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The new History of ideas research Centre was founded 

on the conviction that the history of ideas is of great 

importance not only for all academic fields, but first 

and foremost for culture and society. The history of 

ideas enables a better understanding of our present, 

whose culture and manners of thinking result from cer-

tain traditions and therefore are not self-explanatory. 

We are not Europeans neither because of the territory 

we inhabit nor in virtue of recently concluded Euro-

pean treaties, but because European culture has been 

shaped by particular basic ideas and attitudes. They 

can only be clearly comprehended and commented on 

via an examination of their history, which can only be 

explicitly appropriated and evaluated against their his-

torical background. The history of ideas explains our 

mental and cultural presuppositions and thereby may 

lead to justified affirmation and critique—not only a 

critique of traditional ideas, but also a critique of our 

present situation that often reveals its deficiencies only 

in the light of prior convictions and keynotes. The in-

creasing specialization of historical studies needs to be 

counterbalanced by other types of research that focus 

on common presuppositions and thoughts, and thereby 

promote interdisciplinary work. This is precisely the 

scope of the studies of the history of ideas, where many 

academic fields overlap. In order to foster fruitful re-

search discussion in the domain of the history of ideas, 

the research centre decided to launch the online maga-

zine Orbis Idearum. European Journal of the History 

of Ideas, and the book series Vestigia Idearum Histori-

ca. Beiträge zur Ideengeschichte Europas by mentis 

Verlag in Münster. The concept of the history of ideas 

has admittedly lost its semantic outlines. Since histori-

cal research has disproved rather than confirmed 

Lovejoy’s research program that was based on the sup-

position of constant unit-ideas, the concept of the his-

tory of ideas can be applied to any inquiry in the field 

of the Geistesgeschichte.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

By contrast, the new History of Ideas Research 

Centre attempts to restore the distinctive profile of 

the history of ideas. For the Centre, ideas are 

thoughts, representations and fantasy images that 

may be expressed in various forms. Ideas manifest 

themselves first and foremost in language, but also 

in nonlinguistic media, and even in activities, rites 

and practices. In the latter case, they do not always 

manifest themselves directly, but are sometimes at 

the basis of certain cultural phenomena before 

eventually receiving linguistic expression. For this 

reason, the history of ideas coincides neither with 

the history of concepts (Begriffsgeschichte) nor 

with intellectual history (allgemeine Geistes-

geschichte). While the former is oriented towards 

thoughts that are expressed linguistically, and, 

therefore, elaborates only a part of the history of 

ideas, the latter is devoted to the whole mental life 

of humankind, which may involve even religious 

systems and fundamental convictions of a whole 

epoch. By contrast, the history of ideas always fo-

cuses on particular elements that are recognizable 

in thought or in culture, and whose transformation 

or constancy can be explored over a certain period 

of time by describing, analyzing, and interpreting 

their appearance, function, and effect. Taken in this 

sense, the history of ideas occupies an intermediate 

position: it covers a broader field than the history 

of concepts that could be understood as one of its 

subareas, but it has a more specific task than intel-

lectual history (allgemeine Geistesgeschichte). 

Even more than in the case of the history of con-

cepts (Begriffsgeschichte), one must resist the 

temptation to mistake the historian’s interpreta-

tions for historical ideas. 
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ABSTRACT 

45 years ago, the American philosopher John Searle used the “Chinese Room” thought 

experiment to criticise the “strong AI” claim that a computer is not merely a “tool in 

the study of the mind”, but really is a mind in the sense that “computers given the 

right programs can be literally said to understand and have other cognitive states”. On 

the basis of Searle’s distinction between the semantic and syntactic functions of lan-

guage, we consider the “strong AI” hypothesis in the light of modern LLM-NLPs and 

investigate how such innovations can be used to clarify the theory and enhance the 

process of foreign language acquisition by human subjects. Extending Searle’s 

thought experiment, we imagine that its subject, Bob, has been situated in the Chinese 

Room for an arbitrarily long period of time. His ability to produce valid sequences of 

Chinese characters in a communication context is being evaluated by a Chinese 

speaker located outside the Chinese Room according to the criteria: (a) Is he human? 

(b) Does he know Chinese? We hypothesise that Bob’s attribution of semantic mean-

ing to these sequences of symbols over the course of regularly manipulating them 

according to formal syntactic rules in a dialogic context will result in his effectively 

becoming proficient in the language. Such a process of language acquisition can be 

described in terms of the gradual development and combination of procedural and 

declarative memory functions. To evaluate the hypothesis and provide a parametrisa-

tion framework for the Chinese Room, we describe an approach to learning and using 

Chinese that is primarily based around the manipulation of sequences of Chinese 

characters using the Wubi typing input method. A potential means by which Bob may 

obtain a certificate of Chinese-speaking humanity is described as a system of Wubi-

Emoji-Semantic-Mnemonics (WESM). 
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KEYWORDS: Artificial intelligence, Language acquisition, Procedural memory, De-

clarative memory, Syntax–semantics, Chinese Room, Wubi input method, Look-up 

table, Dialogic context, Semantic-Mnemonics, Reciprocal intentionality, Wubify1 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The Chinese Room thought experiment, proposed in 1980 by the American 

philosopher John Searle, structures many subsequent discussions about the 

nature and potential of artificial intelligence (Block 2004; Chalmers 1997; 

Churchland & Churchland 1990; Dennett 1981; Fodor 2000; Harnad 1990; 

Penrose 1989; Putnam 1987; Simon 1990). Searle uses this metaphor to criti-

cise what he calls “strong AI”: the claim that a computer “is not merely a tool 

in the study of the mind”, but that “an appropriately programmed computer 

really is a mind, in the sense that computers given the right programs can be 

literally said to understand and have other cognitive states”. (Searle 1980, 1) 

According to the Chinese Room analogy, we are invited to imagine a hu-

man subject who only knows English and is located (“locked”) inside a room. 

Such an experimental subject, whom we might conventionally name “Bob” 

(Rivest et al. 1978), receives batched sequences of Chinese characters (hanzi) 

along with a set of rules in English for manipulating, comparing and combin-

ing them. By following these syntactic rules, he produces valid responses in 

Chinese, which are then passed back to somebody outside the room—let us 

call her 爱丽丝 (Àilìsī)—who, in terms of their mutual use of a communica-

tion channel, can be described as Bob’s Chinese-speaking interlocutor. 

As the experiment begins, Bob receives his first set of input characters 

and instructions for their sequencing, then passes the thus sequenced character 

strings back out of the room. Subsequently, he receives additional batches of 

characters, which he also sequences according to additional instructions form-

ing part of the same set of syntactic rules. While the sequences of characters 

passed by 爱丽丝 into the room take the form of “questions”, (i.e., prompt 

stimuli), those passed back out of the room following Bob’s manipulations are 

interpreted by her as “answers” (prompt responses). And, despite (at first) hav-

ing zero understanding of the language, Bob’s application of the syntactic 

rules is sufficiently rigorous to trick 爱丽丝 into believing that she is com-

municating with a Chinese-speaking human interlocutor. It is in accordance 

with this false belief that she continues to pass her questions into the Chinese 

Room and receive answers from it. 

According to Searle’s analogy, then, this is essentially how computers op-

erate: manipulating and ordering symbols according to formal rules (syntax) 

 
1 Keywords in italics have been introduced into the discourse by the present authors. 
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but without having any grasp of the underlying meaning attached to these 

symbols and their various combinations (semantics). This syntactic–semantic 

distinction is then used to criticise the “strong AI” postulation that a machine 

or computer running a program can have a mind, consciousness, and mental 

states equivalent to those of a human being—which, if true, might imply the 

theoretical possibility of fully virtualising human consciousness and identity. 

Applying the analogy, belief in “strong AI” becomes equivalent to 爱丽丝’s 

false belief that her human interlocutor knows Chinese. 

If only in terms of the sheer quantity of secondary literature it has gene-

rated, the Chinese Room functions as a powerful metaphor to clarify what is-

sues are at stake when refuting—or advancing—“strong AI” arguments. 

However, over the 45 years since it was initiated, some of the assumptions 

underlying the debate have shifted. In particular, the recent advent of natural 

language processing (NLP) services based on large language models 

(LLMs)—often simply described as “AI”—has provided the general public 

with a comprehensive and convenient source of artificial intelligence. 

Nevertheless, the utility of chatbot services such as DeepSeek, Claude or 

ChatGPT is not dependent on an attribution of “consciousness” to the 

underlying LLM or associated natural language process by their users. 

Indeed, what would it mean to attribute this quality to what appears to be 

nothing more or less than a convenient means of using natural human lan-

guage to query the Internet and its underlying human-generated knowledge 

system? If one were to attribute “consciousness” when interacting with such 

an artificially intelligent entity, would this quality pertain to the LLM-NLP 

system “itself”, consisting of a means of querying a very large indexed lin-

guistic dataset hosted on a computer system? Or would it be located some-

where in the interface between the LLM and its human querier? If so, on what 

basis would it be possible to distinguish the querying “human consciousness” 

from the “artificial consciousness” with which he or she was interacting? 

Such apparently intractable questions seem to imply the inadvisability of 

conflating “consciousness” and “intelligence”. However, even if an LLM-

NLP (including its interface) is not itself “consciously” intelligent, it undoubt-

edly represents a highly relevant—one might well say “strong”—source of 

intelligence for us. What then do we mean by “strong” when referring to 

a source of artificial intelligence today? Would it be relevant to try to distin-

guish between such a source of intelligence and “intelligence itself”? Mean-

while, while no attribution of reciprocal intentionality to “AI” seems to be 

justified,2 human beings may still have very good reasons to attribute this 

 
2 For the purposes of the present discussion, we will treat “consciousness” and “intentional 

reciprocity” as synonymous when mutually attributed as part of a process of human-to-human 

communication. A more detailed discussion of the issues raised by this conflation will be pre-
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quality to each other. Thus, the Chinese Room also serves to clarify on what 

basis such an attribution should be carried out. 

An early and apparently unique3 attempt to empirically replicate the Chi-

nese Room thought experiment carried out by Harré & Wang (1999) set out 

to test the “obviousness” of Searle's assertion that the subject of the Chinese 

Room can use “lookup tables” to manipulate Chinese ideographs without any 

sense of their meaning. Noting that this detail was not specified in Searle’s 

original formulation, the researchers provided their human subjects with Chi-

nese ideographs having the following meanings: water, drink, eat, poison, 

gasoline, burn, buy, mountain, high, distant, apple, red, cheap. Lookup tables 

were constructed by pairing the symbol for “water” with that for “drink”, the 

symbol for “mountain” with that for “high”, etc. A branching rule set up with 

the symbol for “apple” was followed by “red” and “eat” in one branch, but 

“cheap” and “buy” in the other. Participants were given two distinct methods 

for selecting responses, one “more mechanical” than the other. Unexpected 

complexities in rule-following were identified. For example, an interpretative 

issue involving a branching rule led to some participants interpreting it as 

“and”, while others perceived it as “or”. 

Given the huge quantity of theoretical discourse the Chinese Room has 

generated, it may seem surprising that there have been so few attempts to em-

pirically replicate the famous thought experiment. Perhaps this gap reflects 

the significant conceptual problems that arise when attempting to obtain 

meaningful data from the Chinese Room. 

In order to interrogate current understandings of “strong AI”, as well as to 

investigate their potential for structuring novel approaches to language learn-

ing, the present work sets out to extend and parameterise4 the Chinese Room 

thought experiment. Imagining ourselves as Bob, the intentional human sub-

ject of the Chinese Room, who has no prior knowledge of Chinese, but is en-

gaged in manipulating Chinese 汉字 (hànzì) symbols according to syntactic 

rules formulated in English, we hypothesise that, if engaging in such repeated 

actions over a sufficiently long period of time, Bob—whose “brain”, accord-

ing to Searle, has certain “causal features”—will also attribute semantic 

meaning to the characters he is manipulating. In doing so, he will gradually 

acquire proficiency in written Chinese to a point at which he really will be 

able to use this language to communicate with his Chinese-speaking interlocu-

 
sented in another work currently in process. 
3 To the best of our knowledge, there have been no further attempts to rigorously replicate the 

Chinese Room under empirical conditions. 
4 The present work describes a parametrisation framework for running an extended Chinese 

Room experiment primarily using the Wubi keyboard input system. It is hoped that this pro-

posed framework may provide a useful basis for future empirical work involving human sub-

jects. 
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tor 爱丽丝. In thus demonstrating an understanding of the dynamic equiva-

lence between the syntactic and semantic functions of the language, Bob will 

demonstrate himself to be (a) a human being (b) who knows Chinese. And, in 

the context of what has now become a process of ongoing communication bet-

ween Bob and 爱丽丝, such a demonstration will provide a necessary and suf-

ficient basis for their continuing mutual attribution of reciprocal intentionality 

(“consciousness”). 

In parallel with our description of how such an intentional subject might 

acquire proficiency in a particular human language, such as Chinese, we will 

compare this process with the corresponding machine learning mechanism in 

an LLM-based artificially intelligent system. Distinguishing between such ar-

tificial systems and human subjects on the basis of the situatedness of the lat-

ter, we will consider the parallel development in human language learners of 

procedural (implicit) and declarative (explicit) linguistic memory functions. 

As our extension of the Chinese Room thought experiment reveals, the inter-

linked development of these memory functions can be productively investi-

gated at the semantic–syntactic boundary in language. 

1.1. Literature review 

Although not directly citing it, Searle’s Chinese Room implicitly refers to the 

test proposed by Alan Turing in his famous paper ‘Computing Machinery and 

Intelligence’ (Turing 1950). Turing’s “imitation game”, later known as the 

Turing Test, describes a computer program that can deceive a human partici-

pant into believing that he or she is communicating with another human being, 

thus providing a possible definition for “artificial intelligence”. While the in-

terface used for such “communication” was not specified in detail, it is gener-

ally understood to comprise some apparatus such as a screen and keyboard; as 

such, the participants cannot rely on visual cues, tone of voice, etc., but will 

be limited to interacting via what is nowadays known as text chat. Turing sum-

marises the implications of the imitation game as follows: 

I believe that in about fifty years’ time it will be possible to program comput-

ers, with a storage capacity of about 109, to make them play the imitation 

game so well that an average interrogator will not have more than 70% 

chance of making the right identification after five minutes of questioning. … 

I believe that at the end of the century the use of words and general educated 

opinion will have altered so much that one will be able to speak of machines 

thinking without expecting to be contradicted. (ibid. 442) 

In his genealogy of the emerging attitude he characterises as “strong AI”, 

Searle’s starting point is the work of Silvan Tomkins, who set out his life-
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time’s work between 1962 and 1992 in the four-volume Affect Imagery Con-

sciousness (Tomkins 1962, 1963, 1991, 1992). For Tomkins, affect refers to 

human motivation based on “care”, or why people do the things they do, which 

serves to “amplify” bodily energy, while imagery stands for cognition—or the 

how of complex interactions underlying human mental processes—and 

consciousness refers to a uniquely human, non-specific “site of awareness”, 

which combines, duplicates, processes and reports information obtained via 

motivation-, cognitive- and feedback-based subsystems. 

The “strong AI” tendency Searle detects in Tomkins’ thought is concisely 

stated in an essay entitled ‘Script Theory’ (Tomkins 1987). Scripts are univer-

sally used, pre-programmed patterns of behaviour that structure the interac-

tions of human beings in various scenes corresponding to social situations that 

arise against particular cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Since activated by 

specific affective states that govern how people feel and express their feelings 

in social situations, scripts are not rigidly deterministic, but can be readily 

adapted over time through experience and learning. However, even the beha-

viour of very young children in various scenes can be understood as informed 

by the scripts their personalities have already encoded. For example, in the 

scene “meeting strangers”, a script that is activated by feelings of anxiety and 

anticipation might include being cautious, observing the other person’s beha-

viour, or seeking reassurance from a trusted adult. 

Searle also cites the work of Schank & Abelson (1977), whose scripts are 

further structured by the plans and underlying goals or motivations that rep-

resent world knowledge and drive human social behaviour. For example, 

a simple “restaurant” script might include the goal of getting food, while the 

associated plan might involve ordering, eating and paying. Plans that structure 

the realisation of the specific aims of actors in a particular situation can be 

explicitly stated to form the basis for mutual interpretations of behaviour. 

When equipped with a suitable knowledge base of scripts, plans and goals, 

a primitive AI computer program known as a Script Applier Mechanism 

(SAM) can analyse stories and predict actions on their basis. As well as uti-

lising scripts to draw inferences that bridge gaps in information, a SAM uses 

branching logic to manage deviations and contradictions within scripts. Dur-

ing the course of processing intricate narratives, a SAM can maintain focus on 

pivotal events and aims by discarding or “forgetting” details deemed irrelevant 

according to criteria structured in four lists: “event”, “goal”, “plan”, and 

“weird”. 

Many of the criticisms of the Chinese Room argument from the perspec-

tive of linguistics have focused on Searle’s distinction between syntax and 

semantics. For example, Margaret Boden (1991) questions the validity of this 

distinction to support a claim about the inability of non-human systems to un-

derstand language. Arguing that Searle’s interpretation of “understanding” is 
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too narrow, Boden sees no reason why this quality cannot arise from the in-

teractions within a system rather than being strictly limited to the private cog-

nitive capabilities of an individual interacting within such a system. Accord-

ing to this wider assumption, no clear distinction between semantics and sym-

bolic manipulation can be drawn unless also accounting for operational dy-

namics and developing context, which condition the intelligence potential of 

the entire system, including the room, the person, his or her interlocutor(s), 

the communication rules being applied, etc. 

The view held by computational psychologists, that natural languages can be 

characterised in procedural terms, is relevant here: words, clauses, and sen-

tences can be seen as miniprograms. The symbols in a natural language one 

understands initiate mental activity of various kinds. To learn a language is 

to set up the relevant causal connections, not only between words and the 

world (“cat” and the thing on the mat) but between words and the many non-

introspectable procedures involved in interpreting them (ibid. 260). 

One approach to clarifying the boundary between the syntactic and se-

mantic functions of languages involves the concept of semantic primes (or 

“primitives”) to form a natural semantic metalanguage (NSM). Chiefly asso-

ciated with the work of Polish–Australian linguist Anna Wierzbicka, semantic 

primes represent a set of 65 concepts considered as (a) universally understood 

and (b) irreducible to simpler elements. Thus, semantic primes, which are as-

serted to be common to all known human languages, form the basic building 

blocks of meaning from which all other meanings can be constructed through 

their various combinations and modifications (Wierzbicka 2021). 

Due to their primary interpretation in terms of human situatedness, it 

would be challenging to simulate—and situate—the complete interactive set 

of 65 semantic primes in real time. For example, while a video camera (and 

set of corresponding image processing technologies) can be used to simulate 

the semantic prime of “see”, and a microphone—the semantic prime of 

“hear”, the construction of a robot that could simultaneously simulate I, you, 

someone, something, people, thing, this, that, where, when, above, below, 

here, there, now, before, after, far, near, move, say, do, want, feel, think, see, 

hear, touch, taste, smell, know, believe, want, hope, say, tell, ask, good, bad, 

big, small, happy, sad, fear, like, love, be, have, become, same, other, more, 

less, part, whole, want, need, give, take, show, play, time, life, right and 

wrong, including in all their highly various combinations, is probably beyond 

the realms of contemporary robotic science. (Prescott 2015, 2024). On the 

other hand, the existence of an NSM implies that it is just such a simultaneous 

simulation—situation of the entire set of semantic primes and all their poten-
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tial combinations that would be necessary for such a robot to come close to 

experiencing or reflecting human situatedness (Moravec 1999). 

A comprehensive analysis of semantic primes in Mandarin Chinese was 

published in a monograph by the prominent NSM proponent Hilary Chappell 

(Chappell 2002). Although acknowledging challenges in applying the concept 

of semantic primes to Mandarin Chinese (e.g., the need for multiple “al-

lolexes” to fulfil the range of syntactic functions for certain primes, such as 

the use of 有人 (yŏurén) and 谁 (shéi) for someone, and 什么 (shénme), 有事 

(yŏushì), and 东西 (dōngxi) for something, depending on specific syntactic 

contexts), Chappell concludes that cross-linguistically valid statements about 

universal syntax can be consistently applied to Mandarin Chinese. 

1.2. A view from the machine 

In the recent computer science literature, much discussion focuses on machine 

learning, which involves the training of systems on large datasets to identify 

patterns and improve the performance of specific tasks over time. Contempo-

rary machine learning typically relies on neural networks, i.e., computational 

models that represent the “neuron” structure and supposed functioning of the 

human brain in the form of layers of interconnected data-processing nodes. 

Such models can be trained to learn patterns from examples and make predic-

tions or decisions pertaining to specific tasks on the basis of assigned weights 

and biases. As argued by Li et al., (2024), the apparent ability of neural net-

works to create “world state” representations without being explicitly told to 

can be understood—like that of their human neurocognitive analogues—in 

terms of “emergent” behaviour. 

Contemporary artificial intelligence (AI) systems based on large language 

models (LLMs) analyse and process vast amounts of linguistic data to perform 

natural language processing (NLP) functions. Thanks to their neural network 

architectures, LLM-based NLPs excel at tasks involving language comprehen-

sion and generation, as well as the integration of these functions into broader 

workflows. Due to the enormous size of the text datasets on which they are 

trained, which may encompass information sourced from published books, ar-

ticles, websites, etc., LLM-NLPs can perform many useful tasks, including 

answering questions, composing texts, summarising information, translating 

between different languages and engaging in contextually informed dialogues. 

At the most fundamental level, LLM-NLPs are just much bigger versions 

of the simple predictive equations used in statistics. By drawing a line of best 

fit through a cloud of points, an equation can be assigned to that line to repre-

sent the “learned” weights to the parameters m and c in the straight-line equa-

tion 
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y = mx + c. 

where y – dependent variable representing the output or the predicted 

value in the problem at hand; x – independent variable or feature/input variable 

representing the input data or predictor used to estimate y; m – slope of the 

line (weight or coefficient) determining how much y changes for a given 

change in x; c – y-intercept (bias) representing the value of y when x = 0. 

Figure 1. Calculating the line of best fit5 

 

Machine-learning scenarios are typically structured in terms of optimising 

the values of m (weights) and c (bias term) during training in order to minimise 

the difference between predicted values (ŷ) and actual target values y. As 

shown in Figure 1, this optimisation is achieved by minimising a “loss” term, 

such as the average distance from each point to the line (green line). By mov-

ing the fitted line (blue) using the parameters c and m, the model can check 

whether the average distance has been reduced. While human beings may also 

perform reasonably well when guessing (or “feeling”) such a heuristic line of 

best fit, machines use an algorithm to iteratively approach an optimal solution. 

When training an LLM-NLP, a preliminary step involves the creation of 

a text embedding. This process outputs a hyper-dimensional blob of data that 

incorporates learned connections between words. Although the term “hyper-

dimensional” might seem confusing, it is based on a simple concept. For 

example, if one were to take physiological measurements from 100 individual 

people, such as height, weight, waist circumference, foot size, etc., these 

measurements could be thought of as “variables” that describe some feature 

of each individual, while an individual represents a data point, whose varia-

bles are expressed in terms of distance from origin in a dimension in which 

 
5 https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=15462765. 
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this point exists. Thus, a two-dimensional dataset could be used to represent 

“weight” and “height”, while a three-dimensional dataset could additionally 

represent “circumference”, and so on.  

Figure 2. Three-dimensional feature space6 

  

The main difference between our imagined physiological dataset and 

a text embedding is that the latter does not involve measuring any physical 

features themselves, but is instead based on inferences drawn from a textual 

dataset to provide a list of predictions for each word in that dataset. Such in-

ferences can be drawn from pairs of words occurring in the same dimension. 

For example, as observed by Mikolov et al. (2013), the distance between the 

data points “Queen” and “King” in the “masculinity–femininity” dimension is 

roughly equivalent to the distance between the data points “Aunt” and “Uncle” 

or “Sister” and “Brother” in that same dimension. Figure 2 depicts a semantic 

feature space comprising the dimensions of Age, Gender and Royalty. Given 

that the total number of dimensions can be as large as 4096, many different 

kinds of relationships between words may be inferred based on how often the 

words are used in similar scenarios (Cao 2024). And, while not every dimen-

sion will have an explicable relationship with real semantics, the correlations 

between them are sufficient to provide a useful basis for semantic representa-

tions.  

 
6 https://www.cs.cmu.edu/~dst/WordEmbeddingDemo/tutorial.html. 
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Having converted a raw word dictionary to an embedding in which every 

word is represented as a vector (a list of numbers that represent distances in 

hyperdimensional space), we can take any text sequence (e.g., a page of 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth) and look up the vector representation of each word 

in it.7 This vector data, which includes the positional information of each vec-

tor (where the word is in the block of text), forms the input to a model. In 

contemporary LLM-NLPs, this is most commonly a Transformer model. 

Although significant shifts in the public perception of AI due to the advent 

of LLM-NLPs stemmed in particular from the release of OpenAI’s GPT-2 

(2019) and later GPT-3 (2020), it was the development of the Transformer 

architecture of the kind proposed by Vaswani et al. in the groundbreaking pa-

per ‘Attention is All You Need’ (2017) that truly revolutionised deep learning 

for NLP. A Transformer model, which provides a scalable framework for han-

dling sequential data to enable rapid improvements in language model perfor-

mance, performs a large number of hidden manipulations on the input vector 

data arranged in computational blocks, also commonly described as “layers”. 

The most commonly used combinations involve a mixture of attention blocks 

and feed-forward blocks (Raiaan et al. 2024). 

The attention blocks allow information to flow between the input vectors 

by asking “what does this vector mean in the context of the other vectors and 

its relative position to them”. This additional information can then be used to 

update the geometric positions of these vectors in hyperdimensional space. 

For example, the word “tangle” in English can refer to a mass of knotted fibres 

or to a conflict, but it is not known a priori which of these definitions is rele-

vant. Thus, attention blocks provide a means by which the model can use the 

text surrounding a given word to “bake” context into the vector—“a tangle of 

fishing line” might nudge our “tangle” vector in one direction, while “we got 

into a tangle over dinner” would nudge it in another. Such updates will push 

the point of the vector in hyper-dimensional space more in the direction of 

words like “knot” in the first example, and “fight” in the second. While the 

simplest version of attention layer known as “self-attention” involves infor-

mation flow between input vectors, “cross-attention” layers are also possible. 

Attention blocks are in turn made up of attention heads. In multilingual 

model training, these constitute the primary mechanism for encoding transla-

tion between languages, allowing information to flow between source and tar-

get language(s). Thus, multiple attention heads can be used in parallel to en-

code different language rules or semantics. For example, in English, one at-

tention head might encode the subtleties of “tangle”, while another might be 

 
7 This description has been simplified—in practice, text is broken into “tokens”, which are 

themselves converted into vectors. However, since it is easier to think of whole words being 

used as input, this is used as a convenient example. 
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used to discern the identity of “it” in the sentence “the cat chased the mouse, 

but it got away”. Meanwhile, other attention heads can be used to encode simi-

lar or different subtleties in other languages, and still others may relate these 

interlinguistic subtleties to one another. 

While more difficult to interpret directly than attention blocks, feed-for-

ward blocks add complexity to the architecture to enhance important details 

in the vectors and dampen any features deemed irrelevant. These blocks—or 

layers—can be conceptualised as a mathematical framework that allows the 

program to ask a series of questions about the vector, such as “Is this a first 

name?”, “Is this an animal?”, “Is this a word from a poem?” Here it is im-

portant to remember that, since neither the questions nor the answers are tied 

to any preconceived human notions about language, they are effectively “hid-

den” to us. Nevertheless, from a simplified perspective, one could consider 

attention blocks as encoding “context” and feed-forward blocks as encoding 

“information” (ibid.). 

Contemporary LLM-NLPs process massive datasets in multiple lan-

guages obtained from data sources in those languages including websites, 

books, academic papers, and other texts. One of the approaches to the multi-

lingual training of LLM-NLPs involves subword tokenisation, i.e., breaking 

words into smaller units that also work across languages. For example, in or-

der to capture patterns across multiple languages, the Byte Pair Encoding 

(BPE) compression algorithm can be used with SentencePiece, a language-

independent subword tokeniser and detokeniser designed for neural-based text 

processing of vocabulary (Gage 1994; Kudo & Richardson 2018). Although 

LLM-NLPs are capable of handling highly diverse writing systems (e.g., 

Latin, Cyrillic, and Chinese logographs), English and a few other major lan-

guages continue to dominate available training data. DeepSeek claims “high 

proficiency” in languages including English, Russian and Chinese, “moderate 

proficiency” in Arabic, Hindi and Turkish, but only “basic proficiency” in 

a set of languages that includes Bengali, Urdu and Swahili. 

Many popular contemporary LLM-NLPs continue to rely for their effec-

tiveness on reinforcement learning from human feedback (RLHF). This inher-

ently costly exercise involves manual fine-tuning of the weights of a model to 

ensure that the outputs are interesting and helpful to human beings. More re-

cent models that do not use RLHF instead include a fine-tuning phase for op-

timising responses. For example, Zhou et al., (2023) describe LIMA, a 65-

billion-parameter (65B) model based on the fine-tuning of a small, carefully 

curated dataset (1,000 examples) that produces strong alignment results with-

out the need for reinforcement learning or extensive instruction tuning data. 

The fact that LIMA can be fine-tuned on just 1,000 high-quality examples 

without any reinforcement learning or human preference modelling confirms 

the possibility of developing most of the knowledge necessary for producing 
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high-quality outputs during pretraining processes. Contrasting RLHF and 

LIMA, the authors highlight LIMA’s ability to achieve comparable or better 

performance than RLHF-trained models using significantly smaller datasets. 

Human preference studies reveal that LIMA outperforms DaVinci003, even 

surpassing state-of-the-art models like GPT-4 and Bard in a significant num-

ber of cases (ibid.). Even more recently, the emergence of much cheaper and 

more compact LLM-NLPs such as DeepSeek appears to imply a greatly re-

duced need for a human role in tweaking NLP outputs. 

As DeepSeek and other recent models have shown, the large computa-

tional and human resources implied in “traditional” LLM-NLPs such as 

ChatGPT may already be becoming redundant. Delétang et al. (2024) note that 

LLM-NLPs can also serve as general-purpose data compressors. Using arith-

metic coding as an optimal method for achieving compression, contemporary 

models leverage the probabilistic foundations of lossless compression to 

achieve competitive compression rates across multiple data types that outper-

form domain-specific methods such as PNG and FLAC. Citing scaling laws, 

the authors note that, while increasing the size of an LLM initially boosts com-

pression performance, beyond a certain size, efficiency decreases due to the 

inclusion of model parameters in the compressed output. Moreover, while to-

kenisation improves the contextual information accessible to the model to be-

nefit prediction accuracy, it does not always enhance practical compression 

rates. The study concludes by noting the dual capability of LLM-NLPs as both 

compressors and generative models (ibid.). 

The tendency towards compression and resultant equivalent AI capabili-

ties using fewer computational resources underlines the potential for realising 

local “on-device AI” possibilities. For example, Apple Intelligence, while still 

partially reliant on cloud access, directly hosts an increasing number of local 

NLP functions on its consumer devices such as MacBooks and iPhones, thus 

precluding a need for an Internet connection and potentially protecting user 

privacy. Such local NLP resources are increasingly dependent on chip design: 

many features of Apple Intelligence are only available on devices powered by 

the latest 3nm-process System-on-Chip (SoC) chips manufactured by world-

leading foundry TSMC. Meanwhile, entire open-source LLMs (including 

DeepSeek) can already be installed on personal computers and other devices. 

Depending on the processing power and memory capacity of the device that 

runs them, such locally hosted LLMs can already effectively compete with 

cloud-based offerings for many of their functions.8 According to our research 

as of May 2025, the full 685-billion-parameter (685B) DeepSeek R1 (open 

source) model could be adequately hosted on a home computer system involv-

ing a hardware investment upwards of around $30,000. By comparison, the 

 
8 LiveBench. (n.d.). Retrieved 14 May 2025. 

https://livebench.ai/#/
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32-billion-parameter (32B) R1 model is currently the largest that can be 

straightforwardly run on a state-of-the-art consumer laptop (e.g., an Apple 

Macbook Air G4 with 32GB of RAM costing $17999).10 

1.3. Conclusion to the literature review 

In this review, we have considered some of the sources cited by Searle in his 

1980 paper along with a selection of the subsequent linguistics and computer 

science literature. Searle’s Chinese Room continues to structure debates about 

AI and language along with the implications for concepts like “understand-

ing”, “consciousness”, “intelligence”, “artificiality” etc. Such debates impli-

citly reference ideas like Tomkins’ pre-programmed scripts in human beha-

viour, which structured early AI models such as the Script Applier Mecha-

nism. Boden argues understanding emerges from interactions in complex sys-

tems, while Wierzbicka’s semantic primes advance “universal” concepts 

rooted in human situatedness. Modern LLM-based NLP systems use neural 

networks to process linguistic patterns and relationships across multiple lan-

guages. 

Thus, the field of AI has developed from early debates emerging from 

cryptography to advanced and practical systems based on LLMs. The scope 

of AI continues to expand in real-world applications due to innovations in 

neural architectures, improved training techniques and efficient deployment. 

While these impressive results leave no doubt that computers can now perform 

highly efficient, accurate and rapid NLP functions, the semantic–syntactic dis-

tinction illustrated by Searle’s Chinese Room remains relevant and produc-

tive. Despite contemporary LLM-NLPs now offering convenient access to an 

increasingly close approximation to the sum total of codifiable human 

knowledge,11 there seems no more reason to attribute “consciousness” or “in-

tentionality” to ChatGPT or DeepSeek than to the primitive SAM described 

in 1977 by Schank and Abelson. 

2. PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS: PARAMETRISING THE CHINESE ROOM 

In order to interrogate current understandings of “strong AI” and investigate 

their potential for structuring novel approaches to language learning, the pre-

sent work sets out to extend and parametrise the Chinese Room thought ex-

periment. While the described parametrisation framework still exists only 

 
9 15-inch MacBook Air – Sky Blue. (n.d.). Apple. Retrieved 14 May 2025. 
10 Deepseek-ai/DeepSeek-R1 · Hugging Face. (2025, January 21). 
11 i.e., expressible in all human languages and any interlingua(s) that may underlie them. 

https://www.apple.com/shop/buy-mac/macbook-air/15-inch-sky-blue-m4-chip-with-10-core-cpu-10-core-gpu-24gb-memory-512gb
https://huggingface.co/deepseek-ai/DeepSeek-R1
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within the realm of a thought experiment,12 it is hoped that it may provide 

a useful basis for future empirical work involving human subjects. 

In order to run a Chinese Room experiment over an extended period of 

time, it will in any case be necessary to provide its subject(s) with an efficient 

physical means of manipulating Chinese hanzi characters into sequences ac-

cording to syntactic rules. While at first glance this may seem a trivial prob-

lem, deeper consideration reveals more complexity, especially if accounting 

for dynamics such as communication frequency. For example, let us realisti-

cally imagine that 爱丽丝 will not be convinced for long that she is communi-

cating with a person who knows Chinese unless a reasonable pace of infor-

mation exchange (fluency) can be established and maintained. On the other 

hand, specific communications typically begin with fairly terse exchanges 

(e.g., “Hello”, etc.), only later broadening into more elaborate topics involving 

larger amounts of more complex linguistic material. Moreover, a perfectly 

normal Chinese-speaking person may be 忙着做其他事情 (“busy doing other 

things”) and will 稍后回复你 (“get back to you later”).  

