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INTEGRATING DIFFERENCES: PHILOSOPICAL ASPECTS IN SOCIOLOGY AND VICE VERSA


Georg Peter and Reuss-Markus Krausse


This is Volume 40 of our scientific journal ProtoSociology: We never thought we would come this far. This means that the ProtoSociology project is also thirty-three years old. But speaking of age and numbers, this volume is especially dedicated to Gerhard Preyer and his work, who doubles the number of volumes in years. He is the editor and founder of the journal and is responsible for the progress and development of the project of the same name. In a mixture of reconstruction and retrospective, it might be a good idea to start with the more programmatic concept:


The term “ProtoSociology” is partly inspired by Paul Lorenzen’s constructive theory of language and science, which encouraged the project in its initial phase to establish a proto-theoretical approach in sociology. Prototheories are conceived there as the foundation of a specialized science. Based on initial objectives and linguistic distinctions, they attempt to contribute to the methodological structure of a specialized language and to systematize the preliminary understanding of the object and experiential realm of the social sciences. In other words, proto-sociology is primarily a meta-theoretical enterprise.


The approaches to such systematization are fed by the three dominant currents in twentieth-century philosophy:




	the analytic philosophy of language, beginning with Frege, Wittgenstein, and Carnap,


	the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl, and


	Heidegger’s hermeneutic fundamental ontology.





This leads to the main research areas of lifeworld and system, modernization theory, analytic action, and language and interpretation theory. The aim of the project and the associated journal was to lay the foundations of the social sciences in terms of language theory, which already indicates the close connection to related disciplines such as philosophy, social sciences and linguistics, as well as to a sociological systems theory. The project is thus linked to a Frankfurt tradition represented by Jürgen Habermas and his Theory of Communcative Action, insofar as it is a fundamentally oriented combination of philosophical with social and socio-theoretical problems. From a philosophical perspective, an analytical theory of interpretation and action and from a sociological perspective a further-reaching systems theory approach form the core. With this ambitious and comprehensive conception, the Theory of Communicative Action was the last of the grand theories to fail. The combination of a sociological theory of society and a theory of action based on analytical speech theory was confronted with some major structural problems (Preyer 2000).


For ProtoSociology – journal and project – this meant that we lost our programmatics, but not our focus. Two of Gerhard Preyer’s favorite dictums are the Chinese “follow the change” and “you have to reinvent yourself ”. But they have to be realized equally: not only in documenting change, but also in constituting it. Thus, all the projects that were initiated and carried out – the book publications and the journal – became a process rather than a momentary snapshot of the state of the art. The controlled project process itself also has a discursive form, which can be explained both by the development of the underlying problem through the work and by the communication between the participants. The works received influence the progress and conceptualization of the project as a work in progress. They reveal new issues and point to follow-on problems that may be addressed by new contributors, or may initiate a new project. On the other hand, authors are also in contact with each other through the journal and can build on previous collaborations, etc. ProtoSociology is thus a medium of communication, not only through the finished journal, but also through the special kind of project work on which it is based. Instead of simply inviting papers on a particular topic, we conceptualize and formulate a scientific problem within and during the project, to which leading scholars in the field are invited to contribute.


This also explains why Gerhard Preyer has such a strong publication record in the social sciences and philosophy. He simply followed the change, which is also a result of his own work. But if we look more closely, it still seems that the philosophical part has more often a sociological impact than vice versa.



Philosophy within and close by of sociology


In the early 1980s, in collaboration with Michael Roth (Preyer and Roth 1989), a first version of the problem situation of analytic philosophy was drafted, which was later elaborated and somewhat modified. This was preceded by the treatment of the problem situation of the analytic theory of action, which reached its zenith in German philosophy in the 1970s. Rüdiger Bubner, Jürgen Habermas, and Herbert Schnädelbach gave lectures on this topic. Analytical action theory was relevant to the project because the notion of logical form is a link between it, action theory, linguistic theory, sociological theory, and ontology. This is especially worth mentioning because analytic action theory has not been adequately treated by sociologists working in the segment of sociological action theory. It was the connecting element between the sociological and the philosophical aspects of Preyer’s project. But from the very beginning there was a deep and broad philosophical reconstruction of these discussions. It was not limited by any sociological programmatic, making it a vehicle for the completion of a social theory. Remarkably, pragmatics and speech act theory seemed at the time to be a kind of magic bullet for all sorts of problems in the humanities, even in literary studies.


The best example of this is Donald Davidson. Starting in the late 1980s, Gerhard Preyer was one of the first philosophers to study Donald Davidson’s philosophy in Germany. With several book publications from 1997 to 2011, it has also been a focus of his work, leading him from speech act theory and contextualism (Preyer and Peter 2005, 2007) to the philosophical mind. A retrospective on Jean Paul Sartre in the context of contemporary philosophy of mind (Preyer and Miguens 2016) is the latest step. Calling it a sideline should not detract from the importance and continuity of this philosophical part, but there are two aspects that will lead to a better picture.


In book publications or in the journal, the focus has always been on philosophers doing the work of a sociologist. This close relationship was not justified by theoretical concerns. ProtoSociology did what its name says: it analyzed the basic terms of a theory using the idea of transdisciplinarity, where sociological topics are examined from a different angle.


For example, problems of understanding others, i.e. interpreting the feelings and beliefs of others, may be discussed not by psychologists or sociologists, but by philosophers. Two of our volumes are examples of this. In the first case, Folk Psychology, Mental Concepts, and the Ascription of Attitudes, the basic conditions under which one ascribes certain feelings and attitudes to someone in everyday language were discussed. The other volume, Understanding the Social: New Perspectives from Epistemology, dealt with the question of the extent to which one can ascribe common beliefs to a group, and whether it can be understood only as a collection of individuals. of individuals, or whether, following Hegel, the whole of the group is more than the sum of its parts or members. In this way, fundamental problems of psychology are also addressed from a “foreign” perspective.


Closely related are the publications on cognitive semantics and social ontology. Methodologically, social ontology poses the question: Do we need to introduce new ontological categories to describe social reality, or can our social reality be described with the familiar (but no less controversial) categories? Can social properties have a causal effect? Can the laws of social reality (if they exist) be traced back to the laws of individual psychology?


One of the most important questions in the social sciences concerns the relationship between the individual and groups or society as a whole. Together with Raimo Tuomela and later Margaret Gilbert, Gerhard Preyer has realized several projects that give a philosophical perspective to this sociological problem.


Raimo Tuomela’s Social Ontology discusses a variety of related topics concerning situations where people actually form a group and share collectively intentional states that depend on the group’s main goals, interests, values, beliefs, and norms etc, as well as act together as group members.


Tuomela developed a “collective acceptance view of sociality” using the distinction between “I-mode” and “we-mode” notions and states. The extended account expands the scope of this framework by adding the notion of “external authorities” that control social groups. Similarly, its central notion of the we-mode is analogously extended to the case of power. One of the main goals of the Collective Acceptance View of Sociality is to analyze the conceptual resources and theorizing of the social domain from both the individual and collective points of view, and this includes an account of the “shared point of view”. Some topics new to the literature on social ontology and collective intentionality are analyzed. These include group solidarity, group reasons and we-reasoning, and institutionality based on collective construction. Tuomela’s social ontology also provides conceptual tools for the study of various intergroup phenomena, including both cooperation and conflict in international relations.


The research continued in collaboration with Margaret Gilbert. At the time, social ontology was a relatively new scientific field of interdisciplinary research and conceptualization. Social ontology is located between theoretical and practical philosophy:


Analysans of theoretical thinking are assertive illocutionary acts which have as analysanda constative sentences and their epistemic foundation of theoretical reasoning; analysans of practical thinking are action sentences, practical inferences and their validity which have as analysanda descriptions of actions and properties of action tokens. Both have their own ontological commitments such as of cognition, actions and their components.(ProtoSociology 2018, 7)


The ontology of the social domain includes a wide range of topics such as social agency, collective intentionality, social exchange, social groups, formal organizations (cooperations), and the differentiation of subsystems of actions and communication within framework of the societal division of labor.



Multiple modernities and their memberships


The other part of Preyer’s scientific work, the sociological one, has a philosophical impact on basic sociological problems. One example is Karl Jaspers’ concept of axial time: In contrast to a linear, one-dimensional teleological model of human evolution, as constructed by Hegel and copied by Marx, human evolution is based on simultaneous but not identical processes. This led to a completely different understanding of globalization in the late 1990s.


