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PROFESSOR SPOTLIGHT: TALIA MAE BETTCHER

Talia Mae Bettcher was born in Calgary, Alberta, Canada, and
lived in various places throughout the country during her child-
hood. As an undergraduate, she attended York University, origi-
nally planning to pursue a B.Ed. Initially, her main interests of
study were English and French, but around the same time she
came across philosophy.

She signed up for a critical thinking course, which she then
applied in studying the philosophy of religion. Despite excel-
ling in this course, Talia found the subject matter personally
discomforting. At the end of the course, her professor and advisor
suggested she major in philosophy. Talia initially rejected the idea;
however, in the years ahead, she found herself gradually gravi-
tating towards philosophy. While Talia had originally planned on
becoming a high school teacher, the discipline and rigor of theo-
retical philosophy lent new focus to her studies and she wound up
majoring in philosophy and linguistics. After receiving her bach-
elor’s degree, Talia decided to pursue her PhD in philosophy at
UCLA.
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Midway through her studies at UCLA, she approached her
department about gender transitioning. At the time, there were
no legal protections for trans people in California. However, the
department proved very supportive.

During this time Talia had been doing work on the self and
first person self-reference. Initially focusing on the work of Witt-
genstein and Anscombe, she turned to investigate early modern
conceptions of the self. She wrote her dissertation on Berkley and
Hume, arguing that Berkeley had contributed a great deal more
to how we should understand the self than had previously been
thought. It was not until later on that she came to realize that her
early work on the self was partly motivated by the desire to make
sense of the complicated experience of transitioning.

Towards the end of her Ph.D. program, Talia had begun
teaching some classes at Cal State LA, and was eventually offered
a position. The department’s plurality and strong feminist roots
made it particularly appealing. While she began her work as a
Berkeley scholar (publishing several articles and two books), it
was not long until she turned her attention to the philosophy of
gender.

Talia had been informally philosophizing about trans people
and the obstacles and violence they confront since she was a
graduate student. From even before her transition, she had been
actively involved in Los Angeles trans activist communities and
her experiences there provided the starting point for her reflec-
tions. However, it was the murder of Gwen Araujo in 2002 and
L.A. trans community response to it that inspired her to begin
publishing articles on trans issues. Since the initial publication
of Evil Deceivers and Make Believers in 2007, which examined
transphobic violence, Talia has continued to work in the area of
trans philosophy. She is currently working on a new book about
what transphobic violence can show about the concepts of inti-
macy and personhood. The more she has delved into the philo-
sophical issues underpinning transphobia and violence, the more
she has been returning to critique the starting points of those early
modern conceptions of the self. While the work is highly theo-
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retical, it is also grounded in real-life experience and motivated by
the desire to make the world a better place for trans people. Unlike
some professional philosophers, then, it is clear that Talia pursues
philosophy as a deeply personal project.

—F.C.etal
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ENABLING LIBERTARIAN FREE WILL
THROUGH HUMAN ENHANCEMENT

Taylor A. Dunn

OVERTURE

It has recently been argued that whether or not we have free will
is an empirical question to which there is not yet an answer. In
particular, the claim is that neuroscience will eventually give us
the final word on the matter. Assuming this is the case, there are
several plausible answers neuroscience may give us about free
will. It could be that our brains are structured exactly as needed
for us to consistently act freely, or we may find out that our neuro-
physiology has nothing like what is needed for free will. However,
the most plausible and probable answer neuroscience can give us
is that our neurophysiology is close to enabling libertarian free
will, but every action is at least partially determined in some way
such that we cannot be said to possess free will. It is worth consid-
ering, given the likelihood of the close-but-not-quite answer, how
we could manipulate our neurophysiology in order to enable liber-
tarian free will. I believe that if given the opportunity to enable
free will, there are no good reasons not to.

Whether or not the choice to enable free will seems straight-
forward, there are significant arguments made in the relevant
literature for why we ought not adopt any human enhancement.
However, it is not obvious if a free will-enabling biotechnology
should be considered a full-blown human enhancement rather
than a corrective therapy. It is generally agreed that our pre-phil-
osophical intuition is that we do have free will—particularly, the
phenomenology of choice is very robust—and were we to find
that we in fact did not have free will, a procedure or drug which
enables free will might seem like it is simply adjusting reality to
align with our experience, rather than granting us superhuman



capabilities. But, based on the distinctions made between the
concepts ‘therapy’ and ‘enhancement’, I will argue that a free will-
enabling biotechnology is a human enhancement. As a result, free
will-enabling biotechnologies are open to the general objections to
human enhancement. And, there are further concerns specifically
regarding enabling free will via enhancement. Undergoing such
an enhancement may negatively impact the phenomenology of
choice too drastically such that it would impede decision-making,
or produce widespread social and ethical problems regarding
moral responsibility. The difficulty, therefore, is to contend with
a list of general objections regarding human enhancement as well
as the particular problems of a free will-enabling enhancement.

In Section I, I will review Mark Balaguer’s thesis on free
will and what, as a result, would be required of our neurophysi-
ology for us to have free will. In Section II, I will argue for the
view that the close-but-not-quite answer is the most plausible
and probable answer that neuroscience could give regarding free
will. Section III will focus on explicating the distinction between
corrective medical therapy and human enhancement, and then
demonstrate that a free will-enabling biotechnology falls under
the latter category. The purpose of Section IlI is to center free will-
enabling biotechnology in the human enhancement discussion.
In Section IV, I will demonstrate that the general objections to
human enhancement fail to object to a free will-enabling enhance-
ment. Section V will consist of responses to the particular prob-
lems regarding free will-enabling biotechnologies.

I. FREE WILL AND THE BRAIN

First, it is worth considering what [ am assuming for free will to be
an open scientific problem. The assumption is that the problem of
free will (1) is not solvable a priori, (2) is not yet solved, and (3)
will only be solved after enough relevant information about the
world is gathered. It must be further specified what this relevant
information would be. In order to do so, I turn to Mark Balaguer’s
central thesis, as well as clarify and define some terms.

The standard libertarian view, which I will be using for the

2



purposes of this paper, argues that in order for an action to be free,
the agent must be the author of the act, and the agent could have
done otherwise (often called the sourcehood condition and the
leeway condition, respectively).! Balaguer offers an event-causal
picture of libertarian free will, which characterizes these condi-
tions as they relate to appropriately non-random undetermined
events (rather than the agent-causal picture, which characterizes
these conditions as they relate to uncaused causes) (Balaguer
2010, p. 67). The particular decisions Balaguer has in mind when
discussing free will are what he calls “torn decisions,” which he
describes primarily in terms of how they feel to us. A torn decision
is one where there are reasons for two or more options for which
there is no conscious belief as to which is best, and the decision
is made without deliberating—we have the experience of feeling
torn and then “just choosing” (Ibid., pp. 71-75). Balaguer formal-
izes his view in the following way:

Libertarian free will exists, iff

Some torn decisions which are made (a) are both unde-
termined and appropriately non-random at the moment of
choice, and (b) the indeterminacy is relevant to the appro-
priate non-randomness, in the sense that it generates or
procures the non-randomness. (/bid., p. 68)

The important component of Balaguer’s view is that the indeter-
minacy generates the appropriate non-randomness right at the
moment of choice. For a decision to be made freely, it can’t be
that something has caused the decision, nor can the indeterminacy
be present in some way which is irrelevant or disruptive, such as
appearing just before the decision is made. Thus, Balaguer states:
“..[T]he question of whether libertarianism is true just reduces
to the question of whether some of our torn decisions are unde-
termined in the appropriate way” (/bid., p. 69). So, together with
the relatively weak and uncontroversial view that mental experi-
ences have a token-token identity relationship to neural events,
this question is a purely empirical one about our neurophysiology
during torn decisions.?



Given this characterization of free will, Balaguer offers what
would have to be true of the world for free will to exist, a condi-
tion which he names “TDW-Indeterminism’:

TDW-Indeterminism: Some of our torn decisions are
wholly undetermined at the moment of choice, where to say
that a torn decision is wholly undetermined at the moment
of choice is to say that the moment-of-choice probabilities
of the various reasons-based tied-for-best options being
chosen match the reason-based probabilities, so that these
moment-of-choice probabilities are all roughly even, given
the complete state of the world and all the laws of nature,
and the choice occurs without any further causal input,
that is, without anything else being significantly causally
relevant to which option is chosen. (/bid., p. 78)

It is worth noting that in Balaguer’s prescription for what must be
the case for free will, he does not include any current science on
the matter or take on any controversial empirical claims—what is
required for free will to exist is put forth in terms that leave open
how our neurophysiology would have to be.? For Balaguer, neural
events must meet the condition of TDW-Indeterminism, whatever
the facts are about our brains. It is simply a matter of empirically
verifying if it is in fact the case that this condition is met. Note
also, that in Balaguer’s view, TDW-Indeterminism is regarding
torn decisions being wholly undetermined. However, he points out
that we might consider a continuum of determinacy that ranges
from fully granting free will with the wholly indeterminate at one
end, to fully undermining free will with the wholly determinate
at the other (this notion of the continuum will be relevant to the
consideration of plausible neuroscientific discoveries about torn
decisions in Section II) (/bid., pp. 76-78).

Assuming Balaguer is correct, the neuroscientist’s task
seems rather straightforward, and so there is a strong possibility
of eventually having an answer as to whether our neurophysiology
meets the condition of TDW-Indeterminism. From here we must
ask, what is the most plausible discovery the neuroscientist will

4



eventually make?

II. WHAT NEUROSCIENCE MAY TELL US
ABOUT FREE WELL

One answer the neuroscientist may give us is that neural events
during torn decisions occur in such a way that completely exclude
the possibility of TDW-Indeterminism. For example, it could
be that our neurophysiology is set up such that every torn deci-
sion is wholly determined by a fixed set of neural operations that
completely and unchangeably undermine authorship and control.
Thus, the neuroscientist would empirically prove that free will
does not exist. This answer, however, is implausible for a number
of reasons. If every torn decision were wholly determined, it
would require of our neurophysiology to be completely contrary
to our experience of choice.* That is not to say that mental experi-
ences are always accurate to our physiology, but it seems plainly
unlikely that we could be wrong every time about what we are
experiencing as related to our physiology. The experience of
depression, for example, does not always correlate to a serotonin
imbalance, but it often does. Also, in order for our neurophysi-
ology to be unchangeably deterministic, it would be, to a certain
extent, contrary to what we currently know about matter at the
quantum level.’

Another answer is that neural events during at least some
torn decisions occur in such a way that perfectly meets the condi-
tion of TDW-Indeterminism, thus empirically proving the exis-
tence of free will. However, in order to prove that torn decisions
are consistently wholly undetermined, it would require our neuro-
physiology to be set up in a highly particular way—there is only
one specific arrangement which would consistently ensure the
right kind of indeterminacy.

Let us consider again the notion of the continuum of inde-
terminacy. In a given torn decision event, the level of indetermi-
nacy dictates the extent to which the decision is made freely. A
wholly undetermined torn decision event is wholly free, while a



wholly determined torn decision event is not at all free. Along the
continuum there exists a multitude of torn decision events which
are partially indeterminate, and therefore only partially free, and
the extent of which is decided by how near to one end the event
sits. As a matter of probability, given the continuum of outcomes,
there is a low probability that our neurophysiology’s arrangement
will be such that it allows for torn decision events to consistently
land at the wholly indeterminate end of the continuum. At least,
the probability of our neurophysiology’s arrangement being such
that torn decision events always lie somewhere on the continuum
between wholly indeterminate and wholly determinate is much
higher. As a result of the above considerations, the most plausible
and probable answer the neuroscientist will give us is that our
neurophysiology is arranged such that torn decisions are always
partially determined, and so empirically prove that free will does
not exist.

III. ENABLING FREE WILL AND THE CORRECTIVE
THERAPY/HUMAN ENHANCEMENT DISTINCTION

Although there exists some level of vagueness in the distinction
between what is considered a human enhancement and what is
considered corrective therapy, there are some commonly accepted
properties of biotechnological devices, treatments, and surgeries
which place them firmly in one or the other category. In order to
see how a free will-enabling device, treatment, or surgery would
be categorized, we must simply consider the properties of human
enhancement and corrective therapy in order to determine the
category to which it belongs.

According to Norman Daniels’ work on this distinction,
corrective therapy is understood to have the properties of healing
illness, returning bodily function to a state prior to some kind of
damage, and helping the body function in the way that other bodies
typically do. Continuing with Daniels’ characterization, human
enhancement is understood to have the properties of improving
typical bodily function, aiming to augment a desirable capacity



which we may already be equipped for, or enabling the body
to perform tasks that it was not originally equipped to perform
(Daniels 2000).

It may be worth considering how the notion of ‘typical bodily
function’ plays into the human enhancement/corrective therapy
divide, and to what extent this further notion is vague or debatable.
Granting this vagueness or debatability, I think we can, at least for
the purposes of this paper, let our intuitive sense and common use
of ‘typical bodily function’ guide how we might classify certain
treatments, surgeries or devices as corrective therapy or human
enhancement. For example, we say of brains with a serotonin
imbalance that they are “neuroatypical”, and we say of SSRIs that
they work to return the brain to a “neurotypical” state. By way of
this example, we generally understand corrective therapy by way
of its intended use and the outcome of its implementation. Such
is also the case with human enhancement. A common example of
human enhancement is gene selection and genetic engineering.
Julian Savulescu, a central proponent of human enhancement,
argues that the goal of genetic engineering is to augment desirable
capacities for which we are already equipped, such as intelligence
and empathy.® Historically, the desired outcome of eugenics was
to create “superior” humans.

While many devices, surgeries, and treatments may exist
in the penumbra between what is distinctly therapy and what is
distinctly human enhancement, hopefully I have said enough to
establish the bright centers of these concepts in order to place free
will-enabling biotechnology in the appropriate category. If we do
not have free will, it is neither due to an illness, nor as a result of
damage our bodies have sustained. If we were to undergo a treat-
ment or surgery, or have a device implanted which would give us
free will, it would not be that our body would begin to function
like other human bodies. Rather, if we were to manipulate our
neurophysiology such that our torn decisions would change from
always partially determined to consistently wholly undetermined,
we would be augmenting a desirable capacity for which we are
already equipped. Or, depending on the extent to which we would
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need to manipulate our neurophysiology in order to enable free
will, we would be enabling our body to perform tasks it was not
originally equipped to perform. Despite our feeling as though we
have free will, if we in fact do not possess it, the enabling of it falls
clearly on the side of human enhancement.

IV. GENERAL OBJECTIONS TO HUMAN
ENHANCEMENT AVOIDED

Despite a few prominent proponents of human enhancement, there
exists a widespread anti-enhancement position among philoso-
phers. I find the objections against human enhancement compel-
ling. But, [ will argue that a free will-enabling enhancement avoids
these objections. The following two objections capture many,
if not all, of those most commonly discussed regarding human
enhancement:

1. Eugenics: Human enhancements will be de facto unavail-
able to much of the population, either due to class disparity
or generational implementation, and will lead to a two-tiered
society where the unenhanced hold less social or moral
value.”

2. Autonomy: Human enhancements, particularly those that
shape the human future without the consent of future
humans, undermine our autonomy and human dignity.?

I will now show how (1) and (2) fail to apply to a free will-
enabling human enhancement. I believe Eugenics has a particular
potency, especially due to recent Western history. This objection
works from a very reasonable assumption, namely that biotech-
nology will not be accessible to everyone, and from this assump-
tion, the very dangerous and undesirable outcome of making
unenhanced humans an underclass seems to simply follow. For
many of the human enhancement biotechnology ideas that have
floated around, I believe Eugenics is perhaps too strong to over-
come. However, in the specific case of free will-enabling biotech-
nology, this objection fails to do the same work as elsewhere in



the debate. The objection hinges on the notion that the enhanced
are in fact, or will be considered, “superior” by social or moral
standards, and the unenhanced are in fact, or will be considered,
“inferior” by social or moral standards. When considering human
enhancements like genetic engineering for improving cognition or
improving athleticism, it is easy to see how the notions of “supe-
rior” and “inferior” might come into play. When the enhancement
results in quantifiable, outwardly visible differences, it is not diffi-
cult to imagine a scenario where the enhanced view themselves as
“superior” and would divide society accordingly.

But, a free will-enabling enhancement does not follow the
same pattern as other human enhancements. It is not at all obvious
that we would view those with free will as superior to those who
do not have free will. For example, we do not, generally, view
those who live under a dictator to be socially or morally inferior
to those who live in a liberal democracy—the extent of a person’s
political freedom has no apparent effect on a person’s moral value
or social worth. In cases where people are under quarantine with a
contagious virus, there is not a sense of moral or social inferiority
toward them or a sense of superiority amongst those not under
quarantine. Those who have access to the biotechnology may gain
a sense of superiority just for simply having the financial access,
but that class disparity and whatever feelings come from it already
exists prior to the employment of a free will-enabling enhance-
ment—in that case, the enhancement would just be another signi-
fier of class distinction among many. The force of Fugenics is
we know from history that the belief that we can “make better
humans” is a path to genocide. However, by employing a free
will-enabling enhancement, even if it only remains available to
a subsection of the human population, we have not attempted
to “make better humans” and thereby rendered the unenhanced
“inferior.” As a result, Eugenics fails to apply to this case.