2.1. Constraints, motivations and working assumptions 

In order to provide the conceptual structure for an extended, parameterised 

Chinese Room thought experiment, we will impose the following constraints: 

1. Time limit. No specific time constraints are placed on how long our the-

oretical Chinese Room experiment will be run. In effect, Bob has been 

given a life sentence. As such, he must stay in the Chinese Room until he:  

a. receives a certification from 爱丽丝 that he is 

i. a human being, who 

ii. knows Chinese, or 

b. dies. 

2. Locality. In order to define the inside of the Chinese Room as distinct 

from the outside world, Bob will be disconnected from the wider Internet 

to which 爱丽丝 (and anyone else outside the Chinese Room) has full ac-

cess. However, since there is no reason to deprive him of access to a con-

venient library of “lookup tables” (approximating to the sum total of codi-

fiable human knowledge), Bob will be equipped with a modern computer 

system (Apple MacBook Air) and access to a locally-hosted version of the 

DeepSeek 685B R1 LLM.  

3. Means of communication. Bob may communicate with 爱丽丝 only via 

text chat using hanzi characters. To this end, both parties are equipped 

with a keyboard and monitor. All characters output from the Chinese 

 
12 and in an interactive human-computer model currently under development. 
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Room must be physically sequenced by Bob using a keyboard layout or 

other mechanical input means provided on the computer system. 

Copy/paste operations or screenshots etc. are explicitly prohibited. 

4. Issuance of semantic rules. Rather than being issued by a mysterious 

English-speaking Mr. X from “outside” (which would compromise the in-

ternality of the Chinese Room and raise serious conceptual issues about 

who was the actual subject of the experiment), the necessary syntactic 

rules for manipulating hanzi characters into valid phrases and sentences 

must be derived by Bob “from first principles”. For this purpose, he may 

conveniently use his provided laptop computer to interrogate the locally-

hosted DeepSeek 685B R1 LLM-NLP. 

5. Certification. In our fictional thought-experiment scenario, 爱丽丝 just 

so happens to be a professor of Computational Linguistics at Peking Uni-

versity. Furthermore, she is the Chairman of a committee whose remit is 

to prevent the misuse of AI in scholarly communication. As such, she is 

both highly informed and motivated to find reasons not to issue Bob with 

the certificate that will permit his discharge from the Chinese Room. Thus, 

in addition to evaluating her interlocutor’s linguistic competency, she will 

continue to withhold certification if she suspects that the apparently intel-

ligent entity with which she is communicating is “artificial”. 

2.2. Input methods (parameters) 

Assuming the need to represent the sequences of characters on a screen 

outside the room for 爱丽丝’s interpretation at a reasonable rate of fluency, 

Bob’s available sequencing (input) approaches may be divided into the fol-

lowing: 

1. Direct selection and manipulation of characters (e.g., as displayed on 

a palette via a mouse). While this may be the simplest method, it will 

quickly become extremely laborious as the number of characters to be ma-

nipulated starts to be counted in the hundreds, let alone thousands. 

2. Handwriting. Each character must be reproduced by hand using a pen 

and paper or a stylus on a touchscreen. The strokes may be captured by 

a touchscreen input method, such as those provided on contemporary 

smartphones, or by some kind of optical character recognition system. 

However, in order to perform this task accurately and fluently, Bob would 

first need to be extensively trained in and/or understand the principles of 

character construction, including radicals, stroke order, etc. 

3. Speech recognition. If Bob knew spoken Mandarin, he could use a speech 

recognition system to convert spoken words into their character sequence 

equivalents. However, since he knows zero Chinese at the beginning of 
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the experiment and is limited to communicating by text, this is unlikely to 

be of much benefit to him.13 

4. Typing. Here two main options emerge: 

a) Pinyin. This input means, which is based on a standard Roman 

transliteration of spoken Mandarin, is currently used by most Chi-

nese people to produce hanzi characters on their computers and mo-

bile phones. However, as well as requiring a relatively high number 

of keystrokes to produce sequences of characters, pinyin depends 

upon predictive algorithms on the input device as a means of han-

dling ambiguity and providing the required level of accuracy. Thus, 

as with the speech input method mentioned above, pinyin cannot be 

used for strict character manipulation purposes as envisaged in the 

original Chinese Room thought experiment. Additionally, as with 

all forms of predictive text, an intentional distortion issue may arise 

in terms of “following” the algorithm rather than “leading” it. 

b) Wubi. Although hard to master due to the high number of potential 

keystroke combinations, its accuracy and speed make this the pre-

ferred hanzi input method of many professional Chinese typists. 

Moreover, Wubi may in principle be mastered by non-Chinese-

speaking typists, who rely only on visual recognition of the charac-

ters and the conditioned ability to reproduce the corresponding 

combination of keystrokes. Such keystroke combinations, which 

may be initially learned via some kind of mnemonic system, are 

subsequently “absorbed” by the typist’s fingers according to the 

principles of trained muscle memory. 

While not specifically prohibiting other mechanical input methods (apart 

from copy-paste, etc.), we will focus on the Wubi (五笔字型 Wubizìxíng, 

commonly abbreviated to 五笔) typing input method as Bob’s primary physi-

cal means of sequencing hanzi characters according to syntactic rules. Along 

with its renowned accuracy and speed, the possibility of its training using 

a system of mnemonics and exercises that are largely independent of a prior 

knowledge of spoken Chinese or character construction principles presents 

a relatively straightforward parametrisation route, thus potentially allowing us 

to quantify some of the processes involved in Bob’s ability to sustain and en-

hance his hanzi sequencing output. 

The Wubi keyboard input system uses 2-letter, 3-letter and 4-letter com-

binations of keystrokes defined by the English alphabet (Latin script) to rep-

resent individual hanzi characters along with a great many of their sequential 

 
13 We will briefly consider the use of such speech-recognition and -synthesis technologies to 

support procedural memory development in the Discussion section. 
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collocations (words).14 While there is a logical relationship between the Wubi 

input method and the system of strokes and radicals used to write hanzi char-

acters by hand, it is not a priori necessary to understand this relationship in 

order to use Wubi effectively. A fuller description of the Wubi input method 

is provided at the blog site Madman’s Nest.15  

2.3. Procedural description 

Bob’s participation in the extended Chinese Room thought experiment will 

logically begin with his receipt of an initial message from 爱丽丝. Given their 

respective motivations, she is likely to start by establishing contact using some 

simple phrase like 

你好！ 

at which point he will start trying to work out an appropriate response. 

Of course, given that he has access to a locally-hosted DeepSeek R1 

685B, there is nothing to stop Bob from asking it what the phrase means. On 

the other hand, he still has to physically reproduce the characters that will 

communicate his response. Moreover, he doesn’t yet know how to describe 

the characters. Perhaps the most efficient way to do this would be to proceed 

on the basis of some assumptions. For example, Bob may justifiably assume 

that his new interlocutor will open her interrogation of him using a standard 

greeting like “hello!” Given the presence of an exclamation mark at the end 

of her message, it might also be valid to assume that exclamation marks are 

used in Chinese rather in the same way as in English. Based on these assump-

tions, he may ask DeepSeek—“how to say hello in Chinese”—and receive an 

answer that an appropriate phrase is indeed 你好. Now Bob needs to find the 

Wubi keystrokes for typing 你好! in return. With a well-worded prompt, he 

may next learn from DeepSeek that the Wubi sequence for 你 is wq, whereas 

that for 好 is vb. Now all he needs to do is type wq vb and then discover, 

perhaps by trial and error, that the keystroke for ! on the Wubi keyboard layout 

is the same as on the English one that he is already used to. 

Here it is clear that the DeepSeek R1 is serving as a kind of sophisticated 

“look-up table” to provide Bob with the necessary syntactic instructions for 

producing valid sequences of hanzi characters. Let us also remind ourselves 

that Bob’s use of the locally hosted LLM-NLP is merely a convenience; after 

 
14 While the vast majority of Chinese words are made up of two characters, some 3- and 4-

character sequences are also recognised as words in many dictionaries, including those that 

underlie the Wubi and pinyin implementations on contemporary computers and mobile devices. 

A small number of characters additionally have 1-letter Wubi “shortcuts”. 
15 Introduction to Wubi Input Method. (n.d.). Madman’s Nest. Retrieved 2 October 2024. 

https://madmansnest.com/2018/03/26/wubi-introduction.html
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all, he could feasibly (albeit far more painstakingly) derive the same syntactic 

instructions from other kinds of look-up table based on the cryptographic and 

information theory principles established by 20th-century pioneers like Alan 

Turing and Claude Shannon (Shannon 1948). 

你好 is also included in the (Mac OS) Wubi keyboard layout in the form 

of a two-character word invoked by the four-keystroke combination sequence 

wqvb. However, due to the fact that this particular sequence primarily invokes 

the Chinese word 您好 (a more formal standard greeting variant), in this case 

it will be necessary to select the desired informal variant as option 2 from 

a drop-down list as depicted in Figure 3 below: 

Figure 3. Selection of variants from the Wubi dropdown menu (Mac OS) 

 

An alert reader will notice that the third option on the Wubi dropdown 

menu depicted in Figure 3 takes the form of a           “waving hand” emoji, which 

corresponds to the standard greeting 你好 (“hello”). We will consider the use 

of such mnemonic devices to develop Wubi typing skills shortly.  

Having established contact, 爱丽丝 will continue to interrogate Bob using 

increasingly complex interrogative sentences. For example, she may ask him 

今天几月几号？ 
which means “what is today’s date?”, and to which Bob’s appropriate res-

ponse might appear as 

今天是六月三号。 
Based on her motivation to interrogate Bob in such a way as to establish 

or continue to doubt his Chinese-speaking humanity, 爱丽丝 may implicitly 

refer to the categories represented by the semantic primes of a natural seman-

tic metalanguage (NSM), as well as the various scripts that structure the scenes 

of normal human interactions.16 In order to examine any apparent inconsist-

encies, she will also test Bob’s present responses against those he has provided 

in the past. And, as part of his respective maintenance of the semblance of 

a unified personality, Bob will similarly compare the linguistic material he is 

handling now with what he has handled in the past. We will refer to this com-

 
16 As described in the preceding literature review section. 
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mon memory of past mutual interactions on the part of both interlocutors as 

dialogic context. Let us pause here to remind ourselves that, without the pres-

ence of such a dialogic context, the Chinese Room thought experiment would 

lack a necessary conceptual foundation. 

While it is beyond the scope of this work to present a more detailed dia-

logic framework, it should already be clear that Bob has all the necessary 

means to continue the dialogue. However, the more he attempts to increase its 

pace and depth, the more laborious typing prompts to look up the necessary 

linguistic information will become. Meanwhile, over time, certain characters 

and their sequential combinations will start to repeat themselves, some more 

than others. Therefore, due to their utility in informing his present and future 

responses, Bob will advantageously save and organise transcripts of his past 

interactions. Although it is up to him how he organises this material, one ef-

fective approach would be to use a spreadsheet or (even better) relational da-

tabase program (such as FileMaker Pro) to relate the characters and their col-

locational sequences with other mnemonic data including Wubi codes, Pinyin 

transcriptions, translations, etc.  

2.4. Wubi-Emoji-Semantic-Mnemonics (WESM) 

As the quantity of linguistic material used in his past responses accumulates, 

Bob will experience increasing challenges in terms of organising and access-

ing this material. However, as a direct result of his repetitive endeavours, his 

fingers may already be beginning to “learn” (via muscle memory) the Wubi 

keystrokes used to represent characters—that is, upon seeing a given character 

on the screen or “in his mind’s eye”, the appropriate sequence of keystrokes 

is reflexively invoked.  

In order to enhance the learning process, it will be of great advantage if 

the means by which his fingers acquire the necessary “muscle memory” can 

be somehow tied to the semantic system of hanzi characters, at least insofar 

as this is presently understood by Bob. But how? We already saw that the 

standard implementation of Wubi on a Mac computer includes emojis that 

help to contextualise the characters and words produced by the typed key-

strokes. For example, the emoji associated with 你好 is the “waving hand” 

         , which is generally associated with the greeting “hello”. Other examples 

include 喜欢      (“like”), 工作      (“work”), 很好       (“very good”), etc. 

Such contextual information will be of obvious benefit to Bob, both for in-

forming his guesses and consequent ability to type relevant prompts, as well 

as his subsequent association of the keystrokes with the postulated meanings 

of the typed characters and words. 
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However, a large number of semantic concepts expressed by hanzi char-

acters and words (especially the more abstract ones) will surely be incapable 

of representation by a single emoji. Moreover, there is as yet no obvious rea-

son why the Wubi keystroke sequence fkcu should invoke 喜欢      rather than 

e.g., 工作     . Here Bob will find himself at an extreme disadvantage as com-

pared to an educated Chinese typist, who may conveniently associate the key-

strokes with the regions of the Wubi keyboard layout that correspond with the 

handwritten strokes that make up hanzi characters, which are in turn linked to 

his or her implicit knowledge of character semantics that have evolved over 

more than three millennia of Chinese cultural history. 

At this point, Bob may be tempted to abandon his attempts to learn Wubi 

typing altogether. Perhaps he would be better off using a different input 

method (such as pinyin) instead? But wait! What if he could impose his own 

semantic system on the keystrokes used to invoke hanzi characters, for exam-

ple one based on English keyword mnemonics? In other words, given that the 

entire hanzi character and Chinese word system is capable of representation 

by a finite number of Wubi keystroke combinations, couldn’t a finite number 

of memorable English keywords be used to train the memory of these key-

stroke combinations at the same as invoking the emerging (for Bob) semantic 

meaning of the characters and their combinations? 

For example, noticing that the hanzi character 水       is invoked in Wubi 

by two iterations of the letter i (ii), Bob might type the following prompt: 

Give me a list of 2 short English words beginning with the letter i that have 

a meaning tangentially related to “water”. 

To which DeepSeek might reply: 

Irrigate (To supply land with water, often for crops.) 

Island (Land surrounded by water on all sides.) 

All are concise (≤8 letters) and evoke associations with water, directly or 

contextually.        

As reinforced by DeepSeek’s apparently spontaneous use of the “water” 

emoji       , this sequence of keywords seems to adequately connote the concept 

of water. Moreover, each keyword appears to offer a useful choice of associ-

ated emojis that provide additional visual semantic cues, e.g., Irrigate        and 

Island       . 
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Following the hunch that the creation of such an association between key-

strokes, mnemonic keywords and corresponding emojis could be useful for 

training his ability to represent hanzi characters and their combinations via 

Wubi keystrokes, Bob may now start to type prompts with an explicit instruc-

tion to include a relevant emoji with each generated keyword. Thanks to the 

multilingual capabilities of LLM-NLPs like DeepSeek, he may include the 

Chinese characters and associated Wubi codes in the prompt in such a way 

that the LLM-NLP conveniently generates keywords and emojis directly from 

the semantics of these characters. For example, a sequence of iterative 

prompts entered by the present lead author started to reliably produce res-

ponses according to the framework depicted in Figure 4. 

Figure 4. DeepSeek response to a series of prompts requesting keyword and 

emoji mnemonics to represent Wubi keystrokes for typing hanzi characters 

 

In order to conveniently refer to the above process, Bob may coin a de-

scriptive term such as “Wubify”. Having defined this term and established its 

meaning in the chat sequence, the desired response may now be evoked as 

depicted in Figure 5 below by simply typing e.g., “Wubify 想”.17 

 
17 Such a definition will also provide a degree of portability between different AI models. For 
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Figure 5. DeepSeek response to a prompt structured by the previously defined 

term “Wubify” 

 

The described use of DeepSeek (or another LLM-NLP such as ChatGPT 

or Claude) to “Wubify” hanzi characters using English keywords and corre-

sponding emojis appears to have potential for training Wubi keystroke muscle 

memory by associating these keystrokes with memorable representations of 

the approximate semantic meanings of the corresponding hanzi characters and 

the words they make up. However, given its primary purpose to condition 

muscle memory associations with Wubi keystrokes, such a mnemonic system 

will be of little use unless Bob also maintains a strictly exclusive record of 

which emojis are associated with which keywords beginning with the same 

letter. For example, if the emoji   is already associated with the keyword 

Domain to evoke the keystroke d, it cannot also be usefully linked with the 

keyword World to evoke the keystroke w. For this reason, in addition to typ-

ing prompts into an LLM-NLP and recording the responses, Bob will need to 

edit and collate the responses, substituting alternatives where necessary to en-

sure that no such duplication occurs. In doing so, he may intuit that, while no 

emoji should ever be associated with more than one keystroke letter, it will be 

of great advantage to associate the same emoji with more than one related 

 
example, he can save the original “Wubify” transcript as a PDF, load this PDF into a new chat 

(e.g. as hosted on the excellent “MaxAI.co platform) with a different available AI, e.g. ChatGPT 

or Claude, and then tell it to proceed with additional “Wubification” procedures based on this 

provided context. Uploading the PDF text of the present article will also prove highly useful in 

this respect. 
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keyword that starts with the same letter. For example, the               emoji could be 

profitably associated with the multiple keywords Accuracy, Accurate, 

Achieve, Achievement, Aim, Arc, Archer, Archery, Arrow, Aspire, At-

tempt, each carrying a slightly different semantic meaning but triggering the 

same keystroke a via common association with the emoji              . 

3. RESULTS 

The described Wubi-Emoji-Semantic-Mnemonics (WESM) system, which 

was developed over the course of “Wubifying” the Chinese Room, illustrates 

the processes according to which developing procedural and declarative 

memory functions in human language learners converge at the syntax-seman-

tic boundary of the studied language. Our extension of Searle’s thought ex-

periment describes the gradual evolution of Bob’s initial reliance on “look-up 

tables” for syntactic rules into internalised muscle memory associations be-

tween the visual appearance of hanzi characters, the corresponding Wubi key-

strokes, and a set of increasingly stable (attributed) semantic meanings. 

The “Wubification” process thus validates the hypothesis that prolonged 

manipulation of symbols according to syntactic rules by intentional beings in 

a dialogic context is associated with the attribution of semantic meaning to 

those symbols. For example, by associating the hanzi character 水 (water) 

with the keystroke sequence ii through memorable English keywords like Ir-

rigate         and Island       , Bob creates multi-layered memory pathways that 

simultaneously reinforce procedural typing skills and develop declarative se-

mantic memory (knowledge). Such a methodology may partially alleviate the 

disadvantage faced by non-Chinese speakers when attempting to master Wubi 

(or other means of inputting Chinese characters), who lack the cultural and 

linguistic associations that native speakers possess. Bob’s emerging ability to 

handle dynamic equivalence between syntactic and semantic functions, which 

is instantiated in the systematic linking of Wubi keystrokes to compound mne-

monics (English keywords and corresponding emojis) to invoke the hanzi 

characters, thus also provides a potential means for parametrising the Chinese 

Room and a basis for Bob’s eventual certification of Chinese-speaking hu-

manity. 

For validating the hypothesis, the constraints imposed in our extended and 

parametrised Chinese Room thought experiment—particularly the prohibition 

of copy-paste operations and requirement for physical keystroke manip-

ulation—turn out to be an essential component. Within these constraints, 

Bob’s progressive development from mechanical rule-following to contextu-

ally appropriate communication is accompanied by the gradual formation of 
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dialogic context, in which his past interactions inform his future responses 

along with his attribution of semantic meaning. 

Since any intelligent entity—whether human or “artificial”—could derive 

the necessary information from suitable “look-up tables”, the use of a locally-

hosted LLM-NLP for deriving syntactic instructions is analogous to what 

could also be theoretically achieved by applying the first principles of 

cryptographic and information-theory. However, within the defined con-

straints of our thought experiment, the physical acts of keystroke manipulation 

and associated development of both procedural and declarative memory rep-

resent fundamentally situated human learning processes. Thus, while confirm-

ing that the syntax-semantics boundary in a studied language becomes in-

creasingly permeable through sustained embodied practice, this situational 

distinction preserves Searle’s core insight about intentionality: Bob’s certifi-

cate of Chinese-speaking humanity will (eventually) be issued on the basis of 

his uniquely situated physical embodiment rather than his strictly computa-

tional information processing capability.  

4. DISCUSSION 

The described system of Wubi-Emoji-Semantic-Mnemonics (WESM) devel-

oped over the course of “Wubifying” the Chinese Room appears to represent 

a potential means by which Bob, the subject of a Chinese Room thought ex-

periment, can master a method for inputting hanzi characters to the extent re-

quired to communicate with 爱丽丝 and receive from her a certification that 

he is (a) a human being who (b) knows Chinese. As instantiated in a suitable 

human-computer model such as the one presently under development by the 

authors, WESM also offers a set of parameters that could be useful for evalu-

ating and monitoring the progress of real human subjects of future Chinese 

Room experiments conducted according to empirical principles. 

However, it is important to mention several important limitations. Firstly, 

although the WESM approach presents itself as a potential solution within the 

specified constraints, a different set of constraints might render it invalid. Fur-

thermore, while the training of procedural memory is confirmed to be accom-

panied by the attribution of semantic meaning in human language learners, it 

is by no means clear that the skills developed within the specified constraints 

will be sufficient on their own to actually learn a language. Then it must also 

be admitted that, within these constraints, although we have been talking about 

Bob’s eventual certification as a Chinese-speaking human being, strictly 

speaking, this certificate will merely confirm that he is a Chinese-typing hu-

man being. 
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Perhaps, more problematically, in order to establish a connection between 

the visual stimulus of the characters and the reflexive action to type the key-

strokes that make them appear, WESM relies on a third structure: the com-

pound mnemonic itself, comprising a keyword matched with an emoji. Since 

in purely information-processing terms such mnemonic structures represent 

an extra burden, it would also need to be established whether the addition of 

such an extra burden justifies the apparent benefits, especially when taking 

into account learning time and effort. 

4.1. Auditory mnemonics 

When assessing whether the extra information-processing requirements asso-

ciated with such mnemonic burdens as WESM will be worth the investment 

in time and effort, we should also consider the auditory mnemonics that are 

associated with the process of “naming characters”—that is to say, developing 

spoken Chinese language skills. In other words, despite this representing yet 

another mnemonic burden, Bob may still benefit from studying spoken 

Mandarin simultaneously with Wubi typing even if he never intends to speak 

Chinese following his release from the Chinese Room. 

Of course, when typing characters or words Bob may simply speak the 

English keywords aloud—and this will certainly help him to associate the 

corresponding keystrokes with their (attributed) meanings. For example, he 

may “name” the 水 character “Irrigate Island” (             ) to help him to associ-

ate the character with its semantic meaning (water       ) along with the Wubi 

keystrokes ii. Indeed, there is nothing in principle to stop him remembering 

whole sentences this way—for example, “speaking” the Chinese sentence 瓶

子里没有水。(There is no water in the bottle.) as Urn Amphora Beautiful 

Boy Ignore Missing Definite Effort Irrigate Island (                                                    

                       ). 

However, such a “character-naming scheme” appears clumsy and ineffi-

cient. Especially given that such a well-developed resource already exists, it 

will probably be a lot more effective for Bob to associate each character with 

a single syllable as is done in spoken Mandarin. That is to say, by adding the 

corresponding pinyin transliteration to each item of linguistic material and 

speaking these syllables aloud when typing, Bob will provide each character 

with a convenient “name” by which to remember it: Píng zi lǐ méi yǒu shuǐ. 

Such a “character-naming scheme” as standard spoken Mandarin can be con-

veniently reinforced and tested using the Chinese speech synthesis and dicta-

tion functions included in the standard configurations of modern computers. 
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4.2. Character amnesia 

The Chinese language currently has well over a billion native speakers, most 

of whom having at least basic familiarity with the canonical Mandarin spoken 

form. The vast majority of these Chinese speakers are also functionally lite-

rate, i.e., possessing the ability to read and write in Chinese. This high literacy 

rate is achieved thanks to the Chinese education system, which places a high 

emphasis on teaching the ability to read and write hanzi characters, as well as 

a deep understanding of their literary evolution and historical context. Given 

China’s dynamic development trajectory and increasing global leadership 

role, it is hardly surprising that many foreigners are also presently engaged in 

studying the Chinese language as a second language. However, many of those 

who have previously studied other languages, e.g., from European groups, re-

port an extreme difficulty in mastering the written form of Chinese. Moreover, 

without these characters (or something else) to which to anchor the spoken 

language, quickly learned words are also easily forgotten. 

A much-discussed phenomenon in the scientific literature concerns an ap-

parently catastrophic decline in the ability of even native Chinese speakers to 

remember how to write characters (Huang et al. 2021). Generally assumed to 

be due to the widespread use of pinyin for text input, so-called “character am-

nesia”, or 提笔忘字 (tíbǐ wàngzì) in Chinese, which literally means “pick up 

the pen and forget the character”, is a matter of increasing concern among 

education professionals in China (Langsford et al. 2025). Scholars note that, 

while traditional handwriting skills involve muscle memory to reinforce learn-

ing of hanzi structures, the use of pinyin shifts the cognitive load in terms of 

user focus onto phonetic input rather than visual-spatial character construc-

tion, i.e., favouring recognition at the expense of production (Nian 2023). As 

time goes on, the problem only becomes worse: younger generations in urban 

settings with greater technology exposure are more seriously affected. Such 

widespread concern has led to many discussions about the need to balance 

digital literacy with traditional character writing skills in educational curric-

ula.18 However, for busy contemporary people, time is of the essence. Under 

such circumstances, can a language used by more than a billion people avoid 

an inevitable decline in literacy due to the increasingly widespread use of pin-

yin to produce hanzi characters on a phone or computer screen? 

As shown in the Table 1, the use of WESM19 to train the keystrokes rjnn 

ynnu pb to produce the sequence 提笔忘字 (“character amnesia”) involves 

 
18 提笔忘字，忘掉的不仅仅是“字”—理论-人民网. (n.d.). Retrieved 20 July 2025, from 

http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0409/c40531-31019014.html. 
19 The current specification of WESM, which is a work in progress, is available on request. At 

some point, it will be published in an open-source repository to encourage its potential improve-

http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0409/c40531-31019014.html
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the association of these keystrokes with the English mnemonic keywords 

Raise Joy Trace Topic You Need No Umbrella Print Book and the emojis 

                                                                                      . While these keywords and emojis only 

weakly and tangentially represent the semantic meaning of “character amne-

sia”, once the Wubi keystroke sequence has been trained, the semantic burden 

reverts to the characters themselves, i.e., the typist’s visual recognition 

thereof, rather than their naming in a spoken form of the language. 

Table 1. Character amnesia 

Hanzi  提笔  忘 字 

Pinyin tíbǐ wàng zì 

Wubi rjtt ynnu  pb 

Emoji                                                                                                 

Keyword Raise Joy Trace Topic You Need No Umbrella Print Book 

Since native Chinese Wubi typists are trained according to the semantic 

system of character construction, i.e., involving a deep knowledge of radicals 

and stroke order, which are associated with regions on the Wubi keyboard 

layout, one of the possible cures for character amnesia might include the more 

widespread training of Wubi to type Chinese instead of pinyin. However, the 

WESM-based approach to training Wubi typing can only be compared with 

pinyin in terms of its effectiveness helping foreign learners to acquire written 

Chinese skills. Due to the use of English keywords to associate keystrokes 

with emojis, such foreign learners would also require an existing basic 

knowledge of the English language and keyboard layout. 

4.3. Procedural and declarative memory at the semantic-syntactic boundary 

In order to visualise the relationship between the semantic and syntactic func-

tions of language in terms of the development of procedural and declarative 

memory in human language learners, Figure 5 depicts a Venn diagram featur-

ing four overlapping sets composed of Procedural Memory, Declarative 

Memory, Syntax and Semantics. The two sets on the top right represent situ-

 
ment by the linguistic and programming community. 
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ated processes in a human language learner, while the two sets on the bottom 

left refer to the corresponding (non-situated) structures in a human language. 

Figure 6. Development of procedural and declarative memory functions at the 

syntactic–semantic boundary 

 

Definitions: Procedural Memory – motor skills involved in performing tasks such as reading, 

writing, listening, and speaking in the target language; Declarative Memory – ability to con-

sciously articulate and explain concepts in the target language; Syntax – structure of a language, 

including grammar rules, word order and phrasal patterns; Semantics – meaning attributed to 

words, phrases, sentences and broader linguistic constructs. 

Considering the overlaps illustrated in the diagram, we may distinguish 

between the following combinatorial processes:  

 Memory + Declarative Memory Procedural  

Å declarative of procedural practice, e.g.,  out grows memory 

speaking and listening develop the fluency needed for articulation; 

 Syntax + Semantics  

Å understanding  as such structure of mastery on relies meaning  

sentence patterns; 

 Procedural Memory  + Syntax 

Å skill-building syntax, such as  of manipulation repeated through 

;practicing grammar drills or sentence composition exercises  

 Declarative Memory  + Semantics 

Å conscious concepts; articulation of  and meanings of recall 

 and structural internalized previously on based thoughts

practices); procedural  
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 All Sets Four  

Å full integration of these domains; ability to use a  foreign  language 

 while declaratively, and procedurally i.e., both fluently,

understanding structural syntax and the meaning it  simultaneously

conveys. 

We may also consider the relations between the illustrated concepts in 

terms of quadrants representing stages of learning and development: 

 Top Left Quadrant (Procedural Memory + Syntax) 

Å foundation of language learning, involving repetitive practice of 

basic grammar, vocabulary, and sentence patterns; 

 Top Right Quadrant (Procedural Memory + Semantics) 

Å development of understanding through active use and repetition; 

focus on how structures convey meaning; 

 Bottom Left Quadrant (Declarative Memory + Syntax) 

Å Application of rules to produce or explain language explicitly; con-

struction of phrases or sentences that follow grammatical norms; 

 Bottom Right Quadrant (Declarative Memory + Semantics) 

Å Full linguistic expression; learners articulate complex ideas while 

understanding and conveying meaning. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Since this is a theoretical paper, which mainly sets out to extend Searle’s Chi-

nese Room thought experiment for discursive purposes, we cannot yet justify 

any claim that it really is possible to “learn Chinese” (i.e., correctly and flu-

ently combine syntax with semantics) from within an extended “Chinese 

Room” using only the described Wubification process and WESM system. In 

order to properly examine such a claim, it would be necessary to carry out 

longitudinal research that compared the WESM approach to parametrising the 

Chinese Room with other approaches, including traditional handwriting and 

pinyin input methods, etc., as well as the development of corresponding speak-

ing and listening skills. 

A pilot “Chinese Room” experiment was carried out in April 2025 in col-

laboration with the Institute of International Relations in Ekaterinburg, Russia. 

In the experiment, which took place over a period of approximately two hours, 

“爱丽丝” and “Bob” were represented by two groups of students. The “爱丽

丝” group, whose members already knew some Chinese, assessed the ability 

of the “Bob” group, whose members knew almost no Chinese, to manipulate 

characters in the form of printed cards according to syntactic rules provided 

via look-up tables. Their preliminary interpretation of the semantic meaning 

of the characters was supported by visual mnemonics obtained from the web-
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site at https://www.xhanyu.top/sous/. Despite the “Bob” group “inside” the 

Chinese Room knowing no Chinese, their interest in the exercise was primar-

ily expressed in terms of their attribution of semantic meaning to the charac-

ters they were manipulating. The communicative phrases they constructed in 

this way were then evaluated by the group “outside” the Chinese Room in 

terms of the meaningfulness of their semantic-syntactic content. Future em-

pirical research may be based on a more rigorous definition of the “Chinese 

Room” situation involving constraints and measurable parameters such as 

those provided as part of the WESM conceptual framework. 

Fresh insights into Searle's classic Chinese Room thought experiment in 

the era of LLM-NLPs are obtained by running it over an extended period of 

time with a hypothetical human subject. The definition and imposition of cer-

tain additional constraints confirms that, over the course of repetitively se-

quencing visually recognisable 汉字 (hànzì) characters according to syntactic 

rules, the development of procedural memory in such a human subject coin-

cides with his or her preliminary attribution of semantic meaning to the char-

acters so sequenced. By tweaking such constraints and parameters it may be 

possible to decrease the amount of time taken for Bob, the subject of a Chinese 

Room experiment, to acquire the ability to use Chinese as a means of com-

municating with 爱丽丝, an “external” interlocutor who already knows this 

language. The described use of the Wubi input system in combination with 

a semantic-mnemonic system for its training provides a potential means for 

parameterising the Chinese room. 

We have described a means by which Bob can potentially master an input 

method for hanzi characters to the extent required to communicate with 爱丽

丝 and receive from her a certification that he is (a) a human being who (b) 

knows Chinese, thus earning his honourable release from the Chinese room. 

The described approach for training the Wubi input method can be called 

a system of Wubi-Emoji-Semantic-Mnemonics (WESM). This system can be 

used for training Wubi typing through mnemonics and exercises that are 

largely independent from prior knowledge of spoken Chinese or character 

construction principles. The use of keyword-emoji combinations to create 

memorable associations helps to train muscle memory while simultaneously 

building semantic understanding of the characters being typed. The learned 

keystroke combinations are subsequently “absorbed” by the typist's fingers 

according to the principles of trained muscle memory. 

The Wubification process and WESM system help to clarify the hypothe-

sis that Bob’s attribution of semantic meaning to the characters he is manipu-

lating will gradually lead to his proficiency in written Chinese to a point at 

which he really will be able to use this language to communicate with his 

Chinese-speaking interlocutor 爱丽丝. As provided by his simultaneous de-
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velopment of procedural and declarative memory functions, Bob's situated un-

derstanding of the dynamic equivalence between the syntactic and semantic 

functions of the language provides a necessary and sufficient basis for the in-

terlocutors’ continuing mutual attribution of reciprocal intentionality (“con-

sciousness”). 

Our comparison of situated learning processes in human subjects with 

their machine-learning equivalents reveals both similarities and differences. 

While “understanding” may emerge in both cases via apparently spontaneous 

world representations, it remains unclear how to conceptually distinguish be-

tween “machine understanding” and “human understanding” due to the lack 

of clear boundaries inherent in all possible forms of their interaction. The use 

of a four-quadrant model (Venn diagram) to illustrate interactions between 

procedural and declarative memory functions in human learners, on the one 

hand, and the semantic and syntactic functions of language, on the other, clari-

fies the situatedness of the former and the non-situatedness of the latter. Thus, 

while sophisticated contemporary LLM-NLPs may credibly claim to represent 

an approximation to the sum total of encodable human knowledge, there is 

still no more reason to attribute their ‘intentionality’ or ‘consciousness’ than 

to a primitive Script Applier Mechanism, a set of look-up tables interrogated 

according to cryptographic or information theory principles—or, for that 

matter, the ancient libraries of Alexandria and Baghdad. 

