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I can thus think of no better title for a magazine 

dedicated to philosophy than Pharos. As an allusion to 

the beacon of Alexandria; the lighthouse which points its 

ray, breaking the dusk, and ushering the dawn. Guiding 

those who seem lost to the figurative ground- a familiar 

land. 

It is this exact endeavor we attempt to exemplify with 

the current edition. Authors use the works of Kant to 

explore restrictions on free speech, the stipulations of 

Hannah Ardent to clarify our meaning of evil, evaluate 

the music of Radiohead to discuss the dialectics of life 

as an art-form. Each piece illuminates philosophical 

principles behind valuable moments. In this edition, our 

columnists use literature to give life and perspective to 

an ancient Roman potter, highlighting the similarities 

between the great ages and the current ages. They 

also discuss the absurdities of familiar attitudes- ‘I am 

certain in my beliefs’, ‘I believe everything I hold to be 

true’ is cast into doubt; questioning our consistency of 

knowledge. The Pharos editorial team pays homage to 

the great Plato by fictionalizing a dialogue of an actual 

event held by a University Society- only those who were 

there know what was truly said, perhaps history had 

recorded it differently. 

In each of these pieces, one true throughline persists- 

the desire to give a principled explanation to interesting 

and cathartic events, ideas, experiences, and historical 

facts. In doing so, they aim to guide the reader to the 

grounds of their thoughts. They aim to explain, in the 

human fashion, the progress and regress of the world. 

I hope the reader appreciates the task at hand, and 

further considers actively engaging in this project by 

submitting their work. After all, everyone participates in 

the strange extension that is existence- the heritage of 

being belongs only to mankind. 

I conclude the long winded introduction: The Owl of 

Minerva spreads its wisdom in the dusk, but its wisdom 

is guided home only by the light of Pharos.

Roman Melnikov

“When philosophy paints its grey in grey, a shape of life 

has grown old, and it cannot be rejuvenated [...] by the 

grey in grey of philosophy; the Owl of Minerva begins its 

flight only on the onset of dusk” ~ G.W.F Hegel

There was no better way to introduce this print edition of 

Pharos magazine than by quoting that great philosopher. 

His citation suffered varying interpretations, but its 

meaning is apparent: ‘philosophy begins only in a time 

of decadence’; a decadence in society which promotes 

reflection on it. Immediately, I must disagree.

The world has enjoyed moneutal advancement; great 

scientific discoveries which enhanced and ameliorated 

human life and health spans, social and political gains 

conferring mankind greater rights, the end of wars 

and struggles ending in economic prosperity- all such 

could be ascribed to the previous century’s ‘shape of 

life’. Philosophy then prospered in them by reflecting on 

them. 

Few, however, share my optimism: they point to struggles 

of peoples not yet ended, health troubles abroad and at 

home, and the economic shortcomings of the current 

age. Upon reflection, I am more drawn to agree with 

Hegel’s famous quote. Even in Pharos one finds few 

articles about the greatness of these years, and more 

about their dusk. 

It seems that any progress and regress in this world is 

marked by a reflection- and this precisely is philosophy. 

But what is involved in this reflection? Far from merely 

being able to ‘rejuvenate’ the old, it marks out the 

form for the new! Reflections on the 20th century have 

shaped the 21st just as much as cancer milestones, and 

egalitarian political activism. Current reflection attempts 

to resurrect the great old and keep dead the malignant 

old. It is no wonder we look to the Ancient Greeks with 

starry eyes, and turnt stomach towards the Dark Ages. 

Philosophy is then that which guides mankind, through 

progress and through regress. It takes the great task to 

define what is ‘dawn’ and what is ‘decadence’. What is 

the ‘great’ and what is the ‘malignant’? What is ‘mankind’ 

and what it isn’t. Far from being the cliché professor’s 

jargon- philosophy grounds our experiences, thoughts, 

and history in an undeniably human way. 
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I Am Right 
About Literally 
Everything!
By Kenneth Quek

What would you think if I said I thought that my every belief was 

correct? I imagine it may sound pretty arrogant. But what if I told you 

that, on pain of contradiction, I had no choice but to believe my every 

belief was correct? This is, in essence, the dilemma that Dr. David Makinson calls 

The Preface Paradox1, which we will be looking at today. Let’s start off with two 

commonsensical assertions about what everyone believes of themselves2:

 (1) If I believe P, then I take P to be true.

 (2) I believe that at least some of my beliefs are false.

Claim (1) is true because that is just what a belief is – when I say I believe some 

declarative statement, what I’m saying is that I think that declarative statement 

is true. Because of this, we can quite safely say that each and every belief we 

hold is something we take to be true. Claim (2) is something I think most of us 

would reasonably just accept. After all, who in their right mind would think that 

their current set of beliefs is completely correct?

Now, in order to state explicitly what the problem here is, we’re going to have to 

first talk about what makes a paradox a paradox. We call something a paradox 

when, after taking certain intuitive claims to their logical end, we arrive at a 

statement that would seem quite ridiculous to common opinion3. One of the 

most common ways to arrive at a paradox is to find some kind of contradiction in 

two ‘common-sense’ beliefs forcing us to have to reject one, and that’s precisely 

the angle that Makinson takes here.

Let’s take a look at (1) more closely. Notice how it states that we hold each 

individual belief we have to be true. This means that if I only believe three things, 

I take each of these three things to be true. If I believe thirty things, then I take 

each of these thirty things to be true, and so on. In reality,

I believe a lot of things – but that doesn’t diminish how much (1) affects me. I 

take every single one of my many beliefs to be true. And, by logical implication, 

if I take every one of my beliefs to be true, then I take none of my beliefs to be 

false. So, we can present (1) in a different way: (1*).

 (1*) I believe that none of my beliefs are false.

 (2) I believe that at least some of my beliefs are false. 

The reason why we can perform this little switcheroo is because (1) and (1*) mean 

the same thing; put more formally, they are logically equivalent.4 But now that 

we present it this way, the contradiction becomes a lot more apparent. How 

can I believe that none of my beliefs are false, but also that at least some of my 

beliefs are false? Here’s the part where things get really weird. There is clearly a 

contradiction between (1*) and (2), which suggests that, somewhere down the 

line, we got something wrong. 

It might be worth slowing down a bit and considering whether we should really 

accept the premises being laid out here. Is it really the case that we believe that 

some of our beliefs are false like (2) would suggest? It might be the case that we 

believe something slightly different:

 (3): I believe that it is possible that at least some of my beliefs are false.5
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The difference between (3) and (2) is such that (3) only asserts 

that I think it might be the case that I’m wrong about some 

things, and not that I actually think that I’m wrong about some 

things. If we actually believe (3) and not (2), then our problem is 

solved! (3) does not contradict (1) at all, because we can believe 

that none of our beliefs are false but also think it’s possible 

that they might be false. Since there is no contradiction, there 

is no paradox, and we can all sleep soundly knowing that the 

preface paradox has been solved.

I’m not entirely sure whether this response would work. I think 

that, when it comes to what we think of our beliefs as a whole, 

we believe something closer to (2) than to (3). My thought here 

is to think about some other cases where (3) is true, and see 

whether it’s similar to what’s going on when we think about 

whether our beliefs are wrong.

Imagine  I am a palaeontologist, and someone asks me if 

it’s possible that dinosaurs never actually existed, and their 

remains are just constructions of our ancestors trying to play 

an elaborate prank on us. I think the question is silly, but 

indulge them nonetheless – I reply, ‘I suppose it’s possible, but 

highly unlikely’. 

Here, I am articulating a belief that is similar to what is expressed 

in (3). I think it’s possible that my belief in the existence of 

dinosaurs is mistaken, despite also believing (similarly to the 

thought expressed in (1)) that dinosaurs do in fact exist. There 

is no contradiction in what I’m saying here.

However, is it really the case that what we think about our 

beliefs as a whole follows this pattern? At least for me, I think 

the likelihood that I have some wrong beliefs is far greater 

than the likelihood that dinosaurs didn’t exist. I don’t think it’s 

a mere possibility that I hold at least some wrong beliefs; I’m 

almost certain that I do. In other words, my belief that I hold 

some wrong beliefs is stronger than what is reflected in (3). 

In fact, it is a lot closer to what is reflected in (2); I do, in fact, 

actually believe that some of my beliefs are false. 

And so, we’re back at square one. Since we’re stuck with (2), 

we’re going to have to figure out what to do given that (1*) 

and (2) are contradictory. Here, we are offered three choices 

to resolve the paradox6: we either reject (1*), reject (2), or show 

that (1*) and (2) aren’t actually contradictory. 

Rejecting (1*) seems extraordinarily difficult. After all, it means 

the exact same thing as (1), and (1) is about as obvious as 

something can get – we’d be hard pressed to describe how we 

can have a belief that we take to be false. Just by definition, 

a belief is something that we hold to be true. Showing that 

they aren’t contradictions also seems a bit difficult – after 

all, (1*) and (2) are phrased in such a way that they’re pretty 

convincingly contradictory.

So we’re left with rejecting (2), which brings us full circle back 

to my provocative title. It seems that, on the face of it, we can’t 

ever consistently say that we think some of our beliefs are 

false. Saying ‘I think I might be wrong’ might be good courtesy, 

but it would just be straight up illogical. That’s the true bite of 

Makinson’s paradox – if it truly did hold, then there is technically 

no logical basis for being humble about our beliefs. 

Thankfully, we might have a way out of accepting this nasty 

conclusion. I still don’t think rejecting (1*) is possible, but we 

might try to think more about whether (1*) and (2) are actually 

that directly at odds with each other. All this time, we’ve been 

thinking about truth value as a binary function – we’ve been 

assuming that things are only either true or false, and nothing 

in between. 

Enter Dr. Lofti A. Zadeh, a mathematician who developed the 

concept of fuzzy logic. He observed that we often have to 

make decisions based on varying degrees of truth, rather than 

just an absolute value of ‘true’ or ‘false’, and wanted to create 

a model that could help us make sense of these degrees.7 

Applying his logic to our problem, we might be able to wiggle 

our way out of the contradiction. Recall the statements in 

contradiction:

 (1*) I believe that none of my beliefs are false.

 (2) I believe that at least some of my beliefs are false. 

For simplicity, let’s pretend I only hold three beliefs: A, B, and 

C. Because of (1*), I hold that each of these three beliefs are 

true. Normally, if I take A to be true, B to be true, and C to be 

true, then I take A, B, and C to be true. This is common sense, 

but also is a logical rule. It is when we commit to this step that 

the contradiction comes in; if we take our beliefs as a whole to 

have no errors, then we cannot take our beliefs as a whole to 

have at least some errors too.

Now let’s slide fuzzy logic into the problem. Say the threshold 

of certainty I need to say I believe something is 0.7 [ie. 70%]. 

Let’s say, additionally, that I’m 90% certain of A, 80% certain of 

B and 75% certain of C. If we check whether we believe they’re 

all true, something weird happens. We get:

 a * b * c = abc8  For clarity: 8 is a footnote, not a mathematical index.

 0.9 * 0.8 * 0.75 = 0.54

A, B and C individually meet the 0.7 threshold for certainty. 

