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General introduction

1. General introduction

‘It isn’t necessarily through acts of physical violence – lynching, mob attacks, 
or slaps in the face, whether experience first-hand or by word of mouth – that 
a child is initiated into the contradictions of segregated democracy. Rather, 
it is through brief impersonal encounters, stares, vocal inflections, hostile 
laughter, or public reversals of private expectations that occur at the age when 
children are most receptive to the world and all its wonders.’

Ralph Ellison (1989:821)

1.1. Confronting practices of  hidden prejudice

Non-discrimination is an essential value to modern liberal democracies. It holds the 
promise for equal treatment of their citizens and has therefore motivated both citizens and 
politicians in confronting discrimination. However, confronting discrimination provides 
us with a dual challenge of understanding: understanding how it works to confront it 
more effectively and understanding what actions of confronting discrimination may 
count as morally justified.
 In the next chapters, I will develop an argument along these two lines by focussing 
on two themes: hidden prejudices and non-deliberative actions. In this section, I will only 
provisionally introduce them by presenting two examples of confronting discrimination: 
the first example will illustrate the phenomenon of hidden prejudices, the second the 
phenomenon of non-deliberative action. Only in the next section will I look more 
closely at both phenomena and introduce my research question.

The case of  DH and others v. The Czech Republic
Between 1996 and 1999, some 18 children living in Ostrava, one of the largest cities in 
the Czech Republic, had been placed in special schools for children who have mental 
deficiencies and cannot attend regular primary schools. The oldest children had been 
somewhere between the ages of 11 and 14, but most of them were between the ages of 5 
and 8. Usually, in that period, when a child entered the school for the first time or if the 
school observed difficulties in its ordinary primary-school education, it was tested for 
its intellectual capacities in an educational psychology centre. Furthermore, whenever 
the test results indicated a mental disability, the centre could propose to the head of 
the school that the child was placed in another school, a school for special education. 
Only if the centre had provided the head of the school with the relevant documents and 
only if the parents consented to this proposal could the head of the school make the 
final decision for placement. These standard rules had been followed for the 18 Ostrava 



12

Chapter 1

children.1 At the same time, the rules had been neutral and involved no reference to 
grounds that might be considered discriminatory. Nevertheless, in 1999 on behalf of 
these children, a constitutional appeal was lodged with the Czech Constitutional Court 
against the Czech Republic, complaining that they had been discriminated against in the 
general functioning of the special-education system. Later that year, the Constitutional 
Court dismissed their appeal.
 Who were these children? They belong to a group that nowadays has a national-
minority status in the Czech Republic: the Roma. But the residence of Roma is not 
restricted to the Czech Republic. Roma people are the largest minority of the European 
Union (EU), with an estimated 6 million people.2 They live all over the European 
Union, but mainly in the Eastern European member states. Even since various Eastern 
European countries wanted to become, and finally became, member states of the 
European Union, many institutions in the European Union have begun to recognise 
the urgency to confront discrimination against Roma people as they live in many 
places in the European Union as second-class citizens. It inspired these institutions – 
amongst others the Open Society Institute and the Council of Europe – to effectively 
start reducing practices of prejudices in what is sometimes called the ‘Decade of Roma 
inclusion’ (2005-2015). It also motivated the European Union member states to adopt 
an ‘EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020’ (European 
Union 2011).
 However, despite such efforts, Roma people seem to remain invisible to their 
fellow Europeans as a people who ‘are victims of prejudice and social exclusion, despite 
the fact that EU countries have banned discrimination’, as a website of the EU states.3 
The invisibility of such practices of prejudices is illustrated by the legal procedure on 
behalf of the 18 Ostrava children. Theirs is the Case of DH and others v. The Czech 
Republic, also known as the Ostrava case, after the Czech city which provided the stage 
for this case. After their appeal was dismissed by the Constitutional Court, their case was 
brought before the European Court of Human Rights. To be more specific: before the 
Chamber (not to be confused with the Grand Chamber) of the Second Section of this 
court. So how was the claim of discrimination supported? While the rules for placement 
in schools for special education seemed neutral and the psychological tests seemed 

1 These procedures are described in Decree no. 127/1997. See paragraphs 34–36 of the decision by 
European Court of Human Rights (2007), Case of DH and Others v. the Czech Republic, 13 November 
2007, application number 57325/00.

