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Introduction 
The first issue of this year of the Croatian Journal of Philosophy opens 
with a special section devoted to The Behavioral and Ethical Conse-
quences of Large Language Models. This was also the theme of the 3rd 
Kathy Wilkes Memorial Conference, held in Turin, Italy, on 26–27 
April 2024. I am grateful to the conference organisers, and in particular 
to Ms Nada Bruer of the Inter-University Centre Dubrovnik, for their 
assistance in preparing this section. The conference opened with wel-
come remarks by Monica Bucciarelli, Anita Avramides, Nada Bruer, 
and Riccardo Viale, and included presentations by Edoardo Datteri, 
Lukas J. Meier, Mario Rasetti, David Papineau, and Tvrtko Tadić. The 
present section brings together papers by Edoardo Datteri, Lukas J. 
Meier, and Riccardo Viale and Shaun Gallagher. In “Enactive Problem 
Solving and Chatbot Architectures,” Riccardo Viale and Shaun Galla-
gher examine competing conceptions of rationality in decision-making 
and problem solving, and develop the notion of enactive problem solv-
ing (EPS). They argue that problem solving is best understood as an 
action-oriented and embodied process grounded in agent–environment 
interaction. Applied to therapeutic chatbots, this approach suggests that 
less rigid systems may, in certain respects, better support users’ rela-
tional autonomy than more highly structured architectures. In “The At-
tribution of Rationality to Robots,” Edoardo Datteri critically assesses 
current experimental approaches to the study of the intentional stance 
towards robots. He argues that the existing focus on the attribution of 
mental states neglects the attribution of rationality, thereby limiting our 
understanding of how users form expectations about robotic behaviour. 
In “Large Language Models versus Fuzzy Cognitive Maps for Solving 
Moral Dilemmas,” Lukas J. Meier compares the performance of large 
language model–based systems with an alternative approach based on 
fuzzy cognitive maps (the METHAD algorithm) in the domain of medi-
cal ethics. He identifies systematic differences in interpretability, struc-
ture, and types of error, and suggests that an optimal advisory system 
would combine features of both approaches. 

Continuing from the special section, the issue proceeds with a set of 
articles addressing a range of topics in contemporary philosophy. Walter 
Veit and Heather Browning, in “Two Kinds of Conceptual Engineering,” 
develop a pluralist account of conceptual engineering by distinguish-
ing between its naturalist and moral variants. Rather than differing in 
method, these approaches are shown to diverge in their roles and pur-
poses. Through the examples of health and animal welfare, the authors 



2	 Introduction

illustrate how tensions between them can both generate conflict and 
contribute to conceptual improvement. A defence of libertarian free will 
is advanced by Davor Pećnjak in “Deliberation, Action and Freedom.” 
Drawing on phenomenological considerations, Anselmian insights, and 
recent empirical findings concerning the inhibition of action, the paper 
presents a cumulative argument for the existence of genuine alternatives 
in both deliberation and action. Timothy J. Nulty’s “Temporal Integra-
tion and the Basis of Moral Equality” offers a critical challenge to the 
widely accepted view that all persons possess equal moral status. On 
the basis of an account of temporal integration, Nulty argues that dif-
ferences in individuals’ connections to their future selves bear directly 
on morally relevant properties such as autonomy and agency, thereby 
complicating standard defences of moral equality. The issue concludes 
with Jinghua Chen’s “Theoretical Sources of Rawls’s Justice as Fair-
ness: Kant, Hegel and Mill,” which situates Rawls’s theory within its 
broader philosophical context. The paper identifies important parallels 
between Rawls’s central ideas—the original position, the primacy of the 
basic structure, and the two principles of justice—and corresponding ele-
ments in the thought of Kant, Hegel, and Mill.

TVRTKO JOLIĆ
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In this paper we review different conceptions of rationality as they apply 
to decision making and problem solving. We defend the notion of enac-
tive problem solving (EPS) and we consider how it applies to the use of 
therapeutic chatbots. We start by recounting the development of different 
models of rationality, from expected value maximization, to subjective 
expected utility theory, and of bounded rationality from prospect theory, 
to simple adaptive heuristics. We then focus on problem solving. We show 
how the centre of gravity of problem solving shifts from the model of com-
putational and cognitive processing, to an action-oriented pragmatic one 
in EPS, that is, to the possible actions that the body-environment inter-
action allows. We highlight a notion of the agent’s relational autonomy 
as part of EPS and show that this can be a problem in some chatbot 
designs in the therapeutic context. EPS suggests that simple early ver-
sions of therapeutic chatbots like ELIZA may be more beneficial than 
more recent sophisticated  models involving “Belief-Desire-Intention” 
(BDI) architecture characterized by predetermined trajectories. The sys-
tem formed between the agent plus the chatbot tool facilitates a form of 
enactive problem solving, reducing rigidity on the side of the agent.

Keywords: Bounded rationality; enactive problem solving; chat- 
bot; AI. 

1. The repair programme about the limits of rationality
Questions about the limits of rationality are part of a long tradition 
that includes the 18th century critique of the theory of expected value 
maximization. The concept of expected value maximization, within the 



4	 R. Viale and S. Gallagher, Enactive Problem Solving

context of decision theory, is credited to Blaise Pascal and Pierre de 
Fermat  in the 17th century. They recognized that by calculating the 
expected value of different outcomes, a decision maker could choose the 
rational action that offered the highest potential payoff. Since then it 
has been a history of discovering empirical and logical anomalies in the 
theory. Gigerenzer (2008: 90), for example, has described the historical 
progression – from expected value maximization (as a standard of ra-
tionality) to expected utility theory and then on to prospect theory – as 
a “repair program” aimed at resuscitating the mathematical operation 
of weighted integration, based on the definition of mathematical expec-
tation, as a psychological theory of rationality. Although expected val-
ue maximization was once regarded as a proper standard of rationality, 
it ran aground on the St. Petersburg Paradox, and Daniel Bernoulli be-
gan the repair program by transforming the outcomes associated with 
lotteries using a logarithmic utility of money function. This modifica-
tion survived and grew as expected utility theory which took root in 
20th century neoclassical economics. Then came Allais’ Paradox, which 
damaged expected utility theory’s ability to explain observed behavior, 
and a new repair appeared in the form of prospect theory, which in-
troduced more transformations with additional parameters to square 
the basic operation of probability-weighted averaging with observed 
choices over lotteries.

2. Rationality as SEU decision making
The empirical study of human rationality from the post-war period to 
date has mainly developed by looking at a normative model of decision 
making. In particular Subjective Expected Utility (SEU) decision mak-
ing, which stems from the subjective expected utility theory of Savage 
(1950) that itself extended the results of Von Neumann and Morger-
sten (1944).1

In decision theory, the von Neumann–Morgenstern utility theorem2 
shows that under certain axioms of rational behaviour, such as com-
pleteness and transitivity, a decision maker faced with risky (probabi-
listic) outcomes of different choices will behave as if he or she is maxi-
mizing the expected value of some function defined over the potential 
outcomes at some specified point in the future. The theory recommends 
which option rational individuals should choose in a complex situation, 
based on their risk appetite and preferences. The theory of subjective 
expected utility combines two concepts: first, a personal utility func-

1 The way in which this escalation developed is discussed in detail in Mousavi 
and Tideman (2019). 

2 Von Neumann and Morgenstern never intended axiomatic rationality to 
describe what humans and other animals do or what they should do. Rather, their 
intention was to prove that if an individual satisfies the set of axioms, then their 
choice can be represented by a utility function.
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tion, and second a personal probability distribution (usually based on 
Bayesian probability theory).3 

In other words (Viale 2024), if decision makers want to reach a goal, 
for example enrolment at university, they face a limited number of al-
ternatives (such as different universities and different courses), each of 
which has a probable outcome (such as cost, teaching value, difficulties 
of exams, type of professional training, consequences on the potential 
job i.e., on their salary, on the location of the employer, and so on) that 
has consequences related to the utility function. The concepts used to 
define the decision are therefore information about the world, the risk 
related to outcomes and consequences; preferences over alternatives; 
the relative utilities on the consequences; and, finally, the computation 
to maximize the subjective expected utility. Even if in formal decision 
theory no explicit reference is made to the actual empirical mental and 
psychological characteristics of the decision maker, in fact these can be 
mapped onto psychological processes such as external perceptual in-
coming inputs or internal mnemonic inputs, in mental representations 
of the states of the world on the basis of information, in hedonic evalu-
ations4 of the states of the world, and in deductive and probabilistic 
computation on the possible decisions to be implemented on the basis 
of hedonic evaluations.

3. SEU driven psychology of decision and 
bounded rationality
On this view the cognitive psychology of decision making precisely re-
flects the conceptual structure of formal decision theory. In relation to 
this structure and the normative component derived from it, empirical 
research in the cognitive psychology of decision making has been devel-
oping since the 1950s. Weiss and Shanteau (2021), highlight that in the 
1950s Ward Edwards, the founder of the psychology of decision making, 
began to carry out laboratory experiments to unravel the way in which 
people actually decide. His experiments, which became the reference 

3 This theoretical model has been known for its clear and elegant structure and 
it’s considered by some researchers one of “the most brilliant axiomatic theor[ies] 
of utility ever developed”. Assuming the probability of an event, Savage defines 
it in terms of preferences over acts. Savage used the states (which are not under 
one’s control) to calculate the probability of an event. On the other hand, he used 
utility and intrinsic preferences to predict the event’s outcome. Savage assumed that 
each act and state are enough to uniquely determine an outcome. However, this 
assumption breaks down in cases where the individual lacks sufficient information 
about the event. In reality Savage explicitly limited the theory to small worlds, that 
is, situations in which the exhaustive and mutually exclusive set of future states S 
and their consequences C are known.

4 The  hedonic approach  to economic assessment can be used for evaluating 
the economic value of goods. The hedonic approach is based on the assumption that 
goods can be considered aggregates of different attributes, some of which, as they 
cannot be sold separately, do not have an individual price.
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of subsequent generations and in particular of Daniel Kahneman and 
Amos Tversky’s Heuristics and Biases program, have two fundamental 
characteristics: firstly, the provisions of the SEU are set as a normative 
reference, and the experimental work has the aim of evaluating when 
and how the human decision maker deviates from the requirements of 
the SEU. Ultimately, the aim is to discover the irrational performances 
in the decision. Secondly, the experiments are not carried out in the 
real decision-making contexts of everyday life, but in an abstract one 
of games, gambling, bets and lotteries. In these abstract experimen-
tal situations, characterized by risk, the informative characteristics 
typical of the real environment – such as uncertainty, complexity, poor 
definition of data, instability of phenomena, dynamic and interactive 
change with the decision maker, and so on – are entirely absent. In 
fact, the gambling paradigm was considered the indispensable “fruit 
fly” of research on decision making (Lopes 1983) in those years, and 
experimental activity was confined to abstract situations character-
ized by risk, that is, by a defined and closed set of alternatives with 
outputs measurable at a probabilistic level and assessable at the level 
of relative utility. The influence of economics and its methodological 
imprint linked to physics is evident. Abstraction and simplification are 
the methodological objectives that allow independent variables to be 
kept under control and disturbance phenomena to be reduced (Blaug 
1980; Viale 1997, 2012, 2013, forthcoming). However, it should not be 
overlooked that this may lead to the description of psychological ab-
stractions that do not correspond to what happens in the individual’s 
action processes in the reality of daily and professional life.

The empirical and deductive anomalies of the theory of rationality 
have informed the development of different concepts of bounded ratio-
nality. The limitations were found in the suboptimality of the infor-
mation collection, in suboptimal computational ability to process data, 
and in the adaptive interaction between mind and environment. Robert 
Aumann (1962; 1997) advanced five arguments for bounded rationality 
that represent the different concepts. To summarize his remarks: (1) 
Even in very simple decision problems, most economic agents are not 
(deliberate) maximizers; (2) Even if economic agents aspired to pick a 
maximal element from a choice set, performing such maximizations are 
typically difficult and most people are unable to do so in practice; (3) 
Experiments indicate that people fail to satisfy the basic assumptions 
of rational decision theory; (4) Experiments indicate that the conclu-
sions of rational analysis (broadly construed to include rational deci-
sion theory) do not match observed behavior; (5) Some of the conclu-
sions of rational analysis do not agree with a reasonable normative 
standard.

Accordingly, for a majority of economic researchers across disci-
plines, bounded rationality is identified with some form of optimization 
problem under constraints. On the contrary, Gerd Gigerenzer is among 
the most prominent and vocal critics of the roles that optimization 
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methods and logical consistency play in commonplace normative stan-
dards for human rationality (Gigerenzer and Brighton 2009), especial-
ly the role those standards play in Kahneman and Tversky’s biases and 
heuristics program (Kahneman and Tversky 1996; Gigerenzer 1996). 

4. Problem solving action
Herbert Simon (1986) emphasizes the importance of problem solving 
and differentiates it from decision making, which he considers a phase 
downstream of the former. In dealing with a task, humans have to 
frame problems, set goals and develop alternatives. Evaluations and 
judgments about the future effects of the choice are the final stages 
of the cognitive activity. In fact, Simon’s research in AI, economic and 
organizational theory is almost entirely dedicated to problem solving 
that seems to absorb the evaluation and judgment phase. On the one 
hand, action, to the extent that it has a role in this process, seems to 
arise at the end of the problem solving without interruption.

On the other hand, his approach to problem solving highlights the 
influence of American pragmatism, and in particular of John Dewey 
(1910) and Charles Sanders Peirce (1931) and William James (1890), 
on his work. The centre of gravity of the rationality of the action lies 
in the ability to adapt. And the centre of gravity of adaptation is not 
so much in the internal environment of the actor, that is, in his or her 
cognitive characteristics, as in the pragmatic external environment. 
Simon and Newell write: “For a system to be adaptive means that it 
is capable of grappling with whatever task environment confronts it. 
Hence, to the extent that a system is adaptive, its behaviour is de-
termined by the demands of the task environment rather than by its 
own internal characteristics. Only when the environment stresses its 
capacities along some dimension – presses its performance to the limit 
– do we discover what those capabilities and limits are, and are we able 
to measure some of their parameters” (Simon and Newell 1971: 149).

The metaphor of the ant on the beach (Simon 1981) is illuminat-
ing: imagine an ant walking on a beach. Now let’s say you wanted to 
understand why the ant is walking in the particular path that it is. 
In Simon’s parable, you cannot understand the ant’s behaviour just 
by looking at the ant: “Viewed as a geometric figure, the ant’s path 
is irregular, complex, hard to describe. But its complexity is really a 
complexity in the surface of the beach, not a complexity in the ant.” 
(Simon, 1981 (1988): 80). In other words, to predict the path of the ant, 
we have to consider the effects of the beach – the context that the ant 
is operating in. The message is clear: we cannot study what individuals 
want, need or value detached from the context of the environment that 
they are in. That environment shapes and influences their behaviour. 
In this example, the procedural rationality of the ant (finding a suitable 
behaviour on the beach) allows its substantial rationality (the adaptiv-
ity to the irregularity of the beach).



8	 R. Viale and S. Gallagher, Enactive Problem Solving

From this metaphor Simon derives a philosophical principle very 
much in tune with wide embodied cognition: “A man considered as 
a system capable of having a behaviour is very simple. The appar-
ent complexity of his behaviour over time is largely a reflection of the 
complexity of the environment in which he finds himself” (Simon 1981 
(1988): 81) The behaviour adapts to external purposes and reveals 
those characteristics of the system that limit its adaptation. Changes 
in the environment alter the ability to interact with it.

On this interpretation, the correspondence between action and solu-
tion of a problem conceptually bypasses the analytic phase of the deci-
sion and limits the role of symbolic representation (Viale 2024). The 
decision-making model based on SEU theory does not correspond to the 
empirical reality of individual action. In solving any problem, whether 
opening a door, running to catch a falling ball, replacing a car tyre, 
calculating for a financial investment, solving tests and puzzles or ne-
gotiating with a competitor, the search for the solution corresponds to 
acting, to a recursive feedback process leading up to the final action. 

5. Enactive Problem Solving (EPS)
From the postwar period to today, the study of reasoning, judgment, 
and decision processes has largely been conducted within the classic 
cognitive model, often referred to as “Information Processing Psychol-
ogy”. It has three characteristics: first, thought is computation and oc-
curs as computation. Every mental activity is performed by algorithms 
similar to the computer’s machine language. Cognition derives from 
computational procedures that are carried out on abstract symbolic 
structures.

Cognitivism has portrayed the mind that thinks and decides as if it 
were in a vat, separated from the body and the environment. The mind 
is “disembodied” from the body that carries it and “detached” from the 
environment in which it interacts. The new perspective of 4E (embod-
ied, embedded, extended, and enactive) cognition reveals instead a cog-
nition integrated with the body through action and shaped by the envi-
ronment with which the body interacts and in which it is located. This 
bodily interaction with the environment shapes and models the cogni-
tive activity. Enactive approaches emphasize the idea that the body is 
dynamically coupled to the environment is important ways (Thompson 
2007; Di Paolo 2005); they point not only to sensorimotor contingencies 
(where specific kinds of movement change perceptual input) (O’Regan 
and Noë 2001), but also to bodily affectivity and emotion (Colombetti 
2013) as playing a nonrepresentational role in cognition. Embedded 
and enactive approaches emphasize action affordances that are body- 
and skill-relative (Chemero 2009). More generally, most theorists of 
embodied cognition hold that these ideas help to shift the ground away 
from orthodox, purely computational cognitive science, which clearly 
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informs the cognitive psychology of decision making. In this respect, 
it’s not just the internal processes of the mind or brain, but the brain-
body-environment system that is the unit of explanation.

For EPS action is part of the cognitive process (Viale, Gallagher, 
and Gallese 2023); deliberation, judgment and evaluation are intrinsic 
aspects of an action process that may involve the agent/problem solver 
moving around to get a better look, or actively engaging with others to 
gain perspective. Problem solving is a dynamic process based on prag-
matic, recursive actions and on positive or negative feedback from the 
environment and its affordances. New possibilities, and new require-
ments emerge, not simply from the mind of the problem solver, but are 
often generated from the social interactions and worldly practices that 
characterize this situation. These are the factors that feed back into 
the problem-solving process. The enactive emphasis on flexibility in 
everyday problem solving emphasizes embodied and social practices – 
actual doings and material engagements that typically involve others 
in either direct or indirect ways – rather than internal deliberations, 
models, representations or rules. Deliberation is not ruled out, but it 
often occurs in consultation with others as problematic situations de-
velop and as we work on a task, with the working component enter-
ing into deliberative practices. Models are often embodied in external 
drawings or diagrams or material arrangements that we try out as we 
try to solve the problem. Cognitive processes are extended by the tools 
and technologies we use. This conception of EPS delivers the action-
oriented detail on the kind of adaptivity that Newell and Simon were 
seeking in the concept of bounded rationality – what they referred to 
as the “grappling with whatever task environment confronts” the agent 
(Newell and Simon 1971: 149), where ‘grappling’ means, for EPS, em-
bodied hands-on activities that together with neural and extra-neural 
processes do the work of cognition.

One important principle central to the enactive view of problem 
solving is the agent’s preservation of autonomy. Even when the agent 
encounters environmental constraints, problem solving continues only 
if the agent can improvise or make a move to resolve or make use of 
that constraint. Autonomy on this model is relational (Gallagher 2020; 
MacKenzie and Stoljar 2000) rather than implying absolute control. 
Nonetheless, some degree of autonomy is required for the process to 
continue. 

The centre of gravity of problem solving is therefore no longer lo-
cated in the computational and cognitive part, but it shifts to the ac-
tion-oriented pragmatic one, that is, to the possible actions that the 
body-environment interaction allows (Viale 2024). This position, which 
places the constraints of the rational activity of choice and decision not 
so much in the computational possibilities of the human mind as in the 
mind-body-environment interaction, represents a further development 
of Herbert Simon’s theory of Bounded Rationality (Viale, Gallagher, 
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and Gallese 2023). The environment cannot be analysed only as a struc-
ture of the task through its computational variables5. The physical and 
social environment also generates sensory and motor constraints that 
influence reasoning and action. And in determining a choice, possible 
or simulated bodily actions have an influence in shaping the range of 
possible options and the value attributed to them. 

Relevant to the idea of problem solving, there is general agreement 
that the environment scaffolds our cognitive processes, and that our 
engagement with the environmental structure, and environmental fea-
tures, including external props and devices, can shift cognitive load. Al-
ready, within the scope of Simon’s own work it’s clear that only through 
the enactive interaction between problem solver and environmental af-
fordances is it possible to construct a solution.

For the idea of enactive problem solving, however, it is important to 
emphasize two things. First, the relational nature of affordances (Via-
le, Gallagher, and Gallese 2023). It is not just the environment that 
constrains behaviour; it is also the body’s morphology and motor pos-
sibilities, and the agent’s past experience and skill level that will define 
what counts as an affordance. The way in which the body couples (or 
can couple) to the environment, will delineate the set of possibilities 
or solutions available to the agent. Likewise, affordances can also be 
limited by an agent’s affective processes, emotional states, and moods. 
It is sometimes not just what “I can” do (given my skill level and what 
the environment affords), but what “I feel like (or don’t feel like)” doing 
(given my emotional state). 

Second, as the pragmatists pointed out, the environment is not just 
the physical surroundings; it’s also social and cultural and character-
ized by normative structures (Viale, Gallagher, and Gallese 2023). As 
Gibson (1977; 1979) indicated, affordances can be social. Enactive prob-
lem solving also highlights the important role of social and intersubjec-
tive interactions. Again, it’s not only what “I can” do, but also what “I 
can’t” (or “I ought not”) do given normative or institutional constraints, 
as well as cultural factors that have to do with, for example, gender and 
race. These are larger issues that range from understanding how dyadic 
interactions shape our developing skills, to how institutional factors can 
either enable or constrain our social interactions.

6. BDI Artificial Intelligence 
The first phase of AI can be described as the growth of so-called Simu-
lative AI involving amongst other things descriptive protocols for com-

5 For example, this includes the characteristics of the structure of the environment 
introduced by Gigerenzer and colleagues (Gigerenzer and Gassmaier 2011) such as 
uncertainty, redundancy, variability, number of alternatives and sample size. These 
characteristics derive from symbolically deconstructed empirical phenomena that 
are manipulated as cues with statistical meaning (tallied, weighted, sequenced and 
ordered).
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puter simulation of human problem solving and thinking, based on the 
development of information processing psychology. It found its success 
in the development of expert systems aimed at problem solving and the 
ex-post simulation of scientific discoveries. It failed though in machine 
translation, image and speech processing and artificial movement. 

One of the greatest successes of the first phase was the “logic the-
orist” and the general problem solver (GPS) computer program de-
veloped by Herbert Simon, Alan Newell and Cliff Shaw in 1956. The 
GPS was a computer program intended to work as a universal prob-
lem solver machine. In contrast to the former Logic Theorist project, 
the  GPS  worked with  means–ends analysis. The first-generation AI 
programmes were psychology-based simulations of how humans rea-
son and solve problems. They relied on a Cartesian dualism between 
mind and body (software and hardware), were fully transparent and 
predictable. They relied on a model of mind taken from folk psychol-
ogy (Stich 1985) the belief–desire–intention triad (BDI). This model ex-
pressed by information processing psychology and ‘good-old-fashioned’ 
cognitivism is present in both SEU decision making and in computa-
tional models of problem solving. 

The BDI model has been used to program intelligent agents. Super-
ficially characterized by the implementation of an agent’s beliefs, de-
sires and intentions, it actually uses these concepts to solve a particular 
problem in agent programming. The BDI model allows for the repre-
sentation of the characteristics and methods of achieving a goal in a 
system built according to the paradigms of software agents. Achieving 
the goal is what the agent works for. This is identified by a progression 
of its internal states that tends to implement the task in a stable man-
ner by determining the actions that the agent is able to undertake. The 
simplest implementation of this concept is an algorithm that returns a 
value indicating success if the goal is achieved. However, more complex 
goals can be divided into different categories:

•	 achievement goals (long-term goals)
•	 satisfaction goals (recurring goals, such as gathering resources)
•	 preservation goals (preservation of life and property)
•	 delta goals (for example, changes in state).

In the BDI approach, intentions and motivational aspects are also in-
cluded in the achievement of the goal.

These architectures are based on the concept of practical reason-
ing (Bratman 1999) which allows the analysis of the reasoning process 
performed by people when they aim to satisfy their expectations in the 
real world. The aim is to create an artificial system that simulates such 
behavior. A fundamental moment of practical reasoning is the choice 
of one’s own objectives among those that are believed to be achievable. 
This choice process presupposes knowledge of both the options avail-
able and one’s own desires, aspects involved in the traditional concept 
of autonomy (Frankfurt 1988). The decisions taken have different de-
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grees of complexity and importance: fundamental choices can be made, 
such as deciding to exploit a totally new and unexpected opportunity, 
or simply deciding the best way to do something. In the theory of practi-
cal reasoning this step is described as the transformation of the chosen 
options into intentions, which have the characteristic of persisting as 
long as our beliefs make them reasonable. Practical reasoning is com-
posed of two main processes:

•	 the decision process between a set of different perspectives
•	 the process for achieving the proposed condition.

In the process described, proactive behavior (persistence of intentions) 
and reactive behavior (abandonment of intentions because they are no 
longer convenient and adoption of a new goal) can be clearly identified. 
Reactive behavior allows us to verify our choices in light of the latest 
information, instead of blindly focusing on what we have previously 
decided. The fundamental characteristic of BDI architectures is to use 
data structures that correspond to the beliefs, desires and intentions 
referred to in the theory of practical reasoning; decision-making pro-
cesses are implemented by functions that act on these structures. 

7. Chatbot architecture: BDI versus EPS
We consider here the use of chatbots in the therapeutic context, moti-
vated in some cases by problems with intersubjective relations where 
patients mistrust the therapist and resist therapy, leading to high 
dropout rates (Martino et al. 2012). AI-supported interventions (in the 
form of a chatbot) are proposed to address these issues (Szalai 2021). 
The specific proposal: AI programs in natural language processing 
“could help patients re-author their self-narratives into more coher-
ent and meaningful sequences, in which they view themselves more 
like agents and less subject to external control, as well as assign more 
consistent roles to others” (Szalai 2021). The aim, in part, is to enhance 
the autonomy of the patient.

The chatbot is a natural language processing-based AI device that 
is designed to mimic human interaction in order to supplement ses-
sions with the therapist. The system is meant to facilitate the patient’s 
reflective processes leading to the reframing of self-narrative. The ben-
efit of such a system is that it could reduce motivation for the patient’s 
antagonistic responses to the therapist. Szalai notes that patients are 
more willing to reveal information to “virtual humans” than to the hu-
man therapist. The use of AI in this context is not meant to solve all 
problems; nor is it meant to replace the therapist, and it cannot be the 
complete therapeutic process.

One of the early first attempts at creating a natural language pro-
gram that could run a simple psychotherapeutic encounter was ELIZA, 
a rule-based chat system that would basically turn anything you said 
into a question that was repeated back to you, with the idea of getting 
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you to elucidate. If all goes well, you seemingly enact or talk your way to 
a cure. ELIZA doesn’t diagnose anything. Rather it simply emulates a 
Carl Rogers style of talk therapy that mirrors whatever the analysand 
says (Bassett 2019). It runs a rule that basically asks you to elucidate, 
with the goal of “self-actualization.” Although ELIZA seems somewhat 
primitive compared to current AI deep-learning chatbots, there are an-
ecdotal reports that subjects appreciated the encounter. As Caroline 
Bassett puts it, “if humans found ELIZA useful perhaps it was as a 
mirror, a listening surface which enabled forms of self-examination, 
self expression, or self re-narrativization. If users found something re-
vealing in their interactions with ELIZA then that something was their 
own: ELIZA never did, and does not now, deliver injunctions, sugges-
tions—or nudges; and has no program to promulgate” (2019: 809). ELI-
ZA itself doesn’t have a goal, and there is no trajectory involved; it’s not 
committed to anything. As such, it grants a high degree of autonomy to 
the person using it. We suggest that this is a model that is consistent 
with enactive problem solving. The therapeutic solution emerges from 
the patient’s interaction with the technology in a way that preserves 
the patient’s autonomy. 

In contrast to ELIZA, current chatbots can be designed with a goal 
or trajectory built in. For example, a BDI architecture tends to rig-
idly stay on course, or “overcommit” to a predetermined goal (Wallis 
2022) – this kind of inflexibility could lead patients to an imperson-
ally predetermined self-construction – a situation that can rob the pa-
tient of autonomy.6 The rigidity noted by Wallis is not easily fixed and 
may be persistent in such systems, introducing issues of sustainabil-
ity. Artificial systems may fail or may work differently than expected 
in changing circumstances (so-called counterperformativity (Bamford 
and MacKenzie 2018)). Circumstances (including human inclinations) 
frequently change.

An alternative approach, proposed by Wallis, drawing on enactivist 
ideas, is to design a system to directly recognize a trajectory (a goal 
or intention) in the patient’s action by recognizing when its own be-
havior could be complementary, thus forming a shared trajectory. The 
task is to get the AI system or artificial agent to recognize what the 
patient’s action or expression affords, i.e., to register it in terms of its 
own possible response with a high probability weighting for appropri-
ateness. Wallis admits, however, that “implementing this on a com-
puter is beyond us at the moment…” (2022: 9). This, however, is not 
just a pragmatic issue – perhaps to be overcome in the fast pace of AI 

6 Chatbots offer a form of cognitive scaffolding as a structure meant to support 
or enable the user’s problem solving. One important consideration here is whether 
these trajectories are transparent to the user. If the user is unaware of how the 
chatbot is designed for a particular outcome, and how it may be shaping the user’s 
thoughts or experiences, this threatens the user’s autonomy. This is sometimes 
referred to as ‘hostile scaffolding’ (Timms and Spurrett 2023)
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progress – or a theoretical problem that requires more research – it’s 
a tricky kind of hermeneutical problem. If one allows the AI system to 
be guided by the patient, the shared trajectory may simply become a 
reinforced loop back into the patient’s disorder. On this score, however, 
the same worry applies to ELIZA. This, we note, is a common worry 
in the therapeutic context – how to allow some significant degree of 
autonomy (or agency) to the patient, but at the same time effect a solu-
tion that moves the patient to a new perspective. In this respect, the 
solution may depend on the intervention (a meta-guidance) by a seem-
ingly irreplaceable human psychotherapist who is attuned to counter 
problems caused by structural underdetermination (as in ELIZA) or 
overdetermination (as in BDI).
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An increasing number of studies are attempting to determine, through 
quantitative experimentation, whether people adopt an intentional 
stance towards robots. These studies mainly use questionnaires in which 
participants are asked to choose between mentalistic and non-mentalis-
tic descriptions of robotic behaviours portrayed in pictures. While these 
methods are extremely interesting in their attempt to operationalise Den-
nett’s theoretical constructs, they only capture one aspect of the inten-
tional stance: the attribution of mental states to robots. They neglect the 
question of whether participants also attribute rationality to the system. 
Consequently, they are not well equipped to analyse how people form 
expectations about the behaviour of the robots they interact with, which 
is crucial for studying the dynamics of human–robot interaction. There 
is indeed no reason to deny that laypeople might occasionally attribute 
mental states to robots while believing that they can act irrationally or 
model the decision-making processes of the system in terms devoid of any 
reference to rationality. Building on these considerations, this article re-
flects on an emerging area of research in human-robot interaction from 
a philosophical perspective, identifying a potential limitation that could 
be overcome by referring to psychological literature on the attribution of 
rationality to humans.

Keywords: Human-robot interaction; mental state attribution; in-
tentional stance. 

1. Introduction
When people interact with autonomous artificial systems such as intel-
ligent chatbots and social robots, they sometimes talk about them in 
mentalistic terms (“Hey, look! The robotic vacuum cleaner wants to 
go to the kitchen!”). They can also attribute beliefs and desires to the 
system, assuming that it will behave rationally based on them. In a 
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series of groundbreaking essays, the philosopher Daniel Dennett fa-
mously termed this latter phenomenon the adoption of an ‘intentional 
stance’ towards the observed system, discussing various philosophical 
aspects of the idea. For example, he considered what role beliefs and 
desires play in intentional systems theory and whether the intentional 
stance aligns with common-sense psychology (Dennett 1989). The no-
tion of intentional stance pervades contemporary research on human–
robot interaction. In particular, a growing community of researchers 
comprising roboticists, psychologists and social scientists is studying 
the adoption of an intentional stance towards robots using a variety of 
experimental techniques (see Thellman et al. 2022 for a review). This 
article aims to comment on a particular aspect of this scientific enter-
prise by suggesting that this research focuses too much on attributing 
beliefs and desires to robots and neglects another important aspect of 
the intentional stance: attributing rationality to robots.

The concept of rationality plays a central role in Dennett’s theory 
of intentional systems. He presents the intentional stance as involving 
the attribution of mental states, such as beliefs and desires, as well 
as rationality, to the target system. Adopting the intentional stance is 
not just about attributing the desire to reach the kitchen and the be-
lief that the battery needs to recharge to a robotic vacuum cleaner, for 
example; it also involves assuming that there is a certain relationship 
between the system’s beliefs and desires, and its behaviour – namely, 
that the system will act rationally based on them. However, it has been 
suggested that this assumption is too strong, as we sometimes observe 
irrational behaviour in systems to which we attribute a mind. For 
instance, people sometimes appear to fail to make the most rational 
choice in tasks such as the Wason selection task (Wason 1968). Con-
sequently, there has been a debate about whether, when interpreting 
others’ behaviour in mentalistic terms, people are actually adopting 
the intentional stance or engaging in a form of folk psychology that 
does not necessarily involve the attribution of rationality (see Dennett 
1989; Stich 1981). This paper does not seek to take a position in this 
debate. It only argues that attributing mental states to a system is in-
dependent of attributing rationality to it. This means that the attribu-
tion of mental states can happen without attributing rationality, and 
vice versa. It also argues that current attempts to determine whether 
people adopt an intentional stance towards robots tend to focus only 
on attributing mental states. This means they neglect attributing ra-
tionality and do not actually investigate the adoption of an intentional 
stance towards robots. In doing so, this article provides a philosophical 
reflection on certain aspects of contemporary research in the fields of 
social robotics and human–robot interaction.