Thus, while remaining productive, Searle’s use of the Chinese Room me-

taphor to criticise “strong AI” on the basis of a distinction between the seman-

tic and syntactic functions of language acquires a different emphasis in the era 

of LLM-based NLPs. In this context, a more plausible criterion for distin-

guishing between human intelligence and “artificial intelligence” emerges in 

terms of the situatedness of the former. If such situatedness is taken into ac-

count when designing long-term Chinese Room thought experiments capable 

of empirical verification, an additional distinction emerges between the pro-

cedural and declarative memory functions of its human subjects. The en-

hanced acquisition of human languages like Chinese using contemporary 

LLM-NLPs and related technologies can benefit from a sharpened under-

standing of the concepts that underlie these technologies. Such concepts can 

be used to develop a framework for the imposition of a semantic-mnemonic 

system onto the Wubi keystrokes used to invoke hanzi characters on the basis 

of English keywords and associated emojis. 
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ABSTRACT 

This article reconstructs the long intellectual trajectory through which education 

gradually came to be conceptualised as a variable within economic thought. Rather 

than emerging suddenly in twentieth-century economics, the economic treatment of 

education developed through a sequence of theoretical reconfigurations spanning 

more than two centuries. The analysis identifies three major turning points. The first 

is Jean-Baptiste Say’s recognition of education and knowledge as forms of immaterial 

wealth embedded in the productive process. The second is John Stuart Mill’s attempt 

to integrate education within political economy while preserving its role in individual 

development, social progress, and intellectual pluralism. The third is Gary S. Becker’s 

formalisation of education as human capital, fully incorporated into economic theory 

through investment models, rates of return, and dynamic growth frameworks. By situ-

ating these contributions within their broader philosophical and methodological con-

texts—including Baconian epistemology, utilitarianism, and debates on specialisa-

tion—the article clarifies how education was progressively transformed from a philo-

sophical and moral concern into an endogenous economic variable. The reconstruc-

tion sheds light on the conceptual foundations of contemporary educational econo-

mics and on the assumptions that continue to shape current debates on learning, work, 

and technological change. 

KEYWORDS: Education, Economic thought, Human capital, Knowledge, Specializa-

tion 

1. BACKGROUND 

Before the advent of industrial society, the relationship between education, 

knowledge, and productive activity was structured around a long-standing hi-

erarchical distinction between artes liberales and artes mechanicae (Dewey 
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2004, 270). Rooted in classical antiquity and transmitted through medieval 

scholastic culture, this distinction assigned higher epistemic and social value 

to disciplines concerned with intellectual contemplation—grammar, rhetoric, 

logic, arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy—while relegating manual 

and technical activities to a lower status. As a consequence, the liberal arts 

were predominantly accessible to dominant social groups, whereas the me-

chanical arts, associated with bodily labour and material manipulation, were 

regarded as necessary but intellectually inferior, suitable for artisans rather 

than for free men. 

1.1. Francis Bacon and the reconfiguration of the epistemic paradigm 

At the height of the scientific revolution, Francis Bacon advanced a radical 

and corrosive critique of the inherited wisdom of antiquity and the Middle 

Ages. His attack spared no intellectual tradition. Bacon directed his criticism 

against the entire cognitive order that had dominated European culture for 

centuries, attributing the errors and stagnation preceding the scientific revolu-

tion to prevailing forms of education and knowledge transmission (Bacon 

2000a; Bacon 2000b). 

According to Bacon, classical culture suffered from three fundamental 

limitations. It privileged verbal dispute over empirical inquiry, cultivated elo-

quence rather than experimental knowledge, and reproduced a form of sterile 

learning incapable of producing tangible effects in the world. Knowledge, in 

this tradition, circulated within closed rhetorical systems instead of being 

tested against nature. It is from this diagnosis that Bacon’s revaluation of the 

mechanical arts emerges: no longer regarded as inferior forms of knowledge, 

they appear as central drivers of human progress (Bacon 2000b). 

Against the classical culture of the liberal arts, Bacon explicitly privileged 

experimental science and practical engagement with the material world. When 

he famously asserted that scientia potentia est, he did not conceive science as 

contemplative knowledge, but as applied inquiry—knowledge oriented to-

wards intervention, control, and the transformation of nature. Scientific inves-

tigation was valued not for its speculative elegance, but for its capacity to 

generate effects, expand human power, and improve the conditions of life (Ba-

con 2000b). 

Bacon’s argument was reinforced by his observation that several technical 

innovations—the compass, the printing press, and gunpowder—had pro-

foundly reshaped the course of history, despite having emerged in largely con-

tingent and unplanned ways. From this insight he derived a decisive intuition: 

if such transformative effects could result from discoveries made almost by 

accident, what might be achieved if scientific and technical knowledge were 
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cultivated systematically? The fundamental obstacle, for Bacon, was not the 

scarcity of human intelligence, but the absence of an adequate educational re-

gime. An education grounded in science and technology—based on the proper 

scientific method codified in the Novum Organon—would render progress no 

longer accidental, but cumulative and intentional, opening the possibility of 

advances without predetermined limits (Bacon 2000a; Bacon 2000b). 

Although Bacon lived in a pre-industrial age, prior to the emergence of 

machine-based production, his imagination was already projected towards the 

technological world of the future. In his utopian work New Atlantis, written 

nearly five centuries before the present era, he envisaged forms of technologi-

cal development strikingly reminiscent of modern society, including towering 

urban structures, submarines, flying machines, anti-ageing therapies, and the 

artificial modification of living organisms (Bacon 2008). 

While Bacon did not contribute directly to the scientific revolution in the 

same manner as figures such as Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler, or Newton, his 

influence on the subsequent development of European—and later global—

culture was nonetheless profound. His significance lies not in specific scien-

tific discoveries, but in having articulated a new vision of knowledge, one that 

would exert a lasting impact on the political, cultural, and educational imagi-

naries of modernity. 

This programmatic redefinition of science as an instrument for the trans-

formation of the world inspired two intellectual movements of extraordinary 

historical relevance: the Enlightenment and, later, positivism. The protago-

nists of both movements explicitly acknowledged their intellectual debt to Ba-

con, whose emphasis on empirical inquiry, usefulness, and systematic 

knowledge provided a shared philosophical foundation. 

In the eighteenth century, the most visible institutional expression of this 

Baconian orientation was the Encyclopédie, one of the most enduring legacies 

of the Age of Enlightenment. Conceived not merely as a repository of theo-

retical knowledge, the project directed by Diderot and d’Alembert sought to 

reorganise human understanding by giving unprecedented visibility to the arts, 

crafts, and technical procedures underlying material production. By docu-

menting practical operations, describing tools and techniques, and rendering 

productive knowledge public and transmissible, the Encyclopédie translated 

Bacon’s epistemological programme into a concrete cultural and pedagogical 

project. 

1.2. Bentham and the economic significance of intellectual labour 

Within this broader intellectual constellation of the Enlightenment, a number 

of thinkers contributed to extending the Baconian vision beyond the domains 
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of philosophy and encyclopaedic knowledge. Among the most influential fig-

ures was the English jurist and moral philosopher Jeremy Bentham. In his 

Philosophy of Economic Science, Bentham explicitly situates his own project 

within the Baconian tradition, arguing that 

The only form of reasoning by which instruction is to be acquired, by which 

Bacon, for example, and Locke and Newton learnt what they have taught us, 

is that which proceeds from ‘particulars to generals’. Induction is that form 

(Bentham 1952, 99). 

By grounding economic and moral reasoning in the inductive method, 

Bentham sought to extend the experimental logic of the natural sciences to the 

analysis of social phenomena. He makes this ambition explicit when he ob-

serves that his philosophy of economic science, 

as well as any other work of mine that has been or will be published on the 

subject of legislation or any other branch of moral science is an attempt to 

extend the experimental method of reasoning from the physical branch to the 

moral. What Bacon was to the physical world, Helvetius was to the moral. 

The moral world has therefore had its Bacon, but its Newton is yet to come. 

(Bentham 1952, 100–101). 

The Newton of the moral world is presented as “yet to come”, but Ben-

tham’s own work can be read as an implicit attempt to occupy precisely that 

vacant epistemic position.  

Although the contours of economic theory remained at this stage impre-

cise and still loosely defined, this move represents a crucial moment in the 

intellectual chain reconstructed here. By affirming that social and economic 

phenomena could be investigated through systematic observation, induction, 

and evaluation of effects, Bentham contributed to establishing the methodo-

logical premises upon which education could later be conceptualised as an 

object of economic reasoning, subject to assessment in terms of usefulness, 

efficiency, and social consequences. 

Often remembered primarily as a jurist and moral philosopher, and as the 

central figure of classical utilitarianism, Bentham also engaged directly with 

economic questions and explicitly framed part of his work as political econo-

my. In his Manual of Political Economy, he demonstrated a clear awareness 

of the role played by scientific discovery, technical invention, and intellectual 

labour in the expansion of wealth. 

Bentham argued that inventions and discoveries, although often produced 

by individual ingenuity, generate benefits that extend far beyond their original 

creators. For this reason, he maintained that the products of the mind could 

not be treated in the same way as ordinary physical labour. Under the general 
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denomination of labour, Bentham famously distinguished between “the mere 

bodily energy employed in the production of the effect” and “the skill or men-

tal power displayed in the exercise of the bodily act” (Bentham 1952, 260). 

While bodily labour cannot be appropriated without equivalent effort, skill 

and knowledge possess a fundamentally different character: they can be imi-

tated, diffused, and appropriated by others at minimal cost. 

This asymmetry, Bentham argued, creates a structural problem of incen-

tives. The acquisition of new skill requires prolonged effort, costly experimen-

tation, and exposure to considerable risk, while its benefits may be rapidly 

dispersed throughout society. Without adequate institutional protection, the 

inventor has little reason to undertake such investments. It is in this context 

that Bentham defends the economic legitimacy of patents, which he conceives 

not as unjust monopolies, but as proportionate and necessary recompenses for 

the increase in the general stock of wealth generated by invention. 

By integrating considerations of innovation, incentive, and institutional 

design into his economic reasoning, Bentham moves decisively beyond the 

moral evaluation of usefulness. Although the concept of economic theory re-

mained at this stage fluid and only partially defined, his analysis marks an 

important moment in the gradual recognition of knowledge and skill as eco-

nomically relevant resources. In this sense, Bentham contributes to the intel-

lectual conditions that would later allow education, training, and inventive ca-

pacity to be interpreted not merely as cultural achievements, but as forms of 

investment bearing costs, risks, and expected returns. 

1.3. The influence of Bacon on Comte and positivism 

In the nineteenth century, Francis Bacon’s influence re-emerged in a different 

form within the positivist tradition. Auguste Comte explicitly identified Bacon 

as a precursor of positivism, recognising in his work an early attempt to 

ground knowledge on observation, experimentation, and the systematic orga-

nisation of the sciences. In Comte’s reconstruction of the history of human 

thought, Bacon appears as one of the key figures who contributed to the tran-

sition from speculative metaphysics to a scientific mode of inquiry oriented 

toward practical and social progress.  

This acknowledgement is not merely implicit. In The Positive Philosophy, 

Comte explicitly traces the rise of positivist thought back to Bacon, whom he 

presents as a decisive turning point in the history of modern knowledge. As 

he writes: “The Positive Philosophy, which has been rising since the time of 

Bacon, has now secured such a preponderance, that the metaphysicians them-

selves profess to ground their pretended science on an observation of facts” 

(Comte 2000, 36). 



HOW EDUCATION BECAME A VARIABLE IN ECONOMIC THOUGHT 

 

52 

Viewed in this light, these intellectual developments delineate a broad cul-

tural constellation within which knowledge—particularly scientific and tech-

nical knowledge—progressively acquires a productive, instrumental, and so-

cially transformative meaning. From Bacon’s revaluation of useful 

knowledge, through Enlightenment encyclopaedism and utilitarian moral phi-

losophy, to the positivist ambition to reorganise society on scientific founda-

tions, education increasingly comes to be perceived as a force capable of shap-

ing economic and social outcomes. 

This chain of influences extends into the economic thought of the nine-

teenth century. The economists examined in the following sections become 

more fully intelligible when situated against the background of this cultural 

climate, within which education, knowledge, and technical skill had already 

begun to be understood as central components of social and economic pro-

gress. 

2. JEAN-BAPTISTE SAY: EDUCATION AS IMMATERIAL WEALTH 

Among the major classical economists who addressed the role of education in 

economic life, Jean-Baptiste Say occupies a remarkable position. Remem-

bered most often as a disciple of Adam Smith—and in particular as the author 

of what later economists would describe as Say’s Law, often simplified as the 

idea that supply creates its own demand—Say was also one of the earliest 

economic thinkers to devote sustained attention to education. In A Treatise on 

Political Economy, first published in French in 1803, Say (1880) repeatedly 

returns to the role of instruction, training, and knowledge formation in shaping 

productivity, social stability, and long-term economic development. 

Writing at a moment in which mechanisation, specialisation, and the ex-

pansion of productive knowledge were profoundly transforming European so-

cieties, Say approached education not as a marginal cultural concern, but as 

a structural component of the economic system itself. His analysis extends 

well beyond abstract market mechanisms, focusing instead on the concrete 

effects of machinery, skill formation, and intellectual development on the con-

ditions of labour.  

These dimensions of Say’s political economy have attracted sustained at-

tention in the secondary literature, which has examined their implications for 

theories of economic development and the role of knowledge in modern pro-

duction (Forget 1999; Steiner 1999; Hollander 2005; Schoorl 2015). 
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2.1. On the Baconian legacy of Say’s political economy 

It is worth noting that, like Bentham, Say explicitly situates his economic in-

quiry within the Baconian tradition. At the very beginning of A Treatise on 

Political Economy, he observes that “the inductive method of philosophizing, 

which, since the time of Bacon, has so much contributed to the advancement 

of every other science, has been applied to the conduct of our researches in 

this” (Say 1880, xvii). The empirical orientation that enables Say to recognise 

these economic truths thus finds its intellectual origin in the Novum Organon 

of Lord Verulam, whose methodological legacy continues to shape the emerg-

ing language of political economy. 

Within this framework, the French economist develops one of the earliest 

systematic conceptions of education as an economic resource. Long before the 

emergence of modern human capital theory, he conceptualised instruction, 

professional competence, and accumulated expertise as forms of immaterial 

wealth fully embedded in the processes of production and value creation. 

Knowledge and skills, although immaterial in nature, generate tangible eco-

nomic effects, transforming intelligence into a source of productive power.  

Say argues that individuals endowed with specific talents cannot be re-

garded as truly poor, even in the absence of material property. The acquisition 

of expertise presupposes years of study, sustained effort, and the mobilisation 

of resources necessary for subsistence, instruction, and training. Education, in 

this sense, embodies a form of capital invested over time, whose returns ma-

terialise through professional activity and the provision of specialised ser-

vices. As he explicitly states, “whoever has acquired a particular talent … en-

joys an accumulated capital” (Say 1880, xlii). 

This reasoning allows Say to integrate education directly into the analyti-

cal framework of political economy. Professional services—whether offered 

by physicians, lawyers, engineers, or civil servants and other public 

officials—are not exceptional or anomalous forms of production, but 

constitute fully legitimate expressions of productive activity. They are 

economic outputs that depend simultaneously on labour and on previously 

accumulated capital, channelled into long periods of preparation and learning. 

Even the competencies of civil servants and technical experts, he maintains, 

must be understood as the outcome of earlier investments whose economic 

value is confirmed by the persistent demand for such positions.  

In advancing this argument, Say explicitly rejects a notion widespread in 

many economic theories of his time, according to which only labour produc-

ing tangible and marketable material goods could be regarded as “productive”. 

Against this view, he insists that immaterial products—such as services, skills, 

and professional expertise—constitute genuine forms of wealth. Their 

economic significance does not depend on physical embodiment, but on their 



HOW EDUCATION BECAME A VARIABLE IN ECONOMIC THOUGHT 

 

54 

capacity to satisfy needs, generate income, and contribute to the overall func-

tioning of the productive system, even when the satisfied need is purely psy-

chological, such as pleasure. In his view, describing a musician as “unproduc-

tive” not only constitutes an inappropriate stigmatisation of a legitimate pro-

fession, but also reflects a poor understanding of the deeper mechanisms of 

economic life. 

From this perspective, education functions as a productive asset capable 

of yielding returns over time. It is not merely complementary to industrial ac-

tivity, but constitutive of it. For Say, the income associated with skilled labour 

reflects not only the effort of current work, but also the remuneration of past 

investments embodied in the individual. Accordingly, education appears as 

capital that “ought to yield interest, independent of the ordinary profits of in-

dustry” (Say 1880, 327). 

2.2. On the necessity of free public education for all 

The French economist was fully aware that the advance of industrial produc-

tion, while dramatically increasing efficiency and output, also generated pro-

found transformations in the experience of work. As the mechanical arts reach 

higher levels of perfection and labour became increasingly subdivided, “the 

occupation of the lowest classes of labourers is reduced to one or two opera-

tions, for the most part simple in themselves, and continually repeated” (Say 

1880, 435). 

In such conditions, the worker’s attention and intellectual energy become 

narrowly focused on a single task, rarely interrupted by novelty or unforeseen 

situations. Say observed that when the faculties of reflection are seldom exer-

cised, they inevitably deteriorate. The danger of industrial labour, therefore, 

lies not merely in physical fatigue, but in the gradual degradation of intellec-

tual life. Workers confined to monotonous functions risk losing the capacity 

to form general ideas, to grasp broader social connections, and to develop ele-

vated moral and civic sentiments. 

For Say, this narrowing of perspective carries significant social conse-

quences. Individuals whose intellectual horizon remains restricted to their im-

mediate occupation struggle to perceive the links between their own activity 

and the wider system of social cooperation. Lacking an understanding of the 

general relations connecting property, production, and collective prosperity, 

they may come to interpret social institutions as arbitrary constraints rather 

than as conditions of common benefit. In this sense, excessive specialisation 

threatens not only individual development, but also social cohesion. 

Yet Say does not respond to this diagnosis by calling into question the 

organisation of industrial production itself. Unlike later critical traditions, 
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such as Marxian thought, he does not propose to reduce the division of labour 

or to transform the relations of production. The economic advantages of spe-

cialisation remain, in his view, undeniable. The problem, therefore, must be 

addressed elsewhere. 

The remedy he identifies lies in education. A basic level of instruction—

combining reading, writing, arithmetic, and opportunities for reflection—can 

expand the worker’s intellectual horizon beyond the narrow confines of me-

chanical labour. Such education enables individuals to situate their own activi-

ty within the broader chain of production and to recognise its social signifi-

cance. As Say maintains, “elevation of mind is generated by enlarged views 

of men and things” (Say 1880, 435), and without such enlargement genuine 

civic consciousness cannot arise. 

Even elementary instruction, which may appear modest in scope, plays 

a decisive role in this process. The mere ability to read, he argues, constitutes 

a gateway to the entire body of knowledge preserved in written form, allowing 

individuals to access ideas, experiences, and discoveries far beyond the limits 

of their immediate occupation. 

Education thus assumes a compensatory function within the industrial or-

der. It does not abolish specialisation, but mitigates its intellectual and moral 

consequences. By preserving a minimal capacity for abstraction and general 

understanding, instruction allows industrial society to benefit from mechani-

sation without entirely sacrificing the cognitive and civic development of 

those who labour within it. 

Having identified the intellectual impoverishment generated by extreme 

specialisation, Say turns to the question of responsibility. If industrial society 

requires a minimum level of knowledge and intelligence among the labouring 

classes in order to function cohesively, who is to provide it? 

His answer is unambiguous. The individual worker, placed within the vast 

machinery of national production, is generally able to earn little more than 

a bare subsistence. Under such conditions, it is unrealistic to expect families 

to finance the education that the well-being of society itself requires. The re-

production of intelligence, competence, and civic understanding cannot be left 

to private means alone. 

For the French economist, this creates a clear case for collective interven-

tion. Say is explicit on this point: “if the community wish to have the benefit 

of more knowledge and intelligence in the labouring classes, it must dispense 

it at the public charge” (Say 1880, 435). 

The form of education he envisages is neither elitist nor encyclopaedic. 

Say advocates the establishment of primary schools providing instruction in 

reading, writing, and arithmetic—the foundational skills upon which all fur-

ther knowledge depends. These elementary competencies are sufficient, in his 

view, to secure the civilisation of the lower classes and to prevent large seg-
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ments of the population from remaining excluded from social life. Without 

such instruction, he argues, a nation cannot truly be regarded as civilised, re-

gardless of its material prosperity. 

At the same time, Say insists that elementary education performs an es-

sential function of social mobility. By widening access to learning, even at 

a basic level, education creates the conditions under which latent talents may 

emerge and superior abilities can be identified and cultivated for the benefit 

of the community. In this sense, education operates not only as a mechanism 

of social integration, but also as a selective channel through which individual 

capacities are recognised and developed. 

Notably, the French economist extends this argument to women, main-

taining that the public has an equal interest in their education. As the first edu-

cators of future generations, women play a decisive role in the transmission of 

knowledge and values, making their instruction a matter not of private prefer-

ence but of collective concern. 

In this framework, education appears not as a charitable concession, but 

as a strategic investment in the intellectual infrastructure of society. Public 

instruction becomes a necessary complement to industrial development, en-

suring that economic progress does not proceed at the cost of widespread ig-

norance and social fragmentation. 

3. JOHN STUART MILL: BETWEEN PRODUCTIVITY AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 

In selecting a second turning point in the intellectual trajectory through which 

education gradually entered economic reasoning, the choice can hardly fall 

elsewhere than on John Stuart Mill. Beyond having produced some of the most 

influential works in political economy (Mill 2009), he articulated a remarka-

bly sophisticated and forward-looking reflection on education, one that pro-

foundly reshaped the relationship between economic development, individual 

formation, and social progress. The richness of his thought and the impact of 

his civic and political engagement have been examined in considerable detail 

by a vast critical literature (Berlin 1969; Ten 1980; Skorupski 1989; Brink 

2013). 

Mill occupies a distinctive position in the intellectual landscape of the 

nineteenth century, not only as a leading figure of classical political economy, 

but also as a central mediator between several major currents of modern 

thought. He stands at the intersection of the Baconian legacy, utilitarian moral 

philosophy, and the emerging positivist tradition, contributing decisively to 

their transmission, reformulation, and critical integration within economic 

reasoning. 
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Mill’s intellectual formation is deeply marked by utilitarianism. In his 

Principles of Political Economy, he explicitly acknowledges the centrality of 

Jeremy Bentham, whom he describes as “the most influential and, on the 

whole, most eminent philosophical writer of recent times” (Mill 2004, 159). 

Yet Mill’s relationship with Bentham is not one of uncritical adherence. While 

inheriting the utilitarian emphasis on consequences and social usefulness, he 

progressively distances himself from Bentham’s more mechanistic and reduc-

tionist tendencies, seeking to reintroduce qualitative distinctions into the eva-

luation of human development. 

At the same time, Mill plays a crucial role in the dissemination of positiv-

ist ideas in the English-speaking world. As editor of Auguste Comte’s works 

and one of the principal promoters of positivism in Britain, he contributes to 

extending the scientific ideal of social inquiry beyond the confines of philo-

sophy, reinforcing the ambition to subject moral, social, and economic pheno-

mena to systematic analysis. Still, he consistently resisted the more rigid and 

system-building tendencies of positivism, defending the openness and fallibi-

lity of scientific inquiry against the claims of comprehensive and dogmatic 

social systems. 

Mill’s engagement with the Baconian tradition is equally revealing. In his 

Inaugural Address at the University of St Andrews, which we shall examine 

in greater detail later, he explicitly recognises Francis Bacon’s historical merit 

in identifying the necessity of methodological rules for scientific inquiry, 

while at the same time criticising the limitations of Bacon’s conception of in-

duction. As Mill observes, Bacon’s approach reflected “the earliest stage of 

the inductive sciences” and failed to fully acknowledge the indispensable role 

of deductive logic and mathematics in scientific progress (Mill 1867, 240). 

This critical stance exemplifies Mill’s broader intellectual posture: one that 

honours the founders of modern scientific thought while insisting on the need 

to refine and correct their methodological assumptions. 

Mill also engages with the work of Jean-Baptiste Say on several of the 

issues discussed above, including the economic significance of education and 

the status of immaterial forms of labour. This implicit dialogue situates Mill’s 

educational reflections within the core debates of classical political economy. 

3.1. On productive and unproductive labour in Mill’s political economy 

Our analysis of Mill’s position on education begins with Principles of Politi-

cal Economy (1848), the work through which he most clearly positioned him-

self within the central controversies of economic theory. In this treatise, he 

discusses at length the contributions of the major economists of his time—

most notably Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and Jeremy Bentham—while only 



HOW EDUCATION BECAME A VARIABLE IN ECONOMIC THOUGHT 

 

58 

rarely referring explicitly to Jean-Baptiste Say. Yet when Say does appear, it 

is precisely in relation to a question that lies at the heart of the present analysis: 

whether education should be regarded as a productive activity, and therefore 

as an integral component of economic theory, or relegated to the domain of 

non-productive labour. 

Mill’s discussion unfolds within a broader controversy among political 

economists concerning the distinction between productive and unproductive 

labour. He observes that much of this debate rests not on substantive disagree-

ment, but on divergent uses of language. Some authors restrict the notion of 

productive labour to activities yielding tangible, transferable material goods. 

Others—among whom Mill explicitly includes Say—reject this restriction, 

objecting that the label “unproductive” carries a pejorative connotation and 

unjustly devalues socially useful forms of work. 

Mill clarifies that the disagreement is largely nominal. The issue, he ar-

gues, does not concern the usefulness or moral worth of different kinds of 

labour, but the analytical meaning attached to the concept of production. In 

common economic usage, productive labour refers not to the creation of utility 

in general, but to the production of wealth—understood primarily as material 

wealth. From this standpoint, the distinction serves classificatory rather than 

evaluative purposes. 

Within this framework, Mill devotes explicit attention to the economic 

status of education across two consecutive chapters of Principles of Political 

Economy. In the first, significantly entitled “Of Labour as an Agent of Pro-

duction”, he includes education unambiguously among the productive forms 

of labour. Rejecting any narrow identification of production with immediate 

material output, Mill argues that the formation of skills and competences con-

stitutes an essential component of the productive process itself. As he writes: 

the technical or industrial education of the community; the labour employed 

in learning and in teaching the arts of production, in acquiring and communi-

cating skill in those arts; this labour is really, and in general solely, undergone 

for the sake of the greater or more valuable produce thereby attained, and in 

order that a remuneration, equivalent or more than equivalent, may be reaped 

by the learner, besides an adequate remuneration for the labour of the teacher, 

when a teacher has been employed. (Mill 2004, 26) 

Education is thus conceptualised not as a cultural accessory, but as labour 

undertaken with a clearly economic rationale: the enhancement of productive 

capacity and the generation of future output. The time and effort devoted to 

learning are interpreted as part of the social cost of production, insofar as they 

contribute directly to the creation of goods and wealth. 
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Mill extends this reasoning further by treating the maintenance of produc-

tive powers as itself a productive activity. Just as labour invested in acquiring 

skills forms part of the productive process, so too does labour devoted to pre-

serving those capacities from deterioration. Activities aimed at preventing the 

destruction or weakening of human productive powers—whether through 

accident, illness, or physical decline—must therefore be understood as eco-

nomically necessary. In this sense, even the work of physicians and surgeons, 

when directed toward individuals engaged in industry, represents a social sac-

rifice incurred to safeguard that portion of productive resources embodied in 

the physical and mental capacities of workers. 

The author of the Principles returns to the issue in the subsequent chapter, 

“Of Unproductive Labour”, where he confronts directly the longstanding con-

troversy among political economists concerning the meaning of productivity. 

It is here that he explicitly engages with Jean-Baptiste Say, clarifying that 

much of their apparent disagreement arises not from divergent assessments of 

education or knowledge, but from different classificatory uses of the term 

“productive”. In that chapter, he develops a tripartite typology of labour. First, 

there is labour that produces utilities embodied in external material objects. 

Second, there is labour that produces utilities embodied in human beings 

themselves. This category includes, most notably, 

the labour of all concerned in education: not only schoolmasters, tutors, and 

professors, but governments, so far as they aim successfully at the improve-

ment of the people; moralists, and clergymen, as far as productive of benefit; 

the labour of physicians, as far as instrumental in preserving life and physical 

or mental efficiency; of the teachers of bodily exercises, and of the various 

trades, sciences, and arts, together with the labour of the learners in acquiring 

them; and all labour bestowed by any persons, throughout life, in improving 

the knowledge or cultivating the bodily or mental faculties of themselves or 

others. (Mill 2004, 29) 

Third, Mill identifies forms of labour that yield utilities not embodied in 

any lasting object or capacity, but consisting in services or pleasures that exist 

only while they are being performed. Musical performance, theatrical acting, 

and similar activities fall within this category. These forms of labour may be 

valuable or enjoyable, yet they do not generate accumulable wealth and there-

fore may be labelled “unproductive”, provided that the term is understood as 

analytically descriptive rather than as carrying negative connotations. 

From this analytical distinction follows Mill’s partial disagreement with 

Say. While fully endorsing the view that education, knowledge, and skill for-

mation constitute genuine productive forces, he resists extending the concept 

of productive labour to all activities that merely generate pleasure or momen-

tary satisfaction. Utilities that leave no permanent acquisition—whether in 
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material goods or in durable human capacities—cannot, in his view, be con-

sidered productive in an economic sense, even if they fulfil psychological 

needs such as enjoyment or emotional gratification. 

Nevertheless, Mill explicitly affirms that labour devoted to education and 

training must be classified as productive whenever it contributes, directly or 

indirectly, to an increase in material output. The acquisition of skills, the dif-

fusion of technical knowledge, and the formation of industrial competence all 

enhance the productive powers of society. In this sense, education becomes 

a central component of economic accumulation, not despite its immaterial 

character, but precisely because it strengthens the capacities through which 

material wealth is generated. 

3.2. On liberty and the quality of public education 

Much like Say, Mill supports the principle of compulsory elementary educa-

tion for all citizens, financed at public expense. In both cases, education is 

conceived as a collective necessity rather than a private luxury, and as a pre-

condition for the proper functioning of an industrial society. Yet Mill’s edu-

cational model displays a number of distinctive features that emerge most 

clearly in his writings on educational reform, in particular in Reform in Edu-

cation (Mill 1996, 63–74). 

At the time Mill was writing, a system of popular instruction already exis-

ted in Britain. Schools were widespread, substantial financial resources were 

available, and large sums were raised both through parliamentary grants and 

private contributions. From a purely quantitative perspective, education ap-

peared to be adequately provided. Mill, however, regarded this situation as 

deeply unsatisfactory. The central problem, in his view, was not the absence 

of schools, but the poor quality of the instruction they delivered. 

As he repeatedly emphasises, the mere existence of educational institu-

tions does not guarantee education in any meaningful sense. A system may 

offer schooling in abundance while failing entirely in its formative function. 

In this respect, Mill draws a sharp distinction between the quantity of teaching 

and its quality, insisting that it is precisely the latter that “so grievously de-

mands the amending hand of government” (Mill 1996, 64). Instruction, he ar-

gues, had too often degenerated into mechanical routine: children were trained 

to repeat words by rote, without attaching clear ideas to them, and without 

developing intellectual habits capable of guiding conduct or judgement. 

This deficiency was not confined to marginal institutions. Even forms of 

schooling explicitly designed for moral development—such as infant 

schools—were, in Mill’s view, subject to a process of profound distortion. 

Institutions originally intended to cultivate dispositions, character, and the 
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capacity to live socially had been transformed into spaces of empty verbalism 

and meaningless repetition. What should have been an education for life had 

become, instead, an early introduction to intellectual passivity. 

Mill’s critique thus targets neither the principle of public education nor its 

diffusion across society, but the absence of any effective mechanism for en-

suring educational substance. Left entirely to private initiative, charitable im-

pulses, or sectarian interests, instruction risks becoming fragmented, doctri-

naire, or intellectually barren. At the same time, the liberal thinker remains 

deeply suspicious of a centralised state system imposing uniform doctrines, 

curricula, or moral outlooks upon the population. A national education admi-

nistered directly by the state, he warns, would place in the hands of govern-

ment a dangerous power over opinion, belief, and character. 

In On Liberty, after describing the failure to provide education to one’s 

children as “a moral crime”, Mill clarifies his position in the following terms: 

If the government would make up its mind to require for every child a good 

education, it might save itself the trouble of providing one. It might leave to 

parents to obtain the education where and how they pleased, and content itself 

with helping to pay the school fees of the poorer classes of children, and de-

fraying the entire school expenses of those who have no one else to pay for 

them. (Mill 1859, 158) 

In other words, his proposed solution seeks to avoid both extremes. On 

the one hand, education cannot be left to educational anarchy, in which 

schools exist in name only and quality varies arbitrarily. On the other hand, it 

must not become a state monopoly. Mill therefore articulates a model based 

on a strict institutional separation between public responsibility and pedago-

gical control. The state has the right—and the duty—to ensure that every child 

receives an adequate education, and to verify that instruction meets certain 

minimal standards of quality. It may inspect, evaluate, and certify outcomes. 

What it must not do is dictate what citizens are to believe, nor impose uniform 

methods of teaching. 

In this framework, diversity of schools, plurality of approaches, and com-

petition among educational institutions are not defects but safeguards of intel-

lectual freedom. Education is publicly financed and socially guaranteed, yet 

privately delivered and pedagogically plural. Government intervenes not as 

teacher, but as guarantor: not to shape minds, but to prevent minds from re-

maining unformed. 

A comparable logic can be found in Say’s reflections on professional and 

higher education. While recognising the right of society to regulate activities 

whose improper exercise might harm the community, Say insists that such 

regulation should be confined to the verification of competence. In the case of 
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physicians and other medical professionals, whose decisions directly affect 

human life, public examinations are justified as a means of certifying qualifi-

cation. Yet he explicitly rejects both numerical restrictions on practitioners 

and state interference in the organisation of their education. Society, he argues, 

has no legitimate interest beyond ascertaining professional capability; how 

education is structured, and by whom it is provided, should remain open and 

pluralistic (Say 2008, 181). 

In both thinkers, therefore, education emerges as a public concern without 

becoming a state monopoly. Public authority is invoked to guarantee access 

and competence, but not to impose intellectual uniformity. This shared posi-

tion reflects a liberal attempt to reconcile collective responsibility with indi-

vidual freedom, and to prevent education from becoming either a purely pri-

vate privilege or an instrument of centralized social control. 

3.3. Mill’s critique of specialisation in higher education 

At this point, the analysis must turn to Mill’s position on higher education. If 

Mill stands in broad agreement with Say on the general value of education, on 

the necessity of universal elementary instruction, on the social usefulness of 

scientific and technical knowledge, on the benefits of market mechanisms, and 

on the legitimacy of a supervisory role for the state, his stance diverges sharply 

from those who—while sharing some of these premises—embraced an ex-

cessively radical interpretation of productive utilitarianism. 

As the process of industrialisation intensified, a growing reformist move-

ment advocated a more decisive reorientation of education away from classi-

cal studies and toward technical and scientific subjects. In its most program-

matic formulations, this movement did not merely propose the integration of 

scientific instruction into existing curricula, but its outright substitution for the 

traditional classical canon, together with a stronger push toward early intel-

lectual specialisation. 

It is within this contested intellectual landscape that Mill’s position on 

higher education must be situated. Far from representing a conservative de-

fence of inherited educational models, he intervened in the debate as a liberal 

reformer deeply committed to social progress. His resistance was directed not 

against science or technical knowledge as such, but against an educational 

model that threatened to fragment intellectual formation and to reduce learn-

ing to narrowly instrumental ends. 

The solution he advanced was therefore not a return to education sic et 

simpliciter as it had existed in the past, but an expansion of liberal education 

through the systematic inclusion of scientific studies—conceived not as sub-

stitutes for classical learning, but as its necessary complement. 
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Indeed, Mill may be regarded as a genuinely polymathic thinker, whose 

intellectual activity extended across several domains, including political eco-

nomy, logic, moral philosophy, political theory, and educational reflection. 

This breadth was not accidental, but constitutive of his intellectual identity. It 

enabled him to perceive, at an early stage, the tensions introduced by industri-

alisation between economic efficiency and the integrity of human develop-

ment. 

This disposition is clearly reflected in the educational model he advocated. 