Autonomy first appeared in Jirgen Habermas’ The Future of
Human Nature, and is an oft-cited objection to human enhance-
ment.” The objection is aimed at human enhancements which
would be intended for either the unborn or newly born, and for
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enhancements the implementation of which would have an irre-
versible effect on future generations. The force of the objection is
the notion that choosing or deciding the future on behalf of others
is thereby violating many future human’s autonomy by revoking
their ability to choose, and flouting human dignity by altering the
human future and human nature without consulting future humans.
A free will-enabling enhancement, however, avoids all the
issues raised by this objection. Free will-enabling biotechnology
does not have to be administered prior to the age of consent,
unlike the enhancements Autonomy has in mind, such as genetic
enhancements. Further, the notion of choice, that future genera-
tions wouldn’t be able to choose as a result, breaks down in a
world where free will does not exist except as a result of the free
will-enabling enhancements in question. The notion of human
dignity remains intact in a free will-absent world, but is not
threatened as a result of a free will-enabling human enhancement.
Arguably, a fundamental component of our notion of dignity
and human nature is itself agency. Rather than object to a free
will-enabling enhancement, Autonomy appears to endorse it, as
enabling free will would enhance our autonomy and allow us to
better maintain our dignity. Autonomy, therefore, fails to object
to a free will-enabling human enhancement. A free will-enabling
human enhancement is simply not the target of these objections.
In the case of Eugenics, the objection fails to apply because it has
in mind a particular kind of human enhancement which is unlike
a free will-enabling enhancement. In the case of Autonomy, the
objection fails to apply because it assumes free will exists.

V. THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF CHOICE AND THE
PROBLEM OF MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

Despite avoiding the more general objections to human enhance-
ment, there are at least two serious concerns for a free will-
enabling enhancement in particular. I will discuss the following
objections in turn:

3. Phenomenology: The phenomenology of choice is vital to
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decision-making, and a free will-enabling enhancement
might partially or fully disrupt our ability to make choices
by changing what it is like to choose.

4. Gyges’ Ring: A free will-enabling enhancement would also
enable moral responsibility. It might be that many would opt
out of the enhancement in order to avoid blame and punish-
ment.

In torn decisions, the experience of choosing is both robust
and consistent. We can extensively describe this experience, we
are familiar with its qualitative character, and it is not the case that
the experience of choice varies wildly from torn decision to torn
decision. It is entirely an empirical question whether a free will-
enabling enhancement would preserve this experience of choice.
Phenomenology objects to the employment of free will-enabling
biotechnologies based on the possible threat to our experience
of choice. If the free will-enabled phenomenology of choice is
too drastic a difference, it could disrupt the decision process to
the extent that the free will-enabling enhancement’s implementa-
tion is difficult to justify—if the experience of choosing with the
enhancement is actually a barrier to making a decision, then why
enhance? Phenomenology could be expanded to also state that,
if the phenomenology of choice were similar but still noticeably
different, we would not desire the change even if it did not fully
disrupt our ability to choose.

Inresponse to this objection, first, [ will grant that if a biotech-
nological enhancement intended to enable free will disrupts the
experience of choice so drastically that we cannot make deci-
sions, then the biotechnology in question is not in fact a free-
will enabling enhancement and ought not be implemented. But,
I will reiterate that what it will be like to make a decision while
enhanced is an empirical question. There are a number of possible
ways in which the phenomenology of choice could change, and
I imagine them on a spectrum between no change at all and so
drastically different that it becomes impossible to make decisions.
However, unlike a biological system which we discover to be
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arranged one way or another, a technology is created and designed
with a particular purpose in mind. If the enhancement changes the
phenomenology too much, it could be simply a matter of adjusting
the enhancement’s specifications. It is not difficult to imagine that
in the early stages of a free will-enabling biotechnology, it might
fail to maintain a similar enough phenomenology of choice and
require improvement, or an additional, supplementary technology
to be implemented which “suppresses” the difference in phenom-
enology. We don’t know how a free will-enabling enhancement
will affect our experience of choice, and we also don’t know if the
experience of choice is a manipulable variable in designing a free
will-enabling enhancement.

The second way I want to respond to this objection is to
consider the way in which new technologies often come with a
learning curve, or a learning period that precedes proficiency.
While we may find that the phenomenology of choice while
enhanced is different, it could be that adapting and becoming
accustomed to the difference is all that is required in order to make
decisions. The size of the curve would depend on how different
the experience of choice is while enhanced. I contend that we
ought to overcome this possible learning curve, even if it is steep,
as the resulting proficiency leads to libertarian free will.

The phenomenology of choice is extremely important—
one of the reasons the libertarian position is so attractive is due
to its preserving our pre-philosophical notion of free will, which
is primarily shaped by how things feel for us. But, I insist that,
barring total dysfunction in decision-making, we ought to enhance
ourselves in order to enable libertarian free will. If the phenom-
enology of choice is not accompanied by agency, control, author-
ship, or any of the other things we associate with decision-making,
then we are only trying to preserve an illusion by opting out of a
free will-enabling enhancement.

According to Gyges’Ring, if we discover that free will does
not exist, we would also be discovering that moral responsibility
does not exist. Enabling free will, therefore, would mean enabling
moral responsibility. Avoiding a free will-enabling enhancement
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would result in avoiding culpability, and this might be an attrac-
tive prospect for some. Why would we want to be morally respon-
sible and become open to blame, punishment, or retribution when
we could opt out by not getting enhanced? Although many of us
find the value in being morally responsible for what we do, it is
not a certainty that all of us do. If no one has free will, then we
might as a matter of pragmatism act as if we are in fact morally
responsible. However, introducing a free will-enabling enhance-
ment “forces the issue,” as it were.

There are two related responses I have for this objection.
One quick point regarding Gyges’ Ring, however, is that it fails to
grant importance to the other side of moral responsibility, namely
praise and reward. One of the central reasons free will is worth
having is particularly because we can claim full authorship over
our actions and receive our due credit. My first response is that
Gyges’ Ring assumes that people without libertarian free will are
not morally responsible. Second, it supposes that if only some
of the population were free will-enabled, a crisis would ensue
because we would have to manage a certain part of the population
differently due to some having no moral responsibility. I argue
that these assumptions are ill-founded.

On the first point, it is wrong to assume that anyone who
is not enhanced is therefore not morally responsible. If we recall
the spectrum of indeterminacy and the close-but-not-quite answer
we are most plausibly and probably going to discover via neuro-
science, it is extremely unlikely that any torn decision is wholly
determined. We would still say of these torn decisions that they
are not enough for free will, as free will is defined as consistently
having wholly undetermined torn decision events. But, we would
say of these partially determined torn decision events that they are
partially free, and in the standard libertarian view, the extent to
which we act freely is the extent to which we can be held morally
responsible. So, unlike what Gyges ’Ring suggests, the unenhanced
would still be morally responsible to some extent, and therefore
remain open to blame and punishment. On the second point, as
it has been shown that responsibility is not avoided by virtue of
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opting out of enhancement, it is wrong to assume that any serious
problem would result from a free will-enabling enhancement. We
can see how the United States legal system deals with varying
levels of culpability as an example of how we might approach a
society where some have free will and others do not.

Phenomenology and Gyges’Ring fail to object to a free will-
enabling human enhancement. Maintaining our current phenom-
enology of choice is not more valuable than actually being able
to act freely, though ideally we would want both. As with most
technology, we have the ability to adjust the way it functions and
fine-tune it until it works the way we want. There is also a certain
expectation with new and life-changing technology that a learning
curve accompanies its adoption. We have adapted to numerous
technologies which fundamentally change the way we experi-
ence the world, such as the internet and smart phones, cochlear
implants, or biomechanical prosthesis. It seems a small price to
adapt or struggle with a new way of deciding if it would result
in one consistently having authorship and control over their torn
decisions. Moral responsibility is a vital component to free will,
but is not totally absent in the absence of free will in this picture.
So long as our decisions are not fully determined, we maintain a
certain level of moral responsibility, and as a result, would not
face a crisis in the face of free will-enabling technology.

CONCLUSION

Thinking about the future of neuroscience and the implications
that would result from discoveries about indeterminacy in the
brain during a particular subset of decision events may seem
like an exercise in fanciful speculation. I hope to have shown,
however, that if we take seriously the notion that free will is
an open scientific problem, there are a number of issues worth
addressing. The human body is manipulable, and our rapid
advances in biotechnology may present us in the near future with
an opportunity to access real libertarian agency, something core to
the way we understand human life and our own forward path. As
a human enhancement, free will-enabling biotechnology faces the
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objections posed against all human enhancements. But, as [ have
shown, a free will-enabling enhancement avoids these objections
in virtue of their assumptions and the nature of the enhancement
itself. There are some legitimate concerns regarding a free will-
enabling enhancement specifically, perhaps most significantly that
we wouldn’t want to change the way it feels to make decisions.
However, valuing the maintenance of an illusion over actually
having authorship and control is the result of confused priorities.
Unless the technology we might develop completely disrupts the
decision-making process, thereby not fulfilling its intended func-
tion of enabling free will, there are no good reasons not to enhance
oneself in order to enable libertarian free will.

Notes

1. As far as I can tell, this conception of free will is non-controversial and advo-
cated by most libertarians, including event-causal libertarians like Robert
Kane. More importantly, this is the conception Balaguer employs for his
view, which he states on page 7 of Free Will as an Open Scientific Problem.

2. Balaguer makes this argument in 3.3.1.1

3. Balaguer points this out on 69-70 in order to contrast his view specifically
with Robert Kane’s.

4. Balaguer makes a similar point in his argument from phenomenology in
3.3.1.2

5. Here, I am referring to quantum field theory and resulting conclusions based
on this probabilistic interpretation of quantum mechanics.

6. Savulescu has published numerous papers on this topic, perhaps the most
relevant of which is “The Moral Obligation to Create Children with the Best
Chance at the Best life” (2009).

7. This objection exists across the literature, but for this paper I followed
Robert Sparrow’s “A Not-So-New Eugenics” (2011).

8. The origin of this objection comes from The Future of Human Nature, by
Jirgen Habermas (2003).

9. Habermas’ objection to human enhancement is discussed throughout the
literature, including Giubilini and Sanyal (2015), Pugh (2015), Zylinska
(2010), and Edgar (2009).
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MODAL MEINONGIANISM
AND THE MANY WORLDS OF
NONEXISTENT OBJECTS

Cameron Takeda

I. INTRODUCTION

When we are talking about things like unicorns, Zeus, or Astro
Boy, what exactly are we talking about? One thing that all three
have in common is that none of them seem to exist in actual
reality. However, despite that they do not exist, it does seem like
there are qualities not common between them, such as unicorns
being horse-like creatures that have horns while Astro Boy is a
robot and has no horn at all. But what is it that makes these state-
ments true or false? Furthermore, how could we even come to
know this? So, then what these names pick out seems actually
to be somewhat mysterious. Modal Meinongianism, sometimes
known as Noneism, can be succinctly described as the view that
some things do not exist, but we can meaningfully discuss them
anyway. This seems pretty intuitive at first glance, but actually is a
hugely controversial view with a rich philosophical history.

The history involved here more or less starts with Alexius
Meinong and his views that have been given the name, Meinon-
gianism. Meinongianism is a word often met with displeasure in
much of the Western Philosophical Tradition, thanks mostly to W.
V. O. Quine’s 1948 paper, “On What There Is.” Quine’s paper is
often seen to have reduced Meinongianism to something of an
absurd theory. In Quine’s article, the character Wyman, who is
usually seen as a caricature of Meinong, is taken to “overpopulate”
the universe with these nonexistent objects as somehow having
being and nonexistence (Quine 1948, p. 4). I will not discuss this
debate here further, but Graham Priest offers some good reasons to
think that Quine has not fully defeated Meinongianism (and espe-
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cially not Modal Meinongianism) in the fifth chapter of his book,
Towards Non-Being (Priest 2016, pp. 105-115). Meinongianism
saw something of a revival in the past fifty years with philoso-
phers such as Terence Parsons and Richard Routley/Sylvan, who
coined the term Noneism, attempting to show that Meinongianism
itself is not a dead theory. These works on different, seemingly
less problematic versions of Meinongianism would influence
current philosophers such as Graham Priest and Francesco Berto
in their formulations of Modal Meinongianism. Their views actu-
ally differ slightly, but their general accounts of Meinongianism
are reasonably similar, so hereafter I will refer to their general
account of Meinongianism as Modal Meinongianism. Overall,
I intend this paper to elucidate features (and potential issues) of
Modal Meinongianism by adjudicating between some signifi-
cant objections to Modal Meinongianism and the responses by
its proponents. Furthermore, I hope to show that this is a live and
significant debate within the realm of philosophy and not merely
discussion of a dead theory.

In this paper, I will explain the general idea of Modal Meinon-
gianism, focusing on the Characterization Principle. Before this,
I will give some intuitive reasons to think that we should take
metaphysical theses about nonexistent objects seriously. Then I
will address some objections by Fred Kroon toward the modal
version of the Characterization Principle as well as the responses
to Kroon by Graham Priest and Francesco Berto, and attempt to
argue that although Kroon’s objections fail to completely defeat
Modal Meinongianism, his objections still highlight some issues
that aren’t clearly solved by Modal Meinongianism.

II. METHODOLOGY:
WHY SAVE NONEXISTENT OBJECTS?
Intuitively it seems like we must be able to characterize nonex-
istent objects meaningfully, mostly because we do it all the time

in folk-language. I think unicorns have one horn and I admire the
detective skills of Sherlock Holmes, but I still accept that they
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do not exist in reality. Theories like Meinongianism and Modal
Meinongianism aim to save these intuitions that we really mean
what we are talking about when we talk about nonexistent objects
in folk-language. But here there is already an immediate trade-off
in philosophical methodology. Some will accept the methodology
that we ought to save our intuitions about what we mean when
we speak, whereas some question the significance of intuition in
latching onto metaphysical truths in reality. I will offer a some-
what short defense of this motivation, but I admit it may not be
fully compelling to someone who completely denies the useful-
ness of intuition in metaphysics.

I believe that there is a significance found in intuition about
nonexistent objects in at least two types of cases. The first type is
the basic idea that people mean what they say, and can be perfectly
understood regardless of the strangeness. For example, I can
tell someone, “Unicorns have one horn and a horse-like body.”
And I would find it strange for them to respond with, “No, they
don’t have any horns nor a body, unicorns don’t exist,” despite
that this is a true statement. It would be more expected to have
some general agreement that this is true about what unicorns are
like, namely that they are one-horned and horse-like, even though
they do not actually exist. Immediately, an alternative account
could be had, where ‘true’ meant “true-in-the-fiction-of-unicorns-
existing.” This is not wholly implausible, but then how could we
agree that unicorns have one horn, but also agree that they do
not exist under this interpretation? Certainly we do not mean,
“Unicorns have one horn and don’t exist” is true-in-the-fiction-
of-unicorns-existing. Obviously, it would be false in that fiction.
Instead perhaps it is something like, “Unicorns have one horn,” is
true-in-the-fiction, but “Unicorns don’t exist” is true-in-actuality,
and we just strangely and incorrectly conflate these two kinds of
truth constantly. In fact, Priest and Berto seem to think that some-
thing like this is close to what we do, claiming that “We move
seamlessly from truth in reality to truth according to a fiction and
back all the time” (Berto 2014, p. 190). Now, I believe this to be
right, but I also think that there still is a strangeness involved in
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being able to be properly understood in these contexts that leads to
thinking that our intuitions about these are, while not completely
truth-seeking, significant enough to make me think further discus-
sion is required.

The second type of case is inspired by the so-called “Paradox
of Fiction.” This is not a logical paradox per se, but is still a
strangeness about how fiction relates to people. The “Paradox
of Fiction” is basically the issue that arises out of our immediate
emotional reactions to the events that occur in fictions despite
the acknowledgement that these fictional objects in the stories
are strictly nonexistent (Dadlez 2015, pp. A1-A2). For example,
consider watching a horror movie in a movie theater, and the
movie monster is hunting down the various characters in the
movie. Indeed, movie-goers acknowledge that the movie monster
is nonexistent, but at the same time they are scared nonetheless.
One might have an increased heart rate, or be startled in their seat,
or possibly even leave the theater out of fright. But, then, what
were they afraid of? It seems like it was the movie monster that
was frightening despite not actually existing, and this is rather
strange. A further example includes reading and following along
with the tragic life of the protagonist of some sad story; one might
feel sadness for the character, and one might even begin to cry
when the character dies within the story. So, again, why cry for
what amounts to nobody dying, since the character never existed
in the first place. In fact, numerous real, existing people die every
day; and we usually do not cry over these people since we do not
know them personally. How or why is it that we can be sadder
over the “death” of a nonexistent person than of a real person?

