












































































































tion is largely a matter of understanding how we have been shaped by society 
and the natural world. The topic of freedom is therefore central to McCum­
ber's discussion of ethics. Freedom is a problem for traditional ethical theo­
ries. Agents apparently must be free to deserve moral praise or blame, but 
there seems little room for such freedom in nature as we understand it. In 
McCumber's view, the belief that we need such freedom is a hangover of ousia 
ontology. Only if we view agents as 'discrete beings having within themselves 
principles of motion and rest' (171) will we think they must be the sole causes 
of their actions. If we reject ousia ontology - and we will, if we see reason 
as temporal all the way down - the influence of nature and society will ap­
pear less troubling. McCumber also draws on recent discoveries in cognitive 
science to give an intriguing account of moral decision-making. According to 
these discoveries, most decisions are made a split-second before we are aware 
of making them. This suggests that the purpose of an ethical decision is not 
to determine an action to take place. Instead, a decision is a 'mobilization 
of interior resources around a course of action' (182). To mobilize resources 
around a course of action is to understand how it came about, and how it 
might serve as a springboard for future possibilities. Ethics requires narra­
tive and demarcation. 

A short review cannot do this book justice. Some of its richest parts are its 
many ofThand, aphoristic remarks about the history of philosophy: that Hegel 
and Heidegger use 'truth' as a placeholder term for their innovations (29), for 
example, or that Foucault's mysterious 'power' is a descendant of the equally 
mysterious Kantian will (182). The book's most controversial feature is its 
discussion of truth. McCumber claims not merely that philosophy pursues 
goals other than truth. He also claims that there are degrees of truth, and he 
freely grants that his own claims are merely 'as true as (he) can make them' 
(49). Whatever one makes of this, it is perfectly in keeping with the book's 
commitment to a 'temporalized mind ... whose every single component and 
function has come to be and will pass away' (xi). But there is a surprising con­
sequence here. One of the problems with contemporary philosophy, it seems, 
is its fragmentation - the existence of incompatible approaches with no gen­
erally accepted way forward. Yet this book also implies that philosophy is 
fragmented, though in a different way. It claims not that philosophy consists 
of three distinct activities; it argues that 'all three ... should be in use at all 
times' (160), since they 'cannot function apart from one another' (89). This 
suggests that what justifies a piece of philosophy is not simply whether it is 
true (or as true as we can make it), but how successful it is at opening up a 
future and at situating us in relation to the past. But inference, narrative, 
and demarcation require different attitudes towards truth. When I engage in 
inference, I see truth as my end. When I engage in narrative or demarcation, 
I see truth as at best a means to some other end. To engage in all three activi­
ties at once - as, it seems, I must - is to adopt different attitudes towards 
truth simultaneously. It is not clear that these attitudes will always conflict, 
but it is also not clear that they will never be in tension. Philosophy, on this 
view, looks like an essentially fragmented activity. This may be unavoidable, 
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since we are fragmented by time. But it suggests that the reshaping of reason 
has far-reaching consequences. 

Robert Piercey 
Campion College, University of Regina 

Elizabeth Millan-Zaibert 
Friedrich Schlegel and the Emergence 
of Romantic Philosophy. 
Albany: State University of New York 
Press 2007. 
Pp. 267. 
US$80.00 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-7914-7083-1); 
US$25.95 (paper ISBN-13: 978-0-7914-7084-8). 

This is an interesting account of one of the most important figures of early 
German romanticism. Millan-Zaibert presents Schlegel as a serious anti­
foundationalist, keen to develop philosophy in more 'poetic' ways, but by no 
means as averse to reason as has sometimes been alleged. 

Millan-Zaibert starts off by relating Schlegel to debates about the charac­
ter of romanticism. She shares the reaction against Ernst Behler's portrayal 
of the movement as essentially literary; like Manfred Frank, Andrew Bowie 
and Frederick Beiser, she wants to emphasize its properly philosophical char­
acter. She goes on to agree with Frank and Bowie, as against Beiser, in deny­
ing that romantic philosophy should be seen as part of the broader current of 
German idealism. It all of course depends on what one takes German idealism 
to be. Millan-Zaibert sees it as exemplified by Hegel - 'the most typical Ger­
man Idealist' (37) - and as such construes it in essentially rationalist terms. 
This then makes it easy to distinguish it from romanticism. This approach is 
questionable, not least because it seems to take Hegel's sense of himself as 
the culmination of the idealist current at face value, notwithstanding Millan­
Zaibert's stated skepticism about the traditional 'Kant-to-Hegel' narrative 
(e.g., 28, 32, 44 and 51). It is striking that Schelling hardly features in this 
discussion; had he done so, different conclusions might have been drawn. 

Most of the book is devoted to showing how Schlegel's philosophy emerged 
through a series of encounters with other thinkers. Millan-Zaibert gives 
thumbnail sketches of Kant, Jacobi, Reinhold, Fichte and Niethammer and 
considers how Schlegel reacted to their ideas and developed his own in his 
notebooks, published writings and lectures. This genetic approach is very 
helpful, but there are a number of problems with it. 
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First, many of the other thinkers discussed will most likely already be fa­
miliar to readers and Millan-Zaibert's treatment of them is somewhat too 
slight. She tells us enough to illuminate what Schlegel wrote about them (of­
ten in a very abbreviated style), but not enough to probe more deeply. This is 
particularly apparent in relation to Fichte: Schlegel's critique of Fichte is ar­
ticulated clearly, but the issue of how indebted Schlegel might be to him does 
not really come sufficiently into view. (This criticism must be qualified by 
adding that the account of the least familiar figure in the list of thinkers men­
tioned above, Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer, is very enlightening and will 
be of interest to English language students of German idealism generally.) 

Second, Millan-Zaibert's approach of dealing with Schegel's reaction to 
each thinker in turn makes for some degree of repetition in the presenta­
tion of his thought. We are rather too frequently told that he is a critic of 
philosophizing from first principles, an anti-foundationalist and so on, and 
it is only toward the end of the book that these programmatic claims start to 
be properly elaborated. 

Third, tracking Schegel's engagement with the Kant to Niethammer re­
sults in a narrative which presents him as a rather solitary protagonist. We 
get no real sense of his interaction with the romantic circle of which he was a 
key member, nor any sense of how his critique of Fichte compares with that 
of his friend Novalis. Given the importance the romantics put on 'symphi­
losophizing' (Schlegel's own term), this seems odd. Moreover, it means that 
the 'romantic philosophy' invoked in the title turns out to be just Schlegel's, 
which is disappointing. 

In the last two chapters Millan-Zaibert discusses what she takes to be 
Schlegel's main philosophical ideas. First of all, she considers the key concept 
of the Wechselerweis. This term, which she chooses not to translate (but sug­
gests could be rendered as reciprocal or alternating confirmation), is 'Schle­
gel's proposed alternative both to absolute first principles ... and to appeals 
to common sense' (134). It designates the basic distinction which philosophy 
reveals between the principle of consciousness and the idea of the infinite 
(represented by Fichte and Spinoza respectively), which together constitute 
the poles of both experience and reality. For Schlegel, accordingly, philosophy 
finds itself 'in the middle', hovering and shuttling between the two poles. 
Millan-Zaibert subtly teases out the sense of Schlegel's suggestive metaphi­
losophical comments, but gives us insufficient information about how he 
himself developed these in practice, in particular in his various philosophy 
lectures from the early 1800s. One suspects that his striking programmatic 
statements did not easily translate into illuminating philosophical discus­
sion. Other important themes considered by Millan-Zaibert are Schlegel's 
organic conception of objectivity, his coherentist account of understanding, 
and irony. 

A few citations are incorrect: note 65 to Chapter 2 should refer to p. 93 
of vol. 12 of the Kritische Ausgabe of Schlegel's works, not p. 232; note 67 
should refer top. 95, not p. 237; note 68 should also refer top. 93. (All these 
endnotes are on 192). 
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One final point of criticism: the book is deceptively lengthy. Of the 267 
pages, only 175 are taken up by the main text. There are nearly 60 pages of 
notes, mainly made up of the German originals of passages translated into 
English in the body of the text, with some appearing more than once. When 
combined with the repetitiousness noted earlier, this leaves one feeling that 
a shorter and sharper book is submerged within its pages. However notwith­
standing these various quibbles, this book is a useful adjunct to the work of 
Beiser, Bowie and Frank. 

