts a 
new cycle in 2017.

Disputatio was founded in 1996 by João Branquinho (U Lisboa), in 
a time when analytic philosophy in Portugal was still in its inception. 
Branquinho first co-edited the journal with the late M. S. Lourenço 
and Fernando Ferreira (U Lisboa), and with Desidério Murcho 
(UF Ouro Preto) as managing editor. In 2008 Teresa Marques (U 
Barcelona) became co-editor of Disputatio with Branquinho. When 
Branquinho retired from the journal in 2015, Célia Teixeira (UF 
Rio de Janeiro), who had been managing editor since 2010 following 
Murcho’s departure, joined Marques as co-editor; and José Mestre 
(U Lisboa) became the new managing editor.

The journal was first published by the Portuguese Philosophy Society, 
an arrangement that continued until 2002 when it moved to the 
Philosophy Centre of the University of Lisbon. During the last decade 
Disputatio has been published exclusively online as an open access 
journal. The decision to abandon the printed version was motivated 
by both economic and environmental reasons. The editors and 
the University of Lisbon remained committed to the successful 
continuation of the journal.

The austerity policies imposed upon Portuguese academic insti-
tutions in 2011 limited the resources available for running a profes-
sional open access journal. Despite these obstacles, Disputatio was 
indexed in important databases and catalogues (such as ESBCHO, 
Dialnet, Latindex, Philosopher’s Index, Scopus, and PhilPapers), 
and its position among international philosophy journals has been 
consolidated. In 2015, and for the first time, Disputatio obtained an 
SJR ranking of Q2 (Scimago/Scopus). We are very proud of our ef-
fort, and of the results achieved. We are also grateful for the feed-
back that many authors have left on the APA’s Journal Survey Project 
(a project previously run by Andrew Cullison).

We are pleased to announce that the University of Lisbon has 
signed an agreement with De Gruyter publishers for the open access 
publication of Disputatio. With De Gruyter Online academic publishing, 
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all articles will be freely available online and assigned a DOI.
Disputatio is now starting a new cycle, and during the summer of 

2017 its editorship will be transferred from Teresa Marques and Cé-
lia Teixeira to Ricardo Santos (U Lisboa) and Elia Zardini (U Lisboa).

We wish to thank the managing editor, José Mestre, for his ex-
ceptional and meticulous work, and friendship during these years. 
We also wish to thank all the members of the editorial board, and 
the many reviewers who have collaborated with Disputatio during the 
last decade (reviewers are named below; apologies if we forgot any-
one). We also thank you, our readers, for continued interest in our 
project.

We wish the future editors of the journal the best of luck and 
success.
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Abstract
The “Problem of the Rock” (PoR) is a famous objection to Higher-Or-
der (HO) theories of consciousness. According to PoR, the HO theo-
rists’ claim that a mental state is conscious iff there is a higher-order 
mental state about it implies that a rock is also conscious iff there is a 
higher-order mental state about it. In this paper I show that this argu-
ment confuses two grammatically distinct attributions of conscious-
ness, and that if the consequent equivocation fallacy is avoided, PoR is 
either a straw man argument or has an unproblematic conclusion.

Keywords
Consciousness, higher-order theories of consciousness, the problem of 
the rock, the generality problem, ambitransitivity.

According to so-called Higher-Order (HO) theories of conscious-
ness, a mental state is conscious if and only if there is a suitable high-
er-order mental state (either a thought or a perception) about it. One 
of the best known objections to HO theories was first put forward by 
Alvin Goldman over two decades ago:

A rock does not become conscious when someone has a belief about it. 
Why should a first-order psychological state become conscious simply 
by having a belief about it? (Goldman 1993: 366)

Leopold Stubenberg (1998) called this ‘the problem of the rock’ 
(PoR). Robert van Gulick (2000) used the term ‘generality problem’ 
for a nearly identical objection, differing mainly in its substitution of 
a desk lamp for Goldman’s rock.

HO theorists have responded to PoR in a number of different 
ways. (See Gennaro 2005 for an overview.) The most obvious re-
sponse is to deny the validity of the generalization from mental states 
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to rocks (or desk lamps). In this paper I will argue that there is a more 
fundamental problem for PoR, however: it depends on an equivoca-
tion of two grammatically distinct attributions of consciousness.

Before we can properly assess PoR, there are two minor defects 
in Goldman’s original phrasing of the problem that need to be cor-
rected. Firstly, as Rocco Gennaro (2005) has pointed out before, the 
term ‘belief’ is somewhat inappropriate here. HO theories claim that 
the higher-order state is either a thought (in Higher-Order Thought 
theories) or a perception (in Higher-Order Perception theories), but 
not that it is a belief. (On the other hand, if in some HO theory 
thoughts and/or perceptions are considered to be kinds of beliefs, 
then for that theory the term ‘belief’ might be acceptable.)

Secondly, it is not entirely clear how ‘becoming conscious’ should 
be understood here (i.e. temporally, causally, etc.). The most neutral 
reading equates it with ‘being conscious’, and that is probably the 
most charitable reading as well.

Taking these corrections into account, the second sentence of the 
above quote should be understood as an interrogative version of the 
claim that:

(1) A mental state x is conscious if and only if someone has a 
thought about/perception of x,

which summarizes Goldman’s apparent interpretation of HO the-
ories. Whether this interpretation is entirely correct is debatable. 
At the very least, the word ‘suitable’ needs to be inserted before 
‘thought’. Nevertheless, in order to focus on the aforementioned 
more fundamental problem, I will let it pass and assume that (1) is an 
acceptable summary of the main claim of HO theories.

Goldman’s point is that, lacking a good argument to the contrary, 
we should be able to generalize (1) to:

(2) Any x is conscious if and only if someone has a thought about/
perception of x,

from which it follows that:

(3) A rock is conscious if and only if someone has a thought 
about/perception of that rock.

However, (3) is false because rocks are not conscious, and therefore, 
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(1) is false. Or at least, that is—supposedly—what the enthyme-
matic conclusion of PoR should be.

In one of the earliest responses to PoR, David Rosenthal (1997) 
appealed to a distinction between transitive consciousness of some-
thing and intransitive being conscious, and charged PoR of being 
“just a disguised version of the doctrine that being intransitively con-
scious is an intrinsic property” (1997: 739). Intrinsic properties are 
non-relational—that is, they do not consist (even partly) in “bear-
ing a relation to something else” (1997: 736). If PoR would indeed 
presume that intransitive consciousness is intrinsic, then this would 
be begging the question against HO theories, because those assume 
consciousness of any kind to be a relational property. However, it 
has been disputed that PoR depends on this assumption. Alex Byrne 
(1997), for example, argues that it is more likely to follow from PoR 
than lead to it. (See also Gennaro 2005.) The distinction between 
transitive and intransitive consciousness, on the other hand, is essen-
tial to understanding PoR, but insufficiently fine-grained.

The transitive/intransitive distinction is (at least originally) a 
grammatical distinction between two kinds of verbs. Transitive verbs 
take two arguments. For example, ‘John is eating a steak’ and ‘Jane 
opens the door’. Intransitive verbs take only one argument: ‘John is 
eating’ and ‘the door opens’. The verbs in these examples, ‘eating’ 
and ‘opening’, are really ambitransitive verbs, meaning that they can 
be both transitive and intransitive. If we bracket ‘of’ in ‘being con-
scious (of)’, then that phrase appears to be similarly ambitransitive.

There are (at least) two kinds of ambitransitive verbs, which is 
illustrated in the two examples in the previous paragraph. The agent 
of intransitive ‘eating’ is the agent of transitive ‘eating’, while the 
agent of intransitive ‘opening’ is the patient of transitive ‘opening’. 
For that reason, ‘eating’ is called an ‘agentive ambitransitive’ and 
‘opening’ a ‘patientive ambitransitive’.

Usually, the intransitive form of an ambitransitive verb can have 
either the agent or the patient of the transitive form as its sole argu-
ment, and is thus either an agentive or a patientive ambitransitive, 
but there are also a few verbs that are doubly ambiguous. Such verbs 
are ambitransitive, but unlike most ambitransitives, they can take 
either argument as the sole argument of the intransitive form. For 
example, transitive ‘Linda is flying this plane over Siberia’ has two 
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related intransitive sentences: ‘Linda is flying over Siberia’ and ‘this 
plane is flying over Siberia’. Such verbs appear to be rare, however, 
but ‘being conscious (of)’ works (more or less) like such a verb, and 
this is a source of (potential) confusion. As an illustration, consider 
the following three sentences:

(a) Jake is conscious of his thought about breakfast.

(b) Jake is conscious.

(c) The [i.e. Jake’s] thought about breakfast is conscious.

In (a) ‘being conscious (of)’ is transitive; in (b) and (c) it is intransi-
tive, but while it takes the agent of the transitive form as its argu-
ment in (b), the argument of (c) is the patient of the transitive form. 
In other words, (b) attributes (some kind of) consciousness to an 
agent, and (c) to a patient. For that reason, I will refer to these two 
different kinds of intransitive consciousness as agent-consciousness 
and patient-consciousness, respectively. There is a further complica-
tion, however.

The transitivity of ‘being conscious of’ in (a) can be represent-
ed symbolically as ⟨1,1⟩ in which the order is ⟨agent,patient⟩ and in 
which ‘1’ marks presence of an argument and ‘0’ marks omission. 
In the same notation, the transitivity in (c)—that is, of patient-
consciousness—is ⟨0,1⟩. In that sentence, the agent is omitted and 
the patient is promoted to grammatical subject similar to the pas-
sive voice. Analogously, the transitivity in (b) could be interpreted as 
⟨1,0⟩ similar to the antipassive voice (which does not exist in English, 
but that does not matter here), but that is not the only possibility.

A genuinely ambitransitive verb is ⟨1,1⟩ in its transitive form and 
either ⟨1,0⟩ or ⟨0,1⟩ in its intransitive form (the first if its agentive, the 
second if it is patientive), but there also are quasi-ambitransitive verbs 
that act like ambitransitive verbs grammatically, but that have ⟨1⟩ intran-
sitive forms that differ subtly in meaning from their transitive forms.

The difference between ⟨1,0⟩ and ⟨1⟩ can be illustrated by means 
of a comparison of ‘eating’ and ‘falling’. If John is eating, then he 
is eating something, but if the ball falls, then the ball is not falling 
anything (and neither is anything falling the ball). In other words, 
the ambitransitive verb ‘eating’ implies a hidden argument even in its 
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intransitive form—that is what the ‘0’ in ⟨1,0⟩ means. But a genu-
inely intransitive verb—like ‘falling’—has no such implication, and 
should thus be represented as ⟨1⟩.

‘Walking’ and ‘flying’ are examples of quasi-ambitransitives. The 
first can be transitive as in ‘Sophie is walking the dog’ or ‘Hanako 
is walking a long-distance trail’ and intransitive as in ‘Margaret is 
walking’, but the last sentence does not imply that Margaret is walk-
ing something (i.e. a pet, or some route or path), and therefore, the 
transitivity of ‘walking’ in that sentence is ⟨1⟩. The same applies to 
‘the pilot flies the plane’ and ‘the bird flies’. Importantly, there are 
subtle differences in meaning between the transitive and intransitive 
forms of ‘walking’ and ‘flying’—and there must be, given that the 
intransitive forms have no implied patients—and perhaps it can be 
argued for that reason these are not really grammatically different 
forms of the same verb but closely related homonyms. For the same 
reason, if agent-consciousness is ⟨1⟩ rather than ⟨1,0⟩, then it does 
not express the (exact) same concept as transitive consciousness, and 
is probably not reducible to it.

While transitive consciousness and patient-consciousness can be 
easily characterized as ⟨1,1⟩ and ⟨0,1⟩, respectively, it is not clear—
and certainly not uncontroversial—whether agent -consciousness is 
⟨1,0⟩ or ⟨1⟩.1 Furthermore, different positions with regards to HO 
theories most likely also differ in their interpretation of agent-con-
sciousness as either ⟨1⟩ or ⟨1,0⟩. And if that is the case, then there is 
no non-question-begging definition of agent-consciousness. Never-
theless, even if we cannot uncontroversially define agent-conscious-
ness, there is at least one important feature that follows in either 
interpretation.

Patient-consciousness is ⟨0,1⟩ and is, therefore, defined as in (4). 
If agent-consciousness is ⟨1,0⟩, then it just omits the other argument 
and is, therefore, analogously defined as in (5*). (The asterisk marks 
that (5*) is true only if agent-consciousness is ⟨1,0⟩.)

(4) ∀x [x is patient-conscious ↔
def.

 ∃y [y is conscious of x]]

1 My own opinion on the matter is that the notion of ⟨1⟩ intransitive conscious-
ness is confused nonsense (and the main cause of most philosophical problems 
about consciousness), and thus that any occurrence of intransitive consciousness 
is either ⟨1,0⟩ or ⟨0,1⟩, but I will not defend this opinion here.
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(5*) ∀x [x is ⟨1,0⟩agent-conscious ↔
def.

 ∃y [x is conscious of y]]

In either case, intransitive consciousness is defined in terms of a 
primitive concept of transitive consciousness (i.e. ‘being conscious 
of’, ‘being aware of’, etc.). No such definition of agent-consciousness 
is possible if ‘being conscious’ in that sense is really ⟨1⟩ intransitive, 
because in that case, it does not express the (exact) same concept as 
the transitive variant. However, even in that case there appears to be 
an uncontroversial conceptual relation with transitive consciousness: 
it seems undeniable that being agent-conscious at least implies the 
possibility of being conscious of something:

(6) ∀x [x is agent-conscious → ◇ (∃y [x is conscious of y])]

If it is accepted that p implies ◇p, then (6) also follows from (5*), 
and consequently, (6) is true regardless of whether agent-conscious-
ness is ⟨1⟩ or ⟨1,0⟩.

(6) obviously implies a restriction to what kinds of things can be 
agent -conscious, namely things that can be transitively conscious of 
something, but no similar restriction is implied by (4): anything can 
be patient-conscious, and something can even be agent- and patient -
conscious at the same time. If two people are having a conversation, 
they are both simultaneously agent- and patient -conscious.2

The first premise of the Problem of the Rock (PoR) is a summary 
of HO theories, repeated here for convenience:

(1) A mental state x is conscious if and only if someone has a 
thought about/perception of x.

PoR is about intransitive consciousness, and therefore, ‘is conscious’ 
in (1) is either agent-consciousness or patient-consciousness. Be-
cause the subject of (1) is a mental state, ‘is conscious’ can be agent- 
consciousness only if mental states are a kind of thing that can be 
conscious of something (i.e. not just about something, but conscious 
of that thing). As far as I know, no HO theorist ever claimed that 
mental states can be conscious agents or can be conscious of things 

2 If Jane is conversing with John, then (a) Jane is conscious of John, and there-
fore (a1) Jane is agent-conscious and (a2) John is patient-conscious; and (b) John 
is conscious of Jane, and therefore, (b1) John is agent-conscious and (b2) Jane is 
patient-conscious.
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(in this sense), and therefore, this interpretation would misrepre-
sent HO theories. Furthermore, even if HO theories would claim 
that mental states can be conscious agents, it would not follow that 
anything can be a conscious agent as asserted by (2), because (6) 
implicitly restricts agent-consciousness to particular kinds of things. 
Consequently, if ‘being conscious’ in PoR is agent-consciousness, 
then the argument is not just a straw man (because it misrepresents 
HO theories), but invalid as well.

Alternatively, if ‘is conscious’ in (1) is patient-consciousness, then 
from (4) it follows that someone (or something) is conscious of that 
state, and that appears to be exactly what HO theorists are claiming. 
Hence, we can disambiguate (1) as follows:3

(7) A mental state x is patient-conscious if and only if someone 
has a thought about/perception of x.

From (4) it follows that the left-hand side of the biconditional in (7) 
implies that there is some y that is conscious of x, and any sensible 
interpretation identifies that y with the ‘someone’ in the right-hand 
side of (7). Thus:

(8) For a mental state x, ∃y [y is conscious of x if and only if y has 
a thought about/perception of x] ,

which can be generalized into:

(9) ∀x ∃y [y is conscious of x if and only if y has a thought about/
perception of x].

And that—properly understood—is all that (2) means.
The rock in (3) is either agent-conscious or patient-conscious. 

It cannot be the first because (1) and (2) turn out to be about pa-
tient-consciousness, so if (3) would be about agent-consciousness, 
then it would not follow. Therefore, (3)—like (1) and (2)—is about 
patient-consciousness:

(10) A rock is patient-conscious if and only if someone has a 
thought about/perception of that rock.

And from (4) and (10)—or from (9)—it then follows that someone 

3 Of course, the acceptability of (7) depends on the acceptability of (1) as a sum-
mary of HO theories, and as mentioned above, there are other problems with (1).
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is conscious of a rock if and only if that person has a thought about/
perception of that rock. If ‘consciousness’ in (3) is patient-conscious-
ness, then that is all that (3) means. But there is nothing objection-
able to (3) understood as such (aside perhaps, from the fact that we 
usually do not use the adjective ‘conscious’ in this way in English).

The enthymematic conclusion of PoR depends on the suggestion 
that HO theories imply that rocks are agent-conscious (and thus that 
rocks have consciousness and can be conscious of things), but that 
suggestion is based on an equivocation fallacy. If (1) is to be a repre-
sentation of the central claim of HO theories, then it is about patient-
consciousness, and then no conclusion about agent-consciousness can 
follow. If the equivocation is avoided, then either PoR misrepresents 
HO theories (and thus is a straw man), or it states (the rather obvious 
fact) that someone is conscious of a rock if she has a thought about 
that rock or perceives that rock. Neither is problematic for HO theo-
ries. Therefore, there is no Problem of the Rock.4
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Abstract
Several alternatives vie today for recognition as the most plausible 
ontology, from physicalism to panpsychism. By and large, these on-
tologies entail that physical structures circumscribe consciousness by 
bearing phenomenal properties within their physical boundaries. The 
ontology of idealism, on the other hand, entails that all physical struc-
tures are circumscribed by consciousness in that they exist solely as phe-
nomenality in the first place. Unlike the other alternatives, however, 
idealism is often considered implausible today, particularly by analytic 
philosophers. A reason for this is the strong intuition that an objective 
world transcending phenomenality is a self-evident fact. Other argu-
ments—such as the dependency of phenomenal experience on brain 
function, the evidence for the existence of the universe before the 
origin of conscious life, etc.—are also often cited. In this essay, I will 
argue that these objections against the plausibility of idealism are false. 
As such, this essay seeks to show that idealism is an entirely plausible 
ontology.

Keywords
Idealism, physicalism, panpsychism, cosmopsychism, mind-body 
problem.

1 Introduction

The mainstream physicalist ontology posits that reality is constitut-
ed by irreducible physical entities—which Strawson (2006: 9) has 
called ‘ultimates’—outside and independent of phenomenality. Ac-
cording to physicalism, these ultimates, in and of themselves, do not 
instantiate phenomenal properties. In other words, there is nothing 
it is like to be an ultimate, phenomenality somehow emerging only 
at the level of complex arrangements of ultimates. As such, under 
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physicalism phenomenality is not fundamental, but instead reducible 
to physical parameters of arrangements of ultimates.

What I will call ‘microexperientialism’, in turn, posits that there 
is already something it is like to be at least some ultimates (Strawson 
et al. 2006: 24–29), combinations of these experiencing ultimates 
somehow leading to more complex experience. As such, under micro-
experientialism phenomenality is seen as an irreducible aspect of at 
least some ultimates. The ontology of panexperientialism (Griffin 
1998: 77–116, Rosenberg 2004: 91–103, Skrbina 2007: 21–22) is 
analogous to microexperientialism, except in that the former en-
tails the stronger claim that all ultimates instantiate phenomenal 
properties.

Micropsychism (Strawson et al. 2006: 24–29) and panpsychism 
(Skrbina 2007: 15–22) are analogous—maybe even identical—to 
microexperientialism and panexperientialism, respectively, except 
perhaps in that some formulations of the former admit cognition—a 
more complex form of phenomenality—already at the level of ulti-
mates, as an irreducible aspect of these ultimates.

While microexperientialism, panexperientialism, micropsy-
chism and panpsychism entail that bottom-up combinations of 
simple subjects give rise to more complex ones, such as human be-
ings, cosmopsychism (Nagasawa and Wager 2016) takes the opposite 
route. Indeed, “the first postulate of cosmopsychism is that the cosmos 
as a whole is the only ontological ultimate there is, and that it is conscious” 
(Shani 2015: 408, the emphasis is Shani’s).

Finally, the ontology of idealism is characterized by a combina-
tion of two propositions: (a) phenomenal consciousness is irreduc-
ible; and (b) everything else—the whole of nature—is reducible to a 
unitary and universal phenomenal consciousness (henceforth, I shall 
refer to phenomenal consciousness simply as ‘consciousness’).

Idealism may be consistent with—even identical to—certain in-
terpretations of cosmopsychism. According to Shani, for instance, 
cosmopsychism entails that “an omnipresent cosmic consciousness 
is the single ontological ultimate there is” (2015: 390). This perfect-
ly embodies the defining tenet of idealism insofar as it implies that 
everything—including the physical—can be reduced to the phenom-
enal. Shani also writes that matter is the cosmos “in its appearance 
as exterior complement to the subjective realities of created selves” 
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(2015: 412, emphasis added). The notion that matter is the phenom-
enal appearance of equally phenomenal dynamics is also eminently 
idealist. Therefore, these interpretations of cosmopsychism are es-
sentially indistinguishable from idealism and I shall, henceforth, re-
fer to them simply as idealism.

Other possible interpretations of cosmopsychism entail that the 
cosmos as a whole bears phenomenal properties—i.e. has inner life 
—but also has an aspect—the physical universe we can measure—
that is irreducible to these phenomenal properties. Naturally, this 
implies a form of dual-aspect monism, a la Spinoza (Skrbina 2007: 
88). Indeed, under these views the cosmos can still be said to be 
conscious, but not in consciousness. In the former case, the cosmos bears 
phenomenality; in the latter—which is the idealist view—the cos-
mos is constituted by phenomenality. Interpretations of cosmopsy-
chism that are not consistent with idealism shall not be further ad-
dressed in this paper.

In what follows, I will attempt to rebut the most common objec-
tions to the plausibility of idealism. I will seek to show that these 
objections are based on circular reasoning, conflation, unexamined 
assumptions, and several other misconceptions.

2 The felt concreteness objection

English poet Samuel Johnson is said to have argued against Bishop 
Berkeley’s idealism by kicking a large stone while exclaiming: ‘I re-
fute it thus!’ (Boswell 1820: 218) Johnson was clearly appealing to 
the felt concreteness of the stone to suggest that it could not be just 
a figment of imagination. Indeed, the felt concreteness of the world 
is probably the main reason why people intuitively reject the notion 
that reality unfolds in consciousness. If a truck hits you, you will 
hurt, even if you are an idealist.

However, notice that appeals to concreteness, solidity, palpabil-
ity and any other quality that we have come to associate with things 
outside consciousness are still appeals to phenomenality. After all, 
concreteness, solidity and palpability are qualities of experience. What 
else? A stone allegedly outside consciousness, in and by itself, is en-
tirely abstract and has no qualities. If anything, by pointing to the 
felt concreteness of the stone Johnson was implicitly suggesting the 
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primacy of experience over abstraction, which is eminently idealist.
We have come to automatically interpret the felt concreteness of 

the world as evidence that the world is outside consciousness. But 
this is an unexamined artifact of subliminal thought-models. Our 
only access to the world is through sense perception, which is it-
self phenomenal. The notion that there is a world outside and inde-
pendent of the phenomenal is an explanatory model, not an empirical 
fact. No phenomenal quality can be construed as direct evidence for 
something outside phenomenality.

3 The private minds objection

As discussed in the Introduction, under idealism there is only one 
universal consciousness. Yet, at a personal level, our mental lives 
are clearly separate from one another. I do not have direct access to 
your thoughts and feelings and, presumably, neither do you to mine. 
Moreover, I do not seem to be aware of what is happening across the 
galaxy and, presumably, neither are you. So, if all reality is reducible 
to one universal consciousness, how can there be separate private 
minds such as yours and mine?

To make sense of this under idealism, we need to review a mental 
condition called dissociation (Braude 1995, Kelly et al. 2009: 167–
174 and 348–352, Schlumpf et al. 2014, Strasburger and Waldvogel 
2015). Indeed, it is now well established in psychiatry that mental 
contents can undergo “a disruption of and/or discontinuity in [their] 
normal integration” (Black and Grant 2014: 191). This normal inte-
gration of mental contents takes place through chains of cognitive as-
sociations: a perception may evoke an abstract idea, which may trig-
ger a memory, which may inspire a thought, etc. These associations 
are logical, in the sense that e.g. the memory inspires the thought be-
cause of a certain implicit logic linking the two. Integrated mentation 
can thus be modeled, for ease of visualization, as a connected direct-
ed graph. See Figure 1a. Each vertex in the graph represents a par-
ticular mental content and each edge a cognitive association logically 
linking mental contents together. Every mental content in the graph 
of Figure 1a can be reached from any other mental content through a 
chain of cognitive associations. Dissociation, in turn, can be visual-
ized as what happens when the graph becomes disconnected, such 
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as shown in Figure 1b. Some mental contents can then no longer be 
reached from others. Following the psychiatric convention, I shall 
refer to the subgraph with grey vertices as a (dissociated) alter.

Figure 1. A connected graph (a) illustrating normal integration of 
mental contents, and a disconnected graph (b) illustrating dissociation 
and the corresponding formation of an alter (subgraph in grey).

Because cognitive associations are essentially logical, as opposed to 
spatio-temporal, the scheme of representation in Figure 1 allows 
for the simultaneous experience of multiple mental contents linked 
together in a connected subgraph. This is empirically justifiable: a 
perception, for instance, can be experienced at the same time as the 
thoughts it evokes and the emotions evoked by these thoughts. More-
over—and by the same token—the two disconnected subgraphs in 
Figure 1b can also represent two concurrently conscious subjects of 
experience. The substantiation for this is again empirical: there is 
compelling evidence that different alters of the same psyche can be 
co-conscious (Kelly et al. 2009: 317–322, Braude 1995: 67–68).

An alter loses direct access to mental contents surrounding it, 
but remains integral to the underlying consciousness that constitutes it. The 
disconnection between an alter and surrounding mental contents is 
logical, not ontic. As an analogy, a database may contain entries that 
are not indexed and, therefore, cannot be reached, but this does not 
physically separate those entries from the rest of the database.

Dissociation can coherently explain how seemingly separate but 
concurrently conscious subjects of experience—such as you and me 
—can form under idealism: each is an alter of universal conscious-
ness. And because each alter becomes unable to evoke the mental 
contents of another, their respective inner lives acquire a seemingly 
private character, even though they remain integral to the underlying 
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consciousness that constitutes them.