Now, some might claim that there is some roundabout
psychological mechanism happening during these bouts of imme-
diate emotional response. Perhaps reading about “the death of X”
in the story reminded you of some other person that you knew and
liked in the past who had also passed away, and that memory is
what caused the crying to occur. [ am no psychologist or neurosci-
entist, so I do not want to claim that I know what this mechanism
is like; however, 1 don’t think it actually matters. We’re talking
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about meaning here, specifically what we mean, which seems to
be most understandable by ourselves. And to bring intuition into
importance again, the immediate emotional response seems to be
the most brute and unthinking part of the intuition. Although these
may not be utterances of language, they still have meaning and so,
are about something. At the very least, the emotional responses
seem to mean something about how you feel, and having an
emotional response is a response to something, so that something
must be what the emotional response is about. However, the signif-
icance of this can be immediately challenged. Some claim that if
these were real emotions, we would not just cry or be startled in
our seats; we would feel some sort of real despair or we would
start running away. So, instead, we must experience some form of
pseudo-emotions which has some similar features with the actual
emotion, but not all (Dadlez 2015, pp. A2-A3).

I have two responses to this objection. The first response is
anecdotal. When I engage with sad fictions, I sometimes feel what
I think is this sort of real despair, the kind that really brings tears
and emotional pains. But [ must admit that I cannot claim it to be
universal amongst other people and I would have no real expla-
nation of the difference between myself and another that could
be involved. However, I am not entirely sure what the differ-
ence between “real despair” and “pseudo despair” would be, and
how we might know which one was which. Nevertheless, I must
assume that given the same sorts of conditions, others would feel
at least a similar kind of feeling, and I consider that to be a real
emotion.

The second response is that it’s not clear that what a proper
reaction to a real emotion is. It is supposed to be clear that jumping
in our seat is not a proper response to a monster appearing in
front of us (on the screen/in the fiction), so it must be a pseudo-
emotional response. This might seem convincing at first, but it
does not really tell the whole story. From an early age, we are
taught how to distinguish reality from fiction (likely even more
now as technologies such as virtual reality continue to advance).
Instead, consider what it might be like to be thrust from some
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pre-movie time, let us say Ancient Sumer, to a modern time in the
middle of a movie. I think it’s quite reasonable to say that (barring
that they would likely go crazy from all the cultural/technological
differences) they might actually think the monster on screen is an
actual physical monster coming toward them. It takes looking no
further than some time-travel fiction to see that others also seem
to believe that this would be the case. So, it does not seem that it is
our emotion that is wrongly described, but just that we have been
trained in certain cases to act a certain way; and being trained to
have different responses to the same emotion in different contexts
does not show that the emotion was merely a pseudo version of
that emotion.

Consider the difference between being angry with a friend
versus being angry with a random rude person on the street. Just
because in one context you might shout expletives at one of them
and in another context you do not shout the same expletives, does
not seem to give any indication that in one you experienced anger
and the other it was pseudo-anger. But even if it was a pseudo-
emotion, it was still a pseudo-emotion about something, and that
story still remains somewhat mysterious. Either way, I think these
issues give us a good reason to think that there might be some
significance to how our intuitions might pick up on seemingly
nonexistent objects. In general, however, a rich discussion on this
methodological question is beyond the scope of my paper. Never-
theless, I think these examples still give reason to think that intu-
ition is an important factor to consider in this debate over how we
discuss nonexistent objects. And this notion that intuition is signif-
icant to consider in discussion of nonexistent objects is important
in the articulation of the Characterization Principle in the various
forms of Meinongianism.

III. THE CHARACTERIZATION PRINCIPLE

Meinongianism itself is basically a theory of intentionality. That
is to say, how our minds are “directed toward” something else.
In this idea, there are some cases where our minds are directed
toward things that do not exist, such as when we think about things
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like Zeus or Santa Claus. From this, Meinongianism claims that,
“there is indeed an object for every mental state whatsoever—if
not an existent object then at least a nonexistent one” (Reicher
2016). That is, when we think about things that do not exist, we
are still thinking of something, just not something that exists.
However, in his theory, Meinong offers a rather strange view of
how to discuss the property of existence. He brings up the notions
of subsistence and absistence, which are something like lesser
degrees of existence, and this is questionable as to what these
are supposed to be like in reality. Overall, as Quine had noted, it
is mostly a strange and rather unappealing view regarding exis-
tence. However, Modal Meinongianism does not make claims of
existence quite as strange. Instead, the main relation of Meinon-
gianism to Modal Meinongianism comes from an idea known as
the Characterization Principle.

One of the important claims held by Meinong was that an
object’s Sosein is independent of its Sein, which can be described
as the claim that, “objects have a way of being such-and-so
whether or not they have any form of being” (Kroon 2012, p. 25).
So, essentially, this is the separation of some thing’s description
and properties from its status as existing or not. To see why this
claim might be acceptable, consider the properties of the golden
mountain. It seems almost tautological that the golden mountain is
golden and a mountain. But the golden mountain does not exist, so
is the golden mountain really golden or a mountain? It seems that
the answer is that the golden mountain is actually neither golden
nor a mountain, and this is somewhat odd. This idea is subsumed
in the articulation of the Characterization Principle, that some-
thing can have properties regardless as to whether or not it exists.

The naive form of the Characterization Principle of Meinon-
gianism can be described as, “Given any property A, A holds of
the thing characterized as being A” (Kroon 2012, p. 25). Less
formally, this is to say that, for any given property, something satis-
fies that property, namely the thing with that property. Obviously,
this is problematic immediately, throwing in existence (or maybe
something less controversial like extension if that would help)
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would somehow make things pop into being by merely describing
it. Furthermore, beyond that, many properties are seemingly exis-
tence entailing; that is to say that if it has this property of being
such-and-such, then it must exist. For example, the property of
being 10-feet tall. For something to be 10-feet tall, it must exist.
So, of course, almost nobody (including Meinongians) continues
to use this unrestricted form, instead they turn to attempting to
fix the Characterization Principle by restricting it in some way or
another.

Some attempted restrictions on the Characterization Prin-
ciple mostly involve restricting it to only certain kinds of proper-
ties, sometimes called ‘nuclear’ or ‘characterizing’ properties to
eliminate these problems. But, it is difficult and may be impos-
sible to figure out just what properties are of this type without
being arbitrarily defined to be of that type. Another approach is
known as the Dual Copula method, whereby the Characteriza-
tion Principle is relational, and holds that there are two modes of
predication, and one of them encodes the properties rather than
always instantiating them (Berto 2014, p. 184). These views are
not without their problems, but these two forms will not be further
discussed here. Here I will focus on Graham Priest’s restriction
of the Characterization Principle as involved in Modal Meinon-
gianism. And here is where the modal aspects of Modal Meinon-
gianism come in. Priest’s restriction of the Characterization Prin-
ciple involves holding the naive Characterization Principle, but
sometimes at worlds other than the actual. I will refer to this form
of the Characterization Principle hereafter as the Modal Charac-
terization Principle.

Before fully explaining Modal Characterization Prin-
ciple, a basic note on modality and possible worlds must be first
explained. Statements of modality are the statements that are
about possibility, impossibility, and necessity. Furthermore, one
way of understanding these statements are to describe these modal
notions in reference to “possible worlds.” For example, to say,
“It’s possible that James went to the moon,” can be understood as.
“There is a possible world where James went to the moon.” This
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view is widely received, though not completely uncontroversial,
especially when it comes to what exactly these “possible worlds”
are supposed to actually be, but there is a wealth of discussion
written on the subject, though a full discussion on this is beyond
the scope of this paper.

The Modal Characterization Principle according to Priest
can be described as, “the object characterized by a representa-
tion has the characterizing properties, not necessarily in the actual
world, but in the worlds (partially) described by the relevant repre-
sentation” (Priest 2016, p. 84). That is to say that something like
Astro Boy has the property of being a robot, just at the world(s)
described and represented by the stories created by Osamu Tezuka
and not necessarily the actual world. This Modal Characteriza-
tion Principle differs from the independence of Sosein from Sein
in Meinongianism in that only some properties of an object are
independent from whether or not it exists, but some other proper-
ties are still existence-entailing at some world, which can include
the actual world (Berto 2014, p. 185). But, before continuing any
further, it is worth noting that the worlds other than the actual on
Priest’s account need not necessarily be Lewisian concrete worlds
and do not entail the acceptance of some sort of Modal Realism
(that possible worlds are actually concrete worlds). Furthermore,
given that Priest allows for impossible worlds and even stranger
open worlds (which are not relevant here), the status of what these
worlds are supposed to be is left open to debate. However, even
without considering the exact status of worlds in this conception,
it is from the various implications of this Modal Characterization
Principle that some objections are raised.

IV. KROON’S OBJECTIONS

The philosopher Fred Kroon raises some objections to Priest’s
account of Modal Meinongianism in his paper, “Characterization
and Existence in Modal Meinongianism.” His objections mostly
revolve around the implications of the Modal Meinongian version
of the Characterization Principle. Kroon argues that accepting
the Modal Characterization Principle leads to the problems that,
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“[Modal Meinongianism] is not only much more unfriendly to
central Meinongian intuitions than its proponents allow, but as
it stands it cannot even endorse the Meinongian truism that an
object like the golden mountain lacks existence” (Kroon 2012, p.
24). In this manner, Kroon raises two objections concerning the
Modal Characterization Principle.

The first is that Modal Meinongianism, with its Modal Char-
acterization Principle, still leads to statements like, “the golden
mountain is not actually golden,” being taken as true. Since, under
this conception, the golden mountain is not actually golden, and
this is because it is not existent at the actual world. Instead the
golden mountain is only golden at some worlds other than the
actual that realizes the way that it would be if it did exist. But
Meinongianism overall seems like it aims to save the intuitive
notion that the golden mountain has to actually be golden for it be
a golden mountain. So, if Meinongianism generally aims to save
these intuitive notions, it is strange that the supposed “better” form
of Modal Meinongianism does not even save the intuitive notion
that it aims to save. Of course, this objection would not show
Modal Meinongianism to be false per se, but then we ask what
impetus do Meinongians (and others) actually have to endorse
Modal Meinongianism over other views that try to account for
these intuitive notions?

The second, more important, objection that Kroon raises is
that there is an issue involving just what we know (or can know)
about nonexistent objects given the Modal Characterization Prin-
ciple. He notes that Modal Meinongianism accepts that some
nonexistent objects have properties still at the actual world such
as being thought about by someone who exists at the actual world.
But then this leads to a further question; he then asks, “How do
we know that nonexistence is among [the object’s] properties?”
(Kroon 2012, p. 28).

Kroon gives two arguments to show this problem; the first
is about de re imagining. By de re imagining, that is to say, imag-
ining that is about the specific object picked out by a definite
description. This argument says that we can direct our imagination
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towards actual existing things, and this can lead to some counter-
intuitive implications. For example, consider playing an imagina-
tion game; say you are looking at an actual existing wooden stick
and imagining that it is a magical mythril blade. Additionally, one
can further imagine more scenarios while continuing to imagine
this wooden stick as a magical mythril blade. So, this object exists
at the actual world as a wooden stick, but at the same time exists
as a magical mythril blade at the worlds which realize the sort of
world you imagine when you do imagine it. Therefore, in some
respects at some other worlds, at least some wooden sticks are
magical mythril blades that exist somehow (Kroon 2012, p. 29).
This notion is odd, how can a wooden stick be mythril (so not
wooden) and a blade (so not a stick)?

The second argument is a modal argument that concerns
fictional characters. When it comes to questions about fiction,
Modal Meinongianism claims that these fictional objects/charac-
ters have properties, just only at the world(s) that realize the way
that they are represented as being when one engages with these
fictions. But then consider the making of arbitrary counterfactuals
when engaging with fiction. For example, perhaps when reading
Catch-22, the world I represent includes the claim, “Had Yossarian
not been in the military, he might have become an opera singer.”
Appealing to Modal Meinongianism says that this claim is true at
the worlds that realize the way I represent it when I engage with
this fiction. Then Kroon adds in the note about modality that, “the
‘might have’ is the ‘might have’ of logical possibility” (Kroon
2012, p. 30). From this note, under Modal Meinongianism, there
must be worlds where Yossarian exists, but is an opera singer and
not in the military. And he continues with this argument, adding
that, “There is no a priori reason, however (at least no a priori
reason officially sanctioned by Priest’s theory), for thinking that
the actual world is not one of these worlds” (Kroon 2012, p. 30).
Given this, we additionally have no a priori reason to conclude
that the claim that Yossarian was an opera singer at the actual
world is false. This is a very strange implication, since it seems
to be a given (or even seemingly analytic) that Yossarian, as a
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fictional character, does not exist in the actual world. But to put
this another way, it is to say that we have no a priori reason to
think that Yossarian, a fictional character, is actually nonexistent.
But perhaps it could be said that I represent all fictional charac-
ters as nonexistent, so then I can know that they’re nonexistent.
However, the Modal Characterization Principle would read that
statement as just saying that at some world or another, the charac-
ters do not exist, so I still cannot know whether the actual world is
one of those worlds or not.

This further leads to the issue of how one can actually intend
a nonexistent object. In order to intend a nonexistent object, it
seems like one needs to actually know that it is nonexistent first.
Given that we have no a priori knowledge about whether or not
some intended object exists at the actual world, Kroon reminds us
that, “We can make mistakes when intending an existent object . .
. So why not when intending a nonexistent object?”” (Kroon 2012,
p. 32). For example, when we see an oasis in a desert, we can think
about this oasis and how cool and refreshing the waters will be.
However, this oasis is a mirage, so does not actually exist. And
so, there’s the question as to whether there is a reversed analogue
where one intends a nonexistent object, but it turns out that it
actually exists. And again, since under this conception, we cannot
know a priori whether the object is nonexistent, it seems like this
mistake can occur. So, if these objections are correct, not only
does Modal Meinongianism not actually save the intuitions that
it is out to save, but also cannot even account for what is actually
nonexistent.

V. MODAL MEINONGIAN REPLIES

In reply to Kroon’s objections, Graham Priest defends Modal
Meinongianism in the second edition of Towards Non-Being
(2016), as well as in “Modal Meinongianism and Characterization
Reply to Kroon” with Francesco Berto.

In response to Kroon’s first objection that Modal Meinon-
gianism does not account for the intuitive notions that they are
supposedly out to save, they note that what is claimed to be an
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important intuitive notion shared by most forms of Meinongianism
is actually the acceptance of a related theory called Literalism.
Literalism is the view that fictional/nonexistent objects, “literally
and really have the (nuclear) properties they are characterized as
having (in the relevant fictions)” (Berto 2014, p. 187). Not only
do they note that other forms of Meinongianism, such as the Dual
Copula version, do not accept literalist intuitions, but also argue
that the seemingly intuitive notions for Literalism are actually
counterintuitive.

To elucidate this counterintuitive notion, it is helpful to
consider reference to non-fictional actual existing people within
fiction. For example, I could write some fan-fiction where I
meet all my favorite fictional characters and they each give me a
memento to remember them by. But this does not make it literally
the case that I have met my favorite fictional characters, nor do
I literally have these mementos. Not only are literalist intuitions
just straight up false at the actual world, but not actually intui-
tive at all. It would be similar to asking for directions to take you
to Metropolis or Gotham City. Just because they are in the U.S.
in the worlds described by DC-Comics writers, it does not mean
that we can literally find them in the U.S. And asking any U.S.
citizen for these directions, they would quickly say something to
effect of, “Those aren’t real places.” If this is not enough to get rid
of these literalist intuitions, there is a further argument that liter-
alist intuitions are counterintuitive because they are committed to
numerous significant contradictions. There are at least three ways
that literalists are committed to contradiction. The first is that there
can be internally inconsistent fictions that contain contradictions
as part of the story. For example, in Grant Morrison’s Animal Man,
the titular character recognizes that he received his powers at age
30 and has no children, but he also remembers that he received
his powers at age 19 and has two children. However, this is an
intentional contradiction in the character to describe the strange
continuity of comic-book characters and fits into the larger meta-
fictional plot. The second way is that some fictions can contradict
other fictions, such as the case in Superman comics. In Superman:
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Red Son, Superman lands in the Soviet Union after Krypton is
destroyed, whereas the normal Superman-fictions has Superman
having landed in Smallville. The third is the most commonly noted;
some fictions contradict reality (Sainsbury 2010, p. 31). This is
just as was mentioned previously; a fiction might say “Sherlock
Holmes lived at 221b Baker Street,” but in reality, something else
occupied the space of 221b Baker Street. So, given this large set
of contradictions to accept in Literalism, these “intuitive” notions
about Literalism are actually wildly counterintuitive.