Meade McCioughan 
University College London 

William Ian Miller 
Eye for an Eye. 
New York: Cambridge University Press 2006. 
Pp. 279. 
US$28.00 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-521-85680-5); 
US$19.99 (paper ISBN-13: 978-0-521-70467-0). 

In this book, his latest, Miller continues what has been a career-long inves­
tigation into issues of shame, honor, and revenge. This work is, for lack of a 
better description, a genealogical approach to lex talionis, the law of retalia­
tion. Focusing primarily on Icelandic folklore but venturing into other tradi­
tions and literary venues, Miller explicates the desire for 'evenness' injustice 
by illustrating the role it has historically played in various social orders. 

In the Preface Miller explains that his intent is to offer a theory of justice, 
or rather an 'antitheory of justice' (ix). The trend, he claims, has been to 
dismiss revenge as irrelevant or antithetical to justice, and he wishes to re­
establish the place of revenge or 'the talion' in discussions of the subject. In 
a sense he is correct that revenge has been rejected as antithetical to justice 
insofar as theories of justice are usually egalitarian, that is, not relative to 
subjective feelings of harm, anger, and so forth; and not based on whim or 
meant to be about pain for pain's sake. However, to claim that no due has 
been given to the talion is incorrect, especially in light of the considerable 
work done on the vindictive emotions in respect of theories of punishment 
and forgiveness, by such authors as Jeffrie Murphy and Jean Hampton. And 
if the reader is anticipating a dialogue between these various philosophical 
traditions and authors, she will be disappointed. But even though Miller's 
grasp of the philosophical material is limited, and his dialogue with philoso-
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phers and philosophical traditions is superficial (when present), the book has 
value in the depth and breadth of its genealogical approach. 

Miller's work is both an etymological investigation into the idioms of ex­
change surrounding justice, e.g., concepts such as evenness, paying back, 
paying for, as well as an account of how these idioms have functioned his­
torically. Thus, the reader is given material by which to understand how the 
talion functioned to reproduce and maintain societies rooted in the norma­
tive ideal of honor, and why the idiom of exchange was the best means by 
which to express wrongs and calculate restitution. Thus one is shown how 
determinations of worth and desert were not arbitrary but based on ideas of 
respect, dignity, or wergeld (the worth of persons). Such an account is also 
instructive concerning why our use of exchange idioms seems arbitrary due 
to our rejection of a normative social value such as honor or any analog which 
would provide justification for claims to evenness. Miller leads the reader to 
the insight that modern theories of retribution fail because they discard the 
fundamental base of such a theory, i.e., an objective, socially recognizable 
and necessary norm such as honor, on which one can base claims of respect 
and shame, even if he himself does not so clearly bring out the implications 
of his notions. In several places Miller does point out how we value life by its 
duration or amount of pleasure, but not by its dignity, not by its honor. 'We 
are so afraid of death and pain that we will bankrupt our grandchildren's 
generation to add more useless years at the butt-end of our days .... Cow­
ardice, lust, luxury, slothful ease. There is no honor in them at all' (57). He 
concludes, '(W)e are not as smart now as we were when people worried more 
about their honor than about their pleasure' (202). 

When Miller focuses on the talion, he pursues major themes surrounding 
its function, themes such as evenness, the oddman, wergeld, as well as the 
problem of incommensurable goods. His discussion is thus thorough in trac­
ing out the importance of the concept as well as its role in moral and legal dis­
courses. Miller even links these concepts to current notions of tort, to show 
that these traditional notions are not so far off of our current usage. 

Fundamentally, the idea of retaliation is about giving people what they 
are due, the most famous formulation of which is the classic eye for an eye. 
The underlying idea is evenness. Through transgression the scales are put 
out of balance. But what needs to be made even is not the amount of pain 
felt or some idea of cosmic justice, but rather affirmation of a person's value 
with respect to a cultural measure of value, such as wergeld, or the worth of 
a person determined by a value such as honor. Retaliation affirms the social 
order and promotes respect for people and positions; it is not a trivial way of 
causing pain, but an affirmation of one's worth. Such an idea is very much in 
line with current debate surrounding the issue of recognition. 

Underlying all of this is the idea that the value of a person and her parts, 
whether it is wergeld, the worth of a whole person which changes depending 
on social position, or of the parts depending on their usefulness, is determin­
able. Miller provides historical examples of tables, such as King lEthelberht's 
laws and valuations, that present worth in quantitative terms for offenses 
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ranging from the grabbing of hair to piercing a nose to striking off a little 
finger. It is this kind of piecemeal valuation that is seen by many as either 
arbitrary or demeaning or both, in the sense that it reduces a person to a sum 
of goods and calculates their human value in terms of money: it commodities 
people. Miller quickly presents this objection as that of the incommensurabil­
ity of values and mentions such proponents as Martha Nussbaum and Joseph 
Raz, although unfortunately - and all too characteristically of Miller's style 
- this is where the engagement ends: a mention, a nod, but no dialogue. 
The idea of incommensurable goods according to Miller is simply misguided, 
although he fails to deal in depth with these issues. 

As a whole the book is a valuable exploration into the concept of retali­
ation, fungible moral goods, and the idea of evenness or an eye for an eye; 
although his claims to offer an 'antitheory' of justice fall short, given that he 
rarely engages with theories of justice at all. Yet anyone interested in issues 
of honor, revenge, or desert would be well served giving this book her time 
and attention. 

Jacob Held 
University of Central Arkansas 

Rebecca Pates 
The End of Punishment: 
Philosophical Considerations on An Institution. 
New York: Peter Lang 2007. 
Pp. 132. 
US$42.95 (paper ISBN-13: 978-3-631-56827-9). 

In this book Pates offers a rigorous argument against institutionalized pun­
ishment, especially that form of punishment most favored in the West, prison 
incarceration. One by one, Pates offers a comprehensive explication of each of 
the traditional theories of punishment, from Jeremy Bentham's consequen­
tialism (that sees the justification for state punishments in their pragmatic 
effects on the citizen population, reduction of crime rate, moral reform and 
education of social offenders, and deterrence of law-abiding citizens) to re­
tributivist theories of punishment (that see the ends of punishment in the 
re-equalization of social benefits and burdens through the dole of just desert 
to offenders and the restoration of peace in the community by granting clo­
sure to the offended). 

In both theoretical paradigms, consequences are all that matter. However, 
if consequences are all that matter, then, Pates argues, we ought to be highly 
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disturbed to learn that there exists overwhelming evidence to demonstrate 
that, quite simply, 'Nothing works' (Garland, 1993, 7). Institutionalized pun­
ishment fails to produce the good effects that might justify it. Indeed, not 
only do prisons fail, they actually exacerbate social problems. Prisons isolate 
offenders from their moral communities. The bare facts of prison life - large 
numbers of persons with criminal skill sets, antisocial attitudes, and disrup­
tive behavior patterns held in close quarters for long periods of time and con­
trolled by frustrated administrators employing coercive measures - prove 
prison communities to be most effective training grounds in antisocial be­
havior. 

Pates' study of institutions of punishment explains the contradictory ef­
fects - the bad 'ends' - that prison environments effect. New inmates must 
harden themselves against their fellow prisoners and the guard community 
to survive this tough authoritarian environment. The processes of socializa­
tion in the new world of the prison, with its high degree of violence, sexual 
abuse, extortion, intimidation, and drug trafficking, causes inmates to revert 
to an alternative survival mode, 'a highly refined "con code" ' (13) that not 
only hones their skills of combat, deception, and brutality, but forces them to 
become crafty at forging strategic alliances with the most dangerous among 
the population. Pates states, 'the prison environment in particular is plagued 
by the very problems that society expects the penal system to prevent' (17). 

Another crucial reason that penal institutions fail is that the moral en­
hancement of the prisoners is not the overriding value governing daily rou­
tines. Rather, prisons, as all bureaucracies, are machine-like organizations 
that function according to generalized standards of professional performance. 
Guards and administrators are concerned about such factors as efficiency, 
cost-effectiveness, wages and securing tenure. They do not see it as their 
charge to initiate dangerous men into the moral life. 