4 The stand-alone world objection

If all there is is consciousness, does the world continue to exist when 
not consciously observed by a living being? A negative answer to this 
question seems extremely implausible yet difficult to avoid under 
idealism. Bishop Berkeley has famously attempted to circumvent it 
by appealing to a divinity, as captured in Ronald Knox’s limerick, 
God in the Quad:

There was a young man who said ‘God
Must find it exceedingly odd
To think that the tree
Should continue to be
When there’s no one about in the quad.’

Reply:
‘Dear Sir: Your astonishment’s odd;
I am always about in the quad.
And that’s why the tree
Will continue to be
Since observed by, Yours faithfully, God.’

Legitimate as an appeal to a divinity might have been in Berke-
ley’s time, today more rigor is expected from a viable ontology. So 
how do we solve the problem of a stand-alone world under idealism?

With reference to the discussion in the preceding section, notice 
that, by definition, mental contents inside an alter of universal con-
sciousness cannot directly evoke mental contents outside the alter, 
or vice-versa. But they can still inluence or impinge on each other. In-
deed, mental impingement across a dissociative boundary is empiri-
cally known. Lynch and Kilmartin (2013: 100), for instance, report 
that dissociated feelings can dramatically affect our thoughts, while 
Eagleman (2011: 20–54) shows that dissociated expectations rou-
tinely mold our perceptions. We can visualize this as in Figure 2a, 
wherein the partial overlap of adjacent vertices internal and external 
to the alter (cf. Figure 1b) represents mental impingement across its 
dissociative boundary.
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Figure 2. Mental contents impinging on the dissociative boundary of 
an alter, illustrated in two different ways (a) and (b).

Figure 2b illustrates the exact same thing according to a simplified 
representation: the broader consciousness is represented as a white 
circle with an alter represented as a grey circle within it. The dashed 
arrows represent the impingement of external and internal mental 
contents on each other, across the alter’s boundary. I will henceforth 
use this simplified representation.

Now notice that mental contents of universal consciousness that 
surround—but remain external to—an alter can impinge on the alter’s 
boundary from the outside. Under idealism, it can be coherently ar-
gued that this is what gives rise to sense perceptions: the physical 
world around us is the extrinsic appearance on the screen of percep-
tion of phenomenality surrounding our respective alter. See Figure 
3.

Figure 3. Mental contents of universal consciousness surrounding an 
alter can cause the alter’s sense perceptions by impinging on its dis-
sociative boundary.
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The stand-alone character of the world can thus be coherently ex-
plained: the physical world is a perceptual representation of phenom-
enality dissociated from our personal psyche and, as such, indepen-
dent of our personal inner life. The physical world continues to exist 
—in the form of phenomenality outside our respective alter—even 
as we sleep.

5 The autonomy of nature objection

A closely related objection is this: nature unfolds according to pat-
terns and regularities—the “laws of nature”—independent of our 
volition. Human beings cannot change these laws. But if nature is in 
consciousness, should that not be possible by a mere act of imagina-
tion?

This objection can be rebutted along the same lines as the previ-
ous one. However, there is a more direct and intuitive refutation. 
Notice that the implicit assumption here is that all mental activity is 
acquiescent to volition, which is patently false even in our own per-
sonal psyche. After all, by and large we cannot control our dreams, 
nightmares, emotions, and even many of our thoughts. They come, 
develop and go on their own terms. At a pathological level, schizo-
phrenics cannot control their visions and people suffering from ob-
sessive-compulsive disorder are constantly at the mercy of oppres-
sive thoughts. There are numerous examples of conscious activity 
that escapes the control of volition. Often, we do not even recognize 
this activity as our own; i.e. we do not identify with it. It unfolds 
as autonomous, seemingly external phenomena, such as dreams and 
schizophrenic hallucinations. Yet, all this activity is unquestionably 
within consciousness. We perceive it as separate from ourselves be-
cause the part of our psyche that gives rise to this activity is dissoci-
ated from the ego, the part with which we do identify.

So that there is activity in universal consciousness that we do not 
identify with and cannot control is entirely consistent with ideal-
ism. This activity is simply dissociated from our ego and its sense of 
volition.
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6 The shared world objection

If all reality is in consciousness, then the world is akin to a dream. As 
such, idealism implies that we are all partaking in roughly the same 
dream. Yet, since our bodies are separate, we cannot be sharing a 
dream; or so the objection goes.

The objection begs the question by implicitly assuming that the 
body circumscribes dreaming consciousness, as opposed to the other 
way around. Only under this assumption does the impossibility of 
sharing a dream follow from the fact that bodies are separate. But 
under idealism, it is the body that is in universal consciousness, not 
consciousness in the body. Once this is properly understood accord-
ing to the framework developed in the preceding sections, the rebut-
tal of this objection becomes rather straightforward: we all seem to 
inhabit the same world because our respective alters are surrounded 
by the same universal field of phenomenality, like whirlpools in a 
single stream. See Figure 4, which simply extends Figure 3 to mul-
tiple alters.

Figure 4. Alters of universal consciousness and their shared world.
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7 The natural order objection

The world we perceive around ourselves is governed by stable and 
orderly natural laws. Therefore, if the contents of perception are a 
representation of phenomenality in universal consciousness, then 
this phenomenality must be stable and orderly at root. But our own 
personal thoughts and emotions are notoriously unstable and disor-
derly. So how plausible is it that the order and stability we discern 
in the laws of nature represent thoughts or emotions in universal 
consciousness?

The misconception here, of course, is that of anthropomorphiza-
tion: to attribute to universal consciousness as a whole cognitive 
characteristics known only in small dissociated aspects of it, such 
as human beings. Nothing in idealism precludes the possibility that 
phenomenality in universal consciousness unfolds according to very 
stable and orderly patterns and regularities, whose extrinsic appear-
ance corresponds to the laws of nature. That our human thoughts 
and emotions seem rather reactive and unstable is a product of evo-
lution under the pressures of natural selection within a particular 
planetary ecosystem. At a universal level, consciousness has not un-
dergone such evolutionary pressures.

Under physicalism, the laws of nature are seen as irreducible 
causal patterns somehow built into the fabric of the cosmos. It is the 
dynamic unfolding of these patterns that leads to the order and com-
plexity we see around ourselves. Under idealism, such irreducible 
causal patterns are posited to be somehow built into universal con-
sciousness itself, instead of an objective fabric of space-time. Yet, 
beyond this distinction, they are the same patterns that physicalism en-
tails, as inherent to consciousness as physical laws are allegedly in-
herent to the fabric of space-time. Idealism poses no extra difficulty 
than physicalism in this regard.

This can be better understood with a simple terminology move. 
Certain schools of psychology speak of ‘psychological archetypes’: 
innate, built-in templates according to which mental dynamics 
unfold (Jung 1991). As such, we can say that, under idealism, the 
laws of nature are the archetypes of universal consciousness. They are 
built-in templates according to which the “vibrations” of universal 
consciousness—i.e. phenomenality—develop, analogously to how 
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the physical constraints of a vibrating surface determine its natural 
modes of vibration.

8 The equivalence objection

As we have seen in Sections 4 to 6, idealism acknowledges that there 
is a world outside personal psyches, since personal psyches are but dis-
sociated aspects of a broader universal consciousness. The objection, 
then, is that the notion of a broad stream of phenomenality outside 
personal psyches is equivalent to the physicalist postulate of a world 
outside consciousness.

Except for solipsism, any viable ontology must entail at least one 
inference beyond direct experience. This is necessary to make sense 
of the fact that we all inhabit the same world beyond ourselves and 
are unable to change its governing laws. For this reason, physicalism 
infers the existence of a universe outside consciousness, which we all 
inhabit. Idealism, on the other hand, infers simply that conscious-
ness itself extends beyond its face-value personal boundaries. This 
way, while physicalism postulates a fundamentally new ontological 
class next to experience, idealism simply extrapolates the boundaries 
of consciousness—the sole undeniable ontological class and primary 
datum of existence—beyond those we can probe directly. To put it 
metaphorically, while idealism makes sense of reality by inferring 
that the Earth extends beyond the visible horizon, physicalism does 
so by inferring the existence of an isomorphic but ontologically dis-
tinct “shadow” Earth. Clearly, the former is a more parsimonious 
inference and, as such, not equivalent to the latter.

More importantly, the implications of idealism are radically dif-
ferent from those of physicalism. For instance, while physicalism 
implies that consciousness ends upon the death of the body, idealism 
implies merely the end of the corresponding dissociation, not of con-
sciousness proper. I have elaborated on further differences in impli-
cations elsewhere (Kastrup 2015: 185–198).

9 The primacy of brain function objection

Not only are there (a) clear correlations between specific patterns of 
brain activity and reported inner experience (Koch 2004), we know 
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that (b) physical interference with the brain—such as head trauma 
and the use of psychoactive drugs—can influence one’s inner life 
rather dramatically. This may seem to suggest an arrow of causation 
pointing from a physical body outside consciousness to phenomenal-
ity, which would contradict idealism.

To make sense of observation (a), we need to briefly recapitulate 
earlier discussions. As we have seen in Section 3, under idealism 
private minds—such as our own human psyche—can be explained 
as dissociated alters of universal consciousness. We have also seen in 
Section 4 that the stand-alone world around us can be explained as 
the extrinsic appearance of phenomenality surrounding—but out-
side—our respective alter. Now, from the point of view of a given 
alter A, nothing prevents the dissociated mental activity of an alter B 
from being part of the phenomenality surrounding A. B is then part 
of A’s world and, as such, must also have an extrinsic appearance on 
A’s screen of perception. In other words, there must be something al-
ters look like from a second-person point of view. And since we know 
from direct experience that our private inner life extends only to 
the boundaries of our metabolizing body—after all, we cannot per-
ceive things that do not impinge on our skin or other sense organs, 
or move anything beyond our own body through direct intention— 
metabolizing bodies seem prima facie to be the extrinsic appearance 
of dissociated alters of universal consciousness. If so, this means that 
all living beings have private inner lives in some way analogous to our 
own, but tables and chairs do not. The latter are simply part of the 
inanimate universe, which, as a whole, is the extrinsic appearance of 
phenomenality outside all alters.

Brain activity, of course, is integral to a metabolizing human 
body. Therefore, under idealism, brain activity is simply part of what 
one’s private inner experiences—self-reflective and otherwise, as I 
will elaborate upon in the next section—look like from across a dis-
sociative boundary. To put it another way, one’s brain activity is part 
of a phenomenal representation of one’s inner life. And of course, 
a representation must correlate with the phenomenal process it is 
the appearance of, without requiring anything ontologically distinct 
from consciousness. That this correlation is empirically observed is 
thus entirely consistent with idealism.

A possible counterargument here is this: the patterns of neural 
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activity one can measure with functional brain scanners can be enor-
mously complex in terms of information content; perhaps more 
complex than the contents of consciousness we have introspective 
access to. What does the extra complexity then correspond to? The 
key to answering this question is in the next section, wherein a dis-
tinction will be made between contents of consciousness we have 
introspective access to—i.e. can self-reflect upon—and contents of 
consciousness that, despite still being experienced, fall outside the 
reach of introspection. The extra complexity, insofar as it indeed is 
the case, corresponds to the latter.

Regarding observation (b) of the objection, the suggested arrow 
of causation is based on an unexamined but pervasive assumption: 
that the physical is in some sense distinct from, yet causally effective 
upon, the phenomenal. This is precisely what idealism denies. Under 
idealism, the physical is simply the contents of perception, a particu-
lar type of phenomenality. As such, what we call ‘physical interfer-
ence with the brain’ is the extrinsic appearance of phenomenality ex-
ternal to an alter that disrupts the inner experiences of the alter from 
across its dissociative boundary. The disruption “pierces through” 
the boundary, so to speak. And that certain types of phenomenality 
disrupt other types of phenomenality is not only entailed by ideal-
ism, but also empirically trivial. After all, our thoughts disrupt our 
emotions—and vice-versa—every day. For the same reason that 
thoughts disrupt emotions, “physical interference with the brain” 
disrupts an organism’s inner life. None of this contradicts idealism.

10 The unconscious mentation objection

In Libet’s now famous experiments (1985), neuroscientists were able 
to record, a fraction of a second before subjects reported making a 
decision to act, mounting brain activity associated with the initiation 
of a simple voluntary action. At first sight, this would seem to indi-
cate that decisions are made in a neural substrate outside conscious-
ness, thereby contradicting idealism. I use Libet’s experiments here 
merely as an example, for today we know of many other instances of 
seemingly unconscious mentation, such as moving one’s foot halfway 
to the brake pedal before one becomes aware of danger ahead (Eagle-
man 2011: 5). Under idealism, since everything is in consciousness, 
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there cannot be such a thing as unconscious mentation. So what is 
going on?

The misconception here is a conflation of consciousness proper 
with a particular coniguration of consciousness. Indeed, to report an 
experience—such as making a decision to act or seeing danger ahead 
—to another or to oneself, one has to both (a) have the experience 
and (b) know that one has the experience, which Schooler (2002) 
called a ‘re-representation’. In other words, one can only report 
phenomenality that one is self-reflectively aware of at a metacog-
nitive level. But self-reflection is just a particular configuration of 
consciousness, whereby consciousness turns in upon itself to experi-
ence knowledge of its own phenomenality (Kastrup 2014: 104–110). 
Nothing precludes the possibility that phenomenality takes place 
outside the field of self-reflection. In this case, we cannot report the 
phenomenality—not even to ourselves—because we do not know 
that we experience it.

The argument above is not idiosyncratic, for the existence of 
unreportable phenomenality is well established in neuroscience to-
day (Tsuchiya et al. 2015, Vandenbroucke et al. 2014). Indeed, as 
elaborated upon by Schooler (2002), reportability is an extra func-
tion at a metacognitive level, on top of phenomenality proper. So the 
possibility that presents itself to us is that all mentation is actually 
conscious, even though we cannot report much of it. As such, the 
decisions made by Libet’s subjects could well have been made in con-
sciousness, but outside the field of self-reflection. The correspond-
ing phenomenality then entered this field a fraction of a second later, 
thereby becoming reportable. Analogously, drivers may consciously 
see danger ahead before they can tell themselves that they see danger 
ahead. The appearance of unconscious mentation due to unreportabil-
ity does not contradict idealism.

11 The unconsciousness objection

Along similar lines, the idea here is that, when we e.g. faint or un-
dergo general anesthesia, we become seemingly unconscious. Yet, 
we do not cease to exist because of it, which may seem to contradict 
the idealist tenet that our body is the extrinsic appearance of con-
scious inner life.
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Let us consider this more carefully. Imagine that you wake up 
in the morning after hours of deep sleep. You may remember noth-
ing of what happened during those preceding hours, concluding 
that you were unconscious all night. Then, later in the day, you sud-
denly remember that you actually had a very intense dream. So you 
were not unconscious all night, you simply could not remember your 
experiences.

Indeed, all we can assert with confidence upon coming round 
from episodes of seeming unconsciousness is that we cannot remem-
ber phenomenality occurring during those episodes. The actual ab-
sence of phenomenality is impossible to assert with confidence. As 
a matter of fact, many things we have traditionally associated with 
unconsciousness are now known to entail intense experiences. For 
instance, fainting caused by e.g. asphyxiation, strangulation or hy-
perventilation is known to correlate with euphoria, insights and vi-
sions (Neal 2008: 310–315, Rhinewine and Williams 2007, Retz 
2007). G-force-induced loss of consciousness (G-LOC) is also known 
to correlate with “memorable dreams” (Whinnery and Whinnery 
1990). There is even evidence for “implicit perception” during gen-
eral anesthesia (Kihlstrom and Cork 2007).

Sleep, of course, is known to correlate with dreams. But even 
during phases of sleep wherein electroencephalogram readings show 
no dream-related neural activity, there are other types of activ-
ity that may correlate with non-recallable phenomenality distinct 
from dreams. Indeed, this is precisely what a recent study points 
out: “there are good empirical and theoretical reasons for saying 
that a range of different types of sleep experience, some of which 
are distinct from dreaming, can occur in all stages of sleep” (Windt, 
Nielsen, and Thompson 2016: 871, emphasis added). The authors 
identify three different categories of sleep experiences distinct from 
dreams: (a) non-immersive imagery and sleep thinking, (b) percep-
tions and bodily sensations, and (c) “selfless” states and contentless 
sleep experiences that may be similar to those reported by experi-
enced meditators.

As such, what the empirical data shows is that episodes of seem-
ing unconsciousness are associated with an impairment of memory 
formation or access, but not necessarily with absence of phenome-
nality. As a matter of fact, there are strong indications, as mentioned 
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above, that the opposite is true.

12 The solipsism objection

Some conflate idealism with solipsism, the notion that the world is 
one’s personal dream, all other living creatures being just figments of 
one’s personal imagination. Under solipsism, there is nothing it is 
like to be other people; they have no inner life; they exist only as ap-
pearances in the personal psyche of the dreamer. As such, whatever 
empirical evidence one brings to bear and whatever one says to a so-
lipsist must be regarded by the solipsist as figments of his or her own 
imagination, which renders solipsism unfalsifiable. So the objection 
here is that, by being unfalsifiable, solipsism—and therefore ideal-
ism—is beneath philosophical debate.

Naturally, idealism is not solipsism. Under idealism, there is 
something it is like to be other living creatures; they also have pri-
vate inner lives. So idealists take other people seriously as legitimate 
sources of reported experiences and views, not just as figments of 
one’s own imagination. Moreover, idealists acknowledge that there is 
a world outside and independent of their personal (dissociated) psyche, as dis-
cussed in Sections 4 to 6. They simply do not acknowledge that this 
world is ontologically distinct from consciousness itself. Indeed, by 
acknowledging that dissociation in universal consciousness implies a 
world outside their own personal mentation, idealists look upon this 
world in a way entirely compatible with naturalism and scientific 
inquiry.

Unlike solipsism, idealism has the burden to explain observations 
non-trivially. Consider three basic facts that are often used to justify 
physicalism: (a) the laws of nature are independent of our personal 
volition; (b) we all seem to inhabit the same world; and (c) there 
are tight correlations between observable brain activity and reported 
inner life. Solipsism trivializes all three facts in lieu of actually mak-
ing sense of them: the solipsist allegedly dreams them all up, rather 
arbitrarily. The idealist, on the other hand, by acknowledging the 
inner lives of other people and the autonomous nature of the world, 
has the burden to reconcile these three facts with the notion that 
reality unfolds in consciousness. If idealism is correct, (a) how come 
we cannot simply imagine a different and better world? If the world 
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is akin to a dream in consciousness, (b) how come we are all having 
the same dream? If consciousness is not generated by the brain, (c) 
how come are there such tight correlations between brain activity 
and inner experience? These questions have already been answered 
in Sections 5, 6 and 9, respectively. The important point here is this: 
idealism is falsifiable in that, if it cannot answer these and other ques-
tions in terms of universal consciousness alone, it must be discarded.

13 The cosmological history objection

There is overwhelming evidence for the existence of the universe 
before conscious life arose. Therefore—or so the objection goes— 
it is untenable to say that the universe exists in consciousness. This 
may strike some readers as obviously question-begging—which, of 
course, it is—but please bear with me for the sake of completeness.

The implicit assumption here is that consciousness arises only 
with biology, as a product of biology. Naturally, this is precisely what 
idealism denies. Under idealism, biology is merely the extrinsic ap-
pearance of dissociated, local differentiations of consciousness (i.e. alters), 
not the constituent or generator of consciousness. There was uni-
versal consciousness before such dissociated, local differentiations 
arose. And there was phenomenality in this universal consciousness 
corresponding to the inanimate universe prior to the origin of life.

14 The implausibility of cosmic inner life objection

The last objection I will address in this essay is, like the first, purely 
intuitive. It asks rhetorically: How plausible is it that the inanimate 
universe as a whole is the extrinsic appearance of some kind of uni-
versal inner life? The intuitive appeal of the question is understand-
able. After all, we only have introspective access to our own (dis-
sociated) personal inner life, so to gauge the presence of other or 
broader inner life we depend on perceivable external indicators. In 
other people and animals, these indicators are their behavior. But 
within the extremely small range of space and time in which we live 
our lives—and even in which human history as a whole has unfolded 
—we simply cannot perceive any intuitively-appealing indicator of 
universal inner life.
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Yet, we can approach the question from a different angle. Con-
sider a living brain exposed by surgeons during an operation. It is a 
very concrete object that can be seen, touched, cut, cauterized, etc. 
It is composed of the same types of atoms and force fields that make 
up the universe as a whole. There is nothing magical about a brain 
insofar as we can gauge in the screen of perception. And neither can 
we discern any intuitively-appealing indicator of inner life by simply 
looking at an exposed brain.

Nonetheless, we all know that “behind” the living brain lies the 
entire inner life of a person, with love affairs and heartbreaks, suc-
cesses and disappointments, great adventures and quiet introspective 
insights, great joy and indescribable suffering. “Behind” that very 
concrete object under the surgeon’s scalpel there lies a world of phe-
nomenality. Counterintuitive or not, this is the way nature is: what 
we call physical structures—such as living brains—can correspond 
in some way to rich phenomenality. We may not know how this is so, 
but we do know that it is so.

Therefore, unless we solve the “hard problem of consciousness” 
(Chalmers 2003) and explain what makes brains different from the 
inanimate universe as a whole in this regard, if brains correspond to 
inner life it is not at all implausible that the inanimate universe as a 
whole could as well. After all, brains are made of the same “stuff ” 
that the rest of the universe is also made of.

One could argue at this point that only particular structural and 
functional organizations of this “stuff,” as found in brains, are con-
ducive to the kind of information processing associated with human 
inner life. For instance, Tononi (2004) has shown that reportable ex-
periences correlate only with complex networks of information inte-
gration in the brain. Although it has recently been shown that there 
are structural similarities between brains and the universe at its larg-
est scales (Krioukov et al. 2012), it is implausible that analogous in-
formation integration takes place at a universal level. The distances 
and signal propagation times involved do not permit it (Siegel 2016).

However, the hypothesis offered here is not that the universe has 
human-like cognition and associated information integration. As a 
matter of fact, the hypothesis is not even that the universe has cogni-
tion, defined as the capacity to acquire knowledge or understanding. 
Instead, the claim is simply that there is raw experience—qualia, pure 
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and simple—associated with the universe as a whole, which does not 
require anything like the kind of information integration underlying 
human self-reflection.

15 Conclusions

Idealism is a unique ontology in that, unlike physicalism and panpsy-
chism, it asserts that physical structures are circumscribed by con-
sciousness, as opposed to the other way around. Yet, analytic philos-
ophy has traditionally considered idealism implausible. In this essay, 
I have argued that the alleged implausibility of idealism is based on 
misconceptions, such as:

• Unfounded intuition—e.g. taking the concreteness of the 
world to indicate its independence from consciousness, or as-
serting the implausibility of universal inner life;

• Lack of philosophical imagination—e.g. assuming that mul-
tiple private minds and a stand-alone world cannot be coher-
ently reduced to a single universal consciousness;

• Demonstrably wrong assumptions—e.g. that all mental ac-
tivity is acquiescent to volition;

• Question-begging—e.g. arguing that different people cannot 
share a dream because their bodies are separate, and arguing 
that the universe cannot be in consciousness because it ex-
isted before conscious life first arose;

• Anthropomorphization—e.g. taking all conceivable process-
es in consciousness to necessarily be unstable and disorderly;

• Failure to understand the implications of idealism—e.g. as-
serting that a field of phenomenality outside personal psyches 
is equivalent to a physical world outside phenomenality;

• Unexamined assumptions—e.g. that the physical is in some 
sense distinct from, yet causally effective upon, the phenomenal;
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• Conflation—e.g. conflating consciousness proper with self-
reflection, conflating unconsciousness with failure to recall 
phenomenality, and conflating idealism with solipsism.

As such, idealism is an entirely plausible ontology that may of-
fer the most parsimonious and explanatorily powerful option yet to 
make sense of reality.1
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Abstract
Frankfurt-style cases purport to show that an agent can be morally re-
sponsible for an action despite not having any alternatives.  Some critics 
have responded by highlighting various alternatives that remain in the 
cases presented, while Frankfurtians have objected that such alterna-
tives are typically not capable of grounding responsibility.  In this essay 
I address the recent suggestion by Seth Shabo that only alternatives 
associated with the ‘up to us’ locution ground moral responsibility.  I 
distinguish a number of kinds of ability, suggest which kinds of abili-
ties ground the truth of the ‘up to us’ locution, and outline how these 
distinctions apply to the indeterministic buffer cases.

Keywords
Free will, control, alternative possibilities, Frankfurt-style cases, up to us

1 Introduction

Frankfurt-style cases purport to show that an agent can be morally 
responsible for an action despite not having any alternatives. Some 
critics have responded by highlighting various alternatives that re-
main in the cases presented, and Frankfurtians have in their turn re-
sponded that such alternatives are not robust—not capable of ground-
ing responsibility. In this essay I distinguish two different kinds of 
‘up to us’ statement which, I argue, are made true by different kinds 
of ability. I articulate a number of different concepts of ability and 
ask which ones ground the truth of the ‘up to us’ locution when ap-
plied to actions, and in the process I address the recent suggestion 
by Seth Shabo that only alternatives associated with the ‘up to us’ 
locution ground moral responsibility. Using this framework I then 
assess what I take to be the strongest Frankfurt-style cases, the inde-
terministic buffer cases, showing how they fail.
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2 Shabo on alternatives and robustness

Frankfurt-style cases (FSCs) are scenarios where an agent, typically 
Jones, performs some action “on his own”, while being monitored by 
an external agent who is capable of manipulating the subject’s brain 
so as to cause him to decide in a particular way. The external agent 
does not, in fact, affect the agent, but is said to be able to detect 
whether intervention is needed, and thereby leave Jones unable to 
do anything different. FSCs are thus taken to be counter-examples 
to the Principle of Alternative Possibilities (PAP), which states that 
an agent can be morally responsible for an action only if the agent 
could have done otherwise. One response to the FSCs is to argue 
that, despite initial appearances, Jones does in fact have alternatives. 
Because some alternatives are clearly irrelevant to responsibility the 
challenge is to find alternatives that are capable of grounding respon-
sibility.  I will follow John Martin Fischer (1994: 142) in calling such 
alternatives robust. The following scenario, which for reasons that 
will become apparent I’ve called No Cup, illustrates this point:

(No Cup) Jones intentionally detonates an explosive device by 
keying in the activation code on his cell phone. He was being 
monitored by Black, who wanted him to detonate the device and 
would have intervened if need be (had Jones been going to decide 
to refrain from detonating the device, he would have twitched, 
and Black was going to use this fact to intervene). Unknown to 
Black and Jones, however, there was a 1% objective probability 
that the low rumbles of an overhead plane would cause the roof of 
Jones’s office to cave in. Had this happened Jones would have fled 
and made no decision concerning the explosive device.

Assume for the time being that this is a successful Frankfurt-style 
case: Black removes all the alternatives that might have been thought 
to be relevant to Jones’s responsibility for detonating the device. The 
current point is just that the small probability of Jones’s office col-
lapsing introduces a genuine alternative possibility, but one that is 
obviously irrelevant to any responsibility Jones might bear for deto-
nating the device. Thus, not all alternatives are relevant. This much 
is agreed upon by all parties.