“Globalization is not a homogenization of all social life on earth. It is a heterogeneous process that connects the global and the local on different levels. Furthermore, globalization is more often used as a catchall argument to pursue political goals than for sound scientific analysis.” (Preyer and Bös 2001, 4)


This idea of multiple modernities in sociology is linked to Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt. Starting in the early 2000s with ProtoSociology volume 15, Preyer began to revisit (Preyer 2011), reconstruct, and expand (Preyer and Sussmann 2016) Eisenstadt’s theory of multiple modernities and his research program. Together with Eisenstadt himself, Roland Robertson, Barrie Axford, and others, several articles, projects, and book publications have been realized.


A one-dimensional concept of modernity has a central perspective that leads to “Eurocentrism,” and the question of more or less modernity tends to be a question of right and wrong. For example, development aid in Africa has been an almost total failure for decades, costing billions. Exporting Western democracy and economics does not work. A universal idea of the one and only modernity may believe in its historical necessity, but is unable to understand the dynamics of the global and the local – glocalization – within the process of globalization. States like Japan, China, South Korea, Taiwan, and perhaps even Vietnam, on the other hand, are very stable communities and well integrated into the process of globalization. But are they “modern” societies, and by what definition?


“Japan is not a Western democracy; it only pretends to look like one. This rather exaggerated joke by Gerhard Preyer is of course not an insult, but a consequence of the concept of multiple modernities. What are Japan and China, then, if not copies of Western democracies (which are not homogeneous either)? What concepts and terminology do we need for a proper understanding? While most of Preyer’s work is (meta-)theoretical, Japan and more often China are his “empirical” subjects for the concept of multiple modernities.


In volume 32 of ProtoSociology, Making and Unmaking modern Japan, modernity is described as a specific non-linear process, while the contributors “share the dual conviction that (1) understanding the lineaments of Japanese modernity entails an appreciation of the specific forms of distinctions, discriminations and exclusions constitutive of it; (2) that the socio-economic-political fractures increasingly visible under conditions of late modernity reveal the precarious nature of the making of modernity in Japan.” (Vij 2015, 5)


But China took up much more space, resulting in several volumes and book publications, as well as extensive collaboration with Chinese colleagues, so that two of Preyer’s articles and ProtoSociology vol. 31 were translated into Chinese.


In his view, a new sociology was needed to understand and describe this new kind of modernization, especially in China. According to him, it is “the ability of the Communist Party of China to preserve the social order of Chinese society. From a sociological point of view, this meant maintaining the membership order of the Chinese society.” (Preyer and Krausse 2023, 153) This may sound trivial because it is an acknowledged goal of the Communist Party, but it is not, because it works and needs to be understood. And the keyword “membership order” brings us to the final center of his work, the Sociology of Membership.


In a sense, one could say that ProtoSociology is Gerhard Preyer, but not the other way around. His scholarly work goes beyond the topics of the journal, especially his conception of a social theory of membership, published in three volumes by Springer (Preyer 2006, 2006a, 2008)1. “The analysis of the sociology of membership as a new research program integrates the insights on contemporary societies of the international research group focused on multiple modernities since the 2000s.” (Preyer and Krausse, 2023, ix)


Or to keep it programmatic: The sociology of membership is a research program as a contribution to sociological theory. It defines sociology as a membership system and a membership order. In this respect, it does not proceed in an ideal-typical manner. At the current state, it is not yet conceived whether it finds (establishes) general social laws (membership laws) and transfers them into an axiomatic theory construction.


Membership sociology distinguishes between membership theory and membership sociology in a narrower sense, i.e. a specification of the general frame of reference of membership theory on differentiation and interpenetration of the social system as a membership system (order). The research program aims to define each social (communication) event within the general frame of reference of membership theory.


Membership theory and membership sociology provide a particular response to the conceptualization (framing) of the internal and external differentiation of social systems as membership systems. It assumes that the consciousness and mental constitution of psycho-physical, neuronal entities has only a very limited scope for processing the complexity and continence of social systems (Luhmann, Gehlen). In this respect, the framing is not based on the concept of meaning (Luhmann).


The general frame of reference (membership theory) distinguishes between the following components:


External stabilization:




	Membership decision as a time difference, time dimension (time consciousness), memory





Internal differentiation:




	Scope for negation: immunization and conflict


	Authority system


	Collective identity


	Primary and secondary social systems (membership systems)





Basic assumptions as a general reference problem are:


Not only sociology, but also philosophy should be aware that the research program of membership sociology is the reference problem of selective processing of reduced complexity. This would be a variation of a convergence theory (Parsons, Luhmann, W. Ross Ashby). There are further convergences, one of which is that the members of social systems must be able to refer to themselves and to others. However, this requires a special analysis.


It should be emphasized that, from the perspective of membership theory, the attribution instance is not spatio-temporally-biographically individuated individuals (as particulars). This points to the interpenetration between members of social systems and consciousness as their environment.


Gerhard Preyer as an academic teacher, colleague, and friend for almost forty years – more or less – had a special kind of influence on the editors. Especially as a young ambitious academic it is like in soccer, where you miss most of the fun if you are not supporter of one of the teams, Marxism, Relativism, Pragmatism or whatever. But after a while it seems that partisanship comes at a price, especially in Frankfurt.


To illustrate it and put it crudely, Adorno only taught us why Popper or positivism should be rejected from his point of view. A reconstruction of the positions from their own logic, at least with the attempt to work out the existing strengths, did not take place. You did not really learn anything substantial about Popper. And even Jürgen Habermas has a very own and creative way to deal with different thinkers and putting them into perspective, even if this is – in his case – a strong point.


But one of Gerhard Preyer’s strengths, however, is precisely this: the reconstruction of complex arguments in their respective contexts. This is no mere philological-hermeneutic neutrality, because a certain orientation towards defined problems and perspectives are always a guiding principle. It is a special form of academic professionalism that distinguishes him. The position between orthodoxy and arbitrariness is not a fixed point, but a meandering path. It shows respect for different positions and for the other in principle, which is also the key to new and long-lasting collaborations or even friendships.


Based on some of his statements, this may also have biographical reasons, stemming from the German student movement of the late 1960s, when having the right perspective was too often a question of having the right attitude; and attitude is always related to the staging of power interests. He does not have to share a good argument in order to respect and sometimes even support it. This has not only had a great influence on our self-understanding as scientists, but it also characterizes our friendship with Gerhard Preyer.


We, the editors, would like to thank all the contributors, which is a common and almost trivial gesture. But here it is more, because the project ProtoSociology and the scholarly work of Gerhard Preyer owe their existence and success to the collegial cooperation and the developing discourse over decades. This kind of – sometimes long-term – relationship cannot be realized within a large publishing house, but here.
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TWO DECADES OF FRIENDSHIP AND PHILOSOPHY: NAVIGATING MIND’S COMPLEXITIES WITH PROFESSOR GERHARD PREYER


Anita Pacholik-Żuromska


Abstract


The presented contribution has both a personal and somewhat scientific tone. It provides a brief overview of the twenty years of collaboration with Professor Preyer, emphasizing key discussion points that have been integral to this long-standing exchange.


It began a long time ago. I needed to refresh my memory to recall how the meetings, debates, discussions and workshops, which professor Gerhard Preyer and me made during all these years of the cooperation, started. It is impossible to remember everything, but there were some milestones, which influenced my philosophical development, and for which I am deeply thankful.


I met professor Gerhard Preyer in 2003 when I was on a scholarship at the Johannes Gutenberg University in Mainz. My supervisor from the Nicolaus Copernicus University in Torun, professor Urszula Żegleń advised me to make an appointment with professor Preyer, with whom she already had a successful academic exchange. I called prof. Preyer and introduced myself. Professor did not sound surprised and proposed a meeting in Frankfurt on Main (a half hour of train trip from Mainz) at Bockenheimer Warte.


So I came to Frankfurt, found the place (at this day was a food market there). It was direct in front of the Johann Wolfgang Goethe University where Social Sciences were located (today they are at Campus Westend). I looked around and after few minutes I recognized professor Preyer. I do not remember anymore, whether he was on a bike, but he used to ride a bike a lot, so it is very probable. We exchanged pleasantries, went to a coffee shop and started to talk. And so it began. Since this time we regularly meet online, and if there is an opportunity also in person.