'The evidence for the non-effectiveness of the criminal justice system as it 
now stands is overwhelming,' affirms Pates (20). Pates argues for an end to 
punishment as the system currently practices it. Since a huge industry has 
grown up around state punishment - 'probation officers, lawyers, judges, 
prison officers, therapists, case managers, their secretaries and office man­
agers and trade unions' - the state is highly invested in maintaining the 
current system (1). The mammoth bureaucratic apparatus surrounding state 
punishment practices is founded upon a fundamental dilemma: societies are 
committed to an efficient and professional juridical body that deals objec­
tively and rationally with social offenders, while they are also committed to 
the value and necessity to justice of a full consideration of all relevant moral 
particulars of the individual case of each social offender. 

To illustrate the paralyzing nature of this foundational dilemma, Pates 
closes her book with a case study of a particular criminal, a repeat sex of­
fender, Carl. As the reader follows the chronology of Carl's heinous attacks 
on his young victims - 'a six-year-old girl cousin, repeatedly; an eight-year­
old girl, some four or five times; a five-year-old boy, once; a nine-year-old girl, 
once; a same-age girlfriend, several times; and two little girls, aged four and 
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six' - the reader is disposed to agree with any 'objective observer' that pun­
ishment should be swift and harsh (95). But as the details of Carl's particular 
case are unfolded - Carl, only 15 when he is on trial for his crimes, is one of 
five children raised in a remote rural area bereft of the least of human com­
forts or sanitary facilities; he grows up watching his father, in drunken rages, 
beat and rape his mother, until he too is submitted to these cruel acts - the 
reader's passion for a harsh justice is very suddenly paralyzed. The more we 
know about the perpetrator, the more he begins to resemble a victim. 

Current juridical practices are hardened coercive structures of domination 
and submission that turn individuals with particular needs and problems 
into 'criminals' defined only by their criminal deeds. It is a small wonder 
that there is such a strong correlation between being imprisoned and further 
criminal behaviors. Individuals are not reformed, deterred, rehabilitated, 
treated, corrected, or trained through being incarcerated in modern prisons. 
Current punishment practices work only to improve the art of crime in the 
criminal population. Moral agents require a distinct degree of independence 
and social support to develop the qualities of compassion and empathy that 
allow them to evolve into moral agents and make their own sound moral 
judgments. Coercive institutions, argues Pates, do not help people to develop 
their powers of moral judgment; they do not contribute to the development 
of the moral and communal good of the society at large; nor do they promote 
the evolution of the society as a community of ends, that is, as a community 
that treats the least of its members as ends in themselves and not means to 
their ordered streets or their balanced state budgets. 

This fine little philosophical book will be important to any educated adult. 
It would also make a fine introductory text for a university class in philoso­
phy of law. Pates' argument is compelling: if it is the purpose of state institu­
tions to help its citizens to become rational beings capable of self-discipline 
and self-legislation, it is high time for an end to the counterproductive pun­
ishment practices currently in use. 

Wendy C. Hamblet 
North Carolina A&T State University 
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Andrew Pyle 
Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. 
New York: Continuum 2006. 
Pp. 162. 
US$90.00 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-8264-7567-1); 
US$15.95 (paper ISBN-13: 978-0-8264-7568-8). 

This book provides an introduction to Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion in the form of a close commentary covering all sections of the text. 
It also includes a brief survey of the context in which Hume wrote the Dia­
logues, a discussion of the reception of the work and its subsequent influence, 
and a helpful guide to further reading. 

The Dialogues are acknowledged today as some of Hume's finest phil­
osophical writing. Moreover, they deal with an issue of perennial interest: 
what, if anything, does the spatial and temporal order that we observe in 
the universe tell us about the universe's ultimate origin? Religious believers 
have often held that this order, especially as manifested in the means-end 
adaptation exhibited by biological organisms, makes it reasonable to infer 
that the universe has been created or shaped by a divine mind. In the course 
of the discussion that takes place between the three main characters in the 
Dialogues, Hume provides several representative formulations of the pattern 
of reasoning that is supposed to justify such a conclusion, and he also subjects 
the probative value of this reasoning to intense critical scrutiny. 

Pyle concurs with present-day interpretative orthodoxy by identifying 
Philo as the figure within the Dialogues whose arguments generally come 
closest to being arguments that Hume himself would have endorsed. How­
ever this identification, as Pyle emphasizes, leaves a surprising number of 
important exegetical issues unresolved, and much of the interest and utility 
of Pyle's book derives from his open-minded exploration of these remaining 
issues. 

One such issue is the relationship between Philo's skepticism and the 
careful deliberations about evidence and reasons that apparently make up 
the bulk of the Dialogues. Pyle contends that Part 1 of the Dialogues sees 
Cleanthes refuting Philo's exaggeratedly skeptical contention that general 
considerations about the weakness of human cognitive faculties mean that 
we should automatically reject the supposition that we can arrive at ratio­
nally justified beliefs about such abstruse topics as the existence or proper­
ties of a divine being. And this supposed refutation of Philo's initial position 
permits the discussion to unfold thereafter with both Cleanthes and Philo 
committed to the need to judge religious claims on the basis of the specific 
evidence and arguments offered on their behalf. 

Despite the ingenuity of this reading of Part 1, it strikes me as misrep­
resenting what is achieved by Cleanthes' arguments. Cleanthes is, in fact, 
deeply confused about the relationship between the doxastic side of radical 
skepticism and its stance on justification. He fails to distinguish between the 
contention that a claim lacks rational justification and the contention that 

294 



we can and ought to suspend judgment, and all that his arguments actually 
show is that the attempt to engage in suspension of judgment on all every­
day matters or indeed all scientific claims is psychologically unsustainable. 
Philo's radical skepticism, like the Academic philosophy defended elsewhere 
by Hume, is a view about the absence of justification rather than a view 
about the propriety and usefulness of suspension of judgment. Consequently 
Cleanthes' contention that experiment and experience can make suspension 
of judgment about some scientific theories as impossible as suspension of 
judgment about everyday commonplaces is no threat to Philo's skepticism, 
and merely sets the stage for Philo's vigorous exposition of the case for sup­
posing that no comparable experiential support is ever available for claims 
about the existence and nature of a deity. 

Another interpretative issue that remains disconcertingly open even if we 
accept the primacy of Philo's arguments is what we should say about Hume's 
own position. Throughout most of the Dialogues Philo appears to be success­
fully subverting Cleanthes' contention that the order found in the universe 
gives us substantial reasons of an everyday kind to believe in the existence of 
a divine being that bears significant analogies to a human mind. In Part 12, 
however, Philo performs an apparent volte-face, and asserts that despite his 
preceding arguments 'no one has a deeper sense of religion impressed on his 
mind, or pays more profound adoration to the Divine Being, as he discovers 
himself to reason, in the inexplicable contrivance and artifice of nature.' 

Pyle's response to this abrupt reversal is to develop an interpretation of 
the Dialogues that denies that any character within it expresses views that 
are fully consistent with Hume's own position. Pyle argues that Hume has 
specifically chosen to write in dialogue form in order to guide the reader to­
wards an undogmatic atheism that is not avowed by any of his characters but 
is nevertheless strongly supported by an overall case that emerges from the 
interaction between those characters. 

Interestingly, this interpretation places considerable emphasis on the gen­
erally neglected debate between Demea and Cleanthes. According to Pyle, 
much of this debate represents Hume's attempt to impale the orthodox theist 
on the horns of a dilemma. Demea's rejection of the appropriateness of an an­
thropomorphic analogy between God and the human mind appears to reduce 
talk about God to a mere set of empty words with no meaningful content. Yet 
if we follow Cleanthes in embracing this analogy, we seem to be committed 
to thinking of God in a way that subverts the religiously essential distance 
between human beings and the divine. Moreover, ifwe then add Philo's objec­
tions to the mix, we find that Cleanthes' arguments are incapable of giving us 
any grounds for supposing that the ultimate cause of the universe's order re­
sembles a human mind any more closely than it resembles a rotting turnip. 

This account of Hume's personal position has considerable plausibility, 
and the judicious way in which it is articulated by Pyle is representative of 
the overall merits of his book. Pyle consistently manages to combine clear 
exegetical guidance with a thoughtful presentation of alternative inter­
pretations of Hume's intentions, and he also pulls off the feat of providing 
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straightforward clarifications of specific argumentative moves in the Dia­
logues while developing in the background a unifying interpretation that will 
interest even people engaged in scholarly research on Hume's thinking about 
religion. 

Alan Bailey 

Kenneth M. Sayre 
Metaphysics and Method in Plato's Statesman. 
New York: Cambridge University Press 2006. 
Pp. 277. 
US$84.00 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-521-86608-8). 