However, although the literalist intuitions actually seem
both false and counterintuitive, it also seems like there is still
some area of explanation to do here. One worry here is that if all
statements about nonexistent objects are prefixed with “according
to the (relevant) story,” then we can end up with some strange
implications. Here is a question: who is physically stronger, me
or Superman? | suppose that should be read as, “according to the
world described by DC-comics writers, who is stronger, me or
Superman?” According to that world, Superman is inhumanly
strong, whereas I do not exist in that world, so that question
does not have an answer, or is meaningless. Instead maybe it is,
“According to the actual world, who is stronger, me or Superman?”
But the same problem arises, I am not very strong, but Superman
does not exist, so there is no meaningful answer. Yet at the same
time, we do want to say that it even seems somewhat obvious that
Superman is stronger than I am. So, while the literalist intuitions
are counterintuitive (and wrong), rehashing them as “according to
the story” does not manage to solve all problems either. I will not
press this further, but I think there must be some more complete
way to account for this issue.

To the second of Kroon’s objections, of how we can know
that nonexistent objects have nonexistence as a property, Priest
and Berto’s response involves distinguishing between speaker
referent and semantic referent (Berto 2014, p. 191). The speaker
referent is what the speaker intends to refer to when they perform
an utterance. The semantic referent is what is actually being
referred to. This distinction can be highlighted with an example
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involving being slightly incorrect in describing a referent. For
example, perhaps I say, “That woman over there is beautiful,”
but unknown to me, the person to whom I’'m referring is actually
a man. The semantic referent is still this man; that is to say the
meaning of the utterance did not wholly depend on my intention.
Continuing, they note that additionally, the semantic referent of a
definite description is context dependent. Furthermore, what gets
picked out by this definite description may not be what actually
satisfies the description due to differences in time and/or place.
For example, if I say, “John Wilkes Booth is infamous for having
killed the President.” Even though I am in the US and it is 2017,
I was discussing U.S. history, so the referent of ‘the President’
is not Donald Trump, but Abraham Lincoln. From this, Priest
and Berto add that there is a modal version of this same context-
dependence phenomenon. For example, consider, “The strongest
person living on Earth.” This certainly picks out someone on
Earth, likely a muscular person who competes in weight lifting
competitions. However, if [ was discussing the world described by
the various writers of DC-Comics, “The strongest person living
on Earth” likely points to someone else, such as Superman. So,
these definite descriptions can semantically refer to things that do
not actually have these properties since it can refer to objects that
do not exist.

With this in mind, when it comes to Kroon’s argument from
de re imagining, Priest and Berto argue that Kroon is mistaken
in thinking that “what was referred to by the description was,
context-independently, a unique thing” (Berto 2014, p. 193).
That is to say that there are numerous answers based on different
contexts and/or different speaker-intentions. So how we come to
know that nonexistent objects, such as the golden mountain do
not exist, can be figured out differently in many different contexts.
Sometimes it is just empirically discovered, such as in the case of
my nonexistent thirteenth finger; all it takes is counting my ten
fingers to discover that my thirteenth finger does not exist. So,
again consider the imagination game involving the wooden stick.
We make up a story de re about it, and we refer to it as a magical
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mythril blade. But it is understood that this wooden stick is not a
magical mythril blade at the actual world. So, we can know that
“magical mythril blade” just refers to this wooden stick at the
actual world, but also can refer to a magical mythril blade at the
worlds which realize the way my imagination represents it to be.
But this does not mean that the wooden stick is mythril and blade-
like, just that the object referred to at the actual is a wooden stick
and that the object referred to at some other worlds is a magical
mythril blade.

But still the problem remains of how we can intend a nonex-
istent object. Since Kroon’s modal argument showed that, since
we cannot know the nonexistence a priori, intending a nonexis-
tent object is actually quite problematic. They acknowledge that,
“this cannot in general be settled by [Modal Meinongianism]
as such: it depends on how things turn out in the world” (Berto
2014, p. 197). One can intend to refer to all sorts of things, and
if what they intend to refer to does not obtain at the actual world,
then they have intended a nonexistent object. It can just happen
that we can think about things like your thirteenth finger. I really
think that your thirteenth finger is a nonexistent object, though
it could exist (not to discriminate against any thirteen-fingered
beings reading this), but if it is not the case that you have thirteen
(or more) fingers, then I have intended a nonexistent object. It
seems to be the case that we can do this, as when we are mistaken
about existing objects, or not-fully-knowing whether something
exists or not, but having it be the case in the actual world that it
does not exist. But can we intend something about objects that
we seemingly know do not exist? How could we pick them out
amongst all the nonexistent objects? Priest argues this is just an
act of “primitive intentionality,” that is to say it is just the nature
of intentionality and phenomenology (and maybe imagining), that
we can do this (Priest 2016, pp. 208-210). And it seems that we
can; for example, I can imagine a woman named Holmes* with a
deerstalker cap, who is a detective (so now this nonexistent object
is phenomenologically present to me); I can admire Holmes* as
well. I do not think I’ll ever get this Holmes* confused with the
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Sherlock Holmes of Doyle’s stories. When people talk of Holmes,
the detective, I will never be confused whether they are talking
about the Holmes* I imagined. However, it still must be stated that
this primitive phenomenological/mental pointing at nonexistent
objects is not wholly uncontroversial, so it may be outright denied
by those who take it to be the case that we cannot do that. But,
it really seems to be the case that we can do that, so I take it that
we can intend something about nonexistent objects. So, though
these objections do not actually show any damning problems with
Modal Meinongianism, the problems they do raise show that there
is still further discussion to be had on the topic, and that Modal
Meinongianism is far from being a complete view.

V1. CONCLUSION

Claims about nonexistent objects seem to be much less myste-
rious than they actually are when we discuss them. And intuition
appears to be a great motivator in thinking that we actually can
properly find a theory to account for the strangeness involved
with characterizing (and knowing about) nonexistent objects. It
seems that, intuitively, we need to be able to account for how we
can properly discuss (or even engage with) nonexistent objects.
Various forms of Meinongianism attempt to account for these
intuitions. The Characterization Principle, and the modal version
of it, are central to whole idea of Meinongianism. And though
the Modal Characterization Principle is what separates Modal
Meinongianism from other forms of Meinongianism, it carries
some implications that some may find problematic. But though
Modal Meinongianism has some answers to the issues that Fred
Kroon raises, it was noted in the response by Priest and Berto that
Kroon’s criticisms were, “the most perceptive criticism of [Modal
Meinongianism] to date” (Berto 2014, p. 199). But equally, they
acknowledge that there is a further discussion to be had on the
subject. So, although the objections raised by Kroon have some
reasonable responses, they still highlight some issues with all
forms of Modal Meinongianism. Some questions that remain are
how exactly are we able to engage with these nonexistent objects?
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And how justifiable is appealing to primitive intentionality to
answer that question? Also, there still lies the question of how
much the intuition should be considered as justification, given
that the literalist intuitions were shown quite rightly to be prob-
lematic and incorrect. But Modal Meinongianism is a relatively
recent theory, and seems to actually get a lot correct about how
we talk about nonexistent objects. So, Modal Meinongianism still
remains a reasonably acceptable theory to hold, but there is still
more explanation to be done in order for it to be complete.
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NAMES, RIGIDIFIED DESCRIPTIONS,
AND PERSISTENCY

David Fonth

INTRODUCTION

This essay aims to examine the discussion surrounding the plau-
sibility of Kripke’s rigid designation thesis. In particular, I will
examine the debate between those who try to appeal to Kripke’s
modal argument as a motivating force for rigid designation, and
those who try to undermine the argument by appealing to descrip-
tivism. One well-known descriptivist stance, as noted by Chen
Bo, against rigid designation is the idea that any description can
be rigidified and thus turned into a rigid designator, which would
seem to undermine Kripke’s enterprise on rigid designation, since
rigid designation was meant to explain the semantic difference
between proper names and descriptions. However, even if we
accept Chen Bo’s thesis that any description can be successfully
rigidified, this does not entail a dissipation of the seemingly intui-
tive difference between proper names and descriptions, since the
distinction between obstinately rigid and persistently rigid desig-
nators may offer another option to consider. Ultimately, I aim to
show that, insofar as we grant the strain of rigidified descriptivism
described in this essay, either we should accept the consequences
of obstinacy, or we should accept the failure of Kripke’s modal
argument. Either way, however, a difference between proper
names and rigidified descriptivism will still remain.

At the base of all of this lies the question, “What do names
mean?” Most of us believe that we could provide a brief answer
to this question, since we use names on a daily basis. You may
think, for instance, that a name is just shorthand for a description
that you associate with an individual. However, does this mean
that, if we are false in our description, the name fails to refer to
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any unique individual? If this is not true, then it does appear to aid
the position of those that do not take names to be shorthand for
descriptions. But then how else would names get their meaning?
Are names completely devoid of descriptional substance? Or are
names actually descriptions masquerading as singularly refer-
ring terms? This essay examines one possible way that one could
answer these questions—through the adoption of Saul Kripke’s
rigid designation thesis—and assesses one facet of its defensi-
bility against those who seek to undermine it.

In Section I, I will set up the context of the discussion at
hand by providing a general summary of the descriptivist atmo-
sphere that permeated much of the 20th century discourse on
philosophy of language leading up to Kripke’s theory of rigid
designation. In Section II, I will briefly introduce the semantics of
modality, especially those pertaining to possible world semantics
and counterfactual conditionals, in order to make clear the distinc-
tion between modal and non-modal propositions. Section I will
culminate with Kripke’s theory of rigid designation, which is the
main focus of the debate in question. In Section III I will introduce
Chen Bo’s argument against rigid designation, which focuses on
the idea of rigidifying any type of description in order to equivo-
cate, in general, rigidified descriptions with rigid designators.
Section IV will examine the distinction between obstinately rigid
and persistently rigid designators, and will provide the motivation
behind adopting obstinacy in order to save Kripke’s modal argu-
ment. Section V, I will introduce Millianism and demonstrate its
applicability to the obstinacy thesis. Section VI will then evaluate
the compatibility between Millianism and persistency, and discuss
its consequences for Kripke’s modal argument. Lastly, Section
VII will include my final remarks on the status of the debate enter-
tained in this essay.

I. BACKGROUND

In order to first understand the philosophical climate that
surrounded discussion on names and definite descriptions, it is be
beneficial to examine the precursors to Kripke’s theory of rigid
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designation. The philosopher who arguably left the earliest impact
on modern discussion of philosophy of language was Gottlob
Frege, who tried to formulate an extensional theory of language;
that is, a theory which bases an expression’s meaning on its exten-
sion, or reference, within the external world. In order to solve the
problems associated with ‘a=b’-type statements and propositions
with intensional contexts, he introduced the notion of “sense,”
which communicated the cognitive significance—the thought that
the expression introduces in the individual’s mind—of an expres-
sion (Frege 1892, pp. 37-40). A sense, or a “mode of presenta-
tion”, therefore, could be understood as identifying some property
of the object being referred to, which oftentimes took the form of
a description of the object (Frege 1892, p. 37). Frege’s conception
of meaning was thus a descriptive theory of names, since descrip-
tions played a role in the meaning of a name.

This descriptivist stance on proper names was also held by
Bertrand Russell, who believed that proper names were actu-
ally definite descriptions in disguise. Although Russell rejected
Frege’s notion of “sense”, since it seemed to require too much of
an ontological commitment, it is obvious that his attitude towards
proper names was descriptivist in nature (Russell 1905, pp.481-
493). This philosophical perspective on proper names was further
echoed with John Searle’s cluster theory, which, despite also
rejecting the notion of “sense” put forth by Frege, associated a
name with a cluster of descriptions that were true of the object that
was being referred to (Searle 1958, pp.171-172). And even though
Searle’s conception of the relationship between proper names and
descriptions was not as strong as that of his predecessors, descrip-
tions were still needed in order to fix the referent of a name to a
unique object in the external world. Saul Kripke, however, strayed
from his predecessors by conceiving of a theory of proper names
that did not rely on definite descriptions, while simultaneously
solving the flaws of the earlier descriptivist theories.

One of the main flaws in question was how one could
successfully refer to someone, using a name, while being
completely wrong in the only description that she could attribute
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to the individual referred to. For instance, if [ were speaking to a
philosophically-illiterate colleague of mine, who believed Plato to
be the teacher of Socrates, about the works of Plato, then it seems
obvious to say that both of us are referring to the same individual,
even though her only description of Plato was false. What ought
to be said in this situation is not that she failed to refer, but that
she failed to accurately attribute a description to the individual
that she was referring to. This seems to suggest that descrip-
tions, contrary to Russell and Frege, are not necessary in order for
someone to refer successfully through the usage of a name, since
my colleague was able to refer without the mediation of a descrip-
tion. Moreover, suppose that the description “the teacher of Aris-
totle,” a description typically attributed to Plato, had been true
of Socrates. Any sentence that I utter which has “the teacher of
Aristotle” as its subject term would be referring to Socrates, since
that is what the expression denotes in this counterfactual scenario.
However, I would not be under the impression that Plato was not
Socrates; I would simply be under the impression that Plato was
not the teacher of Aristotle. Here is where Kripke’s theory of rigid
designation excels: it offers an explanation to the way in which we
manage to successfully refer to an individual without the media-
tion of a description, and it provides one with the ability to differ-
entiate the modal status of definite descriptions and proper names.

II. THE SEMANTICS OF MODALITY

Before explicating Kripke’s notion of a rigid designator, however,
it is important to clarify a couple of terms relating to modality,
since his theory has modal involvement and implications. It is first
important to note that his definition of rigid and non-rigid desig-
nators depends on the concept of “possible worlds.” A “possible
world” can basically be understood as a way in which the world
could be, or could have been. For instance, since it could have
been the case that John Adams was the first President of the
United States, not George Washington, then that is tantamount to
saying that, in some possible world, John Adams is the first Presi-
dent of the United States. It should be made clear, however, that
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talk of possible worlds does not ontologically commit oneself to
believing in these worlds as real, since all that this talk of possible
worlds is contributing to the discussion is providing a semantics
on which we can rest our modal talk. Moreover, since modality
deals with what is possible or necessary, a proposition of the form
“it is possible that x” or “it is necessary that x” would be consid-
ered modal propositions. These are not the only kinds of modal
propositions, however, since there are also counterfactual condi-
tionals, which are similar to conditional propositions in form, yet
differ in the sense that they discuss what is contrary to fact. An
example of this would be the statement, “If Donald Trump had
not won the 2016 United States presidential election, then Hillary
Clinton would have,” since, despite having the form of a condi-
tional statement, it is contrary to the actual state of affairs.

Actuality is also another term which has some modal import.
If we abide by Lewis’ interpretation of actuality—that it is an
indexical—then the actual world is just the world that we are
a part of (Lewis 1973, p. 85-86). This allows us to analyze, for
instance, the statement “George Washington was the first Presi-
dent of the United States” as true in the actual world, but false in
some possible world in which John Adams was the first President
of the United States. Actuality plays a substantial role in Chen
Bo’s criticism of Kripke’s rigid designation thesis, which I will
introduce later in this essay, since he attempts to undermine the
modal difference between proper names and definite descrip-
tions through qualifying descriptions as being about objects in the
actual world, and as such always referring to these objects across
all possible worlds.

Having laid out the semantics and philosophical import
of the theory in question, it would now be appropriate to define
Kripke’s theory of rigid designation. For Kripke, a rigid desig-
nator is a term that refers to the same object in all possible worlds
in which that object exists, and which refers to no object in all
possible worlds in which that object does not exist.! A non-rigid
designator, on the other hand, is a term that does not refer to the
same object in all possible worlds. For instance, the expression
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“the teacher of Aristotle” would be considered a non-rigid desig-
nator, since, although it refers to Plato in the actual world, it is
possible that it could have referred to Cicero, if the state of affairs
had been different. In other words, the expression does not refer
to the same object in all possible worlds, since it refers to Plato
in the actual world, but to Cicero in some other possible world.
Definite descriptions, in general, are considered by Kripke to be
non-rigid designators, since they could have easily been true of
another individual in some counterfactual scenario.?

The singular term “Plato,” however, does refer to the same
object across all possible worlds in which the object exists
because, whenever I entertain counterfactual situations in which
“Plato” is the subject term, I hold the referent of “Plato” fixed.
This referent-fixing facet is what characterizes proper names as
rigid designators, since, without it, one would have to construct
a “transworld” identity criterion for every proper name, which
would clearly be an arduous task. Kripke describes this referent-
fixing process by appealing to his causal theory of reference, which
states that a proper name becomes rigid—has its reference fixed
to a specific object—the moment someone initially baptizes the
object with that name. Moreover, reference involving that proper
name is successful whenever there is a causal chain that exists
between the utterance of the proper name to the initial baptism of
the object. Besides the potential metaphysical consequences that
emerge from this theory, Kripke manages to create a theory of
proper names that does not equivocate proper names with definite
descriptions, while simultaneously solving the issue that descrip-
tivist theories seemed to have trouble with.