The first idea I received from prof. Preyer was the preparation of the collected papers translated from German into Polish presenting a variety of approaches to the problem of mind: “German analytic philosophy of mind” (Pacholik-Żuromska 2011). I invited the leading philosophers from Germany and polish translators. After few years the book was published. During the preparation of the book I came to Frankfurt in the frame of DAAD Scholarship to work properly under the supervision of professor Preyer. I spent the winter semester at the Goethe University, where a prepared also a part of my doctoral thesis.


During my stay we met twice a week and discussed mostly the problems concerning self-knowledge. We considered them in the light of the philosophy of Donald Davidson. Professor Preyer, as a well known specialist in this field, was for me a source of knowledge in this matter (Preyer, Rogler, polish translation 2011). The focal point of our discussions often revolved around the fascinating concept of asymmetry between first- and third-person thoughts. Exploring this topic within the context of Davidson’s philosophy, we dissected the complexities inherent in understanding oneself and others. Professor Preyer’s expertise illuminated the nuances of these philosophical inquiries, fostering a profound understanding of the dynamics involved in self-knowledge. As we navigated through these profound discussions, the sessions not only broadened my intellectual horizons but also deepened my appreciation for the complexities of human cognition and the philosophical implications thereof.


The problem with self-knowledge was formulated among others by Christopher Peacocke, to whom I often referred in my dissertation. He points out that on the one hand a subject has a direct knowledge about his own mental states without any reference to the external environment, but on the other hand a subject must stay in a relation to the environment, to have a knowledge about it. Peacocke, as many philosophers before him, especially Locke, shows two sources of the knowledge: external, sensual knowledge about the world, and internal, introspective knowledge about the content of our thoughts. The first one can be falsified, the second one seems to be infallible: If I have a thought, then I know that I have it, but I can only belief that the other has the same thought. This asymmetry was also pointed out by Davidson and analysed by Preyer.


Davidson showed not only the difference between the first and third person perspective, but also the gap between the mental and the physical. He presented namely an approach in philosophy of mind called anomalous monism according to which there is one substance – the physical, on which the mental states are supervening. What is anomalous is the lack of laws connecting the mental with the physical. According to this approach, everytime when the mental state changes, certainly also physical state changes, as the physical is the cause of the mental. But the nomological chain of this causality is still unknown.


Davidson claims that this gap is necessary if the subject is to be understood in the context of rationality. Although mental states ultimately also have a physical nature, they cannot be reduced to their physical basis, such as the brain, and cannot be explained solely in physical terms. This happens precisely because, in order to treat the subject’s behavior as rational, one cannot abandon mentalistic terminology. In explaining one’s behavior, the observer (or interpreter) refers to beliefs and intentions, assuming that they form a coherent, logical whole embedded in a network of successive beliefs. Preyer follows this assumption, considering that since attributing propositional attitudes requires a certain referential transparency of semantic context, an adequate theory of meaning must take into account the propositional attitude of the sender, linguistic meaning, and situational reference as distinct but simultaneously coherent factors in the creation and understanding of the meaning of expressions (Preyer 2006).


Factors such as the subject’s propositional attitudes, linguistic meaning, and the context of the utterances create a pattern through which behavior is interpreted. When discussing the context of the statement, the inevitable question arises: how is it possible to grasp meaning when the context changes? Does understanding depend on the context in which the statement is made? Is it possible for a subject to understand a statement in certain contexts but not in others? It seems that in situations involving the interpretation of the subject’s intentions and attitudes based on the expressions, and considering the idea that knowledge is shaped through the relation subject – world, contextualism emerges as a position that is better suited to describe understanding, which is dependent on these relation with the world. On the other hand, echoing the aforementioned doubt, one may question how to capture meaning if its truth conditions change with the context, or in other words, if the conditions for epistemic evaluation change (Preyer, Peter 2005). I have reached for Preyer’s studies about contextualism first when I was working on my habilitation thesis, where the significant part of it was understanding as a human cognitive ability. Professor Preyer’s insights influenced approach to contextualism and have impacted my point of view on the self-knowledge too.


After my scholarship was finished I returned to Poland, where I soon started to work at the Nicolaus Copernicus University.. Because I was still preparing the collected papers to German philosophy of mind, I stayed in contact with professor Preyer. Soon we started an Erasmus exchange. Professor Preyer visited Toruń many times, giving his lectures about the problems of philosophy of mind, specifically about internalism and externalism, mental representations, intentionality and pre-reflexive consciousness. To the last one we organized a workshop in 2016 at the Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń.


The philosophical interests of professor Preyer are reflected in his books as in the mirror. Every phase of concentrated research ends with a book, what I really admire. Some of this interests are coming back in a new form. I remember, when in 2018 I was visiting professor at the Gutenberg University in Mainz, I used to come to professor Preyer to Frankfurt, where he was working on his book to Lycan’s philosophy of mind. We discuss at this time the understanding of representations, and considered the question, whether it is possible to hold materialistic approach to representations and phenomenal character of consciousness. In fact, we stayed with the old hard problem of consciousness formulated by Chalmers; however, we didn’t use his Zombie argument as the answer. Our point was not to reject materialism; we didn’t want to take an ontological position. Instead, we sought a methodological answer. Can a theory claiming materialism and acknowledging the phenomenal character of consciousness be coherent? Our starting point, therefore, was the question, which we echo after Lycan: Does the phenomenal character of self-consciousness exclude materialism? The second one was: Even if we assume that the two can be reconciled, can consciousness be explained through computationalism? (Preyer 2024).


Professor Preyer exhibits a remarkable talent in positioning himself within the contemporary currents of the philosophy of mind, concurrently assuming the role of both adherent and critic. His intellectual prowess lies in his adept navigation of the nuanced landscapes of philosophical discourse, particularly within the realm of cognitive development and linguistic theory. This is exemplified in his critical engagement with Tomasello’s conceptual framework, which, despite its commendable explanatory power, faces scrutiny on two significant fronts: the intricacies of language acquisition and the broader theory of expanding intentionality.


Tomasello’s conception faces criticism concerning issues related to language acquisition and the theory of expanding the ability to have intentionality (from shared attention to collective intentionality). Regarding the language acquisition problem, for instance, Gerhard Preyer claims that behavior related to attracting adult attention, such as pointing, do not necessarily align with language competency acquisition, and thus, do not contribute to the broadening of the representational repertoire. According to Preyer, pointing does not involve the identification of a specific object; therefore, there cannot be any representation mediating this identification. In pointing without an accompanying predicate (e.g., “chair”), the focus is more on the behavior itself, which is intended to be interpreted as marking one’s position in relation to a given object, rather than pointing to something specific. Such behavior may signify a demand for attention, but directed towards the child itself rather than the object.


If Preyer is right, it indeed challenges the explanatory framework proposed by Tomasello, as reference becomes the focal point in the initially dyadic, and then triadic, relationship of child-object-adult. However, Tomasello’s position can be defended by arguing that representational abilities precede verbalization, and pointing is accompanied by representation, even in the absence of verbalization. Moreover, even if the child, through pointing, does not identify the object but instead attracts attention to itself, it might be sufficient – ultimately, pointing is about directing someone’s attention.


Description of the private, mental, or psychological sphere of the subject, where the individual self is constituted, and the externalist description of the objective, physical, and social world in which the subject is deeply rooted, requires an interdisciplinary approach. This often involves a connection between the humanities and natural sciences, with the former having a descriptive character, and the latter having an explanatory one. In the interdisciplinary approach to the problem of the self, the challenge lies in formulating the problem in a way that it can be examined from both perspectives. Cognitive science, serving as a connecting platform for various scientific domains, also allows posing philosophical questions that can be addressed with scientific answers. A comprehensive overview of the current state of discussion is provided by the collection edited by Gerhard Preyer and Sofia Miguens, titled “Consciousness and Subjectivity” (2012). As I delved into the contents of this compilation, I found the various philosophical inquiries and discussions. The diverse perspectives, and thought-provoking analyses provided by the contributing authors have enriched the interdisciplinary landscape of philosophy of mind. The collected papers in question had an impact not only on my philosophical insights, but also of my university colleagues. Through discussions and shared reflections, it became evident that the resonance of these papers extended beyond individual studies.