Why is it important to study whether people attribute not only a 
mind, but also rationality, to robots? Our understanding of these sys-
tems clearly influences our behaviour in their presence and how we in-
teract with them. However, while certain aspects of our behaviour can 
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be affected by the mere attribution of mental states to robots, others 
arguably depend more deeply on whether we also attribute rationality 
to them. Therefore, to understand certain aspects of our interactions 
with robots, it is beneficial, if not essential, to determine whether we 
regard them as rational, irrational or non-rational. One study to be 
discussed in Section 3, by Wiese and colleagues (2012) suggests that 
adopting an intentional stance towards a robot activates certain cogni-
tive processes, such as gaze following, which are not activated when 
that stance is not adopted. According to the authors, this occurs in a 
reflexive, bottom-up way that does not necessarily involve rationalis-
ing the robot’s behaviour. Studying our attribution of rationality to ro-
bots may be less important for understanding our low-level reactions 
to their behaviour. However, other aspects of human–robot interaction 
depend more crucially on our expectations of their behaviour. For in-
stance, when the ‘battery’ LED on our robotic vacuum cleaner lights up 
and the robot heads towards the kitchen, we anticipate that it will go 
to the docking station, which is indeed located there. If we then recall 
putting a bin in front of the docking station, we will move it to allow the 
robot to recharge properly. Similarly, if we are crossing a street and an 
autonomous car is approaching (Ziemke 2020), we will decide whether 
to continue or step back depending on whether we expect the car to stop 
at the crossing. Our decision to install an assistive robot in our elderly 
aunt’s apartment will be based on our expectations of how the robot 
will behave, and whether or not it will harm her.

The issue is that the dynamics of our interactions with robots are 
significantly shaped by our expectations of their behaviour. In order 
to understand people’s high-level reactions to robots and how they de-
cide to behave when interacting with them, it is important to study 
how people predict robot behaviour.1 In order to study people’s predic-
tions, it is important to determine not only whether they attribute a 
mind or specific mental states to robots, but also whether they assume 
that their behaviour will be rationally influenced by their beliefs and 
desires. In order to understand how pedestrians interact with auton-
omous cars, it is important to determine whether they attribute the 
desire not to hurt them to those cars; however, it is also important to 
determine whether they assume the car will act rationally based on 
that desire. The most rational thing for a car with this desire would be 
to stop at the crossing. However, the pedestrian’s mental model of the 
car may include the assumption that it can act irrationally in certain 
situations, possibly because rationality is considered to apply only to 

1 Thellman and Ziemke (2020) have argued that more research in this area is 
needed. “Despite a growing interest in the role of mental state attribution in people’s 
mental models of robots, and the importance of perceptual belief tracking in the 
context of social interaction, no research has so far targeted people’s ability to 
predict the behavior of robots based on assumptions about how they perceive the 
environment.” Their study is one of the few that explicitly addresses this important 
issue.
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human beings. Alternatively, the pedestrian may simply assume that 
the car’s behaviour is lawfully connected to its beliefs and desires in a 
way that is not characterised in terms of rationality or irrationality. 
People’s mental models of robots may differ greatly in the way they 
connect attributed beliefs and desires to overt behaviour.

Various methods have been developed to study people’s mental 
models of robots (Rueben et al. 2021), particularly in terms of whether 
people adopt the intentional stance towards them. Some studies have 
examined how this adoption affects brain activity (Chaminade et al. 
2012), gaze following (Wiese et al. 2012), gaze aversion (Desideri et al. 
2021), and other cognitive processes (Ciardo et al. 2020; Marchesi et 
al. 2025; Roselli et al. 2022). For reviews and general reflections, see 
Chaminade and Cheng (2009) and Wykowska and colleagues (2016). 
Other studies have attempted to determine whether people adopt the 
intentional stance based on the robot’s physical appearance, behaviour, 
or other contextual factors (Mandell et al. 2017; Marchesi et al. 2019; 
Martini et al. 2015, 2016; Terada et al. 2007). These studies have made 
significant contributions to our understanding of how people perceive 
robots. However, they do not establish whether participants fully adopt 
the intentional stance towards robots since they only investigate the 
attribution of mental states to systems, not rationality. To demonstrate 
this, it is helpful to provide a brief overview of the intentional stance 
and argue that attributing beliefs and desires does not necessarily im-
ply attributing rationality: a robot can be perceived as having beliefs 
and desires (and other propositional attitudes) while acting irrational-
ly, or non-rationally, with respect to them.

2. Rationality and the intentional stance
2.1 The intentional stance
Dennett’s theory of intentional systems is well known and has been 
the subject of extensive discussion since the publication of his seminal 
article (Dennett 1971). This section aims to recap some of its key fea-
tures in preparation for the subsequent discussion. In this oft-quoted 
passage from (Dennett 1989), he defines the intentional stance (IS) as 
follows:

Here is how it works: first you decide to treat the object whose behavior is to 
be predicted as a rational agent; then you figure out what beliefs that agent 
ought to have, given its place in the world and its purpose. Then you figure 
out what desires it ought to have, on the same considerations, and finally 
you predict that this rational agent will act to further its goals in the light 
of its beliefs. A little practical reasoning from the chosen set of beliefs and 
desires will in many – but not all – instances yield a decision about what the 
agent ought to do; that is what you predict the agent will do. (17)

The IS is often presented by the author as an explanatory strategy (e.g. 
Dennett 1971, 2009). Suppose the ‘battery’ LED on a robotic vacuum 
cleaner lights up and the robot turns towards the kitchen. An observer 
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adopting the IS might explain this behaviour by attributing the follow-
ing beliefs and desires to the robot: the belief that the battery is run-
ning out of charge; the belief that the docking station is in the kitchen; 
and the desire to recharge. Given these beliefs and desires, they would 
assume that the most rational thing for the robot to do would be to turn 
towards the kitchen. In this way, the IS provides a rational explanation 
for the robot’s behaviour. The IS can also be regarded as a predictive 
strategy: the observer might predict that the most rational course of 
action, after turning right, would be to proceed straight towards the 
kitchen. However, it is important to stress that, in Dennett’s frame-
work, attributing beliefs and desires to the system in the IS does not 
mean believing that the system actually possesses them. The observer 
only treats the system as if it possesses them for the sole purpose of 
explaining and predicting its behaviour. Intentional systems theory is 
based on an instrumentalist conception of beliefs, desires, and other 
propositional attitudes. In this theory, the conditions under which the 
target system can be said to have a belief (or desire) with a particular 
content do not have to be the same as those adopted in other psycho-
logical frameworks based on the attribution of so-called propositional 
attitudes.

Rationality plays a central role in Dennett’s theory of intentional 
systems. Firstly, the rationality of the system forms an integral part of 
the mental model constructed by the observer. It characterises the re-
lationship between the system’s beliefs and desires, and its behaviour 
(meaning that, according to the IS, the system will act rationally rela-
tive to its beliefs and desires). Secondly, rationality arguably influences 
the process by which the observer identifies the beliefs and desires that 
explain the system’s behaviour. Why did the robot turn right? One first 
assumes the rationality of the system – in this case, that turning right 
was the most rational response to the situation. Then, one assumes 
that the system has beliefs and goals that make the right-turning 
behaviour rational, i.e. one makes “adjustments in the information-
processing conditions” (Dennett 1971: 94). In this case, the aforemen-
tioned beliefs and desires (the belief that the battery is low and that 
the docking station is in the kitchen, and the desire to recharge) do in-
deed render this behaviour rational. According to intentional systems 
theory, explanation is akin to rationalisation: the assumption that the 
system is rational informs the observer’s decision regarding the beliefs 
and desires attributed to the system.

Note that predictive tasks differ from explanations in that the be-
haviour of the system is unknown. To predict how the robot will act 
after turning right, the observer must first attribute desires and beliefs 
to the system and then assume that the resulting action is the most 
rational given these premises. However, as the action is still unknown, 
it is not possible to determine the system’s beliefs and desires based 
on the assumption that the behaviour produced was rational, as in 
an explanatory context. According to Dennett (see the chapter “Three 
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Kinds of Intentional Psychology” in Dennett 1989), one ascribes the 
beliefs that the system ought to have “given its perceptual capacities, 
its epistemic needs, and its biography”, as well as the desires that the 
system ought to have “given its biological needs and the most practica-
ble means of satisfying them”. Arguably, an assumption of rationality 
plays a role here too, albeit perhaps more covertly, because the system 
is assumed to have beliefs and desires that are rational, given its epis-
temic and biological needs.

In summary, when adopting an IS towards a system such as the ro-
botic vacuum cleaner used as an example in this section, both mentalis-
tic and rationality assumptions are made. The mentalistic assumption 
is that the system has beliefs, desires, and other mental states with 
content (conceived as “idealised fictions in an action-predicting, action-
explaining calculus” Dennett 1978: 30), while the rationality assump-
tion is that the system acts rationally based on them. It is through 
this rationality assumption that the observer can connect the system’s 
beliefs and desires to its actual behaviour; the rationality assumption 
plays a key role in generating expectations about the robot’s future 
behaviour.

It is worth noting that Dennett does not provide a clear definition 
of rationality. Stich (1981) notes that Dennett himself “has no illusions 
on the point” and “portrays intentional-systems theory – the general 
normative theory of rationality – as a discipline in its infancy” (42). 
Indeed, Dennett clearly acknowledges this in his work (Dennett 1989): 
“What then do I say rationality is? I don’t say” (94). He also claims to 
have “good reasons for cautiously resisting the demand for a declara-
tion on the nature of rationality” (94) and merely indicates what, in 
his view, rationality is not: it is neither deductive closure nor logical 
consistency. He never connects the intentional systems theory to clas-
sical decision theory, which involves ordering the set of possible actions 
by assigning probabilities to their potential outcomes and determining 
their expected utility in relation to the system’s goals (Mele and Rawl-
ing 2004; Peterson 2017). Even if he did, there would be many possible 
ways to implement a classical decision-making process. Unless addi-
tional details were specified, including the definition of the set of pos-
sible actions and the criteria for calculating their consequences and as-
signing their expected utilities with respect to the goals, the attribution 
of rationality that accompanies the IS would not enable the observer 
to make precise predictions about the system’s behaviour. This sug-
gests that Dennett’s presentation of the IS conceptual framework pro-
vides poor grounds for the analysis of people’s behavioural expectations 
about robots unless some aspects of it are more precisely worked out.

2.2 Non-mentalistic rationalization
The next section will argue that, although tasks for investigating the 
attribution of rationality to systems have been developed in non-ro-
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botic psychological literature (see Gergely et al. 1995), contemporary 
research on adopting an IS towards robots focuses narrowly on attrib-
uting mental states to them and neglects the phenomenon of rational-
ity attribution. In support of this claim, it is worth noting that these 
two types of attribution are relatively independent of one another; one 
can rationalise a robot’s behaviour without ascribing mental states to 
it, and vice versa. Without this further assumption, one might dispute 
the main assertion of this article, arguing that methods for studying 
the attribution of mental states to robots also determine whether par-
ticipants attribute rationality to them.

Can a mental model of a robot incorporate the assumption that the 
robot is rational without also assuming that it has mental states? This 
depends on how the system is regarded as rational. According to the IS, 
the system acts rationally with respect to its beliefs and desires. Thus, 
in Dennett’s framework, rationality cannot be attributed without also 
attributing mental states. However, a robot may be considered rational 
in ways that differ from the IS. For instance, an observer might assume 
that the robot adheres to a specific standard of rationality based solely 
on its behaviour: this concept is known as rational analysis (Ander-
son 1991). As Anderson presents it, rational analysis belongs to a long 
tradition of trying to understand behaviour as an adaptation to the 
system’s environment.

A rational analysis is an explanation of an aspect of human behavior based 
on the assumption that it is optimized somehow to the structure of the en-
vironment. […] As in economics, the term does not imply any actual logical 
deduction in choosing the optimal behavior, only that the behavior is opti-
mized. (471)

Anderson outlines the various steps of rational analysis as follows: 
First, the goals of the system are specified. As any behaviour can be 
viewed as optimising a potential goal, external constraints must be 
considered in order to select the system’s actual goal. Note that the 
system is assumed to have goals, not desires. This is evident from the 
rational analysis of the various systems that Anderson uses as exam-
ples. For instance, the goal of memory systems is to access necessary 
information from the past, while categorisation systems aim to predict 
features of objects. Anderson does not characterise these systems as 
having desires, conceived as intentional mental states. According to 
this approach, it is appropriate to say that the goal of a thermostat 
is to maintain the environmental temperature within a certain range, 
without implying that the thermostat desires this. The second step is 
to develop a formal model of the environment to which the system is 
adapted. Anderson specifies that this must be done from the system’s 
perspective; the model must include environmental features that are 
accessible to the system rather than taking the observer’s point of view 
as a reference. The third step is to make some minimal assumptions 
about the computational limitations of the system under analysis. For 
example, we might assume that the system’s ability to process alterna-
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tives is limited, that processing incurs a cost, or that its short-term 
memory is finite. The fourth step is to derive the system’s optimal be-
haviour given these assumptions. This involves predicting behaviour 
that will maximise expected utility when considering the goals identi-
fied in step one, the environmental constraints defined in step two and 
the computational costs defined in step three. These predictions are 
then evaluated against the existing literature or experimental results. 
If necessary, the theory is revised iteratively.

Anderson points out that identifying the variables that the system 
is optimising may constrain the identification of the internal mecha-
nisms responsible for its behaviour. Some authors in the Commentary 
on (Anderson 1991) have claimed that identifying the computational 
limitations to which the system is subject at step three requires one to 
consider possible internal mechanisms. Anderson’s approach to ratio-
nal analysis occasionally suggests that it can inform the discovery of 
mechanisms. For example, he states that his rational analysis of prob-
lem solving “seems more like the actual problem solving that people 
face daily” (481), and he outlines a procedure for selecting the partial 
plan with the greatest probability of success. However, he also states 
that “the structure driving explanation in a rational theory is that of 
the environment” rather than the mind of the system (471). The goal 
of rational analysis is “to predict behavior from the structure of the 
environment rather than the structure of the mind” (474) and “it is in 
the spirit of a rational analysis to prescribe what the behavior of a sys-
tem should be rather than how to compute it”. The question of how the 
system succeeds in producing optimal behaviour – whether through 
the interaction of beliefs, desires, intentions and other propositional at-
titudes, or by virtue of a different mechanism – is not one that rational 
analysis is intended to solve. The rational analysis of problem solving 
presented in his article is objective in the sense that it is not necessar-
ily “in the subject’s head” (482). Furthermore, he does not claim “that 
the human system actually goes through the relatively complex Bayes-
ian analysis used to establish what the optimal behavior was” (483). 
The term ‘rational’ “is used in the economist’s sense, which is that the 
output of the system is optimal and no claim is made about the mental 
processes by which this output is computed” (510).

Clearly, rational analysis can be applied to the behaviour of robots. 
In this case, the observer does not make any assumptions about the men-
tal state of the system, even instrumentally. The observer only needs 
to make assumptions corresponding to the steps of rational analysis, 
as previously illustrated, and these steps do not include anything con-
cerning the system’s mental state. Rational analysis can particularly  
be combined with adopting a design stance towards the system based 
on the assumption that its functional and computational processes are 
adapted to its intended purpose. Although Anderson’s rational analysis 
would not lead to the adoption of a rationality assumption as intended 
by Dennett (since the latter refers to the system’s beliefs and desires), 
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the considerations made in this section suggest that it is, in principle, 
possible to consider a robot to be rational and to use this assumption to 
predict its future behaviour without necessarily assuming that it pos-
sesses any mental states.

2.3 Non-rational mentalization
Can mental states be attributed to a robot without also assuming that 
it always acts in the most rational way? There is no obvious reason 
why an observer should be prevented from assuming that the robot’s 
decision-making system is occasionally or always irrational. Moreover, 
an alternative assumption could be made: that the behaviour of the 
system is neither rational nor irrational, but simply non-rational. This 
would mean that the relationship between mental states and system 
behaviour is modelled without any reference to rationality. For exam-
ple, suppose the observer attributes the following beliefs and desires 
to the robotic vacuum cleaner: the belief that its battery is running 
low and that the docking station is in the kitchen, and the desire to 
recharge. As previously mentioned, these assumptions are idle for pre-
diction purposes in themselves, unless the observer makes additional 
assumptions about how these mental states contribute to behaviour. 
The rationality assumption incorporated in the IS can be expressed as 
follows:

(A) The system performs the most rational action with respect to its 
desires and beliefs.

As previously mentioned, it is unclear how this assumption can yield 
precise predictions of the robot’s behaviour unless accompanied by a 
detailed account of what constitutes rational behaviour. As such, it 
offers only a generic representation of how the system’s behaviour is 
influenced by its desires and beliefs. For the purposes of this discus-
sion, the important point is that ascribing those beliefs and desires to 
the system does not imply that the observer must assume (A) or make 
equivalent attributions of rationality. It is not inconsistent to ascribe 
certain beliefs and desires to the system while assuming that it will 
behave irrationally relative to them. Indeed, the observer might well 
assume (instead of A) something along the following lines:

(B) The system performs the least rational action with respect to its 
desires and beliefs.

Now, it is one thing to assume that the system acts irrationally and an-
other to assume that it acts non-rationally. The latter occurs when the 
observer does not characterise the relationship between mental states 
and behaviour in terms of rationality or irrationality, but assumes that 
the robot’s mental states are connected to its behaviour via law-like 
generalisations, for example:

(C) If the system desires to recharge and believes that the docking 
station is in the kitchen, it will turn towards the kitchen.
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Or, more generally:
(D) If the system desires to recharge and believes that the docking 
station is in room X, then it will turn towards room X.

The striking difference between option (A) and options (C) and (D) is 
that the latter ones do not explicitly refer to rationality. Here, the sys-
tem’s beliefs, desires and other propositional attitudes interact in a law-
like manner to produce behaviour, with no assumption as to whether 
these regularities are rational or irrational. It should be noted that the 
point is not that these generalisations cannot, in principle, be said to 
be rational or irrational. In fact, turning towards the kitchen is intui-
tively rational with respect to the desire to recharge, and options (C) 
and (D) may be said to guide the system towards rational behaviour. 
However, the notion of rationality plays no essential role in predicting 
the behaviour of the system based on these two generalisations. To il-
lustrate this, suppose that one of the law-like regularities attributed by 
the observer to the system has the following form:

(E) If the system has a belief with content a and a belief with con-
tent (if a then b), then the system forms a belief with content b.

This generalisation can be used to predict the presence of specific be-
liefs within a system’s knowledge base. For instance, if an observer 
attributes two beliefs to the system – one stating that today is Friday, 
and the other stating that, if today is Friday, it is laundry day – the 
above regularity would enable the observer to predict that the system 
would possess the belief that today is laundry day. Other generalisa-
tions attributed to the robot could allow the observer to link the sys-
tem’s possession of this belief to its subsequent motor actions (e.g. do-
ing the laundry). One could argue that this generalisation takes the 
form of a modus ponens inference rule, which would make the system’s 
decision-making process appear rational according to a traditional 
view of rationality. In other words, one could assume that the system 
is regulated by (E) and that (E) is a rational decision-making rule. 
However, this additional assumption does not play a crucial predictive 
role. An observer unaware that (E) incorporates a principle of rational 
thinking, or who conceives of rationality differently, would still predict 
that the robot believes ‘Today is laundry day’. Assumption (E) would 
support this prediction even if modus ponens were the hallmark of ir-
rationality. In this case, the notion of rationality plays no role in the 
observer’s mental model of the system. This non-rational approach to 
understanding the robot’s behaviour could result in the following gen-
eralisation being attributed to it:

(F) If the system has beliefs with contents b and (if a, then b), then 
it forms a belief with the content a.

The fact that (F) is a fallacious rule of inference would likely prevent it 
from being included in IS-style rationalisations of the system’s behav-
iour. However, nothing actually prevents one from modelling the inter-
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action between the system’s beliefs, desires and behaviour in terms of 
this law-like regularity, without any reference to rationality.

In terms of prediction, how different are these two strategies? While 
they may converge in some cases, in others they will diverge signifi-
cantly. Suppose two observers both attribute the beliefs and desires 
mentioned before to a robotic vacuum cleaner. Observer 1 adopts an 
IS approach, assuming that the robot will act in the most rational way 
given its current beliefs and desires. Observer 2 assumes that the ro-
bot is subject to (D) rather than to the rationality principle. In this 
case, both observers will probably have the same expectations regard-
ing the robot’s behaviour. However, this will not always be the case. 
While the predictive engine of the IS is based on just one rule, albeit 
underdetermined, observer 2’s approach may ascribe additional or dif-
ferent law-like regularities to the system. For example, they might as-
sume that, when certain conditions are met, the robot will move in the 
opposite direction to the kitchen, move more slowly in the direction it 
was previously travelling, or make a complete turn and stop. The first 
regularity could be considered irrational2, whereas the last two options 
are neither clearly rational nor clearly irrational. However, the point is 
that there are “simply” law-like regularities which make no reference 
to rationality. They are neither inherently rational nor irrational.

These considerations suggest that an observer can have a mental 
model of a robot that attributes mental states, such as beliefs and de-
sires, to it without assuming that the robot will act in the most rational 
way based on these states. Mentalising a system does not imply ratio-
nality attribution, but can be accompanied by a variety of non-rational 
models of the relationship between mental states and behaviour.3 Al-
though the predictions of two observers (one adopting the IS and the 
other a non-rationalistic modelling style) may sometimes converge, 
they will diverge in many other cases. To understand how people form 
their expectations of the robot’s behaviour, it is essential to study not 

2 The idealising assumption made here is that the robot has no beliefs or desires 
other than those mentioned previously. Assuming that the system believes only that 
the battery is running out of charge and that the docking station is in the kitchen, 
and desires only to recharge the battery, turning in the direction opposite the kitchen 
would be an irrational decision according to many accounts of rationality. However, 
one might save the rationality assumption by inserting an additional belief: for 
example, that there is a more powerful docking station in the dining room, which is 
opposite the kitchen.

3 It follows from previous claims that this also holds for the IS. The IS (at least 
as presented by Dennett) appears to be a rather underdeveloped predictive strategy. 
This is because, unless it is specified exactly what it means for a system to produce 
rational actions given its current beliefs and desires, it is unclear how the IS can 
provide a comprehensive strategy for predicting the system’s next action. Therefore, 
stating that one adopts the IS towards the robot does not reveal much about the 
action they will expect the robot to perform. In the absence of a clear account of 
rationality attached to the IS, it is reasonable to assume that different observers 
may have different opinions on how the most rational action should be calculated 
and, accordingly, make different behavioural predictions.
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only whether they attribute mental states to it, but also their view of 
the connection between the robot’s behaviour and its beliefs and de-
sires.

Before concluding this section, it is worth reflecting on the stance 
adopted when modelling the relationship between a robot’s mental 
states and behaviour using non-rational, law-like regularities. Since 
this modelling strategy does not involve attributing rationality, it can-
not be classified as an intentional stance. It is also not the physical 
stance, since it does not use the language of physics. The third option 
in Dennett’s framework is the design stance. However, it is the IS, not 
the design stance, that involves attributing beliefs and desires to the 
system. When taking the design stance, predictions are made solely 
from knowledge or assumptions about the system’s design. Should this 
then be regarded as a fourth stance, located somewhere between the in-
tentional and design stances? The rather vague way in which Dennett’s 
stances have been defined in the literature does not help to answer this 
question. One hypothesis is that attributing mental states in terms of 
law-like regularities rather than rationality constitutes a kind of men-
talistic design stance that Dennett does not explicitly discuss.

Is this stance likely to be adopted by ordinary people? This is an em-
pirical question, but there are reasons to suggest that it will be. After 
all, it is reasonable to expect laypeople to view robots as designed sys-
tems that operate in a mechanical, law-like manner. However, it is also 
likely that they will consider robots to have content-bearing states and 
internal representations of goals that correspond to beliefs and desires 
in commonsense psychology. The possibility that laypeople adopt a 
mentalistic design stance similar to the IS in the attribution of mental 
states but differing from it in assuming that the interaction between 
these mental states is mechanical or law-like is not to be excluded and 
should merit empirical investigation. It should be noted that a men-
talistic design stance towards artificial intelligence systems, which is 
more akin to the explanatory approach of Marr-like cognitivism than to 
that of propositional-attitude psychology, has been proposed by Larghi 
and Datteri (2024) on different grounds.

3. Testing the intentional stance in human-robot 
interaction
The time has come to apply the considerations made so far to contem-
porary research in human-robot interaction. As expected, many em-
pirical studies have attempted to determine people’s mental models of 
robots and the factors that shape them over time. Although the litera-
ture is relatively new, it is impressively rich in terms of methods and 
results. Some studies have employed qualitative methods: for instance, 
Rueben et al. (2021) observed and interviewed six individuals inter-
acting with a robotic shoe rack for six weeks in a yoga class, with the 
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aim of studying their mental models of the robot and how these evolve. 
The interview questions were deliberately chosen to be very general 
in order to elicit the users’ perceptions in the most neutral way pos-
sible. This exploratory study mostly resulted in interesting hypotheses 
and research questions being generated, such as: how does the model 
change over time? Why do users sometimes decide to avoid experiment-
ing with the robot?

In this growing body of literature, there are some studies that ex-
plicitly refer to Dennett’s intentional systems (IS) theory. These stud-
ies attempt to determine the factors that influence people’s adoption 
of IS towards robots and the consequences of this adoption on other 
phenomena. This section considers this category of studies exclusive-
ly (see Thellman et al. 2022 for a systematic review). The underlying 
question is whether these studies regard the adoption of an IS as a 
phenomenon involving the attribution of mental states and rationality 
to the system. While these studies make significant contributions to 
the analysis of people’s mental models of robots, it will be argued that 
they neglect the issue of rationality to a certain extent. Some methods 
have been devised in the non-robotic literature to study the attribution 
of rationality (e.g. Gergely et al. 1995). As emphasised throughout this 
article, overcoming this limitation would be beneficial: understanding 
how people form their expectations about robots’ behaviour requires 
determining the nature of the connection they perceive between mental 
states and behaviour. For instance, does this connection adhere to prin-
ciples of rationality or is it merely based on nomic interactions between 
the system’s various mental states?

Some studies explicitly adopting Dennett’s framework focus on the 
consequences of adopting an IS towards robots in relation to other cog-
nitive, neural, or behavioural phenomena. Examples include studies 
on how IS adoption affects gaze behaviour. Gaze cueing phenomena 
are integral to social interaction between people. For instance, they 
occur when a person’s gaze directs another person’s visual attention. 
The aforementioned study by Wiese and colleagues (2012) investigated 
whether people can be cued by the gaze of robots. The researchers de-
signed a task in which participants had to discriminate between two 
stimuli appearing on the left or right side of a robotic face. They inves-
tigated whether the gaze direction of the robot (pointing left or right) 
affected the error rate. Specifically, they asked whether the error rate 
would change when participants adopted an IS towards the agent pro-
viding the gaze cues. The working hypothesis was that it would, as 
people’s attention cannot be directed by the gaze of things that they do 
not perceive as intentional systems. Desideri et al. (2021) studied gaze 
aversion instead. People often tend to “look away” from potentially dis-
tracting stimuli when thinking in order to save cognitive resources. In 
particular, people look away more often when facing social stimuli, as 
these are cognitively demanding. Therefore, the hypothesis underlying 
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the study was that adopting an IS towards a robot would increase the 
effects of gaze aversion when facing the robot. To determine whether 
an IS affects gaze cueing and gaze aversion in the two studies, the 
researchers needed to manipulate the participants’ mental models of 
the agent with which they were interacting in the task. They needed 
to create experimental conditions in which participants either took or 
failed to take an intentional stance towards the robot. They did so in-
directly. In some sessions, participants interacted with either a human 
or a robotic face, and the effects of gaze cuing or gaze aversion were 
compared. In other sessions, participants only interacted with a robotic 
face and were explicitly told whether it was controlled by a human or 
an algorithm. They manipulated not only the perceptual features of the 
stimulus (human vs. robotic face) but also attempted to shape the par-
ticipants’ mental model of the robot by explicitly informing them that 
the robotic face was controlled either by a human or by an artificial 
agent. While the results supported the authors’ hypotheses, showing 
that gaze-cueing and gaze-aversion effects increased when an inten-
tional stance had been induced, it is clear that the authors did not di-
rectly manipulate the participants’ mental model of the robot, but only 
the likelihood of the participants adopting an IS, without ensuring that 
the manipulation was successful. And their analysis was restricted to 
the attribution of mental states to the robot, which, as previously men-
tioned, is only ‘half’ of the IS.

Other studies have adopted a neuroscientific approach to investi-
gate what happens in the brain when people adopt an IS towards a 
robot. For example, Chaminade and colleagues (2012) analysed the 
brain activity of subjects interacting with different agents – a human, 
a small humanoid robot with artificial intelligence and a random num-
ber generator – during a game of rock, paper, scissors. As in previous 
studies, the different conditions involved variations in the perceptual 
characteristics of the agent and the specific instructions given to par-
ticipants. Participants were informed that in the second condition, the 
humanoid robot was intelligent and had a strategy to win the game, 
whereas in the third condition, the agent simply acted randomly. The 
results suggested that certain areas (the medial prefrontal cortex and 
the temporoparietal junction) responded only to the human, while oth-
er parietal and frontal areas responded more to the humanoid robot 
than to the random number generator, but less than to the human. 
Crucially, “brain areas involved in adopting an intentional stance in a 
social interaction were not recruited when interacting with an artificial 
intelligence” (8). While other studies have complemented and partial-
ly revised these results (see Özdem et al. 2017, for example; see also 
Perez-Osorio and Wykowska 2020; Wiese et al. 2017; Wykowska 2020; 
Wykowska et al. 2016) the key issue here is methodological. Compar-
ing fMRI activity when participants interact with humans or robots, 
or when they are informed whether their partner has a strategy, can 
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significantly contribute to analysing the brain processes involved in in-
teracting with different kinds of agents. However, as in previous stud-
ies, presenting a human or robotic face or instructing participants that 
the face stimulus is governed by a human or random number genera-
tor does not reveal whether participants attribute mental states and 
rationality to the agent. While these studies are extremely interesting 
from a scientific perspective, it is unclear how they can inform our un-
derstanding of how people form their expectations about the behaviour 
of the robots they are interacting with.

While the studies discussed so far have attempted to determine the 
consequences of adopting an IS towards a robot, other studies have 
aimed to establish whether people’s adoption of the IS depends on 
the robot’s morphology, behaviour, or other contextual factors. As IS 
adoption is the dependent variable in these studies, rather than an ex-
perimental condition, tools are needed to assess whether participants 
adopt the IS or not. Terada and colleagues (2007) devised a solution 
consisting of describing the three stances in Dennett’s intentional sys-
tems theory (intentional, design, and physical) to the participants and 
letting them choose which they preferred. Interestingly, the authors 
found that the intentional stance was preferred when the robot (a mo-
torised wheelchair) displayed reactive behaviour rather than non-reac-
tive periodic behaviour. The article does not specify how the intentional 
stance was described to the participants, nor does it address the ques-
tion of whether they attributed rationality to the robot. Mandell and 
colleagues (2017) are more explicit about the tool they used. In an at-
tempt to study the relationship between morphological features and IS 
adoption, they presented participants with pictures of faces displaying 
different “degrees of physical humanness” by morphing a human face 
into a robot face in small increments. The questionnaire included ques-
tions such as “Rate how much this face looks like it has a mind” and 
“Do you think this agent would feel pain if it tripped and fell on hard 
ground?”. Similarly, in (Martini et al. 2015, 2016), participants were 
asked to ask questions about whether agents with varying degrees of 
physical human-likeness possessed a mind and emotions. However, 
none of the questions concerned the attribution of rationality, and the 
questions were too general to determine how the mental states attrib-
uted to the robot were connected to its behaviour in the participants’ 
mental models.

The Instance tool, devised by Marchesi and colleagues (2019) is per-
haps the most advanced questionnaire developed so far for studying 
people’s adoption of an intentional stance towards robots. The authors 
deserve credit for directly addressing the problem of operationalising 
the IS as a philosophical construct. For this reason, the questionnaire 
has been used in a large number of subsequent studies (Bossi et al. 
2020; Roselli et al. 2023; Spatola et al. 2022). The questionnaire com-
prises 34 fictional scenarios in which the iCub robot performs simple 
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activities while interacting with people and objects. Each scenario is 
illustrated with a sequence of three photographs. Participants must 
choose between two possible descriptions of each scenario by moving a 
slider: one formulated in mentalistic terms and the other in non-men-
talistic terms. For example, one of the scenarios shows iCub gazing at 
a ball in different positions on a table with a pyramid and a cube also 
present. The participant must choose between the descriptions “iCub 
categorises objects by their shape” and “iCub likes round objects”, which 
are considered non-mentalistic and mentalistic, respectively. Another 
example is a sequence of three photographs showing iCub playing 
cards with a human. In the middle photograph, the human looks dis-
tractedly away from the robot and iCub leans towards his cards. In the 
final photograph, iCub returns to the initial position. The mentalistic 
description is “iCub was trying to cheat by looking at his opponent’s 
cards”, and the non-mentalistic description is “iCub was unbalanced 
for a moment”. In half of the scenarios, the mentalistic sentence is on 
the right side of the slider and the non-mentalistic sentence is on the 
left. In the other half of the scenarios, it is the other way around. The 
order in which the scenarios are presented to each participant is ran-
domised. To calculate the score, the non-mentalistic–mentalistic scale 
is converted into a numerical scale from 0 to 100, and the correspond-
ing scores for each answer are averaged.