In other words, I believe that each of them is true, and (1*) is 

fulfilled. But if we look at the certainty of whether I think all 

our beliefs are true, we see it’s below 0.7. Despite believing that 

each of my three beliefs are true, I also believe that some of my 

beliefs could be wrong. If we apply fuzzy logic to beliefs, then 

we can hold both (1*) and (2) to be true without contradiction, 

and the paradox is solved.9

The reason why this works is because fuzzy logic makes us 

think about our beliefs as probabilities. When we say we believe 

something, it’s not because we think it’s undoubtedly true, but 

instead that it meets a certain threshold for how confident we 

are that it’s true. And if that’s the case, then we can say that 

we believe that there are some errors in our beliefs as a whole, 

even if we believe each of our individual beliefs are true.

That’s not the end of the story though! We still have a couple 

of problems we need to sort out. If you were really observant, 

you might have noticed that accepting fuzzy logic here forces 

us to sacrifice another very intuitive principle. In fact, we briefly 

touched on it earlier: it is that, if we take P to be true, and Q 

to be true, we take P and Q to be true. Those familiar with 

basic symbolic logic would know this rule as the Conjunction 

Introduction Rule (though really, like I said, it’s very common-

sensical).10 Because of how fuzzy logic solves this problem, 

accepting fuzzy logic’s strategy here would mean rejecting 

that this rule actually holds in all cases. Our application above 

would be a direct counterexample to the rule. Are we really 

prepared to sacrifice this rule to preserve the value of humility?

We might wiggle even further here. It seems obvious that 

there are some cases where this principle applies. After all, 

if I am hungry and I am thirsty, it is obvious that I am both 

hungry and thirsty. This much we’ll be hard pressed to deny. So 

maybe what’s really going on here is that we sometimes mean 

things in the normal way and sometimes mean them in the 

fuzzy logic way. The statements ‘I believe the earth revolves 

around the sun’ and ‘the earth revolves around the sun’ might 

both look like they deal with the same thing, but are actually 

of vastly different structures and employ different kinds of 

logic – the meaning of the first one would be ‘fuzzy’, while the 

meaning of the second one would be conventional. 

If we think about it, we might have some really good reasons 

for wanting to make this distinction. What we could say is 

that thinking the two statements are the same is to conflate 

ontology with epistemology – it is to assume that statements 

about ‘what is’ and ‘what is believed’ follow the same logical 

structure and rules. While statements about ‘what is’ only 

have two possible truth values11 (the earth either revolves 

around the sun, or it does not), statements about ‘what is 

believed’ comes in different degrees (I might be sceptical 

that the earth revolves around the sun, be fairly certain that 

it does, be conflicted on whether it does, etc.). Given that 

the very structure of ‘truth’ in these statements is different, 

it would then make sense that we would use different logical 

systems to map them out. A system with binary truth values 

for statements on ‘what is’, and a system with a spectrum of 

truth values for statements on ‘what is believed’. 

Maybe you have thoughts on whether this distinction 

makes sense. Or maybe you even have your own solution 

to the paradox. Either way, I think it’s amazing that this 

seemingly innocuous question about whether intellectual 

humility is logically valid can lead us down such a rabbit-

hole of the fundamentals of logic and, on a very basic level, 

how we employ our everyday language. That’s the beauty of 

philosophy, isn’t it? You try to figure out a problem, you dig 

deeper and deeper, and after a certain point you take a step 

back and realise you’re even more confused than when you 

first started. But now your confusion is more informed than it 

was at the start, and the things you are confused by are deeper 

and more interconnected than you could have ever thought. 

Who knows – maybe some version of this same problem 

might pop up somewhere we wouldn’t expect, like in ethics or 

political philosophy. If that ever happens, our discussion here 

might give us valuable insight on how to begin tackling those 

problems.

“Your confusion is more 
informed than it was 
at the start, and the 

things you are confused 
by are deeper and more 
interconnected than you 
could have ever thought.”
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FORCED
DISCHARGE: A 

REPORT
ON THE 
BANALITY OF 
EVIL By Ollie Sanderson-Nichols

In April 2020, the New York Post published an article with 

the header “Forcing nursing homes to take coronavirus 

patients is just insane – and evil” (The New York Post, 

2020). In this article, the editorial board of The Post lambasted 

the decision by state officials to mandate the discharge of 

elderly patients who had tested positive for COVID-19 out of 

overcrowded hospitals and back into local nursing homes. The 

principal complaint was that this led to significant reseeding 

of the virus amongst those most vulnerable to it resulting 

in a considerable number of avoidable deaths. When asked 

why these especially vulnerable people had not been better 

protected, Governor Andrew Cuomo was alleged to have 

responded that ‘it wasn’t [their] job’ (ibid.) These events, the 

authors claim, were ‘evil’. I would like to examine this policy, 

and the invectives of evil levelled against it, by putting it into 

dialogue with Hannah Arendt’s own writings on the ‘banality 

of evil’. Ultimately, the question for us is: was the policy of 

‘forced discharge’ a case of banal evil, and if so, what can we 

learn from this?

Hannah Arendt coined the term ‘the banality of evil’ whilst 

reporting on the trial of Adolf Eichmann, a key figure involved 

in administering the so-called ‘Final Solution’ in Nazi Germany 

from 1941-1945. For Arendt, the banality of evil applies to cases 

in which extreme and exceptional wrongdoing is committed 

by people who appear so ordinary, or who understand their 

participation in such unexceptional terms, that they confound 

our attempts to determine their culpability. Whilst critics such 

as Richard Bernstein (2018, p.294) emphasise that Arendt’s is 

an account of only one kind of evil (banal evil, as opposed to 

evil as such) it is nevertheless the case that this phenomenon 

of banal evil might perhaps be exposed elsewhere too. 

We can identify three main components at work in Arendt’s 

idea that will be relevant for our considerations moving 

forward: (i) the banality of character, which refers to the 

purported ‘ordinariness’ of banal evildoers; (ii) the banality 

of will, which refers to the dissonance between acts of 

banal evil and evildoers’ intentions; and (iii) the banality of 

judgement, which refers to the tendency of banal evildoing 

to repel or preclude independent thinking. Each of these 

components performs a conceptual move. I want to examine 

each component in turn (noting that whilst each appears to 

be present in Arendt, they are not always clearly delineated), 

explain the relevant move, and then consider what these 

moves might reveal when applied to our case.

“Many more of us than we 
typically suppose – living 

‘ordinary’, routinized lives – 
may well be implicated in the 
comportment of genuine evil, 
perhaps without even being 

aware of it.”
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The Banality of Character

Our first component refers to Arendt’s suggestion that 

those who commit extraordinarily evil acts may nevertheless 

appear extremely ordinary in their character and capacities. 

Despite the gravity of his acts, Arendt describes Eichmann 

as ‘terrifyingly normal’ (Arendt 2006, p.273, emphasis added) 

– indeed, she reports that “half a dozen psychiatrists had 

certified him as ‘normal’” with one expert even going so far as 

to claim that ‘his whole psychological outlook […] was “not only 

normal but most desirable”’ (ibid., pp.25-26). There are at least 

two ways of interpreting the thrust of Arendt’s claim here: a 

superficial view that evildoers such as Eichmann may simply 

appear to be normal, and are therefore difficult to identify; or a 

more troubling view that evildoers such as Eichmann actually 

are average, ordinary people, such as you or I. This latter 

reading is particularly interesting insofar as it runs against our 

tendency to pathologize or mythologize evildoers as somehow 

‘other’. It thereby challenges the consoling conviction that 

normal people are constitutionally incapable of committing 

such evil (Fine 2001, p.157). 

Considering the case of elderly, infectious patients being 

forcibly returned to nursing homes, an emphasis on the 

apparent normalcy of those involved in administering public 

evils is revealing for a number of reasons. Firstly, it deflates the 

idea that those responsible for serious wrongs need to present 

as singular villains. Indeed, it suggests that an undue focus on 

searching for diabolical villains may in fact serve to obscure 

culpable individuals who nevertheless appear ordinary, or 

even unassuming. Accordingly, whilst The Post’s editors focus 

on a number of headline figures, they offer little by way of 

consideration as to whom else – from unassuming civil servants 

to ordinary hospital administrators  – might also bear some 

burden of responsibility for this wrongdoing. Yet a recognition 

of the banality of figures involved in such purported evil can 

in fact render us more sensitive in our attempts to identify 

those who are truly culpable. Moreover, if we accept Arendt as 

saying that banal evildoers might actually be broadly normal 

(rather than merely appearing so) then this also entails that 

many more of us than we typically suppose – living ‘ordinary’, 

routinized lives – may well be implicated in the comportment 

of genuine evil, perhaps without even being aware of it. This, 

it seems, should give us pause to reflect on the impact of our 

own actions and decisions, particularly in the performance of 

what might otherwise appear to be innocuous, ‘run-of-the-

mill’ duties. 

The Banality of Will

The second component refers to the link between an evildoer’s 

conduct and their intentions. As Judith Butler (2011) notes, 

Arendt assessed Eichmann in the context of a technical-

legal process geared toward demonstrating that Eichmann’s 

crimes sprung from fitting criminal intentions. However, cases 

of heinous wrongdoing exert pressure on this endeavour: 

when wrongs appear so shocking and incomprehensible as to 

become ‘evil’, the search for fitting intentions may lead one 

to think either that the criminal lacked intelligible motives 

(because no motive could reasonably fit the crime), or that 

they possessed truly infernal or inhuman motives that are 

beyond our capacity to assess. However, Arendt offers us a way 

past this bind by suggesting that such fittingness – this sense 

that the intention ought to fit the crime – need not always 

apply. Eichmann, for instance, seemed far more concerned 

with banal motives, such as furthering his career, than he was 

with committing genocide – from his perspective, it just so 

happened that genocide was an undesirable yet unavoidable 

part of the job (Arendt 2006, p.62).

Analogously, in our case, Dr. Howard Zucker is castigated by 

The Post for allowing scores of ‘casualties to mount’ (The New 

York Post, 2020) whilst nevertheless pursuing the more banal 

motives of easing pressure on the overstretched hospitals. 

Yet to hold to a notion that such acts could constitute an evil 

only if they were accompanied by fitting ‘evil’ intentions on 

Zucker’s part would disqualify the case: in all likelihood, it is 

simply not the fact that Zucker intended his actions to cause 

such harm. As Arendt demonstrates however, by decoupling 

conduct from intentions, acts of evil can be rendered 

significantly more intelligible whilst nevertheless preserving 

full notions of accountability. That is, rather than depending 

upon unintelligible inner dispositions or incomprehensible 

motives as the condition of possibility for ascribing blame, 

Arendt offers a means of explaining both evil which depends 

solely on the assessment of practical acts, and the manifest 

judgements that these acts embody.

The Banality of Judgement

Our third and final component refers to Arendt’s view that 

banal evil in some way repels or precludes independent 

thinking, thereby diminishing one’s capacity to receive and 

exercise judgement. In her account of the trial, Arendt dwells 

on Eichmann’s tendency to engage in what his judges termed 

“Is it really the case 
that each of us is as far-
removed from evil as we 

typically assume?”