2 By comparison, some 12 countries within the EU have a smaller population.
3 See https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimina-

tion/roma-and-eu/roma-integration-eu_en (accessed on 3 September 2020). The term ‘Roma’ 
might suggest a (for example, ethnically, culturally) homogenous people. This is not the case. See the 
remark by the European Commission (2012:2, note 1): ‘The term “Roma” is used here, as well as 
by a number of international organisations and representatives of Roma groups in Europe, to refer 
to a number of different groups (such as Roma, Sinti, Kale, Gypsies, Romanichels, Boyash, Ashkali, 
Egyptians, Yenish, Dom, Lom) and also includes Travellers, without denying the specificities and 
varieties of lifestyles and situations of these groups’.
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objective, it was argued on behalf of the 18 Ostrava children that this was not the case. 
Decisions to place Roma children in schools for special education were ‘not based on 
any actual mental disability but rather on language and cultural differences which were 
not taken into account in the testing process’4 because the psychological tests ‘had been 
devised solely for Czech children and had not recently been standardised or approved 
for use with Roma children’.5 At the same time, ‘no measures had been taken to enable 
Roma children to overcome their cultural and linguistic disadvantages in the tests’.6 
And therefore, decisions for placement, based on such tests, ‘resulted in de facto racial 
segregation and discrimination that were reflected in the existence of two separately 
organised educational systems for members of different racial groups’.7 To support their 
claims, the European Roma Rights Centre, which represented the 18 Roma children, had 
presented statistical evidence showing that ‘a Roma child in Ostrava was 27 times more 
likely to be placed in a special school than a non-Roma child’.8 However, the European 
Court, just like the Constitutional Court before, did not recognise that the practice of 
placing Roma children in a special school was a discriminatory one. In its decision of 7 
February 2006, the Chamber of the Second Section dismissed the statistical evidence, 
considering that, consistent with earlier jurisprudence, ‘statistics are not by themselves 
sufficient to disclose a practice which could be classified as discriminatory’.9

 However, the case was still not closed for the 18 Ostrava children. On behalf 
of them, it was brought again before the European Court, this time before its Grand 
Chamber, the last option for appeal. Clearly, the judges had had their discussions and 
disagreements about whether statistical evidence would be enough, as can be seen in 
the dissenting opinions of four judges. Nevertheless, on 13 November 2007, the Grand 
Chamber of the European Court of Human Rights decided that the claim of the 18 
Ostrava was correct.10 This decision was welcomed as a significant and much-needed 
success for the Roma people.

4 See European Court of Human Rights, Case of DH and Others v. the Czech Republic, judgement of 
13 November 2007, paragraph 167.

5 See European Court of Human Rights, Case of DH and Others v. the Czech Republic, judgement of 
13 November 2007, paragraph 40.

6 See European Court of Human Rights, Case of DH and Others v. the Czech Republic, judgement of 
13 November 2007, paragraph 40.

7 See European Court of Human Rights, Case of DH and Others v. the Czech Republic, judgement of 
13 November 2007, paragraph 25.

8 Here I quote from the decision (see note 6) of 13 November 2007 (see note 6), paragraph 18, but 
the evidence was presented already, but not mentioned explicitly, in the decision of 7 February 2006. 
It should be noted that the overrepresentation of Roma children in schools for special education is 
not unique for the Czech Republic, but also occurs in primarily easter european countries: see, e.g., 
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2014). The problem may, however, also obtain for 
western european member states of the European Union, for example, the Netherlands: see Hopman 
(2016) and Seidler et al. (2020).

9 Paragraph 46 of the Chamber of the Second Section of the European Court of Human Rights, Case 
of DH and Others v. the Czech Republic, Application no. 57325/00, judgement of 7 February 2006, 
available at https://hudoc.echr.coe.int. For a critical discussion of this decision: see Goodwin (2006).

10 See previous note for this decision.
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 The Ostrava case provides, I would like to suggest, an example of hidden prejudices: 
prejudices that are not manifest in what people say, not evident in rules, procedures or 
documents, but are somehow, somewhere encrypted in people’s psychology, inducing 
them to perform actions that by themselves seem unprejudiced, but whose aggregated 
effects turn out to disadvantage people from an already disadvantaged minority. 
The phenomenon of hidden prejudices might explain the difficulties various judges 
from various courts had in assessing whether the practices in the Ostrava case were 
discriminatory.