One might perceive Professor Preyer as engaging in a sort of advocacy for representations and pre-reflective awareness. He does not shy away from challenging the Cartesian approach to the mind. Throughout our years of collaboration, this theme has resurfaced, leading to our joint article titled “Shaping Pre-Reflective Self-Consciousness” (2023). This paper addresses the problem of pre-reflective self-consciousness in the context of the contemporary computational approaches to the mind. We present the view that the conceptions considering pre-reflective self-consciousness as relational fall into a paradox. Following the new Heidelbergs argumentation, we provide an argumentation that such approaches are missing the basic problem of pre-reflective consciousness, namely the self-determination of non-relational mental states.


Professor Preyer has played a pivotal role as a mentor, offering invaluable guidance and support in my applications for scholarships and internships. He continues to provide direction and inspires my academic interests. While I was on my scholarship in Aberdeen in 2022, he actively participated in my online lecture and subsequently discussed my approach. I am grateful to have him as a mentor, supporting me in this new academic milieu.


Our collaborative efforts extend beyond our individual scholarly pursuits and have made significant contributions to the broader academic community. Through collaborative initiatives like conferences, for example the 13th Congress of the Polish Society of Cognitive Science, Cognitive Science: From Foundations into the Future, (23–25.09.2021), workshops like The International Workshop: Consciousness, Self and Subjectivity, (17–18. 05. 2016, Nicolaus Copernicus University), and projects, we have actively participated in fostering a culture of intellectual exchange and knowledge dissemination.


Reflecting on the years of collaboration with Professor Preyer, it is evident that the experience has been transformative. The intellectual challenges, collaborative projects, and shared accomplishments have not only shaped my academic identity but have also significantly contributed to my growth as a scholar.


In conclusion, the journey of intellectual collaboration with Professor Preyer stands as a demonstration to the profound impact that meaningful partnerships can have in the world of academia. The lessons learned, the projects undertaken, and the shared intellectual pursuits have created a tapestry of experiences that will undoubtedly continue to influence my academic journey in the years to come.
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Part I


Philosophy of Language










WHAT’S UNDER SEX?


Ernie Lepore


Many philosophers – analytic or otherwise – at least since the sexual revolutions of the late 1960s have been attempting to analyze the concept of sex and other concepts in its family (perverse, complete and normal sex, etc.). Stiff issues arise in clarifying just what all is supposed to be involved in attempting to analyze a concept. Most authors agree that whatever it involves, it does not follow that a correct analysis requires the concept carrier to be – what? – consciously, explicitly, or “fully” aware of it. So, for example, Nagel (1969), in what must be the mother of all pieces written on sexual perversion (at least, among contemporary analytic philosophers) teases us with an account of the concept of complete sex where no sexual act is complete unless its participants recognize themselves as having reciprocal beliefs, desires, and intentions about each other. This account, no matter how hard one might try, resists simplification; some critics reject it just because it is so complex. Moulton (1975), for example, declares that if Nagel’s concept of sex were our own, sex would be much too distracting. Her reaction misses the point of conceptual analysis, I fear; even when one indulges in the philosophy of sex dull issues like the paradox of analysis can arise.


What may be a little less controversial among philosophers is that, though an analysis may generate no obvious psychological or epistemological consequences, it may still spawn metaphysical consequences. If our concept of sex requires that an activity A is sexual just in case A has property P, then no activity could be sexual unless it embodies P. This renders P a part of the very nature of sex.


Of course, even this metaphysical claim isn’t entirely uncontroversial. There are philosophers who do not think our concept of something necessarily reveals its nature. One way of taking in Putnam’s (1975) Twin-Earth thought is that although being wet, being the stuff that quenches our thirst, that cools us down, that fills our lakes, oceans, rivers, etc., may contribute to our concept of water, these are not part of its nature. How one thinks these


thought experiments extend to (the concept of ) sex will be partly determined by whether one think that what underlies sex is a nature, and not a convention.


Many philosophers who write about sex defend their analyses entirely by an appeal to common sense. To the extent that this is the only way to proceed, there can be little room for divergence between our concept of sex and its nature. Indeed, those who pursue the nature of sex in this way are, in effect, saying that sex – plain and simple – is what it seems to be; in jargon, sex does not underwrite an appearance/reality distinction. Sex is – plain and simple – what it seems to be. But not all contributors envisage their project this way. To the extent that you think deep truths about sex can be uncoverable, even to the extent that you think that once these truths are beheld we may be forced to change our ordinary conception of sex, you are courting a distinction between appearance and reality. But all of this is, so to speak, foreplay. For the purposes of this discussion, I assume that (most of ) the participants involved in the practice of attempting to analyze our concept of sex do so because they yearn to learn something about its nature. In virtue of what is an activity, desire, or intention sexual? This is a good place to let Wittgenstein out of the bag.


Mimicking Wittgenstein ([PI 621] we can ask what more, if anything, than coitus is required in order for two participants to engage in sex? Imagine two events, both of which are instances of coitus, and which are identical “to all appearances”. Could it be that one of these acts of coitus but not the other is an act of complete, normal, perverse or abnormal sex?


Not a single author whose writings I am familiar with (including Freud (1905), Nagel (1969), Solomon (1974), Goldman (1977), Moulton (1975),


Ruddick (1984), Soble (1991), Levinson (2003), Miller (2010), among others) couches the problem in exactly this manner; but it’s in the spirit of what they are doing for us to do so.


To prevent any misunderstanding, of course, everyone thinks all sorts of biological organisms participate in coitus and other sorts of “sexual” activity –


where “sexual” is being used biologically – thus, those nasty scare quotes. But each (with the exception of Aquinas (2014), I know not of one other counterexample) believes that, e.g., correct attributions of sexual perversion are restricted to humans. Therefore, there must be something about the nature of sex when limited to humans that distinguishes us from lower forms of life in virtue of which the concept of sexual perversion does not extend to the lower creatures (except possibly metaphorically). That is, almost all philosophers are in agreement that our concept of sex (involving humans) is not wholly biological because it carries a psychological dimension. After all, this is what distinguishes us essentially from many lower organisms – our ability for mentation.


For a skeptic about sexual perversion, it’s not obvious there can be twin cases for sexually interesting properties. However, I’m convinced by Nagel’s (1969) counter-reply, and to be so convinced is to concede the possibility of twin cases about sexuality and sexual perversion. So, then, what does the possibility of having a coital twin reveal about what it is for something to be a sexual act?


First, some preliminaries are in order:


1. By definition, the possibility of twin cases with respect to some property P shows that two behaviors that are, to all appearances, behaviors of the same kind may nevertheless differ with respect to P; and this difference may be “hidden”; it may fail to reveal itself even under close scrutiny. How could this be? The obvious suggestion is that if there can be twins with respect to a property P, then P must be a relational property. I will take it for granted that our thought experiment shows that being a (completely, normal) sexual act is a relational property. The question then arises: which relational property is it?


2. Another possibility is that whether an entity has P is determined by its microstructure. Hence, Putnam’s (1968) widely discussed example in which one but not the other of two superficially indistinguishable substances is actually water. I assume sex is not this kind of thing. What determines that one twin is water and one merely fool-water is that only the first is H20. But whether a twin is a sexual act or not isn’t merely a matter of biological, anatomical, or chemical analysis.


In short, I will take it for granted that our thought experiment shows that being a (completely, normal) sexual act is a relational property. The question then, again, is: which relational property is it?


3. Intentional Realism will be assumed, this being perhaps the major lesson that partitioners of the philosophy of sex have to take from the philosophy of mind. Even philosophers who are dubious about the appeal to intentionality in scientific psychology admit that talk about beliefs, desires, intentions, and the like is indispensable for any legitimate purpose outside the strictly scientific. The authors who write on the philosophy of sex assume that it counts as a legitimate purpose; so, they certainly seem unabashed in supposing people to have beliefs, desires, and intentions and that their intentional states contribute to the etiologies of their behavior.