What we need then is a robustness criterion which spells out 
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when alternative possibilities are relevant to responsibility. One sug-
gestion, which would explain the case above, is that robust alterna-
tives will be those associated with an agent’s abilities. Shabo (2014: 
384) articulates the distinction between these kinds of alternatives 
as follows:

(Mere alternative) Consistent with the past and the laws of na-
ture, it’s possible that the agent performs a different action (or re-
frains from acting), but the agent lacks the ability to realize this 
possibility; the past and the laws preclude this possibility from being 
realized except as a result of circumstances the agent doesn’t con-
trol, or with respect to which her control is markedly impoverished.

(Enabling alternative) Consistent with the past and the laws, 
it’s possible that the agent performs a different action (or refrains 
from acting), and, further, she has the power or ability or to real-
ize this possibility.

Shabo says that while it has long been recognised that mere al-
ternatives do not satisfy any interesting avoidability requirement, 
it is often thought that enabling alternatives do. Shabo argues 
that this latter point is not straightforward. He aims to illustrate why 
with the following example, which I will call Original Cup:

(Original Cup) Jones intentionally detonates an explosive device 
by keying in the activation code on his cell phone, while (inciden-
tally) resisting an urge to take a sip of coffee until he has com-
pleted the code. He was being monitored by Black, who wanted 
him to detonate the device, and who would have intervened if 
need be. Since Black has determined that whether or not Jones 
takes a sip of coffee during this interval reveals nothing about 
his intentions, his taking a sip would not have triggered Black’s 
intervention. Unknown to Black and Jones, however, the coffee 
contains a fast-acting neurotoxin that would have paralyzed Jones 
before he had a chance to complete the code (Shabo 2014: 386).

Here, just as with No Cup, there is an alternative possibility 
where Jones does not detonate the explosive: if he sips the coffee, 
he’ll be immediately paralysed. But in Original Cup, in contrast 
to No Cup, Jones is—in some sense—able to realise the alternative 
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where he bears no responsibility (by taking a sip of coffee). Shabo’s 
point is that this is not enough. He rightly points out that behind the 
demand for alternatives lies the demand for control. It is typically 
supposed that if an agent is able to do otherwise then that agent has 
the distinctive kind of control required, but Original Cup shows 
that not every sense in which an agent might realise an alternative 
bestows this control. Shabo suggests that what’s important is that the 
action be up to the agent. The connection between ‘up to us’ and re-
sponsibility goes all the way back to Aristotle and has been discussed 
at various points in the literature on Frankfurt-style cases (Frankfurt 
1969: 836, Naylor 1984, Alvarez 2009: 64).

How can it be up to Jones whether he sips the coffee but not up 
to him whether he detonates the device, given that sipping his coffee 
would have prevented him from detonating the device? According to 
Shabo, the crucial thing to recognise is that the ‘up to us’ locution 
introduces an intensional context (Shabo 2014: 379). Typically, an in-
tensional context is one where the substitution of co-referring terms 
does not preserve truth. To use Shabo’s example: Rob is the masked 
man, and Peter believes that the masked man robbed the poor box. 
But we cannot infer from this that Peter believes that Rob robbed the 
poor box because ‘believe’ introduces an intensional context (Shabo 
2014: 379). The intensional context introduced by the ‘up to us’ 
locution explains why it is possible that it is up to Jones whether he 
takes a sip of coffee, and that his taking a sip of coffee would lead to 
him not being blameworthy, and yet it not be the case that it was up 
to Jones whether or not he was blameworthy. A similar thing is true 
when Black’s intervention is involved, as the following case shows:

(Fresh Cup) Suppose that Jones’s coffee isn’t poisoned but that 
Black knows that Jones’s deciding to take a sip of coffee is a sure 
sign that he is having second thoughts about detonating the de-
vice. If Jones takes a sip of coffee, Black will intervene and force 
Jones to complete the activation code on time (Shabo 2014: 387).

As before, it’s up to Jones whether he takes a sip of coffee. But 
although Jones’s taking a sip of coffee will result in him being blame-
less, it is not up to him whether he is blameless. On the basis of 
these observations Shabo makes the following distinction between 
enabling alternatives (Shabo 2014: 385):
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(Non-robust enabling alternative) Consistent with the past 
and the laws, it’s possible that the agent performs a different ac-
tion (or refrains from acting), and, further, she has the power or 
ability to realize this possibility. Even so, the agent lacks a robust 
alternative possibility, one that could plausibly ground her moral 
responsibility for what she does, because it isn’t up to her whether 
this possibility is realized.

(Robust enabling alternative) As above, except the ability 
is such that, in virtue of possessing it, it is up to her whether 
this alternative possibility is realized. Such an agent has a robust 
alternative possibility, one that could plausibly ground her moral 
responsibility for what she does.

Shabo goes on to connect the ‘up to us’ locution to the epistemic 
component included in recent formulations of robustness criteria.  
Here is a recent robustness criterion from Derk Pereboom which 
includes an epistemic element:

For [an] agent to have a robust alternative to her immoral action A ... 
it must be that 

(a) she instead could have voluntarily acted or refrained from acting 
as a result of which she would be blameless, and

(b) that for at least one such acting or refraining, she is cognitively 
sensitive to its being available to her, with the result that she 
believes to some significant degree that had she voluntarily so 
acted or refrained she would be, or would likely be, blameless 
(Pereboom 2012: 301).

Shabo contends that the need for “the epistemic dimension added 
by clause (b) is a consequence of the fact that an alternative possibil-
ity is robust only if it’s up to the agent whether that possibility is 
realized; in short, this epistemic dimension is implicit in this kind 
of power attribution” (Shabo 2014: 395). Shabo appears to be say-
ing here that the epistemic criterion1 needs to be satisfied in order 

1 The relevant condition is frequently referred to as an epistemic condition even 
though it is widely accepted that it does not require knowledge. I will follow this 
terminology.
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for the power attribution most relevant to free will to be attributable. 
That is, the kind of condition identified by Pereboom in the above 
robustness criterion belongs to the power or ability that is relevant to 
free will; it does not belong, for example, to a separate “epistemic 
condition on moral responsibility.” As we might put it: knowledge is 
power—or, control.

This is a departure from the view which separates the freedom 
or control condition on moral responsibility from the epistemic con-
dition on moral responsibility—a view which, if not the orthodox 
position, is certainly one significant strand in contemporary writing. 
Such a view is widely endorsed by those on both sides of the debate 
over the compatibility of moral responsibility and determinism (See 
Fischer and Ravizza 1998, Ginet 2000, Timpe 2011). The following 
kind of example from Carl Ginet motivates the separation of epis-
temic and freedom conditions:

(Simon) Simon enters the hotel room he has just checked into 
and flips what appears to be, and what he takes to be, an ordinary 
light switch, but, to his surprise and consternation, the flipping 
of the switch sets off a loud fire alarm (Ginet 2000: 269).

On this view, Simon doesn’t bear any moral responsibility for 
setting off the fire alarm because he didn’t know he was setting off 
the fire alarm. Simon is in control of flipping the switch, and be-
cause flipping the switch results in the fire alarm going off, Simon 
is also in control of setting the off the fire alarm. If, however, the 
relevant power attribution includes an epistemic component in vir-
tue of which it introduces an intensional context then this conclu-
sion does not follow. Alfred Mele (2010) has recently presented a 
number of arguments for thinking that what is typically treated as a 
separate epistemic condition on moral responsibility may in fact be 
an epistemic aspect of what is required in order to have the control 
associated with free will. And prior to both Shabo and Mele, Alvin 
Goldman (1970, 1972) and Peter Morriss (1987) made similar dis-
tinctions which they took to be helpful when discussing control. It is 
this approach—treating these epistemic requirements as relevant to 
the agent’s control—that I will pursue in the following section via a 
discussion of the ‘up to us’ locution. Although this locution is often 
used in discussions of free will it is not often discussed in depth. 
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In the following section I seek to answer two questions: first, what 
kind of abilities ground the truth of the ‘up to us’ locution? Second, 
are the abilities associated with the ‘up to us’ locution necessary for 
moral responsibility?

3 Up-to-us-ness and abilities

3.1 The ‘up to us’ locution

Shabo suggests that the power attributions relevant to free will are 
those which ground the truth of the ‘up to us’ locution. Here we 
must be careful, however, because just as there are many different 
kinds of ability, so the ‘up to us’ locution can be used in different 
ways. In particular, it can take different kinds of complement. Some-
times it is used with actions:

(1) It’s up to me whether or not I turn on the light.

(2) It’s up to me whether or not I invite you to the party.

Other uses show that the complement may be filled in with a non-
actional state of affairs:

(3) It’s up to me whether or not the stone is on the grass.

(4) It’s up to me whether or not the stream is blocked.

Both are acceptable but it is crucial to distinguish between them be-
cause the contention of those who defend the PAP concerns primar-
ily the agent’s control over his or her actions. It is not a point about the 
control an agent has over arbitrary, non-actional states of affairs, as 
might be thought if statements such as (1) and (2) were confused 
with those like (3) and (4). The main reason for this is an asymmetry 
that exists between actions and (non-actional) states of affairs. Take 
a proposition P which asserts the occurrence of some dated state of 
affairs. Once the relevant time comes it must be the case that either 
P is true or ~P is true. And this means that when the ‘up to us’ locu-
tion takes a non-actional state of affairs as its complement it requires 
the agent to have the power to render P true and also the power to 
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render ~P true. For (3) to be true, for example, I need to be able to 
bring it about that the stone is on the grass and able to bring it about 
that the stone is not on the grass. With (4), I need to be able to block 
the stream and be able to unblock the stream. When the ‘up to us’ 
locution has a non-actional complement, then, it requires that the 
agent have the ability to bring about and the ability to prevent an 
event of the very same type.

This is not the case when the ‘up to us’ locution has an action as 
its complement. The natural way of reading (1), for example, is that 
I’m able to turn on the light and also able to refrain from turning on 
the light. In other words, the negative side of the locution—what 
the ‘not’ in the ‘whether or not’ attaches to—requires that the agent 
be able to refrain from something. But to refrain from something 
is not equivalent to the negation of the state of affairs of the agent’s 
performing the action. Let P be the proposition that I turn on the light. 
The negation of that proposition is it is not the case that I turn on the 
light. But it’s not being the case that I turn on the light does not entail 
that I refrained from turning on the light. If I drop dead before even 
thinking about the light then the statement ‘it is not the case that I 
turned on the light’ is true but I didn’t refrain from turning on the 
light. Ezio Di Nucci (2011: 119, 124) has discussed how this distinc-
tion is important for zeroing in on what PAP is about; part of my 
purpose here is to place this distinction in the larger context of the 
workings of the ‘up to us’ locution.

To summarise: in statements (1) and (2) the ‘not’ in ‘whether or 
not’ does not generate the negation of the locution’s complement, 
but a proposition describing a refraining. In (3) and (4), however, 
the ‘not’ produces the negation of the proposition which is the com-
plement to ‘up to us’. To put it somewhat differently: a proposition 
affirming the occurrence of a non-actional, dated state of affairs 
and the negation of that proposition are contradictories; a proposi-
tion affirming the performance of an action and its “negation” are 
contraries.

This asymmetry is hugely important. The dual-power or abil-
ity that the defender of PAP—the leeway incompatibilist—thinks 
is important is not, as might be suggested by (3) and (4), the power 
to bring about non-actional state of affairs P and the power to bring 
about non-actional state of affairs ~P. Now, it’s common enough for 
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agents to have such powers. I might have the power to bring about the 
stone’s being on the grass and the power to bring about the stone’s 
not being on the grass. But this kind of power, common as it might 
be, is stronger than what the leeway incompatibilist requires. The 
leeway incompatibilist’s demand for avoidability only need concern 
actions. It is the conflation of these two sets of abilities, I suggest, 
that leads people to find Frankfurt-style cases in any way plausible, 
and in section 4 I’ll show how being aware of it helps us to see where 
the buffer cases go wrong. In the remainder of this section I will only 
be concerned with the ‘up to us’ locution as it appears in (1) and (2).

There is a further complication that needs addressing before we 
can continue.  Shabo claims that the abilities which ground the truth 
of the ‘up to us’ locution include an epistemic component and that as 
a result the locution introduces an intensional context. I agree with the 
former point, but the latter point is not straightforward. As we’ve 
seen, intensional contexts are standardly defined as those contexts 
where the substitution of co-referring terms does not preserve truth. 
But with respect to the ‘up to us’ locution, what is it that the co-
referring terms refer to? The obvious answer is: actions. But here 
we encounter a difficulty, for whether different descriptions of what 
someone does ever co-refer depends on how one individuates actions. 
For example, on Goldman’s (1970) view actions are exemplifications 
of properties at times. Moreover, Goldman adopts a fine-grained 
view of property individuation and his comments make it clear that 
he would consider taking a sip of coffee to be a different property to 
rendering oneself morally blameless. Therefore, these descriptions of 
what Jones does will never co-refer.

I will bypass this complication by adopting a coarse-grained theo-
ry of action individuation such as that found in Anscombe 1963. Such 
a view of action will make the idea easier to apply: ‘Jones’s taking a 
sip of coffee’ may indeed refer to what ‘Jones’s rendering himself 
morally blameless’ refers to, so we can accept Shabo’s characterisa-
tion of things in terms of intensional contexts.

3.2 Abilities: non-intentional vs. doxastic, weak vs. reliable

In order to answer the question of which kind of abilities ground the 
truth of the ‘up to us’ locution I will outline a few different notions of 
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ability. Each kind of ability outlined below should be understood as an 
intrinsic ability that is maximally speciic, that is, fully specified with re-
spect to the circumstances referenced. I also assume here that to have 
free will the agent will need an opportunity to exercise the relevant 
ability. I have argued for both these claims at length in Kittle 2015.

The first kind of ability to consider is, plausibly, that behind non-
robust enabling alternatives; I shall label it non-intentional ability:

(Non-intentional ability) An agent S is non-intentionally able 
to A in circumstances X if and only if 

(i) S is able to intentionally B in circumstances X, and 

(ii) S’s intentionally B-ing in X would be his A-ing.

A few words of explanation are in order. First, this is evidently 
not a reductive analysis: clause (i) of the explanans requires the agent 
to be able to intentionally B. Moreover, because clause (i) requires 
that the agent be able to intentionally B, the account is parasitic on an 
account of what it is to be able to do something intentionally. Sec-
ond, non-intentional ability defines an ability property in terms 
of an action and a set of circumstances, X, even though it is a kind 
of intrinsic ability. In other words, it is the ability-to-A-in-X that is 
possessed rather than merely the ability-to-A. Again, I have argued 
for this in Kittle 2015.

Non-intentional ability is a very broad notion of ability. If the 
agent can intentionally B, then the agent will have the non-intention-
al ability to do anything that would result from his B-ing. Here’s an 
example: suppose that Phillip flips a light switch and as a result the 
tungsten filament heats up to its standard operating temperature of 
around 2500 degrees C. Phillip doesn’t know this—he has no idea 
the filament is made of tungsten. Still, Phillip is non-intentionally 
able to raise the temperature of the filament to 2500 degrees C. 
Similarly for all the causal consequences which would follow reliably 
from his flipping the switch—the reliability condition is built into 
clause (ii). Jones, in the Fresh Cup example, has the non-intention-
al ability to prevent himself from being blameworthy. This explains 
the sense in which we can affirm that Jones is able to prevent himself 
from being blameworthy. But it also explains why that isn’t much 
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help, and doesn’t render the alternative robust: non-intentional abili-
ties bestow little, if any, control.

Now consider the following kind of ability:

(Doxastic ability) An agent S is doxastically able to A in X if 
and only if

(i) S is able to intentionally B in circumstances X, and 

(ii) S’s intentionally B-ing in X would be his A-ing, and

(iii) S is “cognitively sensitive” to the fact that that by B-ing he 
would be A-ing.

By using the phrase ‘cognitively sensitive’ I intend to draw on 
Pereboom’s recent work on the robustness criteria (Pereboom 2009, 
2012). I therefore use the phrase as a placeholder for the precise con-
ditions which the agent needs to satisfy in order to be ‘cognitively 
sensitive’. Moreover, it is expected that those conditions will be just 
those conditions which are usually discussed under the banner of 
“the epistemic conditions on moral responsibility” (See Ginet 2000: 
270ff and Timpe 2011: 18). It is not my purpose here to give an ac-
count of such a set of conditions but rather to provide additional sup-
port for Mele’s suggestion that such conditions might be best thought 
of as part of the control condition and then, given that background, 
to discuss the ‘up to us’ locution and the latest Frankfurt-style cases. 
Why think that the ‘cognitive sensitivity’ condition belongs to the 
control condition? Consider the following example:

(Trapped Tom) Tom is in a building which is currently ablaze. 
He has only one route of escape not blocked by the flames, but the 
route is blocked by a locked door protected by an electronic key-
pad. The combination is ‘453322’ but Tom does not know this.

Tom has the non-intentional ability to escape. That’s because he is 
able to intentionally type ‘453322’ into the keypad, and if he did so, 
the door would open and he could get to safety. Is Tom in control of 
whether he escapes? According to some of those who endorse a strict 
separation of the control and epistemic conditions on responsibil-
ity he is. But this is implausible. Suppose that Tom’s brother Tim is 
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trapped in a different corridor also protected by a locked door with a 
keypad. Tim is unfortunate, but not as unfortunate as Tom, because 
Tim knows the combination to the door which blocks his way. Intui-
tively, Tim has more control than Tom: it is up to Tim whether he 
escapes but it is not up to Tom whether he escapes. The account of 
doxastic ability can explain this: Tim has but Tom lacks the doxastic 
ability to escape.

The two notions of ability so far articulated require that there 
be a reliable connection between the agent’s B-ing and the agent’s 
A-ing (indicated by the ‘would’ in clause (ii)). Sometimes, however, 
it is only the case that an agent’s B-ing might be his A-ing. If the agent 
knows this, would that be enough for control? In the following sec-
tion I will suggest that sometimes the answer is yes. I will therefore 
define two further notions of ability which parallel the two outlined 
above but which replace the occurrence of ‘would’ in each of the 
clauses (ii) and (iii) with a ‘might.’ I will call these weak abilities:2 
weak non-intentional ability (though we will have little use for 
this) and weak doxastic ability. I will not write both definitions 
out but for illustrative purposes the definition for weak doxastic abil-
ity is as follows:

(Weak doxastic ability) An agent S is doxastically able to A in 
X if and only if

(i) S is able to intentionally B in X, and 

(ii) S’s intentionally B-ing in X might be his A-ing, and

(iii) S is “cognitively sensitive” to the fact that that by B-ing he 
might be A-ing.

With that framework in place, I will now seek to answer the 
questions posed at the close of section 2: first, what kind of abil-
ities ground the truth of the ‘up to us’ locution? Second, are the 
abilities associated with the ‘up to us’ locution necessary for moral 
responsibility?

2 Of course, the singling out of ‘reliable’ and ‘weak’ abilities in this way is a 
simplification; the reliability of abilities is best thought of as a spectrum.
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3.3 Abilities and up to us

Pereboom and Shabo each require that an agent be able to bring about 
the alternative reliably; witness Pereboom’s use of “would or would 
likely be” in his robustness criterion. This suggests that what Pere-
boom and Shabo want to endorse is the idea that the ‘up to us’ locu-
tion should be understood as involving reliable doxastic abilities:

(Up to us) It is up to the agent whether or not she A-s in circum-
stances X if and only if:

(i) The agent has the reliable doxastic ability to A in X, and

(ii) The agent has the reliable doxastic ability to refrain from A-
ing in X.

In fact, however, neither is committed to this. This is because 
in the literature on Frankfurt-style cases the robustness criterion 
is typically formulated only with reference to the “alternative se-
quence”. That is, it is assumed that the agent has performed an action 
and then it is asked what it takes for the alternative to be robust. On 
this retrospective approach nothing is said about the kind of abil-
ity that the agent actually exercised in producing her behaviour; the 
focus is entirely on the kind of ability the agent needed to have to 
realise the alternative possibility. So while Pereboom and Shabo are 
committed to something like clause (ii) they are not committed to 
anything like clause (i).

This is fortunate because I want to suggest that when it comes to 
the control associated with free will (i) is too strong. If this is right, 
then either Up to us is an incorrect characterisation of the ‘up to 
us’ locution or an agent can freely A without A being up to the agent. 
Here is an example, adapted from Robert Kane (1996: 55), which 
motivates the idea that (i) is too strong:

A plant worker places some radioactive material in his boss’s of-
fice with the intention of killing him. Over a period of time, 
before being discovered, the radioactive material emits enough 
radiation into the worker’s boss in order to produce a fatal cancer. 
It was genuinely indeterminate whether the material would emit 
enough radiation to give the worker’s boss cancer.
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Among the plant worker’s abilities are the following:

The reliable doxastic ability to place the material in his boss’s office

The reliable doxastic ability to refrain from placing the material in 
his boss’s office

Of course, the plant worker is responsible not just for putting some 
radioactive material in his boss’s office but also for killing his boss: 
that is what he intended to do, and that is what he did. What kind of 
ability did the plant worker have to do this? I think the answer is the 
following:

The weak doxastic ability to kill his boss

This is because the worker can do something which might—but only 
might—result in his boss’s death. If this is right, then the worker has 
the ability to kill his boss and the ability to refrain from killing his 
boss but these are different kind of abilities: his doxastic ability to kill 
his boss is weak while his doxastic ability to refrain from killing his boss is 
reliable.

Is it up to the worker whether he kills his boss? No. It would 
be strange to say that it was up to the worker whether he killed his 
boss and that is because the ‘up to us’ locution does indeed require 
a certain level of reliability. More precisely, it suggests that clause 
(i) of Up to us is on the right lines. This might be challenged in the 
following way. Though it’s somewhat intuitive that it’s not up to the 
plant worker whether he kills his boss, nevertheless it clearly is up to 
the plant worker whether he refrains from killing his boss. He can 
ensure that he refrains from doing so. And it might be thought that 
this is because the following statements are true:

The worker has the reliable doxastic ability to refrain from killing 
his boss

The worker has the weak doxastic ability to kill his boss

This, it might be thought, speaks in favour of requiring a reliability 
condition on only clause (i) of the account of ‘up to us’. But this is 
too quick and would be to make a mistake similar to that made by 
those who conflate dual-power over non-actional, dated states of af-
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fairs with dual-power over actions. If the complement to ‘up to us’ 
is he refrains from killing his boss, then the second ability which Up to 
us requires the worker to have will be the reliable doxastic ability to 
refrain from refraining to kill his boss. And this, I think, is an ability the 
worker does have because he has the reliable ability to try to kill his 
boss. This is an interesting point about the ‘up to us’ locution: the 
phrase ‘it’s up to me whether or not I A’ requires that I be able to reli-
ably refrain from A-ing, but to refrain from refraining to A does not 
require being able to reliably A, so the truth of the phrases ‘it’s up to 
me whether I A’ and ‘it’s up to me whether I refrain from A-ing’ are 
not grounded by the same abilities—they both require the ability to 
reliably refrain from A-ing, but the second ability in each case differs.

Now, if it’s not up to the plant worker whether he kills his boss, 
yet he is morally responsible for it, then the control which grounds 
that responsibility does not require the control required by the ‘up to 
us’ locution.  I offer the following as a tentative proposal for the kind 
of control which is capable of grounding responsibility:

(Freely able) An agent is able to A freely in circumstances X if 

(i) The agent has the weak doxastic ability to A in X, and 

(ii) The agent has the reliable doxastic ability to refrain from A-
ing in X.

On this account, when an agent is freely able to A it will not (nec-
essarily) be up to the agent whether he A-s, but it will be up to the 
agent whether he refrains from A-ing. Clause (i) is subject to an ‘if’ 
but not an ‘only if’ because possessing a stronger ability to A would 
also secure the required control. (Recall too that my discussion has 
been limited to intrinsic abilities; the agent also needs the opportu-
nity to A in X.) If correct, this account would (a) explain the close 
association between alternative possibilities and ‘up to us’, (b) retain 
the reliability criterion on ‘up to us’, and (c) explain the agent’s re-
sponsibility in cases like that of the plant worker. In the final section 
I will show how to apply this account to Frankfurt-style cases.
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4 The mixed response to indeterministic Frankfurt-style cases

4.1 The leeway incompatibilist’s task

If we accept some kind of doxastic condition on control then finding 
a robust alternative is not just a matter of finding an enabling alter-
native, we need to find the right kind of enabling alternative. Shabo 
thinks that this makes it harder for the leeway incompatibilist to re-
spond to Frankfurt-style cases. In particular, Shabo argues that once 
we recognise this doxastic condition it will be all the more evident 
that cases like Fresh Cup are counterexamples to the Principle of 
Alternative Possibilities.

I will show why Shabo’s contention is mistaken, but it is impor-
tant to focus on the right Frankfurt-style cases. The leeway incom-
patibilist in fact needs to say very little about Fresh Cup because 
it is an illegitimate case: it employs a prior sign which Shabo takes 
to be a reliable indicator of Jones’s decision and behaviour. But the 
leeway incompatibilist will reject the idea that there could be such 
a reliable indicator of a free decision. This is because Fresh Cup 
falls prey to what is known as the Dilemma Defence and which runs 
as follows: either the prior sign that indicates what Jones will do is 
deterministically connected to his decision or not. If it is, then the 
leeway incompatibilist will be under no obligation to agree that Jones 
is responsible; if it isn’t, then Black cannot expunge all of Jones’s 
alternatives.3 The No Cup and Original Cup cases also succumb 
to the Dilemma.

The only cases the leeway incompatibilist needs to address are 
those cases designed to avoid this dilemma. I think the so-called 
buffer cases are the strongest cases in this category and will address 
them below. In pursuing this strategy I am suggesting that the Di-
lemma Defence and the so-called Flicker Defence—the pointing to 
“flickers” which are capable of grounding the agent’s responsibility 
(Fischer 1994)—should be deployed together. This strategy is not 
ad hoc because the Dilemma Defence simply forces the Frankfurtian 
to provide a case which does not prejudge the very question at issue.