II1I. RIGIDIFIED DESCRIPTIVISM

Philosopher Chen Bo, however, does not take Kripke’s modal
argument to be a strong enough reason for adopting his theory
of rigid designation. Roughly, Kripke’s modal argument revolves
around the difference in the modal profile between proper names
and definite descriptions. To reiterate, Kripke understood there
to be a semantic difference between proper names and definite
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descriptions, in regards to modal propositions: proper names
are rigid designators while definite descriptions are non-rigid
designators. This goes against descriptivist theories of names,
however, since descriptivists maintain that proper names and defi-
nite descriptions do not differ in regards to their modal profile.
After all, if they did differ, then it would seem to undermine the
connection between proper names and descriptions that descrip-
tivism aims to demonstrate. Kripke clearly argues against this,
however, by holding that there is a difference. Namely, that one
has the property of rigidity while the other does not. So, if one
assumes that descriptivist theories of proper names are true, then,
by simply applying a reductio-style argument from the premises
just laid out, the original assumption turns out to be false.?

Chen Bo criticizes Kripke’s argument by maintaining,
among other things, that descriptions can, “with an implicit quali-
fication,” become rigidified, and thus have the same modal profile
as proper names (Bo 2012, p. 235). Bo evaluates his criticism by
examining statements of the following variety:

(1) Plato might not have been the teacher of Aristotle

(2) The teacher of Aristotle might not have been the teacher of
Aristotle

It is clear that (1) is true, since there is nothing stopping us from
creating a counterfactual scenario in which Cicero was the teacher
of Aristotle. However, (2) appears false, since it seems to be the
case that the only thing that the teacher of Aristotle could not have
not been was the referent of “the teacher of Aristotle”—whoever
that may be. As a result, (1) and (2) do not have the same truth
value. And since their truth values differ in a modal context, then
their modal profiles are not the same. This lends itself to Kripke’s
modal argument for adopting rigid designation (Kripke, 1981, pg.
281-282).

Bo understands Kripke as being partially correct here, since
he maintains that (1) and (2) do differ in truth value, but that they
only differ in truth value if ‘Plato’ in (1) and ‘The teacher of Aris-
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totle’ in (2) both take narrow scopes relative to the implicit modal
operator—possibility—that is apparent in both statements.* If,
instead, they both take wide scopes relative to the modal operator
of the proposition that they are within, then (1) becomes:

(3) There is exactly one person who is Plato such that it is
possible that #e was not the teacher of Aristotle.

And (2) becomes:

(4) There is exactly one person who is the teacher of Aristotle
such that it is possible that e was not the teacher of Aris-
totle.

Under these wide-scope readings of (1) and (2), then they do both
turn out to be true. It would thus seem to be the case that Bo has,
on some level, undermined Kripke’s modal argument for rigid
designation, since, on one reading of the modal operator, there is
no difference in the modal profile between proper names and defi-
nite descriptions. However, since I am not primarily concerned
with this aspect of Chen Bo’s criticism of Kripke’s thesis on rigid
designation, I will not bother myself with providing an argument
against his assumption that simply having a reading on which (1)
and (2) both have the same truth values—a wide-scope reading—
may cause one to doubt Kripke’s modal argument. Chen Bo
himself even recognizes that this assumption of his needs substan-
tial support, since he gives a considerable amount of attention to
defending the idea that propositions containing proper names, like
definite descriptions, are also susceptible to scope ambiguities (Bo
2012, p. 239). Rather, it is what he continues to say after he puts
forth this initial criticism that I want to examine.

According to Bo, one reason why someone may hold (1)
to be true and (2) to be false is because, when we use names, we
intend to refer to some unique individual, while, when we use
definite descriptions, we intend to refer to whoever has the quality
or property that the description is attributing to the individual. If
this were the case, then it is clear that (1) and (2) do not have the
same truth value. However, Bo goes on to claim that, contrary
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to this line of reasoning, we do not use descriptions in this way.
He claims that, when we use descriptions, we use them intending
to refer to a particular individual whom we have already picked
out as the referent of the description. For instance, when we use
“the President of the United States” we intend to refer to Donald
Trump, not to whoever might have fulfilled the quality of being
the current president of the United States (Bo 2012, p. 235). Bo
continues this line of reasoning by stating:

From the referential perspective, descriptions can also

be rigidified, and become “rigid designators”, as long as
they are supplemented with an implicit qualification: “in
the actual world (which I shall rephrase by ‘in @’)”. The
reason why the qualification is not made explicitly is that
we always talk in @, so there is no need to refer to @ all
the time. When we talk counterfactually, we go outside the
actual world and into some other possible worlds, and then
“in @” should be added: “the teacher of [Aristotle] in @”.
In this way the description is no less rigid than the name
‘Aristotle’; they both refer to the man Aristotle fixedly,
invariably, rigidly. (Bo 2012, pp. 235-236)

Before I mention my thoughts on Bo’s criticism of the differ-
ence between statements like (1) and (2), I would like to clarify
the two claims that he has made thus far. The first claim seems to
be a claim on the way that people use language; that is, it seems
to be an empirical claim about what people mean when they use
descriptions to refer to someone or something. The second claim,
however, is not entirely empirical, since it is also making a claim
on the modal quality of descriptions. Since I want to dedicate the
rest of this essay in examining his second claim, I would like to
quickly address his first claim and hopefully show that it at least
does not assist in the veracity of his second claim.

To reiterate, Bo’s first claim centers around the idea that,
when people use definite descriptions as the subject of their state-
ments, they do so intending to refer to some particular, unique
individual. This is in contrast to the view that someone who
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understood (1) as being true and (2) as being false would hold;
namely, that, when people use definite descriptions as the subject
of their statements, they do so intending to refer to whoever fulfills
the quality that the description is attempting to attribute. I do not
completely reject Bo’s claim, since there are certainly moments
in which someone uses a definite description intending to refer to
some particular individual whom they already have in their mind.
However, I do not agree that this is always the case, since there are
certainly scenarios in which someone would use a description in
order to refer to whoever happens to fulfill the quality or property
that the description is attempting to attribute. For instance, let us
say that, for some reason, I was unaware of who Thomas Edison
was. If, one day, I was to marvel at the complexity of the light bulb
that lights my desk, and if I were to then utter “the inventor of
the light bulb was a genius”, I would not have had any particular
individual in mind, since I am merely referring to whomever was
the inventor of the light bulb. Mid-20th century philosopher Keith
Donnellan understood this facet of descriptions by conceiving
of a distinction between a description’s referential use and its
attributive use (Donnellan 1966, p. 284-286). The example I just
provided would have been an instance of the attributive use of the
description “the inventor of the light bulb,” while Bo’s intuitions
about descriptions align with a description’s referential use. More-
over, since the use of a description is determined by the inten-
tion of the speaker, and the issue over how people intend to use
descriptions is an empirical one in nature, Bo’s first claim does not
amount to a strong criticism of Kripke’s thesis, since not all uses
of descriptions are referential.

Bo’s second claim, however, is more substantial than the
first, since it is a claim that seems to attack the root of the problem;
namely, the difference in the modal profile between proper names
and definite descriptions. Bo claims that, by adding the implicit
qualification “in the actual world,” a definite description can be
rigidified and thus have the same referential power that a proper
name does. A rigidified description that refers to some object in
the actual world, therefore, is no different, in regards to the object
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that it refers to in other possible worlds, from a proper name that
refers to the same object in the actual world. To better illustrate
this claim, let’s rewrite (2) as:

(5) The teacher of Aristotle in the actual world might not have
been the teacher of Aristotle.

With the implicit qualification now added into the definite
description, (5) now appears to be true; the teacher of Aristotle in
the actual world is Plato, and it is clear that Plato, as evidenced
by the truth of (2), might not have been the teacher of Aristotle.
Moreover, since the truth of (2) is captured by (5), and since ‘the
teacher of Aristotle in the actual world’ and ‘Plato’ both appear to
refer to the same object in all possible worlds in which the object
exists, then it seems that Chen Bo has succeeded in undermining
Kripke’s modal argument for the adoption of rigid designation.
After all, if, in regards to their modal import, a rigidified descrip-
tion is no different from a proper name, then there is no reason to
favor names as the sole, exclusive bearers of rigidity.

What avenues, if any, are available to the Kripkean that
hopes to combat Bo’s rigidified descriptivist stance and save the
semantic difference between proper names and definite descrip-
tions? There are three possible ways in which I believe one could
respond. The first way one could respond would be to attack the
addition of the “implicit qualification” of ‘in the actual world’ to
definite descriptions. The argument could be made that, similar to
how it is not implicit that every use of a description by someone
is not implicitly referential, not every usage of a definite descrip-
tion is implicitly qualified to be about the actual world. The fact
that the qualification is implicit could be criticized, since, if all
descriptions were always implicitly qualified to be about the actual
world, then counterfactual scenarios, with definite descriptions as
their subject term, would never have been a problem for metaphy-
sicians dealing with modality. Perhaps there are usages, probably
more arcane than that of attributive uses of definite descriptions,
in which a description, uttered in the actual world, is not implicitly
qualified to be about the actual world. For the sake of argument,
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however, I would like to grant Bo this point, and instead focus
on what, if anything, could be done to maintain some difference
between rigidified descriptions and proper names, if both are to be
thought of as rigid designators.

IV. OBSTINACY AND PERSISTENCY

The second way in which rigidified descriptions and proper names
can still be thought of as different, in regards to their modal conse-
quences, is through appealing to the distinction between an obsti-
nately rigid and a persistently rigid designator. Before offering
the definition of obstinately rigid and persistently rigid designa-
tors, which is often credited to Nathan Salmon, let us reiterate
the definition of a rigid designator and a non-rigid designator, as
conceived by Kripke:

Rigid Designator: a term d is a rigid designator for an
object i iff it designates i with respect to all possible worlds
in which 7 exists, and to no object in all possible worlds in
which i does not exist.

Non-rigid Designator: a term d is a non-rigid designator
for an object i iff it does not designate i with respect to all
possible worlds.

With these definitions clear in our minds, let us now introduce
the definitions of an obstinately rigid designator and a persistently
rigid designator, as conceived by Nathan Salmon:

Obstinately Rigid Designator: A term d is an obstinately
rigid designator for an object i iff it designates i with
respect to every possible world, whether that thing exists
there or not.

Persistently Rigid Designator: A term d is a persistently
rigid designator for an object i iff it designates i with
respect to every possible world in which that thing exists,
and which designates nothing with respect to possible
worlds in which that thing does not exist. (Salmon 1982, p.
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33-34)

It should be clear now how Chen Bo’s rigidified descriptivist
argument against Kripke’s modal argument for the adoption of his
rigid designation thesis could be amended: a rigidified description
is a persistently rigid designator, while a proper name is an obsti-
nately rigid designator. This would preserve a semantic difference
between rigidified descriptions and proper names, which would
support Kripke’s modal argument and thus weaken descriptivism.
The issue, however, now becomes whether these terms are even
terms worth entertaining in the first place. After all, an obstinately
rigid designator seems to entail the necessarily-existing-object
consequence that Kripke, with his added clarification on the defi-
nition of a rigid designator, wanted to avoid, since he did not want
his thesis on rigid designation to entail the necessary existence
of rigidly designated objects. As a result, it appears to be that, in
order to save the difference between rigidified descriptions and
proper names, one would need to demonstrate that the distinction
between an obstinately rigid designator and a persistently rigid
designator is not superfluous, and that names are obstinately rigid
designators while rigidified descriptions are persistently rigid
designators.

First, it would be useful to examine exactly when the distinc-
tion between these two terms would even be pertinent to our
current discussion. It appears to be that the only time an obstinately
rigid-designating term would differ from a persistently rigid-
designating term would be when we consider possible worlds in
which the object designated by the term does not exist; if the term
is persistently rigid, then it fails to refer, while if the term is obsti-
nately rigid, then it manages to successfully refer. If we look to
Kripke’s definition of a rigid designator, it most likely resembles
the definition of a persistently rigid designator, since they both
make the clarification of guaranteeing a failure of reference at
possible worlds in which the designated object does not exist. As a
result, the defendant of Kripke’s modal argument could begin her
defense by first making the claim that rigidified descriptions and
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proper names are—at least—persistently rigid designators. Once
she has made this claim, she will then need to show how one could
go about elevating proper names to the status of obstinately rigid
designators. This second claim, however, will clearly be in more
need of justification. I would now like to examine three possible
ways in which she could argue this second claim.

It should quickly be mentioned that each of the three ways
involves making use of David Kaplan’s bi-dimensional frame-
work of “context of use” and “world of evaluation” (Kaplan
1978, p. 494). Kaplan believes that an expression’s content was a
product of the expression along with the context at which it was
uttered within. Once we had an expression’s content, we can then
evaluate it at different possible worlds in order to determine its
extension at those worlds. For example, let’s take the following
sentence:

(6) Donald Trump is the President of the United States.

Under Kaplan’s bi-dimensional framework, if we were to
check the veracity of this statement at some possible world, then
the world at which the content of ‘Donald Trump’ was generated
at will be different from the world at which its extension is to be
determined. This is because the term’s context-of-use is the actual
world, while the term’s extension is some other possible world.

Having clarified Kaplan’s bi-dimensional framework, I
would like to examine the first possible route. This first route criti-
cizes the idea that obstinately rigid designators refer to nonexis-
tent objects. This preconception about obstinately rigid designa-
tors is, after all, one of the reasons why a defender of Kripkean
rigid designation might be skeptical about believing in obstinacy.
In order to defend this, Joao Branquinho, a proponent of the obsti-
nacy thesis, capitalizes on the difference between “the notions of
—reference with respect to a world — and reference in a world”,
noting that “the former notion concerns the reference of words
as used by us in describing certain counterfactual situations; the
latter concerns the reference of words as used in those counter-
factual situations” (Branquinho 2003, p. 5). Branquinho is clearly
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trying to completely dissociate the two cases of reference from
one another, since he takes the former instance of reference as
being an instance in which the world of evaluation is the world
at which the context is generated; that is, the actual world. He
then takes the latter instance of reference as being an instance in
which the world of evaluation is some other possible world. He
then claims that the terms which we would consider obstinate,
such as proper names, will have a reference in the actual world;
since that is the world at which they were generated at, the objects
reside in that world. Furthermore, even if the world at which the
term is evaluated at does not have the object as part of its domain,
it does not entail that the obstinately rigid-designating term will
completely fail to refer. This is because, in situations in which the
object does not exist at the target possible world, the obstinately
rigid designator’s reference can still be guaranteed through its
existence at the world of generation. In other words, although the
term does not have a reference in the possible world, the term has
reference with respect to the possible world.

If we accept this line of reasoning, then we manage to rein-
force our belief in Kripke’s rigid designation thesis by reaffirming
his modal argument, and we manage to do so without having to
believe in the reference of nonexistent objects. However, there
are two counter-arguments that I think can be levied against the
proponent of this thesis. The first involves the distinction made
between reference at a world of generation and reference at a
world of evaluation. Although I have no issue with making the
distinction between the worlds themselves, I do not subscribe to
the idea that, when we take our rigidly designating term and enter-
tain counterfactual situations in which the referent of the term
does not exist at some possible world, we are to believe that its
extension at the possible world—the world of evaluation—is not
the sole determinate of its reference. If I want to know whether
or not an obstinately rigid designator’s reference is successful at
a possible world, then I am interested in whether or not the object
that the obstinately rigid designator is supposed to designate is
a member of the set of objects in the possible world’s domain.
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Under the analysis thus far presented, however, the object’s
nonexistence at a possible world would not entail a failure of
reference, since reference, as was hitherto mentioned, can still be
guaranteed, albeit through a different form of reference. But this
is simply counterintuitive, since it goes against what we take to be
true, in regards to an object’s existence and a term’s reference to
that object; namely, that if an object does not exist, then reference
to that object cannot be successful. It should be noted that, simply
because a theory is counterintuitive does not entail that it is false
or should be rejected immediately, since it is oftentimes the case
that our intuitions can lead us astray from the truth of the matter.
However, given that this entailment has been taken as true by the
vast number of individuals, descriptivists and anti-descriptivists
alike, I would not accept this response to rigidified descriptivism
until this counterintuitive notion is argued more thoroughly.
However, for the sake of argument, let us accept that this
split between an object’s existence and a term’s reference to said
object is demonstrated to be a tenable position; that is, let’s accept
that an object’s nonexistence at some possible world does not
entail a failure of reference for an obstinately rigid-designating
term. There would still need to be a further argument that would
demonstrate why proper names are the only privileged class of
expressions to receive the treatment of obstinacy. This is because,
insofar as Kaplan’s bi-dimensional framework is concerned, there
does not seem to be any reason as to why I should not consider
rigidified descriptions as being obstinately rigid. Whenever I utter
an expression of the form ‘The actual F is G’ in the actual world,
a content is generated at that world. I could then take that content,
which was generated at the actual world, and evaluate it at some
possible world in order to determine the expression’s extension
at that world. If the evaluation world is a possible world in which
the object that the expression referred to in the actual world does
not exist, then reference in the possible world will fail. However,
the expression can still have reference with respect to the possible
world, since reference is still guaranteed through the object’s
existence at the world of generation. So, unless it can be shown
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that rigidified descriptions do not follow this same process, then
alluding to obstinacy and persistency will not be of use to saving
Kripke’s modal argument, since both proper names and rigidified
descriptions can be classified as the former.