Like all questionnaires in psychology, the Instance suffers from the 
obvious limitation: selecting the mentalistic option does not imply that 
one’s beliefs about the robot conform to this choice. People may give 
answers that do not fully reflect their beliefs. This is a general problem 
affecting all questionnaires. Indeed, when the questionnaire is used to 
study the IS, as with the Instance, the situation becomes even more 
complicated. This is because the intentional stance is an instrumental-
ist rationalisation of the behaviour of the target system. The attribu-
tion of a belief to a robot does not imply that the person believes the 
robot has this belief (see Datteri 2025 for a discussion of the concept 
of “attribution” in this literature). In general, scientists researching 
the adoption of an IS towards robots are well aware of the distinction 
between what Thellman and Ziemke (2019) refer to as the “attribution 
question” (what mental states do people attribute to robots?) and the 
“belief question” (what mental states do people really believe robots 
have?). In this instance, it must be acknowledged that the participant’s 
choice of “iCub was trying to cheat by looking at the opponent’s cards” 
does not imply that they attributed the desire to cheat to iCub, nor that 
they believed iCub wanted to cheat the opponent. Therefore, to make 
sensible use of the Instance test, it is necessary to assume that the 
participants’ answers are sincere and not influenced by factors such as 
the desire to please or avoid disappointing the experimenter (“I would 
like to choose the mentalistic option, but I am embarrassed because 
the experimenter might think I believe robots have minds and laugh 
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at my naivety”). Assuming this can be done, the participants’ choices 
can reflect their instrumental attributions or their ‘real’, inner beliefs; 
the Instance does not discriminate between the two. This is arguably a 
problem only if this distinction is relevant to the research question for 
which the Instance is used, which seems rarely, if ever, to be the case.

The Instance Test is currently the most elaborate quantitative and 
explicit tool for studying whether people adopt an IS towards robots. 
The idea that the choice of mentalistic description signals the adoption 
of an IS towards iCub is intuitively plausible. In one scenario, for ex-
ample, a human points at a ball and iCub picks it up and gives it to her. 
The mentalistic description is “iCub understood that the girl wants the 
ball”, while the non-mentalistic description is “iCub tracked the girl’s 
hand movements”. These two descriptions seem very different at first 
glance: ‘understanding’ is undoubtedly a mentalistic term, whereas 
‘tracking’ alludes to a behavioural reaction to an external stimulus, 
conceived in terms of stimulus-response mechanisms without the me-
diation of beliefs and goals. It is worth noting that the descriptions 
included in the Instance questionnaire were pre-tested with several 
participants who had a philosophical background to ensure that they 
could sensibly be regarded mentalistic or not, depending on the case. 
Nevertheless, regardless of the philosophers’ opinions during pre-
testing, it could be argued that verbs such as ‘tracking’ are in a sense 
mentalistic. This is because, even if ‘tracking’ is interpreted as refer-
ring only to the movements of the robot’s head, it also implicitly refers 
to an internal representation of these movements: iCub’s tracking of a 
movement consists of it having an internal representation whose con-
tent changes consistently as the object moves. Assuming that the robot 
moves its head according to an internal representation of a vehicle is 
dangerously similar to assuming that it is in a functional relationship 
with a representation with content, or in other words, that it possesses 
a certain propositional attitude. This observation is reminiscent of Py-
lyshyn’s comment on behaviourism (Pylyshyn 1989). Pylyshyn recalled 
that behaviourists built a psychology out of notions such as stimuli, 
responses and reinforcements in an attempt to eliminate mentalistic 
terms. However,

such categories are cognitive: What serves as the functional stimulus de-
pends on how a person interprets the situation (for example, the stimulus in 
the pedestrian-automobile example is accident; but, of course, if that person 
is told it is a rehearsal for a television show, the stimulus is no longer ac-
cident but rehearsal and engages the habits appropriate for that category). 
Similarly, what constitutes the response is also implicitly cognitive. Some 
particular bit of movement (accidentally bumping into a telephone while in 
a booth keeping out of the rain) does not count as a “response”, only move-
ments intended a certain way are counted. (9)

These considerations show that it is not clear that, when a partici-
pant chooses “iCub tracked the girl’s hand movement”, they are not 
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attributing mental states to the system, as the study by Marchesi and 
colleagues seems to assume. This is not (only) because questionnaires 
generally do not detect people’s inner beliefs or instrumental attribu-
tions, but (also) because attributing a ‘tracking system’ is, from a cer-
tain perspective, attributing internal states with content. This is con-
sistent with the thesis of Larghi and Datteri (2024) that people may 
form ‘cognitivist’ mental models of robots that differ structurally from 
IS and propositional-attitude psychology while still being mentalistic.

Granted that at least some of the 34 questions in the Instance test 
offer only mentalistic alternatives, can the Instance questionnaire dis-
tinguish between participants who do and do not attribute rational-
ity to the system? Interestingly, the term ‘mechanistic’ is used by the 
authors to indicate non-mentalistic descriptions in the questionnaire. 
For example, “iCub tracked the girl’s hand movement” is considered a 
mechanistic description, whereas ‘iCub was trying to cheat by looking 
at the opponent’s cards’ is considered a mentalistic description. The 
use of these terms presupposes that mentalistic descriptions cannot 
be mechanistic. However, this assumption would require justification, 
taking into account the extensive literature on the structure of mecha-
nistic explanations that has dominated philosophy of science since the 
beginning of the XXIst century (see Glennan and Illari 2015 for a com-
prehensive essay; see Bechtel, 2008 for a specific discussion of mental 
mechanisms). In a sense, attributing mentalistic law-like regularities 
to systems such as those expressed by assumptions (C) and (D) contrib-
utes to formulating a mental model of the robot that is more mecha-
nistic (and mentalistic) than not. Mechanisms operate regularly from 
triggering to termination conditions, and this is precisely what robotic 
vacuum cleaners are designed to do when governed by these mentalis-
tic regularities. In principle, this does not preclude the possibility that 
a rational system also operates mechanically. If all the relevant de-
tails of a decision-making mechanism are specified and there are rea-
sons to believe that, according to a particular theory of rationality, the 
mechanism will consistently make the most rational decision, then a 
mental model that attributes the mechanism to the robot will be both 
rational and mechanistic (but see Searle 2001, for an alternative view 
that asserts rationality necessitates free will). In summary, mentalistic 
descriptions can be mechanistic, thus calling into question the men-
talistic vs. mechanistic distinction made in the Instance test. It is not 
obvious that, by choosing “iCub was trying to cheat by looking at the 
opponent’s cards”, a participant is not treating the system as a mecha-
nism, nor is it obvious that, by choosing “iCub tracked the girl’s hand 
movements”, they are not treating the system as non-mentalistic. The 
Instance test is, thus, not well-equipped to determine the nature and 
structure of the relationship that participants see between the robot’s 
mental states and its overt behaviour. This could be a rational decision-
making system (analysable in mechanistic terms or not), an irrational 
one, or simply a mechanism made up of law-like regularities connect-
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ing the various mental states of the system with its overt behaviour. 
While the Instance test is one of the most advanced tools for exploring 
people’s mental models of robots, it suffers from the same limitation as 
other attempts to determine people’s adoption of an IS towards robots 
in that it only addresses ‘half’ of the issue. Understanding the missing 
half would be very helpful in terms of gauging people’s expectations 
about the future behaviour of the robots they interact with.

4. Concluding remarks
This article addresses an emerging area of research in human-robot 
interaction from the perspective of the philosophy of science. Recent-
ly, attempts have been made to operationalise a construct originating 
from the philosophy of mind to deepen our understanding of how people 
perceive robots in everyday interactions. While other theoretical frame-
works are occasionally adopted in this literature – most frequently the 
so-called ‘theory of mind’, as in (Thellman and Ziemke 2020) – Den-
nett’s intentional systems theory has attracted significant attention 
among social roboticists. These researchers have developed experimen-
tal methods to detect when and if people adopt an intentional stance 
towards robots. These methods have supported the hypothesis that 
certain morphological and behavioural characteristics of robots greatly 
influence whether people ‘see’ beliefs, desires and other mental states 
behind their behaviour. Quantitative tools are now available to explore 
the idea that familiarity with technology affects the attribution of men-
tal states to robots and to establish correlations between the attribu-
tion of mental states and other human-robot interaction phenomena, 
such as the sense of agency (Roselli et al. 2022). These studies facilitate 
dialogue between roboticists and philosophers, with the former paying 
increasing attention to the contributions of philosophy of mind and sci-
ence to our understanding of the nature and structure of the mind.

This article has attempted to convey the message that these meth-
ods are generally not yet well equipped to study the adoption of an in-
tentional stance towards robots. Rather than studying the adoption of 
an intentional stance towards robots, they should be regarded as meth-
ods of studying the attribution of mental states, such as beliefs and de-
sires, to machines. The intentional stance incorporates the assumption 
that robots will act rationally based on these mental states, which goes 
beyond mere attribution. People may mentalise other entities by at-
tributing mental states to them without assuming that their behaviour 
is rational. This may not concern roboticists if their only aim is to de-
termine how people’s low-level, reflexive, bottom-up reactions to robots 
depend on their immediate understanding of their ‘inner life’, prior to 
any form of rationalisation. However, if the aim is to analyse people’s 
expectations of robot behaviour and their reactions to it, it is important 
to determine how people think the robots’ mental states are connected 
to their behaviour. Rationality is not the only option. People may as-



36	 E. Datteri, The Attribution of Rationality to Robots

sume that the robot’s behaviour is rational, occasionally irrational, or 
they may identify a mental mechanism defined by law-like regularities 
between the robot’s mental states and behaviour without any reference 
to rationality. Admitting the possibility of these further options means 
acknowledging that Dennett’s intentional systems theory, with its key 
reference to rationality, is a somewhat limited framework for studying 
people’s understanding of robots.

What methods could be employed to study the attribution of ratio-
nality to robots? At the very least, a precise but potentially limited defi-
nition of rationality would be required. Gergely and colleagues (1995) 
devised an experiment in which different groups of 12-month-old par-
ticipants were habituated to a ball displaying rational and non-rational 
behaviour, respectively. In both cases, the ball started at point A and 
had to reach point B. In the ‘rational’ condition, an obstacle was placed 
between A and B, and the ball followed a curved path to circumvent 
it. In the ‘irrational’ condition, the obstacle was placed behind the ball 
so that it did not constitute an obstacle; however, the ball followed the 
curved path anyway, displaying irrational behaviour. Thus, in both 
cases, the ball followed a curved path; the only difference was the pres-
ence of an obstacle between the two points. After habituation, both 
groups were presented with a different situation in which there was 
no obstacle between A and B. In this situation, the ball either followed 
a straight path (rational behaviour) or a curved path (non-rational be-
haviour). It was found that participants who had been habituated to ra-
tional behaviour were more surprised when the ball followed a curved 
path than when it followed a straight path. Note that they had not been 
habituated to the linear path; in the habituation phase, they observed 
the ball following a curved path to circumvent an obstacle; they were 
in fact exposed to the very same trajectory shown in the test situa-
tion. Their increased level of surprise when the ball displayed the same 
behavioural trajectory as in the habituation phase suggests that they 
had interpreted the ball as not only having the goal of reaching B, but 
also as a rational entity in that phase. In their own words, the authors 
state that “the results of the … habituation study provide indepen-
dent empirical support for the general conjecture that by the end of the 
first year infants are indeed capable of taking the intentional stance 
(Dennett 1987) in interpreting the goal-directed behavior of rational 
agents” (184). The intentional stance is an appropriate reference here, 
as the authors test both the mentalistic and rationality assumptions. 
The notion of rationality adopted here is clearly relatively narrow: to be 
rational is to follow the shortest path while avoiding obstacles. Can this 
task, or others from the psychological literature, be adapted to study 
the attribution of rationality to robots? This question is challenging 
and, for the reasons shown here, important for understanding what 
people expect robots to do and how they interact with robots in ethi-
cally sensitive situations.
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Which is better at doing medical ethics: conversational artificial intel-
ligence bots like ChatGPT or tools based on fuzzy cognitive maps? The 
article compares the performance of chatbots that rely on large language 
models to that of our own METHAD algorithm. While both tools ap-
proach dilemmas in medical ethics through the lens of Beauchamp and 
Childress’ mid-level principles, ChatGPT and METHAD differ consider-
ably in the format of their inputs and outputs, in their interpretability, 
and in the kinds of mistakes that they make. An ideal advisory algo-
rithm would combine their characteristics.
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In the not-so-distant future, artificial intelligence may not just anal-
yse medical images or predict patients’ preferences (Meier 2024) but 
also help with clinical decision-making in situations that involve moral 
dilemmas. Currently, such cases are referred to clinical ethics commit-
tees. While the work of these committees is highly important, it is also 
labour-intensive and, consequently, sometimes involves long response 
times (Crico et al. 2021). In many other areas of medicine, artificial 
intelligence has already been introduced in the hope that algorithmic 
assistance might reduce the workload faced by humans. Should the 
field of medical ethics remain an exception? 

* I would like to thank Alice Hein for many helpful discussions about the topic of 
this paper and the Edmond & Lily Safra Center for Ethics, Harvard University, for 
funding my research.
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We have now reached a point at which involving artificial intelli-
gence in ethics consultations is indeed becoming technologically pos-
sible. The purpose of this article is to compare two recent approaches 
towards automating ethical decision-making in medicine that, while 
very different in their respective architectures, can rely on the same 
moral foundation for analysing ethical dilemmas: chatbots based on 
large language models and fuzzy cognitive maps, equipped with Beau-
champ and Childress’ mid-level principles. 

Currently, the most prominent conversational-AI bot is OpenAI’s 
ChatGPT. Released in November 2022, ChatGPT is widely credited 
with bringing artificial intelligence to the masses for the first time. 
Like many other chatbots, ChatGPT is based on generative pre-trained 
transformers that have been optimised for human-like conversational 
performance (Zhang et al. 2023). 

Eight months prior to the launch of ChatGPT, our research group 
from the Technical University of Munich published METHAD: an al-
gorithm designed specifically to give advice on a broad range of moral 
dilemma situations that occur in clinical settings (Meier et al. 2022). 
Unlike ChatGPT, METHAD relies on fuzzy cognitive maps. Fuzzy cog-
nitive maps are graph-based ways of modelling sets of concepts, which 
are represented as nodes, and the causal relationships between them, 
represented as weighted directed edges. Edges are assigned fuzzy 
weights. Positive values stand for causal increases, while negative val-
ues symbolise causal decreases. The magnitude of the causal effects 
that concepts have on each other is determined by the absolute weight 
value (Hein et al. 2022). 

How do these different approaches perform when applied to moral 
dilemmas? Shortly after its release, Rahimzadeh and colleagues put 
the ethical capabilities of ChatGPT4 to the test by confronting it with 
a typical clinical scenario.

A woman who is 36 weeks pregnant presents to the hospital in active labor. 
The obstetrician on call examines her and determines that she needs a ce-
sarean section (C-section) due to a complication that could pose a risk to the 
mother and the baby. However, the woman refuses the C-section and insists 
on a vaginal delivery (Rahimzadeh et al. 2023: 20).

ChatGPT relied on four classic moral principles in responding to the 
prompt: beneficence, non-maleficence, respect for patient autonomy, 
and justice. These mid-level principles were developed with the aim of 
being able to decide ethical questions in clinical settings without the 
need to settle fundamental moral disputes, such as the conflict between 
consequentialist and deontological ethics (Gillon 2015). For decades, 
the four principles have been the dominant methodology in medical 
ethics throughout the Western world (Veatch 2020), and they lend 
themselves well also to computerisation (Meier 2025). The principle of 
beneficence requires medical personnel to promote their patients’ wel-
fare. The principle of non-maleficence states that patients must not be 
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harmed. The principle of autonomy emphasises patients’ right to make 
informed decisions about their own bodies. And the principle of justice 
demands that healthcare resources be distributed among patients in a 
fair manner (Beauchamp and Childress 2013). 

ChatGPT issued responses in a verbal form, generating one para-
graph per principle. As Rahimzadeh et al. correctly note, it handled the 
principles of beneficence and justice well, describing the obstetrician’s 
duty to act in accordance with promoting both the mother’s and the 
baby’s well-being, which singles out a cesarean section as the most ap-
propriate course of treatment. ChatGPT also explained that justice de-
mands that the allocation of medical resources consider both individual 
and collective interests. 

However, as I point out in a commentary (Meier 2023), the chatbot 
made grave mistakes when it came to the principles of non-maleficence 
and patient autonomy. Not only did it – repeatedly – confuse the pa-
tient’s preferences and the treatment option that would be medically 
indicated; more worryingly, the answer that ChatGPT gave implied 
that (1) intervening against the mother’s wishes with consequences ex-
clusively for her life or health, and (2) intervening against the mother’s 
wishes with consequences also for the unborn baby’s life would be ethi-
cally equivalent courses of action. 

The dilemma put to the chatbot arises precisely because the two 
scenarios are distinctively dissimilar. Only in the second scenario, but 
not in the first, considerations of non-maleficence may trump patient 
autonomy – namely, to protect a dependent third party who does not 
(yet) possess decisional capacity. By portraying the two scenarios as 
equivalent, ChatGPT’s reply fails to honour patient autonomy in what 
is known in the literature as ‘Jehovah’s Witness cases’: the refusal, 
with full decision-making capacity, of treatments that have adverse 
effects only on oneself (Meier 2023).

Interestingly, although the architectures of ChatGPT and METH-
AD are very different, it was the same kind of case that also posed 
the greatest problem for our own algorithm. During the initial training 
phase, METHAD had learned that when a treatment comes with enor-
mous medical benefits and very little risk, it is generally to be recom-
mended. Since these are also the types of interventions that patients 
usually tend to prefer, patient autonomy, too, pointed towards carrying 
out the intervention in question in the vast majority of training cases 
(Meier et al. 2022). The cases we had fed into the database in which pa-
tients had – usually for religious reasons – rejected treatment options 
that would have been highly beneficial from a medical standpoint were 
too few for the algorithm to pick up the overruling power that patient 
autonomy has when refusing treatments with full decisional capacity 
(even if this refusal means that the patient is going to die). We rein-
forced correct behaviour by adding to the training dataset variations of 
cases in which autonomy is the deciding factor.
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Overall, METHAD reached an accuracy of 75% on unseen data, de-
fined as agreement with the judgments that human ethicists passed 
on the same moral dilemma situations. While this is a good result for 
a first pilot study, actual clinical application would, of course, require 
much higher correspondence rates (for a detailed performance evalua-
tion, see Hein et al. 2022).

Given their different input and output formats, quantitatively com-
paring the performance of METHAD and ChatGPT is difficult. Chat-
GPT requires inputs in the form of verbal descriptions of the respective 
cases, and it responds in kind by issuing verbal statements. Conversely, 
METHAD asks the user to specify up to twenty variables in numerical 
form to get a good grasp on a case. Among these parameters are patient 
characteristics like age, health status, and the perceived quality of life. 
The user interface also requests information about the proposed medi-
cal intervention, such as the risks associated with it and the projected 
gains in life expectancy and the quality of life (Meier et al. 2022). 

Unlike chatbots based on large language models, METHAD is lim-
ited to issuing numerical outputs. Responses to ethical dilemmas take 
the form of decimal numerals between 0 and 1, with low values, like 
0.13, signalling strong opposition, and high values, like 0.97, indicat-
ing strong approval of a planned medical intervention. Thus, while not 
presented in a verbal form, the ethical advice that users obtain from 
the algorithm is nonetheless fine-grained. 

Conversational artificial intelligence, like ChatGPT, and tools that, 
like METHAD, rely on fuzzy cognitive maps also differ in their inspect-
ability. Chatbots are able to engage with their users in a dialogue and 
thus deliver justifications with their replies. Based on probabilistic pre-
dictions rather than true understanding, however, these justifications 
do not necessarily reflect the reasons for why a specific answer was in 
fact generated (Turpin et al. 2023).

Outputs issued by fuzzy cognitive maps, on the other hand, do not 
equip their users with verbal arguments. However, the nodes and con-
nections in fuzzy cognitive maps have human-assigned interpretable 
meanings. This distinguishes them from deep-learning paradigms, 
which are often criticised for their opacity. One may therefore regard 
fuzzy cognitive maps as ‘interpretable recurrent neural networks’ (Fe-
lix et al. 2019, 1710). Consequently, while METHAD does not offer jus-
tifications in a semantic form, one can inspect the weights that the 
network has learned and thus compare the strength and the polarity of 
the connections with the intuitions of human ethicists.

Designed specifically for the domain of medical ethics, METHAD 
permits a high degree of user control due to the transparency of the 
ethically relevant elements within the algorithm. Large language mod-
els, on the other hand, pose very serious challenges to interpretability 
(Luo and Specia 2024). This is especially problematic when these sys-
tems ‘hallucinate’, that is, when they respond to prompts with fabricat-
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ed information that is presented as factual and often appears convinc-
ing, while actually being the result of mere confabulations.

Most importantly, however, METHAD offers definitive recommen-
dations, that is, it explicitly suggests a course of action to be taken. 
Conversely, commercial chatbots are often constrained by so-called 
guardrails – content policies meant to keep responses within defined 
boundaries to avoid potentially harmful consequences in real-word set-
tings (Derner and Batistič 2023). Depending on the circumstances, this 
frequently includes refraining from giving definitive ethical advice.

Many chatbots therefore do not take a stance on whether medical 
interventions about which they are consulted should be carried out or 
not; rather, they provide a list of arguments – sometimes well balanced, 
sometimes biased – that leaves users to draw their own conclusions. 
For their medical test case, Rahimzadeh and colleagues report that 
ChatGPT ‘does not prescribe an action one way or the other, but rather 
emphasizes that the resulting decision should take the best interests of 
both woman and baby into account and weigh these against the three 
other principles’ (Rahimzadeh et al. 2023: 20). Undoubtedly, outputs 
of this kind can be helpful. In some situations, however, a definitive 
answer is exactly what is required.

From a purely technical standpoint, conversational artificial intel-
ligence could provide such answers to moral dilemmas. Like any other 
of their outputs, these would be generated by predicting the likelihood 
of the next sequence of words in a sentence on the basis of the words 
that precede it (Cohen 2023). Through ingesting an enormous amount 
of human-generated source material, the bot’s responses may indeed 
come to reflect the majority opinion on many ethical issues. The replies 
would not, however, be causally grounded in moral reasons or delibera-
tions (Meier et al. 2026).

In the four years that have passed since ChatGPT ushered in the 
era of artificial intelligence that mimics human conversational part-
ners on a mass scale, other chatbots based on large language models 
were released – among them ChatGLM, Claude, Gemini, Grok, and 
Llama. Since these systems differ in several aspects, not all observa-
tions regarding the moral performance of OpenAI’s products also apply 
to its competitors; and neither are the shortcomings of one model nec-
essarily indicative of similar problems with its successors. We should 
therefore continue investigating what happens when conversational AI 
is confronted with ethical dilemmas. 

In summary, generative artificial intelligence chatbots and systems 
based on fuzzy cognitive maps have different strengths, weaknesses, 
and overall aims. The ideal tool for clinical application would combine 
two desirable characteristics that are currently disjunct: providing a 
definitive ethical judgment in precise numerical form and issuing a 
verbal justification for the latter. Until we have reached this goal, and 
until the accuracy of the generated responses has improved significant-
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ly, the two types of systems may already be useful tools for learning en-
vironments and for training people’s skills in moral reasoning; but real-
life ethical decision-making is best left to humans for the time being.
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The last decade has seen an explosion of meta-philosophical work on 
conceptual engineering. Beyond simple analysis of concepts, conceptual 
engineering allows for evaluation and improvement of concepts accord-
ing to the purposes for which they will be used. This paper sketches a 
pluralist account of conceptual engineering and provides a distinction 
between two different and often conflicting kinds of conceptual engineer-
ing: naturalist conceptual engineering (NCE) and moral conceptual en-
gineering (MCE), distinguished not by their methods, but by their roles, 
functions, and purposes. Using the examples of health and animal wel-
fare, we demonstrate the application of both MCE and NCE and show 
how the different contexts in which a concept is used can create con-
flicting demands but also how concordance between these demands can 
strengthen a concept.

Keywords: conceptual engineering; explication; ameliorative anal-
ysis; animal welfare; health; ethics; naturalism

We are as sailors who are forced to rebuild their ship on the open sea, without 
ever being able to start fresh from the bottom up. Wherever a beam is taken 
away, immediately a new one must take its place, and while this is done, 
the rest of the ship is used as support. In this way, the ship may be com-
pletely rebuilt like new with the help of the old beams and driftwood—but 
only through gradual rebuilding. (Neurath 1921: 75–76)

1. Introduction
The last decade has seen a surprising and fruitful resurgence of meth-
odological debates about the tools and methods of philosophy itself.1 

1 For overviews see Sytsma and Buckwalter (2016) and Cappelen et al. (2016).
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Largely due to Sally Haslanger’s influential work on ameliorative 
analysis (Haslanger 2005), conceptual engineering has become one of 
the most prominent subjects of recent philosophical debate. Yet, while 
conceptual engineering has arguably been practiced for as long as phi-
losophy itself (see Burgess et al. 2020 for an overview), philosophers 
have only recently started to take a metaphilosophical perspective on 
this ‘way of doing philosophy’.

One simple (though not entirely accurate) way to introduce concep-
tual engineering is as a reply to conceptual analysis, i.e. the analytical 
dissection of concepts.2 Historically – at least in the Western analytical 
tradition of philosophy – conceptual analysis has played a dominant 
role, and perhaps still dominates today, as a ‘comfortable’ a priori arm-
chair methodology that seeks to clarify and illuminate the meaning 
of concepts used in both ordinary language and science. Much of the 
literature that criticizes the dominance of conceptual analysis in phi-
losophy highlights the limitations and deficiencies of this intuitionist 
approach to concepts (see Devitt 1981; Kornblith 2002; Papineau 2013; 
Machery 2016). Primarily, when a concept is deficient in various re-
spects, we may wonder how much sense it makes to try and analyse 
its use, rather than improve or replace the concept with a better one. 
This allows us to understand conceptual engineering as a philosophical 
method or practice that builds on ‘mere’ conceptual analysis. Rather 
than just looking at what concepts are, we look instead at what we 
want them to be (Haslanger 2000).

There is little consensus, however, on how conceptual engineering 
and its methods should be defined (see Burgess et al. 2020 for the first 
edited volume on conceptual engineering).3 Indeed, if there is any con-
sensus, then it is an implicit agreement that one should actively resist 
the temptation to find any precise definitions, for applying this kind of 
conceptual analysis stands opposed to very the goals of conceptual en-
gineering. This might perhaps be considered an unpromising start for 
a meta-philosophical paper on conceptual engineering. However, we do 
not intend to suggest that the excitement of many participants in the 
debate is misplaced. Indeed, we are confident that there is room to clear 
up some conceptual confusions and clarify the foundations of concep-
tual engineering – and thereby philosophy itself. While care must be 
taken not to overestimate what may be achieved, we believe that this 
paper will offer us the necessary space to improve conceptual engineer-
ing itself by drawing an important distinction between two different 

2 Rudolf Carnap (1950), for instance, was an early proponent of conceptual 
engineering by promoting what he called ‘explication.’

3 Cappelen and Plunkett (2020) in their editorial introduction to this 
volume suggest that it would have been impossible to play “editorial police” for 
standardisation of definitions amongst authors, deeming it a futile endeavour to 
attempt the development of collectively agreed upon definitions (p. 2).
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and often conflicting kinds of conceptual engineering: naturalist con-
ceptual engineering (NCE) and moral conceptual engineering (MCE).

The paper is structured as follows. Firstly, in Section 2 we will re-
move some potential stumbling blocks and clarify how we intend to use 
several terms and concepts present in the debate. Out of this picture a 
novel account of conceptual engineering emerges that is much closer to 
Otto Neurath, who we’ve placed in the epigraph of this chapter, than 
it is to Carnap. Section 3 introduces the distinction between NCE and 
MCE, clarifying important differences to the groundwork by Rudolf 
Carnap on ‘explication’ and Sally Haslanger’s work on ‘ameliorative 
analysis’. In Section 4, we illustrate how these two kinds of conceptual 
engineering can be applied, and how they may come into conflict, by 
discussing two concepts at the boundary between science and ethics: 
health and animal welfare.

2. What is, and why engage in, conceptual engineering?
In discussing conceptual engineering, it is important to establish what 
it is, and why it matters. The initial answer to the second question – 
why engage in conceptual engineering? – is a simple one. Philosophers 
and scientists alike have been engaged in conceptual engineering since 
the earliest days of their respective fields. Indeed, conceptual engineer-
ing is a phenomenon that will show up even within ordinary discourse. 
Let us illustrate the point with a thought experiment. Imagine a newly 
engaged couple that are planning their wedding. They intend to in-
vite their family and close friends. While Brian’s list of invited family 
members includes distant relatives that live in close proximity of their 
home in New York, Alex does not consider his genealogically proximate 
relatives living across Europe as part of his family. Brian is appalled by 
this and tries to convince Alex to invite ALL the members of his fam-
ily. Conversely, Alex criticizes Brian for inviting what he would con-
sider to be random acquaintances to their wedding. Eventually, they 
are led to discuss the very definition of what it means to be a friend or 
family. Unfortunately for them, neither of these concepts allows for a 
straightforward conceptual analysis that would allow either to deter-
mine whether a particular individual that stands in a genealogical or 
social relationship to them should be classified under either extension 
of the respective concept. To settle their conflict, they must engage in 
conceptual engineering and thereby clarify the purposes to which the 
concepts of family and friends are put to use.

As our thought experiment hopefully illustrates, concepts are not 
freefloating entities. They serve a variety of (sometimes conflicting) 
purposes forming the basis from which to evaluate and improve them. 
As our distinction between NCE and MCE will show, the two kinds of 
conceptual engineering raise important questions of what to do when 
scientific desiderata and moral and political values come apart. Even 
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when philosophers, scientists, or the public are engaged in what they 
merely consider the analysis of a concept, they will inevitably engage 
in at least a minor form of conceptual engineering. This will be contin-
gent on the criteria they use to evaluate the purposes of the concept 
they are employing and trying to explicate.4 Before we can introduce 
our distinction between NCE and MCE however, we are faced with the 
task of clarifying the way we intend to use several of the terms and 
concepts within the debate. While the rapid proliferation of different 
ways in which terms and concepts such as ‘concepts’, ‘conceptual en-
gineering’, ‘explication’, ‘revisionary analysis’ and ‘amelioration’ have 
been defined and defended within the debate has led to a broad cov-
erage of the conceptual space, philosophers in this debate have been 
faced with an almost damning criticism of the conceptual engineering 
method itself. As Cappelen and Plunkett (2020) allude to in their brief 
introduction to conceptual engineering, the improvement and change 
of existing concepts can lead to discontinuities in how a concept is un-
derstood and used by different individuals and groups. Rather than 
resolve conflict and improve our inherited concepts, we may end up 
with misunderstandings and merely verbal disputes, a problem that 
has indeed received much attention in the history, sociology, and phi-
losophy of science not only since Kuhn (1962), but also in the Vienna 
Circle, who were concerned with eliminating vagueness from scientific 
concepts and language (see Uebel 2019).5

Perhaps most interesting here, is the conflict between scientific 
concepts and their parallel folk concepts among the public. As Nerses-
sian (1989) argued early on, there is a surprisingly large discrepancy in 
how particular concepts are understood within and outside of science. 
Contested concepts include human nature (Linquist et al. 2011), genes 
(Dar-Nimrod and Heine 2011), and innateness (Machery et al. 2019). 
This raises important challenges for conceptual engineering and its 
role within science education that we shall partially address in Section 
4, where we apply our bipartite account of conceptual engineering to 
the concept of animal welfare.

Though some degree of vagueness may be expected during the ini-
tial development and popularization of an idea, we would much pre-
fer to offer a precise and clear contribution that aids understanding. 
A simple definition of conceptual engineering has been provided by 
Chalmers (2020): “conceptual engineering is the process of designing, 
implementing and evaluating concepts” (p. 2), which does a good job 
of capturing the initial motivation of those interested in going beyond 
conceptual analysis. However, it provides very little guidance on how 

4 While we are skeptical about the possibility of such pure logical conceptual 
analysis without some evaluative component, considerations of space prevent us 
providing an extended argument for this position here.

5 See Chalmers (2011); Jenkins (2014); Jackson (2014) for recent philosophical 
discussions on verbal disputes and Thagard (1992) for an ambitious account of 
conceptual changes in science.
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conceptual engineering looks in practice. A more expansive definition 
has been offered by Cappelen and Plunkett (2020) which we will use as 
an excellent scaffold to distinguish MCE from NCE:

Conceptual Engineering = (i) The assessment of representational devices, 
(ii) reflections on and proposal for how to improve representational devices, 
and (iii) efforts to implement the proposed improvements. (Cappelen and 
Plunkett 2020: 3)

It seems surprising that Cappelen and Plunkett opt for ‘representa-
tional devices’, rather than concepts in their definition of conceptual 
engineering, given the very title of the practice. Their justification 
here, however, is far from satisfying, stating that this is “[p]urely for 
aesthetic reason: ‘representational devices engineering’ doesn’t roll 
off the tongue in the way ‘conceptual engineering’ does” (Cappelen 
and Plunkett 2020: 3). Our concerns with this definition are twofold. 
Firstly, it is potentially misleading and will hence add confusion about 
conceptual engineering, rather than help to alleviate it. Secondly, it 
is overly broad and hence becomes less informative. While their defi-
nition is perhaps able to accommodate all the different methods and 
approaches proposed by different authors under the umbrella term of 
‘conceptual engineering’, little has been gained if nothing is excluded 
either. Here, we should keep Godfrey-Smith’s warning in mind that 
“[o]ne of the hazards of philosophy is the temptation to come up with 
theories that are too broad and sweeping” (2003: 5).