3 David Widerker’s (1995) is a useful formulation of the Dilemma Defence.
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4.2 The indeterministic buffer cases: a mixed response

The buffer cases have the following structure. Rather than employ 
a prior sign which operates as a reliable indicator of what the victim 
in the Frankfurt-style case will do, they employ a prior sign which is 
a necessary but not sufficient condition for the agent acting in some 
way. Thus, the agent cannot perform the alternative action unless 
the prior sign occurs, but after the prior sign occurs the agent still 
needs to make a decision to perform that alternative action. Pere-
boom, one of the first to present a buffer case, has offered the fol-
lowing example:

(Tax Evasion (2)) Joe is considering claiming a tax deduction for 
the registration fee that he paid when he bought a house. He knows 
that claiming this deduction is illegal, but that he probably won’t 
be caught, and that if he were, he could convincingly plead igno-
rance. Suppose he has a strong but not always overriding desire to 
advance his self-interest regardless of its cost to others and even if 
it involves illegal activity. In addition, the only way that in this sit-
uation he could fail to choose to evade taxes is for moral reasons, 
of which he is aware. He could not, for example, choose to evade 
taxes for no reason or simply on a whim. Moreover, it is causally 
necessary for his failing to choose to evade taxes in this situation 
that he attain a certain level of attentiveness to moral reasons. 
Joe can secure this level of attentiveness voluntarily. However, 
his attaining this level of attentiveness is not causally sufficient for 
his failing to choose to evade taxes. If he were to attain this level 
of attentiveness, he could, exercising his libertarian free will, ei-
ther choose to evade taxes or refrain from so choosing (without 
the intervener’s device in place). However, to ensure that he will 
choose to evade taxes, a neuroscientist has, unbeknownst to Joe, 
implanted a device in his brain, which, were it to sense the requi-
site level of attentiveness, would electronically stimulate the right 
neural centers so as to inevitably result in his making this choice. 
As it happens, Joe does not attain this level of attentiveness to his 
moral reasons, and he chooses to evade taxes on his own, while 
the device remains idle (Pereboom 2012: 302–3).

In this example Joe has to decide whether to claim an illegal tax 
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deduction. The necessary but not sufficient condition for his refrain-
ing is that he considers the moral reasons against evading taxes. But 
Joe might consider the moral reasons and—if there were no Frank-
furtian intervener—still go on to evade taxes. It is this feature that 
supposedly circumvents the force of the Dilemma Defence because 
there is no way it can be argued that the prior sign deterministically 
causes Joe’s decision to evade taxes. However, given the availability 
of this prior sign it seems that the neuroscientist is able to arrange 
things such that Joe has no robust alternatives. The alternative which 
does remain—Joe’s reaching the required level of attentiveness to 
moral reasons, and subsequently having his brain electrically stimu-
lated by the neuroscientist’s device to choose to evade taxes—is, 
Pereboom argues, not robust. This is because although the alterna-
tive is one where Joe doesn’t bear any moral responsibility, Joe him-
self does not realise this.

At this point, leeway incompatibilists might wonder whether 
they could accept the two intuitions that we are supposed to have 
with respect to Joe and explain Joe’s moral responsibility in terms 
of derivative responsibility. When an agent is derivatively responsible, 
the agent is responsible for some unavoidable action because there 
was some prior time at which the agent could have acted so as to 
not subsequently face an unavoidable action. The paradigm examples 
are drunk driver cases: Derek drives drunk and hits someone at t

2
; 

he could not have done any different at t
2
 because his drunken state 

drastically reduced the control he had; still, he could, at t
1
, have de-

cided not to drink, or given his keys to a friend, and so on.
David Widerker has applied this idea to Joe’s case, suggesting that 

Joe is “derivatively blameworthy for the decision he made, because 
he has not done his reasonable best ... to avoid making it” (Widerker 
2006: 173). Granted, Joe couldn’t have decided to not evade taxes. 
But Joe could have considered moral reasons and this was something 
he should have done. Moreover, if Joe had been more attentive to moral 
reasons, he would have been “forced by the neuroscientist to [decide 
to evade taxes]” and so would not himself be responsible for his deci-
sion (Widerker 2006: 173). So Joe’s failure to consider moral rea-
son makes him derivatively responsible for his subsequent decision 
to evade taxes.

The Frankfurtian can easily avoid Widerker’s objection, however, 
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by amending the example to remove the feature on which it relies, 
namely, that the available option is something the agent should do. 
Pereboom (2012: 307) has subsequently pursued this line of thought, 
proposing instead that in order to be able to make the free choice to 
decide not to evade taxes Joe has to, say, imagine being severely pun-
ished. Given that imagining being severely punished is not something 
agents have a moral obligation to do when deliberating, Widerker’s 
derivative responsibility objection cannot get started.

Although useful this amendment is, as Pereboom (2012: 307) 
says, not needed. Widerker’s appeal to derivative responsibility gains 
illicit plausibility from the fact that we would ordinarily assume that 
Joe would think that his considering moral reasons might lead him 
to decide not to evade taxes. That is, we ordinarily think that one 
way of deciding not to do something is by attending to the moral 
reasons there against doing it. Attending to the moral reasons against 
evading taxes is, in other words, plausibly thought to be a means to 
the end of deciding not to evade taxes. But Pereboom is clear that 
Joe does not know that considering moral reasons is a means to the 
end in question. Pereboom’s amendment is useful because by making 
the prior mental action something that is a little unusual, we are not 
tempted to think that Joe will see it is a means to the end.

Pereboom is correct in his evaluation of Widerker’s derivate 
responsibility objection; however, this does not show that appeals 
to derivative responsibility are out of place. It simply shows that 
Widerker was off target in his choice of what to trace back to in or-
der to ground Joe’s responsibility. Widerker’s attempt to trace back 
to Joe’s failure to consider moral reasons is a bit like attempting to 
explain a drunk driver’s responsibility for running someone down 
by tracing back to his decision to get into his car. By the time the 
driver “decides” to get into his car, it’s already too late: he’s already 
lost control. To explain the driver’s responsibility, we need to trace 
back to a time when the driver had the requisite control, i.e., to a 
time when he wasn’t drunk.

One thing to recognise at this point is that we need to appeal to 
derivative responsibility only if Joe doesn’t know that the necessary but 
not sufficient prior sign is a means to the end of not evading taxes. 
There is where the mixed nature of the response comes in. If the 
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agent in a buffer case knows4 that the necessary but not sufficient 
prior sign is a means to an end where he would be blameless, then 
we can affirm that the agent has the requisite control. This is one 
reason why it is crucial to recognise that the cognitive conditions on 
robustness belong in an account of ability and not on the epistemic 
condition on moral responsibility: the agent’s knowledge affects his 
control.

In other words, if Joe had the doxastic ability to claim the ille-
gal tax deduction, and he had the reliable doxastic ability to refrain 
from evading taxes (which he would have, if he knew that attending 
to moral reasons was the means to that end), then Joe would have 
the requisite control and the example would be no problem. Before 
moving on to the scenario where Joe doesn’t have that knowledge I 
want to offer a few comments regarding the case if we assume that 
Joe does have this knowledge. I have just stated that Joe would have 
the reliable doxastic ability to refrain from evading taxes. It might be 
objected that this is patently false: it’s inevitable that Joe evades taxes 
in the scenario, because if he attends to moral reasons, the neurosci-
entist will begin his intervention. It is at this point that the distinc-
tion introduced in section 3.2 becomes vital. It is actions that need to 
be avoidable, not non-actional, dated states of affairs. An agent will 
bear responsibility for a particular decision only if that particular 
decision is avoidable. And the decision to evade taxes for which Joe 
is responsible was avoidable. Moreover, on the current assumptions 
the alternative is robust: Joe knew just what he had to do to avoid 
making the decision that he in fact made.

Now, the Frankfurtian might object here, complaining that there 
is an inevitable state of affairs concerning Joe’s decision—that Joe 
decides to evade taxes—which shows that the decision wasn’t avoidable. 
Note that this is only the case if we allow that a person can be caused 
to decide, and, moreover, caused to decide in a particular way. Many lee-
way incompatibilists would reject (at least) the latter idea. But in any 
case, if we clearly distinguish between the performance of a particu-
lar decision and a state of affairs which affirms that a decision of that 
type has been made, the leeway incompatibilist could accept that a 
person can be caused to decide something and still hold on to PAP. 

4 Or is suitably “cognitively sensitive” to this fact.
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For if we allow that people can be caused to decide, then what the 
Frankfurtian needs to show is not just that Joe can be responsible 
when the state of affairs that Joe decides to evade taxes is inevitable, but 
that he can be responsible even when the state of affairs that Joe de-
cides on his own to evade taxes is inevitable. And that he has not shown.

Let us now return to the case where Joe doesn’t have these be-
liefs, and so doesn’t have the required doxastic abilities (see 3.2). My 
suggestion is that if Joe is responsible, then what we have is a case 
of derivative responsibility. Consider the situation: we are told that 
Joe is deliberating about whether to claim the illegal tax deduction. 
And we’re told that Joe’s moral character is such that he “invariably” 
follows his self-interested desire. Indeed, he doesn’t have the abil-
ity that the leeway incompatibilist thinks is required to decide not 
to evade taxes—Joe could only (unknowingly) gain that ability by 
doing something unrelated to it. But this means that the “decision” 
to evade taxes that it is stipulated he makes, if we can indeed call 
it a decision, is something which flows, pretty much automatically, 
from Joe’s character. Indeed, it is hard to see what kind of control 
Joe exercises over this “decision.” In what sense is he active? Maybe 
he’s able to affect just when he makes the decision: he might make the 
decision at t

1
, or perhaps at t

2
, or maybe he could postpone it until 

tomorrow. But sooner or later this “decision” is going to flow from 
his desires, and there is nothing he can do (in the sense relevant to 
free will and control) to stop it.

Now, the leeway incompatibilist can readily agree that a person 
might be responsible for behaviour which flows from his character 
in this way. But as highlighted by the scare quotes, he will probably 
hesitate to say that intentions acquired in this way are decisions, and 
he might even hesitate to call the resulting behaviour an action. Still, 
he can affirm that the person is responsible by appealing to derivative 
responsibility. And this provides a plausible way of handling Joe’s 
case. We might imagine, for example, that Joe was brought up by 
pious parents who inveighed against the greed inherent in much of 
modern society and who tried to bring Joe up to be a good citizen. 
Joe listened patiently enough but decided he was going to put the 
gratification of his desire for money ahead of all others. He vigor-
ously pursued this goal by deliberately choosing, on many different 
occasions, to shut out moral considerations. Indeed, Joe did this with 
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joy, knowing that he would soon develop the habit of pursing his own 
self-interests. Now, as Joe faces this decision about taxes, he will 
evade taxes pretty much “on autopilot,” as we might say. Neverthe-
less, he’s derivatively morally responsible for making the illegal tax 
deduction in virtue of those decisions which were made in order to 
form his character in a certain way. So the leeway incompatibilist can 
accept all the details of the case, if it is suitably filled out. Of course, 
if the case is filled out differently, such that it’s clear Joe isn’t respon-
sible for the character traits from which the decision flows, then the 
leeway incompatibilist can simply deny that Joe is responsible. Either 
way, we do not have a successful Frankfurt-style case.

Conclusion

In this essay I have investigated the interesting idea that some of 
the conditions typically treated as part of the “epistemic condition 
on moral responsibility” are better thought of as affecting what the 
agent controls. I have distinguished between notions of ability which 
include a doxastic component and those that do not, and have inves-
tigated how this distinction helps us to understand different levels 
of control that an agent might possess. I made what I took to be an 
important distinction between an agent’s control over her actions 
and her control over non-actional, dated states of affairs, highlight-
ing two different uses of the ‘up to us’ locution which reflect this 
distinction. And I then applied these insights to the indeterminis-
tic buffer Frankfurt-style cases, arguing that a mixed response to 
these cases, dependent on whether the agent has any doxastic abili-
ties, shows how these cases pose no problem for the defender of the 
Principle of Alternative Possibilities.5
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Abstract
The no-miracles argument (Putnam 1975) holds that science is success-
ful because successful theories are (approximately) true. Frost-Arnold 
(2010) objects that this argument is unacceptable because it generates 
neither new predictions nor unifications. It is similar to the unaccept-
able explanation that opium puts people to sleep because it has a dor-
mative virtue. I reply that on close examination, realism explains not 
only why some theories are successful but also why successful theories 
exist in current science. Therefore, it unifies the disparate phenomena.
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1 Overview

The aim of this paper is to refute Greg Frost-Arnold’s (2010) criti-
cism of Hilary Putnam’s (1975: 73) no-miracles argument for scien-
tific realism, the view that successful theories are (approximately) 
true. Frost-Arnold claims that the no-miracles argument is unac-
ceptable because it yields neither new predictions nor unifications. I 
argue that realism explains not only why some theories are success-
ful but also why successful theories exist in current science. There-
fore, the no-miracles argument unifies the disparate explananda.

A successful defense of the no-miracles argument means that 
theoretical knowledge is possible, i.e., that we can have knowledge 
about unobservables, such as quarks, black holes, and gravitational 
waves. There are, however, many other objections to the no-mira-
cles argument, and this paper focuses on Frost-Arnold’s objection, 
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so it does not claim that theoretical knowledge is possible. It only 
claims that Frost-Arnold’s objection to the prospect of theoretical 
knowledge is surmountable.

2 Frost-Arnold’s criticism

Putnam claims that realism “is the only philosophy that doesn’t make 
the success of science a miracle” (1975: 73). His idea is that it is 
an acceptable explanation that science is successful because success-
ful theories are true, whereas it is an unacceptable explanation that 
science is successful because miracles have occurred. Thus, realism 
best explains the success of science. This argument for realism is 
called the no-miracles argument. It is regarded as the strongest argu-
ment for realism in the literature.

Frost-Arnold objects that realism is unacceptable because “real-
ism neither makes new predictions nor unifies previously disparate 
claims” (2010: 47). On his account, realism would be acceptable, if 
it explains additional phenomena, but it does not. His objection to 
realism accords with naturalism, which maintains that we should 
impose a scientific standard on a philosophical hypothesis. Thus, a 
philosophical hypothesis would be worthy of our credence, if it has 
virtues that a good scientific hypothesis exhibits, such as simplicity, 
independent testability, predictive power, and unificatory power.

Scientists and philosophers alike regard the explanation as unac-
ceptable that opium puts people to sleep because it has a dorma-
tive virtue. This explanation is inadequate because it neither pre-
dicts new phenomena nor unifies disparate phenomena. An adequate 
hypothesis about opium should predict or explain new phenomena, 
phenomena other than the explanandum that it puts people to sleep. 
Analogously, realism should predict or explain new phenomena, 
phenomena other than the explanandum that science is successful, 
in order to be acceptable. Since it does not, it is unacceptable (Frost-
Arnold 2010: 47–48).

What does it mean to say that a theory unifies phenomena? Frost-
Arnold (2010: 37) cites Margaret Morrison who claims that unifi-
cation occurs when a theory “can predict/explain unexpected phe-
nomena” (Morrison 1990: 322). When a theory predicts or explains 
unexpected phenomena, it unifies the unexpected phenomena with 
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the phenomena which the theory was originally designed to explain. 
Frost-Arnold (2010: 38) uses Newton’s theory of motion to illustrate 
the concept of unification. Before Newton, people believed that the 
motion of planets and the free fall of objects near the earth’s surface 
were disparate phenomena, governed by different laws of nature. 
With Newton’s explanation, people came to think of them as relat-
ed. In that sense, Newton’s theory of motion unified the terrestrial 
and celestial phenomena.

Frost-Arnold’s bases his criticism of realism on an interpretation 
of the no-miracles argument which holds that it is distinct from sci-
entists’ arguments for successful theories. Although this interpreta-
tion is the standard one, it is not the only one in the literature. An 
alternative interpretation (Park 2016a: 48–49) holds that the no-
miracles argument is nothing but a succinct summary of scientists’ 
arguments for successful theories, i.e., that the former is reducible to 
the latter. If this alternative interpretation is correct, Frost-Arnold’s 
criticism does not even have a chance to get off the ground. This pa-
per, however, puts the alternative interpretation aside and operates 
under the standard interpretation of the no-miracles argument.

3 Critical response

What are we to make of Frost-Arnold’s criticism of the no-mira-
cles argument? Admittedly, the no-miracles argument attempts to 
explain the success of science. However, the phrase ‘the success 
of science’ is ambiguous, as K. Brad Wray (2007: 83) aptly points 
out. It means that some theories are successful, but also that there 
are successful theories in current science. It is one thing to ask why 
some theories are successful; it is quite another to ask why they ex-
ist today. The first question can be answered by invoking a common 
semantic property that enables the successful theories to be success-
ful, whereas the second question can be answered by depicting the 
historical process that produces the successful theories.

Putnam’s (1975: 73) explanation of the success of science answers 
the question of why some theories are successful. What does it mean 
to say that a theory is successful? Larry Laudan says that “a theory is 
successful if it makes substantially correct predictions, if it leads to 
efficacious interventions in the natural order, if it passes a battery of 
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standard tests” (1981: 23). The special theory of relativity, for ex-
ample, led to an efficacious intervention, as physicists relied on it to 
make an atomic bomb. On Putnam’s account, it would be a miracle 
for it to be used in this way, and yet false, so that mass is not convert-
ible to energy as the theory says it is. This explanatory scheme also 
applies to the success of other theories, such as the kinetic theory of 
heat and the germ theory of diseases. In short, Putnam argues that 
we can make predictions, explanations, and manipulations by using 
some scientific theories because they are true.

In contrast, Bas C. van Fraassen’s (1980: 40) evolutionary expla-
nation of the success of science answers the question of why there 
are successful theories in current science, such as the special theory 
of relativity and the kinetic theory of heat. He maintains that once 
scientific theories are born, they are brought to the arena of tough 
competitions. In this arena, theories compete with one another for 
existence. Successful theories survive, and unsuccessful ones die:

For any scientific theory is born into a life of fierce competition, a 
jungle red in tooth and claw. Only the successful theories survive—
the ones which in fact latched on to actual regularities in nature. (van 
Fraassen 1980: 40)

On this account, scientific theories are analogous to organisms in 
that they go through a process of natural selection. Natural selection 
is responsible for the existence of successful theories in current sci-
ence, just as it is responsible for the existence of organisms in current 
ecological systems.

Putnam’s and van Fraassen’s explanations cover different ex-
plananda, so they are not rivals to each other, even though they are 
widely regarded as rivals to each other in the literature. Saying that 
the evolutionary explanation undermines the realist explanation be-
cause the former is an alternative to the latter is just as absurd as say-
ing that the germ theory of diseases undermines the Big Bang theory 
because the former is an alternative to the latter. Therefore, realists 
do not have to demonstrate the superiority of Putnam’s explanation 
to van Fraassen’s explanation.

When Putnam (1975: 73) constructed the no-miracles argument, 
his intention was not to explain why scientists had successful theories 
in their hands but to explain why some theories were successful. 
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Thus, realism can be said to unify disparate phenomena, once it is 
shown that it also explains why successful theories exist in current 
science.

Realism yields such an explanation (Park 2015: 23–24). It holds 
that scientists have successful theories today because they have re-
tained true theories and discarded false theories. For example, the 
general theory of relativity exists today because scientists have re-
tained true theories. By contrast, the cold fusion theory perished 
because scientists discarded false theories. According to the cold 
fusion theory, nuclear fusion can occur not only at high tempera-
ture but also at room temperature. It was proposed in the late 1980s 
and quickly discredited because experimental results disconfirmed 
it. On the realist account, there is a statistical correlation between 
retaining true theories and successful theories, meaning that if scien-
tists keep true theories, it is likely that they will end up having suc-
cessful theories in their hands. There is also a statistical correlation 
between discarding false theories and unsuccessful theories. Thus, 
the hypothesis that scientists retain true theories and discard false 
theories explains why successful theories exist and why unsuccessful 
ones perish. Note that the realist semantic property, truth, figures 
in the explanans. So this hypothesis is available to realists, but not 
to antirealists, those who only believe that a successful theory is em-
pirically adequate.

Let me add that the preceding realist proposal does not beg the 
question against antirealists because it does not entail that scientists 
know which theories are true and which theories are false, and that 
they intentionally choose true theories over false theories. Scientists 
only choose some theories and discard others, depending on whether 
they are successful or not. Even so, they can acquire true theories. 
Only the statistical correlation between successful theories and true 
theories is required for scientists to acquire true theories. In other 
words, if scientists select theories on the basis of whether they are 
successful or not, they will end up possessing true theories, although 
they might or might not be aware that they acquire true theories.

If the preceding realist account is tenable, realism unifies the suc-
cess of some theories and the existence of successful theories, i.e., it 
illuminates the hidden mechanism that underlies the fact that some 
theories are successful and the fact that successful theories exist in 
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current science. For example, the special theory of relativity and the 
kinetic theory of heat make true predictions, and they exist in cur-
rent science. Truth underlies their success and existence.

How would antirealists respond to my contention that realism 
explains not only the success of some theories but also the existence 
of successful theories? I present their possible objections and realists’ 
replies to them in the next section.

4 Objections and replies

4.1 Classic criticisms

Antirealists would likely invoke the classic criticisms against real-
ism, including the following notable ones: Since past theories were 
thrown out, present theories will also be thrown out (Poincaré 
1905/1952: 160; Mach 1911: 17; Laudan 1977: 126; Putnam 1978: 
25). Inference to the best explanation is a problematic rule of infer-
ence (van Fraassen 1989: 142–146). The success of science does not 
stand in need of explanation (Hendry 2001: S25). These classic ob-
jections to realism could apply to my contention that truth underlies 
the success of some theories and the existence of successful theories.

All of these classic objections, however, are bracketed in the de-
bate with Frost-Arnold. Recall that he rejects realism not on the 
grounds that it is plagued by the traditional objections to it but on 
the grounds that it neither makes new predictions nor unifies dis-
parate phenomena. The aim of this paper is to refute not the classic 
criticisms of realism but Frost-Arnold’s criticism of it. Moreover, I 
(2011a, 2016b, 2016c, 2017) criticized the pessimistic induction, I 
(forthcoming) criticized van Fraassen’s argument against inference 
to the best explanation, and I (2011b: 26) criticized Hendry’s conten-
tion. Unfortunately, it would take us too far astray to summarize the 
criticisms here.

4.2 Scientific standard

Antirealists might admit that the proffered unification is a sort of 
unification, but object that it is not the kind of unification that scien-
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tists would value. Scientists are not interested in whether realism ex-
plains only the success of some theories, or both the success of some 
theories and the existence of successful theories because these realist 
explanations are philosophical explanations of scientific phenomena 
and scientists are only interested in scientific explanations of natural 
phenomena. Even if they were interested in the realist explanations, 
it is not clear whether they would accept them, and hence wheth-
er they would accept the realist unification of the two explananda. 
Therefore, it is not clear whether realism meets a scientific standard.

My response to the foregoing antirealist objection is to investi-
gate whether the corresponding antirealist unification of the suc-
cess of some theories and the existence of successful theories meets 
the scientific standard that antirealists have imposed on the realist 
unification. There are several antirealist explanations of the suc-
cess of science. I will scrutinize only the one formulated by Alan 
Musgrave (1988: 242) and James Ladyman (1999: 186), which holds 
that science is successful because successful theories are empirically 
adequate. So far as I can tell, this proposal is also subject to Frost-
Arnold’s criticism that it generates neither new predictions nor new 
unifications.

To get around this criticism, antirealists might make a move simi-
lar to the one that I made above to defend realism. That is, they 
might contend that antirealism explains not only why some theories 
are successful but also why successful theories exist in current sci-
ence. On this account, a theory is successful because it is empirically 
adequate, and scientists have successful theories today because they 
have selected empirically adequate theories. Thus, the process of re-
taining empirically adequate theories is responsible for the existence 
of successful theories in current science. There is a statistical cor-
relation between the existence of successful theories and the selec-
tion of empirically adequate theories, meaning that if scientists select 
empirically adequate theories, it is likely that they will end up hav-
ing successful theories. Thus, antirealism, the view that successful 
theories are empirically adequate, unifies the disparate phenomena: 
the success of some theories and the existence of successful theories.

An interesting question, however, is whether this antirealist uni-
fication of the two explananda is the kind of unification that scien-
tists would value. Scientists are not interested in whether antirealism 
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explains only the success of some theories, or both the success of 
some theories and the existence of successful theories because these 
antirealist explanations are philosophical explanations of scientific 
phenomena and scientists are only interested in scientific explana-
tions of natural phenomena. Even if they were interested in the anti-
realist explanations, it is not clear whether they would accept them 
and hence whether they would accept the antirealist unification of 
the two explananda. Therefore, it is not clear whether the antirealist 
unification meets the scientific standard that antirealists impose on 
realism.

One moral is that since philosophers and scientists are interested 
in different phenomena, they are interested in different unifications. 
Philosophers are interested in philosophical unifications of scientific 
phenomena, whereas scientists are interested in scientific unifica-
tions of natural phenomena. The fact that philosophers, but not sci-
entists, are interested in philosophical unifications does not deni-
grate the philosophical unifications. What matters is not whether 
scientists would accept philosophical unifications of scientific phe-
nomena but whether the structure of the philosophical unifications 
resembles that of the scientific unifications of natural phenomena. 
As long as they are similar, the philosophical unifications of scientific 
phenomena have met the requirement of naturalism that philosophy 
should use the same methods as science.

So far as I can tell, philosophical unifications of scientific phe-
nomena and scientific unifications of natural phenomena are struc-
turally similar. In both cases, a hypothesis explains phenomena pre-
viously thought of as unrelated, and as a result of the explanations, 
they are now thought of as related. Hence, the hypothesis unifies the 
disparate phenomena. There is no relevant difference between the 
philosophical and scientific unifications. Thus, instead of merely say-
ing that the realist unification of the disparate explananda does not 
meet a scientific standard, antirealists should specify what exactly is 
defective with the realist unification. Moreover, they owe us an ac-
count of how the antirealist unification avoids the criticism that they 
level at the realist unification.
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4.3 Superiority

Antirealists might also raise the following objection. We now have 
the realist unification and the antirealist explanation of why some 
theories are successful and why they exist in current science. Ac-
cording to the former, truth underlies the disparate phenomena, 
whereas according to the latter, empirical adequacy underlies them. 
In such circumstances, realists have the burden to show that the real-
ist unification is better than the antirealist unification. After all, the 
no-miracles argument claims that realism best explains the success 
of science.

This challenge is legitimate. Let me say, however, that the aim 
of this paper is not to demonstrate the superiority of realism over 
antirealism but to refute Frost-Arnold’s criticism against realism. 
His criticism is not whether the realist unification is better than the 
antirealist unification but rather whether realism makes a unifica-
tion of disparate phenomena. Thus, the realist unification of the two 
disparate phenomena refutes his criticism, regardless of whether it 
competes with the antirealist unification and whether the former is 
superior to the latter.

In Section 4.1, I briefly introduced some classic criticisms against 
realism. To be fair, I should do the same thing to antirealism. Let me 
briefly introduce some standard objections to antirealism. The anti-
realist suggestion that a theory is successful because it is empirically 
adequate is similar to the suggestion that “some crows are black be-
cause all crows are” (Musgrave 1988: 242), and generalizations “do 
not explain their instances” (Leplin 1997: 23). Furthermore, antire-
alism falls prey to the pessimistic induction that past theories turned 
out to be empirically inadequate, so present theories will also turn 
out to be empirically inadequate (Park 2001: 78; Lange 2002: 282; 
Lyons 2003: 898). Antirealism is also susceptible to the criticism 
that the success of science does not need to be explained (Hendry 
2001: S25).