‘empty talk’: a slew of ‘stock phrases and self-invented cliches’ 

that stood-in for genuine thought and also functioned to 

safeguard him from the judgement of others (Arendt 2006, 

p.49). As Arendt underscores, this is not stupidity – understood 

as faulty or sluggish processes of reasoning – but instead a 

genuine and profound inability to think for oneself, or from the 

perspective of others (ibid., pp.287-288).

This resonates with Governor Cuomo’s invocation of the “not 

my job” cliché when challenged about the performance of his 

duties. On the one hand, Cuomo’s use of the cliché serves the 

defensive function identified by Arendt of deflecting external 

judgement. On the other hand, as an internalised view, it also 

serves to preclude his engaging in a deeper and more critical 

reflection on the circumstances and choices available to him- 

particularly had he stopped to consider the issue from the 

standpoint of vulnerable service users. In this respect, the 

banality of evil also refers to an epistemic vice that manifests 

as a diminished capacity for expressing and receiving 

judgement. Put otherwise it is, a failure to reflect openly, 

carefully, and independently on the problems and solutions 

that are available, and to instead rely on shallow, prefabricated 

attitudes in place of such genuine thought.

***

Was the forced discharge of infectious COVID patients a case 

of banal evil, then? My answer is: yes. Arendt has helped us 

to understand that decisions can be classed as evil without 

needing monstrous figures presiding over them. Indeed, 

many of the people involved in the performance of such evils 

may well be considered incredibly average or typical: normal 

people fulfilling unexceptional roles as civil servants, hospital 

administrators, or other key workers. Her writings also invite 

us to reconsider our presumptions that particularly egregious 

evils need stem from egregious intentions. Much as in the case 

of Dr. Zucker’s performance of his duties, many exceptional 

wrongs can arise despite being entirely at odds with the 

intentions of those involved in causing them. By the same token, 

her thoughts on the banality of judgement serve as a stark 

warning for us to be alert for signs of thoughtlessness, both in 

ourselves and others. As she points out, disastrous events can 

all-too easily arise out of thoughtlessness – papered over and 

sustained by cliché, platitude, and received orthodoxy. Finally, 

and perhaps most importantly, I think, Arendt also gives us 

cause to reconsider how we think about the everyday wrongs 

we encounter. Perhaps we even unwittingly participate in 

some. Is it really the case that each of us is as far-removed from 

evil as we typically assume?

Photo by Jake WM [jakewm261f.myportfolio.com] 
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Keramos
Editor’s Note: 

Robert’s column fares the reader into a fictional account of a Roman labourer 

in the small city of Epidaurus. He presents us with crisp, lucid imagery and an 

epic setting. Sets of disjointed journal entries regale of the labourer’s travels 

and personal thoughts - commenting on Roman society and interests. Roberts’ 

piece highlights the essential uniqueness of writing and reading philosophy. The 

column invites the reader themself to pick out what they believe is philosophi-

cally motivating; while parsing through the metaphors, allusions, and scenery, 

one is thinking deeper about how each of the characters, setting, or plot con-

vey philosophical messages. In the end, the reader is left with a unique under-

standing of the impressions that the piece has made philosophically. The piece 

makes no explicit argument or stipulation;, instead the reader must themselves 

think both from the piece and into the piece- arrive at their own conclusions. 

The column encourages one to check the historical references, to define words 

that one is unfamiliar with, and does no hand-holding explanations- in general 

making the reader independent as a thinker.

By Robert Lee

The following is a salvaged memoir fragment written by an 

unknown potter from Epidaurus, a former Greek city on the 

Argolid Peninsula. The exact year of composition is unknown, 

yet estimates lie between 4 BC ~ 18 AD (based on political 

allusions). 

        

  

Third Dusk in Argos

The last vestiges of our fire’s embers had started to fade again; 

so tindered crumpled papyrus and then olive wood chunks 

to keep the night warm (incandescence beneath a gleaming 

firmament). By this point we had long left Benedictus’ 

atrium; I cannot but think prosaic conversation with (alleged) 

ideologues is a greater sedative than Posca (that wine they 

infuse with opium). I can just about recall the conversation I 

had with Remus on Politics, and his insistence that the (recent) 

death of Agrippa Postumus was an instance of posthumous 

filicide on the part of Augustus. Such as opposed to the more 

obvious truism that Tiberius wanted no political outliers. 

Remus - the man seems to me maladjusted for his role as 

Scriba (clearly, they allow any brute who can string platitudes 

together into the treasury) - I wonder about the ratio of fools to 

sages. The ruins of the day flash before me in faint, intoxicated 

recollections. 

Night

As the flames of our hearth rose, my eyelids closed; overcome 

by lethargy, I felt myself falling with gradually reducing speed, 

until I found my feet atop a balcony. The Sun’s rays shone 

over the parapet, the outer wall darkening like a Gull’s pinion. 

Nostalgia imbued me, for I was back home in Epidaurus, 

overlooking the wide gulf as I did every morning as a boy. 

Turning my head after a few meagre steps, the front portier 

was a dead giveaway that the home in which I stood was not 

my own: a marble archway accented by an ugly red gauze 

curtain, a figure of imperialism, lacking only that <golden 

eagle>.  I longed to see my childhood dwelling and my noble 

stock, but instead turned my head back to the expansive gulf.  

Waters ebbed. Two steps more and I found myself amongst 

strong waves. Gazing back at the shore, my home island faded. 

Wasn’t there the high cadence of a tibia that pitched my ears 

and furrowed my brow? The shrieking placated only by that 

sweetest contralto… mater?
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First Light of Fourth day

But clearly, I am a man of lower pleasures. For I am no Scribe 

like Remus, no Consul, no Praetor like Benedictus; indeed, I 

am far from the pre-eminence of these <great men>, for they 

consider virtuosity comparable to civic obedience – praise be 

to hegemony! They are designated the name Patricians, for 

indeed they are the neglectful, self-interested fathers of the 

state – and still they delude themselves with the dictum that 

they are essential, yet when has the paltry stroke o f a stylus 

ever clothed the hoi polloi? Indeed, they trouble themselves 

to afford me a fleeting magnanimity, but behind my back they 

sneer, call me a vagrant - just another plebeian amongst the 

masses. I am a chimera to them, for I freely chose the life of 

a labourer; do they not realise that the fruits of labour are far 

more precious than the fruits of idleness? Ah, but are they not 

wise?  Do they not discuss between themselves the essence 

of man and meditate upon metaphysics? Indeed, they do, yet 

their inquiry ceases there. A man can passionately dream of his 

Elysium, he can sleepwalk the trail of piety – yet upon waking, 

he is deranged to find that nothing of the phantasmagoria 

remains. 

Preparations

Final day before returning home – must sell the last of our 

wares. Market is roughly ninety stadia away, so we each took 

turns piloting the carriage and walking alongside it. Had 

Benedictus not provided a wagon, I likely would have forgone 

the expedition. Rough roads – at one point we made a shortcut 

through a bridleway, shattering three pots and an amphora 

(and damnatory silence for the journey’s remainder). 

Arrival in Agora

O the fabled Agora! Vibrant and spacious, but little else 

to write of. Completely void of the halcyon sophists, now 

predominantly pedlars and dye-merchants (this was no 

Athens) – the only gadflies I saw were the ones bothering the 

livestock. We constructed our stand near some marble pillars 

(so as to appear more grandiose) – and did our best to display 

what remained of our merchandise. Sold two amphoras to an 

old priest (received six drachmae and a pitiful blessing) – did 

not dare admit that I was a godless individual to such a man. 

by Zeus did he go on with his imperious lectures on the nature 

of humanity, intertwined with his own negative readings of 

Aristotle. “The Philosopher is unwise to suggest the soul can 

be cognisant of itself – a singular being cannot simultaneously 

be the subject and object of knowledge – this is a role only for 

our divines; and any attempt at metaphysical self-awareness is 

pure egotism!”. I nodded in the positive, offering no opportunity 

for tangents or asides – he soon left with his acquisitions. The 

last of the morning went, no further sales. 

Afternoon

Caught the eye of a young man writing on a wax tablet; he 

approached in a pair of cancei that held his gaunt legs (a 

sickly child). I complimented his tunic and inquired about his 

pastime – “Ah, the alphabet… compulsory learning”, he replied, 

in between raspy breaths (already he showed more sapience 

than the priest). He was visiting Rome with his aunt and two 

brothers - the sons of some wealthy rhetorician from Hispania. 

He took some interest in one of our pitchers, ornamented by 

animal engravings: heavenly Pegasi adorning the rim, lowly 

apollonian bovine on the belly, and crowded swine around 

the foot. “Who decides the value of beasts over others?”, “It is 

simply just theological nonsense”, I replied, “these godly men 

require symbols by which they can view their deities, otherwise 

they would have nothing to consecrate or sacrifice”.  “But why 

sacrifice?”, “I believe it is a flue for men’s many anxieties and the 

perennial lust for authority – men shall perpetually squabble 

amongst each other in the name of political power, yet their 

domination over all creatures non-human must be a constant.” 

We spoke further of nature – I discouraged his inclination 

towards vegetarianism; these days it is a practice only suited to 

renegades and ascetics. Upon his departure I wished him well, 

yet felt a deep envy – a youthful mind, in equal parts plastic and 

opinionated, they would likely call him an uninscribed tablet. 

Perhaps had I allowed myself to be moulded differently by my 

experiences, had my own tabula been etched with greater 

subtlety, I could have been a great dialectician! a Homeric 

poet! a great Physician like Hippocrates, who broke through 

the magical barrier of theurgy and brought upon the age of 

medicine; even the halieutics are of a greater calibre than 

those who deal in ceramics. The young man’s name escapes 

me: maybe <Secundus>, or was it <Seneca>?

Afterword

This short story is based on the early fiction of Arno Schmidt – a German experimental writer perhaps best known for his 

weighty Zettel’s Traum (a Joycean stream-of-consciousness novel numbering over 1,300 pages, produced in a typescript 

format). Characteristic of these works is Schmidt’s idiosyncratic, theoretical approach to consciousness-processes (G. be-

wußtseinsprozess) (Phelan, 1972). The majority of this early fiction is written in a diary format, whereby Schmidt has license 

to record entire thought developments through the scrawlings of his protagonists – his prose is represented in a series of 

linked fragments which reflect the mind’s tendency to jump and leap around subjects, resulting in a “string of discrete 

units threaded together like pearls” (Schmidt, 1995). From midnight to midnight is not merely “one day”, Schmidt main-

tains, but rather “1440 minutes”, and the fragmentation in his stories reflects such a notion of temporality. Also apparent 

in this early fiction is the historicity of the stories: Enthymesis, for instance, chronicles a group of bematists (“step-measur-

ers’’) under Eratosthenes of Cyrene attempting to calculate the Earth’s circumference. Layered through this unorthodox 

framework are many philosophico-historical allusions which unceasingly keep the reader engaged in both the form and 

content of the story, and cement Schmidt as one of the great German writers of the twentieth century. Indeed, “one of the 

greatest readers of all time” (Orthofer, 2014).
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Freedom of Belief, 
Semantics of the ‘Ought’, 
and Writing Philosophy:

Editor’s Note

What follows is an interview with Dr. Matthew Chrisman 

of University of  Edinburgh. The interview was held after Dr. 