Education, in Mill’s view, should not merely serve the immediate require-

ments of industrial productivity, nor be confined to the transmission of spe-

cialised competencies. Rather, it should aim at the formation of versatile and 

reflective individuals—capable of orienting themselves within the emerging 

industrial order without becoming intellectually fragmented by it. 

This intellectual orientation finds one of its clearest and most systematic 

expressions in Mill’s Inaugural Address at the University of St Andrews 

(1867). In that text, written explicitly for an academic audience, Mill 

responds—without naming them directly—to the more radical educational 

reformers of his time, and articulates a comprehensive reflection on the proper 

function of higher education in modern society. 

He begins by drawing a sharp distinction between education properly un-

derstood and professional training. Universities, he argues, are not institutions 

designed to prepare individuals for specific occupations, but rather to form 

“capable and cultivated human beings” (Mill 1996, 218). Professional 

schools—of law, medicine, engineering, and the industrial arts—are both 

legitimate and socially valuable, yet they do not constitute the core task that 

one generation owes to the next, namely the preservation of the intellectual 

and moral foundations upon which civilisation itself depends. As Mill 

famously observes, “men are men before they are lawyers, or physicians, or 

merchants, or manufacturers” (Mill 1867, 218). 

This anthropological priority structures Mill’s entire conception of educa-

tion. At a time when industrial society was already exerting pressure toward 

functional differentiation and vocational efficiency, he resisted the reduction 

of learning to professional utility. Education, in his view, must precede spe-

cialisation, not follow from it. Its primary aim is not the production of tech-

nical competence, but the formation of judgement, character, and intellectual 

autonomy. 

A central theme of the Inaugural Address is the contemporary controversy 

between literary and scientific education. Educational reformers, Mill notes, 

increasingly framed the issue as an either–or choice between the classical lan-

guages and the modern sciences. Against this polarisation, he advances a po-

sition that is both simple and far-reaching. “Why not both?” he asks, adding: 

“Can anything deserve the name of a good education which does not include 
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literature and science too?” (Mill 1867, 221). To exclude either dimension 

would be to produce individuals who are, in his words, “a poor, maimed, lop-

sided fragment of humanity” (Mill 1867, 221). 

Mill’s defence of intellectual breadth does not stem from nostalgia for 

classical learning, nor from hostility toward scientific progress. On the con-

trary, he explicitly acknowledges the indispensable role of scientific instruc-

tion in a world governed by natural laws that human beings did not create. 

Scientific education provides not only information, but also models of rigor-

ous reasoning and disciplined inquiry, just as classical literature offers unsur-

passed standards of expression and interpretive sensitivity (Mill 1867, 233–

235). The two traditions, far from being incompatible, cultivate complemen-

tary intellectual faculties. 

At the same time, Mill demonstrates acute awareness of the structural 

forces driving specialisation. The rapid accumulation of knowledge, he ob-

serves, burdens every field with such an abundance of detail that those who 

seek precision are compelled to confine themselves to ever narrower domains. 

If such confinement were to entail ignorance of everything beyond one’s own 

speciality, Mill warns, the result would be intellectual degradation rather than 

progress. In a striking passage, he asks what the worth of a human being 

would become if his knowledge were limited to “his own infinitesimal fraction 

of human wants and requirements”, concluding that such a condition “will be 

even worse than that of simple ignorance” (Mill 1867, 223). 

The danger, for Mill, lies not in specialisation as such, but in exclusive 

specialisation. Experience, he writes, shows that no study “practised to the 

exclusion of all others, does not narrow and pervert the mind”, breeding both 

discipline-specific prejudices and a general incapacity for large views (Mill 

1867, 223). Against this risk, Mill proposes an educational ideal based on 

combination rather than opposition: a general knowledge of many subjects, 

understood not as superficial acquaintance but as grasp of their fundamental 

principles, combined with thorough mastery of one or a few domains. Only 

such a synthesis, he argues, can sustain an enlightened public capable of re-

cognising genuine expertise without surrendering intellectual autonomy. 

Under this conception, Mill assigns particular importance to the study of 

the classics as a formative starting point of liberal education. The dialectical 

traditions of ancient philosophy, especially those exemplified by Plato and 

Aristotle, provided, in his view, unsurpassed instruments for the stimulation 

and discipline of the inquiring intellect (Mill 1867, 229). Yet this classical 

foundation does not preclude engagement with modern knowledge. On the 

contrary, it prepares the mind to approach scientific and social inquiry with 

conceptual clarity and critical judgement. 

This integrated conception of education also informs Mill’s attitude to-

ward political economy itself. Far from regarding economic reasoning as mo-
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rally corrosive, he explicitly encouraged students to engage with it seriously, 

advising them to “study the great writers on Political Economy, and hold 

firmly by whatever in them you find true”, while reassuring them that, if they 

were not already selfish or hard-hearted, “Political Economy will not make 

you so” (Mill 1867, 245). Economic knowledge, when embedded within 

a broader intellectual formation, could thus contribute to social understanding 

rather than ethical impoverishment. 

Taken as a whole, Mill’s educational thought represents one of the most 

articulate attempts to preserve a humanistic ideal of intellectual unity at the 

threshold of modern industrial society. Writing at a time when systematic spe-

cialisation had not yet become the dominant principle of social organisation, 

he sought to reconcile economic progress with the cultivation of reflective, 

versatile, and morally responsible individuals. In this sense, Mill’s position 

marks a transitional moment in the history of economic thought: a final effort 

to integrate education within a broader conception of human development, be-

fore analytical attention would increasingly shift toward productivity, effi-

ciency, and measurable returns. 

In the decades that followed, profound technological and industrial trans-

formations progressively reshaped the conditions under which education 

could be theorised. The expansion of scientific and technical knowledge, to-

gether with the growing differentiation of economic functions, reinforced the 

division of labour and encouraged an increasingly instrumental conception of 

education, understood less as a unified process of human formation and more 

as a differentiated set of competencies aligned with specific productive roles. 

During the mid-twentieth century, these changes found their first syste-

matic expression in economic analysis. Authors such as Fritz Machlup (1962) 

began to conceptualise education as an identifiable component of the eco-

nomic system, subject to measurement, classification, and statistical analysis. 

Related contributions, notably those of Theodore Schultz (1961), further pre-

pared the ground for a reconceptualisation of education in explicitly invest-

ment-oriented terms. These developments did not yet constitute a full theory 

of human capital, but they established the analytical conditions under which 

such a theory would become possible. 

4. GARY BECKER: EDUCATION AS A FORMAL ECONOMIC VARIABLE 

With Gary S. Becker, the long transformation of education into an economic 

variable reaches its most systematic formulation. Whereas Jean-Baptiste Say 

had first introduced education into economic reasoning as a factor contribu-

ting to productive capacity, and John Stuart Mill had subsequently sought to 

integrate it within a broader conception of human development and social pro-
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gress, Becker reconceptualises education as a form of investment whose re-

turns can be analysed in terms of productivity, adaptability, and economic 

growth. Education is no longer approached as a complementary condition of 

economic life, but as a central object of economic calculation. 

Gary S. Becker, University Professor of Economics and Sociology at the 

University of Chicago, was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 

1992, and his influence on modern economic thought is difficult to overesti-

mate. His most widely known work, Human Capital: A Theoretical and Em-

pirical Analysis with Special Reference to Education, originally published in 

1964 and subsequently revised and expanded in later editions, most notably in 

1993, has been cited in more than seventy thousand scholarly publications. 

Given the scale and diversity of this literature, a comprehensive review lies 

well beyond the scope of the present article. The discussion therefore confines 

itself to highlighting a limited number of insights that are particularly useful 

for framing the argument developed here. 

From a methodological perspective, Hurtado (2005) traces the philosophi-

cal foundations of Becker’s economic approach to a Benthamite utilitarian 

framework, emphasising the primacy of rational choice as a general explana-

tory principle for social behaviour. A more explicitly theoretical critique is 

developed by Aranzadi del Cerro (2006), who questions the anthropological 

assumptions underlying Becker’s generalisation of the maximising agent and 

highlights the tension between methodological individualism and broader 

conceptions of human agency. Complementing these perspectives, historical 

reconstructions have focused on the formative context of Becker’s early work. 

Teixeira (2014) shows how human capital theory emerged through specific 

collaborations and intellectual exchanges, underscoring both its continuity 

with earlier economic debates and the distinctiveness of Becker’s analytical 

move. Finally, Weiss (2015) clarifies the theoretical originality of Becker’s 

contribution by distinguishing it from contemporaneous empirical ap-

proaches, arguing that its novelty lay not primarily in improved measurement, 

but in the construction of an integrated framework linking education, earnings, 

and individual life-cycle decisions. 

4.1. Mill’s legacy in Gary Becker’s thought 

Building on the distinction between continuity with earlier traditions and in-

novation with respect to them, it is instructive to consider how Becker himself 

situates his own research. 

In chapter 3 of Human Capital, Becker explicitly acknowledges that “im-

portant and pioneering work had been done on the economic return to various 

occupations and education classes”. In a detailed footnote, he provides an ex-
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tensive list of predecessors. He begins by referring to classical and neoclassi-

cal economists—notably Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, and Alfred 

Marshall—thereby placing his work within a long-standing tradition of 

reflection on education, skills, and earnings. He then cites a series of more 

recent contributions published between 1945 and 1961, including Milton 

Friedman and Simon Kuznets (1945), Harold Clark (1937), James R. Walsh 

(1935), George Stigler and David Blank (1957), and Theodore W. Schultz 

(1961). 

Among these authors, Becker attributes particular importance to Schultz. 

This assessment is made explicit in the Preface to Human Capital, where 

Becker (1993, xxii) recognises Schultz as “the major figure in the economics 

of education”. Still, at the same time, he clearly presents his own contribution 

as going beyond a simple extension or reformulation of earlier studies. As he 

explains: 

It soon became clear to me, however, that more than a restatement was called 

for; there had been few, if any, attempts to treat the process of investing in 

people from a general viewpoint or to work out a broad set of empirical im-

plications. I began then to prepare a general analysis of investment in human 

capital. (Becker 1993, 29) 

While Becker thus strongly emphasises the originality of his analytical 

project, his explicit reference to continuity with earlier authors remains signi-

ficant. In this respect, the link he establishes with Mill appears particularly 

noteworthy. 

The fact that this continuity is not merely rhetorical is confirmed by the 

recurrence of Mill’s ideas in other parts of Becker’s analysis. Mill is explicitly 

invoked when Becker discusses the unequal international distribution of re-

turns to education and other forms of human capital. Becker argues that the 

rates of return on education and human capital tend to be higher in developed 

than in underdeveloped countries, both in absolute terms and relative to re-

turns on physical capital. This asymmetry helps to account for persistent pat-

terns of skilled migration from poorer to richer economies—the so-called 

“brain drain”—as well as for the concentration of research and development 

activities in advanced countries. As human capital accumulates with economic 

development, investments in education-intensive innovation expand, reinforc-

ing cumulative processes of technological leadership. 

It is in this context that Becker explicitly calls upon Mill. Reflecting on 

the dynamics of post-crisis recovery, Becker (1993, 346) notes that “it has 

been known for a long time that recovery from wars and other disasters is 

usually remarkably rapid”. He then recalls Mill’s qualification, according to 

which recovery occurs swiftly only when the population is left “with the same 
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skill and knowledge which they had before” (Mill 1848, 75). Building on this 

insight, Becker argues that while modest losses of knowledge and skills may 

be reversible, sufficiently large reductions in human capital can trigger cumu-

lative decline, as both physical and human capital deteriorate simultaneously. 

Through this example, Becker illustrates the strategic importance of human 

capital when compared with physical capital, and clarifies why long-term eco-

nomic resilience depends less on the mere restoration of material assets than 

on the preservation of knowledge and skills. 

4.2. A dynamic model of fertility and human capital accumulation 

To pursue this argument further, it is important to note that these ideas are 

subsequently formalised within a fully articulated theoretical model. The dis-

cussion presented above corresponds to the Discussion section of a paper co-

authored by Gary S. Becker, Kevin M. Murphy, and Robert Tamura, entitled 

“Human Capital, Fertility, and Economic Growth”. Originally published in 

the Journal of Political Economy in 1990, the paper was later included as 

Chapter XII of the third edition of Human Capital (1993). 

The article develops a model of economic growth in which fertility be-

haviour and investment in education are treated as endogenous variables. The 

authors assume that the rate of return on human capital is not constant, but 

increases as the overall stock of human capital expands. When levels of edu-

cation and knowledge are high, returns on investment in human capital tend 

to exceed the returns associated with child quantity. Conversely, when human 

capital is scarce, investing in education yields relatively low returns, while 

fertility becomes economically more attractive. 

On this basis, the model predicts systematic differences in demographic 

and educational choices across societies. Economies characterised by limited 

stocks of human capital tend to favour large families and low investment per 

child, whereas societies endowed with abundant human capital tend to adopt 

lower fertility rates combined with higher educational investment. These con-

trasting choices generate divergent long-term trajectories, leading to the emer-

gence of two distinct and stable steady states: one associated with high fertility 

and low human capital accumulation, and another characterised by smaller 

families and the possibility of sustained growth in both human and physical 

capital. 

Beyond these core mechanisms, the paper extends the analysis to the in-

ternational distribution of human capital. Differences in rates of return on edu-

cation contribute to persistent patterns of skilled migration from poorer to 

richer economies—the so-called “brain drain”—as well as to the geographical 

concentration of research and development activities in advanced countries. 
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As human capital accumulates with economic development, education-

intensive innovation expands, reinforcing cumulative processes of technologi-

cal leadership. 

In this work, the authors proceed to develop a formal dynamic model in 

which the accumulation of knowledge and education is explicitly incorporated 

into a growth framework. Human capital is treated as a state variable whose 

evolution depends on both investment decisions and demographic behaviour. 

A central assumption of the model concerns intergenerational preferences, 

drawn from Becker’s earlier work with Robert Barro (1985) on dynastic fami-

lies. Parental utility is defined as: 

ὠt  όὧt  ὥὲt ὲt ὠt+1 

where ὧÔ denotes parental consumption, ὲÔ the number of children, and 

ὠÔ ρ the utility of each child. The altruism parameter ὥὲ is assumed to de-

cline with fertility, reflecting diminishing marginal concern for each child as 

family size increases. 

This structure generates a direct link between fertility, discounting of the 

future, and investment in education. When human capital is low, fertility tends 

to be high, the discount rate on future consumption is correspondingly ele-

vated, and the return to educational investment remains limited. Formally, at 

very low levels of human capital, the discount rate exceeds the rate of return 

on investment in human capital: 

ὥὲÔ  ὙÈ   ύὬὩὲ Ὄ  π 

Under these conditions, the economy has no incentive to invest in educa-

tion, and a low-human-capital steady state emerges. As human capital in-

creases, however, the rate of return on educational investment rises, while fer-

tility declines and intergenerational discounting weakens. Eventually, a se-

cond equilibrium becomes possible, characterised by the condition: 

ὥὲɕȤρ  ὙÈὌɕ 

where Ὄɕ denotes the steady-state level of human capital and ὲɕ the corres-

ponding fertility rate. 

The model thus admits multiple development paths. Societies with suffi-

ciently low initial stocks of human capital may converge toward stagnation, 

while those above a critical threshold enter a cumulative process of educa-

tional expansion and sustained growth. In this framework, knowledge and 

education are no longer auxiliary determinants of economic performance, but 

endogenous variables governing the long-term dynamics of development. 
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4.3. Specialisation as a consequence of knowledge growth 

Since Mill explicitly raised the issue of specialisation—while also drawing 

attention to its potential negative implications—it is instructive to examine 

how Becker approaches the same problem. 

He does so in a paper written in collaboration with Kevin M. Murphy, 

entitled “The Division of Labor, Coordination Costs, and Knowledge”. Origi-

nally published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics in 1992 and included 

one year later as Chapter XI of the third edition of Human Capital, the article 

develops a theoretical account of the relationship between knowledge accu-

mulation, coordination costs, and the deepening of economic specialisation. 

Building on the classical insight that productivity increases when workers 

concentrate on a narrower range of tasks, Becker and Murphy argue that the 

extent of specialisation cannot be explained solely by market size or by the 

traditional limits emphasised in earlier economic theory. Instead, they propose 

that the degree of specialisation is shaped by a broader set of structural factors, 

most notably the costs associated with coordinating specialised workers en-

gaged in complementary tasks and the overall stock of general knowledge 

available within the economy. In this view, the division of labour emerges not 

merely as a function of exchange opportunities, but as the outcome of an in-

teraction between knowledge accumulation and organisational constraints. 

At the outset of his analysis, Becker draws attention to a long-term trend 

toward increasing specialisation in modern societies. What is at stake is no 

longer the differentiation between broad disciplines, but a progressive frag-

mentation within disciplines themselves. The contemporary division of labour 

increasingly operates at the level of subdisciplines, producing forms of exper-

tise that are ever more narrow and technically refined. As a result, modern 

education appears increasingly distant from the polymathic ideal defended by 

authors such as Mill. 

To illustrate the magnitude of this transformation, Becker refers to de-

velopments in several professional domains. In medicine, for example, spe-

cialisation was relatively limited in the nineteenth century, when the vast ma-

jority of physicians operated as general practitioners. By contrast, in the late 

twentieth century specialised practice had become the dominant model, as 

“probably no more than 15 percent of physicians in the nineteenth century 

were specialists—neither general practitioners nor pediatricians—while in 

recent years over 75 percent of United States physicians specialize” (Becker 

1993, 307). 

A similar pattern can be observed in the evolution of economics as an aca-

demic discipline. In its early institutional phase, economic research was or-

ganised around general-purpose journals. As Becker notes, “the first three eco-

nomic journals started in the United States were general purpose journals—
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the Quarterly Journal of Economics in 1886, the Journal of Political Economy 

in 1892, and the American Economic Review in 1911—whereas most of the 

many journals established in recent years are highly specialized: the Journal 

of Applied Econometrics, the Journal of Legal Studies, and the Journal of 

Economic Demography are a few examples” (Becker 1993, 307). The proli-

feration of specialised outlets reflects the increasing subdivision of knowledge 

within the discipline itself. 

Engineering provides a further illustration of the same historical process. 

Engineers in the early nineteenth century were not highly specialised, but the 

expansion of industries based on new technologies and the growing scientific 

foundations of production progressively generated a multiplicity of specia-

lised fields. Over time, distinct professional societies emerged, from civil en-

gineering in 1818 to mechanical engineering in 1847, electrical engineering in 

1871, automobile engineering in 1906, followed by chemical and other spe-

cialised branches throughout the twentieth century. 

Taken together, these examples support Becker’s central diagnosis: “the 

engineering, medical, and economics examples illustrate that much of the 

growth in specialization over time has been due to an extraordinary growth in 

knowledge” (Becker 1993, 307). In Becker’s framework, therefore, the pro-

gressive fragmentation of expertise is not a pathological deviation, but the pre-

dictable consequence of cumulative scientific and technological development. 

Becker formalises the relationship between education, technological 

knowledge, and specialisation through a simple analytical model. The central 

assumption of the model is that general knowledge and task-specific skills are 

typically complementary rather than substitutable. As the stock of human ca-

pital increases, investments in specialised competencies tend to become more 

productive, thereby reinforcing the division of labour. 

This relationship is expressed by the condition: 

‬

‬Ὄ

‬ὄ
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 ὄ  π 

This equation indicates that an increase in general human capital (H) 

raises the marginal productivity of task-specific knowledge (n). In other 

words, higher levels of general education make specialised training more valu-

able, not less. From Becker’s perspective, education therefore does not coun-

teract specialisation, but actively promotes it. 

Starting from this condition, Becker derives the implications for the or-

ganisation of work by differentiating the first-order condition that maximises 

income per worker with respect to human capital. This yields:  
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where the second-order condition satisfies: 

ὄ  ὅ  π 

This equation shows that, as human capital and technological knowledge 

expand, the optimal degree of specialisation increases. Rather than encourag-

ing more generalist forms of labour, economic development tends to reinforce 

increasingly fine-grained divisions of productive activity. 

Becker explicitly contrasts this result with the classical formulation found 

in Adam Smith. While Smith had argued that the division of labour itself gene-

rates greater knowledge and productivity, Becker reverses the causal chain, 

emphasising how the expansion of general knowledge contributes to a deeper 

division of labour and to the growth of task-specific expertise. As he writes, 

“teams get larger and workers become more specialized and expert over 

a smaller range of skills as human capital and technological knowledge grow” 

(Becker 1993, 307). 

This reversal of the causal chain has direct implications for the role as-

signed to education within Becker’s framework. General education, in this 

perspective, does not primarily serve to broaden the range of activities indi-

viduals perform. Instead, it enhances their capacity to operate effectively 

within highly complex productive systems. By providing cognitive founda-

tions—such as analytical reasoning, abstract thinking, and basic scientific 

understanding—general knowledge raises the productivity of narrowly de-

fined, task-specific skills. 

From this standpoint, retraining and continuous skill acquisition are not 

temporary responses to technological disruption. They constitute a permanent 

structural feature of advanced economies. As technological change accele-

rates, the economic lifespan of skills shortens, requiring workers to update 

their competencies repeatedly over the course of their careers. Education thus 

becomes an ongoing process aimed at sustaining productivity under condi-

tions of continual technological transformation, rather than a means of culti-

vating broadly rounded individuals. 

These theoretical perspectives were not confined to academic debate, but 

were progressively incorporated into the policy frameworks of many countries 

and international organisations. Most notably, the OECD played a central role 

in translating the logic of human capital theory into concrete educational 

strategies. From the 1990s onward, it promoted the concept of lifelong learn-

ing as a systematic response to technological change, demographic ageing, 
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and increasing labour market volatility, most explicitly in the influential report 

Lifelong Learning for All (OECD 1996). 

Within this policy paradigm, education was increasingly framed as an in-

vestment in human capital and as a key instrument for sustaining productivity, 

employability, and international competitiveness in a globalised economy. 

Learning was no longer conceived as a phase confined to early life, but as 

a continuous process extending across the entire life course, closely aligned 

with the evolving demands of technological innovation. 

While these policy-oriented approaches often employed a more instru-

mental vocabulary than critical social theory, they nonetheless reflected 

a shared diagnosis. In an era characterised by rapid technological transfor-

mation, the capacity for continuous learning came to be regarded as a decisive 

economic and social resource rather than as a purely individual attribute. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This article has traced the long conceptual trajectory through which education 

gradually came to be treated as a variable within economic thought. Far from 

emerging abruptly in the twentieth century, this transformation developed 

through a sequence of intellectual reconfigurations spanning more than two 

centuries in the history of economic theory, and considerably longer if its 

deeper epistemological roots are taken into account. 

The process begins with Francis Bacon, who conferred epistemic legiti-

macy upon useful knowledge, experimental science, and the mechanical arts. 

By redefining knowledge as a practical instrument for the improvement of hu-

man life, Bacon exerted a lasting influence on European intellectual culture, 

particularly on Enlightenment thought and later positivist traditions. Jeremy 

Bentham further advanced this orientation by embedding knowledge within 

a utilitarian framework, extending economic reasoning to domains such as in-

novation and the patent system, where applicable knowledge acquired direct 

economic relevance. 

A decisive step was taken by Jean-Baptiste Say, who recognised 

knowledge as a fundamental immaterial product of industrial society—an in-

visible form of capital essential to economic development. John Stuart Mill 

deepened this insight by situating education within a broader reflection on so-

cial progress, individuality, and long-term development. While advocating 

universal access to education financed by the state, Mill simultaneously in-

sisted on educational quality and expressed concern about the potentially cor-

rosive effects of excessive specialisation, particularly in higher education. 

With Gary S. Becker, this historical trajectory reaches its most systematic 

formulation. Education is reconceptualised as a form of capital embodied 
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in individuals and subject to investment, depreciation, and return. Knowledge 

and skills are no longer treated as background conditions of economic life, but 

as variables integrated into formal economic theory. In this framework, edu-

cation becomes a central mechanism through which modern economies res-

pond to technological change, shifting skill requirements, and the continuous 

reorganisation of labour. 

Becker developed these reflections at a historical moment in which the 

acceleration of technological change had become a structural feature of ad-

vanced economies. Automation no longer appeared as a distant possibility, but 

as an ongoing process reshaping labour markets and shortening the economic 

life-cycle of competencies. The central educational problem was therefore no 

longer how to preserve a humanistic ideal of formation, but how individuals 

and societies could continuously adapt to evolving technological demands. 

From this standpoint, education is interpreted primarily through the lens 

of economic rationality. Individuals invest in schooling and training in order 

to enhance their productive capacities and future earnings, while societies in-

vest in education to sustain productivity, competitiveness, and growth. Re-

training, upskilling, and the expansion of scientific and technical knowledge 

thus emerge not as moral or cultural imperatives, but as rational responses 

to persistent technological transformation. 

By reconstructing this trajectory, the article has sought to clarify how edu-

cation was progressively transformed from a philosophical concern into a for-

mal economic variable. Understanding this transformation is essential for 

grasping both the intellectual origins of contemporary educational economics 

and the assumptions that continue to shape current debates on learning, work, 

and technological change. 
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ABSTRACT 

This paper follows the dispute over the role of intuition and reason in ethics through-

out the history of the discipline. It moves from Socratic intellectualism and Aristotle’s 

account of character formation, through medieval debates on will and conscience and 

the early modern conflict between rationalists and sentimentalists, to nineteenth-cen-

tury challenges from utilitarianism, evolutionary theory, and the genealogical cri-

tiques of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. It closes with twentieth-century developments 

in empirical moral psychology. This review refers to the dual-process framework, 

which distinguishes between Type 1 and Type 2 processing. Moral attitudes are rela-

tively stable evaluations. They tend to produce quick, affective responses without de-

liberation. Moral norms, by contrast, are clear and expressible statements about what 

is required, forbidden, or permitted. Attitudes fit fast, automatic Type 1 judgments, 

while norms guide slower, more reflective Type 2 thinking. However, internalized 

norms can become increasingly automatic over time, and sustained reflection can re-

shape attitudes. The paper concludes that intuition and reason are not competing 

sources of moral truth, but complementary ways of processing the same moral con-

tent. 

KEYWORDS: Moral intuition, Moral reasoning, Dual-process theory, History of ethics, 

Moral psychology, Moral norms, Moral attitudes, Moral evaluations, Moral judg-

ments 
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To examine the dispute between intuition and reason through the history of 

ethics, it is helpful to fix a working vocabulary at the outset. Moral beliefs are 

beliefs about what is good or bad and what is right or wrong. They play a fun-

damental role in forming moral evaluations and judgments, defined below. 

Moral beliefs specifically include the acceptance of certain moral norms. 

A moral norm is a rule or principle of conduct that specifies which actions are 

morally right or wrong; it is intended to serve as a guide for human behavior. 

Moral evaluation is a mental state of an individual characterized by bipolarity 

(‘good’/‘bad’) and varying degrees of intensity. It is a pre-linguistic, direct, 

and intuitive state, directly accessible only to the person experiencing it. Moral 

judgments, by contrast, specify moral status or obligation, whether something 

is morally permissible, required, or prohibited, and why. Unlike evaluations, 

they are linguistically expressible and communicable. They take the form of 

propositions that can be shared, debated, and evaluated by others. While an 

evaluation is a private experience, a judgment is articulated in language. Moral 

judgments mainly come from a person’s moral beliefs, especially the norms 

they accept. Morality is the set of moral beliefs, moral values, and moral 

norms through which an individual or group distinguishes good from evil and 

right from wrong, evaluates conduct, and guides action. Although moral eval-

uations and moral judgments often intertwine in everyday usage, sharply dis-

tinguishing between them helps clarify how moral thinking operates. An eval-

uation may arise spontaneously, almost reflexively, as an immediate, often 

emotional reaction to a situation. A judgment, by contrast, typically requires 

some reflection, weighing facts against accepted principles and drawing a con-

clusion. A person may first feel that something is wrong (evaluation) and only 

then consider why they think so and whether their reaction is justified (judg-

ment). Moral decisions are choices of action made in light of moral beliefs 

and judgments about what one ought to do. A person makes a moral decision 

when they select an option because they take it to be morally right or required. 

Moral decisions do not necessarily translate into corresponding actions. 

Within any moral outlook, some goods or ideals are treated as especially im-

portant and worthy of protection. These are moral values, such as justice. 

Moral values shape what people regard as worth pursuing and what they see 

as serious wrongdoing when violated. A moral attitude is a relatively stable 

tendency to evaluate an object in either a positive or negative way. A moral 

attitude can be directed at a person, a group, a type of behavior, or a particular 

action. Attitudes typically carry emotional weight and can guide behavior 

even when an agent cannot yet state the norm that would justify it. Over time, 

attitudes can be shaped by explicit norms, social feedback, and reflective self-

correction. For example, a stable disapproval of cruelty may involve recurring 

indignation, a tendency to condemn or intervene, and a readiness to endorse a 

corresponding prohibition when asked. 
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Ethics is theoretical reflection on morality. It examines moral beliefs, 

moral values, and moral norms, and asks about their nature, origins, justifica-

tion, and rational foundations, including how concepts such as good and evil 

should be understood. When this reflection concerns what people ought to do, 

it is normative ethics, which aims to formulate and justify obligations and cri-

teria of right action. When it concerns what people actually believe, feel, and 

do, it is descriptive ethics, which aims to describe moral practices and the psy-

chological, social, and cultural factors that shape morality. Traditionally, phil-

osophical ethics focused mainly on the normative task of establishing stand-

ards of rightness and obligation. In the twentieth century, the distinction be-

tween the normative question of how one ought to act and the descriptive 

question of how people actually arrive at moral evaluations and decisions be-

came more explicit, as philosophical methods and empirical approaches to the 

study of moral life were more clearly separated. A perennial question in ethics 

pertains to the origin of moral judgments and the methods of their justification. 

Some approaches emphasize rapid, immediate evaluative responses, whereas 

others stress reflective recognition of principles and the explicit justification 

of moral claims. For comparison, this contrast can be described, cautiously, 

using modern cognitive psychology and its dual-process models. 

TWO MODES OF PROCESSING 

The differentiation between immediate moral evaluation and reflective moral 

judgment has also been taken up in contemporary cognitive psychology. Dan-

iel Kahneman (2011) labels these modes System 1 and System 2, and the 

methodological literature also refers to Type 1 and Type 2 processes (Evans 

& Stanovich 2013). The distinction does not posit two separate brain modules. 

Rather, it classifies cognitive processes by functional properties such as pro-

cessing speed, degree of automaticity, resource demands, and level of control 

(Evans & Stanovich 2013). Type 1 processes are fast, often automatic, and 

only weakly accessible to conscious introspection. They rely largely on asso-

ciative processing, heuristics, and pattern recognition. Type 2 processes are 

slower and more controlled. They engage attention and working memory, en-

able hypothetical reasoning, and often involve inhibiting dominant responses 

(Kahneman 2011; Evans & Stanovich 2013). Some neuroimaging studies sug-

gest partly different patterns of recruitment in more intuitive versus more de-

liberative tasks, although in practice these modes typically interact rather than 

operate in isolation. The fact that similar distinctions reappear in contempo-

rary cognitive psychology indicates that philosophical analysis was able to 

anticipate key features of moral cognition that are now being explored and 

empirically grounded through modern scientific methods. The historical ten-
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sion between intuition and reason in ethics runs parallel to the distinction as-

sociated with dual-process models. Intuition typically concerns rapid evalua-

tions and immediate responses, while reason is invoked to formulate, justify, 

and sometimes revise moral judgments and to articulate general norms. In 

what follows, intuition may refer to immediate emotional reactions, to a 

learned virtuous responsiveness, or to an apparently direct recognition of the 

good or of duty. 

This paper proposes that attitudes and norms mark the two endpoints of a 

spectrum of moral content. Attitudes encode value-laden tendencies to ap-

prove or disapprove, and they are well suited to fast, automatic evaluation 

(Type 1). Norms encode requirements and permissions in propositional form, 

and they are easier to compare, generalize, and revise in reflective reasoning 

(Type 2). Between these two endpoints lie moral evaluations, moral values, 

moral beliefs, and moral judgments, each representing a progressively more 

reflective and articulable form of moral content. 

ANTIQUITY 

The ancients asked primarily how to live well, not what rules to obey. They 

also asked how a person recognizes what is right in a particular situation, and 

whether they recognize it because they feel something or because they ration-

ally weigh reasons (Annas 1993). 

The sophists active in the fifth century BCE analyzed the sources of mo-

rality by contrasting what is natural with what is established by law and cus-

tom. They observed that norms vary across the Greek city-states and that they 

change over time. For them, this variability supported the view that the content 

of many moral evaluations is largely shaped by social practices and education, 

rather than derived from a single, fixed order of nature. On this view, moral 

norms are not innate. The role of reason is therefore not primarily to discover 

timeless moral laws but to make explicit the conventions a community lives 

by, subject them to criticism, and defend or revise them through argument. 

The sophists were among the first to frame morality in these terms, as conven-

tional and revisable, and their interest in rhetoric reflects the practical need to 

justify and contest moral claims in public life (Kerferd 1981). 

The position of Socrates and Plato can be read as a response to the sophis-

tic perspective. Both defended the thesis that the criterion of good does not 

depend solely on local custom or on the effectiveness of persuasion. It has an 

objective character and should be answerable to rational justification. Socrates 

asked whether there exists a stable point of reference for moral evaluations 

that does not change depending on who persuades whom in a dispute. He de-

veloped ethical intellectualism, whose central thesis is that virtue, understood 
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as the capacity to act in a morally right way, is knowledge of what is good. 

Whoever can correctly distinguish good from evil acts well. On this view, 

reason does not merely organize moral intuitions. It determines what counts 

as right action. In the history of ethics, ethical intellectualism offers a particu-

larly direct link between judgments and actions, while placing little emphasis 

on the autonomy of decision-making (Devereux 2019). 

Plato proposed that a real, objective criterion of the good exists beyond 

the world of changing human opinions. Plato believed it is not enough to say 

that people do evil because they mistakenly identify the good. Even someone 

who recognizes what is right may act otherwise, because desires and emotions 

can push them in a different direction. To explain this conflict, Plato divided 

the soul into three parts. By soul he meant the set of capacities in a person by 

which one thinks, strives, and chooses. The rational part evaluates reasons and 

should rule. The spirited part is responsible for ambition, indignation, and 

courage. The appetitive part pulls toward pleasure and the satisfaction of 

drives. A person makes sound moral decisions when reason directs the whole, 

spirit supports its conclusions, and appetite provides motivational energy 

while remaining under control. In the Phaedrus, Plato portrayed the soul as a 

chariot. Reason is the charioteer who directs two horses. One horse represents 

noble impulses connected with honor and shame, while the other is impulsive 

and pulls toward pleasure, representing bodily desire. Plato thus assumes a 

genuine internal conflict among the rational, spirited, and appetitive elements. 

A person may know what is right and yet yield to desire or lose the capacity 

to judge. Moral judgment, however, does not require eliminating emotions and 

desires, but ordering them under the guidance of reason. Emotions and desires 

supply the energy for action. Plato perceives a tension between the cognitive 

layer and the appetitive-emotional layer. Reason may produce a sound judg-

ment, yet decisions and actions depend on the order of the soul as a whole. A 

moral judgment can be correct, and yet an action may take a direction incon-

sistent with it, depending on the influence of the appetitive and spirited parts 

(Annas 1984; Irwin 1995; Kraut 1992; Plato ~370 BCE/1997). 