V. MILLIANISM AND OBSTINACY

There is a way, however, in which one can adopt the sole, exclu-
sive obstinacy of proper name-rigid designators, which involves
a more indirect route dealing with Millianism and the concept of
direct reference. Millianism, named after 19th century philosopher
John Stuart Mill, is a theory about the content of an expression.
Moreover, it is a theory that states that the content of a proper name
is just the individual that the name is referring to.> For instance,
someone who adheres to a Millian interpretation of a content’s
expression will understand the content of, for instance, the name
‘Donald Trump’ to just be the individual that the name refers to;
namely, Donald Trump. This is in contrast to an individual who
adopts a descriptivist stance on proper names, since they would
most likely understand the content of the name ‘Donald Trump’ to
be some sort of description that is meant to uniquely refer to him.

Given this understanding of Millianism, how does it enter
into the issue of whether or not a proper name is an obstinately
rigid designator? As Brendan Murday notes in “Names and Obsti-
nate Rigidity”, one may invoke Kaplan’s interpretation here on
what it means to say that an expression is directly referential, “I
intend to use ‘directly referential’ for an expression whose referent,
once determined, is taken as fixed for all possible circumstances,
i.e., is taken as being the propositional component” (Kaplan 1978,
p- 493). This interpretation of direct reference is highly sugges-
tive of obstinate rigidity, since, once the content of an expression
is created and set, then it will remain as such in all other possible
evaluations of the name. So, in regards to our discussion of proper
names, because the content of a proper name just is the individual
being referred to, then, in any counterfactual situation involving
the name, the aforementioned object will be available for refer-
ence, due to the object itself being a propositional component.
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It is still vague, however, how this process is to be understood,
because, although it would provide a response to my second criti-
cism, it does not appear to provide an adequate response to my
first criticism. In other words, it manages to provide a coherent
understanding of obstinacy, but it does not do much in regards to
formulating a clear way in which we can think of reference occur-
ring in possible worlds in which the object does not exist.

Kaplan, however, does at least provide a way in which we
could think about this issue that is not as vague. Kaplan, in “After-
thoughts™, states:

If the individual is loaded into the proposition (to serve as
the propositional component) before the proposition begins
its round-the-worlds journey, it is hardly surprising that the
proposition manages to find that same individual at all of
its stops, even those in which the individual had no prior
native presence. The proposition conducted no search for

a native who meets propositional specifications; it simply
“discovered” what it had carried in. (Kaplan 1989, p. 513)

Kaplan is aware of the need to demystify the way in which obsti-
nacy is to be coherently understood, and does so through his
idea that a proposition, upon being evaluated at a certain world
or circumstance, merely discovers the propositional component
that it had carried in. And since, given a Millian understanding
of proper names, the propositional component of a name just is
the individual that the name is to refer to, the individual will be
available for successful reference. Thus, not only does this anal-
ysis make the obstinacy thesis for proper names plausible, it also,
through the inclusion of Millianism, makes a case as to why obsti-
nacy would be a property of proper names and not of rigidified
descriptions.

Despite the coherence, at least at face value, of this theory,
it is still far from criticism. The most peculiar feature of this
interpretation is that of the “carrying” function of propositions.
Reference is successful due to the individual being carried into the
world of evaluation, as a result of being the propositional compo-
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nent of the name being evaluated. But what does it mean to say
that an individual is “carried into” a world of evaluation? If this
“carrying into” function is to be granted, then it seems to suggest
that the individual that was “loaded into” the proposition becomes,
as a result of simply being the content of the name, a member
of the objects at a given possible world’s domain (Murday 2013,
p- 231). And since it becomes an eligible candidate for reference
within the world of evaluation, reference to that object within the
possible world will be guaranteed, and the obstinacy thesis is seen
as somewhat plausible.

But this entailment, as Murday notes, appears to turn on a
misunderstanding of Kaplan’s own bi-dimensional framework.
If we review Kaplan’s notions of content and extension, then it
becomes clear that the former cannot entail the existence—or
nonexistence—of the latter in any way (Murday 2013, p.232). To
reiterate, a content of an expression is created from the expression
itself and the context of the expression’s use. Once the content
of an expression has been established, then one can figure out its
extension at a possible world by evaluating that expression at that
possible world. However, just because the individual was avail-
able in the world of generation to serve as the content of, say, a
name, does not entail that it will be available to serve as the exten-
sion of any counterfactual situation involving the name. This is
because, if we acknowledge that the only objects that are eligible
to serve as the extension of a name in a particular possible world
are just the objects that exist at that possible world, then it should
come across as highly suspicious that the individual referred to
in the world of generation becomes an eligible object for refer-
ence at any possible world just because it is the propositional
component of the expression. If it sounds incorrect to assert that,
by simply being the content of the name, the individual referred
to in the world of generation consequently becomes an eligible
member of any possible world’s domain, then this understanding
of the “carrying in” function ought to be met with an incredulous
attitude.

Given this peculiar facet of obstinacy, the only other way
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that I can imagine someone approaching and adopting this issue
is by somehow reifying the “carrying in”” metaphor and asserting
that it just is a property of expressions that have Millian contents.
Although this reification may be more appealing to those indi-
viduals who would like to adopt the obstinacy of proper names,
since it is at least a coherent stance that one could take, all it does
is shift the discussion to instead be about whether or not we should
believe in the “carrying in” function of these types of expres-
sions. If we are fine with accepting this, then we at least provide a
response to Chen Bo’s criticism of Kripke’s modal argument, and
thus manage to save his rigid designation thesis. However, if we
do not feel comfortable with this solution, then there is still one
more alternative that [ would like to consider.

VI. MILLIANISM AND PERSISTENCY

If the reasons thus considered do not seem sufficient for estab-
lishing the obstinacy thesis for proper name-rigid designators,
then what stance should one adopt on this issue? Murday argues
that we should accept proper names as being persistently rigid
designators, similar to rigidified descriptions, but that we should
take a Millian understanding of their content. Since the question of
whether or not a name is obstinately or persistently rigid pertains
to a name’s extension, there is nothing contradictory about formu-
lating a Millian interpretation towards a name’s content because,
as has been previously demonstrated, the content and extension of
an expression are two distinct concepts.

What, however, are the motivations for accepting such a
position? Well, most of the motivations are the rejections of the
reasons for obstinacy that have been discussed thus far. After
all, we started off the discussion of obstinacy and persistency by
comfortably granting that the defender of obstinacy would have to
show that proper names, not rigidified descriptions, are obstinately
rigid designators, since we were comfortable with assimilating
Kripke’s notion of a rigid designator with Salmon’s notion of a
persistently rigid designator. And since we were comfortable with
treating both proper names and rigidified descriptions as persis-
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tently rigid designators, then the idea of holding proper names as
being persistently rigid designators ought to appear reasonable.
The idea of names being persistently rigid while having a Millian
content, however, may not appear as plausible. How should we
respond to Kaplan’s claims, after all, about the apparent entail-
ment of the obstinacy of proper names through the acceptance of
the theory of direct reference?

Murday suggests that, all that the directly referential aspect
of the content of proper names does is tell us how we are to pick out
the referent of a name in a particular world of evaluation, not that
the referent of the name somehow becomes a part of the domain
of the world of evaluation (Murday 2013, p.233). To clarify, let us
once again examine the proper name ‘Donald Trump.’ The content
of the name, as has been mentioned before, just is the individual
that it refers to; namely, Donald Trump. Now, this means that,
when we evaluate this name at other possible worlds of evalu-
ation, all we are doing is looking for the individual that just is
Donald Trump. In other words, we are not committed to saying
that the individual, simply by being the content of the name, gets
carried into the world of evaluation. All that we are committed to,
by our acceptance of Millianism, is that, when we evaluate a name
at a particular possible world, what determines the extension of
the name is the individual that just is Donald Trump at that world.

Although this demonstrates that one can hold proper names
as having Millian contents without being obligated to believe in
the obstinacy of proper names, how should we then understand
counterfactual situations involving the negated existence of an
individual? After all, the distinction between obstinacy and persis-
tency only enters the discussion when we are examining a possible
world in which the designated object does not exist. For instance,
take the following propositions:

(7) Donald Trump does not exist.
(8) Donald Trump exists.

The defender of obstinacy could say that, (7) is true at a world in
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which Donald Trump does not exist because the extension of the
name, which in this case just is Donald Trump, has the property
of nonexistence at that world. Moreover, the truth of (7) entails
that (8) is false, since Donald Trump would have the property of
nonexistence, not of existence. Salmon himself would agree with
this analysis, since he would take this to be the best way that we
could understand the truth of (7) at some possible world, given,
after all, that names are obstinately rigid (Murday 2013, p. 236).
Despite its being clear now how the obstinacy of proper names
allows the individual to enter into the domain of any possible
world, it is unclear just how an object can exemplify the prop-
erty of nonexistence. Even though we want to be able to give an
explanation for the truth of negative existentials, we probably do
not want to be committed to the idea that an object can exemplify
nonexistence, since that seems counterintuitive (Murday 2013, p.
236).

The defender of persistency, however, can affirm the truth of
(7) without having to take recourse to this odd property of objects.
First, she would say that (8) would be false at a possible world in
which Donald Trump does not exist because there would simply
be no extension at that world. Furthermore, because the falsity of
(8) means that (7) is true, the defender of persistency manages to
demonstrate the truth of (7) without taking recourse to the prop-
erty of nonexistence. So it seems that, even in these instances, one
can hold to the persistency of proper name-rigid designators and
respond with the same explanatory power of obstinacy.

What, then, does this mean for Kripke’s modal argument?
After all, the use of the distinction of obstinately rigid and persis-
tently rigid designators were introduced in order to support the
modal argument and to rebuke descriptivism. There are three
comments I would like to make here. First, if someone were to
subscribe to one of the versions of obstinacy previously described,
then Kripke’s modal argument is not in danger. Obstinacy, espe-
cially together with Millianism, does provide one with the semantic
difference needed in order to answer Chen Bo’s criticism of the
argument, albeit with some peculiar consequences. Secondly, we
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granted Bo’s premise that, when we use definite descriptions, we
implicitly qualify them to be about the actual world. This, as I
had pointed out earlier, is not an easily defensible premise, and,
as such, can be targeted by anti-descriptivists in order to weaken
rigidified descriptivism. And lastly, even if we assert that proper
names are rigid in the same way as rigidified descriptions, we do
not evaluate rigidified descriptions in other possible worlds in the
same way that we evaluate proper names. Given the difference
in content between a rigidified description and a proper name,
we can still hold onto a difference between way in which their
extensions are determined in other possible worlds. So, although
this may not demonstrate a difference in the extensions between
proper names and rigidified descriptions, it does demonstrate a
difference in their contents.

VII. CONCLUSION

It should now be clear where we stand in regards to the possibility
of finding a difference between rigidified descriptions and proper
names. | began this essay by first examining Chen Bo’s criti-
cisms against Kripke’s rigid designation thesis, and mentioned
the possible avenues one could take in response to his criticisms.
One of the routes—that of persistently rigid and obstinately rigid
designators—seemed to show promise, since it provided a way
in which one could neatly amend the modal argument in order
to rebuke rigidified descriptivism. Alternative understandings,
in regards to obstinacy, were discussed in order to entertain the
plausibility of adopting the obstinacy/persistency distinction to
save Kripke’s modal argument. Although they at least managed to
provide a coherent understanding of obstinately rigid designators,
each had a peculiar facet to them that only seemed to push the
issue onto a more troubling problem instead. Finally, we arrived
at a more plausible difference between proper names and rigidi-
fied descriptions, albeit one that was different from the one we
had originally tried to save. Although this difference was not the
kind of difference that we had hoped to gain by infusing the obsti-
nacy/persistency distinction into Kripke’s modal argument, it is
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still a form of difference nevertheless, and as such should be taken
in stride by proponents of rigid designation, and should be taken
seriously by proponents of descriptivism.

Notes

1. Simply maintaining that a rigid designator is a term that refers to the same
object in all possible worlds would be to suggest that the object being
referred to is a necessarily existing object. Since Kripke does not want to
have this be a consequence of his theory, he makes the noted clarification.

2. I'say “in general” since Kripke does recognize some definite descriptions as
being rigid. The definite description “the sum of 2 and 4” will always refer
to 6 in all possible worlds, for instance, since mathematical propositions are
necessarily true.

3. Areductio-style argument involves making an assumption, and then demon-
strating how that assumption leads to a contradiction. If the assumption leads
to a contradiction, then the assumption cannot be true.

4. Different “scope” readings typically occur whenever it is ambiguous what
the scope, or domain, of an operator or expression is within a sentence. An
example of this would be the popular sentence “Everyone loves someone”,
since it is ambiguous as to what the scope of ‘everyone’ and ‘someone’ is
within the sentence.

5. Mill, in his writings, used the terms ‘connotation’ and ‘denotation’, as
opposed to ‘content’ and ‘extension’. Throughout this essay, however, it
is presupposed that what Mill meant by ‘connotation’ is captured with our
usage here of ‘content’, and that what Mill meant by ‘denotation’ is also
captured with our usage here of ‘extension’. If it is somehow argued that that
is not what Mill meant when he used the terms ‘connotation’ and ‘denota-
tion’ in his writings, then that will not undermine the integrity of the analysis
presented in the essay, since Millianism is merely being used here to charac-
terize a directly referential attitude towards proper names.
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A PRACTICAL APPROACH TO FREE WILL
AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

Johnathan Poh

INTRODUCTION

The free will debate as it currently stands is far from settled.
However, recent advances in the fields of neuroscience suggest
that our world i1s deterministic. If our world is deterministic,
how does this affect free will? For incompatibilists such as Derk
Pereboom, determinism would entail that we do not possess free
will. Here lies the conundrum. Most of us, if not all of us, live
as though we have ability to freely choose during certain situ-
ations. However, if we do not have free will, would we still be
able to justify moral responsibility? Moreover, how would a deter-
ministic worldview affect our psychology and first-person expe-
rience? Pereboom believes that there can be no moral responsi-
bility. He suggests that we accept a worldview that does away
with moral responsibility. Interestingly, Pereboom believes that
most of what we are accustomed to can be salvaged even though
accommodations must be made. Without moral responsibility, we
will be able to eliminate moral retribution from society. As such,
accepting a deterministic worldview will be a positive for society.
In his article, “The Moral Psychology of Determinism”, Jeremy
Evans examines the consequences of accepting a deterministic
worldview. Evans deviates slightly from Pereboom in that Evans
believes a deterministic worldview will have both positive and
negative implications on our moral psychology.

In response to Pereboom and Evans, I argue that determinism
is not yet a foregone conclusion. Since we are epistemologically
limited beings, we may never find a definitive answer to the free
will debate. Instead, we should take a more pragmatic approach to
the free will debate. Section I will outline the free will debate and
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the resulting implications. In Section II, I will outline Pereboom’s
argument for why we should adopt a worldview that precludes
moral responsibility. Section III will cover the weaknesses in Pere-
boom’s argument. Section IV will introduce Evans’ view on the
consequences of a deterministic worldview. Section V will relate
Evans’ views with Pereboom’s views. Some of Evans’ views rein-
force Pereboom’s claims while others highlight problems Pere-
boom does not adequately address. Section VI will articulate a
more practical approach to the free will debate. The approach I
suggest aims to preserve our status quo regarding our conception
of free will as much as possible. However, my approach does not
completely dismiss the consequences of determinism for some
consequences of determinism can be rather helpful.