Chrisman delivered a talk before members of the University 

of Warwick Philosophy Society. The talk concerned various 

approaches towards and formulations of the idea of freedom.

Dr. Chrisman highlighted a central example of his 

presentation: Orwell’s 1984, in which the protagonist, Winston, 

is subjected to severe torture and propaganda, making him 

believe absurd claims such as ‘2+2=5’. Dr. Chrisman sparked 

an interest in freedom of belief, and precisely what such a 

doxastic status entailed. More specifically, how it is possible 

to differentiate between freedom-diminishing influences on 

belief, à la propaganda and torment, from freedom-enhancing 

influences, à la education and open discourse. After all, both 

are some kinds of restrictions on liberty- our ability to do purely 

as one pleases in the absence of constraint - if not freedom.

Choosing to forgo traditional approaches to characterising 

this dichotomy, such as describing a 3rd person objective 

metaphysics of belief or abducing a 1st person transcendental 

metaphysics, Dr. Chrisman attempted to diagnose the 

distinction in terms of ‘freedom’ as used in politics and political 

philosophy. 

Running through three major philosophical theories of 

freedom- i.e. freedom as ability for self-control, as capacity 

for rational self-determination, and finally as a recognized 

right for self-realisation, Dr. Chrisman settled on the latter as 

a holistic understanding of doxastic freedom. This conception 

involves two major threads: freedom is the right to be what one 

chooses- to be a self and a particular self. Further, this right is 

recognized by others, not only putatively by other agents, but 

also through institutions and political action. 

Here is where Dr. Chrisman answers the distinction: freedom-

diminishing influences are such because they not only limit our 

capacity to be a certain self, but also destroy our recognized 

authority to believe what we believe. This is contrasted by 

freedom-enhancing influences which allow a greater fashion 

and potential to exercise this authority qua being recognized 

as free to believe in a society.

The interview overleaf discusses both thoughts we had after 

the presentation and some of Dr. Chrisman’s previous work.

An Interview with Dr. Matthew Chrisman

Professor of Ethics and 
Epistemology at the 

University of Edinburgh
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Roman: One of the questions I have is on the paradigm 

that you use from the political stance, and I was wondering 

if you have any reason for judging a politically perspectived 

analysis of freedom to be in some way more beneficial or more 

plausible than some of the more metaphysical judgements.

Dr. Chrisman: This pertains to the methodology that I used 

to write the paper and think about these issues. I don’t want 

to say the metaphysical approaches are wrong, they’re just 

answering a different question than the one I want to answer. 

They would be wrong if one thought that the concept of 

freedom of belief only mattered metaphysically. I think we are 

in part interested in that concept because of moral or political 

considerations, not just metaphysical ones. People are often 

motivated by reading novels such as 1984 to think ‘what is it to 

be controlled by propaganda?’ But then they latch onto these 

metaphysics-of-mind accounts of what freedom is, and that’s 

had the effect of ignoring this broader conceptual technology 

that we have for thinking about freedom as a political ideal 

rather than a metaphysical condition of our minds. In the 

end, I think we need to think of freedom as a political ideal, 

and this ideal includes recognising someone as having 

certain conditions on their minds. So there is a way that the 

metaphysics comes into the politics, but we need the politics 

to make sense of freedom of belief, or to make sense of why 

we care about it.

Roman: From a personal standpoint I tend to agree with you, 

and this is a very sound account of freedom not only as self-

actualization but as recognized self-actualization, and I just 

want to highlight that recognisant term. Could you elaborate 

more on the kind of structures or constellations that are 

included in this recognition? Is it merely a social recognition, a 

social acknowledgement, a normative attitude to authority, or 

a normative status?

Dr. Chrisman: As I spoke about very briefly in the talk, there are 

various interpersonal attitudes we can have towards one other 

than can constitute recognizing somebody else as having 

various rights. Such can be us ceding to them the authority to 

do certain things, think certain things, or choose certain things, 

but if that’s all that recognition is then it’s probably too thin or 

anaemic to really explain what values we want to promote and 

protect in our social and political structures. That’s why I like 

this thought from Axel Honneth that recognition needs to be 

institutionalised, that we need institutions that are designed 

around facilitating mutual respect and recognition- those are 

going to be institutions like our educational institutions, or the 

way that news organisations operate, and there could be very 

subtle differences between news organisations that operate 

along norms that are designed to facilitate mutual recognition 

and news organisations that are merely propaganda 

machines. I have not yet devoted very much thought to this in 

particular, but that’s where I think we want to find the material 

for distinguishing those: in what does it take to create an 

institution that facilitates mutual respect.

Roman: I happen to agree that the recognizant institutions 

have to be present as actual institutions, they have to be 

present as functions in society because just having a normative 

attitude to oneself isn’t simply constitutive of recognition.

Dr. Chrisman: And even if there is recognition between you 

and Joseph, that you’ve recognised Joseph’s right to self-

realise as a philosopher, that doesn’t yet really make Joseph 

a philosopher or facilitate his freedom to be a philosopher. 

We need the idea of ‘philosopher’ to be institutionalised in a 

broader social structure such as a university. Arguably that only 

happened a few hundred years ago, but it did, and now the 

opportunity to self-realise as a philosopher is available where 

it wasn’t before. So that’s where it needs to go to a higher level 

than one-on-one interpersonal relations.

Roman: That culminates in the main question I had from the 

talk: In analysing doxastic freedom as this sort of recognisant 

self-actualisation, is there any positive commitment that it 

produces to the self in terms of having duties of seeking out 

education, broadening and increasing one’s potential for self-

actualisation? Is there positive commitment that is entailed by 

these, and if so are there going to be these logically necessary 

institutions coming from this positive aspect of this doxastic 

freedom?

Dr. Chrisman: That’s a really interesting question. I was initially 

sceptical of this. There is this idea in political philosophy that 

sometimes goes under the label ‘perfectionism’ which focuses 

on the positive conditions for autonomy. According to these, 

it’s partly the role of our political organisations (especially 

the state) to facilitate people becoming better in various 

human ways, and one of those ways might be becoming 

better knowers, so that would be a political philosophy that 

suggests the answer to your question would be yes. But I’ve 

always been a little sceptical of perfectionist views for some 

of the standard reasons that liberals object to those views. 

So I’m inclined to think that’s not quite right. Look, if what 

you’re really interested in is the current fate of Britney Spears 

then that’s fine, you can pursue knowledge on that, we can 

recognise you as a knower about this topic, that’s all it takes to 

be recognised as an epistemic knower, and we don’t need to 

think there are higher/lower or more/less important kinds of 

knowledge (that’s my gut reaction to this kind of questions).

Although I do think there’s a way in which we provide methods 

for thinking and basic conceptual technology to people who 

get education. You might think that it’s really hard to think, 

even about the current state of Britney Spears, without having 

concepts such as thinking of yourself in relation to the evidence 

you have in various ways that require basic epistemic skills. 

And that’s what mandatory education should do, it should 

give us that. Maybe education should be mandatory insofar 

as it provides the necessary resources for any epistemic self-

realisation whatsoever. What you exercise this freedom of 

epistemic self-realisation to do is, I would think, more up to 

you than the perfectionist political philosophers would allow.

Roman: That’s a very rational reaction, and kind of anticipated 

on my behalf because it is uncomfortable to think about 

positive and objective bearings actualised as necessary 

institutions. However, we are sort of led down the path- the 

path where we think that if these institutions have this shape 

that you’re describing, that they don’t promote a single 

epistemic content but they provide a form by which epistemic 

content can be then self-determined, it is a more palatable 

thing to think about.

Dr. Chrisman: I mean, you have to be concerned about how 

you draw that line between the formal and the substantive, 

and I think that’s always the point in these sorts of discussion 

that you want to press to see whether that line can be held 

firm, which I suspect often it can’t be.

Roman: That completes the questions I had particularly about 

the talk. Now I’d like to discuss some of your other work. I know 

that you’re interested in the intersection between semantics 

and ethics, and your book discusses the semantics of ‘ought’, 

and its implications for moral descriptivism and moral 

Art by meuowl
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expressivism. I was wondering if you could tell us more about 

why you think that issues in semantics have direct bearing and 

provide insight into issues in ethics.

Dr. Chrisman: There’s a long and short version of this story, so 

I’ll tell you the short version. I got into professional philosophy 

thinking about various theories of what was right or wrong, 

good or bad, what we ought to do, and wondering about 

what their objective basis was. I became quite convinced that 

we don’t find the fact that we ought to do something out 

in nature with the empirical methods we use to investigate 

reality. That left me in a quandary since, on the one hand, 

some philosophers think that those facts are supernatural or 

non-natural- that they somehow don’t fit with the facts we 

can discover through empirical methods. These philosophers 

have to figure out, or tell a plausible story, about how we do 

discover them. On the other hand, other philosophers think 

that that normative language is subtly mistaken or erroneous, 

that it doesn’t really track reality even though it tries to. This 

is labelled ‘error theory’ in contemporary metaethics, but I 

think it traces back to Thrasymachus in Plato’s Republic and 

Nietzsche. All of these different thinkers (the older ones in 

somewhat more radical ways) think that our moral practice 

embodies some kind of pernicious error about how to live, and 

they would therefore be critical of morality. However, I thought 

‘well I don’t like that either’. So I didn’t know where to go 

between this error theory and this non/supernaturalism about 

ethics, and that got me thinking about the meaning of ‘ought’ 

statements, and the standard alternative between those two 

options is to endorse some kind of expressivism. 

like is that quite independent of your metaethics the word 

ought is a modal word (its like ‘but’, ‘may’, ‘might’, ‘could’) and 

all of those are typically treated by linguists not as referring to 

properties in reality, but as providing linguistic mechanisms 

with which we can think about other counterfactual 

possibilities and reason about other ways things could have 

been, or ways things have to be, rather than just the way 

things are. Accordingly I think that all of that language plays a 

different conceptual role in our thinking than either descriptive 

or expressive language. So that’s where I felt the theory of 

the meaning of ought, which was neither descriptivist nor 

expressivist, but as I now say, inferentialist, which focuses on 

the inferential role of ought judgements conceived as modal 

judgements. 

Roman: I found that particularly insightful, that on inspection 

we don’t necessarily need to endorse an expressivist attitude 

if we denounce a descriptivist one because as you said 

there’s no need to commit ourselves to these stringent truth 

conditions or correspondence theories of truth. We can have 

an interesting meta-normative or meta-semantic analysis 

of modal verbs like ‘ought’ and have an understanding not 

exactly correspondent to actuality.

Joseph: A quick clarificatory question. You said that something 

that made you move away from expressivism was that it didn’t 

match up with the linguistic evidence of our use of moral terms. 

Could you clarify what you mean by ‘linguistic evidence’ and 

perhaps provide an example of a piece of linguistic evidence 

that doesn’t fit with the theory.

Dr. Chrisman: This gets quite tricky and complicated because 

expressivists have been particularly ingenious at tweaking 

their theories in ways that handle various bits of linguistic 

evidence. But I’ll mention two things that are the beginning 

of threads that we could pull on that I think would unravel the 

jumper of epistemic expressivism. 