Aristotle agreed with Plato that a person acts well when reason governs 

the whole and determines what to do and when to do it. He focused, however, 

on a different problem, not only how we recognize the good, but how we be-

come good in our actions. For Aristotle, moral excellence requires the for-

mation of character through habituation, guided by practical reasoning. In this 

context Aristotle gives a central role to deliberate choice, which he calls pro-

hairesis. Choice is not a mere impulse or wish. It is a commitment to act that 

arises from deliberation about what is within our power and how to achieve a 

worthwhile end. Because it is shaped by practical reasoning and yet directly 

issues in action, prohairesis functions as the proximate link between moral 

judgment and conduct. This is why Aristotle treats choice, rather than moral 
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belief by itself, as a key basis of moral responsibility. We are praised or 

blamed not only for what we think, but for what we decide to do. Aristotle 

described morality as the formation of virtues. He distinguished virtues of 

character, which concern how a person feels and reacts, and intellectual vir-

tues, which concern how they deliberate and recognize reasons. Virtues of 

character are best understood as stable dispositions, not as actions or deci-

sions. They shape a person’s typical emotional responses and desires, and 

therefore make certain kinds of actions come naturally. Intellectual virtues, 

especially practical wisdom, enable a person to judge what is appropriate in a 

particular situation. Virtues of character are acquired through habituation. A 

person learns to act well by repeatedly performing good actions until the rele-

vant dispositions become settled and reliable. A generous person therefore 

does not need to deliberate on every occasion about whether to share. They 

usually act generously in a spontaneous way. This point connects naturally to 

dual-process terminology. What initially requires explicit instruction or deli-

beration can, through practice and habituation, become a default response that 

operates with little conscious effort. In that sense, reflective endorsement of 

norms can train Type 1 dispositions. The agent does not need to think through 

the rule each time, because judging has become a steady habit. Practical wis-

dom remains important because it monitors these dispositions, adjusts them as 

circumstances change, and steps in when habitual responses fall short or when 

competing considerations conflict. This scheme explains why someone may 

know what is right and yet act otherwise. A person can form the right judg-

ment, and even decide on the right course, but at the moment of action yield 

to pleasure, fatigue, fear, or some other impulse and act against their better 

judgment. Aristotle calls this akrasia. It suggests that correct moral judgment 

is not enough if a person lacks stable character traits that support right action. 

For this reason, Aristotle distinguishes the fully virtuous person from the 

merely continent one. It is worth noting that Socrates denies akrasia. The con-

tinent person experiences strong temptation but nevertheless decides on the 

good and acts accordingly. The virtuous person also decides and acts well, but 

without inner conflict, because their desires have been educated and brought 

into harmony with reason. Aristotle distinguished two main intellectual vir-

tues. Sophia, or theoretical wisdom, concerns eternal and unchanging truths, 

such as the laws of mathematics. Phronesis, or practical wisdom, concerns 

things variable and dependent on circumstances. Sophia asks about the nature 

of being. Phronesis asks what here and now ought to be done. A person who 

possesses only sophia may be a brilliant theoretician but will prove helpless 

in everyday life. For ethics, phronesis is more important because it allows one 

to apply general moral principles to concrete and often complicated situations. 

Full virtue requires a combination of virtues of character and practical wis-

dom. Habits make it possible to act consistently without reconsidering every 
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moral decision from scratch, while practical wisdom provides sound moral 

judgment appropriate to the situation. A person first forms good habits through 

practice and by imitating others, and over time comes to understand more 

clearly the reasons that justify those habits. A fully virtuous person typically 

acts spontaneously in a good way, and at the same time can explain why they 

act as they do (Aristotle ~340 BCE/1999). 

Aristotle’s ethics combines elements of the positions of Socrates and 

Plato. With Socrates it shares the conviction that reason is of key importance 

for morality, yet Aristotle rejects the idea that mere knowledge of the good 

suffices for good action. With Plato it shares the view that to live morally one 

must order desires and emotions, but instead of describing this as a simple rule 

of reason over other parts of the soul, it shows how character is shaped by 

habit. In a fully virtuous person, reason and habit cooperate rather than com-

pete, and they act with a trained spontaneity backed by the ability to rationally 

justify their choices. For Aristotle, living well is not only about knowing rules. 

It depends on having a well-formed character and good practical judgment. 

As character is shaped through habit, a person becomes able to notice what 

matters in a situation quickly and reliably (Annas 1993; Barnes 1995; Irwin 

1988). 

The Cynics take a different route, but they aim for something similar, the 

ability to act independently, without being driven by external pressures or con-

ventional expectations. Diogenes and other Cynics argued that people become 

vulnerable when they are driven by desires and fears tied to external things 

such as reputation, wealth, comfort, and social approval. These attachments 

make a person easier to pressure and easier to control through praise, blame, 

and shame. For that reason, Cynics practiced becoming indifferent to what 

society treats as admirable or humiliating. This is why Diogenes is reported to 

have behaved provocatively, eating in public, living in a large jar, and violat-

ing social norms. The goal was not mainly to shock for its own sake, but to 

weaken automatic emotional reactions, especially shame and the need for 

recognition. In this sense, reason is not only a matter of accepting arguments. 

It becomes a practical discipline meant to retrain desire, fear, and shame until 

self-sufficiency can be expressed consistently in everyday behavior (Branham 

& Goulet-Cazé 1996). 

The Stoic school, founded by Zeno of Citium, adopted the Cynic aim of 

independence from external goods. While Cynic practice emphasized re-

sistance to desires and fears that make a person dependent on social approval, 

Stoic philosophers offered a more systematic account of the passions. For 

them, passions are not a separate irrational force. They arise from moral evalu-

ations that a person accepts as true. Chrysippus of Soli maintained, for exam-

ple, that fear arises from the judgment that some future evil threatens us, and 

that anger arises from the judgment that someone has wronged us and that 
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retaliation is appropriate. Because passions depend on such judgments, they 

can be corrected by revising one’s beliefs about what is truly good and truly 

evil and by learning to withhold assent from misleading impressions. The 

Stoic ideal of apatheia therefore does not mean the absence of all feeling. It 

means freedom from destructive passions. A person may still experience ini-

tial stirrings of fear or anger, but these are not yet decisive for action. What 

matters is whether reason endorses the judgment that underlies them (Dioge-

nes Laertius 3rd century CE/2018; Long & Sedley 2012). 

For Epicurus morality was a tool for achieving happiness rather than an 

end in itself. To be moral was to be a good strategist of one’s own happiness. 

The Epicureans, like the Cynics and Stoics, valued independence from exter-

nal goods, but they did not aim to eliminate desire as such. Instead, they em-

phasized learning to choose pleasures wisely. Pleasure is for them both the 

starting point and the goal of the good life, yet not every pleasure is equally 

worth pursuing. Some pleasures bring only brief satisfaction and are followed 

by anxiety or suffering, while others promote stability and peace of mind. Epi-

curus called the highest state ataraxia, a condition of tranquility achieved by 

choosing simple and reliable pleasures, such as friendship, conversation, and 

a quiet life, and by renouncing those that make a person dependent on uncer-

tain and changeable things. Reason serves here to discriminate, in concrete 

choices, between what attracts in the moment and what sustains peace over 

the long term (Diogenes Laertius 3rd century CE/2018; Epicurus ~300 BCE/

1994). 

Each of the three Hellenistic schools develops a distinct approach to the 

relation between reason and spontaneous response. The Cynics treat reason as 

a practical training aimed at weakening automatic reactions of shame, fear, 

and the desire for recognition. The Stoics hold that emotions possess a cogni-

tive structure, since they depend on judgments about what is good or evil, and 

can therefore be corrected by revising those judgments and withholding as-

sent. The Epicureans use reason to evaluate the long-term consequences of 

choices in order to shape stable dispositions and inner peace. In none of these 

schools does intuition disappear. Rather, it is meant to be transformed into a 

lasting disposition so that spontaneous reactions support rather than under-

mine considered choices. The Cynics practiced distance from external goods 

and social opinion in order to weaken the impulses that spontaneously move 

them to action. The Stoics maintained that emotions are judgments, that is, 

beliefs that something is good or evil, and that they can therefore be corrected 

by revising those beliefs. The Epicureans assessed desires and emotions in 

terms of long-term consequences, asking whether a given choice will increase 

peace and reduce suffering. All three schools agreed that momentary self-con-

trol is not enough. What is needed is the cultivation of stable beliefs and settled 

dispositions to react in certain ways, which shape how we evaluate situations 
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and how we act. In this respect, their thinking converges with Aristotle’s view 

that morality is not reducible to isolated decisions but depends on shaped char-

acter. Through repeated practice, patterns of perception, feeling, and action 

become stable, and practical reason helps one recognize when and to what it 

is worth responding. 

THE MIDDLE AGES 

Christian thinkers returned to questions about mastery over desire and emo-

tion, but they recast them within religious life and the relation to God. A cen-

tral issue became whether human reason is sufficient for knowing and doing 

the good, or whether divine help is required. In this context, the concepts of 

will and sin entered ethical vocabulary. The will was understood as the capaci-

ty to choose and to consent to action, distinct from reason’s recognition of the 

good. This marks a shift from Aristotle’s account of action as the interplay of 

practical reason and desire, shaped through habituation. 

Augustine of Hippo treats the will as the primary locus of agency and 

guilt. The will can be internally divided, and Augustine interprets the experi-

ence of knowing the good yet failing to do it as a moral and spiritual problem 

rather than merely weak habits or overpowering impulses. A person may re-

cognize what is good and still choose otherwise. Sin, on this view, is not only 

an error in evaluation but a wrongful use of the will. One sins when one re-

cognizes what should be done but consents to the contrary. Augustine des-

cribes a conflict between a will oriented toward God and a will turned toward 

worldly goods. Reason may correctly judge what is binding, yet inclinations 

and established habits can delay or undermine action. His line, give me chas-

tity and continence, but not yet (Augustine ~400 AD/2008), illustrates this 

mechanism. Reason endorses change, but attachment to the familiar sustains 

the old way of life. Augustine calls this weakness of will. In this respect Au-

gustine recognizes the same gap between judgment and action that Aristotle 

discusses under akrasia, but he interprets it differently. For Aristotle, the prob-

lem is addressed through practical work on character and the retraining of de-

sire. For Augustine, the discrepancy between knowledge and deed reveals a 

deeper division in the will and a form of responsibility before God. Because 

human beings cannot by themselves secure moral perfection, they require di-

vine grace to do the good (Augustine ~400 AD/2008; Augustine ~390 

AD/1993). While the Hellenistic schools aimed to reshape affect and impulse 

through reason, Augustine emphasizes that correct moral judgment may still 

be insufficient for action. Decision and conduct can be redirected by habit, 

attachment, and emotion, and reason does not therefore function as an inde-

pendent cause. 
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Thomas Aquinas developed an account of natural law, the view that moral 

norms are not arbitrary rules imposed from outside but can be discovered by 

reflecting on what human beings are and what helps them flourish. On Aqui-

nas’s view, God created human nature with a built-in orientation toward cer-

tain basic goods, such as preserving life, living in community, and seeking 

truth. Human reason can recognize these goods and the general moral princi-

ples that follow from them. In this respect he differs in emphasis from Augus-

tine, who highlighted the inner conflict of the will, or the way a person can 

feel divided even when they understand what they ought to do. Aquinas is 

more optimistic about reason’s ability to identify the good and guide action. 

To clarify how moral thinking works, and how it can go wrong, Aquinas dis-

tinguishes two related notions often grouped under the topic of conscience. 

Synderesis is the stable disposition by which we grasp the most basic practical 

principle that good is to be done and pursued and evil avoided. It functions 

like a standing moral awareness or starting point for ethical reasoning, and 

Aquinas treats it as infallible because it concerns very general principles that 

remain true across situations. Conscientia, by contrast, is the act of reasoning 

that applies those general principles to a particular case. It asks what ought to 

be done here and now, given these specific circumstances. Because conscien-

tia depends on assessing concrete details and drawing a conclusion, it can be 

mistaken. This is where moral error typically enters. A person may sincerely 

accept a general moral principle and yet still do wrong because they misun-

derstand the situation, misidentify what counts as harm, or treat an impermis-

sible means as justified by a good end. Someone might even think that harm-

ing another person is acceptable because it serves the common good. In Aqui-

nas’s terms, the underlying principle is not rejected, since synderesis remains 

intact. The failure lies in application, when conscientia misjudges the relevant 

facts or the moral status of the means. When reason clearly grasps what is 

truly good in the circumstances, the will is naturally drawn to it. Moral failure 

is therefore often tied to error in practical reasoning. Still, Aquinas does not 

treat wrongdoing as purely cognitive. Passions, entrenched habits, and weak-

ness can distort judgment by making an apparent good seem more compelling 

than the true good (Aquinas ~1270/1963). 

John Duns Scotus describes moral decision-making differently from 

Thomas Aquinas. On Aquinas’s account, reason identifies what ought to be 

done, and the will normally follows that judgment. If someone clearly knows 

what is right and no obstacle interferes, they will choose the right action. 

Wrongdoing is therefore often explained by some failure in reasoning, such 

as ignorance, confusion about the circumstances, or a mistaken conclusion 

about what a good action requires. Scotus rejects this picture because it makes 

the will too dependent on the intellect. He argues that the will is an indepen-

dent power of choice and can refuse what reason presents as best. If the will 
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had to follow reason’s conclusion, it would function like an instrument carry-

ing out reason’s decision rather than a genuinely free capacity. Scotus points 

to ordinary experience to support this claim. People sometimes act against 

their better judgment. They recognize that something is wrong and still choose 

it. They may do this out of stubbornness, weakness, resentment, or because 

some immediate desire or advantage feels more compelling than the good they 

acknowledge. On this view, moral failure is not always traced back to an error 

in reasoning. It can also arise from the will’s ability to choose otherwise, even 

in full awareness of what reason recommends (Duns Scotus ~1300/1997). 

William of Ockham takes the voluntarist line further than John Duns Sco-

tus. Like Scotus, he holds that the will is not determined by the intellect’s 

judgment. Reason can lay out the options and even reach a clear verdict about 

what is right, but that verdict does not force the will to choose it. If the will 

were compelled to follow reason, it would function more like an instrument 

that carries out a decision than a genuinely free power of choice. This gives 

Ockham a distinctive answer to why people choose evil. Sometimes they do 

wrong because they are mistaken about the facts or about what a situation 

requires. That is the kind of explanation emphasized more strongly in Aqui-

nas. Ockham argues that a person can do wrong while fully aware that it is 

wrong. At least sometimes, the will can go against what the intellect judges 

best. It is debated whether that means choosing evil itself. A safer view is that 

the person still aims at some good they see in the act, even while knowing it 

is wrong. Scotus and Ockham thus shift the emphasis to the autonomy of the 

will. Even when reason puts forward a correct judgment, the will can decide 

otherwise. This strengthens responsibility for the choice itself, not only for the 

reasoning behind it. If someone knowingly chooses an act they judge to be 

wrong, their guilt cannot be reduced to a cognitive error. Reason organizes 

beliefs and evaluations, but the final outcome depends on the decision of the 

will (Kent 1995). 

THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD (17TH–18TH CENTURY) 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, philosophers returned to funda-

mental questions about morality, asking what makes actions right or wrong 

and where moral knowledge comes from. They sought answers in human ca-

pacities rather than in Revelation or Church authority. Some argued that moral 

judgment rests on reason and its ability to grasp universally valid principles. 

Others located its basis in moral sentiment, emphasizing that people naturally 

approve of actions that benefit others and disapprove of actions that harm 

them. Within the rationalist line, Baruch Spinoza offered the most systematic 

attempt to show how reason can ground ethics. In the Ethics he begins from 
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definitions and axioms and then derives propositions so that each follows from 

what precedes it, much as in Euclidean geometry. Spinoza wanted assent to 

ethical claims to depend on checking the argument, not on whether a claim 

feels uplifting, fits common intuition, or strikes one as attractive. Yet the aim 

of the Ethics is not only knowledge but also a practical transformation, the 

achievement of blessedness and freedom. Spinoza calls this state beatitudo, a 

durable joy that comes from understanding one’s nature and one’s place in the 

order of things. On his view, a person who understands that they are part of 

nature is less driven by passions and gains a kind of inner peace. Spinoza also 

gives a detailed account of emotion. For him, emotions are changes in a per-

son’s power to act, accompanied by a way of interpreting a situation. Joy in-

creases this power, sadness diminishes it, and desire presses toward action. 

When a person does not understand the causes of what they feel, they react 

impulsively and inconsistently, as if pushed around by external forces. As un-

derstanding grows, they act more from insight than from random impulses. 

Emotions do not vanish. They become more ordered and stable. Self-mastery, 

for Spinoza, is therefore not the suppression of feeling but the ability to act in 

line with an adequate understanding of oneself and the sources of one’s desires 

(Della Rocca 2008; Spinoza 1677/1954). 

A similar confidence in reason appears in Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, who 

argues that there are universal and enduring moral truths independent of cus-

tom, historical circumstance, and personal preference, truths that reason can 

grasp through its natural capacities. He identifies good with perfection, under-

stood as order and harmony, and evil with disorder. On this view, moral action 

should be guided by recognition of objective value rather than by shifting feel-

ings. Leibniz also understands love of neighbor as benevolence, that is, willing 

the good of another for the sake of that good itself, and not for personal ad-

vantage or mere sympathy (Leibniz 1951). 

Samuel Clarke defends a similar rationalist position but frames it differ-

ently. He holds that between persons, actions, and obligations there are objec-

tive relations that do not depend on preference or emotion, and that reason can 

grasp these relations much as it grasps mathematical ones. The conviction that 

one ought not to inflict suffering on an innocent person is, for Clarke, ration-

ally self-evident. One recognizes its authority through insight into reasons that 

hold regardless of what one happens to feel or desire (Schneewind 1998). 

Spinoza, Leibniz, and Clarke thus treat reason as the proper guide in moral 

evaluation, since it connects with moral principles rather than with changeable 

feelings. There remains, however, the question of how people actually form 

everyday evaluations. Moral judgments may be arrived at through reasoning 

about principles, but they are often preceded by a rapid reaction of approval 

or disapproval that is justified only afterward. Blaise Pascal argued that reason 

does not suffice to know all truths. Some truths, especially religious and moral 
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ones, are grasped directly, without proof. It is the heart that knows first prin-

ciples, and reason builds its conclusions on that basis (Pascal 1670/1995). 

British empiricists such as David Hume rejected the conviction that the 

mind can know truths independently of the senses. They claimed that every-

thing we know comes from observation of the world and reflection on our own 

mental states. They drew an ethical conclusion from this as well. One must 

examine how people actually form moral evaluations instead of seeking prin-

ciples that reason is supposed to know by itself. Even when a norm is well 

justified, one still has to explain what makes a person act according to it. This 

empiricist orientation gave rise to a distinct tradition within moral philosophy. 

Some thinkers in this tradition, often called sentimentalists, argued that the 

source of moral evaluation lies not in reason but in feeling. For Francis Hut-

cheson, David Hume, and Adam Smith, moral evaluations rest on feelings of 

approval and disapproval, while reason plays a supporting role. It establishes 

facts, orders arguments, and predicts consequences, but it is not the source of 

valuation itself. Hutcheson captured this thought in the concept of the moral 

sense. He suggested that people are born with a spontaneous ability to recog-

nize some actions as good or evil, much as they are born with an ability to tell 

beauty from ugliness. This approach explains why moral evaluations often 

arise quickly and carry the immediate tone of approval or condemnation. The 

dispute between rationalists and sentimentalists concerned the source of moral 

obligation. On the rationalist view, reason obligates, because the reasons it 

recognizes are binding regardless of changeable moods. Sentimentalists 

claimed that moral sensibility obligates, meaning the capacity to react with 

approval and condemnation. It is this capacity that makes certain acts imme-

diately appear as worthy of recognition or blame, before any judgment has 

been formed. David Hume, following Francis Hutcheson, argued that reason, 

when applied to moral matters, is the source of neither moral evaluations nor 

action. In other words, reason by itself neither generates approval and disap-

proval nor moves us to act. Its proper role is different. It establishes facts, 

traces causal connections, and detects contradictions in reasoning. It can there-

fore help us choose effective means, predict consequences, and correct errors 

in our plans, but it cannot determine our ultimate aims. By ultimate aims, 

Hume means the goals we pursue and the things we take to be worth seeking 

or avoiding. Such aims come from the passions, that is, from feelings and de-

sires that give direction to action. For this reason, Hume argued that reason is 

subordinate to the passions. This position differs from earlier accounts of con-

science and will. Augustine, Aquinas, and Ockham asked why the will some-

times fails to follow what reason presents as right. Hume, by contrast, main-

tained that reason by itself presents nothing as right. On his view, moral evalu-

ations arise because we feel, while reason merely helps us understand what 

we feel and how our feelings connect to the facts. Hume argued that moral 
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evaluations arise through sympathy, the mechanism by which the states of 

others are communicated to the observer and evoke an emotional reaction. 

When we imagine another’s suffering or success, we feel displeasure or plea-

sure, which becomes the basis of approval and condemnation. Sympathy 

works quickly and without argument. Reason comes in when facts must be 

established, consequences estimated, or a perspective broader than one’s own 

proximity or interest must be taken into account. Spontaneous reactions easily 

favor those close to us. A neighbor’s harm moves us more than the harm of 

someone on the other side of the world, though both may be equally serious. 

Hume noticed that our spontaneous feelings do not always coincide with what 

we ourselves consider the correct moral judgment. Harm done to someone 

close to us arouses stronger indignation than the same harm done to a stranger, 

though we acknowledge that both are equally bad. He therefore introduced the 

idea of the general point of view. When forming a moral judgment about 

someone’s character, we should take into account the typical effects of their 

traits on the people with whom that person regularly interacts, not how close 

or far from us they are. Reason helps in this correction because it establishes 

facts and compares situations. But the evaluation that harm is bad is still some-

thing we feel, not something we infer (Hume 1739-1740/2005; Schneewind 

1998). 

Adam Smith developed this idea and made it central to his moral theory. 

Whereas Hume spoke of the general point of view, Smith used the related but 

distinct concept of an impartial spectator. For Hume, the general point of view 

is a corrective device that reason applies to our spontaneous feelings. When 

our reactions are distorted by proximity or personal interest, we step back and 

ask what a typical person, unaffected by these biases, would feel. The correc-

tion is still grounded in feeling, but it is a more stable and consistent feeling, 

one that does not fluctuate with circumstances. Smith’s impartial spectator 

works differently. It is not simply a more stable feeling but an imagined per-

spective of someone who is not a party to the dispute, knows the relevant cir-

cumstances, and views the situation from a distance. When I wonder whether 

my anger at someone is justified, I imagine how an uninvolved observer who 

knows the whole situation would judge it. If such an observer would consider 

my anger proportionate to what happened, the evaluation is justified. If the 

observer would consider it excessive, I should correct it. For Smith, this imagi-

native exercise is not just a way of stabilizing feeling. It is the mechanism 

through which we internalize moral standards and develop a conscience. 

Smith thus agreed with Hume that we evaluate through feeling rather than 

reason, but he showed more precisely how we can shape and correct our own 

feelings before forming a moral judgment based on them. Hume and his con-

temporaries developed an empirical, intuition-centered approach to ethics. By 

moral intuition they meant a rapid moral evaluation coupled with an immedi-
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ate feeling of approval or disapproval that occurs before extended reasoning. 

These feelings are not random moods. They are relatively stable evaluative 

dispositions shaped by social life and rooted in human nature. On this view, 

reason has a primarily organizing role. It establishes relevant facts, helps an-

ticipate consequences, and can revise an initial reaction by prompting a more 

general standpoint (Hume 1739-1740/2005; Smith 1759/1982). 

This shift in emphasis did not end Enlightenment disputes, but it made 

them sharper. Sentimentalism helps explain why moral evaluations come 

quickly and why they move people to act, but it is less clear about why moral 

norms bind. If feeling is the foundation of morality, it is difficult to justify 

why a norm should bind even when someone does not feel it, or why it should 

bind when different people react differently to similar situations. Enlighten-

ment rationalists defended the thesis that reason not only orders moral judg-

ments but also provides the criterion of their rightness. They held that a person 

can recognize moral reasons in a manner analogous to recognizing logical or 

mathematical relations, independent of the variability of feelings. Emotions 

may support action, but they should not decide what is morally binding, since 

that criterion must have a universal character (Schneewind 1998). 

Immanuel Kant developed this position. He rejected the idea that feelings 

or the pursuit of happiness can ground morality, because they vary between 

people and change over time. He argued that if a norm is to be universally 

binding, its criterion must come from reason. Kant held that moral norms 

come from the categorical imperative. One should act only on a maxim that 

one can will as a universal law. He claimed that reason itself can formulate a 

principle that binds everyone, regardless of what anyone feels. If one is in a 

given situation and plans to act in a certain way, one should first ask whether 

every person in the same situation should act in the same way. If the answer 

is no, one should not do it either. The classic example concerns a lying pro-

mise. If everyone made promises without intending to keep them, the very 

practice of promising would lose its point and could not function. Such a prin-

ciple therefore cannot be a universal law, and lying turns out to be morally 

impermissible. For Kant, morality involves a struggle between reason and na-

tural inclinations. Virtue means the strength of will to obey the moral law des-

pite temptation. Kant did not say that people should have no feelings or that 

they should not help out of kindness. Instead, he treated feelings as unable to 

ground morality, because they are changeable and differ among people. If I 

help only because I feel sympathy, I may stop helping when sympathy fades. 

And someone else who does not feel that sympathy would have no reason to 

help at all. Feelings therefore do not provide a stable foundation that would 

bind everyone regardless of what they happen to feel. Kant distinguished two 

cases that may look identical from the outside. A merchant may be honest 

because he likes his customers, or because he fears that his dishonesty will 
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come to light. He may also be honest because he recognizes that this is how 

one ought to act, even if he could act dishonestly without consequence. In all 

these cases the merchant does the same thing, but in the first two the motive 

is inclination, while in the third it is acknowledgment of principle. Only the 

latter has full moral worth. This does not mean that morality has no place for 

feeling. Kant himself introduced the concept of respect for the moral law. Res-

pect is a feeling, but of a special kind. It does not arise from drives or from 

sympathy for others but is experienced when reason recognizes duty. A person 

can feel something like reverence for a command they themselves see as bind-

ing. In this way, Kant aimed to show that reason cannot only identify what is 

right but also move us to do it. Kant shifts the level of the debate by demanding 

a criterion of universal validity. His framework is primarily a theory of correct 

moral judgments and norms, determining which principles can qualify as law 

for everyone. At the same time, Kant clearly extends this normative structure 

to decision-making, as the test concerns the very principle upon which one 

decides. For Kant, reason does not merely evaluate. It is meant to guide the 

decision itself, while feelings can at most support duty, not ground it. Critics 

charged Kant with being too severe toward natural kindness. Friedrich Schiller 

put this charge ironically. He suggested that since help given out of sympathy 

lacks full moral worth, one must first overcome one's affection for a friend 

and then help out of duty alone. A paradox then seems to arise. Someone 

warm-hearted who helps with joy would have less moral merit than someone 

who helps reluctantly but from a sense of duty. Sentimentalists and Kant 

agreed that people often judge quickly and spontaneously, but they explained 

this quickness in different ways. For Hume and Smith, spontaneous feeling is 

the source of morality and reason corrects it. For Kant, spontaneous feeling is 

unreliable and cannot be the basis of duty. The criterion of rightness is sup-

plied by reason through the universalization test. An action is moral if its prin-

ciple can be consistently thought of as a law for all (Kant 1785/1998). 

Some Enlightenment philosophers sought a middle position. Thomas Reid 

criticized Hume’s sentimentalism and, more broadly, attempts to reduce mo-

rality to feeling alone. He maintained that certain basic moral convictions, 

such as the wrongness of harming the innocent, are self-evident. Reason re-

cognizes them immediately, without the need for proof or for a universaliza-

tion test (Reid 1788/2010; Schneewind 1998). Jean-Jacques Rousseau took 

another path. He believed that a person is guided by compassion by nature, 

and that compassion precedes reason. Conscience is an innate capacity for 

recognizing good, but it requires cultivation through education and reflection 

(Rousseau 1762/1979). Reid and Rousseau differed on what they considered 

primary, reason or feeling, but both agreed that people have a natural capacity 

for recognizing good that requires neither demonstration nor calculation of 

consequences. 
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By the end of the eighteenth century, the dispute over the source of mo-

rality remained open. Rationalists held that reason knows universal moral laws 

independent of feelings. Sentimentalists answered that without feelings of ap-

proval and disapproval there would be no moral evaluation at all. Others, like 

Reid and Rousseau, sought a middle position by pointing to a natural capacity 

for recognizing good that reduces neither to a formal test of reason nor to 

changeable moods. None of these positions prevailed, and in the nineteenth 

century the question of the criterion of rightness took on a new form. 

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

Sentimentalists saw moral evaluation as immediate feelings of approval or 

disapproval. Kant replied that feeling is not enough and proposed the categori-

cal imperative as a test. Jeremy Bentham proposed a different solution, a cri-

terion based on evaluating the consequences of an action. He held that nature 

has placed us under the governance of two sovereigns, pleasure and pain, and 

that they determine what we ought to do. One should increase the sum of 

pleasure and reduce the sum of pain. 

Bentham maintained that moral evaluation should be based on the conse-

quences of an act for human experience of pleasure and suffering. In An In-

troduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation he linked evaluation to 

the principle of utility and tried to make it precise through the hedonic calcu-

lus. He instructed comparing consequences according to intensity, duration, 

certainty, and proximity in time. He also asked whether a given pleasure leads 

to further pleasures, whether it is free from admixture of suffering, and how 

many people it affects (Bentham 1789/1958). Bentham’s utilitarianism judged 

actions solely by their consequences. There are no acts good or bad by nature. 

Only the balance of their consequences counts. If lying in a particular situation 

brings more benefit, for example by saving someone’s life, than truthfulness, 

then lying is morally indicated. This approach became the core of utilitarian-

ism. John Stuart Mill developed it as the greatest-happiness principle. Acts are 

right insofar as they increase the general sum of happiness and wrong insofar 

as they decrease it. Mill also noted a practical problem. If one had to calculate 

all consequences before every action, one would usually not manage for lack 

of time and information. People therefore rely on general rules, such as keep-

ing promises or not stealing. Social experience has worked out these rules, and 

they usually lead to good consequences. A person applies them without cal-

culation. Calculation appears mainly when rules conflict with one another or 

when following a rule in a given case would bring more harm than benefit. 

One should not normally lie, but if lying saves someone’s life, a utilitarian 

will permit it. Mill also changed the idea of what counts as good. Bentham 
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treated pleasures as comparable by quantity, so what mattered was intensity 

and duration. Mill, by contrast, treated pleasures as different in kind. He wrote 

that it is better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satisfied. The pleasure of 

thinking differs from the pleasure of eating, and someone who knows both 

will prefer the former (Mill 1861/2012). Bentham’s and Mill’s utilitarianism 

was often set against deontology, or duty-based ethics. Paradoxically, the term 

deontology was introduced by Bentham himself, a proponent of the criterion 

of consequences (Bentham 1834/1983). Over time, deontology came to mean 

positions such as Kant’s, which evaluate acts by their conformity with a prin-

ciple rather than by the balance of consequences. The contrast between these 

approaches is most visible in situations of conflict. For the deontologist, cer-

tain things must not be done even when they would bring good consequences. 

For the utilitarian, a prohibition may yield if breaking it on balance increases 

well-being. 

Bentham and Mill are concerned primarily with the criteria for evaluating 

actions, that is, with the moral norms that should govern choices. Their utili-

tarianism judges acts by their consequences. Mill, however, adds an important 

psychological observation. In everyday life people do not calculate conse-

quences from scratch but follow established rules and habits. Explicit calcu-

lation becomes necessary only when rules conflict or when adherence to a rule 

would plainly cause more harm than good. In this way Mill’s account connects 

the two poles of the present discussion. Habitual rule-following resembles in-

tuitive response. It is fast and does not require deliberation, while the appeal 

to consequences in hard cases is an exercise of reflective reason. Both deon-

tologists and utilitarians asked what criterion should guide action. One can 

also frame the issue differently. Instead of asking how to evaluate, one can ask 

where human moral evaluations come from in the first place. 

Charles Darwin in The Descent of Man proposed a naturalistic answer. 

He suggested that morality evolved from the social instincts of animals. Emo-

tions such as compassion, shame, and indignation have a biological basis and 

were adaptive in the social lives of human ancestors. Gradually, with the de-

velopment of intelligence and language, these simple instincts transformed 

into more conscious moral principles. On this view, moral intuitions, for ex-

ample the immediate sense that something is wrong when someone harms the 

weak, are older than philosophical ethical systems and rooted in biology. Dar-

win thus shifts the question from justification to genesis. Rather than asking 

which moral principles are correct, he asks how moral responses arose in the 

first place. On his account, intuitive reactions such as sympathy, indignation, 

and shame are evolutionarily older than any reasoned ethical system, and rea-

son enters later to articulate and generalize what instinct already prompts 

(Darwin 1871/1981). 
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Darwin explained where moral feelings come from. Other nineteenth-cen-

tury philosophers raised a more fundamental question for ethics, namely what 

in general directs human action. Arthur Schopenhauer held that will gives di-

rection to life. For him, the will is the Kantian thing in itself, the fundamental 

force pervading all reality. Intellect is primarily a tool that helps realize that 

striving, by planning means and creating justifications. From this it follows 

that morality cannot be based on arguments alone. Reason can order and pre-

dict, but it is not the source of goals or motivation. It does not explain why 

anyone should transcend self-interest. Schopenhauer located the source of mo-

rality in compassion. Compassion is a direct reaction to another’s suffering 

that breaks through the egoistic perspective. When I feel compassion, an-

other’s harm becomes important to me in itself, not because I factor it into a 

calculation. One can help without counting benefits and losses. The moral im-

pulse does not flow from reasoning. It flows from an experience in which an-

other’s suffering is felt as genuinely important. First we feel, then perhaps we 

think. For Schopenhauer, feeling, not reason, is the proper source of morality 

(Schopenhauer 1840/1998). 

Traditional frameworks often assume that moral judgments arise mainly 

from an individual’s moral beliefs and the norms they endorse. Friedrich Nie-

tzsche, however, approached morality from a different angle. Where many 

philosophers saw beliefs and norms as guiding evaluation, Nietzsche argued 

that morality is a historically formed instrument of control, in which notions 

of good and evil advance social and political purposes. He was among the first 

to shift the question from which values are correct to why we hold certain 

values at all, and whose interests they serve. On this view, morality functions 

as a kind of social engineering, embedded in relations of power. Taken to-

gether, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche complicate the traditional dispute be-

tween reason and feeling by questioning whether either can serve as an inde-

pendent source of morality. Schopenhauer treats reason as an instrument of 

the will and locates the genuine moral impulse in compassion, a response that 

precedes argument. Nietzsche goes further, tracing moral norms and attitudes 

to historical power struggles, such that what presents itself as a timeless prin-

ciple is revealed as a product of contingent social forces. For both thinkers, 

the conscious reasons people offer to justify their moral judgments may be 

less fundamental than the drives and circumstances that causally shaped those 

judgments. Rationalists treated reason as the main source of moral knowledge 

and the means by which we discover moral truths. Schopenhauer challenged 

this. For him, the basis of morality is compassion, not reason. He also subor-

dinated both reason and feeling to something deeper, the will, a blind drive 

that shapes people before they begin to explain themselves. On this view, rea-

son serves the will by planning means and supplying justifications for ends it 

does not set, while moral feelings such as compassion express human nature 
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more directly than reflection does. Nietzsche accepts Schopenhauer’s idea that 

the will and drives work behind conscious choices and arguments, but he re-

jects Schopenhauer’s view that compassion is spontaneous and noble. Com-

passion also has a history. Nietzsche argues that the weak praise it because it 

can justify their powerlessness and support a sense of moral superiority over 

the strong. On his view, even moral feelings that seem spontaneous are shaped 

by past conflicts and struggles. This implies that both rational arguments and 

intuitive impulses may be secondary to will and drives. The rationalist who 

justifies norms and the sentimentalist who appeals to feelings may, without 

realizing it, be expressing the same underlying attitude toward life. For Scho-

penhauer and Nietzsche, the question of whether reason or feeling justifies 

morality loses its force, since both are manifestations of something prior (Nie-

tzsche 1887/2011; Schopenhauer 1840/1998). 

THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

Utilitarians had equated the good with pleasure or happiness. Schopenhauer 

and Nietzsche, by contrast, questioned whether either reason or feeling could 

serve as the foundation of morality, and instead emphasized the will and un-

derlying drives as more basic determinants of human evaluation and action. 

Meanwhile, the emerging human sciences, psychology, anthropology, and 

evolutionary biology, began to treat the formation of moral beliefs as a natural 

and social phenomenon, shifting attention from justification to genealogy and 

development. At the beginning of the twentieth century, some philosophers in 

the British tradition, instead of asking where our moral evaluations come 

from, asked what it means to say that something is good, and whether a moral 

judgment can even be assessed in terms of truth and falsity. They did not want 

to compete with psychology and anthropology in explaining the origins of 

moral evaluations and judgments. They wanted to examine whether moral 

judgments can have a cognitive function. George Edward Moore argued in 

Principia Ethica that good cannot be defined (Moore 1903). Utilitarians be-

lieved that good means the same as pleasurable or useful. Moore answered 

that if so, the question of whether pleasure is good would be as empty as the 

question of whether pleasure is pleasant. Yet the question makes sense, since 

one can sensibly ask whether pleasure really is something good. If so, good 

cannot mean the same as pleasurable. Moore called this the open-question ar-

gument. He drew from it the conclusion that good is a simple and unanalyzable 

concept, like yellowness. We cannot explain to someone what yellow is except 

by pointing. Analogously, the good cannot be defined in other terms. It can 

only be recognized, and the remaining issue is how such recognition is possi-

ble. Moore asserted that we possess a special capacity for directly grasping 
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ethical truths, which is based neither on sensory experience nor on reasoning. 

He called this capacity intuition. Harold Prichard and William David Ross 

transferred a similar approach to the domain of duty. Prichard claimed that the 

sense of obligation is not a product of calculating consequences but reveals 

itself directly in a concrete situation (Prichard 1912). One sees that one ought 

to keep a promise in much the same way as one sees an obvious mathematical 

truth. Ross developed this thought and formulated a list of basic duties, such 

as keeping promises, avoiding harm, and showing gratitude. He called them 

prima facie duties (Ross 1930). A prima facie duty genuinely speaks in favor 

of action and binds unless outweighed by another duty. When duties conflict, 

one must consider which in the given circumstances weighs more. Direct 

recognition of duties provides starting points, but in difficult cases reflection 

is needed. 

Moore, Prichard, and Ross defend the cognitive status of moral judgments 

by treating intuition as a direct recognition of the good or of duty. On this 

view, intuition is not an emotional impulse but a non-inferential recognition 

of moral truth. They also hold that moral judgments are capable of truth or 

falsity, and that at least some basic moral truths can be known directly, without 

reasoning. In the 1930s, this assumption began to be questioned. Logical posi-

tivists adopted a strict criterion of meaningfulness. A statement has cognitive 

meaning only if it can be verified empirically or is true by virtue of meaning 

alone. Moral statements satisfy neither condition. Alfred Jules Ayer therefore 

concluded that moral judgments are not the kind of statements that can be true 

or false (Ayer 1936/2001). When someone says that theft is wrong, they are 

not describing a fact. They are expressing disapproval and attempting to elicit 

a similar attitude in the listener. Ayer’s position, called emotivism, rejected 

the core of intuitionism. Intuitionists held that we have access to moral truths. 

Ayer answered that there are no moral truths, only moral attitudes that we 

project onto the world. The difference is fundamental. Knowledge assumes 

that there is something to find, some fact that does not depend on what we 

think or feel. An attitude does not present itself as a discovery. When I say 

that I disapprove of theft, I am not saying that I have detected some special 

property in theft. I am simply reacting and expressing that reaction. Emotivism 

did not deny reason any role. Reason can establish facts and predict conse-

quences, but it cannot establish that theft is wrong. That remains a matter of 

attitude. Emotivists were concerned with the meaning of moral statements, not 

their genesis. If morality rests on attitudes, their origins require explanation. 

People do feel disapproval of harming others, and explaining this pattern calls 

for psychological, social, and biological inquiry. This shift naturally turns at-

tention to the empirical sciences. With emotivism, moral judgments become 

expressions of attitudes rather than descriptions of facts, and the role of reason 
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is restricted to establishing facts and predicting consequences rather than dis-

covering the good. 

In the second half of the twentieth century, biologists and psychologists 

returned to Darwin’s question and asked whether moral behaviors could have 

arisen through natural selection. Frans de Waal, studying primates, described 

repeatable patterns of behavior that stabilize group relations. After conflict, 

chimpanzees often engage in reconciliatory behaviors. They approach one an-

other, touch, and embrace. De Waal also described consolation. When one 

individual attacks another, a third can approach the victim and calm them. 

Primates are capable of helping and sharing resources not only with their clos-

est kin. They do not formulate norms in language, but they respond to social 

situations in ways that sustain bonds and limit the escalation of conflict. These 

observations are consistent with the view that elementary care and sensitivity 

to others’ suffering have deep evolutionary roots. They also fit with the 

broader idea that action often begins with rapid, largely unreflective res-

ponses, while explicit reasoning and principle-based justification may come 

later. To capture this, de Waal proposes that two levels cooperate, one ena-

bling immediate evaluation and response, and another enabling the compari-

son of options, the anticipation of consequences, and the justification of 

choices when situations are ambiguous (de Waal 2006). Brosnan & de Waal 

(2003) tested capuchin monkeys in a simple exchange task. Two capuchins 

sat side by side and each handed a pebble to the experimenter in return for a 

food reward. When both received the same reward, they cooperated without 

difficulty. When one received a grape while the other received only a cucum-

ber, the monkey that received the lesser reward often refused to accept it or 

stopped participating altogether. Brosnan and de Waal interpreted this as in-

equity aversion, that is, a negative response to unequal treatment. Roma et al. 

(2006), however, argued that the reaction can be explained more simply by 

frustration. The capuchin saw a better reward, expected it for itself, and re-

acted negatively when that expectation was not met. On this reading, the res-

ponse reflects disappointed expectation rather than sensitivity to fairness as 

such. Regardless of which interpretation is correct, the finding shows that ca-

puchins react quickly and negatively to unequal conditions of exchange, sug-

gesting that at least some preconditions for the human sense of injustice may 

have older evolutionary roots. 

PSYCHOLOGY OF MORALITY 

In the twentieth century, psychologists studied how people actually form 

moral judgments, how they learn norms, and what role emotions and cognitive 

processes play in this. 
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Jean Piaget observed children in situations requiring observance of rules 

(Piaget 1932/1965). A small child listens to adults because adults have power. 

Rules for the child are something given from above, like laws of nature. The 

child does not ask where they came from or whether they could be otherwise. 

The child judges acts by consequences, not intentions. Whoever broke more 

plates is more guilty, even if they did so by accident while helping. An older 

child thinks differently. They understand that rules arose because people want 

to cooperate with one another. They know rules can be changed if everyone 

agrees. They begin to consider intentions. Whoever broke a plate by accident 

is less guilty than whoever broke one plate in anger. They also learn to take 

the perspective of others and ask how they see the situation. Piaget argued that 

reason is responsible for moral development. A child matures morally when 

they learn to reflect on rules and understand them as mutual expectations, not 

as commands imposed by force. 

Lawrence Kohlberg developed Piaget’s approach. He agreed with him 

that morality develops in stages and that reason plays a key role. Kohlberg 

studied not only children but also adolescents and adults. He was interested in 

how people justify their moral evaluations (Kohlberg 1981). He conducted 

interviews based on short stories in which the protagonist faces a difficult 

choice. The best known was the Heinz dilemma. Heinz’s wife is dying. There 

is a drug that can save her, but the pharmacist demands a price Heinz cannot 

afford. Kohlberg asked participants whether Heinz should steal the drug and 

why. He was interested in the structure of justifications, not in the conclusions 

themselves. 

Some participants said he must not steal because he would go to prison. 

Others appealed to the law, to loyalty to his wife, or to the more general prin-

ciple that human life is more important than property. On this basis, Kohlberg 

distinguished three levels of moral reasoning. At the pre-conventional level, a 

person justifies moral decisions by avoiding punishment or seeking immediate 

benefit. Heinz should not steal because he will go to prison, or he should steal 

because he will be sad when his wife dies. At the conventional level, a person 

appeals to what others will think or to prevailing law. Heinz should not steal 

because theft is illegal, or he should because a husband has a duty to save his 

wife. At the post-conventional level, a person appeals to more general princi-

ples that can serve to evaluate law itself. The law forbids theft, but human life 

is more important than property, so Heinz should steal the drug. For Kohlberg, 

the measure of moral maturity was the capacity for such reflection and justi-

fication (Kohlberg 1981). 

Piaget and Kohlberg described morality through the lens of reasoning. In 

the dispute over reason and intuition, they sided with reason. They acknow-

ledged that emotions accompany moral evaluations, but argued that emotions 
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do not determine moral development. A child matures morally when they 

learn to think about rules, justify choices, and take the perspective of others. 

Jonathan Haidt asked a different question. What actually happens in the 

moment when a person forms a moral judgment? What comes first, intuition 

or reasoning? To investigate this, Haidt presented participants with unusual 

scenarios. He described, for example, a situation in which adult siblings vo-

luntarily have sexual intercourse, use contraception, and tell no one about it. 

Most participants judged this to be morally wrong. But when asked to explain 

why, they could not give a consistent answer. They said it was simply wrong, 

without being able to point to who was harmed or what principle was violated. 

Haidt called this moral dumbfounding. People often make strong moral evalu-

ations but cannot justify them well (Haidt 2001). From this Haidt concluded 

that moral judgments arise from quick, automatic emotional reactions. Rea-

soning comes later and plays a secondary role. Reason does not so much dis-

cover what is right as justify what the person already feels. First we evaluate, 

then we look for arguments. Haidt proposed two related ideas. The first is the 

social-intuitionist model of moral judgment. When a person faces a moral situ-

ation, a quick emotional reaction comes first. This is the intuition. Reasoning 

follows, serving to justify, defend, or communicate that reaction to others. 

Reason is not the source of the evaluation but its advocate. Haidt compared 

reason to a press secretary who does not make decisions but explains them 

publicly (Haidt 2001). The second idea is moral foundations theory. Haidt 

proposed that evolution equipped humans with several innate moral sensitivi-

ties, which he called foundations. Each foundation responds to a different type 

of situation. The Care foundation responds to harm and suffering. The Fair-

ness foundation responds to cheating and unequal treatment. The Loyalty 

foundation responds to betrayal of one’s group. The Authority foundation res-

ponds to violations of hierarchy and social order. The Sanctity foundation res-

ponds to what evokes disgust and feelings of degradation. The Liberty foun-

dation responds to oppression and domination. These two ideas fit together. 

The social-intuitionist model says that intuitions come first and reasoning fol-

lows. Moral foundations theory identifies what those intuitions are. Together 

they explain why people differ in moral evaluations even though everyone 

reacts quickly and automatically. The differences arise not from different rea-

soning but from different combinations of foundations. In some people the 

Care foundation is stronger, in others Loyalty, in others Sanctity. The Care 

foundation involves sensitivity to suffering and an impulse to protect. A per-

son who witnesses pain or violence tends to condemn the wrongdoer and want 

to help the victim. The Fairness foundation concerns reciprocity and just dis-

tribution. People expect effort and reward to be proportionate, and react nega-

tively when someone is treated unequally or exploits others. The Loyalty foun-

dation concerns attachment to one’s group. Betrayal of family, team, or nation 
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triggers disapproval, while solidarity evokes approval. The Authority founda-

tion involves sensitivity to hierarchy. Disobedience, violation of ritual, or dis-

respect toward a superior provokes condemnation. The Sanctity foundation 

involves sensitivity to disgust. An encounter with something revolting can 

produce moral condemnation even when no one is harmed. The Liberty foun-

dation involves sensitivity to coercion. Arbitrary or humiliating uses of power 

evoke resistance. Haidt added this foundation later than the others because 

opposition to tyranny does not fit neatly into the remaining categories. The 

Authority foundation explains respect for hierarchy but does not explain re-

bellion against it (Haidt 2012). 

Joshua Greene investigated what happens in the brain when a person 

makes a moral judgment. As a research tool, he used hypothetical scenarios 

known as trolley dilemmas, in which a runaway trolley threatens a group of 

people and the participant can intervene, saving them at the cost of one person. 

In the first, impersonal variant, the trolley is heading toward five people on 

the track. The subject can pull a switch and divert the trolley onto a side track 

where one person will die instead of five. Most subjects consider such action 

permissible. In the second variant, called the personal dilemma, the subject 

would have to push a person off a footbridge onto the track so that their body 

would stop the trolley and save five people. In this case, most subjects con-

sider such action impermissible. This difference arises even though in both 

cases one person dies and five are saved. The results showed a repeatable pat-

tern. When subjects considered the impersonal dilemma, areas of the prefron-

tal cortex responsible for control and reasoning played a greater role. When 

subjects encountered the personal dilemma, areas connected with emotions 

were more strongly activated (Greene et al. 2001). On this basis Greene for-

mulated a dual-process model of moral judgments. The first processing mode 

is fast and automatic, often connected with emotional reaction, and tends to 

favor deontological responses, those that treat certain actions as impermissible 

regardless of the balance of consequences. The second is slower and more 

cognitively demanding, focuses on comparing consequences, and tends to fa-

vor utilitarian responses. Greene frames this as an observation rather than a 

strict rule. In some cases, both deontological and utilitarian judgments can 

involve a mix of intuitive and deliberative processes. For most of their evolu-

tionary history, humans lived in small groups where direct physical violence 

posed a particular threat to cooperation and trust. Physically harming a person 

with one’s own hands therefore tends to evoke stronger resistance than caus-

ing similar harm indirectly. In many large-scale, impersonal contexts, imme-

diate reactions are often weak or may not arise at all, because there is no spe-

cific victim present. Greene argues that this is precisely when reasoning 

should play a larger role, weighing consequences even when the initial emo-

tional response is minimal (Greene 2013). 
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Piaget and Kohlberg describe moral development as a growing ability to 

justify and reflect on rules. This strengthens the role of reason at the level of 

moral judgments and norms, and in decision-making, since maturity consists 

in better justification of choices. Haidt reverses the order. A quick evaluation 

and judgment appear first, and reasoning follows, playing the role of advocate 

for a reaction that has already formed. This primarily concerns the mechanism 

by which moral evaluations and judgments arise, and only indirectly deci-

sions. Greene argues that judgments about the permissibility of different in-

terventions draw on different processes. Personal dilemmas tend to be driven 

more by emotional responses, while impersonal dilemmas more often engage 

controlled, analytic reasoning. The model has implications for decision-mak-

ing, but it primarily describes how people judge whether an action is permis-

sible. 

DISCUSSION 

In antiquity, the debate often took the form of a contrast between two views. 

One held that a person becomes moral through knowledge, so that correct 

moral judgment should guide decision and action. The other held that morality 

depends on practices that shape character, habits, emotions, and moral dispo-

sitions. Socratic ethical intellectualism represents the first view. Socrates links 

virtue with knowledge and explains wrongdoing as a kind of cognitive error. 

Plato keeps reason at the center, but argues that knowledge alone does not 

guarantee good action, because the appetitive and spirited parts of the soul can 

override rational judgment. Aristotle responds with the notion of prohairesis, 

deliberate choice, which connects moral evaluation to conduct. He also des-

cribes akrasia, the case in which someone judges what is right yet acts other-

wise. For Aristotle, right action therefore requires not only correct judgment 

but also stable habits formed through practice. The Stoics, in turn, emphasize 

emotion, but treat it as tied to appraisal. Anger arises when we judge that we 

have been wronged, and fear when we judge that something threatens us. If 

emotions depend on judgments, they can be corrected by correcting those 

judgments. The line between reason and feeling is therefore not sharp, because 

feelings themselves include a cognitive element (Aristotle ~340 BCE/1999; 

Long & Sedley 2012; Plato ~370 BCE/1997). 

In the Middle Ages, philosophers asked why a person knows what is good 

and judges it so, but decides and acts otherwise. Augustine describes how he 

wanted to convert and understood that he should, and yet kept putting it off, 

as if some force held him to his old life. Unlike Aristotle, Augustine sees in 

this not merely ordinary weakness but a corruption of the will, whose over-
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coming requires divine grace. Reason can recognize the good, but the will by 

itself is often unable to follow it. 

Thomas Aquinas connects conscience with reason and distinguishes two 

levels in it. One is the general orientation toward good, common to all people 

and infallible. The other is the concrete judgment of a given situation, which 

can err about facts or means. Someone may sincerely believe they are acting 

rightly and yet be mistaken because they have misjudged the circumstances. 

Moral intuition has its place here as a first orientation toward good, but con-

crete judgments require rational analysis of the situation. In Aquinas’s view, 

the will follows the judgment of reason. If reason indicates what is good, the 

will chooses it. Scotus and Ockham argue that the will is not determined by 

the judgment of reason and can choose otherwise than reason suggests. Even 

when reason clearly indicates what is better, the will can turn away and choose 

worse. If so, a person bears full responsibility for their choices (Aquinas 

~1270/1963; Augustine ~390 AD/1993; Kent 1995). Rationalists such as 

Clarke, Leibniz, and Spinoza maintained that reason can know moral truths 

independently of shifting feelings. Spinoza modeled ethics on geometry, de-

riving propositions from definitions and axioms to present moral truths as nec-

essary rather than dependent on changeable feelings. Hume rejected this posi-

tion. For him, reason functions mainly as a tool in the service of the passions. 

Moral evaluations, and the moral judgments that articulate them, express feel-

ings of approval and disapproval, not knowledge of facts. We can know eve-

rything about another’s suffering and remain indifferent if we feel nothing 

toward it. Hume introduced the concept of the general point of view. When 

we morally evaluate someone’s act, we try to look at it not only from our own 

perspective but from the general point of view. Therefore we condemn fraud 

even when the victim is a stranger. Smith introduced the figure of an impartial 

spectator, that is, an inner judge who corrects our spontaneous, often biased 

reactions. Feelings remain the source of moral judgment but are subject to 

reflective correction. Kant rejected sentimentalism. He argued that if a norm 

is to be universally binding, it must arise from reason, not from feelings, which 

vary from person to person (Hume 1739-1740/2005; Kant 1785/1998; Smith 

1759/1982). Smith’s impartial spectator and Kant’s universalization test, 

though drawn from different traditions, serve a similar purpose. Both ask the 

agent to step back from an immediate, biased reaction and consider whether 

the moral judgment would still hold from an impersonal point of view. 

The utilitarianism of Bentham and Mill instructs us to evaluate moral de-

cisions and actions through the consequences they produce. An act is good if 

it leads to the greatest happiness of the greatest number of people. To the ques-

tion of whether the source of morality is reason or feeling is thus added the 

question of the proper criterion of evaluation, rule or consequence. Darwin 

introduces an evolutionary perspective. He asks about the origin of moral in-
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tuitions themselves and derives the moral sense from social instincts. Animals 

living in groups developed an inclination to cooperate because cooperation 

increased their chances of survival. On Darwin’s account, human morality 

grows from the same root. Schopenhauer and Nietzsche questioned the very 

assumption behind the dispute between reason and feeling. For them, con-

scious choices and arguments are shaped by deeper forces such as the will and 

underlying drives. Reason is merely a tool of the will, and moral feelings such 

as compassion are manifestations of human nature rather than independent 

sources of moral knowledge (Bentham 1789/1958; Darwin 1871/1981; Mill 

1861/2012; Nietzsche 1887/2011; Schopenhauer 1840/1998). 

Moral attitudes and moral norms form one of the most stable links be-

tween intuition and reason in ethics, insofar as each aligns with a different side 

of the dispute. An attitude is a settled tendency to react to certain actions or 

situations with approval or disapproval. Such reactions come quickly, carry 

emotional charge, and do not require reasoning from the ground up. Attitudes 

therefore help explain why moral evaluations so often appear before any de-

liberation takes place. A norm is a proposition that states what is required, 

forbidden, or permitted. As a proposition, it can be communicated and sub-

jected to logical operations such as generalization, restriction, and negation, 

and can be defended or challenged through argument. Norms therefore pro-

vide material on which reason can directly operate. 

Contemporary moral psychology is consistent with this pattern. Haidt 

(2001) argues that people commonly react first and then search for reasons 

that justify an evaluation they have already reached. On his account, reasoning 

often functions less like an impartial judge than like an advocate, producing 

post hoc justifications and socially communicable arguments. Haidt allows, 

however, that reasoned reflection and social persuasion can in some cases 

override an initial intuitive reaction. 

Greene et al. (2001) offer converging evidence from studies of moral di-

lemmas. In a standard trolley scenario, participants can pull a lever to divert a 

runaway trolley onto a side track, killing one person rather than five, and most 

judge this intervention permissible. In a second scenario, the only way to stop 

the trolley is to push someone off a footbridge. Although the outcome is again 

one death instead of five, most participants judge this action impermissible. A 

common explanation is that the footbridge case is more personal. It depicts 

direct harm to a specific individual and therefore elicits a stronger emotional 

response. The lever case is more impersonal and more readily invites a calcu-

lation of consequences. On this view, the long-standing dispute between de-

ontology and utilitarianism may reflect, at least in part, a tension between two 

kinds of processing. Deontological judgments often track intuitive constraints 

against directly harming others, whereas utilitarian judgments more often de-

pend on controlled comparison of outcomes. However, this link is not exact. 
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In many cases, both deontological and utilitarian judgments involve a combi-

nation of intuitive and deliberative processes (Evans & Stanovich 2013; 

Greene 2013). 

The contrast becomes clearer once we distinguish evaluations from judg-

ments. Evaluations are most often produced by attitudes through fast, auto-

matic processing (Type 1 processing). They are rapid responses that carry 

emotional charge. Judgments, by contrast, are explicit, linguistically articu-

lated verdicts that can be presented as reasons or principles, and they are com-

monly formed, revised, and defended through slower, more reflective opera-

tions on norms (Type 2 processing). This association is not strict. Well-learned 

norms can be applied automatically, and initial evaluations can be overridden 

by reflection. Attitudes support fast default responses, while norms provide a 

propositional format that enables us to justify and revise our choices. Greene 

suggests that people typically rely on familiar rules and engage in careful rea-

soning about consequences only when situations are difficult, novel, or when 

rules conflict. In this respect, the pattern that moral psychology later docu-

mented empirically was anticipated by nineteenth-century utilitarian reflec-

tion. Most of the time we follow established moral rules, and only in hard 

cases, particularly when rules collide or when following a rule would produce 

clear harm, do we turn to explicit calculation of consequences. These consid-

erations suggest that the opposition between intuition and reason in ethics is 

less fundamental than it appears. The debate persists only if intuition and rea-

son are treated as competing sources of moral truth. If they are instead under-

stood as two modes of processing that engage the same moral content, the 

apparent conflict dissolves into a division of labor. Attitudes encode moral 

content for fast use in everyday situations. Norms encode it in a form that 

allows for analysis, criticism, and justification. The relation between the two 

is one of complementarity rather than competition. 
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ABSTRACT 

This article examines Susan Abulhawa’s Mornings in Jenin (2010), The Blue Between 

Sky and Water (2015) and Against the Loveless World (2019) as exemplary works of 

contemporary Palestinian literary activism. Her novels inscribe the ongoing Nakba as 

a continuum of juridically legible violations under international law while simultane-

ously generating modes of empathic identification that exceed the affective limits of 

liberal pity and instead precipitate an ethically implicated demand for historical ac-

countability and structural restitution. Through deliberate interweaving of embodied 

testimony and counter-archival reconstruction, Abulhawa makes a decisive ontologi-

cal shift. She displaces the Palestinian subject from its reification as passive object 

within humanitarian spectacle and reinstalls it as an agential bearer of historical truth 

and juridical claim. This paper argues that Abulhawa’s fiction transcends the limita-

tions of humanitarian spectacle and liberal empathy. While the former reduces suffer-

ing to consumable, decontextualized tragedy and the latter fosters shallow, self-sooth-

ing identification, Abulhawa’s novels render Palestinian pain epistemologically legi-

ble and politically urgent—as concrete evidence of specific, ongoing violations, above 

all the continuous Nakba and settler-colonial dispossession. 

KEYWORDS: Empathy, Human Rights, History, Literature, Narrative, Pain 

1. INTRODUCTION 

“Stories matter. We are composed of our stories. The human heart is made of 

the words we put in it”.—Susan Abulhawa. 

Literature has always been actively engaged in representing what we call the 

‘human dimension’ of our everyday happenings. It is something which en-
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dures human values and morality thus uniquely emphasizing ‘the culture of 

feelings’ that is integral to the essence of literature. Pramod K. Nayar (2016, 

xi) has remarked, “cultural discourses and their texts, in many media forms 

and genres, tell stories of what it means to be human or to be denied humanity, 

and of these storytelling forms, Literature is by far the most pervasive”. In this 

context, the intersection of human rights and literature is a vital and dynamic 

field that explores how narrative forms can articulate, challenge and advocate 

for the fundamental rights and dignities of individuals and communities. His-

torically, the role of writers and writing in the evolution of human rights ac-

tivism has been significant and transformative. The burgeoning rights move-

ments of the modern era found a natural ally in literature, given its profound 

capacity to dramatize human experiences and foster empathy. In the beginning 

however, the issues depicted in literature were primarily focused on the na-

tions of Western Europe and North America. However, the scope of this lite-

rary advocacy broadened significantly after1948 when the adoption of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) helped embed the concept 

of universal rights into the global consciousness. Consequently, authors have 

increasingly started using their narratives to expose the brutalizing effects of 

industrialization, imperialism and totalitarianism. They also championed the 

rights of those who, despite the proclaimed universality of the UDHR, conti-

nued to be marginalized by class, race, gender, sexuality and ethnicity. Lite-

rature in this vogue becomes a medium of representation of testimonies that 

offers a compact narrative form to explicitly articulate the plights of the mar-

ginalized subjects. Highlighting this grappling power of narrative, Homi K 

Bhaba has eloquently claimed, “narrative is not simply a social virtue; it is 

a moving sign of civic life. Those societies that turn their back on the right to 

narrate are societies of deafening silence: authoritarian societies, police states, 

xenophobic countries, nations traumatized by war or economic hardship; so-

cieties under the boot of death, in the grip of the destruction of freedom” 

(Bhaba 2003, 180–181). In this apparatus, the critical study of literature and 

human rights has naturally gravitated towards the genres of ‘life narratives’ 

and ‘political fiction’ that documents the experiences of those who have en-

dured severe human rights violations. Providing an authentic and intimate por-

trayal of suffering that abstract reports and statistics often fail to convey, these 

narratives bear witness to the lived realities of oppression and abuse which 

represents a human face to otherwise faceless atrocities of the marginalized. 

Moreover, these narratives also aim to evoke a sense of empathy and moral 

outrage among readers. By vividly depicting the plight of victims, these works 

seek to transcend mere awareness and inspire active solidarity and advocacy. 

The personal stories embedded in these genres of literature reveal the broader 

political and social shortcomings within national communities which under-

scores the systemic issues that perpetuate injustice and violence. 
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Human rights literary criticism, particularly the work of Joseph R. Slaugh-

ter, provides a foundational lens for understanding how narrative forms inter-

sect with international human rights law. In Human Rights, Inc.: The World 

Novel, Narrative Form, and International Law (2007), Slaughter argues that 

the Bildungsroman—the novel of individual development and incorporation 

into society—serves as a literary counterpart to the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR). Both share a teleological vision of the “free and full 

development of the human personality”, naturalizing the incorporation of the 

individual into a rights-bearing subject under the law. Slaughter demonstrates 

how postcolonial and world literature often adapts, critiques or exposes the 

exclusions inherent in this model, particularly when rights remain aspirational 

or actively denied due to colonial legacies and global inequalities. In 

Abulhawa’s novels, the multigenerational trauma of the Nakba and ongoing 

occupation disrupts linear development, transforming the Bildungsroman into 

a fractured form that highlights the failure of international human rights dis-

course to incorporate Palestinian subjects. This approach, complemented by 

scholars such as Sophia McClennen and Elizabeth S. Anker, who examine the 

tension between humanitarian sentimentalism and political rights, allows for 

a critique of how literary representations of suffering can either reinforce or 

challenge the commodification of pain in global human rights narratives. 

Again, theories of ‘narrative empathy,’ primarily developed by Suzanne Keen, 

offer tools to examine how Abulhawa’s fiction elicits readerly responses to 

Palestinian pain. In Empathy and the Novel (2007) and subsequent works, 

Keen defines narrative empathy as the sharing of feeling and perspective-tak-

ing induced by fictional representations, distinguishing between authorial em-

pathy (strategic choices in character portrayal), textual empathy (narrative 

techniques that invite immersion), and reader’s empathy (the affective res-

ponse in audiences). Keen cautions against assuming automatic altruistic out-

comes from empathetic reading, noting that empathy can be bounded (limited 

to in-group characters), ambassadorial (bridging differences) or broadcast 

(universalizing). Complementing Keen, Sara Ahmed’s work on the cultural 

politics of emotion and Martha Nussbaum’s philosophy of literature as culti-

vating ethical imagination highlight how affect can either foster solidarity or 

risk sentimental consumption of suffering without political action. 

Contemporary representations of Palestine however exhibit a central para-

dox. Palestinian suffering attains extensive visibility within global media cir-

cuits. Images of civilian casualties, residential demolition and forced displace-

ment regularly appear in news outlets and digital platforms. However, this 

high degree of visibility correlates with a corresponding political invisibility. 

The systemic conditions that generate the suffering—settler-colonial occu-

pation, ongoing dispossession, and sustained denial of self-determination—

are routinely excluded from dominant frameworks of international accounta-
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bility which “left every Palestinians in disarray, politically, economically, and 

psychologically” (Sa’di & Abu-Lughod 2007, 9). As Fassin (2012) has ar-

gued, humanitarian reason tends to prioritize the suffering body while margin-

alizing the political subject who articulates the causes of that suffering. In the 

Palestinian context, the visible wound authenticates a universal humanitarian 

concern yet simultaneously defuses demands for structural redress. Susan 

Abulhawa’s fiction directly addresses this paradox. Her novels enact a delibe-

rate dual operation captured in the pun ‘writing/righting.’ Her fiction repre-

sents Palestinian suffering into legible form as a series of human-rights viola-

tions documented through historical evidence and cognizable under interna-

tional law. At the same time, they perform an ‘ethical’ and ‘political’ labor of 

righting that rejects the compensatory function of humanitarian compassion 

(Ticktin 2011, 63). In this paper, I draw on human rights literary criticism, 

narrative empathy and postcolonial trauma studies to argue that Susan 

Abulhawa’s fiction transcends the limitations of humanitarian spectacle and 

liberal empathy. I contend that Abulhawa’s work accomplishes what humani-

tarian spectacle and liberal empathy cannot. Her works render hyper-visible 

pain epistemologically legible as evidence of specific violations while produc-

ing an empathic identification that exceeds distanced pity and requires ac-

knowledgment of historical complicity and obligation. 

2. THE NAKBA AS CONTINUING TRAUMA 

The Nakba, the Arabic term denoting the ‘catastrophe’ of 1948, refers to the 

mass displacement and dispossession of approximately 750,0001 Palestinians 

during the establishment of the State of Israel. While conventional historical 

accounts frequently treat this event as a discrete occurrence confined to a spe-

cific moment in time, Palestinian experience and literary representations insist 

upon a different temporality. For Palestinians, it is not a closed historical epi-

sode but a continuing condition of traumatic pain that extends into the present 

and remains unresolved. Lila Abu-Lughod & Ahmad H. Sa’di have eloquently 

noted, “the Nakba is not over yet; after almost sixty years neither the Palestin-

ians nor Israelis have yet achieved a state of normality; the violence and up-

rooting of Palestinians continues” (Ibid., 10). This understanding departs 

markedly from the classical model of trauma developed in early psychoana-

lytic and literary trauma studies (Caruth 1996; Felman and Laub 1992), which 

typically conceptualizes trauma as a singular, overwhelming event whose full 

impact registers only belatedly through repetitive intrusion and the difficult 

 
1 For historical accuracy, we can refer to Ilan Pappé, The Ethnic Cleansing of Palestine (Oxford: 

Oneworld, 2006), and Rashid Khalidi, The Hundred Years’ War on Palestine (New York: Met-

ropolitan Books, 2020). 
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work of testimony. Conventional trauma theory has often privileged the model 

of a singular, overwhelming event that resists integration and returns belat-

edly. Cathy Caruth famously defines trauma as “the oscillation between a cri-

sis of death and the correlative crisis of life” that manifests through “repeated, 

intrusive hallucinations, dreams, thoughts or behaviors” (Caruth 1996, 7). 

While this paradigm illuminates certain dimensions of ‘delayed’ witness, it 

risks reinforcing a historicization that settler-colonial power actively pro-

motes: the confinement of the Palestinian Nakba to the discrete year 1948. 

Dominick LaCapra (2001) cautions against an exclusive focus on foundational 

trauma, noting that it can engender ‘melancholic fixation’ and obstruct the 

possibility of ‘working-through.’ In the Palestinian context, such fixation 

would inadvertently align with Zionist historiography, which treats 1948 as 

a closed and indeed the foundational chapter of Israeli independence rather 

than the beginning of an ongoing process. 

Susan Abulhawa’s three major novels—Mornings in Jenin (2010), The 

Blue Between Sky and Water (2015) and Against the Loveless World (2019), 

systematically refuse this event-based model. They present Nakba not just as 

a past disaster with lasting effects, but as an ongoing reality whose main forces 

are still at work today. As Bashir and Goldberg assert, “the Nakba is not a past 

event that ‘happened’ seventy years ago but is a continuing, painful journey 

that began in 1948 but endures to this day” (Bashir & Goldberg 2018, Forward 

xv). Abulhawa’s multi-generational narratives translate this theoretical claim 

into literary form. In Mornings in Jenin, the Abulheja family undergoes suc-

cessive expulsions in 1948, 1967, 1982 (Sabra and Shatila) and 2002 (Jenin 

camp siege). Each displacement is narrated as a reiteration of the same logic 

rather than a new tragedy. When Amal visits the former village of Ein Hod 

and discovers it transformed into an Israeli colony, the novel reflects a struc-

tural continuity as the land has been ethnically cleansed once and is kept 

cleansed through ongoing legal and cultural mechanisms. 

The Blue Between Sky and Water extends the same principle to Gaza. The 

Baraka family originates in Beit Daras, destroyed in 1948. Nazmiyeh, the ma-

triarch, buries written fragments of village history beneath her Gaza home, 

insisting that memory must survive because dispossession has not ended. The 

Israeli assaults on Gaza in 2008–2009 and 2014 are presented not as isolated 

military operations but as intensified enactments of the original Nakba logic. 