4.4 Different explanantia

Antirealists might object that there are two realist explanations of 
why some theories are successful and why successful theories exist 
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in current science. These explanations invoke different explanantia, 
and hence it is problematic to say that realism unifies the two ex-
plananda. Consider the following two realist explanations:

(S1) Some theories are successful because they are true.

(S2) Scientists have successful theories because they selected true 
theories.

The explanans of (S1) is the hypothesis that successful theories are 
true, and that of (S2) is the hypothesis that scientists selected true 
theories. The two explanantia differ from each other. Moreover, the 
explanans of (S2) cannot explain the explanandum of (S1). For ex-
ample, the general theory of relativity makes true predictions about 
black holes and gravitational waves. It is problematic to say that the 
general theory of relativity makes true predictions because scien-
tists selected it, given that scientists’ selecting it is not the cause of 
its making true predictions. By contrast, it is unproblematic to say 
that scientists selected it because it made true predictions. In sum, I 
have provided the two hypotheses, when I should have provided one 
hypothesis to explain the two disparate explananda. Therefore, no 
unification is achieved by realism.

This criticism, however, stems from a failure to analyze the ex-
planans of (S2) more closely. The explanans of (S2) is nothing but the 
conjunction of the following two claims:

(E1) Successful theories are true.

(E2) Scientists selected successful theories.

If successful theories are true, and if scientists selected successful 
theories, it necessarily follows that scientists selected true theories. 
Note that (E1) coincides with the explanans of (S1), and that the ex-
planans of (S1) is exactly what realism claims. Thus, realism can be 
found both in the explanans of (S1) and in the explanans of (S2).

What, then, are we to make of (E2)? My answer is that it is an 
initial condition. It is needed for (E1) to entail the explanandum that 
scientists have successful theories. The explanandum is a claim about 
what scientists do. However, (E1) does not make any claim about 
what scientists do. So it alone cannot entail the explanandum. It 
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needs to be supplied with (E2), which is a claim about what scientists 
do.

Different initial conditions are required for a scientific theory to 
explain different phenomena. For example, the initial condition re-
quired for Newton’s theory of motion to explain the motion of a pen-
dulum differs from the initial condition required for it to explain the 
motion of a planet. The set of explanantia explaining the motion of a 
pendulum is different from the set of explanantia explaining the mo-
tion of a planet because they include different initial conditions. But 
the different sets do have a common member, viz., Newton’s theory 
of motion. It follows that Newton’s theory of motion unifies the mo-
tion of a pendulum and the motion of a planet. Similarly, realism 
unifies the success of some theories and the existence of successful 
theories, even if the set of the explanantia explaining the success of 
some theories is different from the set of the explanantia explaining 
the existence of successful theories, because the two different sets 
have a common member, viz., realism.

Suppose, for the sake of argument, that the explanans of (S2) can-
not be divided into (E1) and (E2), contrary to what I suggested above. 
In that case, antirealists might argue that the explanantia of (S1) and 
(S2) are different from each other, and hence that realism does not 
unify the two disparate phenomena. This objection, however, would 
destroy not only the realist unification but also the antirealist uni-
fication sketched in Section 4.2. The antirealist explanations invoke 
different explanantia. The first explanans is the hypothesis that suc-
cessful theories are empirically adequate, and the second explanans 
is the hypothesis that scientists select empirically adequate theories. 
The second explanans explains why scientists have successful theo-
ries, but it cannot explain why some theories are successful. It is 
wrong to say that some theories are successful because scientists have 
selected empirically adequate theories. Scientists’ selecting empiri-
cally adequate theories is not the cause of the theories’ making true 
predictions. Rather, their making true predictions is the cause of 
scientists’ having selected them. In short, antirealists have provided 
two antirealist hypotheses, when they should have provided only one 
hypothesis, to explain the two disparate explananda. Therefore, no 
unification has been achieved by antirealism. Antirealists should al-
ways be mindful that their criticisms against realism might backfire 
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on their own positions.

4.5 Further objections

I claimed above that realism explains the two disparate phenomena: 
some theories are successful, and they exist in current science. The 
explanations hold that some theories are successful because they are 
true, and that they exist today because scientists selected true theo-
ries. One may object that it is not clear whether the two phenomena 
are in fact disparate.

Let me use an analogy to clarify the difference between the two 
phenomena. Consider that human beings can make complex things, 
such as computers and electron microscopes. It is one thing to ask 
why human beings have the capability; it is another to ask why hu-
man beings having the capability exist. A possible answer to the first 
question is that human beings are intelligent. A possible answer to 
the second question is that their ancestors formed a society in which 
intelligence was required to do well in the battle to deceive others 
and to avoid being deceived by others. Similarly, it is one thing to 
ask why some theories are successful; it is another to ask why they 
exist. Realists’ answer to the first question is that they are true, and 
their answer to the second question is that scientists’ selected true 
theories.

One may raise another objection. It is realists who initiated the 
task of explaining the success of science. So if their own alleged ex-
planation fails to meet the scientific standard that a hypothesis should 
yield new predictions or unifications, realists look much worse than 
antirealists.

I insist, however, that realists are not worse off than antirealists. 
Realists explain the success of some theories by saying that they are 
true. They take the success of the theories to be the evidence for the 
realist belief that they are true. By contrast, antirealists explain the 
success of some theories by saying that they are empirically adequate. 
They take the success of the theories to be the evidence for the an-
tirealist belief that they are empirically adequate. Now, if the realist 
explanation is unacceptable because it does not meet the scientific 
standard, the antirealist explanation is also unacceptable because it 
does not meet the scientific standard either. If the realist explanation 
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is unacceptable, realists lose the justification for the realist belief that 
successful theories are true. Similarly, if the antirealist explanation is 
unacceptable, antirealists also lose the justification for the antirealist 
belief that successful theories are empirically adequate. As a result, 
both the realist belief and the antirealist belief become unwarranted. 
It is not the case that the realist belief becomes unwarranted, where-
as the antirealist belief remains warranted. Therefore, antirealists 
are no better off than realists.

5 Conclusion

To summarize, Frost-Arnold objects that the realist explanation of 
the success of science is inadequate because it generates neither new 
predictions nor unifications. I replied that on close examination, re-
alism explains not only why some theories are successful but also 
why successful theories exist in current science. The no-miracles 
argument was designed by Putnam to explain why some theories are 
successful, but not why successful theories exist in current science. 
Therefore, it makes a novel explanation and unifies the disparate 
phenomena.

Let me remind readers that this paper started with the assump-
tion that the standard interpretation of the no-miracles argument is 
correct, and hence that the no-miracles argument is separate from 
scientists’ arguments for successful theories. However, suppose the 
standard interpretation is incorrect, and the no-miracles argument 
is nothing more than a shorthand for scientists’ arguments for suc-
cessful scientific theories. In that case, to say that the no-miracles 
argument does not unify disparate phenomena amounts to saying 
that successful scientific theories do not unify disparate phenomena, 
which is clearly false. This line of undermining Frost-Arnold’s objec-
tion to realism can be pursued on a future occasion.1
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Ulsan National Institute of Science and Technology
44919 Ulsan, Republic of Korea

nature@unist.ac.kr 

1 I thank anonymous referees of this journal for useful comments.
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Abstract
Many philosophers of physics take the failure of the laws of physics to 
be invariant under the time reversal transformation to give us good 
reason to think that spacetime is temporally anisotropic, yet the details 
of this inference are rarely made explicit. I discuss two reasonable ways 
of filling in the details of this inference, the first of which utilizes a 
symmetry principle proposed by John Earman and the second of which 
utilizes Harvey Brown’s account of spacetime. I contend that neither of 
the resulting arguments is sound.

Keywords
Philosophy of physics, spacetime metaphysics, direction of time, sym-
metries, laws of nature

1 Introduction

Some philosophers, most notably Horwich (1987), Arntzenius 
(2004), and Maudlin (2007), appeal to temporally irreversible laws 
to justify their claim that there is a temporal anisotropy in the struc-
ture of spacetime itself.1 For instance, Arntzenius begins his paper 
as follows:

In this paper, I wish to consider the question whether the structure of 
spacetime includes a temporal orientation. Along with many others, 
I think that one will have compelling reasons to infer the existence 
of such a structure if one accepts local dynamical laws that are non-

1 Exactly what Maudlin and Horwich in particular mean by a temporal an-
isotropy in spacetime is slightly ambiguous. In what follows, I take them to posit 
what I call a geometrical interpretation of this temporal orientation rather than 
a material one, which seems the most natural interpretation of their positions.
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invariant under time-reversal. (Arntzenius 2004: 31)

Inferences like Arntzenius’s from temporally irreversible laws to 
temporally anisotropic spacetime structure are typically quick, and 
it is often unclear what justifies them. Take, for instance, the follow-
ing passage from Maudlin:

To begin with, the laws of physics as we have them...are not Time Re-
versal Invariant. The discovery that physical processes are not, in any 
sense, indifferent to the direction of time is important and well known: 
it is the discovery of the violation of so-called CP invariance, as ob-
served in the decay of the neutral K meson. These decays are not invari-
ant if one changes a right-handed for a left-handed spatial orientation 
(parity) and changes positive to negative charge (charge conjugation). 
According to the CPT theorem, any plausible quantum theory will be 
invariant under parity-plus-charge-conjugation-plus-time-reversal, so 
the violation of CP implies a violation of T. In short, the fundamental 
laws of physics, as we have them, do require a temporal orientation on 
the spacetime manifold. (Maudlin 2007: 117, original emphasis)

In this passage, Maudlin moves from the fact that some physical pro-
cesses are not time reversal invariant, which is supported by CP vio-
lation, to the claim that the kind of temporal spacetime orientation 
that he argues for in the rest of his chapter exists, and a similar pas-
sage can be found in Horwich (1987: 55).

I claim that, contrary to what these authors suggest, we have no 
good reason to infer the existence of temporal anisotropy in space-
time from only the temporally irreversible laws we currently believe 
fundamentally govern our world. In this paper, I draw on work by 
John Earman and Harvey Brown respectively to generate two seem-
ingly reasonable justifications for this inference, then argue that 
both justifications fail. In the second section of the paper, I lay out 
a promising argument for temporal spacetime anisotropy from tem-
porally irreversible physical laws. In the third section, I appeal to 
an argument from Earman (1989) to support the claim that nomic 
temporal irreversibility should lead us to introduce some temporally 
asymmetric structure to our best physical theories. In the fourth 
section, however, I argue that such a temporal asymmetry should 
not be interpreted as a fundamental feature of spacetime in our best 
physical theories, at least at the moment, and is better understood 
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as a feature of either a law of nature or matter fields. In the fifth 
section, I consider an alternative argument that relies on the work 
of Brown (2005). Brown’s view of spacetime both poses a challenge 
to my analysis in the fifth section and itself grounds an inference 
from temporally irreversible laws to temporally anistropic space-
time structure. However, I argue that Brown’s view of spacetime 
is explanatorily inferior to an alternative view proposed by Janssen 
(2009) and, as such, should be rejected.

2 An Argument for Temporal Asymmetry in Spacetime

In the previous section I claimed that Arntzenius’s and Maudlin’s 
inferences were too quick. It seems that they need a premise along 
the lines of the following for their conclusion to follow: “If the fun-
damental physical laws are not symmetric under the time reversal 
transformation, then the spacetime required by these fundamental 
physical laws is not symmetric under the time reversal transforma-
tion.” To be more explicit about the work done by this premise, I 
recast the inference as the following argument

The Argument for Temporal Asymmetry in Spacetime

(1) Not all of our best candidates for fundamental laws of physics 
are invariant under the dynamical symmetry2 time reversal.

(2) Any dynamical asymmetry of a physical theory gives us suf-
ficient reason to posit the existence of some similarly asym-
metric physical structure.

(3) Asymmetric structures posited because of a dynamical asym-
metry in the fundamental laws are best interpreted as fea-
tures of spacetime.

(4) The spacetime we are entitled to stipulate based on our best 
candidates for fundamental physical laws is temporally aniso-
tropic. (from 1–3)

2 I am following Earman (1989) in my use of the term “dynamical symmetry” 
here.
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Experimental work on K and B meson decay3 gives us good reason 
to believe the first premise of the argument, so it is the second two 
premises of the above argument that draw our attention. Break-
ing the inference from a dynamical asymmetry to an asymmetry in 
spacetime into two separate premises makes it clear exactly what 
steps we must take when moving from facts about the laws to facts 
about spacetime. First, premise two claims that when we discover a 
dynamical asymmetry in the laws, we should posit the existence of 
some structure to explain this symmetry-breaking. Note that this 
asymmetric structure need not be some new structure. For instance, 
our laws may not be invariant under the 100-dimensional group of 
rotations mathematically represented by SO(100), but we need not 
posit some new structure to explain this fact if our theory already 
appeals to structures like tensors that fail to be invariant under such 
transformations. However, if we find that the laws fail to be invariant 
under some transformation under which we take all of our currently 
posited physical structures to be invariant, the second premise of the 
argument licenses us to either add some new structure that breaks 
this symmetry or replace an existing structure with a new structure 
that breaks the symmetry.

But just because we have posited some asymmetric structure to 
explain an asymmetry in the dynamical laws does not mean that we 
know how to interpret the object we have posited. For instance, we 
can explain the failure of laws to be parity reversal invariant by fol-
lowing a suggestion from Pooley (2003) that there is a field that de-
termines the parity or “handedness” of every physical process. The 
laws, we can claim, fail to be parity reversal invariant because they 
refer to this parity field, so we have an explanation for the fact that 
the laws are not parity reversal invariant but do not yet know how we 
should understand this parity field. If, as the third premise of the Ar-
gument for Temporal Asymmetry in Spacetime suggests, we should 
understand this parity field as an element of spacetime structure, 

3 See Sachs (1987), chapter 9 for a detailed discussion of K meson decay and 
Abe et. al. (2001) for a discussion of B meson decay. When coupled with the CPT 
theorem, the CP-invariance of K and B meson decay gives us good indirect evi-
dence for failures of time reversal invariance in quantum field theory, and recent 
experimental results from the BABAR research group at SLAC provide direct 
evidence of T-reversal violations in B0 meson systems (Lees et. al. 2012).
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then we have a parity analogue for the Argument for Temporal 
Asymmetry in Spacetime. But we may resist this move and claim 
instead that we should posit another of Pooley’s candidates to break 
the parity symmetry, namely a law that claims that all processes of a 
certain type have the same orientation. If we can posit a law instead 
of some other structure to explain the breaking of parity reversal 
symmetry, then we have a challenge to premise 3.

But even if we find reasonable grounds to exclude such a law from 
our theory, we may choose to interpret the field Pooley proposes as a 
material field within spacetime instead of as an element of spacetime 
itself. More specifically, there are two different interpretations of 
what Pooley’s proposed field represents that will be important for 
our purposes. The first takes this field to be a feature of spacetime 
or to represent features of spacetime itself. The second interpreta-
tion takes this field to be a mathematical description of a feature of 
matter fields, like a spatial arrow with which certain kinds of mat-
ter come equipped, much like the electric field in classical electro-
magnetism. This second interpretation takes Pooley’s field to be a 
map from points in spacetime to structural features of spacetime 
even though what the field itself represents is not an element of the 
spacetime structure. Our first interpretation takes the field to en-
code geometric features of spacetime while our second interpreta-
tion takes the field to encode features of the contents of spacetime. 
I will call any interpretation, like the first above, which takes an ob-
ject to encode geometric features of spacetime “geometrical”, and 
I will call any interpretation, like the second above, which takes an 
object to encode features (even geometric features) of the contents of 
spacetime “material”. Any object interpreted geometrically I will 
call a “geometrical object”,4 and any object interpreted materially I 
will call a “material object”. Keep these distinctions in mind as I will 
rely on this terminology particularly in section 4.

Thus, even if we can justify premise 2, we are faced with the 

4 Not to be confused with a geometric object — many geometric objects may 
be interpreted either geometrically or materially. Saying that an object is geo-
metric tells us about the mathematical role it plays in a theory while saying that 
an object is geometrical tells us how to interpret that particular object. I have 
bolded the term “geometrical” throughout this paper to help avoid confusing it 
with the term “geometric”.
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question of both what object to posit to break the symmetry and how 
to interpret that object. One needs an argument for premise 3 that 
justifies interpreting the structure posited as a result of premise 2 
as an element of spacetime if one wants to make the inference from 
dynamical asymmetries to asymmeries of spacetime. Before moving 
on to this second project, however, I will briefly consider the status 
of premise 2.

3 Earman’s SP2

Let us excise one objection to premise 2 briefly mentioned above be-
fore we get started. One reasonable way to account for the failure of 
the laws to fail to be time reversal invariant is to posit some conven-
tional, non-local law. As an analogue of Pooley’s parity law, we could 
treat “all physically possible temporally ordered sequences of events 
have the same temporal orientation” as an additional fundamental 
law of our best theories. Assuming that our spacetime is temporally 
orientable, we then need only conventionally stipulate at some point 
in spacetime which direction is “past” and which direction is “future” 
to fix the temporal orientation at all times. Such a law should not be 
interpreted as a feature of spacetime, so it provides us with sufficient 
grounds to reject the second premise of the Argument for Temporal 
Asymmetry in Spacetime. There are those who might object to this 
law because it is non-local, so, in fairness to the proponent of the 
Argument for Temporal Asymmetry in Spacetime, I will grant, for 
the sake of argument, that such laws don not give us good reason to 
reject premise 2.

If we reject conventional, non-local laws as a reasonable way to 
explain temporal asymmetries, there are many ways that one could 
justify the second premise of the Argument for Temporal Asymme-
try in Spacetime. Consider the following principle:

(SP2) All spacetime symmetries of a theory T are dynamical 
symmetries of T.

This symmetry principle is proposed and supported by Earman 
(1989), and its contrapositive seems a good candidate to provide a 
link between claims about temporally irreversible laws and temporal 
spacetime asymmetries: if we have some diffeomorphism defined on 
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our spacetime manifold that fails to be a dynamical symmetry of our 
theory (that is, if we have an asymmetry in the laws), then SP2 tells 
us that that same diffeomorphism should fail to be a spacetime sym-
metry of our theory (that is, we should presumably have an asym-
metry in an object representing the structure of spacetime) as well.

To understand SP2, we must start from Earman’s definitions of 
dynamical and spacetime symmetries. Earman sets up his account 
of symmetries as follows: Let T be a theory whose models are of the 
form <M, A1, A2,..., P1, P2,...>, where M is a differentiable mani-
fold; Ai are the “absolute objects”; and Pi, the “dynamical objects”, 
are the geometric-object fields that characterize the physical con-
tents of the manifold. Earman does not provide us with a formal 
definition for his absolute objects, but he endorses an account shared 
by Friedman (1983), who does provide such a definition. Friedman 
defines absolute objects as geometric-object fields that satisfy the fol-
lowing condition:

A geometric object Φi is an absolute object of a theory T just in case 
for any two models <M, Φ1,..., Φn> and <M, Ψ1,..., Ψn> of T, 
for every p∊M, there are neighborhoods A, B of p and a transfor-
mation h:A→B, such that Ψi=hΦi on A∩B.

Earman’s account provides us with a fairly clear sense of how to con-
struct a theory’s models. For instance, a physical theory in Aristo-
telian spacetime has models with absolute objects like a field pick-
ing out a preferred spatial origin and with dynamical objects such as 
fields picking out the spatiotemporal locations of physical objects, 
electromagnetic fields, etc.

Earman then defines spacetime and dynamical symmetries as 
follows:

Any diffeomorphism Φ: M→M such that Φ*Ai=Ai for all i is a 
spacetime symmetry of the model <M, A1, A2,..., P1, P2,...>. A dif-
feomorphism Φ is a spacetime symmetry of a theory T just in case it is 
a spacetime symmetry of all of T’s models.

A diffeomorphism Φ: M→M is a dynamical symmetry of a theory T iff 
Φ*Ai=Ai and Φ*Pi=P′i for all i, where <M, A1, A2,..., P1, P2,...> 
and <M, A1, A2,..., P′1, P′2,...> are both models of a theory T.
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A spacetime symmetry is a spacetime diffeomorphism that leaves the 
absolute objects unaffected, and a dynamical symmetry is a space-
time symmetry that transforms the dynamical objects in such a way 
that the result of the transformation still obeys the fundamental dy-
namical laws. In Earman’s terms, we might support the second and 
third premises of the Argument for Temporal Asymmetry in Space-
time as follows: SP2 implies that, if we have a dynamical asymmetry, 
then we have a spacetime asymmetry, meaning at least one absolute 
object in some model of our theory is not mapped to itself by the dif-
feomorphism in question. But if any asymmetry in the absolute ob-
jects is best understood as an asymmetric feature of spacetime itself, 
SP2 allows us to take the third premise for granted and skip right to 
the conclusion.

Earman’s SP2 is a reasonable symmetry principle, but there are 
limits to how far it can get us. In order to establish that SP2 supports 
premise 3 generally, one needs to argue that absolute objects must be 
interpreted as geometrical objects. This may not seem a hard ar-
gument to make. After all, Earman (1989) takes absolute objects to 
represent the “fixed space-time structure” (45). But given Friedman’s 
definition, it is easy to see that being an absolute object is neither 
necessary nor sufficient for being interpreted as a feature of space-
time itself. For instance, take any non-vanishing vector field, such 
as the Newtonian gravitational field or the electromagnetic field. It 
follows from the vector straightening theorem and Friedman’s defi-
nition that any such vector field constitutes an absolute object, yet 
we clearly would not want to interpret all non-vanishing vector fields 
as geometrical objects.5 A similar result can be established for any 
constant scalar field. Friedman also points out that, while the metric 
tensor is an absolute object in special relativity, it is not so in general 
relativity; since the metric tensor provides us with important infor-
mation about the structure of spacetime in general relativistic theo-
ries, being an absolute object clearly is not necessary for representing 
a geometrical object either. The question of whether or not the 

5 Philosophers following Brown (2005) might not be too concerned about the 
consequence that all non-vanishing vector fields represent elements of spacetime 
structure given their interpretation of spacetime, but Brown’s view poses other 
problems I will discuss later in this paper.
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mathematical object that breaks the time reversal invariance of the 
dynamical laws is an absolute object in our physical theories is thus 
separate from the question of how we should interpret that object. 
SP2 gives us reason to accept the second but not the third premise of 
the Argument for Temporal Asymmetry in Spacetime, so the third 
premise of this argument must find its support elsewhere.

4 An object to break the symmetry

Premise 3 requires us to consider what a reasonable temporally 
asymmetric structure to posit in light of premise 2 might be. The fol-
lowing structure serves as a temporally asymmetric physical object 
that can account for temporally irreversible laws. Take the orienta-
tion field represented by F to be a map from spacetime points to light 
cones;6 Φ allows us, at each point in spacetime, to pick out a single 
unique, consistent light cone which we take to be the future light 
cone at p.7 We are then faced with the following problem regarding 
Φ: should we interpret Φ as a geometrical or material object? In 
other words, should we think of a temporal orientation field like the 
metric tensor or like an electric field?8

One first intuition might be that theoretical virtues can help settle 
the question, and one virtue in particular, methodological conserva-
tism, seems promising. The conservative principle best suited to our 
project licenses the inference in the following passage from Sklar:

6 Φ is clearly not the only object that could break the symmetry, nor do we 
need to add some new object to our theory to break the symmetry if the theory in 
question already fails to be time reversal invariant. Still, what I say about Φ will 
apply equally well to any object, novel or not, that reveals a theory’s failure to be 
symmetric under the time reversal transformation.

7 The notion of consistency I have in mind here comes from Earman (1974). 
Consistency requires that there is no point x in spacetime such that continuous 
transport of the light cone around a closed loop based at x causes points previ-
ously on one side of the light cone to now fall in the other side of the light cone. 
Also, note that a field Φ′ that picks out the past light cone at each point in space-
time would work just as well as Φ for our purposes.

8 Note that, even interpreted materially, the spacetime on which Φ is defined 
must be temporally orientable, but that this alone does not show that the spacetime 
on which Φ is defined is temporally oriented.
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We have to choose among alternative hypotheses all of which seem 
equally warranted on the basis of reasonable inference from the evi-
dential data. But suppose one of the hypotheses is “more in conformity 
with preexisting theory” — more “like it in structure,” say, or more 
“conceptually continuous” with it. Then that hypothesis is preferred. 
(Sklar 1975: 31)

This principle tells us to prefer the hypothesis that deviates as little 
from our previously-held hypotheses as possible, all other things be-
ing equal. We can apply this principle to the geometrical/material 
debate as follows: though we may not have a clear account of how to 
determine which objects are geometrical and which are material, 
most authors agree about many of the features that we should inter-
pret as geometrical according to particular physical theories. The 
metric tensor and the properties we can determine from it such as 
spacetime curvature, the connection, light cone structures, and the 
spacetime separation are understood geometrically, not materi-
ally, in our best currently available spacetime theories. Thus, the 
methodologically conservative among us will want our new geo-
metrical objects to stick as close to these original geometrical 
objects as possible. Let us then provisionally state that we should 
take the geometrical objects to be the ones that we can derive from 
the metric tensor alone. We may posit new sorts of geometrical 
objects if empirical data or other theoretical virtues drive us to do 
so, but, all other things being equal, it is better to stick with theories 
that take as geometrical only the sorts of objects we are used to 
taking as geometrical.

Why should we be so resistant to changes in geometrical ob-
jects? Our best theories of spacetime physics are our best theories 
for a reason, namely because they are empirically successful and have 
been for a while. Scientific realists typically take the empirical suc-
cess of a scientific theory to provide a (potentially defeasible) reason 
to believe that the scientific theory has gotten certain features of the 
world right. We may no longer believe that Newtonian mechanics 
is literally true, but we do believe that it got a number of important 
things right about the relationship among, for instance, the mass, 
velocity, acceleration, and position of medium-sized physical objects. 
Likewise, we may think that our current set of geometrical objects 
posited by our best available physical theories is incomplete because, 
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like all physical theories, it will likely be modified or discarded in 
the future; however, since we are not in a position to know what it 
is that our current set of geometrical objects gets right, the best 
policy would be to stick to this set as closely as possible while still 
allowing these objects to play the role in our physical theories that 
they currently play.

Having identified the metric and what follows from it as our lit-
mus test for identifying geometrical objects, we can now apply our 
conservative principle to help us determine when we should identify 
a particular object as geometrical or material. The metric tensor 
is symmetric in both space and time; that is, for any metric tensor 
gab, it follows that gab(v,w)=gab(w,v)=for any vectors v, w in the tan-
gent space. If the metric alone does not tell us whether, for instance, 
some point p is in the past or future of another point q, then we 
need to rely on some sort of supplemental structure to provide this 
information. We have two options: we can treat this asymmetrical 
structure as a geometrical or material object. If we treat it as a 
geometrical object, however, we risk violating Sklar’s conservative 
principle. After all, relativistic metric tensors do not provide us with 
any information about preferred directions in space or time; why 
should we expect the metric tensor found in our new theory to play 
such a different role?