One thing is that if you think a) ethical or normative claims 

mean what they do because of what they express, and 

they express the non-cognitive or emotive attitude, and b) 

descriptive claims mean what they do because they express 

descriptive beliefs, you face the problem of mixed claims. So 

you say something like ‘murder is wrong’ expresses my dislike 

of murder and ‘grass is green’ expresses my belief that grass is 

green. But now I can construct the sentence ‘murder is wrong 

or grass is green’ and the question is: what does that express? 

Expressivist do have answers to that question, but it is tricky 

to make it work in general rather than it just being designed 

for that particular case. What they need is a general recipe for 

dealing with sentences of arbitrary complexity (since you can 

always jam in something ethical and something descriptive on 

either side of a logical connective) and it requires quite a bit 

more linguistic speculation to make that work.

Rubicon or we say that the US ought not to invade Iraq), where 

it’s much more difficult to understand what it would mean for 

the individual saying that to be motivated in a particular way. 

So there’s less evidence that ethical judgements are linked in 

this internal way to our emotional and affective reactions, and 

so that’s what led me to want something that’s more about 

the way in which we reason with the claims than about the 

particular attitudes that we express.

Roman: Thank you very much Dr. Chrisman. I just want to ask 

one penultimate question, it’s a forward looking question 

so it’s probably a good one to wrap up this interview. As I 

understand from your talk, you’re currently writing a book: 

could you expand on what you hope this book will achieve in 

being presented to the academic world?

Dr. Chrisman: Yeah … we’ll see. It’s not written yet, and in a 

way I feel like the writing of a piece of philosophy is this bit 

of self-realisation as somebody who defends a particular view. 

I’m deep in the process of it right now, so we’ll see how I come 

out the other end. But maybe quite pragmatically I want to 

write something that encourages more social and political 

focus on our thinking about the agency of our own minds, 

so thinking about them in a way that’s neither first personal 

or third personal but interpersonal. That’s one of the themes 

of the book, and I’m a very strong proponent of the idea that 

epistemology needs to be more social in its focus. This is part 

of a broader movement towards social epistemology, and I 

hope to amplify and pursue that idea. 

“I think that all of that  
[ethical] language plays 
a different conceptual 

role in our thinking than 
either descriptive or 

expressive language.”

So the expressivist idea is that in making an ought claim, or 

any moral claim, we are expressing our attitudes or valuations 

about things rather than trying to describe or represent reality. 

But I became convinced that that theory was not linguistically 

appropriate- that it didn’t match up to the linguistic evidence. 

So that made me start thinking more about linguistics, in 

particular the semantics of modal verbs. One thought I really 

“I think we can all learn 
from the rigour of various 

disciplines”

The other thing is that I think expressivism is often motivated 

by this idea that when I say ‘murder is wrong’ I mean I won’t 

murder, or if I do I’ll feel guilty, or I’ll only do so because I’m 

tempted in ways that outweigh my motivation to not murder. 

The thought is that there is an internal connection between 

our normative or ethical judgements and our motivations to 

action. And if you think that could only work if those judgements 

themselves have that affective or emotive character then you’ll 

start to think that expressivism is a pretty good theory. I did at 

first, I thought it was right that if I judged that I ought to give 

money to charity and I don’t then something is wrong (is he 

lying? Is he insincere? Does he understand what ought means? 

Is he tempted to do something other than what he thinks 

he ought to?) Now, that’s true in the first person case about 

a prospective action, but we make normative claims about 

things that happen in the past or that don’t have anything 

to do with us (we say Caesar ought not to have crossed the 
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The last thing I’ll say is that I’ve written one book that’s been 

published and one that’s in the publishers now, and both are 

very academic tomes that have an audience that is a fairly small 

number of specialists who know quite a bit about particular 

debates. I undertook to writing this book as something that 

would be accessible (not dumbed down) to a wider audience 

since I have a wider group of people that I’m interested in 

talking to. For example, recently I have been thinking with 

and talking to people through the young academy of Scotland 

about a charter for responsible debate and they were all 

interested in what the norms are for discussion of issues that 

we disagree about even though we have common purpose and 

we want to find a way to live together. So it was that broader 

audience that got me thinking about the social conditions of 

freedom of belief and made me want to write a book that’ll still 

be a philosophical book, but that’ll be a bit shorter and aimed 

at a broader audience. 

Roman: I just want to latch onto one particular thing that you 

said because this is so important for Pharos; we as a magazine 

want to have both the academic standard and rigour as well as 

a broad audience, so I was wondering if you could comment 

briefly on how you’re attempting to do what you espouse, i.e. 

disseminate philosophy, while maintaining that academic 

rigour.

Dr. Chrisman: Well I haven’t done it yet, and I’m a little scared 

of it. I find it in some ways quite easy to write the more 

academic tomes and difficult to write for a broader audience. 

The same advice I give to my undergraduate and PhD students 

in thinking about writing; it is to develop the capacity to think 

about your audience and register different types of audience. 

So I found it quite helpful to write a textbook aimed at 3rd or 

4th year students at the same time I was writing an academic 

monograph that was aimed at professional philosophers. 

Having different audiences in mind when you write something 

and then knowing who your (intended) audience is can be 

really useful for developing something. So although the book 

has footnotes and citations and I interact with contemporary 

literature and quote historical figures, there’s ways in which 

I’ve tried to suppress some of that because my audience is this 

broader group of people who don’t necessarily care whether 

I’ve cited that person or whether this really is exactly Kant’s view 

or not. This is a way in which you can be scholarly and rigorous. 

But first and foremost, thinking about who the audience is is 

important, and sometimes that swims in and out of focus for 

me in writing the book, but as I revise and revise and revise 

I’m going to keep that broader intellectual audience in mind. 

I think we can all learn from the rigour of various disciplines 

while still being able to access them, even if we don’t have all 

the background knowledge that the specialists do.

Life as Art:
What Radiohead 
Can Surprisingly 
Teach You About 
Confidence
By Virgil Munteanu

IIn the summer of 2021, I signed up for a short course in 

directing held at a well-known film school in London. One 

day, as we were all watching our short films, we eventually 

came to an evil cop-noir made by a fellow attendee. It 

started out rather unconventionally with a descending shot 

of a pair of chitmneys in Covent Garden which eventually 

reached street level, where a chase was about to happen. I say 

“unconventionally” because our films generally started with 

introducing the characters right from the first frame, whereas 

her’s, in a way, set up the atmosphere and the general somber 

mood of the story without filming any people whatsoever.

If there would be any one lesson that stuck in my mind from 

that programme, it would be found in what a tutor said to 

that fellow attendee, a lesson which I consider to be of great 

philosophical importance. Namely, one of our tutors remarked 

that the starting shot of her film showed the audience that they 

were in the hands of a very confident director. 
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This remark stuck in my mind for a while and still somewhat 

intrigues me. It seemed quite natural for the tutor to applaud 

the girl’s choice of shot. After all, her film turned out really great 

and that was largely due to other bold shot choices similar to 

the one I mentioned. It also seemed that her being confident 

in her shots was an essential component of her being an artist 

in the first place. Even though we were all novices at directing, 

it seemed that she somehow came closer to the essence of 

filmmaking; that is, closer to the essence of proper art. In this 

way, one can say that her being confident was a condition for 

her doing art in the first place. Arguing for the impossibility of 

the artist expressing their ideas without boldness or confidence, 

without being willing to put their entire being on the line in 

favour of trying something new, is one of the objectives of this 

article. 

Furthermore, I argue, the confidence in one’s creative output 

goes far beyond a short film course and constitutes a vital 

component of life. It seems that there are strong parallels 

between the development of one’s private life and the artist’s 

development. I hope it will reveal a certain truth about trusting 

oneself, reasons for why I shall later discuss. 

It may be objected that the artist is not the most reliable 

indication for a non-artist’s development, since the former 

may be thought to be a person who was “struck by genius” or 

who is a “natural”, whatever those expressions mean. In other 

words, the artist’s confidence can seem to be too far removed 

from one’s daily experience of life to contain any essential life 

lessons for the average person. Showing that this conception 

undervalues our potential as individuals is the other objective 

of this article.

But first, one must make clear what they mean by the artist’s 

evolution. The artist has, from the outset, a body of work. When 

one looks through the entire output of an artist’s career, be it in 

cinema, painting, or any other art form, one is, I claim, taken by a 

persistent charm of the whole collection which is equally found 

in each individual work to some extent. In other words, 

their artworks are almost always found to hold particular 

canonical features such that relate either to form or content. 

For example, a painter may be distinguished by a particular 

brush stroke form, whereas a filmmaker’s signature may 

consist of tackling certain topics and developing them 

through their entire career, reaching new conclusions. 

The viewer, attentive to the entire work of an artist, 

discovers pieces of the artist’s identity in each work, 

or a persistence of certain aesthetic motifs. But there is 

still a long way from simply observing a process which 

distinguishes the artist from an ordinary individual to 

making any claims about what is truly driving an artist’s entire 

career. In order to reach those claims, we will have to elevate 

this body of work to a concept; namely the evolution of an 

artist’s confidence.

“Like with Radiohead 
essentially ushering 
Western music into 

a new era, we too, as 
people aware of who we 
truly are, can become 

something new”

its evolution implied a process of making explicit what was 

before implicit. In other words, the flower itself in its last stage 

of development is nothing more and nothing less than the full 

explicit outcome of what was implicitly present in it from the 

very beginning in the bud. These two opposites emerging from 

one another has been the object of dialectics.

The key takeaway of a dialectical development, as we have seen 

in the case of the flower, is that the end result is in a relation 

of unity but also of difference to the origin. In other words, 

evolution consists of a furthering of something which was 

present in a latent form from the very beginning. Returning to 

the case of the artist, it remains unclear what exactly is present 

at the origin of their development. In the next part, I will analyse 

the discography of Radiohead with the hopes of revealing the 

artist’s confidence as the zero (origin) level of development 

which is, in turn, in constant dialectical motion throughout 

one’s career.

Before venturing into over-intellectualising Radiohead’s work, I 

would like to make the crucial disclaimer that reading this part 

of the text on its own can in no way carry my main point across 

unless one also listens to the songs and albums I mention. 

Writing about music is already like 20 blind men describing a 

horse as it is.

Their first album, Pablo Honey is a somewhat 

uninteresting standard alternative rock album 

filled with crunchy vocals, distorted guitars, and 

typical drum beats. One song, however, (in)famously 

stands out as characteristic of the band’s sound at 

the time: Creep. The song begins with an unsurprising 

combination of hopeless vocals 

describing a sad romantic 

situation paired with a clean 

guitar riff arpeggiating a few 

chords. Towards the end of 

the chord progression, we hear 

C minor, which, due to its being out 

of key, provides the song with a 

melancholic and eerie mood.

The song is said to have repeated that chord 

progression for its entire length in its earlier versions 

before Jonny Greenwood, arguably Radiohead’s 

instrumental genius, decided to add a very 

distorted guitar in the chorus. As those who 

are familiar with the song very much 

know, his guitar punches through the 

entire mix, reaching above the vocals 

with its rapidly picked octave chords. 

The image of the blooming flower has not eternally preoccupied 

mankind for nothing, and it is with this image in mind that we 

will further approach understanding an artist’s evolution. In the 

case of the flower, something small (the bud) gradually turns 

(or blossoms) into something greater through time (the fruit). 