As Rothberg argues in his theorization of implication, beneficiaries of histori-

cal violence become ‘implicated subjects’ who inherit the effects of harms 

done by people and institutions to which one is linked and “help propagate the 

legacies of historical violence and prop up the structures of inequality that mar 

the present; apparently direct forms of violence turn out to rely on indirection” 

(Rothberg 2019, 1–2). Abulhawa repeatedly positions the reader as such 



WRITING/RIGHTING PAIN 

 

114 

a subject, forcing recognition that contemporary comfort often rests on the 

continuation of 1948’s violence. 

Abulhawa’s Against the Loveless World extends the structural under-

standing of the Nakba into its most radical literary form through a carceral 

framework that equates imprisonment with the foundational logic of expul-

sion. The protagonist Nahr, narrates her entire life from within ‘the Cube,’ an 

experimental Israeli solitary-confinement unit where time and space are tech-

nologically manipulated to produce perpetual disorientation. From the novel’s 

opening lines, Nahr declares her paradoxical position of enunciation: 

I LIVE IN the Cube. I write on its glossy gray cinder-block walls however I 

can—with my nails before, with pencils now that the guards bring me some 

supplies. (Abulhawa 2020, 3)  

This act of writing on the prison wall literalizes the refusal of erasure. The 

surface designed for absolute containment becomes the very medium through 

which Palestinian history is inscribed. The novel’s non-linear chronology sys-

tematically denies 1948 the status of privileged origin. Memories surface not 

as traumatic returns to a singular past event but as evidence of an unbroken 

continuum. Every sensory deprivation, every interrogation session, every de-

nial of visitation rights repeats the original violence of the Nakba in miniatu-

rized form. Separation from land and family constitutes the shared principle 

that links the open-air prison of Gaza, the refugee camp and the high-tech 

Cube. The prison cell thus emerges as the Nakba’s most contemporary archi-

tectural iteration. Incarceration is not an exceptional measure applied to indi-

vidual criminals, it is the concentrated expression of a structure that has al-

ways aimed at isolating Palestinians from the conditions of social and political 

reproduction. Edward Said’s seminal concept of the Palestinian ‘permission 

to narrate’ acquires renewed urgency within this carceral context. Said (1984) 

observed that Palestinians have been systematically denied ‘permission to nar-

rate’ their own history within dominant global discourses. The denial operates 

through exclusion from official archives, censorship of testimony, and the de-

legitimization of Palestinian narrative authority. Nahr’s narration from the 

Cube constitutes a direct rebuttal. The very site designed to silence her be-

comes the platform from which she addresses an implied global readership. 

Her scratched and pencilled words on the wall enact a literal counter-archive. 

The act of writing under conditions of total surveillance transforms the prison 

from a space of enforced muteness into a space of insurgent testimony. This 

reclamation of narrative authority carries profound implications for the struc-

tural understanding of the Nakba. The technological distortion of time and 

space within the cell mirrors the broader Zionist project of rendering Palesti-

nian historical continuity illegible. However, Nahr’s non-linear narrative re-
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fuses that distortion. By moving fluidly between pre-1948 Jaffa, post-1967 

occupation, diasporic exile, and present incarceration, she reconstructs the 

very temporality that the prison seeks to fracture. The Nakba appears not as 

a past event that haunts the present but as a living structure that continually 

produces new forms of confinement. The novel thus transforms Said’s ‘per-

mission to narrate’ from a diagnostic observation into an active literary praxis. 

The scratched walls become the material evidence that Palestinian narrative 

authority precedes and exceeds official recognition.  

Intergenerational transmission of memory further dismantles the event 

model. Trauma does not circulate as an unassimilable kernel that returns com-

pulsively across generations. It functions instead as explicit political 

knowledge of a structure that remains fully operative in the present. Memory 

is neither pathological repetition nor private wound. It constitutes a deliberate 

pedagogy of resistance passed from body to body across the fractured geogra-

phy of dispossession. In The Blue Between Sky and Water, this transmission 

assumes its most explicit form. The matriarch Nazmiyeh, displaced from Beit 

Daras in 1948, buries handwritten fragments of her village’s history beneath 

the floor of her Gaza home. These fragments are not nostalgic relics. They 

serve as material evidence addressed to future generations who will inhabit an 

intensified version of the same violence. The narrator reflects that “words and 

stories and dreams remained, trying to find a place in the next generation” 

(Abulhawa 2015, 71). It reconceives memory as cognitive resistance rather 

than psychological symptom. Where Caruth’s model risks confining trauma 

to an ahistorical latency that erupts unpredictably, Abulhawa presents memory 

as a structured curriculum. Grandmothers teach grandchildren the names of 

destroyed villages, the taste of fruits that no longer grow on confiscated land, 

the precise mechanisms by which expulsion was executed and continues to be 

executed. The transmission is corporeal as well as verbal. Bodies carry 

memory in gestures, recipes, lullabies and silences. When Nazmiyeh in The 

Blue Between Sky and Water prepares traditional dishes under siege, the act is 

pedagogical. Her granddaughter Nur learns not only how to cook but why 

cooking under bombardment constitutes defiance. The body that kneads 

dough in a kitchen without electricity inherits the same refusal that once bur-

ied testimonies beneath a house floor. Memory thus becomes ‘muscle 

memory,’ transmitted through the repetition of life-affirming practices that di-

rectly counter the necropolitical ambition to render Palestinian social repro-

duction impossible. This reconceptualization has significant implications for 

trauma theory. The inherited material is not an unintegrated shard that disrupts 

psychic coherence. It is a coherent political analysis of a structure which 

equips the next generation with cognitive and affective tools required to inter-

rupt its reproduction.  
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Abulhawa’s fiction therefore compels a significant revision of trauma the-

ory itself. In this apparatus, the Palestinian case demands what LaCapra 

(2001) terms ‘structural trauma’—trauma that is not confined to an original 

event but is continually reproduced by enduring social and political for-

mations. Her novels do not invite readers to witness a past injustice from 

a safe historical distance. They situate readers inside a present that actively 

generates future dispossession, transforming the act of reading into an ethical 

encounter with the reader’s own implication in the continuing Nakba. 

3. BODIES, EMPATHY AND THE RISK OF SPECTACLE 

The representation of violated Palestinian bodies poses an acute ethical di-

lemma within contemporary literature. Graphic depictions of torture, rape and 

child death risk reproducing the very spectacle that Zionist visual regimes 

have long deployed to dehumanize Palestinians, while simultaneously provid-

ing the evidentiary material necessary for bearing witness. Susan Abulhawa’s 

narratives contain some of the most unflinching and sensory representation of 

bodily destruction in modern Palestinian fiction. Yet it refuses to allow the 

wounded body to function as pure spectacle. Through deliberate narrative 

strategies, Abulhawa embeds extreme violence within dense affective net-

works (mother–child bonds, sibling intimacy, erotic attachment), thereby con-

verting the violated body from object of voyeuristic consumption into the site 

of a relational ethics that demands recognition rather than distanced pity. Ju-

dith Butler’s Frames of War (2009) provides the essential theoretical frame-

work for this. Butler argues that certain lives are framed as ‘grievable’ while 

others are rendered ‘ungrievable’ through “normative schemes of intelligibil-

ity” that determine whose bodies matter (Butler 2009, 26). The Palestinian 

body under occupation has historically been positioned outside the frame of 

grievability i.e. of course, visible as threat or as collateral damage, but rarely 

as a life whose loss constitutes an injury to a shared humanity. Elaine Scarry’s 

earlier work in The Body in Pain (1985) complements this insight by demon-

strating how extreme pain destroys language and isolates the sufferer, making 

the tortured body “eminently representable yet unrepresentable at the same 

time” (Scarry 1985, 177). In the Israeli–Palestinian context, the hyper-visibil-

ity of Palestinian pain in media imagery often performs exactly this double 

operation where the body is shown in agony, but the political meaning of that 

agony is erased or reversed. The risk, then, is that literary representation will 

replicate the same structure. As Megan Boler (1999) warns in her critique of 

‘passive empathy,’ consuming images of distant suffering can produce 

a ‘spectatorial stance’ that reinforces the viewer’s sense of moral superiority 

while leaving power relations intact. Suzanne Keen (2007) similarly distin-
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guishes between ‘empathy’ as bounded, character-specific identification and 

“strategic empathic positioning” that can be manipulated by authors to serve 

ideological ends. The central question for Abulhawa’s fiction therefore be-

comes—does the sensory representation of violated Palestinian bodies simply 

feed the Zionist gaze, or does it subvert that gaze? To this, Abulhawa’s answer 

lies in her systematic refusal to isolate the suffering body from its relational 

matrix. Violence is never presented as a solitary spectacle, it is always 

mediated through intimate and pre-existing bonds that survive the moment of 

destruction.  

In Mornings in Jenin, one of the most devastating scenes unfolds during 

the 1948 Nakba in the village of Ein Hod. The narrator recounts the moment 

when an Israeli soldier executes Fatooma and Darweesh in front of the gath-

ered villagers. The passage is rendered with unflinching precision:  

The soldier fired his pistol twice. One shot between Fatooma’s eyes, on her 

white streak. She fell instantly dead. The other through Darweesh’s chest. His 

pregnant wife, Basima’s niece who had been betrothed to Hasan, shrieked, 

screaming by her bleeding husband as people gathered to carry Darweesh 

a distance away’ […] the bullet lodged in Darweesh’s spine, condemning him 

to motionlessness, to a life plagued by unsightly bedsores, a life tormented 

by the burden of his wife’s cheerless fate, bound to a husband who lived only 

from the chest up. And even from the chest up, he lived on memories of 

horses and wind. (Abulhawa 2010, 31–32) 

The violence is brutal and irrevocable, yet the narrative focalization re-

fuses to abandon the violated bodies to isolated spectacle. The text remains 

insistently anchored to the relational web that the bullets attempt to annihilate. 

Fatooma dies beside her lifelong companion; Darweesh’s mutilation is wit-

nessed and immediately tended by the collective body of the village. The preg-

nant wife’s scream, the improvised dressing with honey and torn clothing, the 

communal act of carrying the wounded man—all these details embed the 

assault within an unbroken network of kinship and care. The destroyed bodies 

are not exhibited as mere evidence of Zionist brutality; they are re-inscribed 

within the very social fabric that the violence seeks to tear apart. As Judith 

Butler (2009) argues, “to be a body is to be exposed to others” (Ibid., 24). 

Abulhawa literalizes this exposure by compelling the reader to witness the 

killings through the persisting bonds that refuse severance. Darweesh’s para-

lysis does not reduce him to a passive victim. His truncated life is framed by 

the ongoing presence of his wife, bound to him in a future now defined by 

shared burden rather than shared joy. The memory of horses and wind that 

sustains him from the chest up is not private nostalgia. It is collective memory 

transmitted through the village’s refusal to let the wounded man disappear into 

anonymity. The violated body is thus never abandoned to spectacle. It remains 
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insistently relational, testifying to a sociality that survives the attempt to anni-

hilate it. 

Abulhawa’s The Blue Between Sky and Water intensifies this relational 

strategy in its unflinching depiction of the 1948 assault on Beit Daras. The 

young Nazmiyeh is gang-raped by Israeli soldiers while desperately shielding 

her younger sister Mariam. The text renders the violation with stark physical 

immediacy:  

Nazmiyeh did not understand what the soldier yelled before forcing himself 

into her. She clenched her teeth, biting the agony of rape lest it escape from 

her voice and reach Mariam’s ears. ‘Scream!’ the soldier demanded in his 

language as he shoved himself harder into her. ‘Scream!’ He pulled her body 

up by the hair, but Nazmiyeh understood neither his words nor his desire to 

hear her suffering. Instead, she continued to endure the assault as silently as 

possible. […] The other soldier took the place of the first one, who now tried 

to thrust himself into her mouth. He slapped her repeatedly. ‘Scream!’ he 

ordered. ‘Scream!’ (Abulhawa 2015, 37–38)  

The narrative focalization never abandons the violated body to isolated 

spectacle. Nazmiyeh’s consciousness remains anchored to the sibling bond 

she is determined to protect. Every act of resistance (clenching her teeth, swal-

lowing her cries, recalling her husband’s tenderness only to violently reject 

the memory) is performed for Mariam’s sake. The rapists demand audible 

confirmation of their power and Nazmiyeh refuses it precisely to preserve the 

relational field that the violence seeks to annihilate. Silence becomes an act of 

maternal guardianship extended to her sister. The violated body is thus never 

surrendered to the soldiers’ voyeuristic desire. It remains insistently re-em-

bedded within the protective dyad that the assault attempts to destroy. 

Nazmiyeh’s clenched jaw and swallowed screams constitute a refusal to let 

the soldiers’ demand for spectacle succeed. The ‘body in pain’ is not offered 

as consumable evidence of Zionist brutality. It is presented as a body that con-

tinues to act ethically toward another, even under the most extreme conditions 

of unmaking. Elaine Scarry (1985) observes that pain unmakes the world; 

Abulhawa shows Nazmiyeh remaking the world around the imperative of 

shielding Mariam, thereby asserting a relational continuity that the weapon-

ized spectacle cannot obliterate.  

Against the Loveless World offers the most radical subversion of the spec-

tacle paradigm through its portrayal of prison torture. Nahr is subjected to 

prolonged sexual humiliation and physical abuse in Israeli detention. Yet the 

narrative repeatedly interrupts the torture sequence with flashbacks to mo-

ments of erotic tenderness with her lover. The same body that is being broken 

by the interrogator is simultaneously remembered as the site of mutual pleas-

ure and agency. This temporal layering prevents the reader from consuming 
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the violated body in isolation. As Keen (2007) observes, authors can deploy 

‘narrative situation’ to control the direction of empathy (Ibid., 93). 

Abulhawa’s non-linear structure forces the reader to hold in simultaneous 

view the body-as-object-of-torture and the body-as-subject-of-desire, thereby 

short-circuiting the dehumanizing gaze. 

Across all three novels, siblings function as a particularly resilient affec-

tive network. In Mornings in Jenin, Amal’s lifelong search for her abducted 

brother Ismail structures the entire narrative. In The Blue Between Sky and 

Water, the bond between Nur and her jinn-possessed uncle Khaled survives 

even his physical death. In Against the Loveless World, Nahr’s relationship 

with her brother persists as a moral compass inside the Cube. These sibling 

bonds are never sentimentalized, they are shown to be strained, fractured and 

sometimes violent themselves. Yet they provide the relational infrastructure 

that prevents the individual body from being abstracted into pure victimhood. 

This embedding of violence within intimate networks performs several crucial 

ethical operations. First, it counters the Zionist framing of Palestinian bodies 

as either threats or disposable entities by insisting on their prior and continuing 

embeddedness in recognizable human relations. Second, it transforms the 

reader’s empathy from the passive consumption that Boler critiques into what 

she terms ‘testimonial reading’—a practice that “requires the reader’s res-

ponsibility” (Boler 1999, 157). Third, it refuses the humanitarian logic that 

Butler (2009) identifies as the ‘management of precarity’ i.e. the spectacle of 

the suffering body is not offered as proof of shared humanity that then ab-

solves further action (Ibid). It is offered as evidence of a relational world that 

has been assaulted and that demands restoration. 

Abulhawa’s strategy thus resolves the apparent contradiction between 

sensory representation and ethical witness. By never allowing the violated 

body to appear outside its affective relations, she prevents the reproduction of 

the Zionist gaze that isolates and dehumanizes. The body in pain remains 

a body in relation, and it is precisely this relational excess that converts spec-

tacle into indictment and empathy into obligation. 

4. HUMAN RIGHTS DISCOURSE AND ITS LIMITS 

Contemporary human-rights discourse has emerged as the dominant global 

idiom for articulating claims to justice. However, its universalist pretensions 

repeatedly falter when confronted with the Palestinian condition. Abulhawa’s 

fiction engages this discourse with deliberate ambivalence. Her novels mobi-

lize the formal and rhetorical resources of international human-rights frame-

works while simultaneously exposing their structural exclusions. Through 

narrative strategies that both invoke and ironize the conventions of human-
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rights testimony, Abulhawa reveals the limits of a juridical imaginary that re-

cognizes suffering only when it can be incorporated into the figure of the state-

less-yet-rights-bearing individual. Joseph Slaughter’s (2007) seminal reflec-

tions on human rights scholarship provide a primary theoretical ground here. 

Slaughter argues that the post-1948 human-rights regime and the Bildungsro-

man share a common plot as the story of an individual who, through suffering 

and self-articulation, achieves incorporation into the community of rights-

bearing subjects. He notes, “the novel is seen as the paramount medium for 

representing the socio-aesthetic construction of modern, bourgeois individu-

alism, and the paramount model for imagining the modern nation-state as a so-

cial community. In this regard, the novel can be described as a technology for 

making the institutional abstractions of both the human person and the nation-

state formation (individually and collectively) sensible” (Ibid., 92). In this ap-

paratus, the genre of this ‘human rights novel’ depends upon a tautological 

structure whereby the personality that is entitled to rights is the personality 

that can claim and enact them through narrative. Palestinians, however, are 

systematically excluded from this plot. As stateless persons denied the ‘right 

to have rights’ (Arendt 2017, 307), they occupy the constitutive outside of the 

very regime that claims universality. Abulhawa’s fiction repeatedly stages this 

exclusion yet refuses to ratify it as irrevocable. The most radical enactment of 

this refusal appears in Against the Loveless World, where Nahr delivers her 

entire life narrative from within the Cube. From the very outset, Nahr trans-

forms the site of absolute containment into a platform of insurgent testimony. 

She declares: 

Even the best inventions for confinement and subjugation cannot account for 

life’s resolve to freedom. These high-tech shackles are meant to hold me in 

place with my arms behind my back, but I fasten myself facing the wall, to 

my jailers’ great annoyance. I remain that way until visitors leave. In the 

meantime, sometimes I sing, and when possible, I fart. Their discomfort gives 

me pleasure. In this way, the north side is both the domain of bondage and 

the direction for defiance. I waged my fight for writing utensils on the north 

wall. The guards had ignored all my requests for pen and paper until I used 

bodily fluids to write on that wall. In menstrual blood I wrote: Long live Sad-

dam Hussein, and in feces: Israel is shit. (Abulhawa 2019, 111–112)  

This passage performs a double subversion. First, it converts the techno-

logical apparatus of erasure into an improvisational archive. The body that the 

prison seeks to reduce to bare life becomes the very instrument of inscription. 

Menstrual blood and faeces, substances conventionally coded as waste and 

shame, are repurposed as ink for political declaration. Second, and more cru-

cially, the act parodies and expropriates the formal conventions of human-

rights testimony itself. The wall that was meant to silence becomes the page 
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and the Cube that officially ‘does not exist’ becomes the tribunal. Nahr does 

not petition an absent international community for recognition. She bypasses 

it entirely, constituting her readership as the jury that the UN and its affiliated 

bodies have refused to convene. The irony is structural rather than incidental. 

The international community incarcerates Nahr precisely by withholding the 

platform she now seizes through fiction. Yet the novel demonstrates that the 

Bildungsroman plot of human-rights incorporation (the journey from suffer-

ing to juridical personality) is not the only narrative available. By writing with 

the very substances the prison cannot regulate, Nahr enacts a dissident self-

formation that precedes and exceeds state recognition. The right to narrate is 

no longer a supplication directed toward a benevolent external authority. It is 

an autonomous act performed from within the space designed to render such 

acts impossible. In this way, Abulhawa’s text does not merely critique the ex-

clusion of Palestinians from the human-rights plot. It writes an alternative plot 

in which the stateless subject claims narrative authority as the prior condition 

of any future right to have rights. 

Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson’s (2010) work on life narrative helps il-

luminate this strategy. They identify ‘rights discourse’ as a genre that requires 

the subject to present herself as both victim and agent, speaking in a voice that 

is simultaneously individual and representative. Nahr fulfils this requirement 

only to expose its inadequacy. She recounts administrative detention without 

charge, sexual torture and the revocation of residency rights, yet refuses the 

redemptive arc that human-rights testimony typically demands. There is no 

moment of recognition by the international community, no restoration of 

rights. Instead, the novel ends with Nahr still in the Cube, her narrative smug-

gled out through unknown means. The human-rights plot is invoked only to 

be suspended, revealing the Palestinian as the subject for whom the promised 

incorporation never arrives. Sophia A. McClennen (2009) extends this critique 

in her analysis of ‘the novel of human rights.’ She argues that contemporary 

literature often performs a ‘double gesture’ of ‘using and abusing’ human-

rights frameworks (McClennen 2009, 9). Abulhawa explicitly executes this 

gesture in her fiction. Several legal documents such as—UN Resolution 194 

on the right of return, Geneva Convention articles, Amnesty reports are tacitly 

woven into the narrative fabric of her novels. The culminating instance occurs 

in Mornings in Jenin when Amal, now an American citizen, returns to the 

Jenin refugee camp in 2002 during the Israeli invasion. She is fatally shot by 

an Israeli soldier while shielding her daughter Sara from gunfire. In her final 

moments, the narrative turns to the bitter irony of human-rights discourse it-

self: 
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She wondered if officials might express regret for the “accidental” killing of 

her, an American citizen. Or if her life would merely culminate in the dander 

of “collateral damage. (Abulhawa 2010, 9)  

The passage stages the precise mechanism by which the universalist 

promises of human rights collapses when confronted with Palestinian life. 

Amal’s acquired U.S. passport should, in theory, elevate her death above the 

threshold of disposability. The language of ‘regret,’ ‘accident’ and ‘collateral 

damage’ is the standardized lexicon of international humanitarian law and 

state apology protocols. However, the novel reveals these terms as performa-

tive gestures that acknowledge the violation only to neutralize its political con-

sequence. The American passport does not confer grievability, it merely trans-

forms deliberate killing into a regrettable administrative error that requires no 

structural remedy. Amal’s death thus dramatizes the double gesture McClen-

nen describes. The text mobilizes the full apparatus of human-rights rhetoric 

(citizenship status, civilian protection, proportionality review) only to demon-

strate its systematic failure when the victim is Palestinian. The invocation of 

legal universality serves not to secure rights but to expose their suspension. 

The Palestinian subject is recognized by the discourse only at the moment of 

death, and even then recognition functions as a technology of deferral rather 

than restitution. Abulhawa thereby abuses the framework she uses, converting 

the expected narrative of juridical incorporation into an indictment of the re-

gime that perpetually postpones Palestinian entry into the community of 

rights-bearing subjects. 

The right of return constitutes the most glaring contradiction. Article 13 

of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights affirms that “everyone has the 

right to return to his country” (United Nations 1948)2. Yet for Palestinians, 

this right remains the one most consistently violated by the same states that 

enshrine the Declaration. The Blue Between Sky and Water dramatizes this 

paradox through the character of Nazmiyeh, who buries written fragments of 

her destroyed village beneath her Gaza home. These fragments function as 

a counter-archive that preserves the legal and historical claim to return in the 

face of international abandonment. As Slaughter (2007) notes, “the right to 

have rights is predicated on the capacity to narrate oneself as a rights-bearing 

subject”. Nazmiyeh’s buried testimonies literalize Edward Said’s (1984) con-

cept of the Palestinian ‘permission to narrate,’ transforming it into an insur-

gent practice that precedes and exceeds formal recognition. This transfor-

mation reaches its theoretical culmination in Against the Loveless World. 

 
2 Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights affirms that everyone has the right 

to leave any country, including their own, and to return to their country; see the Universal Dec-

laration of Human Rights on the United Nations website, https://www.un.org/en/about-us/uni-

versal-declaration-of-human-rights (Article 13). 

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights


DIGANTA DEKA 

 

123 

Nahr’s narrative repeatedly ironizes the language of universal rights. She de-

scribes her statelessness not as a legal anomaly but as the logical endpoint of 

a system that requires state membership as the precondition for rights. The 

novel thus exposes what Hannah Arendt identified as the central aporia of hu-

man rights—its dependence on the very nation-state system that expels certain 

populations from protection. Abulhawa does not however abandon human-

rights discourse entirely. Rather, she reclaims it through what Slaughter 

(2007) terms ‘dissident subgenre’—a narrative formation that refuses incor-

poration on the existing terms (Ibid., 181). Nahr’s final act of narration from 

the Cube constitutes a radical assertion of the right to narrate as the right to 

have rights. By addressing the reader directly, she bypasses the institutions 

that have denied her standing and constitutes a new public through the act of 

reading itself.  

Across her oeuvre, Abulhawa reveals human-rights discourse as both re-

source and obstacle. Her novels transform the ‘right to narrate’ from a plea for 

inclusion into a declaration of prior and inalienable claim. In doing so, they 

delineate a literary praxis that neither rejects human rights nor submits to their 

current limitations, but instead uses fiction to hold open the space where 

a genuinely universal regime might yet be imagined.  

5. FEMINIST RECLAMATION AND ‘RIGHTING’ THROUGH CARE AND PLEASURE  

Palestinian women in dominant representation are routinely confined to two 

intersecting tropes i.e. the mourning mother draped in black or the hyper-visi-

ble victim of gendered violence whose body authenticates humanitarian crisis. 

Both figures serve a necropolitical function while rendering Palestinian life as 

damaged and devoid of autonomous desire. Abulhawa’s fiction systematically 

dismantles this representational economy. Across Mornings in Jenin (2010), 

The Blue Between Sky and Water (2015) and Against the Loveless World 

(2019), female characters insist on pleasure, erotic agency, communal care 

and deliberate acts of futurity (cooking, sex, dancing, planting trees) even un-

der conditions of extreme constraint. These embodied practices constitute 

a feminist politics of reclamation that refuses the reduction of Palestinian fe-

mininity to trauma. 

Sara Ahmed’s (2004) theorization of the cultural politics of emotion offers 

a productive framework. Ahmed argues that emotions do not reside in subjects 

or objects but circulate and ‘do things’ by aligning bodies with or against one 

another (Ahmed 2004, 85). The figure of the damaged Palestinian woman 

aligns global spectators with a humanitarian affect of pity while distancing 

them from political responsibility. However, Abulhawa is very subtle enough 

to reverse this circulation. By locating pleasure and care within the same bod-
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ies that bear the marks of occupation, her novels generate affective alignments 

that exceed pity and produce what Ahmed terms ‘affective economies’ of hope 

(Ibid., 44). Gala Rexer's (2023) concept of concept of ‘embodied resistance’ 

is equally central here. Rexer documents how Palestinian women under occu-

pation deploy ‘bodies and bodily matter' to “challenge the Israeli carceral sys-

tem” (Rexer 2023, 3). In this vogue, everyday practices of the Palestinian 

women such as—cooking, storytelling, birthing etc. act as forms of ‘counter-

necropolitics’ that affirm life against the state’s management of death. 

Abulhawa’s fiction translates this ethnographic insight into literary form. In 

Mornings in Jenin, the matriarch Dalia (later renamed Fatima after 1948) con-

tinues to cook traditional dishes (musakhan, maqluba) in the Jenin refugee 

camp despite the destruction of her village kitchen. The act is never nostalgic. 

Food preparation becomes an act of spatial and temporal reclamation as the 

smell of sumac and olive oil temporarily reconstitutes Ein Hod within the 

camp. As Rita Felski (2008) observes, aesthetic experiences of recognition 

can reconnect us with forms of embodied knowledge that have been sidelined. 

Cooking here functions as embodied counter-memory. The Blue Between Sky 

and Water radicalizes this feminist politics through the figure of Nazmiyeh, 

the matriarch who embodies an unbroken continuity of Palestinian women’s 

care and defiance. Even under the crushing conditions of recurrent bombard-

ment and blockade, Nazmiyeh maintains the embodied practices that refuse 

necropolitical control over life itself. The novel repeatedly returns to her phy-

sical presence as the living archive of pre-1948 rural femininity: 

The grandmother walked in from the kitchen. She wore a traditional fallahi 

black thobe, embroidered in fine patterns with the rose, olive, and lemon col-

ors of the land. A delicate black headscarf framed her smile and, together 

with her immense bosom and wide hips, gave her a quality of maternal gene-

rosity. (Abulhawa 2015, 173) 

The embroidered thobe is not folkloric ornament. It is a deliberate act of 

material memory and futural insistence. Each stitch in rose, olive and lemon 

threads constitutes a refusal to let the colors of the confiscated land disappear 

from Palestinian bodies. The garment transforms her body into a living reposi-

tory of the land that the occupation seeks to erase from collective perception. 

This embodied practice is explicitly reproductive and ecological. Nazmiyeh’s 

‘immense bosom and wide hips’ are not incidental details as they signal a ma-

ternal corporeality that continues to generate and shelter life under conditions 

designed to render reproduction impossible. The thobe’s colors are the same 

hues that once grew in Beit Daras and that she teaches her granddaughters to 

recognize as their rightful inheritance. Abulhawa’s depiction of Nazmiyeh’s 

embodied relationship to the land (metaphorically ‘wearing’ Palestine on her 
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body) culminates in what can be described as a mode of ‘rooted resistance’ 

(Motter, Grey & Singer 2020, 12). Through the everyday acts of caring for 

children and tending the soil, Palestinian women such as Nazmiyeh directly 

contest the settler-colonial logic of elimination that seeks to erase indigenous 

presence and sever ties to territory. The embroidered thobe, a traditional dress 

that survives repeated assaults and displacements alongside Nazmiyeh herself, 

functions as potent material evidence of endurance. It stands as tangible proof 

that necropolitical strategies of control, dispossession, and erasure cannot ul-

timately disconnect Palestinian women from the land or from the futurity they 

continue to gestate—both literally, through the bearing and nurturing of new 

generations, and figuratively, through the persistent cultivation of cultural and 

ecological continuity. 

Erotic pleasure constitutes the most audacious dimension of this reclama-

tion. Against the Loveless World centers Nahr, a sex worker who unapologe-

tically claims desire as a domain of autonomy. In a context where Palestinian 

women’s bodies are routinely instrumentalized as sites of honor or violation, 

Nahr’s sexuality is neither shameful nor redemptive rather it is ordinary and 

agential. Her lovemaking scenes with her husband in Kuwait and later with 

her lover in Palestine are described with frank sensuality:  

I faked pleasure through the discomfort of being penetrated for the first time. 

I was waiting for it to feel good, hoping nothing was wrong with me, wanting 

it to be over, wondering if this was what it would always be like[...]but I 

thought it would feel special and sweet too. I gritted my teeth and clenched 

my fists. He was mostly quiet, sometimes instructing me to relax. (Abulhawa 

2019, 33). 

Even in prison, memories of physical pleasure interrupt torture sequences, 

preventing the state from achieving total ownership of her body. Ahmed 

(2004) argues that “happiness can be revolutionary” when it refuses to be post-

poned until after liberation. Nahr’s refusal to defer pleasure performs exactly 

this revolution. Communal dancing further materializes this embodied coun-

ter-politics. In The Blue Between Sky and Water, women in Gaza insist on 

collective celebration even under conditions of prolonged immobilization and 

siege. A pivotal scene unfolds when the family gathers to honor Rhet Shel’s 

momentary joy despite Khaled’s continuing paralysis. The text describes the 

spontaneous eruption of music and dance: 

Despite the disappointment of seeing Khaled still immobilized in his body, 

they had already been inspired by Rhet Shel’s elation and let it spread through 

them, too. The pop music of Nancy Ajram and Amr Diab leavened the air in 

Hajje Nazmiyeh’s home […] She tied her mother’s scarf around her narrow 

child hips and danced. Her young friends were there, having followed as the 
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matriarchs did. They too danced as their elders clapped encouragement. 

(Abulhawa 2015, 180) 

The scene is profoundly political in its apparent domesticity. In a context 

where the occupation systematically disrupts electricity, movement and com-

munal gathering, the decision to play music and dance constitutes an act of 

deliberate reclamation. Nancy Ajram and Amr Diab’s songs are an audible 

assertion of a living Arab cultural continuum that the blockade seeks to frag-

ment. The young girls’ improvised choreography, performed under the watch-

ful eyes and rhythmic clapping of the matriarchs, transforms the cramped liv-

ing room into reclaimed public space. The dancing bodies literally occupy and 

animate a territory that military power attempts to render inert and empty. Rita 

Felski’s (2008) category of ‘enchantment’ illuminates the political efficacy of 

this moment. Felski argues that aesthetic practices can produce ‘a momentary 

release from instrumentality’ that paradoxically recharges political will rather 

than depleting it. The dance sequence operates precisely in this register. The 

girls’ movement is not instrumental to any immediate strategic objective, yet 

it generates an affective surplus that exceeds the logic of siege. Rhet Shel’s 

scarf tied around childish hips becomes a transmission belt for embodied joy 

across generations; the elders’ clapping constitutes both approval and partici-

pation in a collective refusal to let paralysis define the boundaries of Palestin-

ian sociality. This brief eruption of music and dance therefore performs a fe-

minist counter-necropolitics. Where the occupation aims to reduce life to bare 

survival, the women and girls insist on plenitude: on pleasure, on intergene-

rational continuity, on the right to occupy space with bodies that move freely 

and joyfully. The scene refuses the humanitarian framing that would reduce 

Palestinian existence to perpetual victimhood. Instead, it demonstrates that re-

sistance is not only enacted in the street or the checkpoint but also in the living 

room where a child ties her mother’s scarf and dances while her elders clap in 

defiant rhythm. The dancing bodies thus generate a living present that the oc-

cupation cannot confiscate and a future it cannot foreclose. 

These scenes are never utopian escapes. Pleasure is always precarious, 

often interrupted by violence. However, the insistence on pleasure is precisely 

what distinguishes Abulhawa’s feminism from liberal humanitarian represen-

tations that require Palestinian women to remain legible primarily through 

damage. By locating desire and care within the same bodies that suffer, the 

novels produce what Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2015) terms ‘life-affirming re-

sistance’ that “challenges the occupier’s monopoly over the meaning of life 

itself”. This feminist reclamation performs the second movement of the ‘writ-

ing/righting’ pun as writing inscribes violation and righting restores the dam-

aged subject to relational plenitude. Through cooking, sex, dancing and so on 

Abulhawa’s women practice an embodied righting that refuses to concede fu-
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turity to the necropolitical order. In Ahmed’s (2004) terms, these affective 

practices ‘stick’ bodies together across generations and geographies, generat-

ing a feminist counter-public that exceeds both Zionist dehumanization and 

humanitarian pity. 

Abulhawa thus offers a Palestinian feminist aesthetics that neither denies 

violence nor allows it to have the final word. The female body remains the 

primary battlefield, but it is also the primary site of reclamation. By insisting 

on pleasure and care as political acts, her fiction enacts a feminist righting that 

transforms the damaged Palestinian trope into the agential Palestinian subject 

who continues to imagine futures on her own terms. 

6. CONCLUSION 

Judith Butler (2009) articulates the foundational question that any serious 

analysis of Palestinian representation must confront when she asks under what 

conditions life becomes grievable. Grievability, in Butler’s formulation, con-

stitutes a socially mediated attribute rather than an inherent property of the 

human subject, for certain lives enter the collective frame of mourning while 

others remain structurally excluded from that frame. The Palestinian case 

exemplifies this differential distribution with particular acuity, since suffering 

circulates in relentless visibility across global media platforms, yet the lives 

extinguished seldom register as losses that demand sustained public acknowl-

edgment. As Butler further argues, lives deemed ungrievable endure dispro-

portionate exposure to violence, starvation, legal erasure, and differential pre-

carity. Susan Abulhawa’s novels intervene decisively at this juncture, refusing 

mere documentation of the ungrievable and instead performing a sustained 

narrative operation that reconfigures Palestinian lives as inherently grievable, 

thereby compelling readers to recognize the political mechanisms that sustain 

their disposability. 