4. Not all twin cases are interesting, even philosophically. Wittgenstein’s example of the arm raising is interesting because it bears on the question what makes an event an action; and the notion of an action is inextricably bound up in all sorts of ways with deep questions about common sense psychological explanation and about ethical evaluation. But contrast, it’s not very interesting that there could be twins one of whom is a banker and the other is not; or even that there could be twins one of which is in an incestuous relation and the other isn’t. It’s obvious that bankers and incest are constituted by their relations (to banks, on the one hand, and to biological relations, on the other); what else is new!


4a. Whether it matters that coitus can have twins depends, inter alia, on how centrally the property of being sexual matters in politics, ethics, and psychology. I have my doubts. It may be that being a complete or perverse sexual act is an evaluative concept; still, it’s arguable that being complete or perverse doesn’t buy you much in ethics or politics or psychology. Thus, something can be indisputably perverse sex and yet all the same be, for example, boring, not indecent, and any, or all, of the preceding. Indeed, he might be right to do so.


4b. Conversely, all sorts of sexual properties can coherently be ascribed to things plausibly not sexual. I suppose that shirts, advertisements, and dances are not (usually) sex objects, but many of them are sexy and we’re right to call them so. Putting on lipstick is not usually a sex act, but we can imagine a twin act of puttiing on lipstick that clearly is sexual. It’s not important that we share intuitions about cases. What is essential, however, is that we agree that a theory about what makes something a sex act should leave the question of sexual value open; that is, it should allow for sexually gratifying acts or objects that are sex acts or objects and for acts of sex that are no damn good.


With these preliminaries in place, let’s now turn to the core affairs at hand.


So, then, what does the possibility of an act having a twin expose about what it is for an act of coitus to be sexual?


The received Wittgensteinian exegesis reads him as answering the question of what makes a movement an action, rather than a mere happening, as follows: it’s the context that makes all the difference between a motion and an action, in particular, between my arm rising and my raising my arm. So, to understand an arm’s rising as someone’s raising her arm is to set it in a context that may include, but needn’t be exhausted by, the agent’s past and future actions and intentions. If this were right, then we can see straight away why there can be action twins. Being in a context is a relational property par excellence; hence, it’s the kind of property that a thing may have and yet not reveal under the closest scrutiny – so long as that examination is confined to non-relational properties.


Wittgenstein’s story is supposed to exclude what we may call a Cartesian account, according to which what makes a motion an action, say, an F-ing, in the typical case, is that it is caused in the right sort of way by an intention to F. Here too we see how twin cases can arise; having the causal history it does is itself a relational property of an event, and hence, it’s a property that may distinguish events that are “indistinguishable to all appearances”. Differences in intentional etiology are therefore candidates for answering questions about what distinguishes action twins. A relatively unilluminating version of the Cartesian proposal might be that what makes an act of coitus normal or perverse sex is that the act was intended by the partners involved as normal or perverse.


Relatively unilluminating doesn’t, however, mean empty. This account has the consequence that there could not be normal or perverse sex among a group of individuals each of whom lacked the concept of normal or perverse sex.


Maybe that explains why we don’t think animals or small children really participate in perverse sex. It may even turn out that, say, the ancient Greeks couldn’t have had any perverse sex. This depends on facts about the minds of the ancient Greeks – in particular, facts about what intentions they entertained with respect to their coital partners, for example.


What’s unrevealing about the account, however, is that intending to participate in perverse sex wants explication in a way that, say, intending one’s arm to rise does not. For, of course, the notion of perverse sex is unclear in a way that the notion of an arm’s rising is not. It’s easy at this point to simply dump the Cartesian story. Doesn’t it just shove the original problem inside the head?


Not at all! It tells us that “sex” is an etiological concept (thereby explaining how their could be sexual twins); and it connects the intensionality (with an “s”) of sex with its intentionality (with a “t”) (Solomon!974)). Both these insights of the Cartesian story are substantive; indeed, given the current climate in philosophy, they both count as tendentious (e.g., sex isn’t physical!).


So, we ask one last time, what is it to intend an act to be sexual? Unless something can be said about this, the ground that the Cartesian story gains is rather minimal, even if true.


Well, to intend an act to be sexual requires at least this much: The intention that an act be sexual is, in part, the intention that it should be something about a partner. Nothing could be sexual unless it is intended to bear a certain


sort of relation to one’s partner; hence, the concept of sex cannot predate the concept of a partner, inter alia.1


I suppose our conclusion should be that a partner is someone who is intended to be affected in certain ways by another partner; and sex is supposed to be something that is supposed to have certain sorts of effects on each partner. Hence, the connection between sex and partners. But, again, the caution that we needn’t share intuitions about cases but agree that the best account should leave the question of sexual value wide-open; it should allow for sexually gratifying acts or objects that are sexual acts or objects and for acts of sex that are no damned good.
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CONSEQUENCES OF FORGETTING AUSTIN (CONCEPTIONS OF CONTEXT AND VARIETIES OF CONTEXTUALISM)


Sofia Miguens


Abstract


Although it was in his work that several important ideas regarding contextualism originated, J. L. Austin is a classic of the history of analytical philosophy often absent in recent discussions. My intention in this article is to identify some (bad) consequences of forgetting Austin when one is a self-professed contextualist. One further goal is to examine the conceptions of context being used within different varieties of contextualism. In A Plea for Excuses Austin claimed, “When we examine what we should say when, what words we should use in what situations, we are looking again not merely at words (or “meanings”, whatever they may be) but also at the realities we use words to talk about”. In this article I will look at the way Michael Williams (Williams 2019) follows this lead in criticizing another epistemologist, Duncan Pritchard (Pritchard 2016).


It is a great pleasure for me to participate in this Festschrift for Gerhard Preyer. Although I feel I have known Gerhard for a very long time, we made contact only around 2005, through our common American friend, Rutgers philosopher Ernest Lepore. Since then, I have been amazed (as, I imagine, all of Gerhard’s friends, colleagues, and students have) with his non-stop work, and the sheer number of projects he always had in progress. We have edited together two volumes, Consciousness and Subjectivity (Ontos Verlag, now De Gruyter, 2012) and Pre-Reflective Consciousness – Sartre and contemporary debates in philosophy of mind (Routledge 2015). In both cases we aimed for a dialogue between analytic philosophy and the Continental tradition – this is a cause still very dear to me. Throughout the years, Gerhard came to Porto to give lectures and always showed great interest in talking to students and sharing research experiences. He also called my attention to the richness of contemporary German philosophy beyond Heidegger’s shadow. This included the works of Dieter Henrich and Manfred Frank, as well as the intersections between work on consciousness and self-consciousness within German philosophy and 20th century French philosophy. Gerhard was always interested as well, of course, in analytic philosophy, philosophy of mind and language, which is my own main field of work. Gerhard has contributed to discussions of contextualism with two Oxford University Press volumes, edited with Georg Peter (Preyer and Peter 2005, 2007). We also work on contextualism in Porto, albeit with a different orientation, so I chose to do, in what follows, a short historical analysis of the role of J.L. Austin in regard to what we think of as contextualism nowadays.



1. Epistemological contextualism


When one thinks of contextualism in epistemology one usually thinks of authors such as Keith De Rose, Stuart Cohen or David Lewis (Rysiew 2016). Here, however, I am interested in classic work in the history of analytical philosophy which is not normally evoked in more recent discussions: J. L. Austin. I will argue that forgetting Austin has pernicious consequences for the way we conceive of contextualism. The relevance of this point extends beyond the philosophy of language, the area with which Austin is most immediately associated: namely, it extends to epistemology. In fact, my closest pretext for this article is precisely the recent work of two epistemologists, Duncan Pritchard (Pritchard 2016) and Michael Williams (Williams 2004, 2018, 2019). We can call them contextualists. However, it is perhaps more appropriate to think of both in the context of the so-called hinge epistemology. Hinge epistemology is so called in reference to formulations used by Ludwig Wittgenstein in On Certainty (Wittgenstein 1972). Wittgenstein uses the terms hinges, framework and riverbed to name particularly fixed and non-explicit aspects, aspects not subject to doubt of our mental life, which remain ‘immobile’ and untouched during the normal process of adjustment and revision of beliefs that characterizes rational inquiry. An example would be the conviction that the world did not begin to exist five minutes ago.