The Statesman, like the Phaedrus and the Sophist before it, employs what 
has come to be known among scholars as the 'method of division' to precise­
ly identify various kinds of expertise that scientists and craftspeople might 
possess. Angling and weaving are examples familiar to students of these 
dialogues. One aim of the Statesman is to discriminate statesmanship from 
among a variety of other crafts. According to Sayre, this task amounts to 
identifying the necessary and sufficient conditions for being a statesman. 
The other aim of the dialogue is to make its participants better dialecticians 
both through practicing the method and by diagnosing problems when the 
results go awry. Sayre's study (hereafter, MMPS) is a thorough account of 
the method's dual use in the Statesman and a provocative discussion of its 
metaphysical relevance for Plato. 

Sayre's conclusions about the Statesman are carefully developed 
through a comparative analysis with its companion dialogues (and, to a 
somewhat lesser extent, the Republic and the Philebus). The three do not 
each deploy the method of division in precisely the same way, nor is it 
clear whether or not Plato is always consistent in what he says about the 
method in each case. Here are some examples: the Statesman's compan­
ion pieces feature the method of division being used in conjunction with a 
process of 'collection', a feature lacking in the Statesman; division mostly 
takes place according to a 'right hand' sequence, though Plato at least once 
favors a 'left hand' sequence; division mostly involves a bifurcation, but 
on rare occasion Plato produces a more complex division. By resolving the 
interpretive and philosophical problems that thus arise, Sayre is able to 
reveal a reading of the Statesman - and an account of the method of divi-
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sion generally - that is both intellectually satisfying and, in its positive 
sense, controversial. 

Perhaps the central philosophical contribution of MMPS is its approach 
to 283c-285c of the dialogue, a passage which has become noted for the in­
terpretive and translational difficulties to which it leads. Specifically at 
issue are the mentions by the Eleatic Stranger of 'two kinds of measure­
ment' and the expression, u:n:epoxtj Kat i'.nrnJn<; ('excess and deficiency'). The 
larger portion of Part 2 of MMPS ('Metaphysics') is devoted to resolving 
the troubles posed by each of these items and to revealing the rather sub­
stantial philosophical gains made by Sayre's solutions. In doing so, Sayre 
enlists the help of select passages from the Philebus which, he shows, not 
only clears up the troublesome Statesman passage but helps the metaphysi­
cal foundations of the dialogue to more clearly emerge. In this connection, 
scholars will likely take great interest in Sayre's discussion of how to think 
of Plato's Forms as numbers which afford dialecticians access to a special 
kind of measurement. 

Also of special philosophical interest is Sayre's discussion (Chapters 11 
and 12) of dividing 'down the middle'. One central problem here concerns 
determining what Plato's criteria are for dividing an art in one way rather 
than another. (In Plato's division paradigm for the art of angling, for in­
stance, the art of animal hunting gets divided into the art of hunting land 
animals and the art of hunting water animals, but not into, say, the art of 
hunting those animals which upset my garbage and the art of hunting all 
other animals.) Plato's instruction is for us to divide 'according to Forms', 
an instruction which, for Sayre, is a matter of dividing according to what is 
dialectically useful, rather than useless. His ensuing discussion of this point 
is both careful and philosophically appealing. 

Sayre divides (fittingly) MMPS into two parts, 'Method' and 'Metaphys­
ics', each of which receives what he considers separate introductions. This 
does not mean that the first part is simply expository or without any philo­
sophical punch. Most of Sayre's comparative analyses and basic interpre­
tive efforts take place here, and, as many philosophers anyway will grant, 
these activities require as much philosophical skill and good sense as any 
other. In this connection, scholars will want to take note of his extensive 
discussions of Plato's critical term, :n:apa6£Lyµa (paradigm), and how Plato's 
use of paradigms informs the method of division. 

Additional strengths of Sayre's work include its meticulous attention 
to addressing those questions and problems which are first acknowledged 
but then relegated for later consideration. In fact, the final chapter of is 
wholly devoted to taking up each of the remaining loose ends that do not 
figure prominently in the more natural flow of his exposition. Another 
strength is the frequent and consistent notation of the Greek for those 
wishing to maintain as close a reading of Plato's texts as possible. More­
over, since Sayre's analysis of the Statesman heavily relies upon analyses 
of other dialogues, scholars with special interests in each of the Phaedrus 
and the Sophist (and, to a lesser extent, the Philebus) will also benefit 
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from his thorough examination of key passages from those works. (The 
present study is in many respects a continuation of the author's Plato's 
Late Ontology [1983, Princeton]. There, it is the Philebus that receives the 
bulk of his attention with regard to the issues taken up in MMPS.) Also of 
special note is the appendix which catalogues expressions used by Aristo­
tle and his commentators (Alexander, Themistius, Philoponus and Simpb­
cius) which are equivalents for the expression, µ£ya KOL µLKp6v (the Great 
and the Small). The significance of this information, as Sayre thoroughly 
explains (Chapters 7 and 8), is that it helps tremendously in elucidating 
Plato's expression, 'excess and deficiency', as it occurs in central passages 
of the Statesman. 

Discussion of extant scholarship is mostly relegated to footnotes, and 
focuses mainly upon the likes of Miller, Santa Cruz, Moravcsik, Cohen, 
Griswold, Rowe, Waterfield, Wedin, Skemp, Annas and Lafrance. The vol­
ume includes a bibliography, general index, index of names and an index 
locorum. 

Patrick Mooney 
John Carroll University 

J.L. Schellenberg 
The Wisdom to Doubt: 
A Justification of Religious Scepticism. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press 2007. 
Pp. 326. 
US$49.95 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-8014-4554-5). 

This book is a major contribution to the study of religious epistemology. It 
advances and improves the theory of rebgious scepticism begun in Schel­
lenberg's earlier work Prolegomena to a Philosophy of Religion (2005). His 
principal guiding argument is for an uncompromising form of agnosticism, 
which he calls 'complete religious scepticism'. 

The book is divided into three parts, each of which presents a discrete 
component ofSchellenberg's sceptical thesis. The arguments are well crafted 
and should be accessible to both novice and expert abke. It would be benefi­
cial though to have fi.rst acquainted oneself with Schellenberg's Prolegom­
ena, as most of the introduction is devoted to re-introducing and defining 
terminology that was more comprehensively established in it. 
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In Part 1 Schellenberg divides 'the neglected arguments for religious scep­
ticism' (12) into four main categories, which he calls 'modes' (which can be 
further combined to form a total of seven modes). The first is the Subject 
Mode, which addresses issues stemming from the limitations endemic in hu­
man understanding. Due to these constraints, there are inevitably instances 
of intellectual oversight, where there is information available which is either 
overlooked or inaccessible to us. This means that there may be evidence that 
we have not yet discovered, or which we do not have the capacity to recog­
nise. Schellenberg believes that the fact of this finitude makes the justifi­
cation of specific types of belief particularly difficult. Conspicuous amongst 
these are religious and irreligious beliefs, where the difficulties prove to be 
'insurmountable' (13). 

Schellenberg then progresses to the Object Mode, which draws attention 
to a unique problem that derives from religious (and by extension irreligious) 
belief, namely ultimism. Schellenberg believes that it is beyond the capacity 
of finite human beings to understand the ultimate nature of reality, as it is 
inherently 'something infinitely profound' (51). Thus, we should accept that 
it is most probable that we have imperfect and inadequate notions of it. 

The Retrospective Mode is concerned with human history and religious 
claims. The limited time in which we have pondered religious questions 
means that it is premature for us to suppose that we have evolved to a posi­
tion of complete understanding. The immaturity of humanity has often led to 
blind adherence to dogmatic and insufficiently grounded beliefs. 'Because re­
ligious belief is wrapped up with ultimate concern, it has tended to go hand­
in-hand with a rather fierce loyalty. Nothing less than complete devotion is 
appropriate where such a reality is involved.' What further compounds the 
problem is the fact that the more attached one becomes to one's beliefs, the 
more difficult it is to remain open to their falsity and to engage in investiga­
tions that might show them to be false (84). This in turn has had a stunting 
effect on the development of thought about the ultimate, as it has proven 
inimical to creative and critical thinking. 