The case of  Brown v. Board of  Education
On a different continent, in a different decade, a different court had taken a decision 
in the case of Brown v. Board of Education. As the American Civil War had ended, 
the equality of all citizens before the law was then finally also recognised for African 
Americans. Or so it seemed, because ever since the laws and social practices on race 
became dominated by the ‘separate and equal’ doctrine: it stated that the separation 
of black and white people was compatible with the idea of equality. The legal source 
for this doctrine was a decision of the Supreme Court of the United States of America 
in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson (1896).11 However, in 1954, it was repudiated by the 
Supreme Court in the landmark case Brown v. Board of Education, arguing that state 
laws establishing separate educational facilities are unconstitutional.12 The decision was 
celebrated as a major victory. 
 However, this decision was not enough for the effective desegregation of education. 
Practices of prejudices against African Americans remained as strong as ever. These were 
not hidden, as in the Ostrava case, but clear and loud in what white people publicly 
said and did. This is illustrated in one powerful image that in those years was published 
in the press. It shows a young black woman, dressed in a neat white dress with a 
checkered pattern at the bottom, wearing dark glasses, walking straight on in an almost 
stoic fashion, seemingly untouched by the ‘hundreds of Little Rock citizens’ (as it was 
reported earlier that day on the radio) that surrounded her, primarily women, walking 
along with her, coming up to her but not touching her, and yet clearly performing some 
act of non-physical violence by looking at her with grim faces, while one woman in 
particular, firmly walking some steps behind her as if pursuing her, is shouting at her 
with a speechless mouth.13 
 The famous photograph of this scene shows Elizabeth Eckford, a fifteen-year-old  
 

11 Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 US 537 (1896).
12 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, 347 US 483 (1954). What is usually referred to as 

Brown v. Board of Education includes not just this case but also the following cases: Bolling v. Sharpe 
(1954) and Brown v. Board of Education (1955). For a detailed historical analysis of these cases: see 
Kluger (1975).

13 For an inside description of what happened that day: Beals (1994). 
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student who, on 4 September 1957, the first day of her new school.14 Although the 
case Brown v. Board of Education recognised for African Americans the right to equal 
education, it took a few years before the first African American students dared to oppose 
the practices of prejudice and exercise their newly acquired right by registering for 
schools that were now formally open to them but still had a population of only white 
students. One of them was Elizabeth Eckford. She had wanted to attend a better school. 
However, better schools were usually, not surprisingly in those days, white schools, one 
of which was Little Rock High School, a public school in Arkansas, United States. As 
the photograph shows, entering the school building on her first day of school, all on her 
own, she met with fierce opposition from white people. The powerful image of injustice 
committed against her right to equal education aroused public indignation across the 
nation.
 The first African American students that visited ‘white’ schools belonged to the 
broader group of African Americans that faced their situation as second-class citizens but 
nevertheless struggled for their rightful place within society. Their struggles were part of 
what became known as the Civil Rights Movement. Those involved in this movement 
and in earlier struggles for equal treatment had initially used the public and legal means 
that were supposedly available to all citizens when they wanted to voice and denounce 
injustices. Crucial to both the effectivity and the legitimacy of these means is, of course, 
deliberation, as the ability to express one’s claims on injustices and to support them with 
reasons, but also as an essential value to liberalism as a political philosophy. African 
Americans exercised their deliberative abilities in using these means: within the public 
debate and, more specifically, within the courts. However, as they continued to perform 
their deliberative actions, they experienced how, even in a democracy, deliberation may 
come to an end and lose its effectiveness and legitimacy. They, therefore, started looking 
for other means to address injustice and finally resorted to ‘non-violent direct actions’.15 
 About a decade later, Rawls dedicated a few sections of his A Theory of Justice 
(1971) to the phenomenon of non-violent direct actions: civil disobedience, as Rawls 
preferred to call them. He recognised that it might be justified if a minority finds 
itself in a situation in which, as Rawls describes it, ‘the normal appeals to the political 
majority have already been made in good faith and they have failed. The legal means 
of redress have proved of no avail’ (1971:373). Rawls was sensitive to the special, moral 
questions that ‘non-violent direct actions’ raised and which specifically consisted in  
 
14 Of the attempts by Elizabeth Eckford to enter her new school, several photos were taken. The 

most well-known was taken by Will Counts: see Counts (1999), whose cover shows that specific 
photograph. Another, lesser-known photograph, capturing the same scene at almost the same 
moment, but from a different angle, was taken by Pete Harris: see Berger (2013:20). Yet another 
photograph of Elizabeth Eckford but taken at another moment during her walk through the crowd, 
picturing different people around her, was the starting point for Arendt’s reflections on the Little 
Rock event: Arendt (1957), which includes a reprint of the photo. For Arendt’s response: see the 
discussion of case study 1 in chapter 7, section 7. 