So methodological conservatism may give us reason to think that 
any orientation field like the one I have proposed is best treated as 
a material rather than a geometrical object because it performs a 
task separate from the kinds of tasks performed by the metric ten-
sor in our best available physical theories. However, this reason is 
not decisive. Other considerations may lead us to believe, for meth-
odologically conservative reasons, that interpreting Φ materially is 
incorrect since it has many features (not carry energy, providing only 
a direction but not a magnitude, etc.) that many other material fields 
do not. Thus, methodological conservatism alone may not be suf-
ficient to resolve this puzzle unless we wish to table-thumping about 
intuitions.

Let us take a different tack: what it is we want spacetime to do 
for us in our physical and metaphysical theories? Consider the case of 
special relativity. What was it that motivated physicists to posit the 
existence of spacetime as opposed to simply remarking on the fact 
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that all of the laws seemed to be Lorentz-invariant? The concept of 
spacetime is valuable because it provides a unifying explanation for a 
diverse range of phenomena that we may think cry out for explana-
tion. Spacetime serves as a kind of meta-law, explaining and justify-
ing the Lorentz-invariance of physical laws instead of requiring that 
we take the Lorentz-invariance of these laws as a brute fact. So, if 
all the laws seem to be Lorentz-invariant, then we have a fact about 
these laws to explain, and geometrical objects may be posited to 
explain this fact.

But imagine that we are given a case like Tooley’s (1977) garden 
where we find that one particular region of spacetime is “special” 
in some sense. Perhaps, for instance, we have a physical theory that 
fails to be spatial translation invariant because the laws allow some 
phenomena in a region X that are denied outside of X. Should we 
posit that the region privileged by this strange law is somehow privi-
leged by the spacetime structure of our world? Well, it depends on 
what facts we need to explain. If all of our other physical theories 
are spatial translation invariant, then it seems the only fact we have 
to explain is the failure of one particular natural law to be invariant 
under spatial translation. We may explain this fact by tracing the fail-
ure of spatial translation invariance back to initial conditions that fail 
to be spatial translation invariant despite spatial translation invari-
ant micro-laws, or we may posit some object that fails to be spatial 
translation invariant that some laws couple to. But to posit that this 
preferred region X is a special geometrical object is to leave more 
unexplained than it ever explained in the first place. If spacetime 
itself fails to be spatial translation invariant, then why are so many of 
our other laws spatial translation invariant? If we were to investigate 
and find that, in every case, laws that fail to be spatial translation in-
variant were more empirically adequate than their spatial translation 
invariant alternatives, positing some spacetime structure that failed 
to be spatial translation invariant would not be explanatorily embar-
rassing, but that is not the case in our hypothetical. So it seems like 
the explanatory gains outweigh the costs when we posit an asymme-
try in spacetime to explain an asymmetry that most or all dynami-
cal laws seem to exhibit; however, if most of the laws are invariant 
under some symmetry and we have only a few laws that are not, then 
positing an asymmetric feature of spacetime to explain these few 
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asymmetries comes at a great explanatory cost, and the benefits are 
not worth it.

Put differently, I am suggesting that we adopt the following gen-
eral rule, a variant of inference to the best explanation:

(EXPL): We have more reason to assign interpretation I to math-
ematical object o than we have reason to assign interpretation I′ 
to o only if I provides us with a better explanation for the physical 
phenomena that motivated our positing o in the first place than 
I′ provides.

There may be difficult cases where reasonable individuals disagree 
over which theory or interpretation is truly more explanatory, but in 
many situations, our paradigm cases of excellent explanations (e.g. 
those that are more unifying, those that are less ad hoc, etc.) will 
provide us with an acceptable metric by which to judge which theory 
or interpretation is more explanatory and will frequently lead to gen-
eral agreement. EXPL does not tell us that the more explanatory 
theory or interpretation is true, nor does it suggest that we ignore 
or dismiss theories or interpretations that we do not believe at this 
time. It does suggest, however, that the currently available evidence 
should lead us to believe the theory or interpretation that provides 
us with better explanations and fewer unexplained phenomena than 
its rivals.

EXPL suggests that we should only interpret Φ as geometrical 
if all or most of the phenomena accounted for by our theory funda-
mentally fail to be time reversal invariant. If many (but not all) of the 
fundamental laws of our theory, for instance, are time reversal in-
variant, then a geometrical Φ would account for some laws but not 
others, and we would need an explanation for this strange feature of 
spacetime. A material Φ, on the other hand, would not have so diffi-
cult a burden as it could be interpreted as merely describing features 
of the matter governed by the temporally irreversible laws. The T-
violations that lead us to believe that the fundamental laws of physics 
are not all time reversal invariant have only been observed in two 
different types of mesons. We have no reason, at present, to believe 
that the symmetry-breaking is more widespread since T-violations 
have not been observed in or inferred from experiments involving 
numerous other particle collisions. T-violating phenomena, then, 
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seem comparatively rare and exotic. Even if we take the standard 
model alone as our best available physical theory, the vast majority 
of the terms in the Lagrangian we would write down to describe all 
of the particles in the universe would be time reversal invariant. If 
we posit, then, that there is a particular field, Φ, that some mesons 
couple to and that other particles do not, we have an explanation 
(or at least the beginning of an explanation) for the failure of time 
reversal invariance we observe. If we posit that spacetime itself fails 
to be time reversal invariant, however, we must explain why the 
Lorentz-invariance of spacetime makes every term in the Lagrangian 
Lorentz-invariant while the failure of spacetime to be time reversal 
invariant does not actually imply that many (or most) of the terms 
in the Lagrangian for the universe fail to be time reversal invariant.

For those who remain unconvinced, let us consider an analogy 
with the electric field. When faced with phenomena suggesting the 
presence of an electric field, physicists could have chosen to interpret 
this field geometrically or materially but chose to interpret it ma-
terially. Presumably, this is at least in part due to the fact that not all 
material objects interact with the electric field in interesting ways. 
Uncharged particles are not directly affected by such a field, so the 
electric field does not seem suitably universal to be interpreted geo-
metrically. This example may lead to a new interpretive principle 
that even those wary of EXPL should be willing to adopt: 

(UNIV): Geometrical objects help us explain a wider (or more 
universal) array of physical phenomena than material objects, so 
an object should only be interpreted geometrically if the physi-
cal phenomena that object is needed to explain are sufficiently 
numerous.

The term “sufficiently numerous” may be somewhat vague, but we 
can use past cases as interpretive guides here. When we consider the 
salient universality standards used to apply this principle to the case 
of the material electric field, it seems hard to see how such standards 
could consistently support interpreting Φ as a geometrical object. 
Thus, considerations of other materially interpreted fields suggest 
that it is better to interpret Φ materially than geometrically.

One might reasonably worry that, in looking for general prin-
ciples like EXPL and UNIV to tell us how to interpret Φ, we are 
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adopting the wrong philosophical methodology. In particular, one 
might look to Arntzenius (1997) as a model for the right way to 
approach questions about how to properly interpret temporal asym-
metries. In his paper, Arntenzius argues that claims about how to 
properly interpret temporal asymmetries should be resolved by care-
fully considering differing interpretations of the theory in which the 
asymmetry appears. In particular, Arntzenius argues that collapse 
theorists and Bohmians should understand the temporal asymmetry 
in quantum mechanics differently. Similarly, then, we might worry 
that my project, which relies on general explanatory principles rath-
er than specific interpretations of the underlying physical theories, 
is incapable of properly justifying my claim that, given the current 
state of our best physical theories, we have good reason to interpret 
Φ materially rather than geometrically.

I certainly grant that considering different interpretations of 
quantum field theory may provide us with some illumination on the 
question of how to interpret Φ. However, it is worth noting that 
Arntzenius uses these interpretations to adjudicate between inter-
preting the temporal asymmetry of quantum mechanics as picking 
out a preferred temporal direction in spacetime and between inter-
preting the temporal asymmetry of quantum mechanics as a con-
straint on the initial conditions of the universe. Arntzenius, in his 
analysis, does not explicitly consider the question of whether or not 
the preferred temporal direction in spacetime, which he associates 
with collapse theories, ought to be interpreted geometrically or 
materially, which is the central question under consideration here; 
that is, he is fundamentally concerned with the question of whether 
or not a temporal arrow exists, not the question of how, if such an 
arrow exists, it ought to be interpreted. Consider how Arntzenius 
motivates his analysis of quantum mechanics using the toy case of 
robots moving around a plane. Arntzenius presents two possible ex-
planations for our discovery that all of the robots take the same steps 
when they happen to be in the same location: we can infer that some 
arrow is associated with each location, or we can infer that each ro-
bot has some sort of internal program that tells it how to move based 
on its last steps. But the question of whether the spatial arrow as-
sociated with the first option should be understood geometrically 
(e.g. positing that the path traversed by each robot follows a geodesic 
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based on the geometry of the plane) or materially (e.g. positing that 
there is a constant wind that always blows robots at the same point 
in the same direction) is never discussed. So, while Arntzenius has 
given us good reason to believe that some questions about how to 
interpret temporal asymmetries may be answered by appealing to 
different interpretations of the specific theory in which the temporal 
asymmetry appears, his analysis has not shown itself to be capable of 
answering the specific question considered here, nor does it invali-
date my use of general interpretive principles like EXPL and UNIV 
to justify my position.

Treating Φ as a material object leaves us with less to explain than 
treating it as a geometrical object does and better aligns with our 
treatment of fields like the electric field in the past, so we have a 
good reason to think that Φ is a material rather than geometri-
cal object; however, should we find that other physical theories are 
improved by setting them in spacetimes containing a geometrical 
object like Φ, then we should adopt a different conclusion. Without 
such physical theories to appeal to, however, we seem to have a good 
reason to reject the third premise of the Argument for Temporal 
Asymmetry in Spacetime by taking Φ to be material, and so we have 
a good reason to believe the Argument for Temporal Asymmetry in 
Spacetime unsound.

5 But what is spacetime?

In the previous section, I covertly endorsed what I take to be a fairly 
intuitive view of spacetime shared by Balashov and Janssen (2003) 
and Janssen (2009), namely that the spacetime of a physical theo-
ry is more fundamental than its dynamical laws. Consider, for in-
stance, Coulomb’s law. This law allows us to determine the motion 
of charged particles in classical electromagnetism, and the influence 
of the electromagnetic force is proportional to the inverse square of 
the distance between the particle and the origin of the force. It is the 
fundamental spacetime relations that tell us the distance between 
the particle and the force’s origin. The dynamical laws rely (both 
explanatorily and ontologically) on spacetime in that facts about dis-
tances, for instance, determine the form certain laws take. The basic 
picture of Balashov and Janssen’s account is of an underlying, unify-
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ing spacetime that grounds facts about the dynamical laws and allows 
us to explain the behavior and symmetries of various laws by appeal-
ing to the structure of spacetime.

There is, however, an alternative picture available, one which de-
nies my move in the previous section and provides independent sup-
port for the last two premises of the Argument for Temporal Asym-
metry in Spacetime. Brown (2005) and Brown and Pooley (2006) 
suggest that it is the laws of physics that ground, justify, and explain 
our claims about spacetime, not the other way around.9 For instance, 
the laws of physics are not Lorentz invariant because spacetime itself 
is Lorentz invariant; rather, physicsts claim that spacetime is Lorentz 
invariant as a way of capturing an important fact about our dynami-
cal laws, namely their Lorentz-invariance. Spacetime is, according 
to Brown and Pooley, a “glorious non-entity”, incapable of explain-
ing facts about the dynamical laws in the way that Janssen suggests. 
It seems fitting to think of Brown’s account as taking a similar view 
towards spacetime as the advocate of Humean supervenience takes 
towards natural laws: just as the Humean claims that natural laws 
are no more than generalized regularities that satisfy some impor-
tant cognitive criteria, Brown claims that spacetime is no more than 
a mathematical representation of certain features many of the laws 
seem to share.10 It is the laws that explain and justify facts about this 
spacetime structure, not the other way around. Relying on a causal 
account of explanation, Brown suggests that Minkowski spacetime 

9 The fact that Brown makes claims about ontological as well as explanatory 
priority is noted by Norton (2008). I should also note here that there is some 
ambiguity over the correct way to read Brown’s claims. For the purposes of this 
paper, I take Brown to be making a supervenience claim about the ontological 
priority of laws over spacetime structure rather than adopting a geometric con-
ventionalist stance. If one accepts the latter reading, then the inference at the 
heart of this paper follows trivially, and the Argument for Temporal Asymmetry 
in Spacetime is unnecessary. Note, however, that if Brown’s argument (regardless 
of how one reads him) is supposed to hinge on his claim that all genuine explana-
tion is causal explanation, then the response to Brown-centered arguments for 
temporal spacetime asymmetries that I provide in this section will hold regardless 
of how one understands Brown’s position.

10 A discussion of Brown’s account in Frisch (2011: 128) makes these similari-
ties quite striking.
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does no real explanatory work: it cannot cause matter to move in 
certain ways, so how can we take it to explain why matter moves as 
it does? Given the explanatory deficiencies of spacetime, Brown sug-
gests we do the parsimonious thing and remove spacetime, insofar 
as it represents something separate and apart from a codification of 
facts about the physical laws, from our ontology.

If Brown is correct, then not only is there no real, meaningful 
geometrical/material distinction, but there is also a fairly straight-
forward argument for asymmetries in spacetime from dynamical 
asymmetries; if there is nothing more to spacetime than what is al-
ready encoded in the facts about the dynamical laws, then finding 
out that the dynamical laws are temporally asymmetric should lead 
us to believe that the spacetime we posit on their account is likewise 
temporally asymmetric. In order to head off objections to the view 
I have laid out in the previous sections, I must provide compelling 
reasons to reject Brown’s account.

Brown and Janssen seem to take the best arguments in favor of 
their respective positions to lie in the explanatory features of their 
favored accounts, so let us begin there. Brown argues that there is a 
gap in explanations that rely on spacetime to explain, for instance, 
why moving rods contract or why light rays follow geodesics. The 
problem, Brown says, is that spacetime cannot provide causal expla-
nations of material phenomena, so it cannot explain them at all. If we 
want to explain why a law is Lorentz-invariant, for instance, Brown 
suggests that an adequate explanation would be to derive this law 
from a more fundamental Lorentz-invariant law. If the law in ques-
tion is fundamental, however, then Brown does not provide us with 
any resources to explain the law’s Lorentz-invariance. Regardless of 
the law’s status, it would be unacceptable, Brown claims, to try to 
explain the Lorentz-invariance of a law by appealing to the structure 
of spacetime as an independent entity.

Janssen, however, argues that, without spacetime, there is a 
particularly odd fact that Brown and his allies need to account for. 
Special relativity is a Lorentz-invariant theory, and treatments of 
other theories such as the electroweak theory and quantum chro-
modynamics assume Lorentz-invariance from the start. The laws of 
our best available physical theories all seem to invariant under the 
same set of symmetries, which seems to call out for an explanation. 
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Without some unifying explanation, it seems quite the coincidence 
that all of our best available laws just happen to share this feature in 
common.11

Brown can appeal to an underlying physical theory invariant un-
der the symmetries that require explanation here. Perhaps many of 
the laws we use are Lorentz-invariant because the fundamental phys-
ical theory that underlies them is also Lorentz-invariant. But what if 
there is not one single dynamical physical theory that underwrites all 
of the laws in question? If a single underlying physical theory exists, 
then Brown may have the upper hand since brute facts about that 
theory seem no worse off explanatorily than brute facts about space-
time. But if pluralism in physics wins the day and no empirically 
adequate single unifying theory is ever found, Brown’s account faces 
Janssen’s worry anew since he cannot explain why all of the more 
fundamental laws are invariant under the symmetries they are in-
variant under. Because the single unified theory response considered 
here relies on the existence of a theory not currently available to us, 
I think it is reasonable to discount this “one fundamental theory” re-
sponse until such a theory is discovered. So, absent a unifying theory 
of everything for Brown to hang his argument on, the best line of 
argument available to Brown in response to Janssen is to argue that it 
is acceptable to take some facts about laws as brute.

Both camps can dig in their heels here: Brown can claim that the 
fact that all of the best fundamental laws seem to be Lorentz-invari-
ant is not the sort of fact that calls out for explanation (or may even 
be the sort of fact that can never be explained) while Janssen can claim 
that the fact that moving rods contract is explained (insofar as it can 
be explained) by the nature of spacetime but that not all explanations 
need be causal explanations. The current state of the debate between 
these two views on spacetime seems to rest on the reasonableness of 
these two explanatory claims.

Brown claims that all genuine explanations are causal, yet there 
seem to be good reasons to think that there are genuine instances 
of non-causal explanation. Brown’s position implies that “A explains 
B” is true just in case there is a causal relationship between A and B 
such that A (or a substructure of A) causes B (or a substructure of 

11 This point is made by Frisch (2011: 182) as well.
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B), but there are counterexamples that seem to suggest otherwise. 
For instance, we may explain a drop in the pressure of an ideal gas 
by appealing to the gas’s increasing volume, and we may explain an 
increase in an ideal gas’s volume by appealing to a drop in the gas’s 
pressure. Yet causal relationships are asymmetric since causes tem-
porally precede their effects. So no matter what causal story we de-
cide to tell about the ideal gas, one of our explanatory claims will be 
unaccounted for. Causal accounts of explanation are similarly poor 
at accounting for explanations of laws that appeal only to other laws 
or meta-laws. Unless we are willing to accept the claim that features 
of one law can cause features of another law, Brown may have a hard 
time explaining why he takes it to be the case that the Lorentz-in-
variance of law L can be explained by the Lorentz-invariance of the 
more fundamental law L′ from which L can be derived. The relation-
ship here does seem to be explanatory, but, at least on most common 
accounts of causation, it does not seem to be distinctly causal. We 
have good reason, then, to believe that not all explanation is causal.

I bring these instances of non-causal explanation to the fore to 
set up what I take to be a better account of explanation than Brown 
advocates, namely one that relies on the more general notion of de-
pendence. Jansson (2011) (not to be confused with Janssen) has ad-
vocated an account of explanation that runs essentially as follows: we 
can truthfully say “A explains B” just in case both A and B occur and, 
when A occurs, B also occurs in virtue of A, and when A does not 
occur, B fails to occur in virtue of A’s failure to occur. These depen-
dency relationships help us capture instances of causal explanation 
but are more general than causal relationships, so they seem better 
suited to deal with my previous counterexamples that showed that 
causation was not necessary for explanation. On Jansson’s account, 
the ideal gas law encodes a nomic dependency relation between the 
volume and pressure of an ideal gas, so the pressure of the gas can 
explain its volume and vice-versa even if there is no causal relation 
we can posit to justify both explanations. And features of the laws 
are certainly dependent on (if not caused by) features of more fun-
damental laws. We thus have good reason to prefer a more general 
account of explanation like the dependency account to Brown’s more 
limited, “causal relationships only” account.

Armed with the dependency account of explanation, we may 
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attempt to break the explanatory stalemate in the Brown/Janssen 
debate since we now seem to have good reason to think that space-
time provides us with a genuine explanation of phenomena like con-
tracting rods. These phenomena depend on the structure of space-
time since moving rods contract in virtue of the Lorentz-invariance 
of spacetime and a relation between the contents of spacetime and 
spacetime relations that connect them to one another. If the struc-
ture of spacetime changes, we can expect this phenomenon to like-
wise change, so the sort of dependency relation Janssen might posit 
in defense of his view of spacetime seems to fit the explanatory crite-
ria laid down by the dependency account of explanation.12 Likewise, 
spacetime can explain the fact that laws in theories like quantum 
chromodynamics and the electroweak theory are Lorentz-invariant. 
The relation between spacetime and these theories is such that we 
can determine the Lorentz-invariance of these theories given only a 
Lorentz-invariant spacetime and the relation between spacetime and 
the dynamical laws. If the structure of spacetime changes so that it 
is no longer Lorentz-invariant, the relation between spacetime and 
the laws requires a change in the Lorentz-invariance of these laws as 
well. Again, we have a genuine explanation of a phenomenon that 
requires us to appeal to spacetime.

But such explanatory considerations need not be all that leads 
us to prefer Janssen’s account to Brown’s. Consider counterfactual 
claims about the laws of nature, such as “Even if the standard model 
is false, the laws that govern particles in Lisbon are the same as the 
laws that govern particles in Tokyo”. The truth of such claims can 
be understood straightforwardly in Janssen’s account — since our 
spacetime is spatial translation invariant, even if we admit that the 
laws are not what we think they are, the true laws that govern parti-
cle behavior (whatever they are) must be spatial translation invariant 
if we are right about the kind of spacetime we live in. In other words, 
Janssen’s account explains how facts about spacetime can ground 
the truth of certain counterfactual claims. Brown’s account, on the 

12 Brown may object that Janssen needs to say a bit more about the relations 
that obtain between spacetime and material objects, and this may be desirable 
for a more satisfying explanation of special relativistic phenomena, but such de-
tails are not necessary for showing that spacetime explains phenomena in special 
relativity.
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other hand, seems incapable of explaining how such counterfactual 
claims could be true since the story of why we take our spacetime to 
be spatial translation dependent involves us generalizing symmetries 
from specific physical theories like the standard model itself. So, if 
robust explanations of certain counterfactual truths are a desidera-
tum for our interpretation of spacetime, it seems we have another 
good reason to prefer Janssen’s account to Brown’s.

So where does this leave us? As I have shown, Janssen’s spacetime, 
when coupled with a dependency account of explanation, is capable 
of explaining not only the phenomena Brown mentioned but also a 
phenomenon that Brown’s account must take as brute: the fact that 
all of the best physical laws seem to be Lorentz-invariant. Likewise, 
Janssen’s account provides a clear explanation for the truth of cer-
tain counterfactual claims about the laws and their relationship to 
spacetime. Thus, since Janssen’s spacetime is capable of doing all the 
explanatory work Brown claimed it could not while also explain-
ing phenomena that Brown’s account is unable to explain, we have 
a compelling reason to favor Janssen’s view of spacetime and a re-
sponse to objectors who would rely on Brown’s account to deny my 
geometrical/material distinction and justify the second and third 
premises of the Argument for Temporal Asymmetry in Spacetime.

6 Conclusion

I have attempted to support Arntzenius’s, Horwich’s, and Maud-
lin’s inferences from temporal asymmetries in dynamical laws to 
temporal asymmetries in spacetime and argued that neither of the 
approaches I have examined is successful. The Argument for Tem-
poral Asymmetry in Spacetime seems promising and could be sup-
ported by appeals to Earman’s symmetry principle SP2 or Brown’s 
account of spacetime. Earman’s SP2 does not establish the existence 
of a symmetry-breaking object that is best interpreted as geometri-
cal. I have argued that we have two reasonable ways of breaking the 
symmetry: we can posit a non-local, conventional dynamical law, or 
we can posit an object like Φ which, except in cases where failures 
of time reversal invariance in fundamental physical phenomena are 
widespread, we have a good reason to think should be understood 
materially instead of a geometrically. So, even if one accepts the 
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second premise of the argument, the third premise is likely false, and 
the Argument for Temporal Asymmetry in Spacetime fails. While 
Brown’s account of spacetime could indeed provide the Argument 
for Temporal Asymmetry in Spacetime with the support it requires, 
the view of spacetime suggested by Janssen provides us with more 
satisfying explanations for why the laws behave as they do while still 
providing explanations for the phenomena Brown charges it cannot 
explain. Thus, we should reject Brown’s account, and once again we 
find the Argument for Temporal Asymmetry in Spacetime unsound. 
I do not take my conclusion here to be the final word on the matter 
but hope that my analysis will challenge those who casually move 
from talking about temporal asymmetries in the dynamical laws to 
talking about temporal asymmetries in spacetime itself to explicitly 
justify their inference and deal with the difficulties this inference 
presents.13
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Abstract
This article claims that events, facts and states of affairs need to be 
differentiated. It takes as a starting point Chisholm’s (1976) claim that 
only his ontology of states of affairs explains effectively thirteen sen-
tences related to propositions and events. He does this by reducing 
propositions and events to states of affairs. We argue that our ontology 
also solves those problems. We defend a hierarchized Platonist ontol-
ogy that has concrete entities (objects and events) and abstract entities 
(properties, facts and states of affairs). The distinctions we propose 
allow us to explain the pre-analytic data analyzed by Chisholm without 
reducing entities. We claim that our ontology provides a different way 
of explaining that data, and is, thus, promissory.
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Events, facts, states of affairs, ontology, Chisholm.

1 Introduction

Chisholm (1976) proposes that it is possible to analyze events and 
propositions as subtypes of states of affairs. He argues that his pro-
posal is the best alternative to account for some sentences that seem 
to identify events and propositions. In this article, we argue that it is 
possible to account for those same sentences in an ontology that dif-
ferentiates events, from facts, and from states of affairs. We defend 
a Platonist ontology which makes an ontological distinction between 
those categories. It is a hierarchized ontology that contains at level 
0 concrete entities such as objects and events, and, from level 1 and 
up, it contains abstract entities such as properties, facts and states of 
affairs. We argue that, by postulating this hierarchy and these onto-
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logical categories, we may respond to problems as recurrence, oc-
currence and perception without reducing events or facts to states of 
affairs. We will further argue that, not only do we answer effectively 
the problems posed by Chisholm (1976), we do it without reducing 
concrete entities to abstract ones.

For us to be able to defend these ideas, we first explain Chisholm’s 
(1976) proposal. Specifically, we focus on how states of affairs are 
defined, how propositions and events are reduced to states of affairs, 
and explain the problems that Chisholm considers. Then, we explain 
our proposal, which assumes a Platonist ontology. We briefly explain 
which are the ontological categories we include, why we propose 
a hierarchized ontology, and explain what makes events, facts and 
states of affairs different. Next, we show how our proposal also 
solves the problems that Chisholm postulated without having to 
assume that events are concretized states of affairs. We focus on the 
problems related to the last seven examples that Chisholm (1976) 
presents, because they are supposed to involve events. Finally, we 
present some concluding remarks.

2 Chisholm’s (1976) states of affairs

Chisholm defines states of affairs as “abstract entities which exist 
necessarily and which are such that some but not all of them oc-
cur, take place or obtain” (Chisholm 1976: 114). States of affairs do 
not depend on concrete, individual things.1 So, even if there were 
no concrete things, there would be states of affairs. He argues that 
states of affairs need to be accepted by someone, and compares his 
states of affairs with Frege’s thoughts (Chisholm 1976: 117–118). He 
proposes as a non-trivial criterion of identity that for a state of affairs 
p to be the same as a state of affairs q, p entails q and q entails p. States 
of affairs exist necessarily (but do not necessarily occur), as do prop-
erties and relations. Given a property G, if it is exemplified, we have 
a state of affairs p that obtains (for instance, there being horses), and if 

1 We respect here the use Chisholm proposes for thing: “...I will use ‘thing’ 
in a very broad sense. Whatever there is may be said, in this sense, to be a thing: 
hence properties and relations are themselves things, and so are physical objects, 
persons and shadows” (Chisholm 1976: 21).
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it is not exemplified we have a state of affairs that does not obtain (for 
instance, there being a round square). This implies assuming an extreme 
version of Platonism (Chisholm 1976: 119). We have, thus, an ontol-
ogy that accepts that anything which may be accepted or thought of 
may be a state of affairs. In this sense, it is a very broad ontology of 
states of affairs. However, while he does accept states of affairs, he 
reduces events and propositions to states of affairs.