The Prospective Mode considers the various investigative issues that arise 
when we reflectively contemplate our open future. Schellenberg advances 
the idea that the future may involve enormous changes in the intellectual 
and religious realms. Therefore, it is distinctly possible that any views we 
currently hold on ultimism may appear implausible to more fully informed 
individuals in the future. Therefore, there is good reason to doubt that the 
any evidence so far examined regarding religious claims is representative 
of the total evidence. Consequently, there are grounds to conclude that the 
evidence that humans have amassed to date is drastically insufficient. Fur­
thermore, when we consider the likelihood of this unrepresentativeness, we 
must be sceptical about whether the evidence that we currently have avail­
able is less than good evidence for ultimism, irrespective of its apparent force 
(92). This state of affairs is taken to further strengthen the justification for 
religious scepticism. 
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Schellenberg proceeds to combine these modes into one comprehensive 
mode which he calls the Presumption Mode. This mode utilises the strengths 
of each of its components and is a more powerful argument for religious scep­
ticism than any of its antecedents alone. In conclusion to the first part of the 
book, the author presents a series of truth-oriented arguments for religious 
scepticism, which he contends there are no pragmatic reasons to refute. 

In Part 2 Schellenberg makes specific applications of the points raised 
in the first section to arguments associated with naturalism and religious 
experience, which he considers to be central sources of nonsceptical attitudes 
towards religion and the prevalent neglect of sceptical reasoning in general. 
The results of this enterprise serve to bolster each of the modes previously 
examined. 

Finally, in Part 3, Schellenberg concentrates on the central concept of tra­
ditional theism, namely that of a personal God. He uses the issues of divine 
hiddenness, evil and free will to show that there are internal incoherencies in 
traditional religious belief. He proposes that these incoherencies are forceful 
enough to warrant doubt that the traditional idea of God is sufficiently con­
vincing as an ultimate principle. He further contends that when these ideas 
are combined the impetus for such scepticism is significantly increased. 

This is an excellent work, saturated with original thinking and methodi­
cally credible argument. It is a major contribution to the contemporary de­
bate about the epistemology of religious belief, and it canvasses most of the 
important recent work in this area. The author is convinced that the prudent 
adoption of religious scepticism does not lead to a position from which one 
cannot further advance, but rather serves as a portal to innovative thinking 
about religious possibilities. Irrespective of one's personal stance on religious 
scepticism, this is a work that demands consideration and will have to be en­
gaged with, if one wishes to contribute to the philosophy of religion. Because 
of the nature of its subject matter, it will appeal to a broad readership within 
philosophy, theology and related disciplines. 

Richard H. Corrigan 
University College Dublin 
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Thomas Lloyd Short 
Peirce's Theory of Signs. 
New York: Cambridge University Press 2007. 
Pp. 391. 
US$85.00 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-521-84320-1). 

This book is a remarkable effort to produce a comprehensive and accessible 
study of Peircean semiotics. The lack of a systematic presentat ion of Peirce's 
theory of signs has been for decades a reason for concern for Peirce scholars 
and philosophers who tried to approach his ideas. Short engages in an at­
tempt to demonstrate the relevance of Peirce's theory of signs in contem­
porary philosophical thought, and he brings together issues from semiotics, 
logic, philosophy of language, philosophy of mind and the history and phi­
losophy of science. 

The book's aim is twofold. Short proposes a strong interpretation of Peirce's 
semiotics, which supports a naturalistic and yet non-reductive account of the 
human mind. This is combined with a lucid examination of Peirce's defense 
of the inherently objective nature of scientific inquiry as a privileged means 
of producing knowledge about an independently existing reality. 

Chapter 1 provides useful background information on antecedents and 
alternatives to Peircean semiotics. In Chapter 2, Short discusses Peirce's 
early theory of signs, treated in the 'New List of Categories' and in the anti­
Cartesian essays dated 1868-69. The controversial arguments presented in 
this chapter hinge on two main claims. First, Short maintains that the 'New 
List of Categories', usually considered by Peircean scholars as a keystone to­
wards the development of his triadic theory of signs, is in fact only 'a stepping 
stone' and therefore it is 'not required for the mastery of his later thought' 
(32). This interpretation is in sharp contrast with a whole line of inquiry in 
Peircean scholarship, which tends to emphasize the continuity of Peirce's 
thought. The hiatus that Short poses between the 'New List' and Peirce's 
mature semiotics should be approached with some caution, especially by the 
uninitiated reader. The Kantian derivation of Peirce's categorial apparatus 
as it was first elaborated in the 'New List' has a crucial relevance for the de­
velopment of Peirce's phaneroscopy and his theory of signs, and Short seems 
to dismiss it too easily. 

Short's second claim revolves around the detection of three flaws in 
Peirce's 1868-69 theory of thought-sign. The first flaw consists of an infinite 
regress of representation deriving from the doctrine that every thought-sign 
interprets a preceding one. Short points out that this implies a form of ide­
alism in which thought lacks objects not constituted by thinking (42). The 
other two flaws derive directly from the doctrine of thought-sign. The sec­
ond flaw is that, if a sign's significance consists in its being interpreted by 
another sign, then those interpretants cannot be mistaken, with the result 
that significance is assigned arbitrarily. The third flaw consists of the risk 
of a circular account of significance, deriving from the assumption of the 
dependence of significance upon interpretation (43). Short's hypothesis is 
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that Peirce was aware of these three difficulties and strived to correct them 
in successive steps between 1877 and 1907. This process of revision culmi­
nated in his mature semiotics, which included a robust articulation of the 
concept of index, his pragmatic theory of meaning and a complex concept of 
teleology. 

Teleology and the problem of final causation are central themes of Short's 
book (Chapters 4 - 6). His examination of Peirce's notion of finious (or, as he 
defines them, 'anisotropic') processes serves the purpose of demonstrating 
that his mature semeiotics is developed in parallel with a naturalistic account 
of teleology. Short insightfully articulates a concept of teleology and finious 
processes as based on a natural tendency or propensity rather than on sub­
jective intentions. He proposes a concept of purpose as 'a type of outcome for 
which an agent acts or for which something was selected as a means' (110), 
and brings a sign's significance to bear on the purposes of possible interpret­
ers rather than individual minds. This interpretation departs from Peirce's 
original formulation; however, it represents a fresh attempt to rescue teleol­
ogy and final causation and give them new visibility in contemporary philo­
sophical discourse. 

In Chapters 7 through 9 Short explores Peirce's conceptions of the rela­
tions between signs, objects and interpretant, and presents an overview of 
the development of his trichotomies of signs. In Chapter 10 he draws illumi­
nating connections between Peirce's theory of signs and contemporary de­
bates on meaning and reference in philosophy of language. Peirce dissociated 
meaning (which he assumed to be conceptual) from reference, but did not 
propose a concept of rigid designation. Short shows that his mature pragma­
tism is not a verificationist theory of meaning. Rather than explaining mean­
ing with a finite list of verification conditions, he posed no limit to the growth 
of symbols. In Short's terms, for Peirce new verifications are 'discoveries ... 
made through a symbol's application' (288). 

In Chapter 11 Short identifies Peirce's theory of mind with a ' naturalistic 
history of thought' (289). He articulates Peirce's theory of mind in parallel 
with the concepts of purposefulness and intentionality, and contrasts it with 
contemporary functionalist and physicalist approaches. Once again, Short 
seems to depart from Peirce's original formulations; yet his account respects 
the ultimate aims of his mature pragmatism. 

In the final chapter, Short explores Peirce's concept of science and his 
theory of scientific inquiry. A valuable point in the chapter is his critique of 
simplistic interpretations of Peirce's concept of convergence and his deriva­
tion of a theory of truth which appears to anticipate contemporary defla­
tionism. The two theories address different questions: where Peirce spoke 
of belief, the deflationists often speak of warranted assertion (332-3). Yet, a 
careful consideration of Peirce's often misread 'The Fixation of Belief' (1877) 
reveals a developmental theory of truth which is complementary to deflation­
ist accounts. 

Peirce scholars might remain slightly disappointed by Short's unjustified 
dismissal of Peirce's early thought and of the continuity of his theory of signs. 
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Despite this, his attempt to demonstrate the relevance of Peirce's semiot­
ics in contemporary philosophical thought hinges on a balanced interplay 
between convincing arguments and documented research. This book insight­
fully unravels the necessity of overcoming the contemporary philosophical 
tendency to 'atomize issues' (xi), and there is reason to believe that Short's 
comprehensive study will set the agenda for interesting future developments 
in Peircean scholarship. 