15 See King (1963).
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their disobedience to the law. He made the claim that under certain circumstances, 
non-violent direct actions may be justifiable and even effective. However, he failed to 
explicitly recognise that his claim, if it is correct, indicates the failure of deliberation 
within a democracy and that, therefore, non-violent direct actions may be effective, 
not because of its deliberative aspects, but because of its non-deliberative aspects. While 
non-violent direct actions are not completely cut off from normal, deliberative actions, 
they nevertheless constitute their own category of actions: ‘non-deliberative actions’, 
as I want to call them. It is for these non-deliberative actions – for example, the illegal 
marches and sit-ins – that the Civil Rights Movement became known across the nation 
and across the world.
 For the 18 Ostrava children, the victorious decision of 2007 came too late, much 
too late. By then, even the youngest children had at least reached the age of 16. However, 
it seems that also for children who came after them, not enough progress has been 
achieved.16 So how can Roma people with them move forwards? Some believe that the 
case DH and others v. The Czech Republic is the equivalent of the case Brown v. Board of 
Education.17 If this makes sense, then perhaps Roma people might also learn from African 
Americans what to do if legal victories prove to be inadequate to confront discrimination. 
So this is my suggestion: Roma might perhaps confront practices of hidden prejudice 
by performing non-deliberative actions. And then we return to the dual challenge of 
understanding I started with, a little more specified now: understanding how hidden 
prejudices work to confront their practices more effectively and understanding whether, 
in confronting discrimination, non-deliberative actions may count as morally justified.
 In the following sections, I will introduce my research question (1.2.). Next, I will 
explain my methodological approach and research aims (1.3.), the two frameworks from 
which I will explore my research question (1.4.), and the context and relevance of my 
research question (1.5.). Finally, I will provide an outline of the chapters (1.6.).

1.2. The research question

Practices of prejudice have led African Americans and Romani people – and so many 
other minorities in many different societies – to become second-class citizens in modern 
liberal democracies. It raises enormous challenges for discriminated people – but also for 
politicians, policymakers and ordinary non-discriminated citizens – in finding out how 
such practices may be confronted. In the following chapters, I will be concerned with 
this issue as a moral one. I will limit my moral exploration, first, to practices of hidden 
 
16 See, e.g. Amnesty International; European Roma Rights Centre; Open Society Fund and Czech 

Society for Inclusive Education (2015); (Ombudsman of the Czech Republic, officially known as) 
Public Defender of Rights of the Czech Republic (2019). Interesting information is also provided 
by a survey, set up and conducted by people from the Roma community itself: see Karvayová et al. 
(2016).

17 See, e.g. Goldston (2005); Goodwin (2009); Greenberg (2009-2010); Minow (2010).
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prejudice and, second, to non-deliberative actions as a type of actions that might have 
the potential to reduce, in a morally justified way, those practices. In this section, I will 
explain its moral perspective and my choice for its two demarcations.
 To explore the moral conditions of actions that confront practices of prejudice,18 I 
choose to discuss them in terms of responsibility.19 While the notion of responsibility is 
usually understood and analysed with an almost exclusive focus on ‘being responsible’, I 
will use this notion as having a dual structure, consisting of both ‘being responsible’ – or 
(the term that I prefer to use): ‘responsible agency’ – and ‘holding responsible’.20 For the 
purpose of my research question, I will treat actions that (attempt to) reduce practices 
of prejudices as instances of holding responsible: such actions, I assume, are performed 
by those who view themselves as standing in a moral relation towards prejudiced people 
and who view their actions, in part at least, as justified in terms of that relation. It 
means that the moral conditions we are looking for are the conditions of what actions 
may count as holding responsible. I will assume that actions do not count as a form of 
holding responsible if they consist of violence against persons.21 So I will exclude these 
from my discussion.
 The notion of responsibility still leaves the possibility of discussing the case of 
hidden prejudice from a normative but non-moral, for example, legal perspective. From 
such a perspective, it need not be interesting whether people upholding practices of 
hidden prejudice do or do not have a hidden prejudice. In American jurisprudence, 
there have been discussions for a long time about what is decisive for the assessment 
of discrimination: that the act had a discriminatory impact or that it originated in a  
 
 

18 Here the verb ‘reduce’ is used, not in the sense that actions, whatever they are, will put an end to such 
practices, but in a more modest sense, that they will make those practices less frequent, mitigate the 
harshest practices among them and perhaps change some part of them into unprejudiced practices. 