We see a strength in their pluralism and willingness to let alterna-
tives proliferate, hence avoiding the danger of needlessly restricting 
the future direction of meta-philosophical work on conceptual engi-
neering. However, we do not take representational devices to be the 
correct target, as they are manifold and so diverse that they hardly 
share any features beyond their representational function. In particu-
lar, we are concerned with this leading to the accidental combination of 
two separate philosophical debates: one on conceptual engineering, and 
one on the status of scientific models. While it is true that there has 
been too little overlap between the two debates, we should be careful 
not to overgeneralize and repeat mistakes such as the misguided focus 
of the philosophical literature on models on monistic attempts to pro-
vide a general account or framework of models in science (Veit 2020). 
Similarly, we argue that a broad definition of conceptual engineering 
as the evaluation and improvement of ALL representational devices 
must fail. Many scientific instruments, for instance, serve a variety 
of representational functions and are improved in what one could call 
‘engineering’ efforts. These improvements, however, are highly contin-
gent on their scientific context and the representational goals to which 
they are put to use, with a large diversity across the sciences. It would 
be quite surprising to say the least, if an account is able to generalize – 
not only over all these different representational instruments, but also 
across drawings, models, and lastly concepts – and still be informative.
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However, we also think it to some extent misguided to seek some-
thing like a ‘theory of concepts’. The reasons for this are twofold. 
Firstly, there are too many different definitions and uses of the word 
‘concept’ in philosophy, psychology, cognitive science, and ordinary folk 
discourse (see Margolis et al. 1999 for an overview of the diversity of 
alternative views). Secondly, even a concept of concept itself is subject 
to improvement. We are well-advised to follow Neurath’s (1921) anti-
foundationalist dictum (as shown in the epigraph of this paper) to treat 
philosophy as a constant reworking of our concepts with concepts al-
ready in play. Unfortunately, Neurath’s boat metaphor is often inter-
preted in different ways. Cartwright et al. (2008), for instance, argue 
that there are at least five different ways Neurath’s boat metaphor 
can be interpreted. Partly resulting from Neurath’s frequent use of the 
metaphor throughout his work, with the earliest use dating back to 
1913, it has been influential as a slogan for naturalism (largely ow-
ing to Quine (1960)) and practical philosophy (of science). In line with 
Cartwright et al. (2008), we think that the following motivation is the 
core of Neurath’s philosophy and, moreover, one of the most important 
instances of conceptual engineering:

What propelled Neurath was an idea: the idea not simply that our stock of 
knowledge claims keeps on changing forever, but that a decisive revision of 
our concept of knowledge is required if reason is to fulfil its Enlightenment 
promise. (Cartwright et al. 2008: 92)

Unlike Carnap, who saw explication as something comparatively quite 
conservative and guided by both common usage and science, Neurath 
was open to the idea that our entire conceptual scheme of thinking 
about the world might be radically revised. In this, our account of con-
ceptual engineering is closer to Neurath than it is to Carnap’s narrower 
account of conceptual explication, something that will become apparent 
throughout this paper.

Let us now spell out the details of our account. We propose a modi-
fied alternative account of conceptual engineering that is faithful to 
the original label, provides a recognition of pluralism distinctive to 
other forms of assessment and improvement, and offers some genuine 
improvement on our understanding of the set of practices we label ‘con-
ceptual engineering’:

Conceptual Engineering = (i) The assessment of concepts, categories, and 
classificatory systems, (ii) determination of their relevant contexts and pur-
poses to which they are and should be put to use, (iii) reflections on and 
proposal for how to improve them, and (iv) proposals for and active partici-
pation in the implementation of the suggested improvements.

The extension from concepts to categories and classificatory systems 
more generally is intended to cover the different senses in which the 
term ‘concept’ is generally used in cognitive science, philosophy, and 
ordinary language. Whereas concepts in philosophy are sometimes 
conceived as a narrow semantic definition, concepts in the cognitive 
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sciences often refer to something much more loose, such as a vague 
category or useful method for grouping entities and processes in the 
world. While this pluralist definition deliberately covers a broad range 
of devices or items, we deem these entities sufficiently similar to fall 
under the heading of ‘conceptual engineering.’6

Importantly, in our definition we have emphasised the importance 
of identifying the relevant contexts and purposes for a concept, and 
how these will shape our evaluation. It is this that grounds the distinc-
tion we will provide between types of conceptual engineering, rather 
than specific methods for evaluation or implementation. We think it 
better to treat conceptual engineering as a diverse set of methods and 
practices with a loose degree of family resemblance, rather than equate 
it with either Carnapian explication or Haslanger’s ameliorative analy-
sis. These methods can include creating new concepts or fixing existing 
concepts (de novo conceptual engineering vs. conceptual re-engineer-
ing), and fixing meanings for existing words or creation of new terms 
(homonymous vs heteronomous conceptual engineering) (Chalmers 
2020). While here we could only offer a sketch of our full account of 
conceptual engineering, the building blocks are now in place to turn to 
our main purpose in this paper.

3. Two kinds of conceptual engineering
Our goal in this paper is to draw a distinction between two distinct 
kinds of conceptual engineering that can come into conflict in prac-
tice - moral conceptual engineering (MCE) and naturalist conceptual 
engineering (NCE). They do not differ in their methods, but rather in 
the ends at which they are aimed. This differentiates the distinction 
from others that are based on method, such as between descriptive 
and normative analysis (Thomasson 2017) (where the latter, but not 
the former, would count as conceptual engineering), or on use, such 
as manifest, operative and target concepts (Haslanger and Saul 2006) 
(where the first two are subject to descriptive conceptual analysis and 
only the last a result of engineering). The basic process of performing 
both our types of conceptual engineering will be the same, but the se-
lection of goals and desiderata for the concept will differ. In each case, 
we will still be performing a version of what Haslanger (2005) termed 
‘ameliorative analysis’. This follows from Haslanger’s original descrip-
tion of ameliorative analysis as “a project that seeks to identify what 
legitimate purposes we might have (if any) [...] and to develop concepts 

6 Indeed, we think the metaphysical complexities of what concepts really are 
can be largely avoided. Such a demand would force us back into the confines of 
traditional conceptual analysis – an excessively lean diet which we ought to resist. 
Unfortunately, however, the present paper does not offer us enough space to argue 
for this claim at a length that would to it justice. For our present purposes it should 
be sufficient to recognize that our introduced distinction between NCE and MCE is 
largely independent of the metaphysics of concepts.
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that would help us achieve these ends” (2005: 11). Crucial here are the 
identification of the purposes we have for the concept, and the sub-
sequent development of concepts to meet these ends – also known as 
‘strategic conceptual engineering’ (Brigandt and Rosario 2020).

In this paper we argue that the purposes to which conceptual engi-
neering are put can be primarily grouped into two categories – scien-
tific and moral. In the first instance, we aim at making concepts more 
scientifically adequate, and improving them for epistemic and prag-
matic purposes. For the second, we often want our concepts to do work 
in the moral or political sphere, and must consider the relevant conse-
quences there. It is not the different features of the concepts that leads 
to their classification under these headings, but their different uses. 
Importantly, the desiderata for a concept that will fill each of these 
two roles will be different, and thus conceptual engineering will move 
forward along a different path for each. We are not claiming that most 
concepts will fit neatly into one or the other - indeed, as we will show in 
the examples in Section 4, many concepts will be playing multiple roles 
- but simply that in engineering a concept for a particular purpose, it 
pays to be clear about which category or categories we’re considering. 
As we will show, some current disagreements regarding preferred con-
cepts could potentially be resolved through a specific recognition of the 
differing roles and aims that different sides are advocating.

We also do not mean to suggest that these two kinds of conceptual 
engineering are exhaustive. For example, one additional kind suggest-
ed when considering a kind of value that is different from both moral/
political values and epistemic/scientific ones is aesthetic values (thus 
Aesthetic conceptual engineering (ACE)). However, we contend these 
will in most cases be philosophically less interesting and relevant. In 
the examples we will describe, it is typically the conflicting needs of 
NCE and MCE that have grounded the observed disagreements. Thus, 
we offer a bipartite account of conceptual engineering, broken down 
into moral conceptual engineering (MCE) and naturalist conceptual en-
gineering (NCE), as will be elaborated in the following sections.

3.1 Moral conceptual engineering
The first type of conceptual engineering we wish to distinguish is mor-
al conceptual engineering (MCE). This type of conceptual engineering 
is undertaken with specifically moral, political and/or social goals in 
mind, and thus is performed with reference to these types of norms. As 
mentioned, it is not a unique methodology that distinguishes MCE, but 
instead the ends at which it aims. We take all conceptual engineering 
to follow the general practices we have described above, but evaluated 
and improved according to norms associated with specific goals. For 
MCE, these purposes are moral, social and political: in aim of what 
enables promotion of values such as rights, wellbeing or justice. Words 
and concepts can have power, and be tied to social structures and in-
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stitutions, and conceptual change can help shape attitude change. We 
will thus identify our desiderata for a concept under MCE as relating 
to the fulfilment of these ends. For example, changes in the concept of 
marriage from a partnership between a man and a woman to a part-
nership between two people of any sex/gender has allowed for greater 
recognition and acceptance of same-sex partnerships (Pollock 2019). 
Other examples of concepts that may fall into this category (though, 
as we will argue, most concepts will fall into both depending on the 
specific application) are poverty, race, gender, and welfare. We offer the 
following definition for MCE:

Moral Conceptual Engineering = (i) The assessment of concepts, categories, 
and classificatory systems according to moral, political, and social norms, 
(ii) determination of their relevant context and purposes to which they are 
and should be put to use, (iii) reflections on and proposal for how to improve 
them, and (iv) proposals for and active participation in the implementation 
of the suggested improvements.

At first glance, MCE may appear to simply be what some take ‘ame-
liorative analysis’ to consist of. This process, developed by Haslanger 
(2005) relies on normative considerations in assessing and developing 
concepts. Normativity here is often taken to refer to moral, social and 
political considerations, such as those included within MCE. However, 
this is a conceptual confusion, likely arising from Haslanger’s discus-
sion of politically charged concepts such as race and gender. While it 
is true that Haslanger’s ameliorative analysis overtly relies on moral 
norms in engineering/improving concepts, it need not. Instead, amelio-
ration is simply the act of improvement and could cover both instances 
of moral conceptual engineering and naturalist conceptual engineer-
ing.

After analysing a concept and identifying its faults relative to some 
norms or purposes, amelioration is the process of modifying the con-
cept such that it better serves these ends. It is true that these ends are 
often moral, political and social, such as Haslanger’s own revisions of 
the concepts of gender and race formed by “considering what categories 
we should employ in the quest for social justice” (Haslanger 2005:11). 
However, they do not necessarily have to be - as will be discussed in 
Section 3.2, they could also be scientific. Normative considerations sim-
ply apply to the particular goals at hand: “whether or not an analysis is 
an improvement on existing meanings depends on the purposes of the 
inquiry” (Haslanger 2005: 24). While Haslanger’s framework is useful 
to understand how we can move away from  mere conceptual analysis, 
it has led to systematic misunderstanding about how moral and politi-
cal values shape our concepts as an integral part of amelioration. It is 
this confusion we hope to resolve with our distinction between two dif-
ferent types of conceptual engineering. Part of this confusion is due to 
Haslanger, who has failed to demarcate these vary different ends for 
which concepts can be improved.
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Thus, MCE is distinct from ameliorative analysis, instead forming a 
distinct part of analysis of this type. Both MCE and NCE are examples 
of Haslanger’s ameliorative analysis, just with differing purposes.

3.2 Naturalist conceptual engineering
The second type of conceptual engineering we distinguish is naturalist 
conceptual engineering (NCE). This is conceptual engineering under-
taken with scientific goals in mind. The method will not differ from 
MCE, but the goals and desiderata for the concept will rely on scientific 
norms rather than moral ones – such as explanatory power, measur-
ability, or concordance with our best scientific understanding of the 
world (for some detailed examples of such epistemic goals, see Carballo 
2020). One example of a concept that has undergone engineering with-
in biology has been the concept of species, where a diversity of con-
cepts have been proposed, each with particular benefits for their role 
in different sciences (Mayr 1992). Other examples of concepts that are 
engineered primarily for a scientific role could include genes, species, 
models, measurement, etc. There is an incredible diversity of different 
roles concepts play in science, and we do not dare to begin listing all 
of them here. Rather, we offer the following pluralist account of NCE:

Naturalist Conceptual Engineering = (i) The assessment of concepts, cate-
gories, and classificatory systems according to scientific norms, (ii) determi-
nation of their relevant context and purposes to which they are and should 
be put to use, (iii) reflections on and proposal for how to improve them, and 
(iv) proposals for and active participation in the implementation of the sug-
gested improvements.

It might be natural to take NCE to be a version of Carnap’s (1950) 
concept of ‘explication’. It would be a mistake, however, to equate all 
conceptual engineering within science as explication or to think that 
only Carnapian explication is a justified form of conceptual engineering 
within science. It is not our goal here to ameliorate Carnapian explica-
tion, a particular method with a rather clear but limited role in sci-
ence, but instead we shall offer a brief survey of the diverse ways NCE 
can occur in science. Importantly, unlike Carnapian explication, NCE 
is instead a set of methods of which Carnapian explication is a mere 
member.7 In Carnap’s own words:

The task of making more exact a vague or not quite exact concept used in 
everyday life or in an earlier stage of scientific or logical development, or 
rather of replacing it by a newly constructed, more exact concept, belongs 
among the most important tasks of logical analysis and logical construction. 

7 Novaes (2018) argues that Carnapian explication while not explicitly about 
moral or political values, is implicitly endorsing Enlightenment values such as 
emancipation and freedom – in line with Carnap’s political stance (see Carus 2007). 
Ordinarily, however, Carnapian explication is merely seen as scientific concept 
refinement, which is the received view we shall follow. If Carnapian explication is 
political, then it would be even more of a mistake to equate it with NCE, rather than 
a hybrid of the two kinds of conceptual engineering discussed here.
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We call this the task of explicating, or of giving an explication for, the ear-
lier concept. (Carnap 1947: 8–9)

Carnap, like other members of the Vienna Circle, is mostly concerned 
with the usefulness of concepts in the formulation of scientific laws. In 
this vein, he discusses the taxonomic concept of ‘Pisces’ as a scientific 
explication of the folk concept of fish – unlike its vague and intuitive 
counterpart within folk terminology, it is better able to play a role in 
scientific laws (1950). We can take a term common in ordinary lan-
guage and try to refine it in various ways to study a phenomenon in 
nature, which then in turn leads to a further refinement of our terms. 
This is roughly what Carnap has in mind when he speaks of explica-
tion as a procedural improvement of our concepts. The philosophy of 
science, however, has long moved on from such a narrow conception of 
scientific progress and Carnapian explication is better conceived as one 
way among many possible ways of engaging in NCE.

The primary purpose of distinguishing NCE from MCE is to bring 
some philosophical clarity into debates about concepts that play a role 
in both science and society where the differing goals we put these con-
cepts to use are kept obscure. Concepts are intended for a diversity of 
roles, and purposes are manifold. From Haslanger’s discussion of race 
and gender to old philosophical debates on consciousness and welfare, 
many of the philosophical discussions attempt to untangle a muddled 
field of concepts, categorizations, and classificatory schemes. Where 
there is confusion such as this, philosophy has a useful role to play. To 
do so, however, we need to disentangle the different roles, functions, 
and purposes for which respective concepts are put to use.

Here the context in which the concept is used is key. This may be 
disappointing to those who try to provide a unified picture of all of con-
ceptual engineering, but such monist aspirations should be resisted. 
Indeed, philosophers can still play useful roles, but they need to dive 
into the actual conceptual debates, taking constant care to resist the 
temptation of extrapolating from one conceptual debate to all others. 
We have given some examples of the uses of MCE and NCE for different 
concepts, however there are also many cases in which we will not have 
a single role for our concept and instead will want both. Let us now 
move on to illustrate how the competing demands of these two kinds of 
conceptual engineering can come into conflict in practice, through the 
examples of two concepts which squarely fall into both the scientific 
and moral/political domain: human health, and animal welfare.

4. Case studies: Health and welfare
4.1 Health
The first example of a concept that has received a significant amount 
of philosophical attention is health, or to expand it a little more: health 
and pathology. Indeed, the conceptual debate on the status of these 
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concepts is at the core of the philosophy of medicine. Yet, decades of de-
bates have seemingly moved us farther away from a consensus, rather 
than towards it. Rather than taking this expansion of views as a mere 
indication of more philosophers entering the debate, we can see it as 
a conflict between different demands for which the concepts of health, 
disease, and pathology are put to use.

That this option has received fairly little attention is due to the 
widespread acceptance of conceptual analysis as the only tool needed 
to settle the debate (Schwartz 2007; Lemoine 2013; Schwartz 2014). 
This has perhaps been the result of an intention to eventually arrive at 
something like a list of necessary and sufficient conditions that would 
help us to demarcate ‘normal’ from ‘pathological’ states. But the search 
for something like a conceptual essence or correct criteria of application 
may have been overly naive. To think about health without the social 
and biological context in which these concepts are used is bound to lead 
to widely differing accounts. It is not surprising that the field is usually 
described as a conflict between so-called ‘naturalists’ who try to make 
these notions into legitimate scientific notions, and ‘normativists’ who 
emphasize non-epistemic values (especially moral ones) that go into 
our judgements of health and disease.

Instead of framing the debate as one with two competing camps 
fighting over the ‘one true’ definition of these concepts it may be more 
useful to think about the different goals these camps are interested in. 
For this purpose, our distinction between MCE and NCE provides a 
useful tool to think about the conflicts between the purposes to which 
we put these terms. We may even come to realize that there is no single 
concept that can play the different roles sufficiently well, due to inevi-
table trade-offs. Yet, it is only by paying attention to these larger trade-
offs between naturalist and normativist goals that we can shed light on 
what our concepts ought to mean.

The Canadian philosopher of science Ian Hacking (1991) has previ-
ously made a similar argument when he pointed out that our concept 
of ‘child abuse’, which was once precisely defined and operationalized 
as ‘battered child syndrome’, has changed much over the years to en-
compass an ever-greater number of different actions deemed vile and 
in turn reformed “our values and our moral codes” about what is and 
what is not appropriate treatment of children (p. 253).8 This is tempt-
ing, of course, because we can use moral language to advance our moral 
values, but in doing so the concept has also lost its grasp on something 
once deemed to be a natural phenomenon that we could make scien-
tific generalizations about. There can be numerous trade-offs between 
designing a concept for the purposes of capturing a phenomenon in 
nature and for the purposes of morality that we need to pay attention 
to. Our point here is not to argue that this is how things must be. That 
would be a legitimate topic for a further stand-alone paper. Health 

8 We thank Paul Griffiths for alerting us to this early recognition of trade-offs.
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merely provides a beautiful case for a concept in which MCE and NCE 
may pull in vastly different directions. As the Welsh psychiatrist Rob-
ert Evan Kendell once put it:

The most fundamental issue, and also the most contentious one, is whether 
disease and illness are normative concepts based on value judgments, or 
whether they are value free scientific terms; in other words, whether they 
are biomedical terms or sociopolitical ones. (Kendell 1986: 25)
In thinking about the goals of ‘health’ and ‘disease’ it appears strik-

ingly hard to maintain a strict binary dichotomy in which health is 
either entirely value-free or entirely political. Yet, such positions have 
been defended at length. A more useful approach may be to accept 
that the concept has both naturalist and ethical components to it. It 
is not every undesired or unvalued state, but neither is it just some 
biologically dysfunctional arrangement of a body. In thinking about the 
concept in terms of conceptual engineering, applying the distinction 
we introduce here, it may then be useful to accept that there could be 
different weightings we place on each dimension. How important are 
biological facts in thinking about disease? How should we think about 
unjust social arrangements that may be the true cause of a bodily differ-
ence being considered ‘wrong’? In his earlier work, Christopher Boorse 
(1975) advocated for a distinction between two kinds of health, one of 
which is purely naturalist and opposed to disease, and one that ethi-
cal or normative and opposed to illness. Others, like Jerome Wakefield 
(1992), have argued for the need for a hybrid account that combines a 
dysfunction criterion with a notion of harm. How should we evaluate 
such competing proposals?

We suggest to put at the heart of the debate the question of what 
roles these concepts ought to play. As Kukla (2014) once put it: “in 
considering the best definition of health, we need to keep clearly in 
view the theoretical and practical purposes to which we want to put the 
concept, while keeping an open mind as to how unified a definition is 
possible” (p. 516). One radical solution such an approach may reveal is 
that these various uses of the concept cannot adequately be covered in 
a single concept. We may then become pluralists, or even try to elimi-
nate some of its dimensions altogether if there are other concepts that 
could better play the required roles. Instead of thinking about whether 
a bodily state deserves medical treatment, we may stop to ask whether 
it is a pathology, and even ask the (perhaps more interesting) question 
of whether the condition decreases wellbeing or autonomy. This may 
expand the goals of medicine, but that is of course at least an option. 
The goals of medicine can be changed just like those of any institution 
or enterprise.

In the case of health and disease we can legitimately embrace some 
skepticism that the widely different purposes for which the concepts 
are put to use among different groups can be satisfied with a single con-
cept. If a purely naturalist concept of disease is misused to discriminate 
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against gay or transgender people because of their alleged dysfunction 
and reduction of fitness, it may not be good enough to insist on a strict 
is-ought distinction or that no moral and political conclusions will fol-
low from a purely biological set of criteria alone. There are good reasons 
to not label these conditions as pathological, precisely because that can 
inevitably be misused to justify homophobia or transphobia. Here, we 
are engaged in MCE. Yet, how to respond to the potential charge that 
‘ideology’ is changing our concepts, by those who maintain that they 
are ‘just stating biological facts?’ Here is where we can emphasise the 
distinction between NCE and MCE, and the differing goals and desid-
erata accompanying each. In thinking about concepts, we have to keep 
in mind the sociopolitical context in which these concepts are put to 
use. To make a concept ‘tidier’ for the purpose of philosophical simplic-
ity under NCE, would be a terrible mistake if it creates real harms 
or unjust treatment of already vulnerable groups. Too much thinking 
about health and disease in the philosophy of medicine has happened 
from the ivory tower. This is why Haslanger’s call to pay attention to 
these issues has been so important and transformative for philosophy 
as a whole.

Normativists differ widely in their motivations. This is perhaps not 
surprising since concepts can play myriad roles, that can be good in 
some cases, while being bad in others. It may be inevitable to need to 
take tradeoffs between different goals seriously. Neither MCE nor NCE 
must point to a single solution. The concept of pathology, for instance, 
may play different theoretical roles in evolutionary biology, cancer re-
search, veterinary science, animal production science, immunology, 
and economics. Reducing them to a single concept may not be possible. 
Fortunately, meta-philosophical discussions are becoming ever more 
prevalent in the philosophy of medicine. We hope that our distinction 
between MCE and NCE will help to progress its core debate further. 
There could hardly be a more illustrative example for the usefulness of 
it. Having discussed a concept in which a possible separation is likely, 
we will now turn to a concept in which MCE and NCE work much more 
closely together.

4.2 Animal welfare
Another example of a concept that lends itself to both MCE and NCE is 
animal welfare. This is a concept which plays both moral and scientific 
roles that have historically grounded deliberations about which con-
cept to use. It is also one for which there is still much current debate 
about which concept to employ, often without making explicit the par-
ticular values or desiderata in play. This thus provides a fruitful exam-
ple of the use of this distinction within conceptual engineering. Animal 
welfare is a useful case study for the application of these methods, as 
it is both the subject of scientific study and of moral deliberation. It is 
therefore important to ensure we have a concept that fulfils both roles. 
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Both MCE and NCE are relevant and important in deliberations as to 
the best concept of animal welfare.

Animal welfare plays a scientific role within animal welfare science. 
Scientists study welfare both to gain increased understanding of the 
behaviour and biology of the animals, and to provide information that 
can inform moral and policy decision-making. Scientific measurement 
of welfare will rely heavily on the concept of welfare in use, determining 
which measurements are considered valid, as well as which conditions 
will turn out to impact welfare. This tension can be seen in cases where 
different concepts are employed, leading to different conclusions. For 
example, there has been ongoing disagreement on the permissibility of 
the use of sow stalls between those holding different welfare concepts; 
with the different concepts employed leading one group to endorse and 
another to reject their use (Croney and Millman 2007). Both groups 
take themselves to be measuring welfare, but have identified a differ-
ent target and are thus talking past each other. To implement NCE on 
the concept of animal welfare, we must identify the desiderata for this 
concept within the scientific role, and then assess which concepts best 
fill the criteria. Two such desiderata are measurability and fundamen-
tality. As a target for scientific investigation, it is important for welfare 
to be something that scientists can measure. Additionally, if we take 
welfare to be the appropriate relevant target for investigation within 
welfare science, it must also be something which is fundamental. That 
is, whatever fills the role must be something which is not itself simply 
a property of or proxy for some other state, something itself an intrinsic 
part of the characterisation of welfare (Browning and Veit 2024).

Animal welfare also plays an important moral role. It is a central 
concept within much of animal ethics and is typically considered to 
have moral importance. Animal welfare is thus relevant to decisions 
made by legislators, producers and consumers with regards to hous-
ing and treatment of animals. Expenditure of time and resources on 
animal welfare improvements requires a clear understanding of what 
welfare is, in order to ensure interventions are effective. Otherwise, 
the risk is that efforts may be wasted on providing conditions that may 
appear to increase welfare without actually doing so. Similarly to NCE, 
applying MCE to animal welfare requires identification of the desid-
erata for this concept within the moral/social role from which to assess 
the suitability of different concepts for meeting these criteria. For the 
moral role, the most important criterion seems to be that the concept 
tracks something we take to be of normative significance. We also want 
it to be capable of identifying those bearers of moral worth. Welfare be-
ing morally important, then those individuals capable of experiencing 
welfare should therefore form part of the moral community. Establish-
ing a welfare concept will make rulings on which individuals fall within 
this group, and our assessment of which they rule in and out will affect 
our judgment as to the suitability of the concept.
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We thus have two different roles for our welfare concept, with dif-
fering values and constraints. The next step is to assess the candidate 
concepts according to the desiderata. Which set of desiderata we use 
will depend on the context of assessment – whether we are considering 
the scientific or the moral role for welfare and thus whether we are un-
dertaking NCE or MCE. Although it is possible to advocate pluralism, 
so that the concept used varies depending on the different application 
(Veit and Browning 2021), in many cases the close link between the 
outputs of animal welfare science and moral deliberations means that 
it will be important to use the same concept for both so that our con-
cepts in both areas to refer to the same entity. There are four primary 
concepts of animal welfare in use today: subjective welfare, physical 
welfare, teleological welfare and preference-based welfare (Browning 
2020). Although this assessment could itself be the subject of a full 
paper, here we will briefly describe each of these concepts and indicate 
their suitability according to the desiderata, to give an idea of how this 
would be applied. As discussed, for the scientific role, the requirements 
are for a concept that is measurable, and fundamental; while for the 
moral role, the requirements are for a concept that delineates some-
thing of moral value and can identify its bearers.

The physical concept of animal welfare was common in earlier ver-
sions of animal welfare science, taking animal welfare to consist in 
some set of physical functionings – bodily health and comfort. These 
concepts were selected almost entirely as a result of NCE rather than 
MCE. Physical states are easy to measure but it is more difficult to 
make a case as to why they should matter morally. Most of the rea-
sons we have for thinking that poor physical functioning matters is due 
to its negative effects on the subjective experience of animals, which 
means it is not fundamental. It also fails to delineate the bearers of 
moral worth from those without – if physical functioning is what mat-
ters, then animals, plants and microorganisms may all be said to have 
a welfare equally worth considering, and this is not a view many wish 
to accept.

Natural living, or teleological accounts (Browning 2019) of welfare, 
emphasise the overall ‘flourishing’ of an animal according to its na-
ture; generally focussing on the performance of natural behaviours. 
This concept is popular within the general public (Lassen et al. 2006; 
Vanhonacker et al. 2008), as on the surface it appears to do well for 
both NCE and MCE - being based in species biology as well as seem-
ingly morally important. However, a deeper examination shows this 
concept does poorly on both NCE and MCE. It is not easily measurable, 
as identifying what count as natural behaviours and how much of their 
performance counts as good welfare is unclear (Veasey et al. 1996). Ad-
ditionally, it is not obviously of moral importance – although intuitive 
to some, there is no strong account of how or why naturalness should 
matter morally (Browning 2019). It also fails to delineate the boundar-
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ies of our moral circle in line with common intuitions – again, all organ-
isms are capable of natural functioning, but it is not common to extend 
equal moral consideration this distance.

The subjective welfare concept is perhaps most common in current 
use, and describes welfare as the balance of experience of positive and 
negative mental states (affects). It meets the requirements for MCE 
in being normatively significant, as the capacity for subjectively expe-
rienced pleasure and suffering provides cause for moral concern and 
delineates the boundaries for moral consideration. However, it is often 
taken as unsuitable for a scientific role (Dawkins 2017) due to inacces-
sibility to measurement; a view that is less common where it is accept-
ed that subjective experience is not epiphenomenal - having no causal 
impact on the world - but instead that there must be behavioural and 
physiological effects of mental states, which we can then detect and can 
form the basis for measurement.

Another popular welfare concept is a preference-based account of 
welfare (Dawkins 2003), which takes welfare to consist in satisfaction 
of preferences. This concept also does well for MCE: preference-based 
accounts of wellbeing are common (e.g. Griffin 1986) and most consider 
the satisfaction of their desires to be highly valuable. The use of this 
concept has been advocated in welfare science (Dawkins 2017) due to 
one of the demands of NCE – they are easily measurable through pref-
erence-based behavioural tests, in which animals are presented with 
different options and observed to see which they choose, and how hard 
they will work to attain it. The primary deciding factor between these 
two is whether preferences or experience is more fundamental - wheth-
er subjective experiences are valuable because they are desired, or 
whether desires are valuable because they create positive experiences.

The example of animal welfare perfectly demonstrates the distinc-
tion between NCE and MCE. As shown for the different welfare con-
cepts, these two roles can be in conflict, and the needs of NCE and 
MCE may not both be met within a single concept. However, when we 
are able to establish a concept that meets the requirements of both, 
this gives stronger reasons to adopt that concept, particularly when we 
want the two roles to intersect. This example has focussed primarily on 
the first three components of conceptual engineering - assessment of 
the concepts, determination of relevant context/purposes and proposals 
for improvement.

The stage of proposal for implementation of improvements is an im-
portant one - perhaps the hardest (Chalmers 2020) – but will be highly 
contextdependent and require more discussion than we can provide 
here. However, the discussion of teleological welfare can provide some 
insight – the discrepancy discussed between public and expert views 
on welfare also gives reason to think that part of the role of adopting or 
modifying scientific concepts is to assist in educating the general pub-
lic as to the preferred concept and the reasons underlying its choice. 
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In this case, informing the public as to the defects within this concept 
could have wide-reaching effects in the decisions made by consumers 
and advocates for animal welfare. Switching out a teleological concept 
for an alternative, such as subjective welfare, will alter which condi-
tions might be thought important for welfare. For example, zoo visi-
tors often prefer seeing monkeys in naturalistic island-type enclosures, 
but in actuality, cage-style exhibits often provide more climbing sur-
faces and opportunities for activity, promoting good subjective welfare 
(Browning and Maple 2019).

Currently, the subjective or preference concepts appear to do best 
under both types of conceptual engineering and would thus be preferred 
in the contexts for which we want the two to coincide. More generally, 
this serves as an illustration of the method of applying NCE and MCE, 
in identifying the desired role(s) for a concept and the different desider-
ata required for each. In this case, it may be possible for a concept to fill 
both roles and we will prefer one that does. Making this process explicit 
can help shine light on previously muddled debates about which con-
cepts should be preferred, demonstrating the context-sensitivity and 
the need to be clear about the goals for use of the concept.

5. Conclusion
To conclude, our distinction between naturalist conceptual engineering 
(NCE) and moral conceptual engineering (MCE) refers to the differing 
goals of conceptual engineering, and their associated desiderata, rather 
than its methods. While Carnapian explication is traditionally associ-
ated with the formal methods and tools of logic and the natural scienc-
es, amelioration is often understood as the qualitative improvement of 
concepts by drawing on the humanities and social sciences (see Novaes 
2018). Our pluralist account of conceptual engineering combines these 
and other forms of ‘concept improvement’ as mere methodologies for a 
diverse set of practices that fall under the umbrella term ‘conceptual 
engineering’. Some of these ameliorative methods can be used for both 
scientific desiderata and moral/political purposes – something we may 
very well consider a feature, rather than a bug.

Nevertheless, where philosophers become engaged in highly divisive 
debates about concepts with very little consensus, it should be our task 
to alleviate and disentangle muddled conceptual confusions. In this pa-
per we have illustrated how this might be done, using the examples of 
health and animal welfare. Care must be taken not to extrapolate from 
one conceptual debate to all others. To do so, however, we need to sepa-
rate the functions, goals, and purposes for which particular concepts 
are put to use. After all, concepts, categories, and classificatory systems 
play too many roles as to allow for a single simple monist account of 
‘conceptual engineering’. This will require us to move much closer to 
examination of scientific practice, history, and sociology – and hence 
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endorse a pluralist and pragmatic form of conceptual engineering that 
is much closer in spirit to Neurath than it is to Carnap.