Chiara Ambrosio 
University College London 

Walter Sinnott-Armstrong 
Moral Skepticisms. 
New York: Oxford University Press 2006. 
Pp. 288. 
US$48.00 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-195-18722-4). 

To the best of my knowledge, this is the first book entirely devoted to exam­
ining the different varieties of moral skepticism and to assessing the main 
replies to moral skeptical arguments. Sinnott-Armstrong's aim is to deter­
mine whether, how, and to what extent our moral beliefs can be justified. His 
discussion of these issues is remarkably clear, thorough, and solid. 

The book is divided into two parts. The first presents the basic concepts of 
moral epistemology and the arguments advanced by different forms of moral 
skepticism. It offers a characterization of moral epistemology (Chapter 1), 
and examines whether moral beliefs are truth-apt (Chapter 2), true (Chap­
ter 3) and justified (Chapter 4). It introduces the notion of contrast classes 
(Chapter 5), and expounds Sinnott-Armstrong's own variety of moral skep­
ticism, namely, 'classy moral Pyrrhonism' (Chapter 6). The second part is 
devoted to analyzing four ethical theories purporting to justify moral beliefs 
- naturalism (Chapter 7), normativism (Chapter 8), intuitionism (Chapter 
9), and coherentism (Chapter 10) - as well as their responses to moral nihil­
ism. 

Sinnott-Armstrong describes his own position as skeptical. However, it 
is not a form of ontological moral skepticism, which is probably the most 
common type of moral skepticism in contemporary philosophy. He maintains 
that the arguments against the existence of moral facts do not establish their 
conclusions; at most they require us to suspend judgment about the existence 
of such facts. Similarly, he holds that the most common and important argu­
ments against moral nihilism are not conclusive, although he thinks that 

303 



they show some of our beliefs to be justified - not absolutely, but in limited 
ways. Because he rejects that our moral beliefs are unqualifiedly justified, 
but accepts that they may be partially justified, Sinnott-Armstrong charac­
terizes his outlook as a 'moderate moral skepticism'. How does he support 
this mitigated skepticism? The key lies in the notion of 'contrast class'. A 
contrast class is a set of propositions which are incompatible with each other, 
so that if one is justified in believing a proposition P out of a contrast class 
C, it is because one has grounds that rule out all the other propositions of C 
but not P. Now, a belief may be, at the same time, justified out of one contrast 
class, but not out of another. For it may be justified, e.g., out of a contrast 
class which includes all the alternatives which can be eliminated by using our 
usual epistemic standards, but not out of a contrast class which also includes 
extreme alternatives such as skeptical hypotheses, which are systematically 
uneliminable. The question that naturally arises is which contrast class is re­
ally relevant, i.e., which contrast class contains those alternatives that must 
be eliminated to be able to affirm that a given belief is epistemically justified 
without qualification. Sinnott-Armstrong maintains that this question is im­
possible to answer, so he suspends judgment about which contrast class, if 
any, is really relevant, even in a particular context. (This is why he describes 
himself as a meta-skeptic about real relevance, or as a 'classy Pynhonist' .) As 
a result, moral beliefs can be justified or unjustified, not absolutely, but solely 
relative to different contrast classes. Given that Sinnott-Armstrong suspends 
judgment about real relevance, it seems that his position is a sort of epistemic 
relativism about moral beliefs. 

Although several issues invite discussion, I will limit myself to two of 
them. First, I find surprising Sinnott-Armstrong's views that 'second-order 
beliefs about the epistemic status of moral beliefs cannot force us to give up 
the moral beliefs that we need to live well' (viii), and that the skeptical 'posi­
tion about the epistemic status of moral beliefs need not trickle down and 
infect anyone's substantive moral beliefs or actions' (14). This is a clear case 
of what has been called 'insulation', which takes place when (some of) our or­
dinary beliefs are deemed to be immune from the conclusions of philosophical 
arguments, and hence from philosophical skepticism. Even if insulation is a 
common phenomenon in contemporary philosophy, I confess my difficulty in 
comprehending how, if we suspend judgment about the epistemic credentials 
of our moral beliefs, we can still affirm that we are epistemically justified in 
holding a number of them. I understand that, in such a situation, holding 
moral beliefs may have some kind of practical justification, but this of course 
does not confer any epistemic justification on them. 

Second, readers familiar with Sextus Empiricus might wonder whether 
Sinnott-Armstrong's outlook may be legitimately labeled 'Pyrrhonian'. It is 
clear that the ancient Pyrrhonist would agree both with the idea that, as 
things stand, we can rule out neither moral nihilism nor moral realism, and 
with refraining from affirming that any one contrast class is really relevant. 
On the other hand, he would not consider his skeptical stance to be fully 
compatible with Sinnott-Armstrong's moderate moral skepticism for at least 
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three reasons. First, he would reject the idea that our substantive moral beliefs 
are insulated and immune from philosophical reflection. Second, given that 
Sinnott-Armstrong's moral skepticism does not prevent him from affirming 
that his 'positive moral beliefs are true and correspond to moral facts' (58), 
the Pyrrhonist would consider his position to be 'dogmatic', because it makes 
assertions about matters of objective fact, even if these epistemic claims are 
only relativized. Finally, I doubt the Pyrrhonist would accept that our moral 
beliefs may be justified out of a limited contrast class. Indeed, he would prob­
ably argue that, even if one restricts oneself to limited contrast classes, it 
does not seem possible to choose among the competing alternatives consti­
tuting the class because they appear equally persuasive. These differences 
between Sinnott-Armstrong's position and Pyrrhonism may not represent a 
pressing problem for him, since he points out that he does not care whether 
his 'position gets labeled "skepticism"', because the 'name does not matter 
to any issue of importance'. Rather, what matters is both what it is possible 
to accomplish 'when we try to justify our moral beliefs', and 'which debates 
in epistemology make sense' (251; cf. 106n27). These reservations, however, 
concern not merely historical accuracy (which, to be sure, is not irrelevant, 
because Sinnott-Armstrong calls his position 'skepticism' to 'reveal its con­
nections to the Pyrrhonian tradition' (251]). Rather, they are motivated pri­
marily by the fact that the Pyrrhonian stance and Pyrrhonian arguments 
have been playing a key part in current epistemological discussions for some 
time now, so that it is crucial to get an accurate picture of Pyrrhonism when 
dealing with issues of knowledge and justification. 

Given its philosophical rigor and insight and the import of the issues it 
deals with, I highly recommend this book not solely to those interested in 
moral epistemology but to anyone concerned with epistemology in general. 

Diego E. Machuca 
Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones Cientificas y Tecnicas 
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Jan Westerhoff 
Ontological Categories. 
Toronto and New York: Oxford University 
Press 2005. 
Pp. 275. 
CDN$105.95/US$74.00 
(cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-19-928504-4). 

Westerhoff's book investigates the nature and status of ontological catego­
ries. Chapter 1 surveys seven systems of categories all of which, other than 
Aristotle's, are recent. Two questions are of central concern to the book (20): 
What makes a category an ontological category? What relationships obtain 
between ontological categories? 

The first question predominates, and in Chapter 2 Westerhoff points to 
three features generally held to characterize ontological categories that may 
serve as bases for attempts at an answer (24). First, ' they are the most gen­
eral kinds of things'. Second, they can explain 'why certain substitutions in a 
statement (such as "prime" for "odd" in "the number nine is odd") make the 
statement just false, while others make it meaningless (such as substituting 
"sweet" for "odd").' Third, 'they provide the identity criteria for classes of 
objects'. 

Westerhoff discusses some attempts to provide a definition of an ontologi­
cal category by appeal to degree of generality. The 'cut-off point problem' (35) 
is a difficulty for such attempts. Supposing that the ontological categories 
are classes at and above a certain degree of generality, how can we draw 
a line, non-arbitrarily, between classes that count as ontological categories 
and classes that are insufficiently general? Attempts to define 'ontological 
category' by reference to generality fail to solve this problem or have other 
prohibitive costs (25-40). 

Ryle's intersubstitutability account and its development by Sommers are 
discussed, but (after Smart) these accounts are too liberal as to what is to 
count as an ontological category (48-51). Carnap's intersubstitutability ac­
count (51-6) solves this problem but has the 'implausible' (55) implications 
that the containment of one ontological category within another is impos­
sible and that an object in one ontological category cannot share 'a property 
with an object in any other ontological category' (54). 