This operation reaches its fullest theoretical expression in the dual process 

that the present study has conceptualized through the deliberate pun ‘writ-

ing/righting.’ Writing accomplishes the initial inscription of violation, as the 

novels record with meticulous precision the archival suppressions, juridical 

infractions and corporeal devastations that constitute the continuing Nakba. 

Righting, by contrast, executes the subsequent ethical and political rectifica-

tion. Through strategies of relational embedding, feminist reclamation of em-

bodied pleasure, and critical engagement with human-rights frameworks, 

Abulhawa restores Palestinian subjects to historical agency and relational in-

tegrity. The pun captures an essential indivisibility, since inscription of the 

wrong simultaneously initiates its correction, while reorientation of narrative 

perspective fundamentally alters the frames that govern recognition of the hu-
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man. Rita Felski (2008) identifies literature’s distinctive capacity to unsettle 

habitual perception and reveal concealed connections, Abulhawa’s oeuvre re-

flects this capacity systematically by rejecting the event-bound model of 

trauma, the spectacular isolation of the suffering body and the compensatory 

universalism of liberal human-rights discourse. At the center of this achieve-

ment lies a carefully calibrated progression from empathy to solidarity. Su-

zanne Keen (2007) demonstrates that empathy frequently remains limited to 

transient identification with individual characters, an affective response that 

leaves the reader’s broader worldview undisturbed. Abulhawa mobilizes em-

pathy at the outset through dense affective networks that include maternal pro-

tection amid sexual violence, sibling bonds across decades of separation, and 

erotic memory within carceral confinement, thereby generating an immediate 

identificatory response. This response, however, never settles into passive 

consumption. Megan Boler (1999) distinguishes passive empathy from testi-

monial reading, where the latter imposes responsibility upon the reader and 

converts witnessing into an ethical demand. Sensory depictions of violence 

appear always within relational contexts that prevent voyeurism and compel 

acknowledgment that Palestinian suffering results from structured political 

processes, processes in which readers themselves occupy positions of impli-

cation (Rothberg 2019). Ethical responsiveness constitutes the pivotal inter-

mediary stage, for empathy becomes politicized precisely when readers recog-

nize their own historical tethering to the conditions of Palestinian precarity. 

Butler (2009) frames this recognition as the foundation for a relation of radical 

equality that requires confrontation with the normative violence embedded in 

representational frames. Abulhawa stages such confrontation repeatedly, as 

when Amal’s encounter with the cartographic erasure of her village in Morn-

ings in Jenin implicates the reader in ongoing settler-colonial comfort, or 

when Nahr’s direct address from solitary confinement in Against the Loveless 

World transforms empathic identification into a juridical summons that echoes 

Edward Said’s (1984) formulation of the Palestinian ‘permission to narrate’ 

as subversive self-authorization. 

Political solidarity emerges as the terminal point of this trajectory. Empa-

thy opens affective channels, ethical responsiveness converts feeling into ac-

countability and solidarity sustains commitment as shared praxis. The writ-

ing/righting dyad illuminates the entire movement, for writing documents vio-

lation while righting enacts the restoration that renders solidarity both con-

ceivable and imperative. Nazmiyeh’s buried testimonies and persistent re-

planting of trees in The Blue Between Sky and Water materialize this restora-

tive impulse. Shalhoub-Kevorkian theorizes such gestures as form of re-

sistance that challenge what she identifies as the ‘necropolitical matrix’”—

a regime of control exercised over life and death itself (Ibid. 186). Sara Ahmed 

(2004) further describes how hope and desire generate adhesive alignments 



DIGANTA DEKA 

 

129 

across bodies and distances, producing solidarities that outlast the moment of 

reading. In this apparatus, Abulhawa’s fiction ultimately cultivates what the 

present study terms as the ‘human dimension’ of literature i.e. the concrete 

textures of relational existence that no regime of erasure can fully extinguish. 

Sensory details of cooking, dancing and physical intimacy constitute a ‘cul-

ture of feelings’ in which grief and joy intertwine to affirm Palestinian hu-

manity in its particularity rather than as an abstract universal. Literature be-

comes the privileged medium for sustaining this culture, transforming empa-

thy into responsibility and prompting readers to recognize the Palestinian not 

merely as victim but as co-bearer of a shared world. In an era defined by the 

simultaneous hyper-visibility and political invisibility of Palestinian suffering, 

such literature performs indispensable work, teaching accurate feeling, ethical 

response and sustained action. Empathy refuses silence, while responsibility 

refuses abstraction. Through the practice of writing/righting, Abulhawa reori-

ents the frames that determine grievability. Her fiction thus refuses the conso-

lations of sentimentality or the comforts of moral certainty. Instead, it operates 

through implication while positioning the reader as an implicated subject 

called to account. Readers emerge transformed from passive spectators into 

participants within a collective labour of justice, for the measure of Palestinian 

grievability ultimately becomes the measure of our own humanity. 
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ABSTRACT 

Review of Peter Singer & Shih Chao-Hwei, The Buddhist and Ethicist Conversation 

on Effective Altruism, Engaged Buddhism, and How to Build a Better World, 

Shambhala Publications, Boulder 2023, p. 264. 

Peter Singer and Shih Chao-Hwei’s book, The Buddhist and Ethicist Conver-

sation on Effective Altruism, Engaged Buddhism, and How to Build a Better 

World, consists of eight chapters and represents a groundbreaking dialogue 

between two eminent thinkers. The book makes a significant contribution to 

the field of ethics, particularly for scholars interested in the comparative study 

of Buddhist ethics and contemporary ethical theory. Through sustained philo-

sophical dialogue, the authors explore themes of philosophy, ethics, and reli-

gion, thereby deepening our understanding of how ethical principles can con-

tribute to building a better world. The dialogue brings together the principles 

of effective altruism and engaged Buddhism, encouraging readers and practi-

tioners to reflect on how these ethical frameworks can be applied to address 

contemporary global challenges. The book not only highlights the role of eth-

ics in everyday life but also invites interdisciplinary engagement with the 

complex nature of ethics in cultivating moral character and promoting peace 

and prosperity. 

The central focus of the book lies in the concepts of effective altruism and 

Buddhism. Altruism is a moral philosophy concerned with prioritizing the 
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well-being and happiness of others—both humans and animals—over self-

interest. Effective altruism, in particular, advocates the use of reason and em-

pirical evidence to maximize positive impact in the world. Throughout the 

dialogue, the eminent philosopher Peter Singer employs this framework as 

a means of addressing contemporary ethical issues. His arguments present 

a compelling case for applying ethical reasoning in everyday life, especially 

in encouraging individuals to donate effectively and contribute meaningfully 

to societal well-being. 

Shih Chao-Hwei enriches the discussion through the perspective of en-

gaged Buddhism, which emphasizes the active involvement of Buddhist prac-

titioners in social, political, and environmental issues. She explains how Bud-

dhist teachings underscore the importance of compassion, interconnectedness, 

and mindfulness in guiding altruistic action. The book demonstrates how ethi-

cal principles can offer reasoned responses to a wide range of practical moral 

problems. Each chapter is engaging, characterized by clear exposition, careful 

reasoning, persuasive argumentation, and practical examples addressing con-

temporary challenges. 

The first chapter serves as a foundational introduction, setting the stage 

for the subsequent dialogue. It examines how Peter Singer and Shih Chao-

Hwei approach fundamental ethical questions, highlighting points of conver-

gence and divergence in their perspectives. The authors explore how effective 

altruism and engaged Buddhism can work together to reduce suffering and 

promote global well-being. Singer emphasizes logic, impartiality, and measu-

rable outcomes in ethical action, whereas the Buddhist perspective stresses 

inner transformation, mindfulness, and the realization of interdependence as 

the basis of genuine compassion. The dialogue reveals that reason without 

empathy may become mechanical, while compassion without awareness of 

consequences may lack effectiveness. Both traditions expand moral concern 

beyond personal and national boundaries, advocating care for all sentient be-

ings as a path toward a more peaceful, just, and sustainable world. 

The second chapter focuses on key Buddhist concepts such as karma and 

nirvana. Singer seeks clarification of these concepts and raises the classic “is–

ought” problem concerning the transition from descriptive facts to moral ob-

ligations. In response, Shih Chao-Hwei explains these concepts in their philo-

sophical context and addresses common misunderstandings that lead to their 

misinterpretation. This chapter explores foundational questions of moral rea-

soning and demonstrates how Buddhist ethics and utilitarian thought intersect. 

The discussion also includes the “Ring of Gyges” thought experiment, through 

which Shih Chao-Hwei asks how altruism can be encouraged when individu-

als do not feel directly connected to those who suffer. Her Buddhist response 

emphasizes transforming inner attitudes rather than relying solely on external 

moral pressure. 
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The third chapter examines the meeting point between Buddhist ethical 

frameworks and the contemporary philosophical movement of effective altru-

ism. Although their foundations differ, both traditions share a commitment to 

reducing suffering. Effective altruism emphasizes evidence-based decision-

making, cost-effectiveness, and impartial concern for all sentient beings, while 

Buddhism grounds moral action in compassion (karuṇā), non-harm (ahiṃsā), 

and mental cultivation. A substantial portion of this chapter discusses how 

engaged Buddhism addresses real-world issues such as poverty, violence, in-

equality, and climate change. These efforts align with effective altruism’s goal 

of improving global well-being through measurable action. The chapter ulti-

mately argues that building a better world requires integrating the strategic 

reasoning of effective altruism with Buddhism’s emphasis on wisdom and 

compassion. 

The fourth chapter further explores how Buddhist ethics and effective al-

truism complement one another in creating a compassionate yet rational moral 

framework. It compares Buddhism’s emphasis on mindfulness, non-harm, and 

interconnectedness with effective altruism’s focus on maximizing well-being 

through evidence-based action. While highlighting areas of convergence—

such as compassion, moral responsibility, and global concern—the chapter 

also addresses tensions related to detachment, quantification of moral impact, 

and ethical prioritization. The authors argue for a balanced dialogue that inte-

grates spiritual wisdom with practical effectiveness to promote sustainable so-

cial transformation. 

The fifth chapter focuses on the complementary role of Buddhist ethics 

and effective altruism in addressing global suffering. It highlights Buddhism’s 

emphasis on compassion, intention, and the reduction of craving alongside 

effective altruism’s commitment to rational decision-making and measurable 

impact. The chapter argues that combining inner moral transformation with 

strategic external action creates a more holistic approach to ethical engage-

ment. It also explores the potential for practical collaboration between en-

gaged Buddhists and ethicists in cultivating personal virtue while supporting 

interventions that demonstrably improve well-being. 

The sixth chapter examines dialogue between Buddhist thinkers and con-

temporary ethicists on the principles of effective altruism. It highlights how 

engaged Buddhism’s emphasis on compassion, non-harm, and structural 

transformation aligns with effective altruism’s aim of maximizing positive 

outcomes. The chapter discusses points of convergence, particularly in reduc-

ing suffering, as well as tensions between effective altruism’s reliance on 

quantification and Buddhism’s focus on intention and inner transformation. 

It ultimately argues for an integrated approach in which evidence-based ac-

tion, ethical mindfulness, and compassionate engagement work together to 

foster sustainable social change. 
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The seventh chapter further explores the convergence between Buddhism 

and effective altruism in addressing global suffering. It emphasizes their 

shared ethical commitment to reducing harm, promoting compassion, and em-

ploying reasoned action for social good. At the same time, it examines ten-

sions between consequentialist calculations and Buddhist concerns with inten-

tion, mindfulness, and moral motivation. The chapter argues that integrating 

empirical effectiveness with inner ethical cultivation can lead to a more com-

prehensive and balanced approach to social action. 

The eighth and final chapter deepens the dialogue by focusing on practical 

pathways for building a better world. It emphasizes compassion guided by 

wisdom, urging ethical action that is both intention-based and outcome-ori-

ented. Engaged Buddhism is presented as a lived practice addressing systemic 

suffering through mindfulness, social justice, and non-violence. The chapter 

argues that effective altruism can benefit from Buddhism’s emphasis on inner 

transformation, while Buddhism can adopt evidence-based strategies to maxi-

mize positive impact. This synthesis promotes morally responsible, sustaina-

ble, and globally conscious action aimed at reducing suffering for all beings. 

OVERALL EVALUATION 

The overall argumentative structure of the book effectively captures and sus-

tains the reader’s interest throughout the dialogue. Through thoughtful con-

versation and rigorous argumentation, Singer and Shih Chao-Hwei address 

complex issues such as social justice, animal ethics, environmental sustaina-

bility, and moral responsibility. Their dialogue reflects deep mutual respect 

and highlights meaningful connections between Western philosophical tradi-

tions and Eastern wisdom. One of the book’s greatest strengths is its practical 

orientation toward building a better world characterized by peace and pros-

perity. The authors offer concrete suggestions for individuals and communi-

ties to engage in altruistic endeavors aligned with their values, whether 

through effective charitable giving, volunteering, or advocating for systemic 

change. Shih Chao-Hwei emphasizes the role of mindfulness, compassion, 

and ethical conduct, drawing on examples from Buddhist history and contem-

porary activism. Singer, on the other hand, underscores the importance of ra-

tional decision-making and effective altruism in shaping a morally responsible 

society. Throughout the dialogue, both authors acknowledge the complexities 

and challenges inherent in altruism and ethical decision-making. They address 

pressing moral issues such as gender equality, sexuality, abortion, animal wel-

fare, euthanasia, and suicide, encouraging readers to approach these topics 

with clarity, humility, and ethical sensitivity. By embracing uncertainty and 

moral complexity, the authors argue for a nuanced understanding of ethics that 
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integrates inner moral cultivation with outward social action. The book ulti-

mately presents a compelling synthesis of Western ethical theory and Buddhist 

philosophy, offering both theoretical insight and practical guidance for ethical 

living. It will be particularly valuable to scholars, activists, and socially en-

gaged individuals seeking to understand the relationship between personal 

transformation and social change. The book invites readers to participate in 

an ongoing dialogue about how ethical reflection and compassionate action 

can contribute to a more just, sustainable, and peaceful world. 
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ABSTRACT 

Review of the new Polish version of Erazm z Rotterdamu, Podręcznik żołnierza 

Chrystusowego nauk zbawiennych pełny, przeł., wstępem poprzedził Juliusz Domań-

ski, komentarz: Juliusz Domański i Raymond Marcel, aneks: Leszek Kołakowski, 

Erazm i jego Bóg, Instytut Tomistyczny – Wydawnictwo w Drodze, Warszawa-Poz-

nań 2025, s. CLXXIX, [1], 475, [3]. 

Sześćdziesiąt. Tyle lat minęło w 2025 roku od ukazania się pierwszego pol-

skiego przekładu jednego z najsłynniejszych utworów wczesnej nowożytno-

ści, dzieła Enchiridion militis Christiani saluberrimis praeceptis refertum 

Erazma z Rotterdamu w przekładzie i opracowaniu Juliusza Domańskiego1. 

W tym też roku uczestnicy i użytkownicy kultury otrzymali zmienione i roz-

budowane tłumaczenie tego tekstu (dalej jako: E. 2025), kolejne opus magnum 

wspomnianego wybitnego badacza filozofii i historii idei, filologa klasycz-

nego oraz neolatynisty. Przedstawianą tutaj pracę uznać można za jedno z naj-

donioślejszych osiągnięć w zakresie studiów nad myślą renesansową ostat-

niego czasu w polskim środowisku naukowym.  

Należący do najznakomitszych badaczy twórczości Erazma Tłumacz jest 

nadto autorem licznych prac podejmujących zagadnienia znajdujących u Rot-

terdamczyka swoje tekstowe realizacje idei takich jak bonae litterae, huma-

nizm biblijny, philosophia evangelica, filozofia jako modus vivendi czy też 

 
1 Desiderius Erasmus Rotterodamus, Podręcznik żołnierza Chrystusowego nauk zbawiennych 

pełny, z oryg. łac. przeł. oraz wstępem krytycznym i przypisami opatrz. J. Domański, przed-

mową poprzedził L. Kołakowski, Warszawa: PWN, 1965 (Biblioteka Klasyków Filozofii). 
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tekstowe uobecnienie twórcy (praesentia in litteris). Wydanie nowej wersji 

przekładu poprzedziły opublikowane przez wydawnictwo Brill tłumaczenia 

na język angielski wcześniejszych, jednak opracowanych na nowo prac Juliu-

sza Domańskiego2. Trzeba tutaj wspomnieć także o wydaniu Enchiridionu 

w serii Opera Omnia Desiderii Erasmi, określanej od nazwy miejsca siedziby 

komitetu wydawniczego pierwszych tomów, Amsterdamu, edycją ASD (edi-

tio Amstelodamensis); Juliusz Domański opublikował również w ramach tego 

wydawniczego przedsięwzięcia Erazmowe Encomium medicinae. Wydanie 

Enchiridionu w ramach ASD (ordinis V tomus 8) ukazało się w roku 2016, 

niemniej jest wynikiem prac zarówno nad tekstem, jak i objaśnieniami 

(a w tym pośrednio nad pierwowzorem zamieszczonego we współczesnej 

polskiej edycji komentarza), podjętych początkowo przez Raymonda 

Marcela, prezbitera, badacza renesansowego neoplatonizmu3. Zadanie ich 

kontynuacji powierzono Juliuszowi Domańskiemu, który ukończył prace nad 

tekstem łacińskim i komentarzem w języku francuskim jeszcze w latach 904. 

Szczegółowe losy najnowszej, jak i poprzedniej edycji przedstawione zostały 

w omawianej tu pracy. 

Wydanie ukazujące się pod auspicjami warszawskiego Instytutu Tomi-

stycznego nawiązuje do edycji opublikowanej w 2016 roku, jednocześnie róż-

niąc się z nią m.in. zwiększoną objętością wprowadzenia oraz uzupełnieniami 

do tekstu komentarza. Publikacja w formacie B5 zaopatrzona została 

w twardą, szytą oprawę, a skład tekstu dostosowany do różnego charakteru 

poszczególnych elementów, przy czym zrezygnowano z marginaliów poja-

wiających się w wydaniu z 1965 roku. Z punktu widzenia morfologii książki 

najważniejszymi jej częściami są Wstęp, rzecz jasna—tłumaczenie Enchiri-

dionu oraz obszerny komentarz kontekstowo-filologiczny. Po wprowadzeniu 

do lektury zamieszczone zostały ponadto Aneksy: dwujęzyczny tekst listu za-

przyjaźnionego z Lutrem humanisty Mikołaja Gerbela (1485–1560) wraz 

z komentarzem w postaci tekstu ciągłego oraz esej Leszka Kołakowskiego 

Erazm i jego Bóg. Po tekście przekładu znalazł się natomiast przełożony na ję-

zyk polski list dedykacyjny Erazma z drugiego, samodzielnego już wydania 

 
2 J. Domański, Erasmus and Philosophy. On the Concept of Philosophy Developed by Erasmus 

of Rotterdam, eds. E. Kramer and L. Privitello, transl. G. Czemiel, K. Bekieszczuk, and M. 

Chase, Boston: Brill, 2024 (Philosophy as a Way of Life. Texts and Studies, 7); J. Domański, 

Philosophy, Theory or Way of Life? Controversies in Antiquity, the Middle Ages and the Re-

naissance, with a Foreword by P. Hadot, ed. Assistance E. Kramer transl. from the French by 

M. Sharpe, A.B. Irvine, M. Stettler, with Latin translations by K. J. Bekieszczuk, with an essay 

by K. Łapiński, Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2024 (Philosophy as a Way of Life. Texts and Studies, 

6). 
3 E. 2025, s. CXXX. 
4 J. Domański, Między filozofią a filologią. Wspomnienia, wyd. II uzupełnione, Warszawa: IHN 

im. L. i A. Birkenmajerów PAN, 2021 (Fontes Rerum ad Historiam Scientiae Spectantium), 

s. 375; E. 2025, s. CXXXIII, CXXXV. 
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Enchiridionu z 1518 roku, adresowany do naonczas benedyktyna, a następnie 

zwolennika ewangelicyzmu reformowanego Pawła Volza (1480–1544)5. Na-

ukowego charakteru wydania dopełnia obecność ułatwiających lekturę wyka-

zów: abrewiacji i źródeł oraz indeksu osobowego. Mamy więc w najnowszej 

publikacji w zasadzie kilka tekstów, z których każdy mógłby stanowić 

tekst czy też studium odrębnie wydane. Słusznie jednak zamieszczone zostały 

w jednym korpusie, ponieważ każdy z nich obrazuje obecność wybranych klu-

czowych dla Erazma pojęć oraz idei. Tłumacz i jednocześnie Współautor Ko-

mentarza podjął się niełatwego, a przy tym i wymagającego filologicznej 

akrybii oraz precyzji zadania, jakimi były rewizja wcześniejszego przekładu 

(a właściwie przekładów tekstów łacińskich), przygotowanie nowego wstępu 

oraz przetłumaczenie, sprawdzenie i ewentualne uzupełnienie wcześniej-

szego komentarza przygotowanego dla wydania w ramach ASD. 

Najnowsza wersja polskiego przekładu wpisuje się w kulturowy zastęp 

kolejnych edycji wydań i tłumaczeń dzieła Rotterdamczyka. Enchiridion mi-

litis Christiani ukazał się po raz pierwszy w Antwerpii w zbiorze Lucubra-

tiunculae (Drobne prace przy świetle nocnej lampy) w roku 1503; za życia 

Erazma, wraz z innymi jego utworami lub oddzielnie w sumie czterdziesto-

krotnie6. W XVI stuleciu wydawano w języku oryginału dzieło Erazma łącz-

nie ponad siedemdziesiąt razy7. Na terenie Rzeczypospolitej Enchiridion cie-

szył się zainteresowaniem już w I poł. XVI wieku. Pierwsze polskie jego tłu-

maczenie ukazało się w 1558 roku8. Tłumacz, Wojciech z Nowego Miasta, 

nazwał je Rycerstwem chrześcijańskim, pisząc, że tytuł ten pochodzi od „Eras-

musa Roterodama, człowieka bardzo uczonego”9. Następna edycja w języku 

polskim ukazała się bez nazwiska autora ani wspomnianego wyżej tłumacza 

na karcie tytułowej w roku 158510. Staropolski tłumacz przełożył wyrażenie 

 
5 CERL Thesaurus, https://data.cerl.org/thesaurus/cnp01196840 [dostęp: 04.08.2025]. 
6 E. 2025, s. CXIII. 
7 Ch. Fantazzi, Introductory note, in Erasmus, Handbook of the Christian soldier. Enchiridion 

militis christiani, translated and annotated by Charles Fantazzi, in Collected Works of Erasmus, 

vol. 66: Spiritualia: Enchiridion, De contemptu mundi, De vidua christiana, ed. by J. W. 

O’Malley, Toronto-Buffalo-London: University of Toronto Press, 1988, s. 4. 
8 W. Szelińska, Książka Erazma z Rotterdamu w środowisku krakowskim w XVI wieku, Kraków: 

Wydawnictwo Naukowe WSP, 1990, s. 17, 19–21. 
9 W. Nowopolczyk, Jasno wielmożnemu […] hrabi Łukaszowi z Górki […], [w:] Erazm z Rot-

terdamu, Rycerstwo chrześcijańskie a żywot duchowny, to jest nauka prawdziwa chrześcijań-

ska, jako mamy z nieprzyjacelmi naszemi głownemi (z czartem, światem i ciałem naszym) usta-

wicznie walczyć, a duchownie (aż do śmierci) żyć, pracą i nakładem Jana Seklucjana wydane, 

a przez Wojciecha z Nowego Miasta z książek Erasmusa Rotrodama na nowo przełożone, Dru-

kowano w Królewcu Pruskim: u Jana Daubmana, 1558, k. β2 v.  
10 Erazm z Rotterdamu, Księgi pierwsze to jest Rycerstwo chrześcijańskie a żywot duchowny 

na 22 części rozdzielone, jako mamy z nieprzyjacielmi naszemi głownymi, z czartem, światem i 

ciałem naszym ustawicznie walczyć, a duchownie aż do śmierci żyć […], Drukowano w Wilnie: 

u Jana Karcana, nakładem Walentego Kownackiego, 1585. Por. M. Cytowska, Wstęp, [w:] 

https://data.cerl.org/thesaurus/cnp01196840
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„enchiridion militis Christiani” jako „rycerstwo chrześcijańskie”. Rzeczownik 

„rycerstwo” w tym kontekście konotuje nie tyle grupę społeczną, co raczej 

„obowiązek żołnierski” i „służbę wojskową”11, nie ogranicza się jednak do 

jednej tylko profesji ani też bezpośrednio do żołnierzy nie jest skierowany12. 

W przekładzie Juliusza Domańskiego przymiotnik „Christianus” oddany zos-

taje poprzez przymiotnik odrzeczownikowy od nazwy osobowej13. Ta trafna 

decyzja, poprzedzona właściwym odczytaniem sensu znaczeń leksemów oraz 

wyrażeń stosowanych przez Erazma, ma swoje źródło w pojmowaniu przez 

Rotterdamczyka chrystianizmu jako swoistej filozofii praktycznej, wspomi-

nanej już philosophia Christi. Z kolei pierwszy wyraz tytułu, greckiej prowe-

niencji rzeczownik enchiridion, wieloznaczny, a przez to wzmacniający jesz-

cze zastosowaną przez Erazma w swym tekście wielką alegorię życia jako 

walki, oddany został celnie jako „podręcznik”14. Bo też dzieło Erazma, napi-

sane, jak sam wyznaje, z przypadku i na zasadzie pewnej skrótowości wy-

wodu (zgodnie z ideą kompendialności)15, miało stanowić poręczny zestaw 

wskazówek (praecepta), a jednocześnie przedstawiony w przystępny sposób, 

oparty przede wszystkim na starożytnych źródłach (a więc przede wszystkim 

na Nowym Testamencie) wykład najważniejszych prawideł religii chrześci-

jańskiej. Ten praktyczny w gruncie rzeczy zamysł Erazma realizuje potoczy-

sty przekład Juliusza Domańskiego, który ze swadą, a przy tym dbałością 

o idiomatykę tekstu na nowo uprzystępnia polskiemu czytelnikowi jedno 

z istotniejszych, gdy idzie o siłę oddziaływania oraz ważkość obecnych w nim 

toposów, dzieł renesansu.  

Zaczerpnięta z Księgi Hioba oraz z listów Pawłowych oraz wsparta obec-

nym m.in. u Seneki toposem „życie jest walką” (vivere militare est) metafora 

w dziele Erazma staje się alegorią ewangelicznego sposobu życia (gr. diako-

nia – służba; wypełnianie obowiązku), do jakiego wezwani są wyznawcy 

Chrystusa. Orężem w tym bojowaniu i służbie na wzór wojskowy mają być 

 
Erazm z Rotterdamu, Wybór pism, przeł. M. Cytowska, E. Jędrkiewicz, M. Mejor, wybór, wstęp 

i koment. M. Cytowska, Wrocław etc.: Zakład Narodowy im. Ossolińskich – Wydawnictwo, 

1992 (BN II, 231), s. CXIX. 
11 Słownik polszczyzny XVI wieku. Edycja internetowa, [s.v. rycerstwo] [dostęp: 07.08.2025]; 

E. 2025, s. LXXIV–LXXV. 
12 Zob. J. Domański, Wstęp tłumacza, [w:] Desiderius Erasmus Rotterodamus, Podręcznik…, 

op. cit., s. XXXII; zob. E. 2025, s. 400. Termin miles Christianus występuje także w innym, 

wspominanym we Wprowadzeniu do Podręcznika kontekście, tj. głównie działań zbrojnych, 

także wobec przedstawicieli Imperium Osmańskiego. Na temat wzorca osobowego żołnierza 

zob. M. Lenart, Miles pius et iustus. Żołnierz chrześcijański katolickiej wiary w kulturze i piś-

miennictwie dawnej Rzeczypospolitej (XVI–XVIII w.), Warszawa: IBL PAN – Stowarzyszenie 

Pro Cultura Litteraria, 2009 (Studia Staropolskie. Series Nova). 
13 Zob. E. 2025, s. CXXXVIII. 
14 Ibidem, s. LXVI. 
15 Ibidem, s. XLVIII–XLIX, LII–LIV. 
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modlitwa (oratio, precatio), wiedza (scientia) i naśladowanie (imitatio) do-

brych przykładów16, składające się na właściwą, wedle Erazma, wolną od bez-

dusznego automatyzmu, zgoła inną niż wyłącznie formalistyczna bądź nie-

zważająca na rzeczywisty przedmiot kultu pobożność (pietas)17. Realizowana 

w życiu jednostkowym filozofia, pozbawiona scholastycznych dociekań, 

dająca prymat intuicji, a nie przedstawianej jako skostniała strukturze 

monastycznej, osadzona w konkrecie dnia codziennego czerpie więc zarówno 

z Pisma, jak i z „dobrej literatury”, jak można—choć nie bez utraty całego 

rezerwuaru sensów—przetłumaczyć bogaty znaczeniowo termin bonae litte-

rae18. Jak konstatuje Juliusz Domański, przedmiotem wywodu Erazma jest 

„wiedza moralna, dzięki której zdobywa się cnotę, wiedza rozumiana jako 

mądrość życia tożsama i z mądrością filozofów, i z mądrością Biblii”19. 

Współczesny Tłumacz zwraca uwagę na wszystkie te konteksty, przed-

stawiwszy pokrótce biografię i bibliografię prac Rotterdamczyka. We Wstępie 

ukazany zostaje także rozległy kontekst filozoficzno-humanistyczny, który 

oddziaływał na wykrystalizowanie się zasadniczych idei twórczości Erazma. 

Szczególną uwagę zwrócić trzeba na erazmiański postulat—jak nazywa go 

Badacz—„uwewnętrzniania religijności”20. Juliusz Domański charakteryzuje 

dzieło nie tylko pod względem znaczeniowym, lecz także strukturalnym 

i genologicznym, podejmując również zagadnienie paraleli tekstowych u in-

nych twórców (w tym m.in. u Orygenesa, pozostałych autorów patrystycz-

nych i Tomasza a Kempis)21 oraz kwestii stylistycznych, a także przedstawia-

jąc wybrane wczesnonowożytne łacińskie wydania Enchiridionu. Ta część 

publikacji stanowi fragment szczególnie interesujący nie tylko dla badaczy 

dawnego drukarstwa, ale i osób zajmujących się krytyką tekstu, jako że Tłu-

macz ze znawstwem omawia zmiany tekstowe: poprawki stylistyczne wpro-

wadzane w kolejnych wydaniach utworu.  

 
16 Ibidem, s. 400. 
17 J. Koryl, Humanitas septentrionalis – Christiana – Erasmiana, [w:] Humanizm. Historie po-

jęcia, red. A. Borowski, Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Neriton, 2009 (Humanizm. Syntezy, t. 2), 

s. 272. 
18 J. Domański, Wprowadzenie, [w:] Dezyderiusza Erazma z Rotterdamu List o filozofii ewan-

gelicznej, tekst wydał na nowo, przeł., wprowadzeniem i koment. opatrz. J. Domański, War-

szawa: Wydawnictwa Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, 2022 (Minuscula Humaniora, red. W. Ol-

szaniec, t. 4), s. 51–53. 
19 Zob. E. 2025, s. LXIX. 
20 Ibidem, s. LXXXIV. 
21 Z kolei na temat oddziaływania Erazma na Exercitia spiritualia Ignacego Loyoli zob. Z. Ba-

ron, Żołnierska droga. Erazm z Rotterdamu i Ignacy Loyola, [w:] In gremio. Od dawności do 

współczesności, red. J. Malicki, J. Baron, Katowice: Biblioteka Śląska, 2014, s. 59–85. Zaska-

kująco podobna jest, przykładowo, technika agere contra u Ignacego do zasady dziesiątej spo-

śród ogólnych zasad prawdziwego chrystianizmu u Erazma. 
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W obszernym komentarzu filologicznym, zamieszczonym na s. [155]–

445, rozpoznane zostają similia starożytne, a także kontekstowe paralele 

do innych utworów renesansu, w tym do Erazmowych Adagiów; niekiedy 

umieszczone zostają także odwołania do publikacji nowożytnych. Niejedna 

ze stron przekładu opatrzona została co najmniej dziesięcioma, a zwykle jest 

ich więcej, objaśnieniami. Leksykalne i znaczeniowe konwergencje przywo-

ływane są w zależności od charakteru danego miejsca i jego objętości trojako: 

w języku oryginału, tj. po łacinie, rzadziej po grecku, w tłumaczeniu na język 

polski lub w obydwu formach językowych. Tak ukształtowany komentarz 

cenny jest szczególnie dla osób zainteresowanych poznaniem tekstowych po-

winowactw oraz pogłębieniem wiedzy z zakresu tradycji antycznej i współ-

czesnych Erazmowi kontekstów literackich.  

W najnowszym wydaniu zamieszczony został także, choć już nie przed 

Wstępem tłumacza, jak miało to miejsce w edycji z 1965 roku, a po nowej jego 

wersji esej Leszka Kołakowskiego, który swego czasu był spiritus movens 

pierwszego wydania w serii „Biblioteka Klasyków Filozofii”22. Filozof wska-

zuje na twórczość Erazma jako źródło XX-wiecznej myśli ekumenicznej oraz 

zestawia jego postawę ze stanowiskiem szesnastowiecznych reformatorów re-

ligijnych, wskazując na zbieżności oraz elementy różnicujące humanizm 

chrześcijański oraz reformację. Idee tego ruchu wyrażone zostają w liście Mi-

kołaja Gerbela, w którym nadawca zwraca uwagę na mądrość jako pocho-

dzący z wysoka dar, a jednocześnie wskazuje na odnowę studiów filologicz-

nych oraz postuluje przemianę w zakresie teologii. Do elementów parateksto-

wych należy również przekład Erazmowego listu do Pawła Volza. Utwór ten 

stanowi świadectwo recepcji Enchiridionu wśród współczesnych Erazmowi 

oraz podejmuje polemikę z odbiorcami, którzy wedle autora zrozumieli jego 

tekst opacznie. To poniekąd kontynuacja głównego dzieła, rozwijająca i eks-

plikująca idee w nim wyrażone, ostrze polemiczne jeszcze wyraźniej wymie-

rzająca w mnichów, choć odwołująca się również do autorytetu Leona X 

(już po ogłoszeniu tez przez Marcina Lutra). Mimo że ta łacińska epistola 

wprowadzała do lektury w bazylejskim wydaniu z roku 1518, w obecnym zo-

stała zamieszczona, podobnie jak i w tym z roku 1965, po tekście właściwym 

Enchiridionu. Tłumacz podaje racje takiej decyzji kompozycyjnej, mając jed-

nocześnie na uwadze możliwość również innej kolejności tekstów23. 

Wspomniany przedtem naukowy charakter publikacji stanowi dla bada-

czy zajmujących się literaturą renesansową, historią filozofii, filozofią, 

a także rozwojem myśli teologicznej zachętę do sięgnięcia po lekturę najnow-

szego wydania polskiego przekładu Erazmowego podręcznika. Odbiorcy tek-

stu Erazma w znakomitym tłumaczeniu i opracowaniu Juliusza Domańskiego 

 
22 E. 2025, s. CXXXIX. 
23 E. 2025, s. CXVII–CXVIII. 
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z pewnością mogą należeć także i do innych grup czytelników, skoro celem 

renesansowego myśliciela i filologa „było przecież dać […] przepisy doty-

czące sposobu życia, nie studiów”24. 
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