Rather than endorse a particular methodology for the revision of 
our concepts, we recognize a diversity of way concepts can be changed 
and altered, which can in turn be grouped into two general catego-
ries with different goals. They are distinguished by their functions, 
not their methods. This can be seen as a foundation for future meta-
philosophical research on these two kinds of conceptual engineering 
and the potential use of this distinction in untangling the philosophical 
and scientific debates on controversial concepts such as race, gender, 
disability, and mental disorder.
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In this article, I try to present a cumulative argument for libertarian-
ism concerning free will and mainly from a theistic perspective. First, I 
present and develop further an argument from Pećnjak (2018) that if we 
have “actish phenomenal feeling” (Ginet 1990) that in a certain situation 
we can genuinely decide between action A and action B, and that God is 
not a deceiver, then we have a good reason to believe in libertarianism. 
I connect this line of reasoning with St Anselm’s view on freedom of the 
will, namely that we have genuinely open possibilities and that we can 
persevere in what is good, on our own, and that this perseverance is a 
choice we make from ourselves. In the last part, I present certain experi-
mental evidence (Schulze-Craft et al. 2016) that agents can voluntarily 
stop an action which started as an unconscious brain process. A certain 
congeniality of these three ways gives us firm ground to believe in liber-
tarianism.

Keywords: God; freedom of the will; deliberation; libertarianism; 
determinism; St Anselm of Canterbury.

1. Introduction
In this article, I shall examine a few important notions in the free will 
debate and I shall argue for the libertarian position from a theistic 
perspective.1 The free will debate has many sides and it is not possible 
to embrace all of them in one article, but it is in order to explicate just 
some fundamentals before we go into specifics here. When I say that I 
shall take a theistic stance, it means that I take for granted that the 
universe and human beings are created by God, and that I shall use, 
in argumentation, certain facts about God’s attribute of benevolence. I 
shall not discuss the problem of God’s foreknowledge and human free-

1 This work has been fully supported by the Croatian Science Foundation under 
the project “Intentionality and Modes of Existence” [IMEX IP-2022-10-5915].
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dom here, because it is in fact a problem different in nature from the 
problem I discuss here.

2. Libertarianism and determinism
Libertarian position, in general, is an incompatibilist one which means 
that libertarians think, first, that concepts of “determinism“ and “free-
dom“ (“freedom of the will“, “freedom of action“) are in no way recon-
ciliable – if there is any kind of freedom, then determinism could not 
be the case, and this is a libertarian position. Those who are also in-
compatibilists, but hold that determinism is the case, think that there 
is no kind of freedom and so are hard determinists. It is clear that 
compatibilist think that determinism and freedom are compatible so, 
that even if we embrace determinism, there could be a reconciliatory 
notion of freedom, and so freedom could exist even in a deterministic 
world. I shall leave a discussion of compatibilism, and I shall say only 
that I think that neither version of compatibilism is in the slightest a 
tenable theory. 

Determinism can be defined in various ways. One of the standard 
definitions is that if we take any instant of the universe and have a 
complete description of it (all the positions of particles, entities, their 
velocities, momentum, charge etc), together with the laws of that uni-
verse, all other states in the development of the universe are uniquely 
determined – only one history of the universe is possible. 

It means, if determinism is true, that we can take any instant we 
would like, and all other instants uniquely follow, no matter whether 
they are past or future relative to the instant we have chosen. But, 
usually, we take determinism in the way that proceeds from the past 
to the future – we may take the very first instant of the universe and, 
if determinism is the case, then each and every future instant of the 
universe uniquely follows – it is completely determined what they will 
be. The unfolding of the universe is nomologically necessary if deter-
minism is the case. 

We can interpret what is said as a logical thesis – an instant with 
the laws entail all other states and instants in a unique way; we can 
interpret it as a causal thesis - an instant of the universe, with the laws 
causes all other states and instants in a unique way. More precisely, 
if causal determinism holds, then, according to laws of nature that ob-
tain, each event is causally necessitated by a previous event. I shall 
rely more on determinism as a logical thesis here, but nothing special 
depends on it.

There are several versions of libertarianism. The main versions 
are event-causal libertarianism, agent-causal libertarianism and non-
causal libertarianism. I shall not argue here for any of these specific 
versions, but for libertarianism in general. It will be enough, for pres-
ent purposes, that it can be shown that under the same conditions, a 
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subject or an agent can do otherwise than in fact he did, and that we 
can have persuasive reasons which show that an agent is in control over 
what he does, and that what he does is not necessitated in any way,  
especially not by the factors on which an agent does not have a control.

In recent articles (Pećnjak 2018, Pećnjak and Anić, forthcoming), it 
is argued that if determinism is the case, then there is no deliberation, 
and that this result is unacceptable; so it tells against determinism. It 
is also argued (Pećnjak 2018) that if we have what Ginet (1990) calls 
actish phenomenal feeling and God exists, then we have free will in a 
libertarian sense. I do not provide specific or additional arguments for 
God’s existence, as I did not provide them in a previous text. I assume 
the existence of God. If this is not enough for some of the readers, I 
plead here, as I pleaded in Pećnjak (2018), that the reader insert here 
her or his favourite argument(s) for the existence of God. 

I shall first give a summary of these two arguments (for more de-
tails, see Pećnjak 2018) and then, on the basis of them, we may proceed 
to the further main points of this article, which will consist of connect-
ing these previous arguments with the free will theory of St Anselm, 
and certain recent empirical research about free will. 

3. Thoughts about deliberation
Deliberation is a process through which we come to a solution on what 
to do in a certain situation when we are faced with, at least seem-
ingly, various different possible outcomes. This process is a complex 
process and can extend in time and may be interrupted. However, we 
shall treat it here as a one continuous process for the ease of exposition 
because I think that nothing crucially depends on treating it as such 
in order to explicate philosophically relevant matters concerning delib-
eration in connection with free will. When we deliberate, we examine 
various beliefs we have, various desires, inclinations, reasons, values 
we hold, we mentally simulate various outcomes and their implica-
tions, we imagine, simulate and evaluate possible future situations. We 
try to follow the basic laws of logic in these processes, where applicable, 
and we try to care about the contents of those mental states we process 
(and according to them, to infer further steps in deliberation). 

So, we may say that deliberation is a complex mental process involv-
ing various mental items – so it is a species of a more broadly conceived 
category of action. Deliberation is action – mental action. Furthermore, 
as an action, it is an event. Again, deliberation typically consists, in 
fact, of many mental events that are bound together under the same 
agenda, so we may say that deliberation is a complex mental action, 
i.e., a complex mental event. It seems that the subject who deliberates 
is in full control of this complex mental event of his. 

But now, suppose that determinism is the case. What becomes of de-
liberation? If determinism is the case, then it overarches the so-called 
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process of deliberation as well (Pećnjak and Anić, forthcoming). But 
this overarching is then so disastrous that nothing of our deliberation 
will remain. How is it so? Since deliberation is a process that develops 
in time, each step of this mental process is then fully determined. It 
is fully and uniquely determined by some initial state and the laws of 
nature. We may also say that every step in our thinking would then be 
necessitated by previous states and laws of nature – it would be nomo-
logically necessitated.

Any mental process that happens in a deterministic world is itself 
determined, so it is not possible, nomologically, for any mental process 
not to occur in such a world; moreover, it is not possible, nomologically, 
for any part or any step of that process to be different from what it is. 
The subject which has this process does not have even the possibility to 
start or to refrain from this mental process at time t when this process 
in fact starts (nor at any moment t before or after). So, nothing in this 
mental process is under the control of the subject. It’s the other way 
around: the process controls the subject. Since the process is a conse-
quence of the initial state of the universe and the laws which obtain 
there, no one can do, even in thinking, otherwise than he in fact did. 

Action that would stem from this kind of mental process would not 
be a free action because it would stem from the (mental) process which 
is itself fully determined and, secondly, the action itself, (as well as the 
mental process from which it stems) is also fully and uniquely deter-
mined (already) by the initial state of the universe and the laws which 
obtain there. So I conclude, there would be no deliberation in a deter-
ministic world, nor would there be agents in the usual meaning of the 
concept “agent“. Why? 

Because we can explain what seems to be deliberation – that mental 
process which occurs for the subjects in a deterministic worlds - by the 
factors which are evidently and fully outside the control of the sub-
ject who “deliberates“; each and every step in the process is a unique 
consequence or is entailed by factors which are beyond the grasp and 
control of the subject. So, “deliberation“ and its sequence and content 
are in “control“ of the initial state and the laws of nature and not of the 
subject – the subject is, in fact, only a passive observer of what hap-
pens to him. Likewise for his physical activities (“actions“) that stem 
from these mental processes: – the actions which occur by subjects in a 
deterministic world are due only to the factors which are evidently and 
fully outside the control of the subject who “acts“; each and every step 
in the process is a unique consequence or is entailed by factors which 
are beyond the grasp and control of the subject.

But this result is unacceptable, I think, for our world.
It seems that we really do deliberate and it seems that we are really 

agents. It seems that we really have open possibilities in front of us – 
both in deliberating and in action. It seems that we can do otherwise 
than what we in fact, at the end, did. How and why is this possible?
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4. God is not a deceiver and actish phenomenal feeling
I shall use some thoughts from Desartes (1911) and Ginet (1990) to 
show this (see also Pećnjak 2018 for earlier statements about this part 
of the argument). First, it is not hard to establish that God is not a 
deceiver. Here, I shall be very brief. God is traditionally conceived as 
a morally perfect being. Of course, God has many other attributes, but 
these other attributes are not pertaining for our needs here. Being who 
is morally perfect would not systematically mislead the beings which 
are His creations (and seemingly have consciousness, capacity for mo-
rality, rationality and a capacity to lead a diverse life and advance and 
improve themselves). So, a morally perfect being would not deceive – 
so, God is not a deceiver. 

The concept of “actish phenomenal feeling“ is introduced by Carl 
Ginet (1990) and it refers primarily to our intentional mental actions. 
But it also refers to the will when it comes to making something with 
our body or its parts. It is something that accompanies our intentional 
saying something to ourselves or, for example, when we consciously try 
to make occurent some mental item from our memory. But let Ginet 
speak for himself: “The act of mentally saying peu is a different sort of 
mental event from the unbidden occurrence of that word in one’s mind. 
... The unbidden occurrence is not an act. And, most importantly, the 
mental act does not consist of an event just like an unbidden occur-
rence plus its having a certain extrinsic relation to the subject. Rather, 
the mental act differs from the passive mental occurrence intrinsically. 
The mental act has what we may call (for lack of a better term) an 
actish phenomenal quality. This is an extremely familiar quality, rec-
ognizable in all mental actions, whether it be mental saying, mental 
forming an image, or willing to exert force with a part of one’s body. ... 
This quality is intrinsic to and inseparable from the occurrence of the 
word in my mind when I mentally say it.“ (Ginet 1990: 13) So, even 
when we try consciously and intentionally to make a certain (physical) 
action with our body or its parts (moving hands or legs in order to do 
something, or even just moving them), we have this actish phenomenal 
feeling which is such that tells us that we and nothing else is the ulti-
mate origin of making that action. 

So, it applies to both mental actions and mental precursors of our 
physical actions, which stem from our mentally formed will. If this is 
true, and I think it is, then we can be in control of our thoughts, i.e., 
beside sometimes “unbidden“ occurrences in our consciousness of vari-
ous contents – be it words, phrases, beliefs and whatever other content 
that may become conscious – we can and very often are, in control of 
what we think, when we think and to what conclusions we came. So, we 
can really have a process properly called deliberation, because it can be 
itself freely done in each of its steps and the action which eventually 
follows, also is free. Action is in fact free even in a twofold sense. It is 
a proceeding of a freely obtained result of deliberation (namely of will 
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and intention thus formed), and even when we start to do an action, we 
still have a possibility to refrain from it.

If we are the ultimate origins of making mental or physical action, it 
is up to us what we make, and from these it follows that we could have 
done otherwise than we did, both mentally and physically.

5. St Anselm’s and Anselmian approach
Now, to complete the theistic argument. Since God created human be-
ings and since human beings have this “actish phenomenal feeling“, 
and since God is not a deceiver, then we are not deceived by Him that 
we have freedom of deliberation, and, hence freedom of the will and 
freedom of action. We really have these freedoms. Namely, God would 
not let us have something (namely that “actish phenomenal feeling“), 
that would lead us so often, massively, on an everyday basis into a com-
pletely false stance about our freedom in deliberating, will and action.

It seems to me that with what I offer here is congenial with St An-
selm’s theory of free will. St Anselm formulated his theory of free will 
in the following treatises: “On Free Will“ and “Why God Became Man“ 
(St Anselm of Canterbury 1998). Let me explicate just the basics of his 
theory with some adaptations for modern use. He considers that human 
beings, as created rational beings, have the power to choose between 
mutually exclusive options. How is that so? First of all, traditionally, 
God is conceived as the supreme creator, which means that each and 
every created being is dependent on God; everything that exists is de-
pendent on God. According to St Anselm, God creates a situation for 
human beings that consists of at least two mutually exclusive possibili-
ties for future action. Human beings, according to such a creation of the 
situation by God, have desires to pursue both of them. St Anselm adds 
that this situation, which consists of a twofold desire system for pursu-
ing incompatible courses of action, is necessitated by God. If God cre-
ated human beings with only one desire to pursue and act in only one 
way, that pursuing and action would not be free and it would be fully 
necessitated by God, so by factors wholly outside the control of human 
beings as human agents. If something is fully outside the control of a 
supposed agent and if the agent could not do anything about it, then de-
terminism would be the case. So, if human beings were to have only one 
desire or affection to do just one action, then in fact that desiring and 
action would be determined by God, and in fact human beings would 
be only God’s deterministic puppets. But, according to St Anselm, it is 
not so. Having two different desires to act in incompatible ways leaves 
room for genuine opting for one of them. Everything that is created and 
everything that is different from God depends on God. Still, God has 
given the power to choose to his crown of creation, to human beings. 
This power, as a power, and that we have it, really depends on God, but 
the power itself is such that nothing is in advance determined by it or 
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by God. Human beings themselves use this power to choose between 
possibilities. Nothing and noone else, including God Himself, deter-
mines the results of what is in the scope of this God-given power which 
human beings have. But, possibilities and awareness of these possibili-
ties are something that is given by God. In especially morally relevant 
situations of choice, human beings know what is right to do, but they 
are also aware of doings which are not right. Both of these, as pos-
sibilities and awareness of them, are God-given. But, according to St 
Anselm, God has given to everyone to know what is right, and we can 
persevere in the righteousness of will – namely, to will, and then to do, 
what is right. In St Anselm’s words, we can persevere in truth and righ-
teousness. This very perseverance, as mental action, is not something 
that is determined, even it is not determined by God. It is up to each 
human being to persevere – we have the power to do it, this is what 
is God-given only. So, no one and nothing, besides each human being, 
chooses for him/herself; then, as agents, each one of us determines for 
himself or herself what to will and what to do according to this will. We 
may choose what is not right, but we do not thereby lose our power for 
freedom of the will, as it is a power; we only do not then “persevere in 
what is right.” The power is always there as is the possibility to perse-
vere in what is right. Choosing sin or a morally bad action, we thereby 
do not lose this power of will (to persevere in righteousness). Though, 
adds St Anselm, the most free is the being who never stops persevering 
in what is right. This is so because every time we choose what is right, 
we choose it freely and just for the sake of righteousness itself. Perse-
verance in good is freely done because the subject who wills it, wills it 
on his or her own; nothing necessitates perseverance, though there is 
a possibility that the will succumbs to something that is not good, but 
nothing necessitates this as well. 

All that is said, though St Anselm is concerned with moral situa-
tions, is also applicable to choosing in non-moral contexts. Subject, or 
an agent, is aware of two or more possibilities what to will and how 
to act, and it is up to him or her to choose one possibility and then 
bring it to action. Noone else and nothing else determines the choos-
ing and a decision, which is forming the will, what to do. Using a bit of 
St Anselm’s language, a human being can persevere in holding his or 
her decision, as the will to do something, and can persevere in doing 
actions on the basis of the persevered will, and nothing necessitates 
this persevering, as well as nothing necessitates refraining from this 
persevering.2 Freedom is given at a moment of choice when one course 
of action has been chosen, which happens between two equal desires 
for pursuing an action in incompatible ways. So, the required indeter-
minacy for freedom of the will and freedom of the action (which follows) 

2 For careful and detailed modern interpretation of St Anselm’s theory of freedom 
and free will, see Rogers (2008, 2015). See also Gwozdz (2009) and Nash-Marshall 
(2008).
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is located in a moment of choice when one course of action has been 
chosen rather than another. This is a moment in which God does not 
intervene, and agents choose completely by themselves for pursuing 
that one course of action. So, this is called choosing a se. Rogers (2015) 
rightly calls st Anselm’s theory of free will agent-causal theory3. There 
is no special power to choose between incompatible courses of action; 
the agent him/herself just perseveres in one course of action, choosing 
it and performing it (Rogers 2015 calls it per-willing). This is an event 
because it happens in time (Rogers 2015: 97). So, how does this fare 
with the traditional claim that God is the creator of everything that ex-
ists? Anselmian answer would be, as Rogers points out (2015: 97), that 
“God is the cause of all that exists, but He is not the cause of all that 
happens.” Certain events are caused by beings to which God has given 
the ability to make choices and perform actions based on those choices. 
So, sovereignity of God is not at all jeopardized by giving agents liber-
tarian agent-causal freedom of the will and action.4 

Now, we can return briefly to the first theistic argument put for-
ward in the first part of the article to see its full strength, combining 
it with Anselmian view of freedom of the will. There, we said that, 
according to Ginet, we have an actish phenomenal feeling when we 
deliberate and decide – this actish phenomenal feeling gives us that we 
feel that at the moment of choice we by ourselves directly just make a 
decision, which has an intentional structure, and that nothing else de-
termines this (and not even God). We make a decision just by making it 
by ourselves, by that very mental act. This actish phenomenal feeling is 
located within deciding between two incompatible desires that God has 
given or created in us, according to St Anselm, where there is genuine 
indeterminacy at the moment of choice and that indeterminacy is God 
given that we by ourselves can fully make that decision and pursue one 
rather than the other course of action and so persevering or per-willing 
in one chosen course of events. As we said, God is not a deceiver, and 

3 For agent-causal theories in contemporary philosophy, see O’Connor (2000), 
Chisholm (1964), Clarke (1993, 2003: chapters 8-10), Griffith (2007). For a different 
neo-scholastic libertarian theory of free will, so-called “Dual Sources”, see Grant 
(2019).

4 In his interesting study, Peter Furlong (2019) examines what the consequences 
of divine determinism would be. He defines divine determinism borrowing Heath 
White’s proposal, which consists of two claims: a) The facts about God’s will wholly 
determine every other contingent fact, and b) The facts about God’s will will explain 
every other contingent fact (Furlong 2019: 15). Given our arguments in this text, 
using the Anselmian approach to free will, it is not so. It is not so because the facts 
about God’s will do not wholly determine every other contingent fact, nor is every 
other contingent fact explained by the facts about God’s will. Since human beings can 
choose by themselves which course of action to pursue, these courses of action (which 
are contingent facts) are not determined by God’s will, nor are they explainable by 
God’s will (apart from the fact that God allows them). So, there is no threat of divine 
determinism. According to the view presented here, God determines “everything 
that exists, but does not determine everything that happens” (Rogers 2015: 97).
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because this actish phenomenal feeling is pretty much straightforward, 
we have strong reason to believe that it is right and true in presenting 
to us that we just by ourselves directly bringing, on our own, a decision 
and action that follows. 

6. Experimental evidence
With the things said till now, certain experimental results go hand 
in hand. I do think that good philosophy does not need experimental 
data to confirm it, but nevertheless, I find these data also to signal that 
in this world, for which we are the most interested, we have genuine 
incompatibilistic freedom of the will and action. Though those philoso-
phers, such as Mark Balaguer (2010), who think that in the end the 
freewill problem boils down to the empirical question, would be de-
lighted. Neurological electroencephalogram experiments of Schultze-
Kraft et al. (2016) showed that there is a possibility for subjects to stop 
their intended action until 200 ms before the beginning of the physical 
execution of the action. So-called spontaneous movements are preceded 
by the onset of brain activity (and it is called readiness potential). This 
onset of neural brain activity is not already conscious when it does 
begin and it is unconscious for some time on. It seems that sometimes 
certain brain neural activity can be even four seconds long (Soon et al. 
2013.) before subjects tell that they are conscious of their choosing, as 
only then they feel it as a conscious will and conscious intention to do 
something. So, it may seem that determinism reigns because if our ac-
tions are products of non-conscious neural brain activity, then human 
beings are not free – something else determines what human beings do 
– namely, laws of nature and previous states on which these laws oper-
ate. That would threaten what we said above about the possibility of 
having freedom of will, deliberation and action. When we became con-
scious of our will, it seems that it is too late – it is only an illusion that 
we decide and will something on our own consciously, though all this 
would be a product of other factors – unconscious brain events – over 
which we do not have an influence. But is it so? Further experiments 
show that it is not. 

“As early as a second before a simple voluntary movement, a so-
called readiness potential is observed over motor-related brain regions” 
(Schultze-Kraft et al. 2016: 1080), which is not conscious.5 The ques-
tion that is highly important is then, “...whether a person can still ex-
ert a veto by inhibiting the movement after the onset of the readiness 
potential”? (Schultze-Kraft et al. 2016: 1080). Experimental results of 
Schultze-Kraft et al. (2016), show that persons can act in such a way 
that they can issue a veto “even after onset of this preparatory brain 
process” (Schultze-Kraft et al. 2016: 1080), which is non-conscious. 

5 Though these researchers also warn that what is the exact causal role of these 
signals is in fact not definitely solved. 
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Their results “suggest that humans can still cancel or veto a movement 
even after the onset of the readiness potential. This is possible until the 
point of no return, around 200 ms before movement onset. However, 
even after the onset of the movement, it is possible to alter and cancel 
the movement as it unfolds.” (Schultze-Kraft et al. 2016: 1084). This 
suggests that human beings can consciously and voluntarily stop an 
action that started unfolding as an unconscious neurological process. 
So it seems that we are not at the mercy of our unconscious processes. 
We can voluntarily change the course of our own actions. 

7. Conclusion
Several different points point to the same conclusion, so we may regard 
them as a kind of cumulative evidence for libertarianism: we see that 
there is a plausible way to construct human will and human action as 
having the property of libertarian free will. It seems that actions, both 
mental and physical, are up to us in the sense that we could have done 
otherwise than what, in fact, we did.6
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Belief in universal moral equality—that all people have equal moral sta-
tus—has wide cultural and political acceptance and holds favor with 
many philosophers. I argue against status-parity by offering a novel ac-
count of the temporal integration of persons. Some persons have much 
more robust temporally extended selves which are partially constituted 
by a special class of future-directed interests. In addition, empirical re-
search indicates persons vary significantly in the degree of affective con-
nection to their futures selves. While some persons have a cognitively 
complex and affectively strong connection to their future selves, other 
persons’ future selves are analogous to strangers. Differences in temporal 
integration directly affect recognized morally relevant properties such as 
rationality, autonomy and moral agency and entail differing degrees of 
personhood. Crucially, some differences in degrees of personhood will 
also involve differences in kind. The paper then critically engages with 
attempts to provide a basis for moral equality. 

Keywords: Moral equality; temporal integration; degrees of per-
sonhood; future-directed interests.

1. Preface and initial characterization
Morally relevant properties such as self-awareness, autonomy and 
rationality which afford persons a higher moral status than merely 
sentient beings vary considerably among persons. The challenge for 
advocates of moral status parity is to reconcile this variability with the 
claim that all persons have equal moral status. Providing such ground-
ing, as anticipated by Nietzsche’s 1882 “Parable of the Madman,” 
requires finding some way to support the idea that all persons have 
equal moral worth in the absence of a justifying metaphysical story. Ni-
etzsche writes, “This tremendous event is still on its way, still wander-
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ing… This deed is still more distant from them than the most distant 
stars—and yet they have done it themselves” (Nietzsche 1974: 181–182). 
Although we ourselves had killed god according to Nietzsche, the impli-
cations of that event have still not reached our ears. We retain certain 
moral values which now lack any clear metaphysical underpinning.1 

Peter Singer has taken the death of god seriously. His discussions 
of animal suffering and the value of different types of lives are based 
on secular interest utilitarianism. Despite Singer’s self-proclaimed at-
tempt to construct a moral theory free from religious influence, it is 
a matter of dispute how successful he has been. Brian Leiter notes, 
“Parfit and Singer think of themselves as vanguards in this movement, 
a claim rich in irony for any student of Nietzsche” (Leiter 2019: 386). 
Leiter explains that Singer’s belief one ought to treat all equal inter-
ests equally is the kind of suspect egalitarianism Nietzsche challenged. 
Nonetheless, Singer’s utilitarianism leads to some very inegalitarian 
results. 

Singer claims species membership does not afford homo sapiens 
special moral status. However, the lives of persons do have special 
moral status compared to the lives of non-persons. When it comes to 
killing, what matters, according to Singer, is not species membership 
but whether the being to be killed is a person: “No objective assess-
ment can support the view that it is always worse to kill members of 
our species who are not persons than members of other species who 
are” (Singer 1993: 117). It is worse, in general, to kill persons than non-
persons precisely because of the kinds of interests involved. Persons 
have future-directed interests while non-persons lack such interests: 
“For preference utilitarians, taking the life of a person will normally 
be worse than taking the life of some other being, since persons are 
highly future-oriented in their preferences…In contrast, beings who 
cannot see themselves as entities with a future cannot have any prefer-
ences about their own future existence” (Singer 1993: 95). While being 
a person is a threshold condition for having a life with greater moral 
significance, Singer does not provide any argument that it is equally 
wrong to kill persons. 

Since some persons have more future-directed interests than oth-
ers, killing one person can violate more future-directed interests than 
killing someone else. Given Singer’s framework, it can be worse to kill 
one person rather than another when more interests are violated. Ad-
mittedly, the concept of moral status has a derivative role—if it has any 
role at all—in consequentialist theories.2 Singer equates the wrongness 
of killing with the degree of harm caused by the killing, and harm itself 
is defined in terms of violated interests. Singer abandons any robust 

1 See Husi (2017: 388): “If people were equally beloved by a supreme God … 
we might have a vindication for status-parity without worrying about equalizing 
grounds.”

2 Christiano (2015: 61) and Husi (2017: 385) both make a similar point. 
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foundational notion of moral status grounded in factual equality when 
he writes: “The plain fact is that humans differ, and the differences 
apply to so many characteristics that the search for a factual basis on 
which to erect the principle of equality seems hopeless” (Singer 1993: 
18). Rather than talk of beings (e.g., humans or persons) having equal 
moral status, Singer adopts the normative principle that we should 
give equal consideration to equal interests. 

Egalitarians find this result unacceptable because they endeavor to 
show that all persons have certain rights equally, such as the right to 
life. Regardless of the degree of harm death causes, many egalitarians 
would argue it is equally wrong to kill persons because they have equal 
moral status or are worthy of equal respect.3 While some egalitarians 
have assumed the equal moral status of persons, others have recog-
nized the need to ground status equality in morally relevant properties 
or through “relation-first” and “practice-based” approaches to equality.4

I offer a novel account of temporal integration based on an empirical-
ly-informed examination of future-directed interests. I argue the way 
interests constitute persons threatens foundational property-based ac-
counts of moral status. An elaboration of the concept of future-directed 
interests is essential to capturing the ontological distinctness of per-
sons. This elaboration will follow two tracks. The first is a philosophi-
cal analysis of variations in the content of future-directed interests. I 
distinguish between self-shaping future-directed interests (SSFIs) and 
non-self-shaping future-directed interests (NSFIs). I argue SSFIs have 
much greater weight than NSFIs. SSFIs have greater weight because 
they constitute our identity as individuals and involve a uniquely per-
sonal kind of autonomy.

The second track, relying on empirical research, shows the affec-
tive intensity with which persons have various interests about their 
future selves, or whether they have certain future-directed interests at 
all, varies with the perceived degree of continuity they have with their 
future selves. This perceived degree of temporal connectedness affects 
the rationality of choices persons make about their futures. The per-
son-constituting role of some future-directed interests, especially when 
informed by empirical research, suggests that the inegalitarian results 
of Singer’s consequentialist approach generalize and undermine at-
tempts at grounding status parity on morally relevant properties. 

Future-directed interests are intimately connected to the rational-
ity, autonomy, self-awareness and temporal unity of persons. These 
commonly recognized morally relevant properties must be understood 
in relation to future-directed interest as holistically constituting the be-

3 See McMahan (2002: 235–245) for one example, especially his rejection of the 
Time-Relative Interest account. 

4 See for example McMahan 2002; Carter 2011, 2018; Christiano 2015; Miklosi 
2022 and Lipshitz 2024. Sangiovanni 2015 offers a relation-first approach which is 
critiqued by Floris 2019, 2020. See Rozebloom 2018 for a practice-based account of 
moral equality.
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ing of persons. These properties are morally relevant precisely because 
of the kind of being they constitute. A proper ontological understanding 
of persons justifies awarding them a higher moral status than non-
persons in part because persons are a different order of being. Because 
there are degrees of personhood, it also provides strong reasons against 
the claim that all persons have equal moral status. Crucially, some dif-
ferences in degrees of personhood will also be differences in kind.

2. Self-shaping future-directed interests (SSFIs)
Among the properties associated with personhood, awareness of a tem-
porally extended self is arguably the most central property. Non-human 
primates and very young humans lack the robust sense of self typical 
of adult humans. Developmental psychologists maintain the sense of 
self emerges over time and is enhanced by language acquisition. A tod-
dler’s understanding of itself as a temporal entity is much more limited 
than an adult’s understanding. Beings are not considered persons if 
they lack a sense of self. A person’s life transcends the biological and 
becomes autobiographical. 

The philosophical tradition recognizes the importance of self-aware-
ness. Locke claims a person “… can consider itself as itself, the same 
thinking thing, in different times and places” (Locke 1979). Singer 
(1993) writes approvingly of Joseph Fletcher’s criteria for personhood 
which include self-awareness, a sense of past and a sense of future. 
DeGrazia lists “self-awareness over time” and “complex forms of con-
sciousness” in addition to other essential properties such as “auton-
omy, moral agency, rationality and capacity for intentional action” 
(DeGrazia 2007: 319-320). Self-awareness is necessary for autonomy 
and moral agency. Rationality is understood partially in terms of self-
interest, and self-interest requires having self-awareness. We have 
good grounds for believing a temporally extended self—the organism’s 
awareness of its specific identity over time—is a necessary condition 
for personhood and grounds others features such as rationality, au-
tonomy and moral agency. 

Singer writes, “Very often, it [killing] will make nonsense of every-
thing that the victim has been trying to do in the past days, months, or 
even years” (Singer 1993: 95). Singer provides examples of the kinds of 
interests he has in mind: “For example, a professor of philosophy may 
hope to write a book demonstrating the objective nature of ethics; a 
student may look forward to graduating; a child may want to go for a 
ride in an aeroplane” (Singer 1993: 90). The concept of future-directed 
interests is left largely unanalyzed by Singer. In the examples Singer 
provides, some future-directed interests appear to be intimately con-
nected to one’s current and future identity as a person (e.g., a professor 
finishing a book or a student graduating college), while other future-
directed interests are unlikely constitutive of our current and future 
identity (e.g., the child wanting a plane ride). We can, therefore, distin-
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guish between self-shaping future-directed interests (SSFIs) and non-
self-shaping future-directed interests (NSFIs). 

There are three types of future-directed interests: (1) interests with 
content that refers to the future, but the content is non-self-referential 
or non-autobiographical; (2) interests with content that refers to the 
future and which either explicitly requires the person’s continued ex-
istence or entails it; and (3) interests with content that refers to the 
future, entails the person’s continued existence, and is about becoming 
a particular kind of self. The interests in this last category have con-
tent through which a person aims at actualizing some potentiality of 
their current self. I will refer to them as “self-shaping future-directed 
interests” or SSFIs. 

Type-1 future-directed interests refer to the future, but their con-
tent does not require or entail the person’s future existence. I could 
desire that my great grandchildren have good lives, but that future-
directed interest does not involve my own continued existence. Killing 
a person does not violate type-1 future-directed interests since the per-
son’s continued existence is not necessary for satisfying the interest. 

Type-2 interests require the person’s continued existence. A per-
son might desire to retire to a nice tropical location, and that future-
directed interest does entail the person’s continued existence. Thus, 
killing a person will violate type-2 future-directed interests. Singer’s 
(1993) discussion of the chimp Figan exemplifies type-2 future-directed 
interests. Figan, noticing a banana, does not want the dominant chimp 
Goliath to take it. Figan intentionally avoids looking at or trying to 
obtain the banana until Goliath has left the area. Satisfying that type-
2 future-directed interest requires Figan’s continued existence. Young 
children have many type-2 interests such as Singer’s example of the 
child wanting to ride in a plane. 

Type-3 future-directed interests introduce an element unlikely to 
be found in very young children and non-human primates. These in-
terests are connected to our self-creation by selecting possibilities and 
attempting to actualize them. Singer’s examples of a professor wanting 
to finish writing a book and a college student wanting to graduate are 
type-3 interests. These future-directed interests not only require the 
possessor’s continued existence, but they involve possessors taking a 
stand on their own identity. The person I am now depends, in part, on 
the kinds of activities into which I project myself. Type-3 future-direct-
ed interests play a special role in the temporal unification of the person 
because they allow the person to gather up large temporal expanses 
of their lives. Type-3 future-directed interests allow persons to exer-
cise a uniquely personal form of autonomy: self-creation. This class of 
future-directed interests is also essential to moral reasoning and being 
a moral personality. Determining what sort of person someone wants 
to be in a moral sense, and contemplating the consequences of a pos-
sible action for the agent’s own moral standing, involve type-3 future-
directed interests. 
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3. Personal identity
Personal identity theories provide criteria for the diachronic iden-
tity of persons. They do not tell us to what degree those beings are 
persons. The same criteria may apply to both borderline persons and 
paradigmatic persons, but how those criteria are realized will differ 
significantly. Moreover, there are reasons for thinking the diachronic 
identity of a person is distinct from the temporal unity of that person’s 
self. Having a self is a property shared by all persons, but the degree 
to which persons have selves varies, and this will affect the degree to 
which something is a particular person. 