The appeal to criteria of identity jars with the systems of categories set 
out in Chapter 1 (62). Depicting the ontological categories as ultimate sortals 
precludes ontological categories from standing in containment relations (63). 
For this and other reasons, 'the notion of identity - at least on its own -
cannot provide us with a satisfactory account of ontological categories' (63). 

In Chapters 3 and 4, Westerhoff sets out his positive account, which aims 
to avoid the cut-off problem and the imposition of implausible restrictions on 
what is to count as a system of categories. The basis of Westerhoff's account 
is the 'notion of a state of affairs' (66), the centrality and primitiveness of 
which is defended in Chapter 3. 
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In Chapter 4, the idea of a state of affairs is applied in order to try to 
specify what makes a category an ontological category. A 'constituent-set' (91) 
consists of the things into which a state of affairs can be decomposed. With 
each state of affairs is associated one or more constituent-sets (depending 
on the number of ways in which it can be decomposed). Taking 'the state 
of affairs denoted by "Albert loves Becca"' (91), we have the constituent-set 
{Albert, loving, Becca}. With the notion of a 'form-set' (91), the idea of in­
tersubstitutability is revived. 'We will define form-sets as the constituents 
of states of affairs which can be intersubstituted in states of affairs to form 
new ones. Thus, Albert, Becca, and Charles will be in the same form-set, as 
will be the relations ofloving, admiring, and so on' (91). Our intuitions about 
ontological intersubstitutability, i.e., substitutability of constituents in states 
of affairs, 'are informed by linguistic intuitions. Our intuitions about gram­
maticality (or rather the lack of it) are one such source of information: that 
the relations of loving and sitting between belong to different types can be 
inferred from the fact that "sits between" cannot be plugged in for "loves" in 
"Adam loves Becca" salua congruitate. Although not reducible to them, intu­
itions about meaninglessness can also inform our intuitions about ontological 
fitting: we can argue that being prime and being green belong to different 
types since "green" cannot be intersubstituted with "prime" in "17 is prime" 
salua significatione' (93) . 

We can imagine possible but non-actual states of affairs, such as there 
being pink elephants, but we cannot image any associated states of affairs in 
the cases of ungrammatical or meaningless sentences (94). 

Westerhoff then invokes the notion of a base-set: 'a minimal subset of a 
set of form-sets which can collectively construct all the remaining form-sets 
in the set (is) a basis of the set of form-sets, and its elements (are) base-sets' 
(96). The base-sets are ontological categories (99), but a form-set can have 
more than one basis (97). The 'constituents of states of affairs can be sorted 
into different form-sets' (116) and these form-sets, in turn, into base-sets 
(188). Crudely, since the base-sets are ontological categories and a form-set 
can have more than one basis, there is no unique system of ontological cat­
egories. The role of ontological categories in our systematization of the world 
is analogous to the role of axioms in systems of logic: as there is more than 
one way of axiomatising a logic, so there is more than one way of categorially 
classifying the world (134-5, cf. 208). 

Chapter 5 argues that the distinction between individuals and properties 
is shown, by the foregoing account of ontological categories, not to be an on­
tological distinction at all. Chapter 6 concerns the account of states of affairs 
defended in the book, its role in generating the account of categories, and the 
philosophical implications of these accounts. 

Pivotal to his account of intersubstitutability is Westerhofrs view that 
sentences involving selection errors (e.g., ' 17 is green') are meaningless. An­
other account sees them as meaningful, but false. Our inability to imagine a 
state of affairs associated with '17 is green' is, on this account, to be expected 
and not a mark of meaninglessness. It is impossible for 17 to be colored and 
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so impossible for it to be green. Since it is impossible for 17 to be green, it is 
false that 17 is green. Surprisingly, Westerhoff provides only a short, weak ar­
gument (49, n. 45) against the view that selection errors are falsehoods. The 
book is thorough in other ways, shows considerable scholarly and technical 
prowess, and should be read and discussed. 

Stephen K. McLeod 
University of Liverpool 

Shannon Winnubst, ed . 
Reading Bataille Now. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press 2007. 
Pp. 300. 
US$65 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-253-34822-7); 
US$24.95 (paper ISBN-13: 978-0-253-21882-7). 

In her 'Introduction', Winnubst argues that Bataille, a 'literary bad boy' still 
associated in Anglophone scholarship almost exclusively with his 'erotic fic­
tion' (2), remains neglected in the realm of serious philosophy, political theo­
ry and, especially, economics. The essays in her collection, which 'speak from 
the contemporary political space of transnational capitalism, hyper-moral­
ism (and) liberalism', focus accordingly on Bataille's three-volume opus on 
political economy, The Accursed Share. Bataille would have approved: of all 
his writings he considered those concerning economic theory to be the most 
important, to the point of imagining (rather fancifully) that The Accursed 
Share might win him a Nobel Prize in Economics. 

This book is divided into four Parts, and includes a preface by Alphonso 
Lingis. The essays in Part 1, 'Situating Bataille', deal with Bataille's relation 
to the Marxist tradition, stressing the degree to which he deviated from or 
transgressed traditional leftist positions. For Jesse Goldhammer, while Ba­
taille 'owes a theoretical debt to late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-centu­
ry French anarcho-syndicalism' (17), he departs from Marxist and anarchist 
positions by incorporating into politics a highly original notion of sacrifice 
as 'a mediated form of self-demolition' (23). Amy E. Wendling argues that 
Bataille conceives of nature not in Marxist terms of scarcity, but in terms 
of surplus and profligacy, a stance she attributes to Bataille's ' familiarity 
with premodern and medieval epistemologies' (40) (Bataille was a medieval­
ist by formation). Focusing on Bataille's shift in emphasis from production 
to consumption, Wendling suggests that Bataille's human being, unlike the 
beleaguered bourgeois who can think only in terms of accumulation and self­
preservation, 'does not stand over against a hostile nature' (41) but partici-
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pates in an economy of plenitude and 'sovereign consumption' (46). Pierre 
Lamarche examines the reasons behind Bataille's recourse to the Marxist 
notion of 'use value' in his polemic with Andre Breton, and shows how this 
concept informs Bataille's thinking of sovereignty in The Accursed Share. 

Part 2, 'Pleasures and the Myth of Transgression', explores the erotic di­
mension of Bataille's theory of economy (volume two of The Accursed Share 
is entitled The History of Eroticism). Shannon Winnubst takes off from 
Bataille's distinction between sexuality and eroticism, which in itself shifts 
emphasis away from a heterosexual (reproductive) paradigm of sexuality and 
privileges instead the register of pleasure. Through an analysis of contempo­
rary sodomy laws, she demonstrates the pertinence of Bataille's a-telic no­
tion of sexuality to queer theory and politics. Zeynep Direk sees Bataille as 
interested in 'the possibility of sexed communication beyond sexual identi­
ties' (105). Invoking lrigaray and Levinas, she seeks to show that Bataille's 
text refuses to objectify the female body; rather, it opens up the question of 
an 'ethics of eros' that, accounting for the paradoxes and violence of eroti­
cism, might be generative of 'new norms' (110). Alison Leigh Brown's contri­
bution is a sort of fantasia intermingling autobiography, fiction and literary 
criticism. It revolves around Emily Bronte's Wuthering Heights, Bataille's 
essay on this novel in Literature and Evil, Bataille's novel Blue of Noon, and 
the figure of Malvolio from Twelfth Night. 

Part 3, 'Bodies and Animality', opens with an essay on bird-watching 
by Ladelle McWhorter. Drawing on the writings of Charles Darwin and on 
feminist critiques of reason, she explores the idea that human mimicking of 
animals represents 'a kind of embodied coming to know' (160). Lucio Angelo 
Privitello examines laughter and animality in Bataille, arguing that the two 
are linked because 'both deny "project" by consuming their very sovereign­
ty' (169). Laughter, of which Privitello offers a welcome typology, can evoke 
something of the intimacy that was replaced in the modern world (according 
to one ofBataille's major theses in The Accursed Share) by labor. Dorothy Hol­
land, noting that the theater has often been associated with the potential for 
transgression, explores issues of performance and staging in theater, focusing 
on Mnemonic, a 'devised work' by the London-based Theatre de Complicite. 
Her reflections, tangentially related to Bataille's oeuvre, are often suggestive, 
especially as regards the Bataillean preoccupations of experimentalism, dra­
matization, nudity, and above all play (in the sense of performance, but also 
as the opposite of work). 