I. THE FREE WILL DEBATE

A deterministic conception of the world is one on which all events
are caused by prior events and conditions together with the laws
of nature. Furthermore, no other sequence of events could have
occurred (Hoefer 2016). This also applies to human psychology
including our thoughts, actions, and desires. The opposite of
determinism is indeterminism. Indeterminism allows for scenarios
where an action is not wholly determined by prior events or
causes. Determinism has a profound effect on how we think about
free will. When we think about free will, in the way the common
person thinks about it, we think of being able to make free deci-
sions between options. When I talk about making a decision, I
am referring to conscious decision making. But if determinism is
true, there can be only one actualized sequence of events and no
other possibilities. So, our belief that some of our conscious deci-
sions are free might be no more than a mere illusion. Those who
believe determinism and free will cannot both be true are labeled
as incompatibilists. Interestingly, however, most philosophers
subscribe to the view that determinism and free will can co-exist
with one another. These philosophers are often called compatibil-
ists or soft determinists. Among the incompatibilists, there exists
another divide. There are those who believe determinism is true
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and free will cannot exist. These people are who we shall call hard
determinists. On the other end of the incompatibilist spectrum are
the libertarians. Libertarians believe free will exists and deter-
minism is false. All in all, the debate regarding how determinism
and free will interact with one another is strongly tied to moral
responsibility. Responsibility entails the ability to choose. Not
every decision needs to be free, but we need to be able to make
choices in order to be held morally responsible or accountable for
an action. Otherwise, there would be no justification for a person
to be praised or blamed for some action he or she commits. Many
ethical systems depend upon the existence of alternate possibili-
ties. In particular, our conception of deontological or deontic ethics
is a prime example of an ethical system that depends on alternate
possibilities. Deontic moral theories revolve around rules and
duties required of a person or agent (Hoefer 2016). Often times,
an agent receives praise or blame for his or her action or inac-
tion based on what they “ought” to do. If an agent “ought” to do
something, then this implies the agent “can” do something. This
is the ought-implies-can principle made famous by Immanuel
Kant (Kant 1785). Under deontic moral reasoning, if the agent
receives blame, then it is because the agent ought to have done
something different. But the agent only could do so if there was an
alternate possibility that allowed the agent to do otherwise. Thus,
determinism seemingly undermines the very core of this widely
supported ethical orientation.

II. PEREBOOM’S ARGUMENT FOR A WORLD
WITHOUT MORAL RESPONSIBILITY

In Derk Pereboom’s book, Living Without Free Will, he comes
to the conclusion that we do not possess free will. Thus, there is
no justification for moral responsibility. Furthermore, we should
accept the notion that there exists no moral responsibility and
adjust our worldview accordingly. We cannot and should not
attribute moral responsibility to human agents (Pereboom 2001).
Pereboom refers to himself as a hard incompatibilist but for the
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most part is a good representative of the hard determinist view-
point. The difference between a hard incompatibilist and hard
determinist is that a hard incompatibilist (i.e. Pereboom) believes
an indeterministic world aside from one of libertarian, agent-
causation would also entail no moral responsibility. For a hard
determinist, free will and determinism are incompatible with one
another. Hard determinists believe determinism is true. Thus, free
will does not exist. Furthermore, moral responsibility requires
free will, and thus there is no moral responsibility.

In his book, Pereboom reaches his conclusion by eliminating
other competing theories in the free will debate. In theory, Pere-
boom believes a libertarian, agent-causation view of free will could
provide the free will required for moral responsibility. But Pere-
boom dismisses the agent-causation view on the basis of a lack of
evidence for its existence. He believes it to be highly unlikely for
agent-causation to exist based on empirical evidence and our best
physical theories. Pereboom does not accept compatibilist views.
Compatibilist views have two weaknesses that are often criticized.
One is that determinism entails that there are no alternate possi-
bilities. Leeway incompatibilism rejects compatibilist views on
the grounds that moral responsibility requires alternate possibili-
ties. Pereboom believes that moral responsibility does not require
alternate possibilities and thus does not reject compatibilist views
on these grounds. The second weakness is that compatibilist views
do not provide the control necessary for human agents to be held
morally responsible. Source incompatibilism rejects compatibilist
views on the grounds that the agents in compatibilist theories do
not have enough control over their actions to warrant the free will
required for moral responsibility. Pereboom rejects compatibilist
theories based on source incompatibilism as opposed to leeway
incompatibilism. Though Pereboom believes moral responsibility
is unjustified, he does not believe accepting this notion would
undermine morality or meaning in our lives. He prescribes that we
live our lives as if there is no free will and relinquish our notion
of moral responsibility. In some ways, Pereboom believes the
absence of moral responsibility could be a benefit to society. Pere-
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boom maintains that the only significant thing that would change
is that the absence of moral responsibility would preclude retribu-
tive punishment. Retributive punishment would be unjustified.
He believes this would be a positive consequence. There would
be less anger directed towards those who commit actions outside
their control such as drug addicts and a push for theories advo-
cating correction of behavior, such as the moral education theory
of punishment. Moral education theory would involve rehabili-
tating a criminal to refrain from committing similar actions in
the future. Criminals would be quarantined in a way akin to the
quarantine of biologically diseased individuals with dangerous
contagious diseases. A deterministic outlook on life, however,
would leave intact rational deliberation, morality, social attitudes
concerning interpersonal interactions, and approbation of virtues.

III. WEAKNESSES IN PEREBOOM’S ARGUMENT TO
ELIMINATE MORAL RESPONSIBIITY

Pereboom’s prescription for us to accept a worldview without free
will and eliminate moral responsibility is far too quick. Though
Pereboom may be correct in that we do not possess free will, his
argument is not strong enough to warrant such a drastic change
from our status quo. Our current status quo is that we do possess
free will in certain situations. We have instances where we are able
to freely choose. Our concept of free will is heavily interwoven
into our lives on both a personal level as well as a societal level.
Let us borrow a concept from statistical hypothesis testing.
A null hypothesis is statement that is reflective of the status quo.
A null hypothesis claims that there is no relationship between
two phenomena. Then, there is the alternative hypothesis, which
claims that there is a relationship between the two phenomena.
In inferential statistics, evidence is gathered to disprove the null
hypothesis. The idea is that we are to give ourselves enough
reason, usually via empirical evidence, to accept that there is a
relationship between two phenomena. Otherwise, we remain
with our status quo that there is no relationship. In most scientific
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experiments, the conclusion that is hoped to be true is the alterna-
tive hypothesis. If there is enough evidence, the null hypothesis
is rejected and we conclude that the alternative hypothesis is true.
In hypothesis testing, there are also cases of statistical error: type
I error and type II error. Type I error is when the null hypothesis
is rejected when it is in fact true. Type I error is a false positive.
Type II error is when the null hypothesis is not rejected when it is
in fact false. Type II error is a false negative. With all this in mind,
let us use this statistical framework and combine it with Pere-
boom’s suggestion that we accept a worldview that is absent of
free will. Bear in mind, Pereboom’s argument does not fit exactly
into a hypothesis test. I am using the framework simply as a way
to better illustrate a point. For the purposes of this example, I will
adjust what qualifies as a null hypothesis as well as an alterna-
tive hypothesis. Let us adjust our null hypothesis to simply be
what our status quo is: we possess free will. Next, let us have
our alternative hypothesis be Pereboom’s suggestion: we do not
possess free will and there is no moral responsibility. First, the
onus is on Pereboom to offer enough evidence for us to reject our
null hypothesis and conclude the alternative hypothesis. Further-
more, let us discuss type I error vs type 11 error. In type I error, we
would reject our notion of free will and accept a worldview that
precludes moral responsibility. However, the null hypothesis is
actually true. This would then be a false positive. We would accept
a worldview in which free will and moral responsibility are absent
when in actuality free will exists. In type II error, we would not
reject our notion of free will. But in this case the null hypothesis
is actually false. This would then be a false negative. We would
accept a worldview in which free will and moral responsibility
exist when they in fact do not. Since we cannot reliably rule out
agent-causation completely, there is a possibility that we could
make a type I error, a false positive. So, we would live as though
there is no free will and no moral responsibility even though we
do have free will. This scenario, in my opinion, is much worse
than believing in free will and moral responsibility when in fact
they do not exist. We should do as much as we can to prevent
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making a type I error. An argument to change our status quo and
accept free will needs to be very strong. The consequences of the
drastic attitude and cultural shift are too great to be for naught.
This type of theoretical safeguard is used in other fields as well.
For example, our court system hedges against convicting an inno-
cent person. That is why it requires that every single member of a
jury find a defendant guilty instead of half or eleven out of twelve
jurors. It increases the chance that a guilty person will go free, but
our justice system believes that the trade-off is worth preventing
an innocent person being wrongly sent to jail. With regard to free
will, especially our acceptance of free will, I advocate the same
attitude. Our epistemic access to the metaphysical truth of free
will is limited. Determinism could be true but we may never be
sure that it is. In these cases, it is better to refrain from accepting
free will in part to avoid a situation where we mistakenly reject
free will when it actually does exist.

Pereboom’s dismissal of agent causation as a genuine possi-
bility is too quick. His argument is that agent-causation could
allow for free will and moral responsibility, but agent-causation is
highly unlikely based on our current physical theories. The agent-
causal view involves the agent being the origin or source of his
acts. He can be influenced by his desires and beliefs but there must
be an influence originating from the agent that is not determined
by prior events. Pereboom makes the case that the agent-causal
view has not been supported by evidence and other evidence
supports the contrary (Pereboom 2001). However, there are weak-
nesses in empirical data that must be considered.

Science is epistemologically limited. However, we treat
certain scientific conclusions as certainties for pragmatic purposes,
such as the notion that gravity exists throughout the universe.
Science is a form of inductive reasoning. It relies on generalizing
about a class of properties based on observations of a small subset
of objects within the class. Moreover, the method presupposes
that sequences of events will always occur in the future as they
did in the past across all space and time (i.e. Hume’s uniformity
of nature principle). Science also relies on falsifiability and test-

66



ability. Furthermore, not all sciences are created equal. In general,
the field of physics is much more reliable in accuracy and predic-
tive capability than a field such as biology. Neuroscience, a subdi-
vision of biology, is relatively nascent and still fraught with uncer-
tainty. In science, it is assumed that the universe is materialistic
and that there are laws of nature that govern it. In physics, we have
been able to make empirical observations, extract laws from the
data, and test the laws through experimentation. Another indicator
of scientific prowess is predictive capability. For example, Albert
Einstein’s Theory of Special Relativity was widely accepted
before it was confirmed during the total solar eclipse of May 29th,
1919. Afterwards, he became famous worldwide and his theory
displaced the Newtonian Laws of Gravity. Neuroscience is not
nearly at the level of predictive capability as physics is. For many
experiments, there are still issues of whether the data correspond
enough to indicate correlations and whether the correlations are
causal. It is a common assumption among neuroscientists that
the mind and mental experiences can be completely explained by
neural states, structures, and their functions. The issue is that there
could be something that allows for agent causation but is difficult
or impossible to empirically evaluate. This, according to Gardar
Arnason, is a big part of the epistemological-reductionist chal-
lenge (Arnason 2011). There is a possibility that neuroscientists are
erroneously reducing our mental capabilities to only those that can
be empirically tested in a lab. Furthermore, most cognitive studies
are done under the assumption that that our minds operate in a
deterministic way. Studies are done with the intent of discovering
the underlying laws governing brain activity. This makes it even
more unlikely that an empirical study will show us to have free will
or give evidence for agent-causation. Most studies revolve around
explanations. Empirical data are collected, and the interpretation
of the data is key. There is a distinction between correlation and
assumed causation that often hinges on how the data is interpreted.
There is also the empirical-cognitive challenge. The challenge is
that all decisions are made unconsciously and forwarded to the
conscious mind in sort of a rationalizing manner (Arnason 2011).
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This would be fatal for agent-causation. However, this event is
extremely difficult to prove. Studies suggesting this tend to gravi-
tate towards correlation and give weak causal claims. The field of
neuroscience is not nearly advanced enough to predict outcomes
with the accuracy and scope of physics. The experimental designs
and the explanations of the empirical data can have a great effect
on how much we should trust certain scientific conclusions. In
general, the strength of causal connections made in neuroscientific
studies is much weaker than those of physics. Also, we should be
aware of confusing correlation with causation. That said, Pere-
boom is a bit quick to dismiss agent-causation based on a lack
of empirical support. Agent-causation may seem implausible in
virtue of recent research, but agent-causation is not necessarily
defeated by these insights.

Pereboom’s view would undermine one of our most promi-
nent and useful systems of ethics—deontological ethics. Pereboom
believes that our conception of moral worth and ethics would not
be diminished as some fear. Pereboom suggests we would still
have consequentialist based ethics (Pereboom 2001). Under Pere-
boom’s suggested worldview that precludes moral responsibility,
we can still have aspects of morality similar to those of virtue-
based ethics. For example, people can receive praise or blame
based for their actions. However, I disagree with Pereboom.
Deontological moral reasoning is very useful because it relies on
obligations and duties. It also happens to be one of our most prom-
inent prescriptive moral theories. In comparison to other ethical
systems, deontology is better at accounting for motivations and
intentions. Another benefit of deontological theories is that they
promote contemplation and deliberation before making choices.
By accepting Pereboom’s view, we would be sacrificing a lot more
than what Pereboom suggests.

Pereboom believes that the conditions for moral respon-
sibility are not satisfied by compatibilist theories. He rejects
compatibilism on the grounds of “source incompatibility”. For
Pereboom, “An action is free in the sense required for moral
responsibility only if the decision to perform it is not an alien-
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deterministic event, nor a truly random event, nor a partially
random event” (Pereboom 2001, pp. 54). Since all of our actions
under determinism would be influenced in some degree by prior
events, there is no moral responsibility. However, the issue with
Pereboom’s conception of moral responsibility is that the only
thing that can garner blame is the original cause of the universe
(e.g. the big bang). Conceptually, moral responsibility is an infi-
nite regress to something prior. It seems to me that this standard
is far too high and may be a bit absurd. A compatibilist, David
Hume, simply says this:

The whole dispute, in this respect also, has been hitherto
merely verbal. For what is meant by liberty, when applied
to voluntary actions?... By liberty, then, we can only mean
a power of acting or not acting, according to the determina-
tions of the will; that is, if we choose to remain at rest, we
may; if we choose to move, we also may. Now this hypo-
thetical liberty is universally allowed to belong to every
one, who is not a prisoner and in chains. Here then is no
subject of dispute. (Hume 1748, pp. 63)

Hume believes that free will is essentially the ability to choose
in accordance with our desires and to act in accordance with our
choices. From my standpoint, Hume’s definition of free will is
enough to justify moral responsibility. Pereboom’s definition is
much too stringent. Simply because we cannot satisfy Pereboom’s
definition of the free will that is required for moral responsibility
does not mean we should rid ourselves of moral responsibility.
Moreover, moral responsibility is more or less a tool we use as
justification for ethical purposes. By using this Humean version of
free will, a notion of controlling one’s desires, we can demarcate
a cause that avoids an infinite regress. Pereboom would likely say
that the infinite regress is reason to dispose of retributive punish-
ment altogether, which is what he advocates. The Humean version
of free will is a bit different than the free will we believe we have
and want to have. But it is enough to justify our current actions.
I would say it would be more pragmatic to keep believing in free
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will even if our notion of free will is slightly different from what
we are used to envisioning.

IV. EVANS’ DETERMINISTIC CONCEPTION
OF HUMAN ACTION

According to Jeremy Evans in “The Moral Psychology of Deter-
minism”, “the central question of the reactive attitudes debate is
whether the DCA will exacerbate or mollify ... the reactive atti-
tudes central to social life” (Evans 2013, pp. 644). Recent research
in cognitive science has suggested our decisions are heavily if
not completely influenced by deterministic factors outside of our
control. But if we accept that our world is deterministic, does it
mean the end of morality and pro-social attitudes? As Strawson
puts it, the free will debate is mostly a reactive attitudes debate
(Strawson 1962). Strawson accepts the metaphysical reality
of determinism. However, he believes the truth of determinism
would not stop people from expressing their inter-personal atti-
tudes (i.e. reactive attitudes) such as feeling moral responsibility,
blame and approbation, guilt, pride, resentment, gratitude, etc.
These attitudes are not merely ways of regulating behavior, but
an expression of our moral attitudes. The replacement of what
Strawson termed “participant” attitudes with “objective” atti-
tudes would deny or rationalize all human behavior in virtue of
the behavior being determined. This would undermine ordinary
human relationships. For Evans, the DCA accepts determinism as
true and rejects ultimate control. However, incompatibilist views
can still be accepted as well as hard determinist views. Under
the DCA, none of our actions are agent-caused (i.e. none of our
actions originate from our minds without any prior causes outside
our control). Although the DCA has negative implications for our
reactive attitudes towards things such as morals and meanings,
it helps give a causal explanation of those afflicted with mental
diseases such as addiction and schizophrenia. Moreover, we may
be less retributive with respect to certain deviant behaviors if we
understand that the behaviors are outside of a person’s control.
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This might lead to less retribution and more rehabilitation. A
deterministic worldview weighs heavily on our outlook on life as
well as on our motivation. The DCA might lead us towards more
emotional apathy. Evans suggests the DCA undermines our illu-
sion of ultimate control. We may have “an unconscious trigger
for rationalizing self-serving behavior and avoiding manifesting
empathic concern” (Evans 2013, pp. 11). Self-control requires
exertion. In moral psychology, there is an ever-growing belief
that there is a human tendency to search out ways to rationalize
and excuse behavior in order to pursue our self-interests. Self-
restraint takes energy. Evans suggests there is a “tendency for
individuals to engage in strategic ignorance and self-deception in
order to actively avoid situations where altruistic behavior might
be required” (Evans 2013, pp. 653). Evans cautions that we be
aware of the metaphysical and epistemological distinction of a
deterministic worldview. Fixed futures do not mean fixed natures.
“A common mistake is to think that determinism implies not only
that our futures are fixed, but that our characters are fixed in their
current state” (Evans 2013, pp. 657). Events from the past do not
necessarily have to repeat themselves in the future even in a world
that is deterministic. Moreover, a deterministic worldview does
not mean we are omniscient. We are epistemologically limited
beings and thus we may never know what the exact sequence of
events are before they happen. Overall, Evans concludes that the
realization of a deterministic world has and will continue to have
an impact on our psychological perception of the world. For many
of us, we hold on to the illusion that we possess ultimate control.
Evans believes the DCA will obviate this illusion and as a result
have a profound effect on our moral psychology.