19 Various authors have observed the relatively recent arrival of the term ‘responsibility’ in our moral 
vocabulary, somewhere during the nineteenth century, as compared to other, older moral terms. 
See e.g. Niebuhr (1963: ‘late-born child’); Jonsen (1986: ‘new arrival’); Bayertz (1995a); W. Davis 
(2001); Parker et al. (2011). As far as I could find out, the first uses of responsibility as a ‘terminus 
technicus’ in any discipline can be traced back to the beginning of the nineteenth century, and even 
then, only in France, when it was introduced as a juridical notion in the ‘Code Civil’ of 1804 (for 
references on the history of ‘responsabilité civile’, see Lacroix 2009). As a distinctly philosophical 
notion, it appeared only for the first time, in English, French and German, in the second half of the 
nineteenth century (McKeon 1957). Weber seems to have been the first, in his lecture ‘Politik als 
Beruf ’ (1919), to talk specifically about a Verantwortungsethik, an ethics of responsibility (De Villiers 
2012).

20 See Macnamara (2011). 
21 Such actions should be distinguished from ‘violence against objects’, i.e. the damage to property. For 

a careful explanation of this distinction: see Frankenberg and Rödel (1981, chapter IV). They should 
also be distinguished from coercion in the sense of the threat of force. See, e.g. Anderson (2010). 
Coercion in this sense still involves some minimum of negotiation. See, e.g. Bader (1991, chapter 
XI). To explore whether, for example, the damage to property or the threat of force is permissible as 
a form of holding responsible (as in practices of social protest) is beyond my present scope.
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discriminatory purpose?22 What started them was the landmark decision of the Supreme 
Court Griggs v. Duke Power (1971).23 In the jurisprudence of the European Union, 
the equivalent for this distinction is one between direct and indirect discrimination.24 
There may be good reasons to dismiss the issue of discriminatory purpose as irrelevant 
and instead assess whether the act had a discriminatory impact. The Ostrava case, for 
example, has been viewed as an example of indirect discrimination. As we have seen in the 
previous section, a court might use statistical evidence to decide such a case without being 
concerned about evidence for any discriminatory purposes.25 I am interested, however, 
in a moral assessment of discriminatory practices and, therefore, in understanding 
whether or how practices that have a discriminatory impact may lack discriminatory 
purpose but may nevertheless be traced to hidden prejudices. It suggests that we might 
make a distinction, theoretically at least, between practices of discrimination and practices 
of prejudices: while the first category includes all practices with a discriminatory impact, 
regardless of their cognitive, psychological or social origins, the second includes only 
those discriminatory practices that are rooted in prejudices.26 What will concern me here 
is only the second category.27 
 Within this second category, I will focus further on only those discriminatory 
practices that might be rooted in hidden prejudices. But if a hidden prejudice is not a 
discriminatory purpose, then what is it? Here I suggest a preliminary concept of hidden 
prejudice. It will be outlined at a sufficiently abstract level to allow a discussion, in the 
next chapters, of more specific proposals. First, actions and practices may be understood, 
at a general level and in a simplified form, in terms of the following motivational pattern: 
some belief A leads to action B. Or simply: A leads to B. In cases of prejudiced actions, 
belief A presents a prejudice, and action B presents an act having a discriminatory 
impact on the person that is targeted by the prejudice. In standard cases of practices of 
prejudice, people know they have prejudiced beliefs, are motivated by them to perform  
 

22 The discriminatory impact consists of unequal treatment based on religion, race, ethnicity, et cetera. 
If the intention of the agent had been precisely to realise this impact, this might be called the 
discriminatory purpose. The distinction between practices that only have a discriminatory impact and 
those that also have a discriminatory purpose is also known as a distinction between indirect and 
direct discrimination. See e.g. Lippert-Rasmussen (2015). 

23 Griggs v. Duke Power, 401 US 431 (1971). For an extensive discussion of this decision: see Belton 
(2014). It introduced the view that what is decisive about assessing discrimination is the impact, 
also known as the disparate impact theory, ‘one of the most controversial developments in civil rights 
history’, as Belton puts it (2014:4). 