Part 4, 'Sovereign Politics', looks at some ways in which Bataille's theory of 
general economy might alter the understanding and even practice of politics 
today. Andrew Cutrofello makes an ingenious parallel between Shakespeare's 
critique of nascent capitalism in The Merchant of Venice and Bataille's con­
cept of sovereignty and the aporetic ethics this concept implies. Richard A. 
Lee Jr., partly on the basis of personal recollections, muses about thinghood, 
sovereignty and sacrifice in Bataille. According to Lee, Bataille's shift from 
the restricted to the general economy allows us to move beyond 'concernful 
dealings with the world of things' (249), a re-positioning he situates usefully 
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in relation to Heidegger. Allan Stoekl reflects on the relevance of Bataille's 
theory of expenditure, excess and waste in an era of resource scarcity and 
ecological anxiety. Drawing on contemporary theories of sustainability, he 
posits 'a kind of ethical aftereffect ' (261) of Bataille's economic theory where­
by expenditure might remain compatible with survival and preservation. 

Several of the essays here are what the editor calls 'performative', ' play­
fully inviting us to engage ... excess through their very writing' (8). The in­
clusion of scholarly, creative, and hybrid essays gives the collection a catholic, 
wide-ranging (even free-wheeling) feel: Hegel, Nietzsche and Mauss are duti­
fully referenced, but so are Evelyn Fox Keller and Steven A. LeBlanc, Donna 
Haraway and Jerzy Grotowski; even the Blue Oyster Cult gets a mention. 
The consideration of issues related to theater and performance here opens up 
a new and exciting avenue in Bataille studies, complementing existing and 
better-known scholarship on ritual and sacrifice. The most searching contri­
butions are those (e.g., Wendling, Stoekl) that revise and re-vitalize Bataille's 
economic theory by bringing it into relation with contemporary work in biol­
ogy, archeology, environmentalism and eco-economy. In these essays we get a 
sense of the scope and potential of the 'Copernican transformation' of politi­
cal economy that Bataille sought to effect in The Accursed Share. 

Peter Connor 
Barnard College 

J. Jeremy Wisnewski 
Wittgenstein and Ethical Inquiry: 
A Defense of Ethics as Clarification. 
New York: Continuum 2007. 
Pp. 150. 
US$127.54 (cloth ISBN-13: 978-0-8264-8774-2). 

Because he said different and apparently inconsistent things about ethics, 
Wittgenstein's (W's) relation to the subject is fraught with controversy. The 
early W held ethics to be impossible because ethical propositions fail to mean. 
Attempts to put ethics into words could only end in nonsense, albeit impor­
tant nonsense, since it reveals ethics to be transcendent. Since the later W 
rejected narrow doctrines of meaning and method, the way to doing ethics 
was open to him. So, why didn't he do ethics? Available books on the subject 
have not provided answers, so a fresh look at the issue is welcome. 

Despite the title, Wisnewski says his book is not 'really a book about Wand 
ethics, but a book on ethics using Wittgensteinian methods' (xi). The task of 
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ethics in a Wittgensteinian (Wian) spirit is to clarify the hazy and troubled 
human predicament by making explicit our value orientation, which in turn 
sheds light on the normative dimension of our lives. The only way to achieve 
this task, according to Wisnewski, is through phenomenological analysis and 
ethical theorizing which help us to see our way through the world. These are 
reasons enough to attempt to put ethics into words. 

The book divides into three parts. The first lays the ground for a Wian 
approach to ethics conceived as clarification, and then surveys and assesses 
the history of the reception of W in ethics. Part of W's toolbox is a working 
distinction between assertoric (empirical) propositions that say something 
about the world and propositions that clarify practices by articulating rules. 
W's take on ethical theory, we are told, is that such propositions could not be 
empirical, hence ethical theories are really concerned with clarification and 
understanding our sense of the good and the right. They may be illuminating 
or obfuscatory, depending on their ability to allow us to see the normative in a 
clear light. 'Far from relegating ethical theory to nonsense or the merely pri­
vate sphere,' as the received view would have it, W is said to provide us with 
an alternative way to understand ethical theories. Their function is not to tell 
us what we should be doing, but to clarify the normative aspect of our lives. 

The second part of the book spells out the implications of this view for 
modern ethical theories. Kant's deontology and Mill's utilitarianism, argues 
the author, are not really action-guiding as the standard view has it. They 
are not meant to specify a rational procedure for decision making; rather, 
they are intended to clarify aspects of our moral form of life. So there is no 
tension between ethical theorizing and a Wian perspective on ethics as clari­
fication: 'We can engage in ethical theory and can be Wian without any kind 
of schizophrenia.' 

The third part takes up and responds to the reception of W by critical 
theory, in particular by Herbert Marcuse, who labels W's work as quietist and 
conservative. Since W's philosophy is confined to the description of our forms 
of life, it apparently leaves everything as it is. Philosophy in this vein refuses 
its traditional functions of critique and exploration of the possible, and thus 
abandons its social responsibilities. This is a misguided objection, Wisnewski 
argues, for describing language games leaves space for critique by identifying 
tensions within our practices. Furthermore, different clarifications of a prac­
tice leave room for critical appraisal and subsequent choice. Critical theory 
then could profit from Wian resources. 

Here are some first impressions. The author says some surprising and pro­
vocative things about W and ethical theorizing, and some insightful things 
about a conception of ethics as clarification. What is provocative, however, 
is sometimes less than compelling, and what is insightful seems descriptive 
of contemporary ethics - as long as concerns of clarification are twinned 
with action-guidance. I found it disconcerting that an author denies what 
he is actually doing: discussing W and ethics. The book critiques received 
interpretations of W on ethics as well as articulates a conception of ethics as 
clarification employing Wian methods. Yet the author disavows part of what 
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he is doing, leaving the impression of a calculated effort to cultivate a broader 
readership by including both readers of W as well as of ethics. The articula­
tion of an ethics of clarification could have been better accomplished without 
self-imposed exegetical burdens. 

A few misgivings of a more serious nature. To show that Wian ethics is 
compatible with ethical theorizing, the author downplays W as anti-theorist 
and promotes his own idea of modern ethical theory as concerned with clarifi­
cation. Unsurprisingly, Wisnewski is less than successful at these tasks, given 
the overwhelming textual evidence against his contentions. What makes an 
ethics of clarification Wian is surely the adoption of distinctive Wian methods 
to achieve clarity. At the centre of such methods is the resistance to theory. 
W remarks: 'We may not advance any kind of theory. There must not be any­
thing hypothetical in our considerations. We must do away with all explana­
tion and description alone must take its place' (Philosophical Investigations 
§109). Theories, according to W, tend to lead to essentialism about questions 
of meaning, and they obscure and - worse - distort the workings of our 
everyday language. Feeding on a narrow diet of examples makes us forgetful 
of context and distracts us from a 'look and see' approach. So theories, from 
a Wian view, are obstacles to clarity, not aids. The portrait Wisnewski paints 
blurs W's prominence as anti-theorist and renders him barely recognizable. 

The author's argument that modern moral philosophy is generally a project 
of clarification is not convincing. Kant clarifies the rationale for not commit­
ting suicide and forbids it. Mill clarifies the basis of our moral framework and 
invokes the principle of utility to guide our decisions what to do in difficult 
circumstances. In his speech on capital punishment, for example, he argues 
that the death penalty should be retained. Both Mill and Kant do normative 
ethics with the intention of guiding our actions and both ground ethics: Kant 
in the rational autonomy of agents, and Mill in pleasurable consequences. In 
the process, W would suggest, they distort our concepts of pleasure and ratio­
nality, inducing ethical blind-spots. Hence, W's objections against theorizing 
extend to ethics and imply that it is a source of existential danger. Such criti­
cisms and generalizations about ethical theories may be mistaken or exagger­
ated, but they are recognizably Wian. Another thing: Elizabeth Anscombe's 
'Modern Moral Philosophy', iconic of the standard view on Wian ethics, is a 
regrettable omission from the bibliography. Finally, rhetorical phrases like 
'Allow me to be more specific' and 'Allow me to put the distinction bluntly' 
verge on stylistic hypocrisy. Need any author ask a reader's permission to 
execute such standard scholarly tasks? Can readers really say 'no'? 

Bela Szabados 
The University of Regina 
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