He argues that his ontology answers some interesting philosophi-
cal problems. These arise with thirteen true sentences which contain 
terms that are supposed to refer to events, propositions, and states 
of affairs. He argues that any theory that wants to deal with events, 
propositions, and states of affairs should explain to what the terms in 
those sentences refer to (they may be properties, individual things, 
times, or whatever may be referred to). He, then, defends that his 
alternative is the best one to answer those problems, which appear in 
the next sentences (Chisholm 1976: 115–116):2

(1) What Jones fears most is what Smith is trying to bring about.

(2) No proposition is both true and false.

(3) For all events, p, q, and r, the probability of p&q in relation to 
r is the product of the probability of p in relation to r and the 
probability of q in relation to p&r.

(4) There being round squares is impossible.

(5) One way of explaining the occurrence of an event e is to deduce 
e from a conjunction consisting of certain laws of nature and 
certain events which are known to have some prior probability.

(6) For all events p and q, if it is a law of nature (is physically 
necessary) that p occurs, and if p logically implies q, then it is 

2 The alternatives he considers are: (1) Kim’s proposal of events as property 
exemplifications (see Kim 1976); (2) Davidson’s proposal of events as concrete 
(see Davidson 1981a), and considers C. I. Lewis a variant of this view; (3) and a 
last alternative that he calls the exempliication view which says that events are exem-
plifications of states of affairs (cf. Chisholm 1976: 121). We will not consider any 
of these alternatives in this article, but they are opponents to Chisholm’s proposal.
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a law of nature (is physically necessary) that q occurs.

(7) Someone walking is now occurring in Chicago.

(8) Truman being elected President occurred prior to Eisenhower 
being elected President.

(9) An incumbent President being re-elected has occurred more 
than seventeen times.

(10) The storm came into being on Tuesday and was all over by 
Thursday.

(11) Smith being ill contributed causally to Brown being re-elected.

(12) Smith perceived Jones to be robbed.

(13) The third occurrence of Jones being robbed contributed 
causally to his illness.

He states that the first six items seem to commit us to states of 
affairs or propositions, and the last 7 to events. He argues that the 
first six may be said to correlate with propositions which are defined 
as abstract objects that exist in all possible worlds. However, since 
propositions are reducible to states of affairs, we may say that at least 
the first six pertain to sates of affairs (Chisholm 1976: 124). He, 
then, argues that the last seven may be said to correlate with events 
which may also be reduced to states of affairs (Chisholm 1976: 124). 
This view appears to be more problematic because time is involved, 
and since he defined states of affairs as abstract and eternal, it is pos-
sible to object that they may not be connected with places and times. 
To solve this problem, he proposes that states of affairs may be con-
cretized. The idea is that in some cases, when we have an event, some 
properties are instantiated in concrete things that make the state of 
affairs concrete. For instance, we may have a state of affairs like Bru-
tus killing Caesar that was concretized in 44 BC by Brutus and Caesar 
and that occurred in a certain place. Thus, the idea of an event as a 
concretized state of affairs is introduced and events are also reduced 
to states of affairs.
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He explains cases such as (7) and (8) by using the following 
strategy: they both depend on places and times, and are concretized 
in those spaces and times, but they are both reducible to eternal states 
of affairs. In (9), we have a case that deals with recurring events: 
someone was elected twice. Chisholm argues that they are the same 
state of affairs concretized in different times, and perhaps places. The 
idea is that the state of affairs is eternal, but it occurs/is concretized 
in certain places and times. This seems to be, according to Chisholm 
(1976: 128–129), an advantage with respect to considering events as 
concrete because recurrence would have to make us accept “generic 
events”. However, the idea of considering states of affairs as eternal 
seems to contradict (10). If they are eternal they should not come 
into being or pass away. He needs to paraphrase that sentence, and 
accommodate it to one that may state that the storm occurred from 
a time to another time and then ceased to occur. So, this would 
not be any problem for his proposal. Nevertheless, the name storm 
resulted problematic because, to be able to argue that it was a state 
of affairs, it was necessary to transform it, through paraphrases, to 
some gerundive (Chisholm 1976: 131). The analysis of (11) involves 
causality: when events occur, they may contribute causally to another 
event. Then, to reduce them to states of affairs, it has to be argued 
that both Smith being ill and Brown being re-elected were concretized 
when they occurred, and that, when that happened, the first may 
be said to have caused the other. Sentence (12) deals with a case 
in which perception seems to be directed to something concrete. 
However, states of affairs are not concrete. Chisholm argues that, 
in this case, it is not necessary to accept concrete events. According 
to him (Chisholm 1976: 135) we are perceiving individual things 
and states of affairs, not concrete events. (13) deals with particular 
occurrences. It involves a combination of the analyses of (11) and 
(12), and thus may be solved in more or less the same way. He, then, 
ends the analysis of these sentences as follows:

I believe, then, that the view of states of affairs here presupposed is 
adequate to the pre-analytic data here set forth. I know of no other 
philosophical theory which is, or even claims to be, adequate to all 
these data (Chisholm 1976: 136).

Chisholm’s proposal is not unproblematic, and he latter abandoned 
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the term states of affairs and replaced it with states (Chisholm 1990). 
However, he still characterizes events as states (Chisholm 1990: 
416). So, the problem of the reducibility of events to states of af-
fairs remains, and it should be further addressed. Davidson (1981b) 
deals specifically with the problem of recurrence. Davidson argues 
that the fact that we have recurring events does not commit us to 
eternal events (or to Chisholm’s eternal states of affairs). Davidson 
defends that, even though Chisholm’s account would be useful to ex-
plain recurrence, it is not sufficient to explain simple events and ac-
tions (Davidson 1981b: 169).3 A different problem related with this 
proposal is that, even though he did not have to commit to events 
as concrete particulars, he did have to commit to times. This is a 
commitment that he abandoned in 1990, which demonstrates that 
his commitment to times was in fact problematic (see Feldman and 
Feldman 2015, section 7). Then, reducing events to states of affairs 
is not unproblematic: it does not explain correctly individual events, 
and—to explain concretization—it needs an ontological commit-
ment to time.

We claim, after explaining our proposal, that we may answer to 
those problems without using Ockham’s razor, and by assuming a 
Platonist ontology that accepts events as concrete things, facts and 
states of affairs as abstract things, and does not force us to commit 
with time.4

3 Events, facts and states of affairs

We propose a Platonist ontology that has as its basic ontological cat-
egories objects, events, properties, facts and states of affairs. It is 
based on the work of Chateaubriand (2001 and 2005) which is—
at the same time—inspired by the works of Frege (1964), Russell 
(1908) and Whitehead and Russell (1910), among others. Since we 

3 Joseph (2014: 110 and ff.) also deals with some of the problems of Chisholm’s 
view while comparing it to Davidson’s. However, he focuses on the form of sen-
tences and causation. This is not directly related to the problem we are dealing 
with in this paper.

4 From now on, we will use the term entity for those things that pertain to 
our ontology.
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accept that there are logical properties that lead to the paradoxes 
noted by Russell (1908), the ontology has to be hierarchized in levels 
and types.5 We have at the most basic level, that is level 0, objects 
and events which, we argue, are concrete. Properties—understood 
here in a broad and universal sense that includes relations, functions, 
etc.—appear for the first time at level 1, and are abstract entities. 
They may appear in all levels higher than or equal to 1 because, in 
addition to non-logical properties such as being brown, we have logi-
cal properties such as existence that may appear in all levels starting 
from level 1.6 Facts appear from level 1 and up, and they involve the 
instantiation of a property in a concrete entity or entities. States of 
affairs appear from level 2 and up, and they involve the instantiation 
of a property in a property or properties that were not instantiated 
in any concrete entity/ies. Both facts and states of affairs are abstract 
entities. We have, thus, an ontology that has, as concrete entities, 
objects and events, and, as abstract entities, properties, facts and 
states of affairs.

We accept only those entities that are there, and our ontology 
has no place for (im)possible things. Alleged properties such as being 
a unicorn, or being a round square cannot be instantiated, and do not 
exist. Even though our Platonist ontology allows for universals that 
could—hypothetically—not be instantiated, they should be able to 
be instantiated. Being a unicorn, or being a round square cannot. There 
are no unicorns, there are no impossible objects, and there are no ab-
stract objects in which those properties could be instantiated.7 Our 
properties, understood as Platonic universals, instantiate in lower 
level existing entities. Thus, a level 1 property, as being human, may 
be instantiated in a lower level 0 object, and a level 2 property, as 

5 Obviously, this is not the only alternative possible. However, it allows us to 
differentiate the complex entities efficiently.

6 Existence is the property of existence, and not the existential quantifier.
7 It may be argued that these properties are necessary to account for sentences 

that involve them, as suggested by the reviewer. However, we are convinced that 
natural languages allow us to speak about fictional and non-existing/impossible 
things because they do not always reflect reality. Thus, the fact that I may speak 
about Sherlock Holmes does not commit myself to the existence of Sherlock 
Holmes. This argument was defended by Chateaubriand (2001).
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existence2, may be instantiated in a lower level entity (it may be a 
property or a fact). Logical properties are more significant in the 
hierarchy, and may be instantiated both in non-logical entities (such 
as objects, events, facts, non-logical properties and non-logical states 
of affairs) and in logical entities (such as other logical properties, or 
logical states of affairs). The hierarchy we assume, to account for the 
logical properties, is flexible and cumulative—as is Chateaubriand’s 
(see Sautter 2010). This means that the logical properties may have 
a variable arity—they may combine with a varying number of argu-
ments—; they may appear in all levels from level 1 of the hierarchy; 
and combine with different kinds of entities. Let’s exemplify with 
the logical property diversity. Since it is a flexible hierarchy, it may be 
combined with two objects (Diversity1 may combine with a dog and 
a cat), with three objects (Diversity1 may combine with a dog, a cat, 
and a table), and so on. Since it is cumulative, Diversity may appear in 
different levels—we may have diversity at level 2, at level 3, and up to 
infinity because the hierarchy does not have an upper bound.8 It may 
also combine with different entities—we may have, for instance, di-
versity2 that combines with a level 0 object, a level 0 event, a level 
1 property, and a level 1 fact (Diversity2 may combine with a dog, a 
sunset, being brown, and <being brown, a dog>).9

The hierarchy is important to the distinction we propose between 
events, facts and states of affairs. These are all complex entities, but 
may be differentiated: the first one is concrete, while the other two 
are abstract. Since the first one is concrete, it appears only in level 0. 
Since the others are abstract, they appear for the first time at level 1 
and level 2 respectively. We claim that facts need to be differentiated 
from states of affairs, because the first ones involve concrete enti-
ties, and the second ones do not.10 We claim that, since facts involve 
level 0 entities they are temporal: they exist only when the concrete 

8 Diversity1, Diversity2, Diversity3, and so on are different—though similar—
properties.

9 This last argument is a fact <being brown, a dog>. It may be read in the follow-
ing way: the first appearance is the property, in this case being brown, that is being 
instantiated in an entity, in this case the object dog.

10 We talk about concrete entities because facts may involve objects and/or 
events.
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entity/ies involved exist, and they cease to exist when they cease to 
exist (and did not exist before that).11 On the other hand, since states 
of affairs only involve properties—and properties are atemporal—, 
they are atemporal and eternal. Facts result from the instantiation of 
a property in a concrete entity or entities, and thus, may appear at 
level 1.12 However, they are not restricted to level 1 alone. Whenever 
we have level 0 entities involved (they may be directly involved, as 
in a level 1 fact, or indirectly involved, as in a higher level fact), we 
will be in front of a fact. Thus, we are as much in front of a fact in 
the case of <being brown, a dog> as in the case of <Existence2, <being 
brown, a dog>>. States of affairs involve the instantiation of a prop-
erty in a property or properties, and thus, may appear for the first 
time at level 2. They may also appear at higher levels, and the only 
restriction that they have is that they may not involve objects and/
or events. Thus, the properties in which the property is instantiated 
may not have been instantiated in a concrete entity (but may have 
been instantiated in another property/ies or even another state of 
affairs). States of affairs, in contrast with facts which are always non-
logical, may be non-logical and logical. We have a non-logical state 
of affairs when a non-logical property is involved, as in the level 2 
state of affairs <Universal Subordination, being human, being mortal>. 
We have a logical state of affairs when only logical properties are 
involved, as in the level 2 state of affairs <Existence2, Diversity1>, and 
the level 3 state of affairs <Diversity3, Identity2, Diversity1, <Existence2, 
Diversity1>>. These characteristics show both that facts are different 
from states of affairs, and that they may not be reduced to another: 
one depends upon the concrete, and the other does not. Facts may 

11 Note that this existence is very different from the one used by Chisholm 
(1976: 119) who claims that entities may exist without them occurring. Our ex-
istence, understood here as a property (not as the existential quantifier, as men-
tioned in a previous footnote), implies that the entity which exists occurs. In the 
case of concrete entities, it may be understood “as the property of having a loca-
tion in space time” (Zalta 1993: 404).

12 Both facts and states of affairs pertain to the same level of the property that 
is being instantiated. That is why if a level 1 property is being instantiated in a 
level 0 object, we will have a level 1 fact; and if a level 2 property is instantiated in 
a level 1 property, we will have a level 2 state of affairs, as we will show. In this, 
we follow Chateaubriand (2001).
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be taken as more fundamental than states of affairs. A naturalist may 
accept facts, but never states of affairs. An ostrich nominalist could 
find our approach to facts interesting, and may even work with it, 
without accepting the more general states of affairs.

Even if we may be content with these definitions, there are sev-
eral questions (noted by the reviewer) that arise with regards to our 
proposal: What does it mean to say that facts are temporal? How 
are they not spatial? If facts involve the instantiation of a property in 
a concrete entity, how are they abstract? What does it mean to say 
that facts come or cease to exist? A better understanding of the dis-
tinction between abstract and concrete is necessary to answer these 
questions. We propose that the distinction between abstract and con-
crete may be reduced to two characteristics: only concrete entities 
may be delimited spatio-temporally and may be involved in causali-
ty.13 This may be labelled a naïve distinction (Honderich 2005: 3), 
but it is a distinction that may be defended (see Lowe 2001: 52–53). 
Thus, it is possible to argue that facts are temporal, while still being 
abstract. They are temporal because they depend on the temporal-
ity of the object in which the property is instantiated. They are not 
spatial because, even though the fact results from the instantiation of 
a property in an object, the property is not in the object. If it were, 
we would be talking about tropes or ways of being of the object, and 
we are not. Even though we may state that the wall is white, and 
we surely see/perceive whether the wall is white or not, we defend 
that—in those cases—we are in front of concrete states (events) and 
not facts. Facts may not be seen, they may not be perceived, because 
they are abstract. They exist, but since they depend on the existence 
of the object, they come to exist when the object exists, and cease 
to exist when it ceases to exist. It may be said that objects possess 
properties, and that possession may said to be concrete (see Lowe 
2006: 75). But facts are not possessed properties; facts are instanti-
ated properties in concrete entities. This is why they may be said to 
be abstract, and they may be said to come to exist (which is different 
from coming into being, which is something that concrete entities 

13 Note that we are talking about space-time, and not about space and/or time 
as Lowe (2001: 155) does. We consider that for something to be concrete it must 
be in space-time (not only in space or only in time).
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may do, but not abstract ones).
Having explained what facts and states of affairs are, we need to 

explain what events are, and why they may not be reduced to facts 
or states of affairs. We defend that events are concrete entities, and 
particulars (in accordance with Davidson 1981a). They are spatio-
temporally continuous entities (against Lemmon 1967: 99). That is, 
if some alleged event may stop for a time, it is not a single event. A 
battle that stops for the soldiers to have tea (example given by Lem-
mon) would be, according to him, a single event. We defend that it 
is not; that, if the soldiers stopped to have tea, the battle may not be 
a single event. If I walk, then, sit on a bench, and then start to walk 
again, there are three different events. Thus, the spatio-temporally 
continuous condition needs to be met for something to be an event. 
Events involve objects in happenings—term introduced to avoid using 
less neutral terms such as action, activity, change or movement. Events 
may not be defined as actions, since there are events without agents 
(like the rain, or the falling of a rock). There are events which do not 
involve activities (like my sitting); and that term has a strict linguistic 
use that involves the lexical aspect of verbs (like swimming) we wish to 
avoid. There are changes that are not events (Cambridge events, such 
as becoming a widow), and it may even be argued that non-changes are 
events (Lewis 1986: 261). Philosophers as Dretske (1967: 492) have 
argued that events do not move. And, states (Kim 1976: 310) could 
be considered a subtype of events, and they do not involve move-
ment. Thus, events should not be defined as objects in movement. 
The new term, happenings, should be preferred. Happening is an epis-
temic notion that allows us to explain how the event is differentiated 
from the object. A happening may be conceived as involving actions 
(my writing of this article), movement (my bitting of my lip), changes (my 
growing old), activities (my swimming), or as not involving any of them 
(my sitting). It is a way we have to classify events. This does not mean 
that actions are hidden behind happenings, since we can have events 
that are actions. When we talk of an event as an entity that involves 
an object in a happening, we are understanding that an event is a 
complex entity that involves an object doing/performing/making/
receiving something. Stating that does not say anything with respect 
to the type of event we are in front (if it is an action, or a change, or 
an activity, etc.). It just allows us to know that we are in front of an 
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event and not of an object. That is, it allows us to distinguish objects 
from events. And lastly (and perhaps the most polemic point so far), 
events are independent of our (collective) knowledge, our culture 
and our society. Something idiosyncratic may be understood as an 
event by a given society, and not by another. A traditional Indian 
wedding lasts around three days, and it is conceived in that culture as 
a single event. However, if an outsider did not know anything about 
that convention, he could take it as three different events. The idea is 
that, once (collective) knowledge, society and culture are involved, 
we are not in front of ontological events. They could be epistemic/
cultural/social events, but not ontological events. When these condi-
tions are taken into account, it is possible to explain why something 
as my writing right now is an event, but something as a party is not: 
the first meets the conditions enumerated, while the second does 
not. Of course, it could be argued (as the reviewer noted) that it is 
difficult to get clear-cut distinctions with regards to what is cultural 
and what is not. The idea is that, even though it could be argued 
that many events depend on epistemic subjects participating in them, 
the event has to be independent of our (collective) knowledge/cul-
ture/society. It may not involve plural agents/participants. So, even 
though something as my writing obviously involves knowledge, since 
I’m the sole agent of the event, it may be considered an event. Some-
thing as a party, or a soccer match, or a game of chess, involve mul-
tiple agents, social rules, conventions, and may be spatio-temporally 
discontinuous. This allows us to continue to argue that they are not 
events.

The possibility of having two co-occurring events needs to be 
addressed. We want to defend that they must be different, and that 
this follows from the conditions we listed before. Imagine that my 
biting of my lip now is an event that is co-occurring with my writing of 
this article.14 They are different events, even if they involve the same 
object. They are different because they involve different happenings 
of the same object; and they do not occupy the same space-time (they 
involve different parts of my body). Imagine, now, that I stop biting 

14 We will try not to enter into problematic assumptions of what kinds of 
expressions may refer to an event. We will use perfect nominals (as in Vendler 
1967) to try to avoid problems associated with the expressions used.
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my lip and continue to write. Then, the time they occupy differs, 
and one of the events no longer exists. Both events were spatio-tem-
porally continuous: I had not stopped biting my lip (until I stopped), 
neither had I stopped writing. When I stopped biting my lip, the 
event ended. Thus, we would have two events that co-occurred for 
a while, but then did not. Now, if I stop writing, and start again, 
we would have different events: one that does no longer exist, and 
another that exists in this moment. It does not matter that we are 
in front of the same object in the same happening. If the condition 
of the continuity in space-time is violated, we are dealing with two 
different events. None of these events depend on how we socially 
conceive them: there is no one writing of this article and no one 
biting of my lip, there were in fact many (I started and stopped un-
countable times), and now there is only one event. How we refer to 
those events has nothing to do with the fact that my writing of this 
article is an event right now. We may talk about all my writings of 
this article as one event, as we may talk about a set of objects as one 
object, but that would be culturally conceived as an event in much 
the same way as a set is conceived as an object. Neither the writings 
of my article nor the set of level 0 objects constitute a level 0 entity. 
Thus, we could not be in front of a single event. If anything, we 
could be in front of a level 1 fact which involves the combination (a 
set of) multiple events. The idea of only one writing depends on how 
we conceive the world, but it does not imply that we are in front of 
a single event.

The goal of this article was to provide an alternative to Chisholm’s 
proposal that could deal with the problems he presented, while main-
taining an irreducibility of events, facts and states of affairs.15 We de-
fended that facts are irreducible to states of affairs, because they in-
volve concrete entities, and are temporal. On the other hand, states 
of affairs involve abstract entities alone, and the concrete should not 
be reduced to the abstract. Events cannot be reduced to logical states 
of affairs, because events are not logical, and they do not involve any 

15 A different alternative would be to reduce everything to objects and ways of 
the objects being (Martin and Heil 1999). That could simplify the task. However, 
we want to defend that events, facts, and states of affairs are basic ontological 
categories. Thus, this is not an approach we take into account.
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logical entity. However, since we accept that there are non-logical 
states of affairs as <Universal Subordination, being human, being mortal>, 
we need to explain why it is not possible to reduce events to those 
general non-logical states of affairs. We argue that this reduction is 
not possible even with states of affairs like <Universal Subordination, 
being a falling, being an event> which seem to involve events. These are 
states of affairs that involve properties that may be instantiated only 
in events. However, in those cases, we are in front of uninstantiated 
properties. Thus, they are independent of the concrete event that 
may or may not be occurring in this moment.16 Imagine that there is 
no falling occurring right now, the state of affairs is still there. For 
the event to be reducible to a state of affairs, we would have to take 
a Chisholmian approach to events, and this is not what we want to 
defend: there is no concretization of states of affairs since they do 
not involve the concrete. We argue that, if events were reducible to 
states of affairs, we should argue that states of affairs like <Universal 
Subordination, being human, being mortal> make objects reducible to 
states of affairs. And, we do not want to reduce the concrete to the 
abstract. Facts, on the other hand, do involve concrete entities. Does 
this mean that we may reduce events to facts? Our facts are tempo-
ral, and come to existence when the concrete entity comes to exist. 
Then, if we wanted to reduce events to facts, we should redefine 
our facts, since they would have to be prior to our events. However, 
events—if anything—are prior to facts. If an event does not come 
into being, a fact does not come to exit. Then, a fact that involves an 
event, such as <being slow, my writing of this article>, depends on the 
writing of my article. If I had not started to write this article, there 
could not be a fact that involved the instantiation of the non-logical 
property being slow in my writing of the article. Then, the coming into 
being of the event is prior to the coming into existence of the fact.17 

16 In this, they are similar to Chisholm’s states of affairs. However, Chisholm’s 
states of affairs seem to involve the idea that there are abstract objects (such as 
Brutus) that pertain to the state of affairs, and then are concretized in a particular 
event. As we mentioned previously, our ontology has no place for abstract ob-
jects. Thus, our proposal is different to Chisholm’s even in this (since our states 
of affairs do not involve objects of any kind, and they cannot be concretized).

17 Note that while concrete entities come into being and into existence at 
the same time, abstract entities may only come into existence for they are not in 
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The irreducibility of events to facts is not very different from the ir-
reducibility of objects to facts. A fact that involves an object, such as 
<Existence1, my dog>, does not make the object reducible to the fact. 
Again, we do not want to reduce the concrete to the abstract. Even 
though we argued that facts are temporal, they are abstract, they 
are not in space-time and they do not stand in causal relations. The 
argument would, then, follow the same path that was used for states 
of affairs: unless we are willing to reduce objects to facts, it does not 
seem plausible to reduce events to facts. And it may be obvious by 
now, that we are not willing to reduce the concrete to the abstract.

4 Solving Chisholm’s (1976) problems

In this section, we want to show that our proposal answers the prob-
lems posed by Chisholm (1976) as effectively as his proposal. The 
first six sentences, according to Chisholm, refer to propositions 
which may be reduced to states of affairs. They are not analyzed in 
this article, because we are not taking propositions into account.18 
However, we agree with him in that the sentences (1) to (6) could 
be propositions.19 In the rest of the section, we will focus in the last 
seven cases which are renumbered from (14) to (20):

(14) Someone walking is now occurring in Chicago.

(15) Truman being elected President occurred prior to Eisenhower 
being elected President.

space-time, as mentioned.
18 We could analyze the first six ones, but they are very problematic. We do 

not think that they all refer or identify entities (besides propositions). Of course, 
in Chisholm’s very broad sense of states of affairs, this is not a problem because 
anything that may be accepted by someone may be said to be a sate of affairs. 
However, in an ontology like the one we propose, everything needs to be consid-
ered carefully because the entities are independent of their being accepted or not. 
This is why we do not analyze these sentences in this article: because they do not 
necessarily correspond to any of the entities we proposed.

19 We think that the ontological status, if any, of propositions is controversial. 
We, for instance, do not consider propositions to correspond to an ontological 
category. Where they should stand should be further researched.
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(16) An incumbent President being re-elected has occurred more 
than seventeen times.

(17) The storm came into being on Tuesday and was all over by 
Thursday.

(18) Smith being ill contributed causally to Brown being re-elected.

(19) Smith perceived Jones to be robbed.

(20) The third occurrence of Jones being robbed contributed 
causally to his illness.

These are the cases that, according to Chisholm (1976), involve 
events. We argue that the difference we propose between events, 
properties, facts and states of affairs may also resolve the problems 
posed by Chisholm. We propose that the first case, which stands for 
a true statement for there is someone walking now in Chicago, tries 
to identify an event. However, since we are not in Chicago right now, 
we cannot uniquely identify the location of the event nor the per-
son involved in it; but since we know that there is someone walking 
we try to identify that event. And even if we cannot do it precisely 
(since it is indefinite), the truth of that statement and the relation 
of that statement to some event in the world cannot be questioned. 
This sentence, then, can be explained by our proposal. The second 
case, (15), does not identify any event in our proposal. Since events 
come into being when they occur, and the nominals of that sentence 
involve past events, there is no event to be identified in this moment. 
They were events at some moment, but they are not now. We may 
talk about them as historical events, but there is no entity to be iden-
tified by (15). Our ontology does not have historical entities (be them 
objects or events or facts), since this would involve accepting some 
sort of atemporal objects, events and/or facts. However, this does 
not mean that we cannot talk about nonexistent entities. As Parsons 
(1999) showed, we do this all the time, but this does not mean that 
we have to commit ourselves to the existence of these events.