However, the fruit presents the same biological make-up as the 

bud and is even capable, itself, of producing buds. This can be 

seen as the flower’s evolution being a 

process of making explicit what 

was before implicit. Since the flower 

“looked into” itself (that is, towards the 

bud) throughout its development, 
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This interesting and characteristic addition to the song is said 

to have been influenced by Greenwood’s interest in classical 

composer Krzysztof Penderecki.1 The latter’s avant-garde music 

is notable for its rapid chromatic (that is, dissonant, out of key) 

crescendos which usually culminate in very high notes that 

strike the listener as very similar to an ultrasound pitch. Such 

notes seem alien to the rest of the auditory universe around the 

listener and make for a peculiar musical choice.

We have therefore seen that even though Radiohead’s debut 

album arguably remained at the contingent, status-quo 

level of 90s alternative, it still contained the bud of radical 

experimentation that eventually came to solidify Radiohead as 

one of the greatest bands in history. While their next album, 

The Bends, expanded upon the themes of their first album, it 

didn’t present the listener with anything groundbreaking both 

in terms of album concept and execution.

Their two subsequent albums, OK Computer and Kid A present 

a major development point for the band. The former brings 

the (at the time) novel themes of isolation and AI takeover to 

musical form, with the band venturing into jazz and electronic 

music. Paranoid Android, the album’s lead track, regarded as the 

band’s highest achievement, captures all this experimentation- 

carrying through three different sections without any actual 

chorus before breaking into computer-generated and 

arguably unmusical noises. Transitioning to Kid A, the opening 

track — “Everything In Its Right Place” — takes such wild 

experimentation to new levels with an interesting electronic 

keyboard riff supplemented by electronic drums and looped 

vocals; something which was unimaginable for an alternative 

band back in the day. Five out of the eleven subsequent tracks 

do not even feature vocals at all. 

Both albums seem to portray something which has carried 

through all the band’s future albums, namely a deeply 

confident trust in their experimentation. The main reason, 

I claim, for the band’s success is their refusal to remain on 

the level of the music around them and their persistence in 

consciously putting their own vision forward. Looking back on 

their discography, one thing is clear: that experimentation, that 

trust and that confidence were present in a nascent form from 

their very first album. As with the flower, Radiohead radically 

changed on the external level, meaning that their music as of 

2021 is incomparable from the shy alternative sound of 1993. 

However, the only way the band could have evolved in the first 

place is, paradoxically, through remaining true to their essence. 

That is to their trust in implementing new sounds at the risk of 

losing intelligibility, to their confidence which was at the seed of 

Pablo Honey. As I stated before, such a development was only 

made possible by rendering explicit what was already implicit 

from their debut album, thereby playing on their original 

experimental strengths and moving away from the alternative 

scene of the time.

Notice that our approach towards personality reveals that such 

a center need not be revealed by explicitly pointing towards 

it. Judging by our earlier discussions, it should appear rather 

straightforward that the self, as I see it, is in constant evolution, 

both internalising and externalising itself. Therefore, one’s 

private life, one’s essence, can only be seen through their 

“public” lives, while one’s external influences come and go in 

setting priorities for the self’s hopes, thereby affecting one’s 

private life. What the artist’s confidence reveals is that one 

mustn’t put too much emphasis on their public life, at the risk 

of getting lost in the ever-flowing river of contingencies. Sure, 

one’s public life still concerns their actual output as an artist 

or non-artist; now made explicit, though, such a development 

in confidence was only made possible by a deep introspective 

conduct of life.

The interesting result of this process is that, like with Radiohead 

essentially ushering Western music into a new era, we too, as 

people aware of who we truly are, can become something new; 

something which is true to our own essence, which was there 

from the very beginning. What the blooming flower, the example 

from my film course, and Radiohead all have in common is that 

they reveal something crucial to navigating life. They reveal 

that the exclusion of contingency (be it of how your peers do 

films, how the other band does music, or how the other lives 

in genere) is essential to becoming oneself, something which 

would interest not only the philosopher, but every lover of life — 

an exclusion which, for lack of a better word, but also with the 

hopes of subsuming it under an intuitable feeling, I choose to 

call confidence.

I will end this text with a few supplementary considerations 

regarding confidence which the example of Radiohead 

reveals. We have seen that confidence implies a negation of 

contingency- a shedding of those parts of oneself which are 

external to one’s essence. This is strikingly different from the 

“mainstream” concept of confidence, which almost always 

entails a process of advancing an untrue image of yourself 

through a constant but unsatisfied need to trample over 

others. This inauthentic treading, I claim, is wildly different from 

a negation of contingency. The very need to use others towards 

one’s own selfish satisfaction implies that one is still stuck in 

a rapport to others. Instead of doing away with contingency, 

such forms of asserting oneself achieve the exact opposite: 

they internalise the contingencies of their social environment, 

thereby forming their essence in an inauthentic and dishonest 

way. Just as wine cannot age if it is mixed with water, so the self-

help-minded individual cannot flourish unless he or she turns 

their eye away from those around them and into their essence, 

towards what they truly are when, say, no one is around. That 

often coincides with what they would be most willing to risk 

everything for.

It may be objected that this introspection into one’s essence 

qua individual is fictional and that “what one truly is” is 

incredibly hard to track, or even non-existent. Though I agree 

that very often in contemporary culture our selves are, as it were, 

projected onto us by various cultural and political factors, one 

cannot ignore the fact that humans still retain a sense of their 

private life. I use “private” in its most radical form, with one’s 

“private life” concerning only the deepest non-quantifiable 

parts either of their psyche or of their romantic, parental, or 

aspirational lives. 

“Just as wine cannot age 
if it is mixed with water, 
so the self-help-minded 

individual cannot flourish 
unless he or she turns 

their eye away from those 
around them and into 

their essence”
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Public & Private 
Reason: Why Kant 
Wouldn’t Cancel 
Speakers
By Zac Cash

In March 2019, the Psychology professor Jordan Peterson, 

whose views on transgender rights, climate change, and 

gender identity have caused great controversy, had his 

visiting professorship invite rescinded from Cambridge 

University. Two years prior, protests erupted when the pro-

Trump political commentator Milo Yiannopoulos announced 

that he would be speaking at UC Berkeley in California. Free 

speech is, clearly, an issue that surrounds our contemporary 

political and social world, with much being done to both 

restrict and bolster its usage on campuses across the world. 

Last May, for instance, UK universities were told that they would 

have to comply with free speech laws or face sanctions for its 

restriction. For Kant in 1784, freedom of speech was an issue 

too. The Prussian King at the time, Frederick the Great, who 

championed progressive free speech laws, had become ill and 

disabled. Kant worried that his successor would be less inclined 

to maintain such values, so in the December 1784 edition of 

The Berlin Monthly, Kant published ‘What is Enlightenment?’; a 

seminal essay in political philosophy with an underlying aim of 

alerting the future King of the importance of maintaining free 

speech within Prussia. Here, Kant drew a distinction between 

the ‘public’ and ‘private’ uses of reason and explored why the 

political consequences of this distinction made it a necessary 

one. In the end, Kant’s plea did not work. Frederick’s successor 

(also creatively called Frederick) was notably more reactionary 

and did much to weaken Prussia internally. Nevertheless, to 

assail the notion that Philosophy has no relevance today and 

develop on from Kant’s discourse, I want to consider how 

Kant’s 240-year-old distinction between public and private 

reason can help us understand contemporary debates around 

free speech.       

Rather than taking the form of advancements in theoretical 

and scientific knowledge, Kant’s Enlightenment is more of a 

practical attitude. We can see Kant’s definition at the beginning 

of his text- “Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-

incurred immaturity” (Kant, 1991:54). Self-incurred immaturity 

is the inability and lack of courage to “use one’s understanding 

without the guidance of another” (54). But this is a moral, 

not an intellectual issue. Immaturity is a lack of courage and 

effort (thus, self-incurred), to think for oneself. Thus, to be 

enlightened, we must have the courage to think for ourselves 

and not blindly follow sources of authority which distract us 

from exercising this duty. Continually, there are two spheres 

to this Enlightenment - the individual, and the collective. 

Kant does not have much faith in individual Enlightenment, 

thinking “there is more chance of an entire public enlightening 

themselves” (55). Kant justifies this by claiming that it would 

be difficult for each individual person to work their way out of 

the ‘second nature’ immaturity they have become accustomed 

to (due to our own domestication of the other animals of the 

Earth and how any freedom they may have had has been 

restricted through “the leading strings to which they are tied”) 

(54), but the existence of a few genuine free-thinkers in society 

means they will “disseminate the spirit of rational respect... for 

the duty of all men to think for themselves” (55). 

It is important to introduce what Kant distinguishes as the 

‘public’ and ‘private’ uses of reason – two distinct ways in 

which our reason can be deployed. The public use of reason 

is “the use which anyone may make of it as man of learning 

addressing the entire reading public” (55). Conversely, the 

private use of reason is “that which a person may make of it in 

a particular civil post or office with which he is entrusted” (55). 

In other words, one can either use their reason in their societal 

role, or they can detach themselves from it, reason from a 

sense of holistic universality, and become a ‘man of learning’ 

for the people, by excluding the interests and ends that prevail 

more privately. 

Kant claims that within a polity, the inclusion of public use 

of reason is of paramount importance. Collective (public) 

Enlightenment is possible, but this relies on freedom of 

speech being upheld. Only then can we attain our autonomy 

and have the courage to think for ourselves without being 

afraid to express our true thoughts on a matter or be forced 

to accept a certain ‘official’ way of thinking. Since the public 

use of reason relates precisely to the wider public sphere, and 

not the individual and subjective matters of the private use 

of reason, freedom of the public use of reason must flourish. 

Kant contrarily contends that restrictions on the private 

use of reason would not have major implications for the 

advancement of public Enlightenment, since we have a duty 

to obey and adhere to the rules of our specific societal role. 

Intertwined with this disparity between the uses of reason is 

the priority that Kant places on intellectual freedom over civil 

freedom. Encapsulated in “argue as much as you like and about 

whatever you like, but obey” (59), Kant presents the necessity 

of obeying within our private spheres, so we can preserve 

freedom of speech and thus collective Enlightenment within 

the public domain. Furthermore, we have a duty to obey within 

our private roles, since “it would be very harmful if an officer... 

were to quibble openly... about the appropriateness of the 

order in question” (56). But this is precisely why the public use 

of reason must prevail, as it allows one to freely detach from 

their role within the ‘realm of obedience’ and criticise such 

aspects of their role that would be neither appropriate nor 

permissible otherwise. Then, as University of Illinois Professor 

Samuel Fleischacker writes, “ideas can be played out without 

leading to rash political changes, and the people can come to 

mental maturity before they rule themselves” (Fleischacker, 

2013:16). 
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This may seem a little abstract and arbitrary, 

so let me provide you with an example. Imagine 

a teacher, or a university professor, who is unhappy with 

something that is being taught on the curriculum - perhaps they 

deem it too controversial, or too offensive, or maybe they feel 

that it leaves out something which they deem to be important. 