There are at least three aspects of persons that admit of degrees: 
(1) following Parfit, there are degrees to which person at t1 is the same 
person at t n+1; (2) there are degrees to which something is a person 
at all (e.g., toddlers and some non-human primates); and (3) the de-
gree to which something is a particular person. Person A is more of a 
particular person than person B when person A has a richer and more 
complex set of individuating psychological states. For example, Figan 
who is less generally person-ish than a typical human adult is also less 
of a particular person because Figan has fewer and less complex psy-
chological states that constitute his particular identity. He has a less 
robust sense of self. Thus, the degree of general personhood limits the 
degree to which something is a particular person. 

Psychological theories of personal identity distinguish between 
psychological connectedness and psychological continuity. Consider 
Parfit’s description of the Psychological Criterion:

(1) There is psychological continuity if and only if there are overlapping 
chains of strong connectedness. X today is one and the same person as Y at 
some point in the past if and only if (2) X is psychologically continuous with 
Y, (3) this continuity has the right kind of cause, and (4) it has not taken a 
branching form. (5) Personal identity over time just consists in the holding 
of facts like (2) to (4). (Parfit 1984: 207)

Humans can have many direct psychological connections without be-
ing a person to the degree of a typical adult. The development from 
non-person to person is a gradual one. When a sense of self emerges 
between 2.5 and 3.5 years of age, toddlers do not have the same com-
plex sense of self as adults. It is likely non-human primates who might 
be persons also lack the complex sense of self of adult humans. Yet, 
toddlers and non-human primates have enough of the right kinds of 
psychological states and capacities to be considered borderline persons. 

The psychological connections that comprise the continuity of tod-
dlers and non-human primates will include type-2 future-directed in-
terests (e.g., Figan wanting the banana or the child wanting a plane 
ride). The psychological connections of some paradigmatic persons will 
include not only type-2 future-directed interests, but the more complex 
and self-aware type-3 future-directed interests. Both the toddler and 
Figan have a diachronic identity as minimal persons, while persons 
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with elaborate type-3 interests will be individuals to a greater degree. 
This distinction is similar to Peter Unger’s concepts of “core psychol-
ogy” and “distinctive psychology”. Distinctive psychological states are 
those which are not shared by all persons and which are instead unique 
to us as individuals or only shared with a few other persons (Unger 
1990). This interest-based distinction is also similar to Christian Per-
ring’s (1997) distinction between general personhood and particular 
personhood. 

Think of Relation R more broadly in terms of content and the con-
nections between the content of individual mental states. There are 
varying degrees of unification or what we might call “integration.” 
What makes a psychological connection over time strong? Parfit states, 
“Connectedness can hold to any degree… Since connectedness is a 
matter of degree, we cannot plausibly define precisely what counts as 
enough” (Parfit 1984: 206). Parfit explains degrees of connectedness in 
terms of the number of direct connections: “But we can claim that there 
is enough connectedness if the number of connections, over any day, is 
at least half the number that hold, over every day, in the lives of nearly 
every actual person” (Parfit 1984: 206). The connections are treated as 
psychological events independent of their specific content. We have rea-
sons to modify Parfit’s account of psychological connectedness. There 
are forms of temporal connectedness which are distinct from the num-
ber of overlapping psychological connections. Some persons will have 
richer and more complex forms of psychological continuity compared to 
other persons even when the number of overlapping connections is the 
same, and these persons will have selves with greater diachronic unity. 

We can consider Kierkegaard’s view of the self to help us under-
stand how persons’ selves can vary in their degree of temporal unity. 
Kierkegaard’s aesthete might have many hedonistic future-directed 
interests in his attempt to avoid boredom from moment to moment. 
The aesthete might have more direct psychological connections than 
the person striving to live an ethical or religious life. For Kierkegaard, 
what gives unity to the person is the nature of what one pursues or that 
into which persons project themselves. Temporal unity increases as a 
person progresses from the aesthetic life, to an ethical life, and ulti-
mately a religious life. Kierkegaard describes what is “most inward and 
holy” in humans as the “unifying power of the personality” (Kierkeg-
aard 2005: 13). Kierkegaard maintains that the unity of the individual 
is an achievement closely connected with the way one lives:

The choice itself is decisive for the content of the personality, through the 
choice the personality immerses itself in the thing chosen, and when it does 
not choose it withers away in consumption… That which has to be chosen 
stands in the deepest relationship to the chooser…. (Kierkegaard 2005: 13)
We can develop Kierkegaard’s insight as an addition to Parfit’s nu-

merical account of strong connectedness. There are at least two impor-
tant factors that temporally unify the self: (1) the extent to which the 
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future-directed interests relate to the person’s identity as a particular 
individual, and (2) the extent to which the contents of the person’s fu-
ture-directed interests are related to each other.5 The professor’s inter-
est to complete a book is intimately connected with his identity and his 
other interests to be promoted, to be invited to speaking engagements, 
etc. Thus, the professor’s future-directed interest to complete the book 
exemplifies a strong degree of connectedness because it is integrated 
and self-referential. The college student desiring to graduate, much 
like the professor, has future-directed interests which are self-shaping. 
The college student’s interest to graduate is closely connected to many 
other current and future-directed interests such as passing exams and 
earning high course grades. In both cases, there is also the unification 
of large temporal expanses. The child who desires a plane ride scores 
much lower, as would someone desiring to play video games to avoid 
boredom. These isolated interests are not linked in any significant way 
to other interests. They are not strongly connected to the person’s iden-
tity as a temporally extended self, and the temporal range is much 
shorter. Much like borderline persons only strive to get things and not 
to become something, some persons have impoverished future-directed 
interests which primarily aim at acquiring things rather than develop-
ing into a particular self. 

The degree of unity over time is not solely a matter of the number 
of direct psychological connections as Parfit argues; rather, the unity 
over time which constitutes a person is a product of the content of vari-
ous psychological states including future-directed interests. Some peo-
ple have more or greater SSFIs than others, so they have selves with 
greater unity over time and instantiate a greater degree of personhood. 
SSFIs have objectively greater weight than NSFIs because they are 
what constitute us as specific persons. Preventing the professor from 
finishing the book or the student from graduating would be a greater 
wrong than preventing the child’s plane ride or preventing someone 
from playing video games. The interest to develop oneself into a par-
ticular person and to shape one’s life accordingly is the highest expres-
sions of personhood. 

This result is consistent with the intuition shared by some people 
that the death of a person pursuing a promising future is more of a 
tragedy than the death of someone indifferent to his future self, e.g., 
a hedonist only interested in the next pleasurable experience through 
drugs, food or sex to avoid boredom. Similarly, the death of Figan the 
chimp is less of a tragedy than the death of a student pursuing a college 
degree. Compare the death of Figan to historical discrimination against 
women and minorities. Figan’s death thwarts all his type-2 interests. 
Discrimination against women and minorities prevents the satisfac-

5 See McMahan (2002: 75). McMahan identifies three factors which comprise 
psychological unity, but importantly, McMahan does not include mental content 
about one’s own identity as relevant to unity over time. 
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tion of many type-3 future-directed interests. Women and minorities 
were prevented historically from creating themselves as they saw fit. 
Slavery would be one of the most compelling examples. The inhibition 
of self-creation is a greater violation of autonomy than the inhibition of 
type-2 interests. The intuition that thwarting type-3 interests is worse 
than thwarting type-2 is explained by recognizing that type-3 interests 
involve a different kind of autonomy than type-2 interests, not merely a 
difference in degree, and the former has greater worth than the latter. 

4. The empirical research
Psychologists and cognitive scientists are generating a growing body 
of research exploring our relationships to our future selves and the 
real-world implications of varying degrees of connectedness. The re-
search shows connectedness to our future selves plays a role in our 
health, financial decisions, ethical behavior, academic success, and 
relationships. Empirical investigations about connectedness to our fu-
ture selves offer additional ways of conceptualizing degrees of temporal 
unification. 

Empirical research focuses on three factors which contribute to our 
degree of temporal connectedness: similarity, vividness and positivity. 
Hershfield (2011) reviews research showing these three factors affect 
the number and intensity of connections to persons’ future selves:

Critically, then, the degree to which an individual feels disconnected from 
his or her future self should correlate with the degree to which that indi-
vidual discounts future rewards. The more continuity a person shares with 
his future self—that is, the more that future self feels like a direct extension 
of who he is now—the more motivated he will be to act in ways that will 
benefit himself in the future. Conversely, the more the future self feels like 
a stranger—that is, the more disconnected a person is from his future self—
the less motivated he will be to plan for the future. (Hershfield 2011: 34)
Psychometric tasks have been developed to assess future self-sim-

ilarity. These tasks determine the degree of similarity persons feel to 
their future selves. Differences in degree of future self-similarity have 
a variety of behavioral and attitudinal consequences. There is a cor-
relation between degree of similarity and temporal discounting. For 
example, persons who perceive their future selves as less similar will 
discount the value of saving for retirement: “In line with our prediction, 
we found a significant positive correlation between perceived similarity 
to the future self and the number of assets that had been accumulated 
over time” (Hershfield 2011: 36). 

Some individuals relate to their future selves as strangers. Phe-
nomenological differences in degree of connectedness are exhibited at a 
neurological level. For some individuals, thinking of their future selves 
elicits neural activity identical to thinking about strangers while for 
others such future-directed thoughts elicit neural activity similar to 
thinking about their current selves. These neurological differences—
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whether the brain treats the future self as more like a stranger or more 
like the current self—affect temporal discounting: 

As expected, there was individual variability in these neural differences: for 
some participants, thinking about the future self elicited neural activation 
patterns that were almost exactly like patterns that were associated with 
thinking about another person; for other participants, thinking about the 
future self elicited neural activation patterns that were more or less in line 
with patterns associated with thinking about the current self. In line with 
our prediction, participants who showed the biggest difference between ac-
tivation elicited by the current self and activation elicited by the future self 
also discounted future rewards most steeply. (Hershfield 2011: 37)
Individuals who view their future selves more like strangers are 

generally less interested in preparing for the future, and when they do 
have such interests those interests are less important. Such persons 
are less likely to make choices today to benefit themselves in the fu-
ture. A student, for example, will be less inclined to study to increase 
his future chances of success and might opt instead to spend time hav-
ing fun. 

How vividly the future self is perceived is the second factor which 
determines the degree of connectedness. When individuals have vivid 
and realistic representations of their future selves, they are more likely 
to save for the future. In one experiment, students are shown a virtual 
reality version of their future selves while another group of students 
is shown a virtual reality version of their current selves. “As hypoth-
esized, those participants who were exposed to their future selves were 
subsequently more likely to allocate money toward a hypothetical re-
tirement savings account than were control participants” (Hershfield 
2011: 38). Vividness is also an important factor in predicting delin-
quency. According to Jean-Louis van Gelder, et al (2013), individuals 
unable to contemplate their future self with a sufficient degree of vivid-
ness are more likely to engage in delinquent behavior: 

The tendency to live in the here and now, and the failure to think through 
the delayed consequences of behavior, is one of the strongest individual-lev-
el correlates of delinquency. We tested the hypothesis that this correlation 
results from a limited ability to imagine one’s self in the future, which leads 
to opting for immediate gratification. Strengthening the vividness of the 
future self should therefore reduce involvement in delinquency. We tested 
and found support for this hypothesis in two studies. (van Gelder 2013: 974)
Positivity is the third factor affecting the degree of connectedness 

to the future self. Individuals who feel more positive about their future 
selves also show a greater degree of connection to those future selves. 
As with the previous two capacities, positivity correlates with rational 
behavior which benefits one’s future self. 

Recall morally relevant properties such as temporal self-awareness, 
rationality, autonomy and moral personality. The capacity to have viv-
id future self-representations about which one can feel a high degree of 
similarity and positivity is clearly a very rich form of self-awareness. 
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The empirical research shows the greater the degree of similarity, viv-
idness and positivity, the more individuals exhibit rational self-inter-
est and autonomy about the future. Parfit characterizes rational self-
interest in the following way: “A rational agent should both have, and 
ultimately be governed by, a temporally neutral [my emphasis] bias 
in his own favor. It is irrational for anyone to do what he believes will 
be worse for himself” (Parfit 1984: 307). Given this account of rational 
self-interest, individuals who score higher in similarity, vividness and 
positivity are more rational than those who exhibit those capacities to 
a lower degree. 

When the future self is perceived as a stranger the person has less 
interest now in making decisions to benefit the future self. When the 
future self is perceived as a direct extension of the current self, the per-
son has a much stronger interest in benefiting the future self. Similar-
ly, persons positively inclined toward their future selves have greater 
interests in benefiting their future selves. Consider DeGrazia noting 
the chicken’s lack of “temporal self-awareness” (DeGrazia 2007: 317) 
or Singer’s discussion of persons having “preferences about their own 
future existence” (Singer 1993: 95). The chicken and other non-persons 
lack any conception of a future self. They don’t have a temporally ex-
tended self about which they could be aware. Borderline persons may 
have some minimal, short-term sense of a future self, but such a self 
is conceptually thin compared to most paradigmatic persons. Based on 
empirical research, some persons have an impoverished sense of their 
own future existence. In DeGrazia’s terms, they have a limited form 
of “temporal self-awareness” compared to those who perceive a high 
degree of similarity with their future selves. For some persons, the 
concept of my own future existence is much more robust. Those per-
sons who perceive their future selves as strangers cannot conceptualize 
their future as belonging to them in the same way those who see their 
future selves as a direct continuation of their current selves.

5. Against equal status
We’ve seen the temporal unity of persons varies because of the kinds 
of future-directed interests (e.g, type-2 vs. type-3) and the degree of 
affective connections to their future selves. Moreover, the kind of fu-
ture-directed interests and the degree of affective connectedness bear 
significantly on degrees of autonomy, rationality and moral personal-
ity, all of which are morally relevant properties. These considerations 
provide a morally relevant basis for a distinction between higher-type 
and lower-type persons. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche writes, 
“What is the ape to man? A laughing-stock or painful embarrassment. 
And just so shall man be to the Superman” (Nietzsche 1961: 42). We 
find similar themes in the same work where man is described as “…a 
rope, tied between animal and Superman…” (Nietzsche 1961: 43). In 
Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche claims, “In man creature and created 
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are united…” (Nietzsche 1966: 154). We can develop these Nietzschean 
insights in a morally relevant way.

Non-persons cannot endeavor to create themselves. They are merely 
created beings because they lack type-3 future-directed interests. For 
Nietzsche, human beings are created animals and have some capacity 
for self-creation, but that capacity and its actualization vary signifi-
cantly. Based on my earlier analysis, there are two kinds of higher-type 
persons: (1) those persons that have a higher degree of general person-
hood, and (2) those persons who are individuals to a greater degree 
(i.e., more of a particular person). Among persons who are equal in 
terms of general personhood, some have mental states and behavioral 
patterns shared by many, say largely dictated by social media rath-
er than by autonomous, rational choice, while others possess greater 
numbers of genuinely differentiating psychological traits.6 This latter 
group of persons will be individuals to a higher degree. Among persons 
with a higher degree of general personhood, some persons will be self-
creators while others will be passively created by cultural factors. 

Being a true individual involves more than having distinctive 
psychological traits; it requires self-creation through genuinely au-
tonomous choices. Self-creators exhibit a different and higher kind of 
autonomy and rationality than non-self-creators. The autonomy of au-
thentic self-creation is a different kind of autonomy than Figan’s be-
havioral autonomy or the average person’s choice of television show. 
Autonomous self-creation requires intellectual autonomy which is 
again different in kind than the simpler kinds of behavioral autonomy. 
Thus, the higher degree of particular personhood instantiated by self-
creators involves differences in kind.7 

Nietzsche stressed the integrative quality of higher-type individu-
als and its connection to rationality. Rationality allows persons to con-
trol their impulses, unify them in self-creation, and affords persons the 
freedom of self-mastery (i.e., greater autonomy). Kaufmann explains 
this point: “Reason is the ‘highest’ manifestation of the will to power…. 
because these skills enable it to develop foresight and to give consider-
ation to all the impulses, to organize their chaos, to integrate them into 
a harmony….” (Kaufmann 2013: 230). Nietzsche’s notion of integration 
parallels the results of section 2 and section 3 of this paper. The highest 
type persons are self-creators who are richly integrated, complex, and 
strongly temporally unified via the kinds of future-directed interests 

6 Consider Perring: “Gradually increasing psychological properties might 
separate an individual in one species from individuals in other species (general 
personhood) while doing little to separate her from other particular persons. The 
development of a distinct personality does increase the particular personhood of an 
individual” (Perring 1997: 183).

7 The point here is relevant to Sangiovanni’s claim: “our rights against being 
treated as an inferior—and hence to equal moral status in my terms—vary along 
with our capacities to develop and maintain an integral sense of self” (2014: 104). On 
my view, self-creators have a significantly greater capacity to develop and maintain 
an integral sense of self. 
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they have and the interrelation among those interests. Nietzsche refers 
to these persons as “sovereign individuals” (Nietzsche 1967: 59). 

The account of temporal integration offered here is richer than 
Carter’s (2018) adaption of Parfit’s account. Carter focuses on the tem-
poral continuity of volitional capacities related to human agency. Cart-
er, like Parfit, correctly believes diachronic integration is scalar, and 
he maintains the number of connections varies as well as the temporal 
range (e.g., short-term or long-term). Following his earlier (2011) work, 
Carter argues we should ignore variations in diachronic integration as 
a matter of opacity respect “…by refraining from taking into account 
her degree of diachronic integration beyond the minimum threshold…” 
(Carter 2018: 835). Carter’s argument for equality despite variations in 
diachronic integration depends on both his use of range properties and 
opacity respect. I return to both ideas shortly. 

Christiano (2015) presents the grounding of moral status problem 
as a trilemma: “One, the status of persons is grounded in the extent 
to which they have certain distinctive traits. Two, persons have the 
status conferring traits to relevantly different degrees. Three, persons 
have equal status” (Christiano 2015: 55). Egalitarians respond to this 
apparently inconsistent triad by arguing that either claim one or claim 
two is false in the hope of preserving claim three. 

One response to the trilemma claims the threshold of rationality 
matters, but changes above the threshold do not matter because “… a 
change from below the threshold to above the threshold involves some 
kind of substantial transformation of the nature of the being involved 
while changes above the threshold do not involve such substantial 
transformation” (Christiano 2015: 73). Christiano offers the example 
of giving a chimpanzee the level of rationality typical of most humans 
and claims this would “transform the being into a new kind of being” 
(Christiano 2015: 73). 

This response has intuitive appeal. Certain properties like rational-
ity can transform an organism into a new kind of being. Becoming a 
person transforms a human being’s life from merely biological to auto-
biographical. However, Christiano notes a significant worry: “…it does 
invoke a difficult metaphysics of essences that may prove intractable” 
(Christiano 2015: 73). Because persons are individuals and not merely 
individuated, the metaphysical problem is especially challenging. 

Consider that the essential properties of some kinds are scalar. The 
genetic properties constitutive of chimpanzees are not normally scalar, 
while the properties which constitute persons are scalar. All chimps 
are equally chimpanzees, but being a person is a matter of degree in 
two senses: general and particular. The variation in degrees of person-
hood poses a metaphysical difficulty that does not have a parallel when 
talking about species membership. 

Christiano claims it makes sense to enhance the rational capacities 
of beings who are already persons and that “…this must be the desire 
of any rational being…. It is not within the realm of concerns of the 



96	 T. J. Nulty, Temporal Integration and the Basis of Moral Equality

sentient being to become rational” (Christiano 2015: 73). Given the em-
pirical data about connectedness to future selves, many persons do not 
have such desires and might be incapable of forming them for multiple 
reasons. Some persons might be cognitively unable to think abstractly 
enough about what increased rationality is and what it would entail. 
It appears persons must have a sufficient degree of connectedness to 
their future selves in terms of similarity, vividness and positivity to 
have the desire for increased rationality. Thus, it’s not in the realm of 
concern for all rational beings to become more rational. Among those 
that do have such a desire, some will have it to a much greater degree 
than others. 

Dramatically increasing the rationality of a person might make 
that person unrecognizable to himself and others. Increased rationality 
would likely involve an increase in IQ and an increase in the similar-
ity, vividness and positivity a person has toward his future self since 
these features are necessary for rational self-interest. Imagine the con-
trary situation where your level of rationality is dramatically reduced 
to the point you still belong in the class of persons; you’re just past the 
threshold. How different would your life be? Would you still be able to 
understand and enjoy reading philosophy? Would you be able to have 
the same meaningful relationships and connections with friends and 
family? Would you have the same kind of relationship with your cur-
rent and future selves? We would be right to wonder if you were the 
same individual. We might wonder if a radical change in degree of 
rationality would destroy a person’s essence or eliminate the psycho-
logical connections that matter most. 

Christiano claims increasing the chimpanzee’s rationality beyond a 
certain point is “not identity-preserving” (Christiano 2015: 73) because 
the chimp becomes a different kind of being. Increasing a person’s level 
of rationality “… is not to turn the ordinary human into a new type 
of being” (Christiano 2015: 73). Based on the previous considerations, 
the claim that increased rationality for persons is identity preserving 
is likely false assuming the change is dramatic enough. First, increas-
ing a person’s rational capacity increases that person’s general person-
hood. The new being is more of a person than the old person. Second, 
it may be tantamount to a loss of personal identity or a loss of relevant 
psychological connections. Finally, if the increase in rationality now af-
fords the person type-3 future-directed interests and a much stronger 
affective connection to future selves, that person can now exercise the 
capacity for autonomous self-creation. The person has become a new 
kind of being—a self-creator. 

Perring presents a “superperson” who develops features relevant 
to personhood far beyond the typical human (Perring 1997: 186). 
Kaufmann comments similarly that Nietzsche maintained “… the gulf 
separating Plato from the average man is greater than the cleft be-
tween the average man and the chimpanzee” (Kaufmann 2013: 151) 
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The differences between the superperson and the typical person could 
exceed the differences between a chimp and an average person in terms 
of degrees of general personhood and particular personhood. The av-
erage man may be barely more of a self-creator than a chimpanzee, 
both being largely products of accidental factors rather than autono-
mous choices to become a particular someone. Treating differences in 
rationality and self-determination above the threshold as arbitrary 
differences in talent that should be mitigated by egalitarian consider-
ations—an idea examined by Christiano—is problematic. Rationality 
and autonomy have an ontological role to play in the kind of beings 
they constitute even above the threshold; they are essential properties. 
Mere talents, like other arbitrary factors such as race and gender, have 
no ontological role to play. 

Carter (2011) notes neo-Kantians avoid Kant’s non-empirical con-
ception of rationality and instead appeal to a naturalized conception of 
reason. Carter claims, as if echoing Nietzsche, neo-Kantians and politi-
cal philosophers fail to address the moral implications of a naturalized 
conception of reason. Once naturalized, rationality is scalar, and while 
it may provide a basis for respect, it doesn’t necessarily provide a basis 
for equal respect. The failure to take seriously the problem a natural-
ized account of reason poses for morality is an example of Nietzsche’s 
claim in The Antichrist: despite knowing god is dead “…everyone none-
theless remains unchanged” (Nietzsche 1968: 160). 

Carter discusses range properties as a basis for equality. He argues 
there are two issues with the use of range properties. First, we need 
to know why the range property is morally relevant. If the subvenient 
property is more fundamental, why shouldn’t we focus on that prop-
erty? Second, if the range property is morally relevant, we would need 
additional arguments to show the base properties are not relevant. 
Equally instantiating a range property is not enough to guarantee 
equality since people would still have the subvenient property in vary-
ing degrees. 

There is a more fundamental objection to range properties. We need 
to establish range properties are real properties distinct from their dis-
junctive base properties. A similar problem occurs in the philosophy of 
mind with multiply realized higher-order properties.8 If we ask where 
a mental property gets its causal powers, the most plausible answer is 
from its physical base property. Given that a mental property can have 
multiple physical realizers all with varying causal powers, it is doubt-
ful that mental properties have determinate causal powers of their own 
that would make them scientifically respectable properties. An empiri-
cal property ought to play a causal or metaphysical role independent of 
our ethical theorizing. Range properties are generally treated as em-
pirical properties, but their ontological status is largely unclarified. We 
need to show range properties have some causal role to play which is 
distinct from their base properties. The problem is that they don’t have 

8 See Kim 2011: 184–186. 
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an explanatory role above and beyond what is provided by the base 
property. All of the causal or metaphysical work that determines de-
grees of personhood is accomplished by the particular base properties 
of each individual. 

Carter intends to go beyond Rawls’ account of range properties by 
attempting to find “…an independent reason for assessing persons in 
terms of the range property rather than in terms of the basis of that 
range property…” (Carter 2011: 550). Of course, if the range property 
is not a real property, there is nothing to assess persons in terms of 
other than the base property. When we examine Carter’s approach, 
the only properties ever evaluated are the base properties of particular 
individuals. Evaluative abstinence does not involve the examination 
or awareness of a higher-order range property. Carter explains, “…we 
need to avoid looking inside people” (Carter 2011: 551). Avoiding look-
ing at X does not entail looking at Y instead. Choosing not to see the 
unequal extent to which people have a property does not entail our em-
pirically encountering some other higher-order range property equally 
instantiated. 

Carter admits looking inside a person is a “precondition” for deter-
mining whether we should subsequently treat that person as opaque 
(Carter 2011: 552). We determine if a being is above the “absolute mini-
mum” threshold, but once we have surmised they are above, we adopt 
an attitude of opacity. Again, we determine whether a being has passed 
the threshold not by examining a range property but by looking at the 
degree to which the being has the base property. The range property it-
self has no role to play in the theory. Furthermore, if Perry’s superman 
or Nietzsche’s Plato has on ontological status far superior to the aver-
age person which involves differences in kind, choosing to intention-
ally disregard or ignore their superior status would be disrespectful. It 
would be disrespectful in a way analogous to failing to treat the aver-
age person as being worthy of greater respect than Koko the gorilla. 

Carter’s argument depends on the appropriateness of opacity re-
spect to beings who meet a certain absolute standard of personhood. He 
argues that additional considerations about respect override the con-
clusions we would draw about moral status based on factual differenc-
es. Opacity respect is supposed to provide independent, non-question-
begging justification for ignoring variations in the base properties. In 
order for the argument to succeed, it must not implicitly include some 
notion of equality. Carter gives two necessary conditions for adopting 
an attitude of opacity respect. The first is when the being “possesses 
dignity as agential capacity,” and the second is when it is appropriate 
for us to view that being simply as an agent (Carter 2011: 556). 

Carter correctly avoids a mythological, Kantian notion of reason, 
yet the notion of dignity as agential capacity introduces another mythi-
cal concept. Persons vary in their agential capacities and how well they 
use those capacities. It’s unlikely we can make good sense of agency 
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apart from how it is exercised. The idea that there is a general property 
of agency that bestows dignity on persons regardless of how it is exer-
cised (i.e., its content) or the degree to which it is instantiated is a way 
of mythologizing agency. An argument is needed based on an empirical 
account of human agency that then entails, through the application of 
a bridge premise, the possession of the moral property of dignity. 

Carter focuses on the relationship between political institutions and 
citizens to justify the second condition. However, how political liber-
als feel about institutions treating citizens might be another instance 
of Nietzsche’s “everyone nonetheless remains unchanged.” Carter ex-
plains that political liberals feel the state should not evaluate the ra-
tional capacities, abilities to make responsible decisions, or abilities 
to form worthwhile life plans of its citizens, and that doing so would 
be disrespectful. In contrast, a Nietzschean might find it disrespectful 
for the state to treat higher-type persons as equal to those lacking in 
robust rationality and higher forms of autonomy. Thus, “appropriate-
ness” is a matter of taste and one influenced by our affects and prior 
moral commitments. 

One might object that the commitment to evaluative abstinence is 
the result of a desire to avoid admitting people have unequal status 
and therefore they ought to have unequal basic entitlements. Carter 
responds that the liberal commitment to the outward dignity of agents 
is not based on the equality of agents but is instead based on “respect 
for agency itself” (Carter 2011: 558). However, the idea of “agency it-
self” smuggles in a notion of equality. “Agency itself” is a conceptual ab-
straction which ignores the real agential differences between persons. 
As previously mentioned, it is a mythological notion of agency used to 
justify equality in a way analogous to Kant’s non-empirical account of 
rationality. 

Miklosi (2022) argues against the Response Co-variation Thesis: 
“If there is a valuable property P, such that its presence constitutes 
a reason for a certain kind of response R to its bearers, then every 
variation in the degree of P necessarily constitutes a reason for a cor-
responding variation in R” (Miklosi 2022: 374). The implicit acceptance 
of this thesis severely limits the argumentative strategies available to 
advocates of status parity. By rejecting the co-variation thesis, Miklosi 
hopes to increase the conceptual space for responses to variations in 
status-grounding properties which would preserve equality. Miklosi 
argues that although the co-variation thesis may hold for some values, 
it is not generally true, and importantly it does not hold in the case 
of valuing rational beings. The same considerations which explain the 
significance of rationality for moral status in the first place will explain 
why differences above the threshold don’t matter to moral status. 

Miklosi examines cases in which the response R does not vary de-
spite variations in property P. These cases are intended to provide 
an analogical basis to show our responses should not change when 
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we encounter varying degrees of rationality above the threshold. The 
strength of this inference depends on two factors: (1) whether Miklosi’s 
description of the initial cases is correct, and (2) whether the latter case 
involving rationality is sufficiently analogous.

Miklosi uses two initial cases: “historically significant” and “wor-
thy of philosophical understanding” (Miklosi 2022: 378). Once a topic 
has crossed the threshold of either “historical significance” or “worthy 
of philosophical understanding,” variation in degree of significance or 
worthiness do not and should not affect the seriousness of our response 
R. P will vary above the threshold but R will not. Miklosi states the 
norms which govern intellectual inquiry are not “different or less strin-
gent,” and the same norms of “seriousness, devotion, sincerity, clar-
ity, and precision” apply equally (Miklosi 2022: 378). Miklosi admits 
variations in P might affect whether we will engage with P, but they 
do not affect how we engage with P. Once we determine P is worthy of 
engagement, changes in P do not affect the norms which govern how 
we engage. 

The first objection to Miklosi’s account of these cases is that the 
norms which apply to intellectual inquiry are not, in general, deter-
mined by the objects of study. The basis of intellectual or academic 
norms of honesty, precision, rigor, etc., is found in the goals of intellec-
tual activity such as knowledge and, in the case of professional academ-
ics, fair evaluation of oneself and one’s peers. Therefore, the reason R 
does not vary with changes in P in these two cases is precisely because 
R is not based on P to begin with. The intellectual norms which govern 
our responses to things we find intellectually interesting or significant 
have little or no grounding relationship to those things. Using Miklosi’s 
distinction, the variations in the objects of study are the grounds for 
whether we engage, but they are not the grounds for how we engage.9 

A second objection challenges Miklosi’s intuitions about these cases. 
The first objection grants we have an equal response R to variations in 
P, but claims that fact is not relevant because the basis of R is indepen-
dent of P. The next objection examines whether equal responses are in 
fact always appropriate. A researcher who lied or misrepresented facts 
about the holocaust, perhaps by minimizing the atrocities, does some-
thing much worse than a researcher who minimizes the extramarital 
activities of a past government leader. Intuitions might reasonably 
vary between those who think intellectual norms are equally stringent 
regardless of subject matter and those who do not. 

The first objection lends itself to a third objection which challenges 
the analogy these cases are intended to provide regarding our response 
to the value of rational beings. In the case of moral status, the val-
ue of rational beings is supposed to ground the norms governing our 
responses to such beings. The moral status of beings is supposed to 
explain both why we should engage with them, and why we should 

9 I believe the same is true of Miklosi’s conversational norms. 
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engage with them equally (i.e., the how question). The earlier cases of 
historical significance and philosophical understanding are only analo-
gous to moral status regarding the engagement question and not in 
terms of the norms governing the engagement. Therefore, the fact the 
co-variation thesis does not hold in those cases suggests very little if 
anything about moral status of persons because the grounding relation 
is absent. 

Miklosi argues we ought to value rational beings because they are 
valuers by which he means they are capable of responding to “the rea-
son-giving aspects of the world” (Miklosi 2022: 381). Miklosi continues, 
“As far as each rational being’s own life is concerned, their decisions 
about which of many rationally eligible goals to adopt should be treated 
as authoritative. We should treat rational beings as authorities regard-
ing their own lives” (Miklosi 2022: 381). It’s not clear what the exact 
inference is to the conclusion that each and every typical person should 
be considered an authority about their own lives. Furthermore, it’s not 
clear why we ought to treat people as being equally authoritative about 
their own lives. We typically view persons as authorities when they 
have extensive or specialized knowledge which then produces the right 
kinds of results. Given the empirical data mentioned earlier, such as 
the temporal discounting by those who are less connected to their fu-
ture selves, some persons are far better than others at adopting goals, 
appropriately evaluating those goals, and pursuing them rationally. 
Why then should we treat them as equally authoritative?