2. A reconstituted controversy


What interests me is a particular point in the dispute between the two, Pritchard and Williams, a point that may even seem relatively minor. I am interested in how the appeal that Williams (Williams 2018, 2019) makes to Austinian circumstance-dependence works not only in its opposition to attributor contextualism (the contextualisms of Stuart Cohen or Keith DeRose), but also to the particular version of hinge epistemology defended by Pritchard in Epistemic Angst (Pritchard 2016). I want to emphasize that Williams himself currently prefers to use the expression ‘Austinian circumstance-dependence’ instead of contextualism to name his own position (Couto & Corti 2020). The reason is that the term ‘contextualism’ has been linked, in most ongoing discussions, precisely to the positions that Wiliams criticizes.


Following Williams, I will try to highlight two consequences of forgetting Austin; this will involve some history of analytic philosophy. The first consequence has to do with the notion of context itself: at stake is whether to conceive of ‘context’ as being basically conversational or dialectical. The second consequence has to do with the way in which the boundaries between epistemology and philosophy of language are conceived.



3. J.L. Austin: The circumstance-dependence of truth and evidence


In the passage below, taken from lectures on perception given by Austin at Oxford and elsewhere and which were published under the title Sense and Sensibilia, Austin articulates two theses about circumstance-dependence. These are Austinian theses that Williams fully subscribes to. Austin says:


(…) the question of truth or falsity does not turn only on what a sentence is, nor yet on what it means, but on, speaking very broadly, the circumstances in which it is uttered. Sentences are not as such either true or false. (Austin 1962:111)


And he goes on:


But it is really equally clear, when one comes to think of it, that for much the same reasons there could be no question of picking out from one’s bunch of sentences those that are evidence for others, those that are ‘testable’, or those that are ‘incorrigible’. What kind of sentences uttered as providing evidence for what depends, again, on the particular circumstances of particular cases; there is no kind of sentence which as such is evidence-providing, just as there is no kind of sentence which as such is surprising, or doubtful, or certain, or incorrigible, or true. (Austin 1962: 111)


From the point of view of the history of philosophy it is important to highlight the following. This particular passage from Sense and Sensibilia is written in opposition to the theory of the epistemic status of content, attributed to A. J. Ayer, the well-known British logical positivist (the expression ‘content theory of epistemic status’ is Williams’ own expression). In other words, Austin formulates his position against the special status that sentences that express a specific content (specifically sense data) would have, according to the logical positivist. The logical positivist’s idea would be that the only sentences that can offer evidence (the only evidence-providing sentences) are precisely sense data sentences; they would be, so to speak, in and of themselves providers of evidence, and only such sentences could have such status.


Note that in the passage cited a semantic observation about truth (it is said that sentences as such are not true or false: only particular utterances in particular circumstances can be true or false) is followed by an epistemological observation about knowledge and evidence (it is stated that no type of sentence is, as such, in itself, a provider of evidence). Just as we could not, says Austin,


(…) take a bunch of sentences (or propositions as Ayer prefers) impeccably formulated in some language or other and sort them out in those that are true and those that are false», there could be no question of picking out from one’s bunch of sentences those that are evidence for others, those that are ‘testable’, or those that are ‘incorrigible’. (Austin 1962: 110–111)


What Austin wants to emphasize is that what constitutes proof for what depends on the circumstances of particular cases. The point, formulated as a point about language, is that no type of sentence is in itself and by itself, just by being such a sentence, a provider of proof or evidence. When Austin connects the two observations (the semantic observation and the epistemological observation) with the expression ‘for the same reasons’ what he is doing is underlining the dependence of the circumstances of both truth (the being true or false of a sentence – or rather, of an enunciation, an utterance) and evidence (the fact that something constitutes evidence or proof of something).


This is where the point that interests me in the dispute between Williams and Pritchard comes up. Although Williams admits that he and Pritchard share a lot in their reading of On Certainty, he thinks that Pritchard is blind to Austinian circumstance-dependence. He also believes that such circumstance-dependence is what Wittgenstein wants to defend in On Certainty. In Pritchard’s reading, Wittgenstein’s main purpose in On Certainty is to show that epistemic justification is local, i.e. that rational inquiry does not call into question the totality of beliefs. This is very different from claiming that meaning, truth and proof are circumstance-dependent, which is what Williams claims. This difference is my fundamental point in this article.



4. Varieties of epistemological contextualism


Epistemological contextualism, like contextualisms of other types, has a variety of versions. In general, we speak of epistemological contextualism when someone argues that certain features of the context affect the standards that a subject S must satisfy for S’s beliefs to count as knowledge (or, alternatively, for a sentence attributing knowledge to S to be true). Knowledge attributions are thus context-sensitive, or context-dependent. The position has become a particularly interesting option as a response to skepticism. The same happens with the epistemology of hinge propositions, which is in fact fact the framework within which the dispute between Pritchard and Williams takes place. Although its purposes are not hermeneutical, the epistemology of hinge propositions begins as an interpretation of On Certainty. The following paragraphs are the paragraphs from On Certainty most frequently cited by hinge epistemologists:





	§ 341.

	The questions we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some propositions are exempt from doubt, are as it were like hinges on which those turn.





	§ 342.

	That is to say, it belongs to the logic of our scientific investigations that certain propositions are in deed not doubted.





	§ 343.

	But it isn’t that the situation is like this: We just can’t investigate everything, and for that reason we are forced to rest content with assumption. If I want the door to turn, the hinges must stay put.







Both Williams and Pritchard accept the general Wittgensteinian idea according to which the rational evaluation of our beliefs takes place against a background of certainties, of hinge commitments, in the sense that knowledge and justification depend on basic certainties. Such basic certainties provide a framework for our epistemic practices of inquiry and justification (the riverbed and hinges are Wittgenstein’s own images for them). Examples of hinge propositions could be, for example, I know that I have two hands, I know that I have parents, I know that I have a brain, I know that I speak Portuguese, or I know that I live in Porto. These hinge propositions have a very sui generis epistemic character – they do not respond directly to rational consideration; they are not open to the question ‘How do you know?’ in the same way as other propositions are. Let’s imagine that a German friend tells me that the Prime Minister of Portugal is Pedro Passos Coelho. I tell him: ‘But Pedro Passos Coelho is no longer prime minister of Portugal, he stopped being so in 2015! The current prime minister is António Costa’. My German friend would promptly reformulate his belief, without any further problems, starting to believe that the Portuguese Prime Minister is António Costa. The same does not happen, however, with the conviction that the world did not begin to exist five minutes ago. What would it mean for someone to tell me that I’m wrong and that in fact the world began to exist five minutes ago, even though we have all the memories and beliefs we have about the distant past? What do I do if I believe this person? How do I change my beliefs based on this discovery? It is these hinges – hinge propositions – that we generally do not call into question that mark the ‘groundlessness’ of our beliefs, to use Wittgenstein’s term (Wittgenstein 1972, §166). It is because there are hinge propositions like these ‘at work’ in belief assessment and rational inquiry that the very idea of a general rational assessment of beliefs seems incoherent. Pritchard and Williams agree on this.


At the core of the dispute between Pritchard and Williams is something different. From the outset, there is the question of whether Wittgensteinian hinge beliefs constitute knowledge. According to Pritchard, the answer is no. Hinge-propositions are not knowledge-apt, they are not knowledge, they are not beliefs strictly speaking. For Williams, on the contrary, they are certainly knowledge – they are indeed the prototype of what it is to know something. If there is certainty in our mental lives, it is in beliefs like these. To show that Wittgenstein himself saw hinge-propositions as knowledge, Williams often quotes the following paragraph from On Certainty (Wittgenstein 1972, § 340):


We know with the same certainty we believe any mathematical proposition, how the letters A and B are pronounced, what the colour of human blood is called, that other human beings have blood and call it ‘blood’.


Let’s look at a very simple example. Let’s say that Austin himself says: I live in Oxford (or that I say: I live in Porto). He is sure of that. I am sure that I live in Porto. But the person next to me is not sure about that, they don’t have to be, and the person next to Austin may well doubt what Austin says. Austin himself cannot doubt that he lives in Oxford and I myself am not in a position to doubt what I say and think when I say ‘I live in Porto’. What form could Austin’s doubt about living in Oxford take? He’s sure. What form would my doubts take about living in Porto? I am sure. But such certainty cannot be proven. What could constitute evidence? Does, in Austin’s case, the fact that he receives correspondence in his name, with an Oxford address, constitute proof, for him, that he lives in Oxford? Is knowing that he lives in Oxford something he concludes from such evidence? For example, he receives mail addressed to him and thinks ‘Well, I must live in Oxford, since this mail is addressed to a Mr J. L. Austin, and as far as I know J. L. Austin is me and this place I am is Oxford. This means I must live in Oxford’. It would be very strange to think like that. But clearly this (I know that I live in Oxford) is not a self-evident truth either. How can something like this be knowledge then?