Kant would state that the teacher has a moral duty to, first and 

foremost, teach what is on the curriculum regardless of what it 

includes. That is because their societal role is that of a teacher 

and therefore their private use of reason should not come into 

play or cloud their ability to effectively teach. Yet, all is not lost 

for the teacher to voice such displeasure. Through the public 

use of reason, upheld by free speech, they would be able to 

express their feelings (perhaps the most prominent medium 

in which our contemporary theoretical teacher would do this 

would be via social media, a platform which did not exist in the 

18th century, but we can appreciate what Kant is trying to get 

at here). 

ever question our private roles. Furthermore, conversely, 

perhaps the distinctiveness of the two spheres of reason can 

also provide critique. If private reason entails conformity to the 

authority of previous roles in society, surely public discussion 

through the use of public reason can only hope to deal with 

public matters and therefore cannot hope to change private 

authority? Looking at it from the other end, the way we think 

and address the public in public reasoning is majorly affected 

by our private and civil lives.  A quote from Sinclair Upton comes 

to mind- “It is difficult to get a man to understand something 

when his salary depends upon his not understanding it.” How 

can we hope to engage in critical public debate when we are so 

used to doing the opposite?

But why is any of this relevant to contemporary debates around 

free speech? I mentioned at the start of this piece the current 

issue of free speech in universities. In 1974, the National Union of 

Students introduced a ‘No Platforming’ policy, which prevented 

people with racist or fascist views speaking at universities (n.b. 

not all Student Unions adopted this policy). However, in 2021, 

the government published a paper proposing to “strengthen 

free speech and academic freedom” in universities, combining 

with 2017 reports by the Adam Smith Institute claiming that 

“Dismissing … views as 
forgotten risks allows 
their acceptance and 

propagation, which is why 
the Kantian view must 

prevail”
With the case of the teacher, Kant’s distinction does seem 

morally plausible. We understand that the primary role of a 

teacher is to educate, and anything that bars such a role must be 

dealt with externally. However, there are cases where the extent 

to which we are obligated to obey within our civil roles could be 

doubted, such as military and enforcement roles, where morally 

ambiguous orders are often given. If Kant asserts that we must 

obey unquestioningly in these circumstances, then we must 

question the moral aspect of Kant’s intellectual/civil divide. 

Some real-world examples come to mind: think of the bombing 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, or the soldiers who actualized the 

Final Solution in 1942-45. Or, to refer to a more contemporary 

example, the actions of the Metropolitan Police during both 

the Black Lives Matter and Sarah Everard protests could be 

deemed morally ambiguous due to the conflict between 

the maintenance of public order and the righteousness of 

both causes.  Perhaps sometimes, we should not shoot first 

and ask questions later - it seems there are instances where 

civil disobedience should be contemplated before mindless 

obedience. Debate and discussion on these morally enigmatic 

issues, whilst important, cannot be a replacement for the 

potential consequences if we rely solely on this and do not 

universities have a liberal/left-wing bias and thus poses a threat 

to ‘diversity of views’ across campuses. Due to the progressive 

ideals of the King during Kant’s time of writing, universities likely 

upheld such ideals too and therefore were crucial bastions in 

the fight for free speech. As such, we could deem that because 

of the importance Kant places on the public use of reason, 

university talks could cater to those who wished to express 

a specific point of view that they could not hold within their 

specific societal roles or discuss a topic which is separate from 

such a role. Indeed, such conclusions are not quite as clear cut, 

as it is unclear as to what is incorporated within Kant’s definition 

of free speech; modern notions of aspects of speech, such as 

hate speech, blurs the contemporary picture with aspects that 

were not applicable in Kant’s era. The University of Konigsberg, 

where Kant received his education, had numerous royal ties 

and therefore despite the King proclaiming free speech, the 

autonomy and liberality that is afforded to universities today 

would not be recognized during the mid-1780s. But, nonetheless, 

Kant’s proposals do not need complete contextual compatibility 

with today’s societal setup for them to be applicable. It seems 

unfair, for instance, that Amber Rudd should be barred from 

speaking at an Oxford University International Women’s Day 

event because of her links with the Windrush Scandal, when 

she was due to talk about a topic that was utterly distinct from 

her political life- the Kantian distinction between the public and 

private use of reason is precisely for this kind of example. Why 

should her role within the private sphere impact her freedom 

within the public realm? Consequently, viewing free speech 

through a Kantian outlook would support this libertarian-esque 

conclusion because the public and private circles are still as 

applicable today as they were in the 1700s. Despite fluctuations 

in the types of private roles and varying bodies of public reason, 

universities and their relevant bodies of discourse (such as the 

Oxford Union) withstand the test of temporality. Furthermore, it 

is important to emphasise that the Kantian distinction does not 

support the ideals of such divisive speakers. On the contrary, by 

selecting a wider multitude of speakers, visiting professorships 

and other roles which allow public contact at universities, these 

held ideals could be more vulnerable to ardent and voracious 

criticism than ever before. Free speech, through Kant, is an 

avenue for the contention and disputation of bigotry, rather 

than the acceptance of it.  Of course, there is merit in contesting 

the value in preserving the freedom of speech of speakers who 

are associated with ethical stances that have, through prior and 

lengthy debate, been proven to be wrongheaded. Have we not 

established that these views are ethically inadmissible? But 

it remains that these views still have a tremendous influence 

within our contemporary world. How can we dismiss these 

views as ‘old news’ and irrelevant when someone like Donald 

Trump, a figure who not only embodies but promotes these 

views to the highest degree, has managed to hold office in the 

most powerful nation in the world? Dismissing these views 

as forgotten risks allowing their acceptance and propagation, 

which is why the Kantian view must prevail, in order to deal with 

these still very pertinent issues head on. 

Hence, the disparity between public and private use of reason is 

crucial, since it affects how we, as a public and collective society, 

become enlightened. We cannot place faith on individual 

Enlightenment- instead, we must be allowed to unwaveringly 

deploy our public use of reason to challenge authority and build 

the courage to think for ourselves. This has numerous political 

implications, namely, that permitting free speech is critical for 

us to make full use of the public use of reason, as well as the 

hegemony of intellectual liberty over civil freedom, due to the 

varying duties that one has within those realms. In certain cases 

of moral ambiguity, consideration of civil disobedience may 

sometimes be required to prevent catastrophic consequences. 

Yet, Kant’s distinction is particularly relevant within today’s 

debates of free speech, especially within the ‘melting pots’ 

of universities where individuals from a smorgasbord of 

backgrounds, cultures and countries, mix. The importance 

of free speech has evidently, for many, not been lost over 

almost 250 years. Despite this progression in temporality, the 

distinction between public and private uses of reason informs 

contemporary debates surrounding the issue. My opening case 

of the Jordan Peterson controversy can now be addressed 

through a Kantian lens; not through a promotion of the blind 

acceptance of extremist opinion, but of the importance 

of exposing these views so they can be legitimately and 

appropriately denunciated. 
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RICHARD:
BOOK ONE
a collaboration with Warwick Discourse Society

 fictionalised by Roman Melnikov

The following are fragments of correspondence preserved between Helena, an esteemed political theorist 

and advocate, and Saul, student of the famous Professor Butterworth and, at that time, the directing 

editor of a humble philosophy magazine - Pharos.

To the most veritable Saul,

Your publication was brought to my notice by a mutual acquaintance, and I think we share 
a common interest in philosophy. On that serendipitous note, I should inform you that I am 
hosting a gathering of both like-minded and diverse thinkers from all over our purview. We 
discuss issues with philosophical roots- though our topics often turn political. Regardless, I 
would much desire if you and your comrades could attend; help us set a series of prompts to 
promote good discourse. Perhaps something apt and philosophical; a topic worthy of strong 
feeling and pertinent discussion.

If I shall see you there, then I shall see in the middle of this week,Sincerely,
Helena.

To the sublime Helena,

Would be my pleasure- I always say ‘the truth of philosophy is given only in a discourse’. 

As for the nomination of a topic, too many rush to mind. Issues in metaphysics, conflicts in 

aesthetics, inconsistencies in ethics, we could spend an eternity deciding. However, what 

has always gnawingly perplexed me is the nature of our will. So, like many great thinkers, 

I am tempted to ask of the existence of free will. What is it? Does it need to exist? How 

essential is it to moral and political arrangements? These questions, I maintain, can fill your 

halls with substantive discussion. 

So I shall be there then, along with others which look forward to that day-

Sincerely,

Saul. 

On the evening of that midweek day- three hours after dusk, a herd gathered on the premises of Universitas Warwickensis. 

Many flocked the new red-faced building opened not but months ago to see the grand wooden stairs and the amphoras on 

display there. Cutting through the herd that blocked the single entrance, came walking Saul- clad with a cashmere winter coat, 

and wearing doe-skin gloves. With him was Josef, student of the great Professor Shorthurt, scholar of the Austrian philosopher 

Wittgenstein, and editor of Pharos. He wore a yellow tunic. They both entered the venue and ascended the bleached-birch stairs 

in conversation.

“Did you know that dancers will perform here at seldom times?”

“Truly? What a sight it must be!” Josef corroborated as they both walked to the exposed section of the lyceum where Helena had 

prepared an open forum. 

Josef and Saul took seats at the head of one of the two oak tables. Adjacent to them was Russell, the third to the party of the 

Pharos comrades and an enthusiast of the Modern English philosophers- he was early to the meeting by a half-hour and sat 

patiently awaiting the symposium to fill. Directly opposed to them was Richard, who sat with an acerbic confidence and sipped 

quite heavily on a strong-smelling bottle of lager. He was dressed in deep purple and tapped his foot through the commotion 

of the gathering. A little further from Richard, on the edge of his chair sat Jonathan, the youngest of the students- prepared in 

a white dress shirt and bow-tie. 

Far on the distinct other table Ibrahim, a lucid amatuer of the precise sciences, could be seen sitting. Finally, next to Ibrahim, a 

foreign Dignitary from the country of Germany- Herr Ludwig, acknowledged the presidium’s presence. 

“I wish to thank you all for attending! Such excitement is it to host, again, an open and free discourse- today, with collaboration 

from our philosophy-peers. So they have set to us this question: What, if anything, is a will that is free- does it exist at all?” Helena 

with her regal voice sat mediating in between the two tables, opening the discussion to all interlocutors. 

“First, is it not better to understand something which may be difficult to understand, as to understand first what it is not?” 

Jonathan exclaimed, “What is a will which is not free? A will is something which chooses, which determines. If everything in 

reality has already been determined, then any will cannot be free. A free will is thus the opposite of a predetermined will- some 

will which can choose unburdened and unhinged by past determinations.” 

“But surely, respectable Jonathan, you will agree with me that not choosing to make a choice is itself a choice?” Responded the 

German Dignitary.

“Indeed.”

“Then a will which chooses to not make any choices is by your definition free?”

“It seems to be case…”

“But a will which does not choose has its choices determined by something else?”

“I see the flaw…”

“Therefore, a will which chooses not to choose must be determined by some other, that is- it is not free. How could it be? The 

will that chooses not to choose, chooses nonetheless. If freedom is just choosing without constraint, then freedom goes beyond 

mere choice. The free will is free even to be not free- it can will beyond its freedom.” So concluded the German Dignitary.