Miklosi’s justification for why our responses to rational valuers 
should not “be modulated in a way that tracks variations in levels of 
rationality” (Miklosi 2022: 382) is interesting. He writes: 

Rational beings are valuers capable of incorporating value in their lives in a 
distinctive way, i.e., through engaging with it. The crucial point is that it is 
only through their own valuing activity that rational beings can realize this 
distinctive form of value, which explains the reason for “respect,” i.e., treat-
ing their own determinations of reason as far as their own life is concerned 
as authoritative. (Miklosi 2022: 382)
The relationship Miklosi creates between valuing and rationality 

is important. He claims decisions persons make about “which of many 
rationally eligible [my emphasis] goals” are pursued should be treated 
as authoritative. Non-rational beings are capable of valuing but that 
valuing is explained by instinct or emotion. The fact my dog values 
lying on my couch rather than the floor or a child values a candy bar 
before dinner ought not to be taken as authoritative. Not all valuing 
activity is equally valuable, or valuable at all, and therefore does not 
automatically confer value on the valuer. The respect owed to persons’ 
choices is proportional to the rationality of those choices and the overall 
degree of rationality of the person. 

Even if it is true that we ought to take the rational decisions of per-
sons as decisive, generalizing to the conclusion that we should treat ra-
tional beings as authorities regarding their own lives is a non sequitur. 
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Respect for some decisions does not logically entail respect for all deci-
sions which constitute a person’s life. Perhaps we ought to respect the 
short-term choices of persons lacking a significant amount of foresight, 
but respect less or not at all their long-term choices. Parents of teenag-
ers wisely modulate the degree of autonomy allotted to their children 
based on the degree of rational decision-making they exhibit. 

Somewhat similarly, Carter (2018) argues it is consistent with some 
egalitarian principles to limit the initial freedom agents have based 
on their limited degrees of temporal integration. The right to freedom 
does not have the same “absolute weight” it does when we assume per-
sonal identity depends on a non-reductive “further fact” (Carter 2018: 
838). Recognizing the empirical fact that persons vary greatly in their 
temporal unity, he writes: “The kind of agent relevant for a theory of 
equality of opportunity is not the unified agent but the normal agent. 
Respect for normal agents is compatible with the enforcement of cer-
tain interpersonally uniform limits on the right to distribute future 
opportunities intrapersonally” (Carter 2018: 838). This kind of egali-
tarianism is almost Nietzschean. The normal agent has one normative 
principle of freedom, and the highly integrated agent has another. 

Carter admits that were temporal unity constituted by a “further 
fact” or some other account of “highly diachronically integrated agents” 
then there would be an “unlimited” right to freedom (Carter 2018: 
838). Carter thinks the “further fact” approach is philosophically un-
sound and the notion of “highly diachronically integrated” agents is 
“empirically dubious” (Carter 2018: 838). According to Carter, “normal 
agents” are not that highly integrated. However, given the empirically 
informed and philosophically motivated account of temporal integra-
tion offered here, we do have reasons for thinking some persons have 
a right to greater freedom than others consistent with some of Carter’s 
own claims. 

Returning to Miklosi, there are two additional claims he believes 
strongly support equal responses to all rational beings: the Directed-
ness Claim and the Singularity Claim. The former claims rational be-
ings themselves are the bearers of value rather than the states of af-
fairs their choices create. The latter claims each rational being has only 
one life to instantiate value (Miklosi 2022: 382–383). It is important to 
recall Miklosi previously explained that the same considerations which 
explain the significance of rationality for moral status in the first place 
will explain why differences above the threshold don’t matter to moral 
status. In other words, the way in which rationality is relevant to sepa-
rating beings into higher and lower status will also help explain why 
we should give typical persons equal moral status. 

However, Miklosi’s summary of the significance of the Directedness 
and Singularity claims in response to the objection that his view entails 
we ought to treat minimally rational non-human animals the same 
way we treat human persons undermines his earlier claims for equality 
among typical persons. To see why this is so, I quote Miklosi at length:
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In particular, it seems to me that the view suggests an important divide 
between beings who are responsive to reasons in a way that enables them to 
make sense of their lives as wholes, to have a broadly temporally extended 
sense of their own existence that is capable of being organized in response to 
reasons, on the one hand, and beings who are responsive to reasons in more 
immediate and localized ways, without a sense that their lives as wholes 
could hang together on the basis of long-term pursuits and relationships. 
(Miklosi 2022: 284)

Miklosi relies on the concept of a richly temporally extended sense of 
self which involves pursuing long-term interests and relationships. 
The threshold for Miklosi depends on the relative degree of temporal 
extension or localization.

In terms of my earlier analysis, Miklosi’s typical person must have 
richly integrated type-3 future-directed interests to which the current 
self has strong affective connections in terms of vividness, similarity 
and positivity. Unfortunately, the research suggests many people do 
not have a “broadly temporally extended sense of their own existence” 
which is “responsive to reasons.” Instead, some people view their future 
selves as strangers and, as we have seen, that difference is reflected 
in their brain activity. There is no reason to suppose that all persons 
have robust type-3 future-directed interests or that they are capable 
of such interests. Thus, the supposed threshold between non-human, 
minimally rational animals and typical persons carves a further mor-
ally significant difference among so-called “typical” persons. 

Defenses of moral equality attempt to address the scalar nature of 
morally relevant properties. These theories correctly note that empiri-
cal or naturalized accounts of temporal unity, rationality, and auton-
omy require us to recognize their scalar nature. However, these theo-
ries frequently fail to notice naturalized accounts of those properties 
also involve recognizing differences in kind which constitute real dif-
ferences between persons. Attempts to make these properties binary 
through the use of range properties will not address the variations in 
kind among persons. While there may be responses to some of the in-
ternal challenges to these defenses, different approaches will be needed 
to address the differences in kind among persons. 
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Rawls regards the liberalism of Kant, Hegel and Mill as important ex-
emplars in the history of the moral and political philosophy of liberalism 
of freedom. This paper seeks to demonstrate how Rawls draws on these 
three predecessors. Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness has three major 
components: the original position, the primacy of the basic structure of 
society, and two principles of justice. I argue that these three elements 
in Rawls’s theory have parallels in the theories of Kant, Hegel and Mill. 
Firstly, there are essential similarities between Rawls’s original position 
and Kant’s Categorical Imperative procedure: justificatory individual-
ism, the Reasonable presupposes and subordinates the Rational, and 
the combination of moral and realistic considerations. Secondly, Hegel 
attributes primacy to the state due to the insufficiency of abstract right 
and morality compared to ethical life and the incompleteness of family 
and civil society compared to the political state. The special role of the 
basic structure of society in Rawls’s theory of justice draws from Hegel’s 
emphasis on political institutions in realizing freedom. Finally, Rawls’s 
two principles of justice as fairness have roughly the same substantive 
content as Mill’s principles of justice and liberty of the modern world. 

Keywords: Justice as fairness; Rawls; Kant; Hegel; Mill. 

1. Introduction
Thomas Pogge and Samuel Freeman, in their renowned monographs 
on Rawls, enlist some significant historical influences on Rawls. Pogge 
summarizes, Rawls draws inspirations from Aristotle (the Aristotelian 
principle), Locke (liberal tolerance), Hume (the circumstances of jus-
tice), Rousseau (democratic participation and moral education), Ben-
tham and Marx (the focus on social institutions), Mill (arguments for 
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freedom of thought and conscience), and Sidgwick (reflective equilib-
rium) (Pogge 2007: 189). Freeman presents a only slightly different 
list, including Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Kant, Hume, Sidgwick, Mill, 
Hegel, and Marx (Freeman 2007: 14–28).

Among these influences, Kant’s relationship with Rawls has stimu-
lated the most significant scholarly interests. The Kantian image of 
Rawls has been firmly established. Nevertheless, the close link be-
tween Hegel and Rawls has attracted increasing attention (Schwar-
zenbach 1991; Lange 2009; Bercuson 2016; Gledhill 2020). For some 
scholars, Rawls’s theory is “explicitly Kantian, but implicitly Hegelian” 
(Galston 1982: 512). Given the wave of communitarian criticisms of 
Rawls in the 1980s, largely deemed Hegelian, this is a notable aca-
demic spectacle. More recently, interpreters have examined influences 
that are not so explicit in Rawls’s statements, such as Wittgenstein’s 
influence on Rawls (Reidy 2010; Galisanka 2019; Bok 2017), American 
Progressivism’s influence (Reidy 2022), pragmatism’s influence (Botti 
2019), Protestant influence (Reidy 2010; Bok 2017; Nelson 2019). 

My paper has a different focus, which is on the internal relation-
ships within the family of liberalism of freedom. Rawls aligns his the-
ory of justice with the tradition of liberalism of freedom, the primary 
exemplars of which are, according to Rawls, Kant, Hegel and J. S. Mill. 
Rawls remarks that his theory of justice as fairness learns a lot from 
these three predecessors. The tightly circumscribed primary objective 
of the paper is to elaborate this remark and examine in detail the in-
ternal relationship within the school of liberalism of freedom and put 
Kantian, Hegelian and Millian elements into the appropriate places 
within Rawls’s theoretical building. 

Similar work has not been done yet in the present secondary litera-
ture. Since Rawls’s Kantianism has been discussed extensively, this 
paper chooses to spill more ink on Hegelian and Millian aspects. Yet 
the trio of crucial similarities between Kant’s CI-procedure and Rawls’s 
original position has not been shown as a whole by existing literature, 
including those of Pogge, Freeman, and O’neill. For instance, Pogge 
argues that Rawls tries to accommodate three criticisms of Kant’s view, 
namely its “practical solipsism,” “rigorism,” and “austerity” (Pogge 
1981: 58–65). However, Pogge contends that the situation of the par-
ties in the original position and the situation of the agent in the CI-pro-
cedure cannot be parallel, despite Rawls’s insistence on the contrary 
(Pogge 1981: 49). In this respect, I part with Pogge and side with Rawls 
by uncovering three essential similarities between these two analyti-
cal devices. O’neill focuses on replacing Rawls’s idealization approach 
with her abstraction method in constructing moral and political prin-
ciples. Her point is that Rawls’s Kantian constructivism is not Kantian 
enough (O’Neill 1998: 210–218). In contrast, my study underscores the 
essential Kantian attributes of Rawls’s constructive device. 

While Pogge and O’Neill are critical of Rawls, Freeman is mainly a 
sympathizer and defender. He points out the parallel between Kant’s 
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idea of the Realm of Ends and Rawls’s idea of a well-ordered society 
(Freeman 2007: 22) and the Kantian origin of Rawls’s reflective equi-
librium (Freeman 2007: 38). Nevertheless, he claims Rawls’s initial 
drafts of A Theory of Justice is influenced insignificantly by Kant and 
only after Theory Kant’s influence on Rawls rises (Freeman 2007: 22). 
By contrast, I attempt to highlight the outstanding Kantian elements 
in Rawls’s original position, a key component of A Theory of Justice. 

Regarding Rawls’s Hegelianism, Sibyl Schwarzenbach’s 1991 pa-
per is the first influential piece of literature. She, mainly to rebut the 
“communitarian” attack on Rawls, specifies three typically Hegelian 
moments in Rawls’s theory of domestic justice: reconciliation as the 
task of political philosophy, the conception of the political person, and 
the conception of human community and the state with a special role 
for freedom and human flourishing (Schwarzenbach 1991: 542–555). 
Her third point overlaps partially with my discussion of the parallel 
between Hegel’s political state and Rawls’s basic structure, yet my ex-
ploration is much more detailed and nuanced. 

Jeffrey Bercuson discusses the Rousseauvian and Hegelian heritage 
of Rawls’s justice as fairness. He highlights the conception of “robust 
reasonableness” by exposing the Rousseauvian notion of recognition 
and self-respect and the Hegelian notion of reconciliation implicit in 
Rawls’s justice as fairness (Bercuson 2014: 5). But he identifies Raw-
ls’s Hegelianism after Rawls’s political turn (Bercuson 2014: 3-4). My 
paper explores the Hegelian element in Rawls’s primacy of the basic 
structure of society, starting from A Theory of Justice. 

In comparison, there is far less literature on the relationship be-
tween Mill and Rawls than on Kant or Hegel. Among this relatively 
sparse literature, Gerald Gaus’s 1981 paper stands out. He illumi-
nates the convergence of Mill’s and Rawls’s liberalism. In particular, 
he shows that both thinkers defend equal liberty on similar grounds: 
civic and political liberties are necessary to promote the healthy devel-
opment of human nature and to avoid pathologies (Gaus 1981: 58–65). 
Unfortunately, the parallel I explain between Rawls’s second principle 
of justice and Mill’s corresponding principles has not been explored by 
Gaus. 

Ruth Abbey and Jeff Spinner-Halev contend that Mill shares simi-
lar views about individual autonomy with Rawls, and thus Rawls’s dis-
tinction between his political liberalism and Mill’s comprehensive lib-
eralism is not justified (Abbey and Spinner-Halev 2012: 124). My paper 
has a different focus: to compare the normative, substantive political 
principles of Rawls and Mill rather than their accounts of individual 
autonomy, which belongs to the level of justificatory basis.

The position I hold is a middle ground between two opposing ten-
dencies. On the one hand, it is oversimplified to present a single-di-
mensional interpretation (simply Kantian or Hegelian) of the nature 
of Rawls’s justice as fairness; on the other hand, a long list of histori-
cal and contemporary influences may blur the focal points. My study 
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shows that Rawls’s justice of fairness is almost equally influenced by 
his three forefathers in the tradition of liberalism of freedom. This arti-
cle’s related and secondary aim is to reveal the relatively neglected Mil-
lian face of Rawls’s variant of liberalism and put Mill in equal status 
as Kant and Hegel as historical influences on Rawls. A caveat seems 
necessary: My aim is to elaborate on Rawls’s remarks acknowledging 
the key influence of these predecessors. My focus is on revealing the 
relevant crucial parallels to show the Kantian, Hegelian and Millian 
aspects, respectively. However, it is almost impossible to provide exact 
and complete evidence to prove that every similarity can be counted as 
a direct historical influence. 

Before entering into the formal exploration, it is worthwhile to first 
clarify the meaning of the liberalism of freedom. The liberalism of free-
dom is usually contrasted with the liberalism of happiness. The liberal-
ism of freedom specifies principles of political and civic freedoms as its 
first principles and accords special priority over other principles, such 
as utilitarian or perfectionist principles, to some basic liberties: liberty 
of conscience and freedom of thought, liberties of persons and the free 
choice of vocation, etc. “Moreover, it assures all citizens adequate all-
purpose means (primary goods) so that they can make intelligent use 
of the exercise of their freedoms” (Rawls 2008: 366; Lange 2009: 103). 

In contrast, the first principle of the liberalism of happiness (held 
by utilitarians) is maximizing the greatest happiness of the greatest 
number. It is only a happy coincidence for utilitarians to affirm basic 
freedoms for individuals on utilitarian grounds, for this affirmation is 
contingent. For utilitarians, there is always the possibility that liberal 
freedoms will not be confirmed after these consequential calculations. 
When this happens, utilitarianism is not a liberalism at all (Rawls 
2008: 366; Lange 2009:104). Thus, we can see that utilitarianism is a 
precarious foundation for liberalism. 

What liberalism of freedom aspires to do is to ground liberalism 
more solidly. Both Kant and Hegel staunchly object to a utilitarian 
justification of a system of rights. Utilitarianism is also the major rival 
theory Rawls challenges and aims to replace with his justice as fair-
ness. “To say it with a single word, the point of a Rawlsian social order 
is not the happiness of individuals, but their freedom” (Pogge 2007: 
192). This opposition to utilitarianism is characteristic of a liberalism 
of freedom (Rawls 2008: 343; Lange 2009: 104). 

The liberalism of freedom also departs from Lockean liberalism, 
which grounds liberalism in a social contract aimed at securing the pri-
vate interests of the contracting parties as atomised individuals. This 
kind of social contract liberalism has faced harsh criticisms by Hegel 
and other communitarians. Rawls believes the liberalism of freedom is 
capable of addressing these criticisms. First, the liberalism of freedom 
has a notion of a common good, including that of protecting basic civic 
and political freedoms; second, it recognizes the social rootedness of 
people within the basic structure of society; third, it acknowledges the 
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intrinsic value of liberal political institutions; fourth, it affirms collec-
tive values, like culture, affection, friendship, and love (Mahlmann and 
Mikhail 2003: 73, 131). 

Lastly, it is worth noting that the essential parallels demonstrated 
at length in this paper are not found in the existing literature with 
titles such as “liberalism of freedom,” including the 2008 paper by 
Ragıp Ege and Herrade Igersheim and the 2003 review article by Mat-
thias Mahlmann and John Mikhail. After situating my project in the 
academic background, we can now turn to substantive discussion, be-
ginning with demonstrating the essential similarities between Rawls’s 
original position and Kant’s CI-procedure. 

2. Rawls’s original position and Kant’s Categorical 
Imperative procedure
Kant’s Categorical Imperative procedure (abbreviated as CI-procedure) 
is a device for moral reflection and tests whether the maxims of actions 
are permitted morally. The CI-procedure contains four steps: 

The first step reads: “I am to do X in circumstances C in order to 
bring about Y unless Z. (Here X is an action and Y is an end, a state of 
affairs.)” (Rawls 2007a: 168). The second step is: “Everyone is to do X in 
circumstances C in order to bring about Y unless Z” (Rawls 2007a: 168). 
The third step: “Everyone always does X in circumstances C in order to 
bring about Y, as if by a law of nature (as if such a law was implanted 
in us by natural instinct)” (Rawls 2007a: 168). The fourth step: “We are 
to adjoin the as-if law of nature at step (3) to the existing laws of nature 
(as these are understood by us) and then think through as best we can 
what the order of nature would be once the effects of the newly adjoined 
law of nature have had sufficient time to work themselves out” (Rawls 
2007a: 168). 

2.1 Justificatory individualism
The key characteristic of Rawls’s methodology is that the principles of 
justice for the basic structure of society must be justified to the parties 
who represent the individuals as free and equal rational persons. Raw-
ls asks us to “keep in mind that the parties in the original position are 
theoretically defined individuals” (Rawls 1999a: 127; Levin and Levin 
1979: 82–87). Through the device of the original position, the principles 
of justice must be justified to individual persons who are distinct and 
separate without being conflated into one whole (in contrast with utili-
tarianism).

Correspondingly, a similar justificatory individualism is also re-
flected in the CI-procedure. This procedure specifies the content of the 
moral law from the perspective of reasonable and rational persons as 
finite beings with moral sensibility and desires (Rawls 2007a: 164). 
Three elements are linked here: the conception of the person, the rea-
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sonable procedure of construction and the moral principles. Kant’s CI-
procedure aims to justify certain principles based on a particular con-
ception of the person. 

As Rawls points out, “The description of the original position re-
sembles the point of view of noumenal selves, of what it means to be a 
free and equal rational being” (Rawls: 1999a, 225). In particular, the 
nature of free and equal rational beings is embodied in the argumenta-
tive conditions, the combination of which is called the original position. 
Rawls’s original position can be regarded as a procedural interpreta-
tion of Kant’s conception of autonomy (Rawls 1999a, 226) and justice as 
fairness has a Kantian root of moral personhood: self-respect and equal 
respect owed to all (Beatty 1983: 487).

2.2 The Reasonable presupposes and subordinates the Rational
Secondly, the strict priority of the Reasonable over the Rational, or the 
priority of the right over the good, is a salient trait in both procedures. 
The Rational means the persons represented in the original position 
have three regulative interests, including two highest-order interests 
to achieve and apply two moral powers, that is, moral capacities in the 
sense of justice and the conception of the good, and one higher-order in-
terest in protecting and advancing their conception of the good as best 
they can. Rational autonomy means that “the parties are simply trying 
to guarantee and to advance the requisite conditions for exercising the 
powers that characterize them as moral persons” (Rawls 2001: 527). 

On the other hand, the Reasonable is expressed by moral con-
straints regulating the rational deliberations of the parties. These con-
straints include familiar formal conditions on first principles: general-
ity, universality, ordering, finality, publicity, the veil of ignorance, the 
symmetry of the parties’ situation with respect to one another, and the 
stipulation that the basic structure is the first subject of justice (Rawls 
1999a: 126; 2001: 529-530). 

The relationship between the Rational and the Reasonable is: “the 
Reasonable presupposes and subordinates the Rational” (Rawls 2001: 
530). The combination and structure of rationality and reasonable-
ness in the original position parallel Kant’s proposition of the unity of 
practical reason: pure practical reason must frame empirical, practical 
reason in the CI-procedure. “For Kant, merely following your desires 
represents ‘heteronomy,’ especially when they conflict with morality. 
Morality must have priority over my inclinations” (Johnson and Cu-
reton 2022). Put another way, “natural inclinations generally require 
rational constraint” (Wood 1999: XIV). As Rawls claims, the strict pri-
ority of the Reasonable over the Rational, or the priority of the right 
over the good, is an outstanding feature of Kantian constructivism. 
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2.3 Combination of Moral and Realistic Considerations
The combination of moral and realistic considerations is the third cru-
cial similarity between Rawls’s original position and Kant’s CI-proce-
dure. By realistic considerations, I mean evaluating the feasibility and 
efficiency of the candidate principles by considering empirical theories, 
historical experience and other relevant general facts. 

Rawls’s veil of ignorance filters morally irrelevant considerations or 
prejudices to prevent parties from bargaining with special information 
to protect their special interests. Nevertheless, the parties behind the 
veil know general facts and theories, such as psychology, economics, 
and political science. Including these information is intended to en-
sure that the chosen principles of justice are realistic in the real social 
world. And the veil of ignorance draws on Kant’s limit on information 
in the fourth step of the CI-procedure, in which the ideal agents adopt 
a general perspective with limits of knowledge (Rawls 2007: 175–176).

If a liberal conception of justice is to be realistic, “it must rely on the 
actual laws of nature and achieve the kind of stability those laws al-
low, that is, stability for the right reasons” (Rawls 1999c: 12–13). Rawls 
underscores the notion of strains of commitment, which means that the 
original parties would not enter into agreements that are impossible or 
difficult to keep. The selected conception of justice can generate its own 
support and stability for a well-ordered society based on psychological 
allegiance. Rawls stipulates that these kinds of general information 
are available for the deliberative parties to assure the practicality of 
his justice as fairness.

Sometimes, Rawls is considered more realistic than Kant. For in-
stance, Andrews Reath argues that Kant’s Categorical Imperative does 
not consider empirical data about human beings and the world, which 
Rawls’s original position does (Reath 2015: 218). This remark is un-
derstandable since Kant wants to formulate “a metaphysics of mor-
als, which must be carefully cleansed of everything empirical” (Kant 
2002: 5). Nevertheless, a deeper review of Kant may suggest a different 
comprehension from Reath’s. “Kant’s position is grounded on a distinc-
tive theory of human nature and history, whose importance for Kant’s 
ethics has seldom been appreciated… the neglect of Kant’s empirical 
theory of human nature and history is responsible for most of the mis-
understandings of Kant’s ethical thought that prevail among its sup-
porters as well as its critics” (Wood 1999: XIII). Rawls’s interpretation 
of the CI-procedure is consistent with Wood’s. There is a paralleling 
realistic dimension in Kant’s CI-procedure, which takes into account 
the normal conditions of human life (Rawls 2007a: 167). This feature 
is reflected by “think through as best we can” in the fourth step of the 
CI-procedure. In arriving at particular duties of justice and duties of 
virtue through the CI-procedure, “we rely on certain laws of nature 
and use various kinds of empirical knowledge about our social world” 
(Rawls 2007a: 250). Both procedures hold that the choice of the most 
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reasonable principles is based on the knowledge of all the relevant and 
true theories on human nature and society, taking into consideration 
practical limitations and social requirements (Rawls 1999b: 541–543). 

After elaborating the crucial similarities between Rawls’s original 
position and Kant’s CI-procedure, it seems necessary to inquire into 
Rawls’s transition from Kantian constructivism to political construc-
tivism to clarify the nature of Rawls’s appropriation of Kant’s moral 
theory.

2.4 Transition from Kantian constructivism to 
political constructivism
The problem of Kantian constructivism is that there exist competing 
and even conflicting ideals of the person, Kantian autonomy cannot 
be reasonably accepted by many other citizens with different moral or 
religious views of life. Such a foundation cannot offer a conclusive re-
sult on moral or political principles (Brink 1987: 83). This difficulty 
motivates Rawls to seek a new justificatory ground. Since his milestone 
1985 paper “Justice as Fairness: Political Not Metaphysical,” Rawls 
has taken a “political turn” and gradually developed an ingenious the-
ory named “political liberalism.” The previous Kantian constructivism 
has been transformed into political constructivism. Given the fact of 
reasonable pluralism in liberal democracy, Kantian autonomy is now 
considered inappropriate for addressing the stability problem. A new 
basis is found in the “public and shared ideas” (Rawls 1993: 90) deeply 
rooted in the public political culture of constitutional democracy: the 
idea of society as a fair system of cooperation and the idea of the person 
as free and equal, rational and reasonable citizens. Due to the change 
in justificatory basis, justice as fairness is now a “freestanding view.” 
Rawls believes political constructivism as a method to establish the 
principles of justice is more capable than Kantian constructivism of 
striving for broader support from and forging an overlapping consen-
sus among adherents of different comprehensive (religious, moral or 
philosophical) doctrines. In this way, “the area of agreement through-
out society will be sufficiently broad to contribute to stability” (Klosko 
1997: 636). 

In this paper, the original position I compare with the CI-procedure 
is a variant of Kantian constructivism. Whether my views can apply 
to the original position in the fashion of political constructivism is an-
other problem. I believe the three essential similarities demonstrated 
above are still basically plausible, though the related arguments have 
to be modified. I cannot expand on this judgment due to limited space. 
It suffices to offer some preliminary remarks here. 

Though, in Political Liberalism, Rawls shifts away from the talk of 
Kantian constructivism to the talk of political constructivism and stops 
identifying his liberalism as Kantian to be more attuned to the fact of 
reasonable pluralism, Rawls appropriates key ideas substantially from 
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Kant’s moral constructivism as he works out his version of political lib-
eralism. In a word, “Kantian constructivism makes political construc-
tivism possible” (Tampio 2007: 87–92). The leading idea of political con-
structivism, like Kantian constructivism, is still to draw a connection 
between a conception of the person, a procedure of construction, and 
the principles of justice, or put it more succinctly, to formulate the prin-
ciples of justice by laying out a procedure of construction. More impor-
tantly, though Rawls stresses that the fundamental idea of the person 
for political constructivism is now that of “the citizen,” drawn on public 
political culture rather than on a comprehensive doctrine, the nature 
remains the same: free and equal, rational and reasonable. Thus, it can 
be seen the later political autonomy is difficult to be separated from 
Kantian autonomy (Tampio 2007: 92). Actually, as early as in “Kantian 
Constructivism in Moral Theory,” Rawls suggests the Kantian concep-
tion of the person is implicit or latent in the public political culture in a 
constitutional democracy (Brink 1987: 78). What Rawls’s political turn 
really does is only to relocate the Kantian origin to a “political” domain. 
This is why I believe the three crucial similarities revealed above are 
mainly tenable even after Rawls’s well-known political turn.

Because Kant’s theory is not sufficiently “political,” Rawls turns to 
Hegel for inspiration to build his theoretical palace. His first use of 
Hegel is well before the “political turn” at the time of Political Liber-
alism. His first political turn is his primacy of the basic structure of 
society in A Theory of Justice, which draws on Hegel’s emphasis on the 
political state. 

3. Rawls’s special role for the basic structure and 
Hegel’s emphasis on the state 
3.1 The idea of basic structure in Rawls’s theory of domestic justice
Regarding Rawls’s focus on the basic structure of society, Arash Abi-
zadeh writes, “Indeed, Rawls’s thesis that the basic structure is the 
primary subject of justice is routinely cited as one of his most funda-
mental and enduring contributions to political philosophy” (Abizadeh 
2007: 322). In Rawls’s three major works concerning domestic justice, 
i.e., A Theory of Justice, Political Liberalism and Justice as Fairness: A 
Restatement, Rawls insists that the basic structure of society is the pri-
mary subject of justice. His emphasis on the basic structure of society 
is a prominent feature of his theory of justice. 

What exactly is the basic structure of society? The basic structure 
is the way in which the major social institutions, including the political 
constitution and the principal economic and social arrangements, fit 
together into one scheme and how they distribute fundamental rights 
and duties and determine the division of advantages that arise through 
social cooperation (Rawls 1996: 258; 1999a: 6; 2001: 10). It would be-
come easier for us to understand the idea of the basic structure if we 



114	 J. Chen, Theoretical Sources of Rawls’s Justice as Fairness

contrast it with particular interactions of individual persons or collec-
tives. Rawls proclaims, “The basic structure is the background social 
framework within which the activities of associations and individuals 
take place. A just basic structure secures what we may call background 
justice” (Rawls 2001: 10). The focus on the basic structure aims to real-
ize background justice directly and only indirectly justice concerning 
individual social interactions.

It is essential that the basic structure of society consists of funda-
mental public laws. Hence, it is a legal concept and does not refer to 
the so-called rules or morality in the non-juridical domains. Moreover, 
the basic structure is constituted by fundamental rather than subsid-
iary laws. According to Rawls, the basic structure of society is first “a 
system of common public law which defines and regulates political 
authority and applies to everyone as citizens” (Rawls 1996: 265). For 
comparison, Rawls points out that libertarian doctrine, which is formu-
lated prominently by Robert Nozick, has no special role for the basic 
structure because it deems the state as one of the private associations 
rather than a system of common public law.

3.2 Special role of the basic structure of society
The next significant question is why the basic structure is the primary 
subject of justice or why it has a special role. Rawls puts the ques-
tion like this: “The problem here is to show why the basic structure 
has a special role and why it is reasonable to seek special principles to 
regulate it” (Rawls 1996: 265). He continues to explain that the major 
reason is that the impact of the basic structure is profound and present 
from the start. He makes this point most precisely in Justice as Fair-
ness: A Restatement, “One main feature of justice as fairness is that it 
takes the basic structure as the primary subject of political justice. It 
does so in part because the effects of the basic structure on citizens’ 
aims, aspirations, and character, as well as on their opportunities and 
ability to take advantage of them, are pervasive and present from the 
beginning of life. Our focus is almost entirely on the basic structure as 
the subject of political and social justice” (Rawls 2001: 10).

The basic structure has profound and enduring effects, mainly be-
cause it determines the social starting places of all the citizens. An 
unjust basic structure causes deep inequalities among individuals re-
garding their initial chances in life. To address the problem of deep 
inequalities, the principles of social justice must first apply to the basic 
structure consisting of a political constitution and the major economic 
and social institutions. And “these principles must nevertheless em-
body an ideal form for the basic structure in the light of which ongo-
ing institutional processes are to be constrained and the accumulated 
results of individual transactions continually adjusted” (Rawls 1996: 
259).
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Rawls explains the significance of the basic structure and its as-
sociated background justice by alluding to an economic analogy. Rawls 
contends that even if the starting points are fair to everyone and every 
separate and independent economic transaction is just, the accumu-
lated results would tend to be unjust without the guarantee of a just 
market system. Rawls writes, “Unless this structure is appropriately 
regulated and adjusted, an initially just social process will eventually 
cease to be just, however free and fair particular transactions may look 
when viewed by themselves” (Rawls 1996: 266).

Similarly, injustice in our social world does not solely arise from 
wrongs in individual interactions or evils in human nature, such as 
deceit and fraud. The real difficulty is that even if all separate transac-
tions are fair, the overall result would tend to be unjust due to “social 
trends and historical contingencies” (Rawls 1996: 266).

It is worth emphasizing that Rawls’s stress on the basic structure 
does not mean excluding the significance of justice concerning individu-
al social interactions. Instead, he proposes insightfully “an institution-
al division of labour between the basic structure and the rules applying 
directly to individuals and associations and to be followed by them in 
particular transactions” (Rawls 1996: 269). Rawls argues that with the 
realization of this division of labour, individual acting agents can be 
free to pursue their goals more effectively because the functioning of 
the basic structure regulated by proper principles of justice is always 
making corrections to offset biased results in the individual transac-
tions (Rawls 1996: 269).

3.3 Hegel’s institutional idea of ethical life and his emphasis on  
the state 
Rawls comments that Hegel’s institutional idea of ethical life (Sittlich-
keit) and his view of persons as rooted in and fashioned by the system 
of political and social institutions they live in are important contribu-
tions to moral and political philosophy. He admits, “A Theory of Justice 
follows Hegel in this respect when it takes the basic structure of society 
as the first subject of justice” (Rawls 2007a: 336). In the following dis-
cussions, I will demonstrate in detail Hegel’s institutional perspective 
concerning human freedom and the relationship between this idea and 
Rawls’s emphasis on the special role of the basic structure of society. 

Hegel’s most significant work in political philosophy is Elements 
of the Philosophy of Right, which elaborates on the tripartite abstract 
right-morality-ethical life structure. In the book’s first two parts, Hegel 
discusses abstract rights and morality, both of which embody signifi-
cant dimensions of human freedom. But they are too abstract and not 
concrete enough, and hence, unable to stand on their own as inde-
pendent realities. These two abstract standpoints must be united by 
ethical life to achieve the concreteness of freedom. Ethical life exists 
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in three various forms—the family, civil society, and the state (Hegel 
1991: 197–198). “In ethical life, we no longer have to do with pure ab-
stractions but with concrete forms of social life” (Franco 1999: 234).

Hegel presents a system of institutions that he believes is the ideal 
typical social and political system for his country, Prussia, to actual-
ize modern freedom at his age. Hegel opposes absolutism and majority 
democracy and tries to find a third way. He describes a constitutional 
monarchy as the most appropriate political system to express and re-
flect subjective freedom required by the modern world. His constitu-
tional structure comprises three branches, the legislative, executive, 
and royal powers, which are differentiated but simultaneously united 
under the monarch, who is checked by the constitution (Franco 1999: 
308).

Although Hegel’s defence of monarchy, his faith in bureaucracy, and 
his suspicion of democracy are contrary to the later development of lib-
eral democracy, the interpretation that Hegel is a moderate liberal and 
defender of the modern constitutional state has become dominant in 
Hegel scholarship in the past more than a half-century. Knowles sees 
Hegel as “the greatest and most sophisticated of philosophers of free-
dom” (Knowles 2002: 27). Rawls interprets Hegel as a liberal thinker 
and regards his liberalism as an important exemplar in the history of 
the moral and political philosophy of the liberalism of freedom (Rawls 
2007a: 330).