V. EVANS AND PEREBOOM

Evans’ paper highlights many aspects of a deterministic worldview
that Pereboom neglects. Similar to Pereboom, Evans believes the
acceptance of a deterministic world will benefit society in a posi-
tive manner. It will diminish moral retribution. However, Evans
highlights negative aspects in a graver manner than Pereboom
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does. Both agree that prima facie (i.e. at first glance) misconcep-
tions of free will should be avoided. We should avoid fatalistic
attitudes towards our futures simply because of a deterministic
worldview. Evans differs from Pereboom in that he suggests this
fatalistic attitude could become a big problem. Moreover, this atti-
tude is a part of the larger psychological impact of a deterministic
worldview. The DCA, advocated by Evans, suggests an increase
in moral apathy and a decrease in motivation to help others. These
potentially psychologically damaging consequences are good
reason to reconsider accepting Pereboom’s suggestion to accept a
deterministic worldview that precludes moral responsibility.

VI

I'suggest we take a more pragmatic approach to the free will debate.
As I have discussed throughout the paper, the hard determinist
view, as articulated by Pereboom, has its weaknesses. Moreover,
the consequences of accepting a deterministic worldview are quite
severe. The hard determinists have not made strong enough argu-
ments to warrant eliminating moral responsibility from our collec-
tive first-person worldview and experience. We are epistemologi-
cally limited beings. So, we may never have a definitive answer to
the free will debate. Instead of focusing on whether determinism,
free will, compatibilism, etc. are true, it may be better to focus on
what we do know and can know. This approach is more pragmatic
in the sense that it will allow for a better opportunity to enhance
our everyday lives and worldviews.

In theory, the significant benefit of a deterministic world is
its ability to predict the future. In principle, we would have full
knowledge of every single future event based on the laws of nature
and prior events. However, we are epistemologically limited
beings. Even if determinism is true, it does not mean we will
possess omniscience. We are currently unable and very unlikely
in the near future to acquire omniscience. In the case of the DCA,
I propose we take a more nuanced approach that is inspired by
Evans’ position. It would be unwise to wholly reject determinism
on the sole basis of our wishing to maintain a belief of ultimate
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control. This would deny us the opportunity to use the predictive
aspects of determinism available to us. For example, the concept
of determinism has allowed us to discover laws, make predictions,
and progress technologically. At the same time, fully accepting
the notion of determinism is an extreme psychological shift that
risks a great deal of negative psychological impact. A misconcep-
tion of determinism can lead to a fatalistic attitude. Moreover,
even a non-misconstrued view such as Pereboom’s would lead
to consequences such as the rejection of moral responsibility. A
rejection of moral responsibility would undermine some of our
best ethical theories such as deontic moral reasoning as well as
decrease the efficacy of our deliberations. Justification in our day-
to-day lives would be unnecessarily harder without using concepts
such as possibilities and choice. My position is that we accept
deterministic outcomes when absolutely necessary but in all other
cases, we should act as though we have free will. For if we cannot
predict what will happen, it leaves us in the same position regard-
less of whether the world is deterministic or indeterministic. If
we knew the exact sequence of events, then we would be unable
to change anything outside of that sequence. However, we do
not always know the exact sequence of events, so that particular
condition is not invoked. Knowing our futures does affect our
phenomenology, but it is dependent on the scope and clarity of
the predictions. When we can accurately predict that a particular
outcome will happen within a certain standard of accuracy (e.g.
the predictive accuracy found in physics), only then should we
adopt a deterministic view for that particular circumstance. Other-
wise, we should assume we have free will.

Our first-person experience of free will may simply be how
we perceive the world. Take green grass for example. We see the
color green. But scientifically, the grass is anything but green. The
grass itself is absorbing all light that is not green. Then the grass
reflects green light into our retinas. We are aware of this but for
general practicality, we say the grass in green. This is analogous
to my suggestion of believing we have free will. It could be the
case that our world is deterministic. However, we can believe and
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use the notion of free will because it is simply more practical to
do so. As long as we are aware of determinism, it should be fine.
Our world runs much more smoothly as it does than it would if we
took the approach of the hard determinists and eliminated things
such as moral responsibility.

A better question moving forward would be, for what circum-
stances we have predictive capabilities and in what instances we
can continue to believe we have free will. My approach errs on
the side of caution while also not eliminating the benefits of a
deterministic world. Not only do we avoid committing the error
of rejecting our standard notion of free will in the case that free
will does exist, but also this approach allows for a gradual accep-
tance of a deterministic worldview in the case that free will does
not exist. However, it seems unlikely that we will ever achieve
the omniscience necessary to achieve a completely determin-
istic worldview. Thus, pragmatically speaking, free will should
continue to exist for the foreseeable future.
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DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE OF
CONSCIOUSNESS: ALL THE WAY DOWN,
ALL THE WAY UP, OR
PANPSYCHISM, ANTHROPOMORPHISM,
APORIA, AND QUIETUDE

Eduardo Salazar

INTRODUCTION

The notion of psyche has been a salient philosophical concept
since the ancient Greeks. It generally referred to mind, breath,
or soul (Skrbina 2009, p. 3). Various disciplines now explore the
notion of consciousness and set out scientific means of inquiry.
Nevertheless, two millenniums removed from the Greeks, we still
seem to lack an adequate theory of consciousness. The reemer-
gence of panpsychism in philosophy (Skrbina 2009, pp. xii-xiv)
further problematizes contemporary theories of consciousness,
beyond just mere novelty (Skrbina 2009, pp. xii-xiv). Succinctly
stated, panpsychism is the position or worldview which claims
that things, both animate and inanimate, have consciousness,
mentality, or mind (Chalmers 2006, pp. 432-433). However,
the literature on panpsychism reflects variations regarding the
specifics of what mentality means and how mentality is a property
or quality of things (Skrbina 2009, pp. 1-29). For our purposes,
we will discuss the work of Galen Strawson and Graham Harman
to make sense of panpsychism; reference Jacques Derrida to
further problematize the issue; and conclude with the notion of
the quietude of consciousness.

First, in “Real Monism: why physicalism entails panpsy-
chism,” Strawson argues that the physicalist’s (or materialist’s)
negation of the experiential or phenomenal aspect of reality as not
being physical is not only incorrect but denies the fundamental
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reality of consciousness. Strawson concludes that any coherent
real physicalist theory will not only entertain panpsychism, but
ultimately weave it into physicalist theory. Second, we will
discuss Harman’s “Zero-person and the psyche” (2009) article
on panpsychism and his critique of reductive-descriptive panpsy-
chism, which reflects Strawson's position. Harman presents three
arguments that build on one another that lead us to positing a
panpsychist worldview. Although I argue that Harman presents
a more nuanced view of consciousness in terms of panpsychism
than Strawson, Harman’s endorsement of endopsychism denies
full blown panpsychism, stating that while “...all entities contain
experience, not all entities have experience” (Harman 2009, pp.
282). I ultimately conclude that the merits of both positions lie
in their taking us beyond physicsalism, but critique their anthro-
pomorphism and idealism about consciousness. I use Derrida’s
notion of aporia to help illustrate their shortcomings and, conse-
quently, develop the notion of the quietude of consciousness. In
Derridian fashion, we are left with a paradox.

BACKGROUND

Before fully engaging in panpsychist notions of consciousness,
we will briefly explore why panpsychism has reemerged in philos-
ophy. Traditional positions in the philosophy of mind, such as
behaviorism, emergentism, and physicalism/materialism, have all
fallen short of providing a substantive theory of mind (Alter and
Nagasawa 2015, p. 1). Physicalism still holds significant merit,
however, due to its close relationship with science, physics, and
neurophysiology. In fact, physicalism seems to reflect our general
assumptions about reality and consciousness: that the physical is
the ground of reality and that our physical brain houses conscious-
ness. Though we may hold immaterial religious beliefs close
to heart, Nietzsche’s diagnosis of the death of god (Nietzsche
1974, pp. 181-182) seems also to have resulted in our physicalist
assumptions. So, what is physicalism exactly?

Briefly, physicalism is the metaphysical thesis that everything
in the world is physical (Stoljar 2016). The world is composed of
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physical objects working under natural laws and scientists help
us understand the nature of objects through observation, experi-
mentation, theories, and application/technology. There is little
room for the non-physical. Even psychological immaterial things
reduce to the physical or are dependent on the physical. Again,
this seemingly neutral matter of fact position seems to pervade our
assumptions about the world, even if we hold immaterial beliefs.

I refer to Alyssa Nye’s physicalism as a paradigmatic position
on contemporary physicalism because she presents a compelling
argument to accept the view that physics can in fact adequately
describe the nature of objects without recourse to speculative
metaphysics. Also, her position values the law of parsimony by
not introducing new entities in explaining physical objects and
reality. Interestingly, her position says little about consciousness
itself.

Responding to Bertrand Russell's critique of physics’ inad-
equacy to explain the intrinsic nature of objects, and thus leaving
an explanatory gap, Nye contends that the universe can, in fact, be
solely explained by physics. That is, physics’ power to describe,
analyze and predict events is sufficient to understand the nature of
the universe (Nye 2006, p. 362). Nye’s philosophical insight is in
positing that knowledge of the intrinsic nature of objects does not
require experience, and that physics can provide a viable account
of intrinsic properties in the form of theoretical models, namely
mathematical formulas (Nye 2015, p. 355). She states, “We under-
stand what the individual masses and charges are like in them-
selves in terms of what are the proper sort of mathematical objects
that may be used to represent them” (p. 362). Mass, for example,
is unique by the type of property it is as a mathematical repre-
sentation. Consequently, we do not require a full-blown theory of
consciousness beyond our theoretical formulations and represen-
tation of objects to explain the intrinsic nature of objects.
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STRAWSON’S REALIST PHYSICALISM
AND PANPSYCHISM

Galen Strawson offers us a radicalized version of physicalism.
Indeed, he calls his version realistic physicalism because it fully
engages with the problem of existing in a physical world as a phys-
ical (human) object, yet also having supposed immaterial proper-
ties, namely consciousness or non-physical mental phenomena
(Strawson 2009, pp. 33-34).! He offers a position that incorpo-
rates consciousness into its metaphysics. He writes, “I take physi-
calism to be the view that every real, concrete phenomenon in the
universe is physical” (Ibid, p. 33). More specifically:

What is it to be a realistic physicalist, or, more simply, a
real physicalist? ... You’re certainly not a realistic physi-
calist, you’re not a real physicalist, if you deny the exis-
tence of the phenomenon whose existence is more certain
than the existence of anything else: experience, ‘conscious-
ness’, ... explicit conscious thought as we have it and know
it at almost every waking moment. (Ibid, p. 33)

Here, we see Strawson challenging the orthodoxy of physicalism
by touting the notion of experience at the heart of not only theoret-
ical means to knowledge, but experience as a more fundamental
starting point of explaining how things exist in the physical world.
The notion of experience, then, becomes tantamount in Strawson’s
realistic physicalism, which reorients how we describe objects or
phenomena in the physical world. So, how does incorporating the
reality of experience in the physical world present to us a better
understanding of the world?

Below I outline Strawson’s panpsychist realistic physicalism
followed by justificatory commentary:

1. Monism (one physical substance) and ontological plurality
of objects is true.

2. Any real concrete phenomena in the universe is physical.

3. All mental goings-on are concrete mental/experiential
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phenomena.

4. Consciousness is a necessary occurant (non-dispositional)
phenomena.

5. If(1)—(4)are true, then all forms of physicalism must accept
mental/experiential phenomena as physical phenomena.

6. Physics and neurophysiology do not exhaust the physical.

7. Either consciousness is present from the start or it is not
present.

8. Emergentism is false.

9. If emergentism is false and (5) — (8) are true, then realistic
physicalism is true.

10. Thus, realistic physicalism entails panpsychism.

We will now discuss each premise that leads us to conclude that
realistic physicalism entails panpsychism.

Premise (1) serves as a starting assumption: monism is
true. Strawson writes, “It [physicalism] is a view about the actual
[monistic] universe, and I am going to assume that it is true” (p.
33). Whatever the world is and manifests itself as, it is of one
substance or kind, physical. As philosophers, it is anathema to
make gross assumptions and/or propose self-evident truths, but
I think here our inclinations and intuitions may allow for such
laxity. What there is is the physical, and we will learn that the
physical encompasses much more than what standard physicalism
posits.?

Premise (2) takes monism as manifesting into ontological
pluralism. That is, although there is only one substance, there are
many objects made of this substance. But let us be more specific.
First, concrete refers to an object being spatio-temporally located;
second, phenomenon refers to any particular existent, both a rock
and an idea, for example. I think most forms of physicalism would
likely see nothing controversial about either premise (1) or (2).

Premise (3) is where we first note Strawson’s argument
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drawing away from other forms of physicalism. He redefines
and expands the notion of phenomenon to characterize what
exists, namely, the physical. Humans have mental/experiential
phenomena. Mental/experiential phenomena, then, must be neces-
sarily real and true qua physical phenomena. He writes:

Full recognition of the reality of experience, then, is the
obligatory starting point for any remotely realistic (indeed
any non-self-defeating) theory of what there is. It is the
obligatory starting point for any theory that can legitimately
claim to be ‘naturalistic’ because experience is itself the
fundamental given natural fact; it is a very old point that
there is nothing more certain than the existence of experi-
ence. (Strawson 2009, p.33)

Thus, we must take serious the claim that mental/experiential
phenomena is just physical phenomena, which standard physi-
calism rejects. For to exclude the experiential would mean to
negate the reality of existing. For Strawson, there seems to be no
instance in the physical world where there is physical existence
that is devoid of experiential phenomenon. Perhaps some liberal
standard physicalists would not find premise (3) extremely contro-
versial. The real controversy comes in following Strawson’s logic
about the ontological nature of things (elemental, ultimates) all
the way to a panpsychist conclusion.

We should clarify that what Strawson means by ‘mental
goings on’ refers to the process or state of mental experience as
can be discerned by science, physics, and neurophysiology which
we typically deem as consciousness or conscious experience. In
premise (4), Strawson further radicalizes physicalism by positing
that the fundamental fact of experience is a necessary component
in understanding the nature of consciousness. That is, we must
understand consciousness in terms of the myriad nature of expe-
rience, which includes concrete, mental phenomena. Conscious-
ness, then, is weaved into the physical world in terms of experi-
ence. In a very real sense, this weaving of consciousness into the
physical world demystifies our inclinations and intuitions towards
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a more transcendent view of consciousness. In understanding
consciousness, we may assume and even desire a transcendence
from the physical because we want to attribute consciousness a
higher, special status. We may desire a transcendent conscious-
ness to account for a life beyond just the inert, dead physical stuff
that we encounter daily. But Strawson physicalizes our desire for
transcendence into immanent experience of consciousness.

Premise (5) conjoins premises (1) — (4) to assert that the
scope of any form of physicalism must account for the reality of
consciousness as experience and as physical phenomena. If (5)
is true, then we must further say that consciousness goes all the
way down. This is a significant component of Strawson's position,
which we will detail later.

Premise (6) serves to critique theories that help justify stan-
dard versions of physicalism, namely physics and neurophysi-
ology theories. He writes:

That experience is ‘really just neurons firing,” at least in the
case of biological organisms like ourselves. But when I say
these words I mean something completely different from
what many physicalists have apparently meant by them. I
certainly don’t mean that all characteristics of what is going
on in the case of experience can be described by physics
and neurophysiology or any non-revolutionary extensions
of them... It is that experiential phenomena ‘just are’ phys-
ical, so that there is a lot more to neurons than physics and
neurophysiology record (or can record). (Strawson 2009, p.
36)

It seems to be the case that if premises (1) — (5) are correct,
then premise (6) must be true. At this point of his argument, if
we accept it, standard physicalism is reduced to a false position
about the physical world. Perhaps Strawson's re-appropriation of
the notion of the physical may not be as unorthodox to contem-
porary physics due to discoveries and developments in quantum
mechanics. Counterintuitive discoveries that radicalize physics,
for example, can be seen in the findings of quantum entangle-
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ment theory.?> And the further down we go into subatomic struc-
ture of fundamental