“It seems we have a contradiction!” Russell rubbed his hands together and asserted “Let us not fall into these silly cycles. Instead, 

let us be rational, and restrict which cases count as truly informative ( about free will that is) and which do not. Surely, it is absurd 

to say that because I cannot fly, but yet I will to fly and still am unable to, that I am void of some free will. Flight is against human 

nature, and so it is impossible to be willed by human will. I invite our symposium to list more cases of the boundaries of our will, 
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“So time has revealed our polemic- oh I would very much like to argue with you!” Saul immediately interjected, gazing to Helena 

for assurance.

“Would you not say that the nature of an archaea and a bacteria are different- that they have nothing in common?”

“I know nothing of the nature of bacteria!”

 “Would you not then say that the nature of a bacteria and a fish have nothing in common?”

“I would like to think they are very different.”

“But did not some ancient bacteria, by sharing in the same causal process through which all life evolved, become a fish?”

“So the scientists have said.”

“Did not then the nature of a simple organism become transcended, evolved and overcame itself to become much more complex 

and beautiful? Did not life overcome its own primitive nature before? Why could it not be the same for humankind?”

“Surely, veritable Saul, you cannot have then meant that there was nothing in common between that bacteria and that fish- for 

the scientists have also said that even the primitive bacteria sensed light, much like fish did.”

“Indeed.”

“And in fact, even humans still have a system, as left over from our primitive natures, which responds to stimulus as fight or flight.”

“That is consistent with the understanding of the neurologists.”

“So it must be that humans have not yet overcome the entirety of their primitive nature for they still harbour essential 

commonalities between the primordial ancestors and themselves.” Ibrahim retorted. 

“Indeed, but Ibrahim, take notice of what it means to transcend as opposed to negate.”

“What could that mean?”

“See, for you are correct that in all human nature there still remains a necessary element of primitivism…”

“The room is too large, I beg you to speak louder.” Bellowed the German Dignitary.

and then and only then could we discuss what it is, in context, for a will to be free.” 

“Is it not flight that first enters your mind when you think of being free?” Ibrahim with a calm and soothing voice inquired. “If I 

was absolutely free, would I not think to fly the skies? Of course, I could not, I lack the wings!” So the presidium laughed. “But 

humankind needs not bird’s wings, for we have built the aeroplane. Now we can fly, and fly much faster than any flying creature 

could. We physically cannot, it is our nature- but as they say ‘where there is a will there is a way’. Is not this free will- to achieve 

what we set out to do, to remove constraints on our willing, our ability to choose. Attend to our human potential, look at what we 

have achieved already- is it not conforming if not frightening how boundless our potential to change the world is?” 

“I cannot agree more, Ibrahim, but surely you would acknowledge, permit me, at least one impossible thing.” Russell interjected, 

“I cannot be married and be a bachelor at the same time, could I?”

“Absolutely not.” 

“So no matter how strong I will it, or how limitless human potential may be, I cannot change this one impossibility?”

“Such seems to be the truth.”

“Hence, we must still admit boundaries on the freedom of the will- man must be limited by the realm of physical possibility, if not 

his natural condition.” Russell was delighted by his conclusion which he espoused before.

“Russell, my good friend, but do these limitations on the free will not misunderstand what I mean by change?”

“How could that be?”

“For it is not that the physical world must change under me, but in exercising my free will I change in the physical world.”

“Do please elaborate, Ibrahim, for your words sound true but I cannot see why.” 

“But you have said the same yourself- it need not be the physical world which changes, but that my natural condition does. Is it 

not then the free will that changes my natural life for the better? For once, man was primitive- he could not fly, but his free will 

drove him to overcome this burden from his nature. This constraint to his potential. Is not then the free will the overcoming of 

man’s primitive nature?” Ibrahim exposed his position.

“Thus we have arrived at the essence of the truth- for in its dialectic it has ripened enough complexity to match the true structure 

of its actuality.” Raised Saul with an enthusiastic voice, snapping his fingers in applause, much like they do at poetry recitals. “The 

free will has been shown to be nothing other than the faculty by which man not only overcomes but betters his primitive nature. 

For nature is most un-free, that which proceeds purely without any will, without any thought. Nature imposes onto man, the free 

thinking, free willing being, constraints. Only in their overcoming, and becoming greater than his natural fate, could man be free.” 

The presidium was silenced for a few moments of pensive reflection, but after this pregnant pause there was much nodding 

and agreement. Notably, however, Richard was seen discontent. He reached for a second bottle of specially brewed craft ale, 

smashing the cap off by striking it on the table, and sipped audibly. After the attention of the symposium turned to him he began 

to speak with furious notes.

“Oh you philosophers, oh you idealists; so far you hide from history that your eyes have grown jaundiced. How much credit 

and potential you give to the human race, how much you speak of having overcome your nature. Yet in reality you are more 

semi-articulate primates than you would like to admit. Still, I hold, still, we have not passed the hooting and excrement-slinging 

apes which we would laugh at in the zoos. Instead now the taint we fling is heavy ordinance machinery, and weapons of mass 

destruction. Still all of humanity is restricted by our inevitable natures- by brutish war-mongering desire, by lust of carnal kind, 

by low humour, and by the need to be told what to do. Deep within us all, we are still monkeys, only our hoots and sirens sound 

different.”

3736



“Our ancestral remnant!”

“But these natures, these naturally ordained elements, do not control our minds in entirety.”

“Truly, for the human mind is gifted with reason.”

“Precisely, for it is through reason, that great and powerful faculty, that man learns to live above and in harmony with his nature. 

For man is indeed a creature of desire, of inclination, of caprice, and instinct, but what separates him from the other primitive 

animals is the ability to reason away the whispers of these natures. That ability to suspend his empirical desire, and do what is 

rational. In that way, man is free from his nature.”

“That is, man is free willing if he is free to choose his desires!” Ibrahim concluded.

It is at this point when Richard again raised his bottle of beer and battered down the stipulations of the presidium.

“So typical of all philosophers to misunderstand everything that has been said, and misconstrue everything that was determined 

to be true. Desires cannot be chosen! Right now, I have the desire to drink, so my body tells me to drink, and so I am drinking. 

I know all the reasons why I should not, but I do it nevertheless. Tell me, then, when has ever reason triumphed over desire? 

Over instinct? We look to history and it tells us that most nations were forged in war and violence, under the banners of caustic 

nationalism, and then they subsenqunetly turned to waring states of slavery and rape. No one is free if freedom is triumphing 

over desire, over one’s nature.” 

“So you are correct,” said Saul, much to the surprise of his interlocutors. “About the fact we have desires, instincts, and 

inclinations. You are also correct that these do not come about by our own choice, by our own will, but in reality are determined 

by a predetermined nature. Finally, you are correct that one cannot exercise, as the Christians are trying to do, their own desires 

of the flesh or otherwise; for they are necessarily our own and remain part of our lives. Only this then remains: for man to be free 

he must take his own desires as something not alien and foreign, but that which made him the man he is today. For as the great 

Nietzsche has said ‘the will must be a creator and a redeemer’; it cannot change the past so it must accept the past as something 

which had brought it to the place from which it can will to change the future. The same is true for our desires, my friend Richard. 

For us to be truly free, we must both accept desires, and use our reason to never be slaves to them. Freedom is the taking of that 

which is necessarily not our own and making it our own- making ourselves, in the famous words of Georg Hegel ‘at home with 

ourselves in another’. So it has been revealed, the free will is the project of making everything which could, by necessity, influence 

our will essentially our own.” 

There was once more a silence, and only Russell dared to speak. “Allow me to summarise all that has been concluded: it is known 

that all humans have their natures, desires, and inclinations which are hardwired into our bodies without us willing so. These 

natures constrains our willing to be unfree, for we become slaves to them, and so their overcoming is necessary to being free. 

However, they are nevertheless part of us, and cannot be excised. The only road that remains is to take them to be our own by 

affirming them through willing them. But this willing is not subordination, but actually a command- a commanding of one’s 

natures as one’s own.”

Aphorisms
A selection of aphorisms from Eruptions: 800 Honest Aphorisms

By Fraster Logan

Photo by Jake WM [jakewm261f.myportfolio.com] 

“When unconditional freedom prevails, the only 
freedom available is constraint.”

“Everything is art, but some art is utterly terrible.”

“Philosophers live according to a philosophy; 
scholars philosophise about how to live.”

“Personally, I love it when analytic philosophers 
sink their fangs into continental philosophers: it’s 
the only time they have blood in their veins!”

Art by Lily Gaunt
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I Am Right About Literally Everything! - Kenneth Quek 

1. Makinson, D. C., 1965. Paradox of the Preface, Analysis (25), pp. 205-207. Oxford: OUP.

2. Makinson originally presented the Preface Paradox by drawing on the analogy of non-fiction writers who ‘preface’ their work with a disclaimer that the facts they 
present may be inaccurate. However, I think that presenting the problem as a direct problem with belief is easier. 

3. Cantini, A., Riccardo, B., 2021. Paradoxes and Contemporary Logic, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Edward N. Zalta (ed.).

4. Quine, W. V., 1953. Reference and modality. From a Logical Point of View, pp. 139–159. Cambridge: HUP.

5. For clarity, ‘possibility’ here is not used in the modal sense – it is not being used to mean ‘I believe there is some possible world where some of my beliefs are false’. 
Instead, it is used to mean ‘I believe it may be possible that, in this state of affairs that we live in, I hold some false beliefs.’

6. Lycan, W.G., 2010. What, exactly, is a paradox? Analysis, pp. 615-622. Oxford: OUP.

7. Novák, V et. al., 1999. Mathematical principles of fuzzy logic. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic.

8. For the purposes of illustration, I have simplified fuzzy logic notation into a more easily understandable arithmetic form. Additionally, the interpretation being used 
is that our confidence in our beliefs as a whole is the product of our confidence in our individual beliefs. For example, if I think a coin has a 50% chance of landing on 
heads, then I would also think that there is a 0.5 x 0.5, or 25%, chance that two coins will both land on heads. This is how Dr. Zadeh defines statements that use the word 
‘and’ in his logic – but this definition can be challenged!

9. We can say that the paradox is solved because we have found a possible situation where both (1* and (2) are simultaneously true. If this is the case, then there would 
be nothing wrong with claiming both of them at the same time, and we are not forced to discard either statement. 

10. Barker-Plummer, D. et. al., 2011., Language, Proof, and Logic: Second Edition, pp. 46-49. Stanford: Centre for the Study of Language and Information

11. As is typical in philosophy, this claim is debatable. While I personally do believe that whether things ‘are the case’ operates on a binary, you could certainly make a 
case that it too works on a spectrum. George Berkeley, for example, famously believed that some things could be more real (in other words, ‘exist’ to a greater degree) 
than others. For more on this, see Berkeley, G., 1710. A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, 1.33.
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Arendt, H. (2006) Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil. London: Penguin Books.

Bernstein, R. (2018) ‘Are Arendt’s Reflections on Evil Still Relevant?, in Benhabib, S. (ed.) Politics in Dark Times: Encounters with Hannah Arendt. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, pp.293-304.
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Fine, R. (2001) Political Investigations: Hegel, Marx, Arendt. London: Routledge Press.

New York Post Editorial Team (2020) ‘Forcing nursing homes to take coronavirus patients is just insane — and evil’, in The New York Post. Published: 22/04/20, Available 
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