The third case, (16), involves recurrence. According to Chisholm, 
it may not be explained by a theory that assumes events as concrete 
—unless generic events are accepted. It is true that, since we defend 
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that events are concrete, we cannot argue that they recur (in the 
same way that no one would argue that objects recur). However, 
we do not need generic events. In our ontology, generality is related 
to properties and states of affairs alone. To avoid giving the same 
argument defended in (15) (that they are not events), (16) needs to 
be paraphrased to an example that could explain recurrence by our 
theory. That is, we have to provide a sentence that—once used—
could refer to alleged recurring events, and that does not involve 
the past tense. Two persons writing is occurring right here and right now 
is a fairly similar example to Chisholm’s. It involves some kind of 
recurrence of the “same” event. It is a true statement, because right 
here and now two persons are writing, and it seems to be the same 
recurring event. Our proposal could answer this problem by stating 
that we are identifying a fact and not an event. In our ontology, once 
quantification is involved we have to go some levels up. No concrete 
entities are quantifiable, only abstract entities are. Thus, we have a 
level 2 fact which involves a numerical property that is instantiated 
in level 1 facts. In this case, we would have two level 1 facts that 
may result—for instance—from the instantiation of the property 
being an occurrence in two different events (in this case, one would 
be <being an occurrence, my writing of this article right here and now> 
and the other <being an occurrence, his writing of his tweets right here 
and now>). Then, we would have a numerical property (similar to 
Frege’s numerical property (Frege 1953: §46)) that is instantiated 
in two level 1 facts. This results in a level 2 fact: <numerical property 
two, <being an occurrence, my writing of this article right here and now>, 
<being an occurrence, his writing of his tweets right here and now>>. The 
problem of simultaneous and similar events is, thus, answered: we 
are not dealing with a generic event, or a recurring event. We are 
quantifying over facts which result from the instantiation of the 
same property in different events. We are not identifying recurring 
events, we are identifying co-existing facts.

Someone could argue that this is not what Chisholm had in mind 
when he talked about recurrence, that he was thinking about some-
thing as the sunset which happens every day. We defend that dif-
ferent (but very similar events) occur on different days and, thus, 
what seems to be recurrence is not recurrence at all. We could per-
ceive very similar mosquitoes, but no one would accept that they 
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are recurring mosquitoes. Our idea, thus, is that events should be 
treated in a similar way to how we treat objects: since they are con-
crete they do not recur.20 There are states of affairs that involve prop-
erties that apply to events, like <universal subordination, being a sunset, 
being an event>. This is a general and atemporal state of affairs, which 
allows us to speak about the sunset being an event. There is also an at-
emporal property, like being a sunset. Since the property is universal, 
it allows us to speak about there being sunsets. However, they are both 
abstract entities and should not be confused with concrete events. 
There are no general events, only particular events. What is usually 
understood as recurrence of events is quantification over abstract 
entities, and not recurrence of concrete events, as mentioned above.

Chisholm claims that (17) may be resolved by his theory by para-
phrasing storm into some gerundive phrase that identifies a state of 
affairs, and then applies the idea of concretization to explain how we 
may talk about coming to existence. For our theory, having an event 
name like storm is not a problem. Quite the contrary: we could say, 
in a Quinean fashion, that the fact that we have names for storms 
allows us to commit ontologically to events. We even have proper 
names for some events. We could hear a forecaster say ‘Doris is com-
ing’ referring to a storm or a hurricane. This sort of linguistic facts 
makes the paraphrasing even harder (close to impossible). If we have 
to resort to some artificial paraphrasing of the proper name which 
does not work at all, shouldn’t we take the more parsimonious way 
out, and accept that there are concrete events such as storms? Even 
though defending that having common nouns (and proper names) to 
refer to events could be taken as evidence that events are not reduc-
ible entities may force the matter a bit, we should ask ourselves if 
defending that events are reducible to states of affairs because they 
may be sometimes paraphrased with gerundives is not forcing the 
matter a lot more. In addition, we may defend that we may talk about 
events coming into being and being over, because they are concrete. 
We may talk about them as we talk about objects: we may talk about 
an object coming into being and being over (or dying). This is not 

20 We have not addressed here cases as seeing a zebra for a second time 
(Chisholm 1990: 424). However, we think that it could be dealt with in a similar 
way to this one in combination to the example found in (20).



117Why are Events, Facts, and States of Affairs Different?

something we can do with states of affairs, or with facts, since both 
of them are abstract, and they do not concretize in any way.

Chisholm (1976: 131) argues that something like the performance of 
the song does not have a beginning or an end, and that is why thinking 
about events as concretized states of affairs is the best alternative.21 It 
is undeniable that the performance of the song has no beginning and 
no end. However, to explain this we do not need to accept a theory 
of concretized states of affairs. We need to recognize that, in cases 
as this one, we are talking about the property being a performance of 
the song. As a universal property, it has no beginning and no end. It 
is an abstract entity, completely independent of it being instantiated. 
When it is not instantiated it has all the properties that Chisholm 
recognized. When it is instantiated in an event (since it is an event 
property), we have as a result a temporal fact like <being the perfor-
mance of the song, the performance of the song by Andrea Bocelli>. That fact 
comes into existence, when the event comes into being. That event 
occurs in some space-time continuously, is concrete and particular. 
It is that event that we may perceive, and it is that event—not the 
property—that may be said to be grandiose. The property, since it 
is here understood as a Platonic universal, is atemporal, and has no 
beginning or end.

We have omitted talking about causality, up to now, because it is 
a very complicated subject. It is strongly related to epistemology and 
causal explanation, and its ontological status is questionable. Faye 
(2010: 460), for instance, defends that it is a construct of the human 
being, and that “a notion like causality is a linguistic construction to 
speak about the actual observation with respect to past and future 
observations”. Nevertheless, our ontology could deal with the talk 
about causality if it were extended to deal with time (with which 
it does not deal, as mentioned previously). In that case, it could be 
stated that some events are causally related to others, without reduc-
ing events to states of affairs. We could defend that an event x is such 
that it causes an event y. That is, some events cause other events. This 

21 Note that we changed Chisholm’s example, the performance of the symphony, 
to the performance of the song. This is due to the fact that a symphony involves many 
musicians, and thus would not turn to be a single event. A song may be performed 
by one musician alone, and may constitute an event.
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argument could be used to explain (18), if it were a sentence that 
dealt with current events. However, this is an issue that should be 
further investigated. Perception, another complicated issue, comes 
into account with (19). Our ontology forces us not to accept that 
Smith’s having perceived something corresponds with a state of af-
fairs. If we eliminate the past tense in (19), and paraphrase it to Smith 
sees John being robbed, we may describe perception as something that 
we may only experience with concrete entities. Thus, we may argue 
that Smith can see or perceive John being robbed because it cor-
responds to a concrete event. If it were a fact or a state of affairs, 
Smith would not have been able to see it or perceive it (for we can-
not perceive the abstract). The grasping of the abstract is a different 
problem, but we certainly cannot perceive the abstract. However, 
we may perceive concrete events.

(20) allows us to recognize four alleged events: two prior that 
did nothing to Jones, and a third one that contributed causally to his 
illness (the fourth alleged event). However, none of these events ex-
ist now. Imagine, nonetheless, that Jones is still ill. This was caused 
by the third occurrence, and not by the others. If this were so, the 
explanation would follow the same path as (18), and would be caus-
ally explained. How the past events relate to the current event is 
something we may know first hand (we may have been with Jones at 
all times, and learned that it was the third occurrence that caused 
his being ill). That we know this by first hand allows us to talk about 
the events that occurred, but this does not mean that we need to re-
duce them to abstract entities. Knowledge and language need to be 
differentiated from ontology. We know that those events happened, 
but they are no longer here. We may talk about things that happened 
without the need to postulate that, since we may talk about them, 
they exist. We talk about historical politicians as Churchill or dead 
philosophers as Frege without committing ourselves to their exis-
tence: why should we commit to events that no longer exist? The fact 
that we may talk about what happened does not mean that we have to 
commit ourselves to the existence of everything about which we may 
speak or reason about, as we mentioned earlier.
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5 Concluding remarks

Chisholm (1976) presents some interesting problems for those de-
fending an ontology that deals with events, propositions and states of 
affairs. He argues, and we agree, that if you want to defend an ontol-
ogy that deals with those entities you need to be able to explain to 
what some sentences he analyzed could refer. He states that only his 
ontology answers these problems effectively. His ontology reduces 
all complex entities to states of affairs which are abstract entities 
which may be accepted by someone. He presents, thus, a very broad 
ontology of states of affairs because almost anything may be a state of 
affairs (or reduced to it). We have states of affairs as there being round 
squares, there being unicorns, there being cats, and infinite others. Some 
relate to concrete things, like Brutus killing Caesar, but others do not, 
like there being round squares. Chisholm, then, defends that both prop-
ositions and events may be reduced to states of affairs: propositions 
would be states of affairs that may be true or false, and events are 
concretizations of states of affairs. With his theory he explains the 
13 cases we analyzed, and argues that he knows of no other theory 
that may solve the problems as effectively. We, then, stated that we 
thought that our ontology could solve those problems.

We defend a Platonist ontology hierachized in levels and types, 
which includes as basic ontological categories objects, events, prop-
erties, facts and states of affairs. Objects and events are concrete 
entities and pertain to level 0. Objects are the simplest entities, and 
may be spatio-temporally located. Events are concrete particulars 
that involve objects in happenings. They are spatio-temporally con-
tinuous, and independent of our (collective) knowledge and culture. 
Properties, facts, and states of affairs are abstract entities. Properties 
are understood as Platonic universals and may be non-logical or logi-
cal. Facts involve the instantiation of a property in a concrete entity 
or entities. States of affairs involve the instantiation of a property in 
a property/ies and/or state/s of affairs. We defend that facts (such 
as <being brown, a dog> or <Existence2, <being brown, a dog>>) are 
temporal, particulars and non-logical; while states of affairs (such as 
<Universal Subordination, being human, being mortal> or <Existence2, 
Diversity1>) are atemporal, general and may be non-logical or logical.

We argue that our ontology can answer to Chisholm’s problems 
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efficiently. We agree with him in that the first 6 can be analyzed 
as propositions. Since propositions are not a part of our article, we 
considered the last 7 (which we renumbered 14–20). We analyzed 
all of them and showed that our theory resolves the problems: we 
defended that, since events are concrete, past events do not exist and 
cases like (14) do not identify uniquely an event. We stated that oc-
curring events were not a problem for our ontology. We argued that 
Chisholm was right in stating that something like the performance 
of the song does not have a beginning or an end, and defended that 
this was due to the fact that we are in front of an atemporal and unin-
stantiated property. We defended that the problem of generic events 
could be resolved by stating that, in cases in where recurrence seems 
to be involved, we are in front of facts about events and not in front 
of events. Finally, we defended that the fact that we may talk about 
nonexistent events does not make us commit to an atemporal notion 
of events, as neither does the fact that we may talk about historical 
politicians commit us to the existence of atemporal objects.

We conclude that our ontology solves the problems posed by Ch-
isholm and that it does so in a natural way. Differentiating events, 
from facts and states of affairs allows us to explain many of the phil-
osophical problems that usually arise regarding these entities, and 
provides analytic power to our ontology. In this particular case, it 
allows us to explain why it seems that we may quantify over events, 
and why we may talk about recurring events without using Ock-
ham’s razor. If we accept that facts may be constituted by properties, 
objects and/or events, many of our common talk is explained. We 
do not need to accept, for instance, a generic event as the sunset. We 
may talk about a property being a sunset that is instantiated in a con-
crete event such as the sunset that’s happening right now. We may 
talk about a storm coming into being as well as we may talk about 
an object coming into being. We may talk about co-occurring events 
without assuming that they are recurring events. By approaching the 
problems raised by Chisholm (1976) and solving them, we showed 
that our proposal is a promissory one.22

Ana Clara Polakof

22 This article was possible thanks to CNPq-Brazil.
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The Metaphysics of Relations, by Anna Marmodoro and David Yates. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2016, 304 pages, ISBN: 9780198735878

The Metaphysics of Relations is an anthology of thirteen original papers 
plus an introduction, addressing the philosophical issue of relations 
from a contemporary and historical perspective. The result is a re-
markably coherent whole, where the different papers shed light on 
each other even though very few of them explicitly address intercon-
nections. As a consequence, the book works really well as an intro-
duction to the philosophical issue on relations, while the individual 
papers represent cutting edge research on the particular issues that 
they focus on. The mix of contemporary and historical perspectives 
means you get a snapshot view of the contemporary issues, as well as 
insights into their historical development.

Scaltsas (ch. 2), Brower (ch. 3), and Penner (ch. 4), offer a more 
nuanced understanding of the views on relations in Plato, Aristotle, 
and the Medieval Philosophers. They refute the popular view that 
philosophers before the 20th Century “did not—perhaps even could 
not—properly appreciate the reality of irreducibility of relations” 
(Brower, p. 36). Partly by showing that those who denied that there 
were mind-independent relations didn’t do so because they didn’t 
have a grasp of the notion, and partly by showing that some early phi-
losophers did admit the reality of irreducible relations. Plato allowed 
that there could be two individuals that together partook in Forms 
that neither of them did individually. Simmias and Hippias, although 
not courageous individually, can be so when acting together. Scalt-
sas, Brower, and Penner demonstrate that there is a greater continu-
ity in the philosophical discussion about relations from ancient times 
until today, than is popularly appreciated.

Donnelly (ch. 5) takes us through the details of Positionalism. In 
order to answer some worries about how positionalism copes with 
symmetric relations, Donnelly proposes a revised version, which she 
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calls Relative Positionalism. The solution involves an appeal to a primi-
tive notion of relative property instantiation. The editors Marmo-
doro and Yates think that this primitive notion is roughly Aristote-
lian, which again indicates the historical continuity of the debate.

Lowe (ch. 6) and Simons (ch. 7) both arrive at the conclusion 
that there are no irreducible relations. They agree that, predication 
of internal relations is a case of formal predication, where no genu-
ine property is attributed in addition to the intrinsic properties the 
objects already possess. Real relations, if any there be, must there-
fore be external relations. However, the prime candidates for being 
external relations, i.e. causal and spatiotemporal relations, turn out 
be internal relations on closer inspection. The difference between 
Lowe and Simons is in what they take to be the fundamental constit-
uents of reality, and hence the proper subjects of predication. Lowe 
thinks substances are basic, while Simons thinks processes are basic. 
On their view, since there are no plausible candidates of external 
relations, we should suspect that the very notion of irreducible rela-
tional properties is incoherent.

Heil (ch. 8), and Yates (ch. 9) continue the discussion of whether 
causal relations are internal or external, but now from the perspec-
tive of powers-based accounts. Heil concludes that they are internal 
relations, so ends up with a position very close to that of Lowe and 
Simons. Yates, on the other hand argues that there is a tension in the 
way powers are characaterised as intrinsic to their bearers and yet 
essentially related to other powers, which in the end does not allow 
of reduction of causal relations to a form of internal relation.

Berenstein (ch. 10), Ladyman (ch. 11), and Briceño and Mumford 
(ch. 12) discuss structuralism, i.e. in what sense we could think of 
the nature of properties as grounded in network of relations to other 
properties and not as intrinsic to the individual. Berenstein and La-
dyman attempt to develop structuralism. Berentstein suggests that 
a structuralist account of properties cannot rely only on causal rela-
tions, but must also consider a property’s mathematical and nomo-
logical higher-order features. Ladyman attempts to provide a natu-
ralist basis for structuralism by illustrating how physics makes use of 
irreducible relational features to explain various natural phenomena. 
Briceño and Mumford are critical of the project. They accuse ontic 
structural realism for requiring the reality of relations without relata, 
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and therefore ends up describing reality as an abstract Platonic entity.
Finally we have Esfeld (ch. 13) and Dorato (ch. 14) discussing 

which lessons to draw from Quantum Physics. I won’t venture to say 
too much about what those lessons are, because I really struggle with 
Quantum Physics. It is worth mentioning though that Esfeld is one 
of the few to explicitly relate to other chapters of the book—well, to 
those who address the contemporary issues anyway—and attempts 
to sketch a middle way between the position that there are no funda-
mental relations (Lowe, Simons, and Heil), and the view that rela-
tions are fundamental to everything else (Berenstein and Ladyman). 

This is an excellent book, which has greatly enriched my under-
standing of the metaphysics of relations. Alas, my role as reviewer is 
not just to praise but also to be critical. My main complaint is that the 
book provides a background against which Ingvar Johansson’s neo-
Aristotelian ‘hypo-realism’ about relations is absent (cf. ‘Hypo-real-
ism with respect to relations’, in The Metaphysics of Relations, ed. by F. 
Clementz and J-M. Monnoyer, Frankfurt: Ontos Verlag, 2011; and 
‘Scattered exemplification and many-place copulas’, Axiomathes 23: 
235–46, 2013). For my own part, hypo-realism—like Sartre’s ‘ab-
sent Pierre’— appears absent because I was looking for it. But, I sus-
pect that for readers who aren’t familiar with Johansson’s work, then 
reading The Metaphysics of Relations will still leave them with one ques-
tion (or, it should); why would relations not be mind-independently 
real if all there is are the relata and their intrinsic properties? The 
editors formulate this core theme in the following way in the Preface:

It is uncontroversial that there are true relational predications—
‘Abelard loves Eloise’ […] ‘Derby is between Sheffield and Coven-
try’[…] ‘smoking causes cancer’, and so forth. More controversial is 
whether any true relational predications have irreducibly relational 
truthmakers. Do any of the statements above involve their subjects 
jointly instantiating polyadic properties, or can we explain their truths 
solely in terms of monadic, non-relational properties of the relata? 
(Marmodoro and Yates, vii)

The assumption running through most of the volume is that if the 
expression ‘Simmias is larger than Socrates’ is true simply in virtue 
of the existence of Simmias and Socrates respectively, each having 
a certain size, then we don’t have two subjects jointly instantiating 
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a polyadic property ‘larger than’; we only have Simmias having one 
size, and Socrates having another. I struggle to see why this should be 
the conclusion. I am tempted to think that the criteria for something 
to count as real and irreducible are set too high, so that in effect the 
only way for there to be real polyadic properties is if they can obtain 
in two or more relata independently of any intrinsic properties the 
objects may have.

The fact that relations depend for their existence and reality upon 
non-relational entities and their monadic properties—which is what 
Briceño and Mumford call the standard view of relations (p. 198)—
doesn’t automatically make them non-existent, reducible, or merely 
subjective, does it? Surely, if there is only Simmias and his size, he is 
not larger than anything. For Simmias to be larger than something, 
something else has to be instantiated, and that something else has to 
have a size. Hence ‘larger than’ only exists in so far as there exist two 
things with each a different size, and yet we need nothing more than 
the things and their sizes.

I take Johansson to argue that with the existence of two things and 
their sizes, we get the relation “for free” and yet we have something 
more than two unrelated things and their sizes. Johansson takes him-
self to be doing little more than pointing out that even though rela-
tives “belong to the least substantial of all the categories and are pos-
terior to quality and quantity” (Aristotle, Metaphysica book 14: 1088a) 
then they are still substantial. They exist in the very same way every-
thing else does, but they are not as fundamental as everything else.

Now, I suspect that something like the concern I gave voice to 
is what Briceño and Mumford have in mind when they complain of 
Ontic Structural Realism that it requires the possibility of relations 
without relata (p. 198), but as far as I can see they do not tie this 
concern to the general idea of what it would take for an irreducibly 
real relation to obtain.

It is also possible that I have misunderstood the ultimate concern 
here. Maybe the question is whether there are irreducible fundamental 
relations, while I have been thinking of whether relations are mind-
independently real. If that is the case, then I can only complain that 
this isn’t stressed consistently throughout the book. Whatever is the 
case, I wholeheartedly recommend this volume as essential reading 
for anyone who wants to feel on top of the metaphysics of relations.
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Marx’s Inferno: The Political Theory of Capital, by William Clare Roberts. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017, 304 pages, ISBN: 978-
0691172903.

William Clare Roberts’ recent book, Marx’s Inferno: The Political Theory 
of Capital, provides a novel and interesting interpretation of the first 
volume of Marx’s masterpiece. Roberts argues, controversially, that 
Volume 1 of Capital presents a stand-alone piece of political theory. 
His two over-arching theses are that (1) Capital Volume 1 aspired to 
provide “the definitive analysis of what’s wrong with capitalism” and 
(2) that this is based “on rewriting Dante’s Inferno as a descent into 
the modern ‘social Hell’ of the capitalist mode of production” (p. 
1). He does this in part by emphasising the many different strands 
of socialist theory that Marx was responding to, which include an 
important and oft-overlooked strain of radical republican thought. It 
is clear, well-researched, original, and well worth reading for anyone 
with an interest not only in Marx and Marxist political theory, but 
in freedom, domination, republicanism, and critiques of capitalist 
economic institutions as well.

Roberts begins by arguing that Volume 1 of Marx’s Capital be read 
and understood as essentially a work of political theory on its own, 
independently of the other two volumes and Marx’s work thereon, 
and thereafter arguing that Marx modelled the structure of Capital 
Volume 1 on that of Dante’s Inferno. Roberts’ thesis has elicited a 
well-known debate with David Harvey, who argues that the three 
volumes of Marx’s Capital can only be understood as a whole, partly 
because Marx’s full political economy of capitalism only comes to 
fruition with Volumes 2 and 3. However, I think it’s worth making 
the point that even if, like Harvey, we want to argue contra Roberts 
that Marx is developing a theory of political economy in Capital, and 
that that theory can only properly be understood by reading all three 
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volumes, Roberts’ book still has a much to recommend it for its read-
ing of Marx’s account of capitalist domination and unfreedom, and 
how it connects various parts of Marx’s argument to the disagree-
ments he had with the other socialists of his day. In other words, we 
should avoid the temptation of thinking that either Marx was produc-
ing a political theory with significant normative import in Capital or 
he was developing a theory of political economy. We can accept both 
that Marx was developing a theory of political economy, which only 
comes to full fruition at the end, and that it has important theoreti-
cal lessons and implications about how capitalism is dominating and 
unfree, what sort of system would be required to replace it, and so 
on. To be clear, this is not a temptation I think Roberts or Harvey 
(in his critique of Roberts) fall into; it is a one I think some of their 
readers may risk, and would do well to avoid.

Roberts goes on to argue that in Part I of Capital Marx presents 
an analysis of the market unfreedom inherent in capitalism. On this 
view, the capitalist marketplace implies subjecting its participants 
to a form of impersonal domination, insofar as market actors are 
made dependent on the imposed demands of consumers in the mar-
ketplace, without being able to contest or demand justification of 
them. As I will return to below, this seems to deviate somewhat 
from the standard neo-Roman or republican concept of freedom, 
according to which freedom is freedom from domination, and domi-
nation in turn is spelled out as being subject to the will or arbitrary 
power of another (either a person or an institution coherent enough 
to be construed as having a will). (Note that I here prefer the term 
‘neo-Roman’ to ‘republican’ conceptions of freedom for essentially 
the same reason that Quentin Skinner does: because it is possible to 
advocate monarchy (indeed over a republic) on the basis of such a 
concept of liberty.) Roberts’ following chapters discuss Marx’s the-
ory of exploitation in its historical context and his analysis of how 
capitalism develops the productive forces without enriching labour-
ers, makes labourers increasingly dependent on capital, and even 
generates the illusion that capitalist domination is really an instance 
of freedom. Chapter 6 discusses Marx’s writings on primitive accu-
mulation, showing how Marx, against many of his contemporaries, 
is keen to distinguish feudalism from capitalism, show how the de-
velopment of capitalism renders many of his contemporaries’ ideas 
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about alternative economic institutions—such as a return to small-
scale production—impossible, and show how the capitalist state is 
intrinsically tied up with the need for capital accumulation, seen e.g. 
through capitalist imperialism and colonialism.

The final chapter ties the different strands of Roberts’ argument 
together to argue that Marx adheres to a neo-Roman concept of 
freedom, which he uses to critique capitalism. Here Roberts argues 
against reading Marx as having a positive concept of freedom as self-
mastery, self-direction, and so on, in favour of a commitment to 
freedom as non-domination. However, he argues, this represents a 
radicalisation of neo-Roman freedom to include not only familiar 
forms of personal domination—e.g. between the master and slave, 
monarch and subject, or boss and worker—but also forms of imper-
sonal domination. This raises an interesting question: if freedom is 
opposed to domination, but domination no longer consists in being 
subject to the will or arbitrary power of another, do we still have a 
case of neo-Roman freedom? If you accept an analysis of impersonal 
domination like Marx’s, it seems to me that you have two ways to 
go. Either you can retain freedom as freedom from being subject to 
the will or arbitrary power of another, and only oppose freedom to 
personal forms of domination (and not impersonal forms). Or you 
can retain freedom as the opposite of domination tout court, but end 
up with a different concept of freedom than the standard neo-Roman 
one. It would be different from the standard neo-Roman concept 
of freedom because domination, on this view, no longer consists in 
being subject to the will or arbitrary power of an other of the right 
sort—either a single person or an organisation unified and coher-
ent enough to be said to have a will. A natural suggestion here is 
that Marx has a positive concept of freedom, which can, unlike the 
neo-Roman concept generally discussed, be thwarted by both per-
sonal and impersonal forms of domination. Roberts wants to retain 
freedom as the opposite of domination and accept that there are im-
personal forms of domination, but it’s left unclear whether, and if 
so how, a recognisably neo-Roman concept of freedom can do this 
work.

Marx’s Inferno is naturally notable for its argument that Marx 
structures Capital Volume 1 along the lines of Dante’s Inferno (a claim 
which is not entirely new, but is undoubtedly well made) and for its 
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contextual analysis of Marx’s argument in light of the other socialist 
authors of his time he was responding to, including Charles Fou-
rier, Saint-Simon, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, and Robert Owen. But 
this is far from all that the book has to offer. For one, it puts Marx 
into fruitful dialogue with neo-Roman conceptions of freedom in 
the context of critically assessing capitalist economic institutions. In 
so doing, Roberts connects his work to Alex Gourevitch’s recent 
book on the role of neo-Roman conceptions of freedom in the early 
US labour movement (Alex Gourevitch, From Slavery to the Coopera-
tive Commonwealth. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014) 
(p. 7–8). Much traditional writing on neo-Roman conceptions of 
freedom focus overwhelmingly on early modern, aristocratic, and 
anti-democratic thinkers. Roberts and Gourevitch both stick out in-
sofar as they (1) extend our knowledge of neo-Roman concepts and 
ideas into the 19th Century, (2) focus on much more radical think-
ers, who, among other things, (3) use these ideas to critically exam-
ine the economic structure of capitalist society and (4) think about 
which alternative economic institutions should replace them. These 
momentous questions are increasingly being discussed today, and 
Roberts’ book makes an important contribution to both asking and 
answering them.
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