Let us remember Austin’s thesis in the passage I began with: there are no sentences that are in and of themselves to be doubted or indubitable – as if there was the pile of sentences that would be true and the pile of sentences that would be false, the pile of sentences that are self-evident the pile of sentences that need proof. There are no such piles. If there are nevertheless certainties, hinge propositions of which we are as certain as we can be certain of anything, then (and this is Austin’s point and Williams’ point as well) this means that there are objective certainties which are tied neither to conclusive reasons nor to self-evidence. The idea that comes into play here then is the idea that objective certainty can simply be linked to the absence of reasonable doubts in a particular situation. We ask: does it even make sense to doubt this? For example: I know that I live in Porto. Does it make sense for me to doubt this? No, that doesn’t make sense, Williams claims. Naturally, he is concerned with explaining what ‘making sense’ means here. (see Williams, 2019, 73 about ‘making sense’). There seems to be an alternative: is it the case that it makes no sense to doubt because doubting this would be unintelligible, or is it the case that it makes no sense to doubt because doubting would be completely unreasonable? Williams chooses both. Both aspects are involved in making or not making sense of a given way of thinking. I will return to this point later. Williams’ great insistence (present in the title of his 1991 book, Unnatural Doubts) is that doubts too need a foundation, not just beliefs. What Williams means by this is that you need to have specific reasons to doubt something, just as you generally need to have specific reasons to believe something. Now it can simply happen that in a given circumstance everything speaks in favor of p (for example in favour of my thinking that I have two hands, that the world didn’t begin to exist five minutes ago, that I live in Porto) and nothing speaks against it. So, in this circumstance I have no reason to doubt.


Often scenarios for doubt are brought up for discussion in terms of so-called ‘relevant alternatives’. It is worth remembering that the idea of relevant alternatives that has made so much work in epistemology in recent decades has its origins in Austin, and precisely in the same context that I began to evoke, i.e. Sense and Sensibilia, the Oxford lectures on perception. The idea arises when Austin is considering perception and the subjective indiscriminability of true perceptions and illusions and wants to know what could alleviate the doubts that arise there.


Let’s consider a very well-known example from Sense and Sensibilia. Let’s say that p is the proposition ‘there is a goldfinch in the garden’. I know there’s a goldfinch in the garden. To say that I know that p, that I know that there is a goldfinch in the garden, is to say that for present purposes and in the present situation there is no pertinent alternative. This does not mean that it is sufficient to definitively establish that it is not, for example, a stuffed goldfinch. Knowing that p is what it is and is not many other things, says Austin. He is therefore suggesting that I count as knowing that there is a goldfinch in the garden even if I don’t know that that which I see is not a stuffed goldfinch, and if it is a stuffed goldfinch then it is clearly not a goldfinch.


Note that Pritchard thinks Austin is simply highlighting how different our ordinary practices of epistemic evaluation are from the radical evaluation of beliefs that the skeptic demands. He believes that this is all that Austin does (see Pritchard, 2016, p. 68). I believe that what Austin says is not as little, or as weak, as Pritchard thinks but I won’t go into that now.


In any case, readers have certainly already recognized here the form of radical skeptical arguments such as the Evil Genius or the Brain in a Vat. These are formulable as an Argument from Ignorance (AI). Let SS be a skeptical scenario, like the Evil Genius scenario, for a proposition like ‘These hands are mine’:


(AI-P1) I know that p.


(AI-P2) I don’t know that not-SS.


(AI-C) If I don’t know that not-SS, then I don’t know that p.


Now, a fundamental thrust of Williams’s work in epistemology is the idea that reasons to doubt are not as easy to find as the skeptic thinks. Very specifically, fairy tales are not enough (“fairy tale imaginings do not do it” says Williams). For Williams, scenarios such as the Brain in a Vat are not hypotheses, they are precisely fairy tales, or, in other words, mere stories – something he usually illustrates with the following image:


Wile E. Coyote floating above off the cliff on the screen does not make us doubt the law of gravity. [Wile E. Coyote is a character in a Looney Tunes cartoon]. (Williams, 2019, p.76)


For Williams this is a point about context. The problem with attributor contextualism is to assume that one can effect a change of context merely by considering hypotheses of error in thought, that is, by thinking about scenarios: the recipe of attributor contextualism for considering possibilities of error is Metaphysical Possibility plus Closure in a dialectical context, i.e. in a linguistically formulated, or created, context. But Williams argues that mere dialectical consideration of the possibility of error cannot be an obstacle to knowledge: the reason is, what he calls ‘fairy tale scenarios’ simply miss the actual world, the real world.


But why is the real world important? Here we come to another essential idea about context. Let us remember that from an Austinian point of view the objects of epistemic evaluation are utterancess, i.e. claims which are advanced, or commitments which are assumed, by specific speakers in particular circumstances. Whether an utterance constitutes knowledge depends on what the claim is, who is claiming it, to whom the claim is directed, where and when. Being in a position to know that p involves all the above-listed aspects of a person’s epistemic circumstances, not just a linguistic exchange with an interlocutor with whom one agrees, for example, to play the skeptical scenario game. Context is not just a conversational or dialectical matter, Williams claims. All aspects of the agent’s situation in the world (real, current) matter, not just the linguistic exchange.


Williams’ notion of context, which is that of a multidimensional and circumstance-dependent context, is behind his reading of On Certainty and his view of hinge propositions (as I already mentioned, he prefers the term framework, which Wittgenstein himself also uses). Such a reading contrasts sharply with Pritchard’s focus of attention. For Pritchard, what Wittgenstein is doing in On Certainty is showing that rational evaluation is local. Belief in general, and not just for example religious belief, presupposes faith commitments, in the sense of basic beliefs, hinge commitments (this, by the way, is why it is not an argument against religious belief to claim that it involves non-rational commitments; if hinge epistemologists are right, then all beliefs involve non-rational commitments). Such basic certainties are simply there, says Pritchard: that I have two hands, that I have parents, that I am writing in English, that I live in Porto. A perfectly general assessment of my body of beliefs which would have negative results is an incoherent idea. Pritchard goes one step further: he proposes not only that such hinge beliefs are arational but also that there is an überhinge, a supra-hinge – the conviction that most of my beliefs are true, that we are not radically and fundamentally wrong in our beliefs. This leads him to accentuate what he calls the animal character of such basic beliefs (among On Certainly readers ranging from Crispin Wright to Annalisa Coliva, Pritchard is in this way closer to non-propositional readings of ‘hinges’ such as Danièle Moyal-Sharrock’s). Given their visceral nature, hinge commitments are not optional, argues Pritchard. They could not be intellectually optional because they are visceral, they are animal commitments (Pritchard 2016). Therefore, they are neither acquired through rational processes nor respond to rational considerations. Nobody teaches us that we have two hands; what they teach us is to do things with them. Rational inquiry does not evaluate such basic and fundamental beliefs – and we will not ever find a way to evaluate them.


However, Williams thinks (according to Pritchard) that the hinges can be (re) moved, that they are optional. This is a serious problem with Williams’ position for Pritchard. Williams defends himself by saying that Prichard did not understand him: he is not claiming that hinge propositions such as ‘I have two hands’ or ‘I have parents’, or ‘I am speaking Portuguese’ (when I am), or ‘I live in Porto ‘, are optional for me now. What he is doing is defending a thesis about meaning and knowledge claims, more specifically a thesis about the utterance of knowledge claims. He is claiming that any utterance is context-dependent in the sense of context that was explained above (think of the utterance of ‘I have two hands’ or ‘I have parents’ in the context of a video game versus the utterance of ‘I have two hands’ or ‘I have parents’ in our normal lives – this is an instance of the actual world mattering). Regarding hinges, Wittgenstein states in On Certainty (Wittgenstein, 1972 §340) that we know with the same certainty with which we believe in a mathematical proposition how the letters A and B are pronounced, what the color of human blood is called and that other human beings have blood and call it blood. Now, for Williams this is knowledge and this is certainty, if anything can ever be knowledge and certainty. Contrary to what Pritchard says, these convictions are not a-rational or non-knowledge-apt. The way Williams sees hinges, they are not visceral commitments either: they enable wissenschftlichen Untersuchungen, i.e. scientific investigations (in the sense that ‘scientific’ has in German and which applies to all academic areas and not just the natural and formal sciences). Think about the role of believing that ‘the world didn’t begin to exist five minutes ago’ when you are writing an article on the history of Brazil or Portugal. Such a belief is not a visceral commitment, and yet it is a hinge, in the sense that I am discussing here.