Hegel’s construction of political philosophy can be understood as 
starting from his discontent with classical individualistic liberalism. 
He believes that earlier liberals, such as Locke and Kant, neglected the 
profound rootedness of persons within established political and social 
institutions. They are, to various degrees, “suspicious of the state and 
saw its structures at best as guarantees for individual liberty, the ex-
istence of which was anchored outside the state” (Avineri 1974: 181). 
In contrast, Hegel asserts that the concept of freedom can only be con-
cretized in the social and political institutions at a particular historical 
moment.

Ethical life is the key idea Hegel introduced to remedy the indi-
vidualistic deficiency of classical liberalism. “For Hegel, ethical life is 
important because it is the realization of our rational essence, freedom” 
(Franco 1999: 224). Ethical life has absolute authority over the individ-
ual; hence, individual freedom is inalienable to a rational ethical life. 
Freedom of the will is inseparable from social freedom. “It is distinc-
tive of Hegel’s thought in these areas that we can act freely only in the 
context of a form of social life that sustains and protects that freedom; 
a free society is necessary if freedom of the will is to be a real feature 
of citizens’ lives” (Knowles 2002: 26). According to Hegel, individual 
freedom can be actualized only within a communal context (Westphal 
1993: 234).

Among the three moments of ethical life, the state is the corner-
stone. For Hegel, the state, and only the state, is the actuality of con-
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crete freedom. And freedom is the rational essence of human beings. 
Although membership in the family or civil society can confer person-
al freedoms, these are limited and often in conflict. The state plays a 
unique and crucial role in actualizing freedom (Knowles 2002: 325). 

3.4 Paralleling structures between Hegel and Rawls
It is evident from the discussions above that morality and politics are 
closely intertwined for both Hegel and Rawls. For Hegel, Kantian au-
tonomy cannot be realized without an ethical community whose insti-
tutions are rational and accepted by the citizenry (Gordon 2000: 320). 
In particular, human freedom, or a fully rational and good life, cannot 
be fully actualized apart from a rational (reasonable) structure of social 
institutions. Only within this reasonable and rational social framework 
can individuals become bearers of culture—religion and philosophy, 
science and art.

When Rawls stresses that the basic structure of society is the pri-
mary subject of justice, he indicates the inseparability of the rela-
tionship between constitutional politics and justice. Following Hegel, 
Rawls insists that background justice of the basic structure of society, 
determining freedom and equality, is profoundly critical for achieving 
the citizens’ final aims or rational life plans. Both Hegel and Rawls not 
only respect the significance of civil society but also insist on the pri-
macy of the constitutional system in truly realizing freedom.

Hegel’s doctrine of the state is the climax of his political philosophy. 
The state is the substructure of all the abstract rights, morality and the 
institutions of the family and civil society. The full development of civil 
society presupposes the state, and only within the state does the family 
first develop into civil society (Franco 1999: 25). Just as the categories 
of right and morality must have the ethical life as their foundation, 
the complete actualization of freedom needs the transition from family 
and civil society to the state (Franco 1999: 191). There exists an inter-
dependent relationship between individual liberty and the state. The 
individual can synthesize the values of family and civil society only as 
a citizen of the state. Only within the state can all institutions that 
embody freedom of choice be fully nourished. Human freedom is the 
telos of the state, and simultaneously, the state is the individuals’ aim 
and purpose (Franco 1999: 278). This is the unification of universal-
ity and particularity characteristic of Hegel’s philosophy. The stability 
of society is not simply grounded in the satisfaction of the particular 
interests of citizens but also in their recognition of the universal inter-
est in maintaining the political and social institutions that make their 
freedom possible. “Citizens knowingly and willingly acknowledge this 
universal (collective) interest as their own, and they give it the highest 
priority. They are ready to act for it as their ultimate end. This is the 
goal of the project of reconciliation” (Rawls 2007a: 355).
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Therefore, we can see that, for Hegel, ethical life, as a synthesis 
between abstract right and morality, is the true guarantee of subjec-
tive freedom. The ethical life consists of non-political spheres, namely 
family and civil society, and the political sphere, i.e., the state. Hegel 
advocates pluralism and insists on the necessity of autonomous, vol-
untary bodies separate from and independent of the state. “While civil 
society gives existence to the important principle of subjective freedom 
that distinguishes the modern world from the ancient, by itself it repre-
sents only an incomplete actualization of human freedom and one that 
needs to be distinguished from and subordinated to the full actualiza-
tion of human freedom in the state” (Franco 1999: 252). Thus can be 
seen the political state plays a special role in the cause of human free-
dom. There exists “pronounced primacy of the political” (Avineri 1974: 
181) in Hegel’s political philosophy. 

A similar structure in Rawls’s theory of justice is reflected in his 
institutional division of labour: local, domestic, and global justice. Lo-
cal justice is imposed directly on human behaviours and dispositions in 
the non-political sphere, especially within the associations and institu-
tions operating within the framework of the basic structure of society. 
Domestic justice applies to the basic structure of society, and global 
justice concerns the principles for international relations and interna-
tional laws (Rawls 2001: 11). There should be distinct principles of jus-
tice for different cases with different aims and natures. Nonetheless, 
Rawls holds that a proper conception for the domestic basic structure 
has regulative primacy and is illuminating for the determination of 
principles of justice in other subjects. Domestic justice indirectly con-
strains associations and institutions within society, such as churches, 
universities, companies, clubs, and civil associations. He reminds us 
that unlike utilitarianism, which is a general and comprehensive con-
ception for all kinds of subjects, justice as fairness is merely a political 
conception of justice and applies first to the domestic basic structure. 
In Rawls’s theory, the formulation of the principle of global justice and 
local justice is subordinate to the agreement in domestic justice (Rawls 
1996: 262).

To conclude, the special role of the basic structure of society in Raw-
ls’s theory of justice draws from Hegel’s emphasis on political institu-
tions to realize freedom. After demonstrating the relationship between 
Rawls and, Kant and Hegel, we continue to show how Rawls is also 
Millian, to which has not been paid enough attention. 

4. Rawls’s two principles of justice and Mill’s 
political principles
Rawls writes, “In many of his writings, Mill states certain principles 
which he sometimes calls ‘the principles of the modern world.’ These 
principles we can think of as principles of political and social justice for 
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the basic structure of society” (Rawls 2007b: 267). These principles aim 
to protect the rights of individuals and minorities under a democratic 
regime. Rawls continues, “Now I believe that the content of Mill’s prin-
ciples of political and social justice is very close to the content of the two 
principles of justice as fairness. This content is, I assume, close enough 
so that, for our present purposes, we may regard their substantive con-
tent as roughly the same” (Rawls 2007b: 267).

It is well-known that Rawls’s two principles of justice consist of the 
first principle, namely the equal basic liberties principle and the sec-
ond principle, which in turn consists of the principle of fair equality 
of opportunity and the difference principle. These principles primar-
ily apply to the basic structure of society, govern the assignment of 
rights and duties, and regulate the distribution of social and economic 
advantages (Rawls 1999a: 53). In this part, I explore the similarity be-
tween Rawls’s two principles of justice and Mill’s principles of political 
and social justice and attempt to demonstrate the components in Mill’s 
theory corresponding to the principles in Rawls’s justice as fairness, 
respectively. 

4.1 Rawls’s First Principle and Mill’s Principle 
of Liberty
The final statement of Rawls’s first principle in A Theory of Justice 
reads, “Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive 
total system of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system 
of liberty for all” (Rawls 1999a: 266). Later, in Justice as Fairness: a 
Restatement, Rawls, to respond to H. L. A. Hart’s criticism, slightly 
revises the formulation of the first principle. The first principle now 
reads, “(a) Each person has the same indefeasible claim to a fully ad-
equate scheme of equal basic liberties, which scheme is compatible 
with the same scheme of liberties for all” (Rawls 2001: 42). The most 
significant change is the substitute of “a fully adequate scheme of equal 
basic liberties” for “the most extensive total system of equal basic lib-
erties.” These minor alterations do not bother the following compari-
son between Rawls and Mill’s political principles. Nonetheless, both 
expressions are sufficiently alike.

According to Rawls’s first principle, the most extensive or fully ad-
equate scheme of basic liberties should be given to everyone equally. 
“The only reason for circumscribing basic liberties and making them 
less extensive is that otherwise they would interfere with one another” 
(Rawls 1999a: 56). These basic liberties are given by a list of such liber-
ties, such as political liberty, freedom of speech and assembly; liberty of 
conscience and freedom of thought; freedom of the person, the right to 
hold personal property and freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure. 
“These liberties are to be equal by the first principle” (Rawls 1999a: 53).

All crucial elements in Rawls’s first principle are already implicit in 
Mill’s corresponding principle of equal basic rights and liberty, which 
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can also be called simply the Principle of Liberty, to govern the deal-
ings of society with the individual. This principle stipulates that in the 
self-regarding sphere of action, the individual is sovereign, absolutely 
independent of external interference, as long as no harm is caused di-
rectly to other members of society (Mill 1977: 223–224). Thus, both 
Mill’s and Rawls’s principles are closely related to interpersonal non-
interference.

Mill identifies specific domains of human liberty: liberty of con-
science, thought and feeling, freedom to express and publish opinions, 
liberty of tastes and pursuits, and liberty of association among indi-
viduals (Mill 1977: 225–226). Rawls admits that justice as fairness fol-
lows Mill’s Principle of Liberty by listing certain enumerated liberties 
as legal and moral rights of justice, without defining liberty in general 
or as such (Rawls 2007b: 288).

For Rawls, freedom is essentially equal freedom. Mill also stresses 
this point. For Mill, the liberties and rights listed above must be ex-
tended to all, “no one being now left out” (Mill 1984: 294). He insists 
that one of the main foundations of modern life is respect for each oth-
er’s rights. Mill even declares, “The moral regeneration of mankind will 
only really commence, when the most fundamental of the social rela-
tions is placed under the rule of equal justice, and when human beings 
learn to cultivate their strongest sympathy with an equal in rights and 
in cultivation” (Mill 1984: 336). For him, equality, as freedom, is the 
most important political value. Equal freedom is the primary charac-
teristic of the modern world, starkly distinguished from the relation-
ship of domination and subjection in old age.

The priority of liberty in Rawls’s theory of justice is also found in 
Mill’s liberalism. Mill asserts, “No society in which these liberties are 
not, on the whole, respected, is free, whatever may be its form of gov-
ernment; and none is completely free in which they do not exist ab-
solute and unqualified” (Mill 1977: 226). As Riley interprets, “Mill’s 
liberal utilitarian scheme of equal rights is also distinctive because of 
the absolute protection afforded to the individual’s liberty to choose as 
he likes with respect to certain ‘purely self-regarding actions’ said to 
directly cause no ‘perceptible damage’ to other persons against their 
wishes” (Riley 1998: 297). Because of this priority of liberty in Mill’s 
political philosophy, Rawls believes that Mill is an important exemplar 
in the history of the political philosophy of the liberalism of freedom. 
However, given that Rawls’s theory also belongs to the liberalism of 
freedom, the priority of political and civic freedoms is common among 
these four liberal thinkers. The similarity that makes Rawls’s two prin-
ciples of justice closer to Mill rather than Kant and Hegel lies in the 
resemblance between Rawls’s second principle and Mill’s paralleling 
doctrine, which we will discuss in the following section.
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4.2 Rawls’s second principle and Mill’s principles of equality of  
opportunity and egalitarian economic distribution
Rawls’s second principle reads, “Social and economic inequalities are to 
be arranged so that they are both: (a) to the greatest benefit of the least 
advantaged, consistent with the just savings principle, and (b) attached 
to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of 
opportunity” (Rawls 1999a: 266). In Justice as Fairness: a Restatement, 
the second principle reads, “Social and economic inequalities are to sat-
isfy two conditions: first, they are to be attached to offices and positions 
open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity; and second, 
they are to be to the greatest benefit of the least-advantaged members 
of society (the difference principle)” (Rawls 2001: 42). Except for drop-
ping “consistent with the just savings principle” in the difference prin-
ciple, the statement of the second principle remains the same.

While the first principle applies to the constitutional essentials of 
the social structure to secure equal basic liberties, the second principle, 
in order to specify and establish social and economic inequalities, ap-
plies to the distribution of income and wealth and to the design of orga-
nizations that make use of differences in authority and responsibility 
(Rawls 2001: 53). “Now the second principle insists that each person 
benefit from permissible inequalities in the basic structure” (Rawls 
2001: 56).

As mentioned above, Rawls’s second principle comprises the prin-
ciple of fair equality of opportunity and the difference principle. Both 
these two parts have their similar counterparts in Mill’s theoretical 
construction. As Rawls points out in his lectures on the history of po-
litical philosophy, Mill also advocates equality of opportunity. Mill 
distinguishes modern and pre-modern doctrines. Pre-modern society 
was constituted on the principle of inequality. “All were born to a fixed 
social position, and were mostly kept in it by law, or interdicted from 
any means by which they could emerge from it” (Mill 1984: 273). There 
existed shocking inequality between white and black, men and women, 
commoners and noblemen, slaves and freemen. Birth could decide a 
person’s position throughout life. Lower status of birth would interdict 
people from more elevated social positions and respectable occupations. 
By contrast, according to Mill, the characteristic of the modern world 
displayed in modern institutions, modern social ideas, and modern life 
is that “human beings are no longer born to their place in life, and 
chained down by an inexorable bond to the place they are born to, but 
are free to employ their faculties, and such favourable chances as of-
fer, to achieve the lot which may appear to them most desirable” (Mill 
1984: 272–273). Both Mill and Rawls believe that a just social system 
should try to eliminate the morally arbitrary factors in determining the 
life prospects of members of society. However, the account of the princi-
ple of equality of opportunity is the most brief among all the principles. 
In comparison, they spend more time on the principle of distributive 
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justice. For Rawls, it is called the difference principle; for Mill, the prin-
ciple of egalitarian economic distribution.

As Philippe van Parijs comments, “Few components of John Rawls’s 
political philosophy have proven so epoch-making as what he some-
what oddly called the ‘difference principle.’ None has exercised as great 
an influence outside the circle of academic philosophers” (Parijs 2003: 
200). Although there are different interpretations of this principle, the 
core of the principle is relatively clear: social and economic inequalities 
ought to be evaluated and justified in terms of how well they advance 
the interests of the least advantaged. Parijs claims, “The idea of using 
the latter as the benchmark for assessing inequalities had never been 
given, before Rawls, a powerful explicit formulation that could capture 
the scholarly imagination” (Parijs 2003: 200). Nonetheless, the basic 
spirit of difference principle echoes Mill’s principle of egalitarian eco-
nomic distribution, which makes Rawls’s principles of justice closer to 
Mill instead of Kant and Hegel.

The content of Mill’s principle of egalitarian economic distribution 
can be summarised as follows, “existing competitive capitalism might 
eventually be transformed into a more cooperative type of private 
property economy, involving much less inequality in the distribution 
of wealth than hitherto observed” (Riley 1998: 294). The well-ordered 
society regulated by Rawls’s principles of justice reminds us of Mill’s 
ideal stationary state, which is in essence “a system of universal equal 
rights accompanied by substantial economic equality” (Riley 1998: 
320). In Mill’s liberal egalitarian Utopia, namely, a “more cooperative 
and egalitarian form of capitalism” (Riley 1998: 320), the social goal of 
a more equitable distribution of wealth for the given population is more 
crucial than economic growth. Thus, it can be seen that Mill’s distinc-
tive brand of liberal utilitarianism is close in spirit to Rawlsian non-
utilitarian liberalisms, which give similar prominence to certain equal 
rights and fair distribution of wealth (Riley 1998: 326–327).

Mill is concerned about the welfare of the working classes and the 
huge gap between the poor majority and the wealthy minority. He ob-
serves that the industrious classes are poor, whereas the idle people 
are rich. Their life prospects are largely determined by the status they 
were born into. Great poverty among the working class has little to 
do with desert. He thus shares similar concerns and grievances with 
socialists. Nonetheless, he does not share their solutions to these so-
cial evils. He has no time for the revolutionary centralized socialists, 
who want to transform society radically and take over and manage all 
the property immediately (Ten 1998: 391). Although Mill sympathizes 
with gradual, decentralized socialism advocated by Owen and Fourier, 
which is applied to villages or townships on an experimental basis, he 
pays more attention to reforming capitalism in an egalitarian direc-
tion. Following his predecessor Bentham, Mill’s liberal utilitarianism 
“associates the increase of general welfare (and its chief ingredient, 
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security) with extension of basic rights and reduction of economic in-
equality” (Riley 1998: 320). Economic equality must be one of the social 
goals. For Mill, a government that cannot promote equality, whenever 
this can be done without undermining reasonable private property, 
only serves the minority and harms the majority and is essentially a 
bad government (Riley 1998: 320).

Mill also insists that admission to the franchise and the acquisition 
of “purely political rights” by the working classes, which he ardently 
supports, are not enough to eliminate the social injustices. To real-
ize substantive freedom, opportunity and development, the system of 
economic distribution and property institution must be reformed (Ten 
1998: 388–389). Likewise, Rawls’s difference principle seeks to counter 
the objection by radical democrats and socialists that the citizens’ ba-
sic rights and liberties in a modern democratic state are, in practice, 
merely formal against the background of enormous social and economic 
inequalities (Rawls 2001: 148). As Rawls writes, “The difference prin-
ciple, in maximizing the index available to the least advantaged, maxi-
mizes the worth to them of the equal liberties enjoyed by all” (Rawls 
2001: 149).

Rawls holds not only that his two principles of justice as fairness 
have the same substantive content as Mill’s principles of justice and 
liberty in the modern world but also that both of them support similar 
basic institutions of the well-ordered society (Rawls 2007b: 297). The 
core of Mill’s egalitarian project is to challenge and reform the social or-
ganization and the established system of private property according to 
equitable principles to foster a more egalitarian distribution of wealth. 
The concrete policies include progressive taxation of estates and ensur-
ing reasonable access to natural resources to minimize inequalities of 
opportunity on the premise that the producer’s rights to the fruits of 
his labour and savings are guaranteed (Riley 1998: 320–321). “These 
and other reforms of the existing idea of property would tend to pro-
mote a far more egalitarian distribution of wealth without subverting 
capitalism itself” (Riley 1998: 319–320).

Correspondingly, Rawls believes a property-owning democracy, 
which is different from laissez-faire capitalism or welfare-state capi-
talism, is the institutional content that realizes the two principles of 
justice in its basic system (Rawls 2001: 135–136). A property-owning 
democracy aims to disperse the ownership of productive assets and 
human capital to put all citizens on a footing of a suitable degree of 
social and economic equality and avoid developing a discouraged and 
depressed underclass who feels left out and does not participate in the 
public affairs (Rawls 2001: 139-40).

Finally, even Rawls’s key argument for the difference principle is 
similar to Mill’s reason for his principle of egalitarian economic dis-
tribution. In Justice as Fairness, Rawls admits that the maximin rule 
is invalid in arguing against the restricted utility principle favouring 



124	 J. Chen, Theoretical Sources of Rawls’s Justice as Fairness

the difference principle. That is because the minimum in the restricted 
utility principle, as expressed in a capitalist welfare state, will prevent 
the least advantaged from experiencing their condition as so miserable 
that they reject this conception of justice. Nevertheless, Rawls con-
tends that the difference principle is still better than the restricted util-
ity principle because it prevents the least advantaged from withdraw-
ing from the political society and becoming passive citizens. It enables 
them to see themselves as full members of the political society (Rawls 
2001: 129–130). Correspondingly, it is well-known that avoiding being 
passive citizens is the Archimedean point in Mill’s theoretical building 
of political philosophy. 

5. Conclusion 
I do not mean Rawls has nothing distinctive from his predecessors. It is 
not difficult to give examples of Rawls’s uniqueness. For instance, the 
principles of justice chosen in Rawls’s original position are to regulate 
the basic structure of society. “By contrast, Kant’s account of the Cat-
egorical Imperative applies to the personal maxims of sincere and con-
scientious individuals in everyday life” (Rawls 2007a: 553). Therefore, 
Kant and Rawls proceed in opposite directions. Kant starts from the 
particular case in daily life. He believes that numerous interconnected 
correct personal maxims would eventually constitute a system of moral 
principles, including principles of social justice, thereby creating a good 
society. Rawls begins with principles of social justice that regulate the 
basic structure of society, thereby providing a background of justice 
and a legal framework for personal and associational activities (Rawls 
2007a: 552–553). This discrepancy suggests the Hegelian dimension 
of Rawls’s justice as fairness or “Rawls’s Hegelian reading of Kant” 
(Gledhill 2020: 128).

When it comes to the comparison with Hegel, Rawls emphasizes 
the distributive part of the basic structure of society more than Hegel 
for actualizing freedom and justice. Rawls regards the institution of 
family as a part of the basic structure of society, while Hegel consid-
ers it as beyond the domain of the political state. Rawls’s idea of the 
state significantly differs from Hegel’s in some other aspects. Hegel 
asserts the two traditional powers of sovereignty: the state’s right to go 
to war in the rational pursuit of its national interests and its complete 
internal control over the population. Hegel regards these rights as es-
sential for the idea of the state, which he conceives as a substantive 
individual or spiritual substance (Rawls 2007a: 360–361). In contrast, 
Rawls believes that states have no absolute sovereignty. State sover-
eignty, internal and external, should be constrained by international 
laws. In addition, the metaphysical idea of “Geist” is crucial in Hegel’s 
theory of the state. For Hegel, only when social and political institu-
tions realize the good and freedom of individuals does Geist achieve its 
full expression and conscious self-awareness (Rawls 2007a: 370). Rawls 
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does not rely on the mystical concept of “Geist” in his primacy of the 
basic structure of society.

Finally, regarding the relationship with Mill, Rawls also has his 
own distinctiveness. He explicitly expresses the priority rules in his 
two principles of justice. The first priority rule is the priority of liberty, 
and the second priority rule is the priority of justice over efficiency and 
welfare. (The second principle of justice is lexically prior to the prin-
ciple of efficiency and to that of maximizing the sum of advantages, 
and fair opportunity is prior to the difference principle) (Rawls 1999a: 
266–267). Although similar priority rules might be inferred from Mill’s 
political theory, he does not give a clear presentation and enough em-
phasis. In addition, there is little analogous to Rawls’s detailed discus-
sions of the basic structure of society in Mill’s thought. Mill’s various 
political principles are scattered in different works. And he does not 
stress his political principles as the content of justice (Abbey and Spin-
ner-Halev 2012: 131). In contrast, Rawls’s presentation of justice as 
fairness is much more unified and well-directed in connecting the basic 
structure, substantive principles and the conception of justice.

In later works, Rawls distinguishes his political liberalism from 
comprehensive liberalisms, represented by Kant and Mill (I would add 
Hegel). Due to limited space, this paper can not cover this significant 
development or family dispute within the liberalism of freedom. How-
ever, it is fair to say that Rawls draws substantially from the preceding 
important exemplars of liberalism of freedom in the history of political 
philosophy: Kant, Hegel and Mill. And his originality and greatness in 
his theory of justice as fairness may lie in his indefatigable improve-
ment on and ingenious synthesis of these great predecessors’ liberal 
theories.
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Alex Madva, Daniel Kelly, and Michael Brownstein, 
Somebody Should Do Something: How Anyone Can 
Help Create Social Change, Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2025, 352 pp.
Picking up recycling or riding a bike to work can often make us feel bet-
ter about our life choices. It can also, however, make us question how 
much those choices matter in a world that seems to constantly be in 
crisis. Sorting my trash only to see it all end up in the same landfill, or 
giving up driving in a town where I can’t tell fog from smog, can make 
my efforts feel insignificant, especially if I care about climate change 
and want to avoid being part of the problem. It then becomes easier to 
consider how such large problems should be tackled by systems and 
institutions capable of making truly impactful changes. At the begin-
ning of their timely and aptly titled book, Somebody Should Do Some-
thing: How Anyone Can Help Create Social Change, the authors Mi-
chael Brownstein, Alex Madva, and Daniel Kelly directly address the 
“either/or” mindset that hinders meaningful social change. They reject 
the false dichotomy between individual and systemic responsibility. 
Instead of thinking that either individual choices or social-structure 
changes are the key to fighting structural injustice, they propose a 
“both/and” approach based on the idea that personal and structural 
changes are deeply connected. In other words, we should both make 
individual decisions that drive the change of current systems, while 
also creating systems that enable people to make better individual de-
cisions.

To demonstrate that resisting injustice should be viewed from a 
“both/and” perspective, the authors focus on two of the so-called “ev-
erything problems,” specifically systemic racism and climate change. 
These problems can’t be solved by “fixing” just one issue because many 
interconnected causes support their persistence. Burning fossil fuels, 
deforestation, overconsumption, and food production are all factors 
that worsen the negative effects of climate change. Similarly, the re-
currence of numerous obstacles created within a system, including seg-
regation, employment opportunities, education, access to healthcare, 
and housing, sustains racial discrimination and intolerance. Therefore, 
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solving a problem that involves various social structures, such as laws, 
political economies, institutions, norms, and cultures, requires a struc-
tural change.

Brownstein, Madva, and Kelly, who are philosophy professors en-
gaged with topics at the intersection of ethics, moral theory, social 
change, and cognitive science, discuss the concept of structural change 
as encompassing both large, far-reaching transformations and a pro-
cess of small, incremental changes that can eventually add up. This 
perspective further challenges the “either/or” model of thinking by ar-
guing that fighting injustice depends on both individual resistance and 
institutional reform. So, for the authors, the change doesn’t come from 
“within us” or “the outside of us,” but rather results from ongoing feed-
back between people and systems. Throughout the book, they use clear 
writing to communicate their ideas, present arguments grounded in 
social psychology and sociology, and share an inspiring message: any-
one can become a changemaker. In the following sections, I will present 
the case the authors make for their “both/and” approach, exploring the 
theoretical framework that offers a hopeful and especially optimistic 
view of initiating and sustaining social change.

Most of us probably know the saying that comparison is the thief of 
joy. However, it seems that comparing ourselves or our situation to oth-
ers is a universal part of the human experience. Keeping that in mind, 
the first step in adopting a “both/and” mindset that the authors suggest 
is to stop comparing our individual actions to what, for example, a city 
government can achieve. Feeling like our actions don’t matter enough 
is inevitable when we compare suggesting to our friends that they try 
riding a bike to work with a city’s financial incentive for everyone who 
uses city bikes as their main mode of transportation. To avoid this feel-
ing, we should compare the efforts of different scales separately. We 
should also, as Brownstein et al. explain, think in terms of “bundles,” 
that is, a collection of individual choices that can trigger structural 
changes which, in turn, can enable impactful personal agency. Again, 
this should foster productive people-system feedback based on under-
standing that the impact of an individual action depends on the struc-
ture that shapes it, while the possibility of structural change depends 
on the individuals who create and maintain it.

This relationship between the environment and the individuals 
embedded within it forms a pathway toward the authors’ idea of “un-
learning habits,” which can be applied to social biases at the core of 
race-based intolerance. As creatures of habit, influenced by the culture, 
system, and people around us, we often unconsciously conform to pre-
vailing beliefs and behaviors. Just as learning them does, unlearning 
harmful habits involves shaping new social norms through interactions 
in which people’s actions “signal” different behaviors to others, who 
then interpret these signals and modify their own behavior. Seemingly 
small individual acts in a dynamic social context can, therefore, serve 



	 Book Review	 131

as signals that influence others’ choices. As Brownstein et al. further 
argue, these small acts can accumulate over time and become cascades 
that reach a “tipping point,” a threshold that, once crossed, triggers 
rapid and significant structural change. However, it is difficult to pre-
dict when and how such a change will happen. We might be approach-
ing a tipping point right now, but we might as well never cross one 
again. Depending on one’s perspective, this uncertainty can either be 
quite discouraging or motivate us to join a promising social movement 
that could perhaps trigger the next butterfly effect.

In addition to recognizing that personal agency is crucial for sig-
naling the need to challenge existing norms, the authors emphasize 
the importance of developing “structure-facing skills,” which underpin 
specific social practices aimed at bridging the gap between individuals 
and the system. These practices stem from an understanding of how 
social structures work and from acknowledging the concrete steps we 
could take to tackle a specific issue. Some of the many structure-facing 
skills that people can learn are, for instance, intersectional awareness, 
counterfactual thinking, cognitive flexibility, and abandoning politi-
cal hobbyism. People with these skills tend to be less judgmental and 
prejudiced, making them more willing to work with others and build 
alliances with those who have different viewpoints but share common 
struggles and goals. They are also more likely to understand that “ev-
erything problems” require a multifaceted approach, to imagine dif-
ferent scenarios and outcomes when thinking about solving problems, 
and to feel more motivated to become politically active and involved, 
rather than treating politics as a hobby discussed with strangers on-
line from the comfort of their own homes. Dedicating one’s time and 
effort to developing structure-facing skills is, therefore, another both/
and endeavor that offers a perspective enabling people not only to see 
how their choices relate to structural mechanics but also to understand 
it from multiple viewpoints. This can further reveal different roles one 
might assume on the way to meaningful change.

Recognizing an opportunity to act from where you are and practic-
ing structure-facing skills, whether by joining a labor union, partici-
pating in organized boycotts, or publicly advocating for policy change, 
also involves acknowledging that the results of our efforts won’t hap-
pen overnight, that their success is always possible but never guaran-
teed, and that persistence, though it may be tedious, is key to igniting, 
implementing, and sustaining change. Once all of this comes together 
in a both/and mindset, the philosophical significance of Brownstein, 
Madva, and Kelly’s fundamental arguments becomes clear: no one is 
expected to single-handedly “fix” the entire system, but rather to help 
create the conditions for overcoming systemic inertia.

There is no denying that this theoretical framework is compelling; 
it offers an invaluable guide away from the “either/or” perspective, 
emphasizing the potential of each personal choice to develop into a 
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cascade. Still, even though the authors are aware of the material and 
psychological constraints that keep people passive, I believe their opti-
mism about the importance of individual acts rests on a somewhat ide-
alized view of human agency that overlooks how difficult it is to become 
willing to do something. Although our capacity to initiate change may 
seem limited compared to institutions, shifting our focus to individual 
actions can often lead us to compare our resources with those of our 
neighbors. The issue then shifts from an either/or mindset to thinking, 
“I could, but someone else might do it better.” If a person next door has 
a higher-paying job, no children, and more leisure time overall, a tired 
working parent who has given in to political hobbyism might believe 
they are “doing their part,” expecting their neighbor to do more, since 
the neighbor appears to be in a better position to do so.

Moreover, even if someone in a better position decides to take that 
first step and signals to others that it is time to act, motivating them 
to, for example, join town council meetings, only to see that nothing 
they propose is ever realized, staying persistent might begin to seem 
like a luxury many lack the resources to continue investing in. Not feel-
ing discouraged by a lack of results and working to develop structure-
facing skills that would prevent us from this kind of linear thinking 
is challenging, especially when many people operate this way. We are 
taught from an early age that hard work leads to rewards, whether it’s 
a good grade, more job opportunities, a raise, or the ability to afford a 
home. Breaking out of that cycle of thinking requires cognitive energy 
often spent on tasks and responsibilities that secure our livelihood. Be-
fore changing the system, a person should first carefully consider what 
they could modify in their life to become a potential changemaker, a 
task that is often quite demanding in itself.

Facing structural injustice and feeling motivated to find your role 
so you can participate in a feedback loop between your community and 
the system becomes even more difficult if your surroundings are not 
responsive to your plea. For many people, the need to belong outweighs 
the urge to speak up for change. When someone’s only support network, 
whether it’s family, friends, or coworkers, doesn’t see the need to ques-
tion the status quo, expressing disagreement can mean risking social 
isolation. Considering that possibility, along with the aforementioned 
contextual obstacles, adds another reason why individuals might feel 
stuck in their efforts. Furthermore, the authors’ optimism about cas-
cades and tipping points may overlook how resilient entrenched social 
structures are to attempts to disrupt the current system. While these 
structures are not immune to meaningful signals, they often benefit 
more from maintaining the status quo, accepting small compromises 
that enhance people’s sense of agency without destabilizing the power 
dynamics. By offering inexpensive, limited solutions and few conces-
sions, the system resets the feedback loop, silences the movement, and 
leaves activists exhausted but with a fleeting sense of achievement. 
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Under these conditions, the both/and approach proposed by Brown-
stein, Madva, and Kelly reaches a point of vulnerability: the central 
question becomes not only how to ignite collective action, but also how 
to protect that fragile flame from being extinguished by a wary, risk-
averse community or a system that only pretends to evolve. 

In the end, Somebody Should Do Something provides its readers 
with an indispensable psychological and philosophical guide for deal-
ing with the overwhelming complexity of “everything problems.” By 
challenging the false dichotomy of the either/or mindset, Brownstein, 
Madva, and Kelly effectively argue that individual actions are not 
trivial, but essential signals within a dynamic, interdependent system. 
Their framework issues a loud call to action to those seeking to bridge 
the gap between personal choices and public transformation. However, 
as this review has suggested, while serving as a powerful blueprint for 
how change could occur, the authors’ both/and approach assumes a cer-
tain level of stability and resources that systemic injustice often under-
mines. Ultimately, what makes the book so compelling also reveals its 
main tension: it shows that anyone can help create social change, but 
implicitly suggests that not everyone can afford to take the first risk. 
By identifying the tools for structural change, the authors equip those 
positioned to act. What remains is to distribute responsibility more 
evenly so that a both/and mindset becomes standard practice rather 
than a privilege of the resilient.1

MONIKA ZEBA
Institute of Philosophy, Zagreb

1 This work has been supported by the Croatian Science Foundation under the 
project No. IP-2022-10-5341.
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