5. The difference between Williams and Pritchard seen in terms of scenarios and context


It is crucial that we are clear about what we are talking about when we speak of scenarios and contexts, or about justification being either local or circumstance-dependent. Williams states (Couto & Corti 2020):


I’m not sympathetic to it [attributor contextualism] because my notion of context was never that notion of context. What is their notion of context? It is a notion of “conversational” or “dialectical context” according to which you can change the standards of justification and focus on the standards for knowledge that are enforced by what possibilities of error are brought up in the conversation. In the end “context” is a matter of the question under discussion – about what error possibilities need to be excluded by one’s evidence or whatever, if one is to be knowledgeable.


Williams’ notion of context was always, he says, multidimensional. By this he means (see his 2001 book Problems of Knowledge) that a set of factors constitute context. Context is not just what you are talking about; it is not just a question of the possibilities of error that have been put on the table in the conversation we are having at the moment (for example between philosophers in a discussion of skepticism). There is background knowledge, there are current objections that may be available to certain conceptions that are advanced, and there is the actual worldly situation one is in:


Being in a position to know is a matter of how you are fixed in the world, and not just what error possibilities are fleeting through your mind. (Williams in Couto & Corti 2020)


Williams’s point is, then, a point about justification: justification is subject to intelligibility constraints, or semantic constraints, in real situations in the world. Justification is not simply a matter of not being mistaken in dialectically formulated scenarios (as Williams notes in Williams, 1999, 160). At some point, errors become (faintly) unintelligible. This is exactly what Wittgenstein explores with many of his examples in On Certainty.


This contrasts with Pritchard’s approach. Let us consider the global dialectic of his book Epistemic Angst. Pritchard’s biscopic proposal, which aims to avoid ‘epistemic Angst’, is a ‘unified’ defense against radical skepticism. It includes a Wittgensteinian way of confronting radical skepticism based on closure and also epistemological disjunctivism. The result of the first part of the project is that even if justification is local, one can still keep paradigmatic knowledge (for example: I know that I am sitting at my desk, writing on my computer1) and epistemic priority2, together with hinges. In other words, and considering Williams and Pritchard’s respective positions: even if both Pritchard and Williams oppose the idea of global justification, a process involving all of an agent’s beliefs, there is, however, a profound divergence between them regarding epistemic priority. This happens because for one of them the discussion about hinges is a discussion about the nature of justification (always local), whereas for the other one the discussion is about circumstance-dependence. These two things are very different.


For Williams, it is far from innocent that Pritchard talks about E as being a proposition that expresses a paradigmatic case of everyday knowledge. Doing that he is being blind to circumstances. Pritchard simply continues to discuss knowledge of the world as such. But, says Williams


(…) the issue of closure is a red herring. For Wittgenstein as for me, the crucial mistake is taken in the first premise [of the Argument from Ignorance above, dealt with the radical skeptical scenarios)


(AI-1) I know that O.


(AI-2) I do not know that not-SS.


(AI-3) If I do not know that not-SS, I do not know that O.


The premise builds in two assumptions. The first is that an ‘everyday proposition’, as a candidate for being known, can be identified simply by some broad feature of its content: it about a determinate object or situation that can be recognized without specialist knowledge. The second is that there is no evident reason to doubt the proposition’s truth: as far as we can tell, the situation appears to be conducive to our knowing what we take ourselves to know. Both assumptions are wrong. The proper objects of epistemic evaluation are what Austin calls ‘statements’: claims made (or commitments undertaken) by particular speakers in particular circumstances. Whether a statement expresses knowledge, or a commitment amounts to knowledge, depends on what is claimed, by whom, where and when. Being in a position to know engages all four aspects of a person’s epistemic circumstances. (Williams, 2019, 78–79)


Williams’ general thesis then is that Pritchard’s position rests on the assumption of circumstance-independence. Without such an assumption Pritchard could not have the epistemic priority relations he needs to build his case. But it was precisely such epistemic priority that Austin criticized, together with independence of circumstances. Without such assumptions, the skeptical closure problem that Pritchard thinks exist simply does not exist. I will not now go into the complex discussion of Prichard or the analysis of all his terminology – I suggest there is prior question of whether Pritchard is vulnerable to this much simpler critique that I have just stated.



6. Conclusion: On philosophy of language and epistemology


So far, I have considered elements of a debate about the nature and structure of rational justification, and about certainty in particular. My interest in Williams comes from the fact that he thinks that at a fundamental level certainty is grounded in conditions for meaning; certainty is not directly a matter of evidence and proof. Therefore, the epistemic status of any claim is doubly dependent on the circumstances (in what concerns truth and also in what concerns evidence or proof ). Whether it even makes sense to ask for reasons for a belief in a particular situation depends not only on what is asked but on who is asking whom in a particular worldly situation. This is why knowledge is circumstance-dependent according to Williams (Williams 2019, 64). Dependence on circumstances is not just locality of epistemic justification: it has to do with the conditions required for the things we say to make sense in a multidimensional context. A multidimensional context includes the concrete current situation of the putative knower’s dialectical factors are just one part of this multidimensional epistemic context. This is why contexts (e.g. skeptical contexts) cannot merely be created conversationally, as if by fiat.


In this light Pritchard’s hinge epistemology appears in Williams’s eyes as, as it were, purely epistemological and only superficially contextual since it is blind to such circumstance-dependence. Circumstance-dependence regards language, meaning and making sense by an agent producing utterances in a real world. When Williams accuses Pritchard’s version of hinge epistemology of being ‘purely epistemological’, what he means is that Pritchard ignores any considerations about the meaning and truth of assertions, in other word, ignores philosophy of language, or leaves it aside. According to Williams, it is these considerations belonging to philosophy of language that are at the heart of On Certainty, and they are also central to Austin’s concerns. Not realizing their importance is a (bad) consequence of forgetting Austin. In contrast, for Pritchard, such questions of truth and meaning, which are controversial, clearly belong to philosophy of language only, and should simply be left aside when we do epistemology:


While it might ultimately have been Wittgenstein’s intent [in On Certainty] to motivate his anti-skepticism by appeal to a highly context-sensitivity account of meaning, we should be wary of saddling ourselves with this philosophical baggage if we can avoid it. For to take this kind of line (…) is to make oneself hostage to wider philosophical claims, extending well beyond epistemology that may not be themselves plausible in the final analysis (Pritchard 2016, 86)


Because he keeps Austin in mind, Williams says, in contrast, as he looks at his decades-long career as an epistemologist:


I have never thought that one could treat epistemology as a kind of self-standing subspecialty, in the way some people do today. I don’t believe there are clear lines between epistemology, philosophy of language, philosophy of mind, and metaphysics. (Couto & Corti 2020)


I would therefore like to end with a quote from Austin, from his celebrated article A Plea For Excuses (Austin 1970):


When we examine what we should say when, what words we should use in what situations, we are looking again not merely at words (or “meanings”, whatever they may be) but also at the realities we use words to talk about: we are using a sharpened awareness of words to sharpen our awareness of, though not as the final arbiter of, the phenomena. (Austin, 1970, 182)


So, what Austin represents to the many philosophers who declare themselves Austinians nowadays, such as Michael Williams, is the idea that in philosophy, at least, there is no such thing as ‘merely looking at words’, as there is no such a thing as merely looking at knowledge, or looking at certainty, without wanting to know what we say when and where, and to whom, and in what worldly situation. In order not to forget Austin, this is something we should keep in mind when discussing, in an epistemological context, examples of knowing that p such as ‘I know that I am sitting at my desk, writing on my computer’ or ‘I know that these are my hands’.
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