24 This distinction, as Tobler (2008:5) remarks, ‘has been developed by the [European] Court of Justice 
through its case law since the 1960s, in order to enhance the effectiveness of EC non-discrimination 
law’.

25 See Tobler (2008); Devroye (2009); European Agency for Fundamental Rights (2018).
26 It is possible that someone has a prejudice, acts on this prejudice, but fails to realise a discriminatory 

impact. In that case, an ‘act of prejudice’ would not be an ‘act of discrimination’. I ignore, however, 
this possibility as theoretically uninteresting, at least for my argument. 

27 To be clear about this point: whenever I talk about prejudices, I mean only those prejudices that have 
motivating force.
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discriminatory actions and know they are motivated by them. Various psychological, 
political and sociological theories, however, have suggested the possibility that people 
may have a certain belief that motivates them to perform some action, but which they 
do not know of. Although various names have been used to express this phenomenon, 
here I will refer to it as one of people’s ignorance of their own actions as prejudiced. This is 
how I will, for now at least, understand hidden prejudices.28 
 When people are said to have hidden prejudices, it would mean that they do not 
know about A as a motivating belief for B or, more precisely, they are ignorant of the false 
grounds of some motivational belief A and even of the belief A itself. The idea of hidden 
prejudice as self-ignorance about one’s own prejudices introduces the possibility of a 
boundary within people’s self-knowledge: a boundary between the beliefs people know 
they have and the beliefs they do not know they have about their own agency; a boundary 
therefore between, as I will call it, agential self-knowledge and agential self-ignorance. It 
has been referred to by Charles W. Mills as a ‘moral cognitive dysfunction’ (1997:95).29 
People may therefore believe they are committed to ideals of equality, may even know 
that certain prejudices prevail in their society, and still perform discriminating practices 
as they are ignorant of the dispositions underlying their own practices. The issue of 
understanding hidden prejudice is, therefore, one of understanding the boundary 
between self-knowledge and self-ignorance. 
 The boundary that divides people’s self-knowledge and self-ignorance – in 
whatever way we should qualify that boundary – will be called the veil of prejudice. 
This metaphorical image is closely related to two famous ‘veil’ metaphors that modern 
theory on justice has produced: one by Rawls, the best known, the other by Du Bois, 
lesser known, but probably more interesting for my purposes.30 Rawls (1971) turned the 
veil into a metaphorical safeguard for justice when he argued that people, in a fictitious 
original position, should choose principles of justice ‘behind a veil of ignorance’. For 
Rawls, the veil has an epistemic function because it ‘excludes the knowledge of those 
contingencies [of their positions in real life] which sets men at odds and allows them 
to be guided by their prejudices’ (1971:19). It helps people to know the principles of 
justice, to truly see justice, precisely because it functions as what blinds, and should blind 
 
28 In chapter 3, section 2, I will provide some more historical background to this idea of ignorance and 

(hidden) prejudice.
29 In the context of social psychological research on hidden prejudice (‘implicit bias’) this has been called 

‘dissociation’ (Washington and Kelly 2016) and ‘divergence’ (Johnson 2020). In recent philosophical 
discussions, but in a wider context, i.e. not specifically centred on practices of hidden prejudice, it has 
been called the ‘belief-behavior mismatch’ (Gendler 2008). A related notion is what Fricker (2007) 
has called a ‘dissonance’ between beliefs people may have and their perceptual judgements. 

30 The veil as a moral-political metaphor was also used by Immanuel Kant (just once, as far as I can tell) 
in his Die Metaphysik der Sitten when he discusses the right of settlement for colonisers. In considering 
various arguments that might support this right, he rejects them because, as he remarks, one can 
easily see through this ‘veil of injustice’ (Schleier der Ungerechtigkeit), meaning that these arguments 
are intended to conceal, but in a too obvious way, their real motivating, immoral principle, namely 
that ‘the goal justifies the means’ (first part, second chapter, section 15; the edition I used: 1956:377). 
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, people from seeing their prejudices, analogous to how the blindfold functions for Lady 
Justice.31

 For Du Bois, the veil is, in the first place, a metaphor for exclusion.32 He chose as 
the setting for his metaphor, not a fictitious situation, such as Rawls’ original position, 
but the real lives of people, of black and white people in the racial divide of the United 
States. Himself of African American descent, he tells us about one of his childhood’s 
memories, when he as a very young boy played with various children and how one of 
them, through her reactions to him – a refusal, a glance – made him realise, not just that 
they were white and he was black but even more so that he was ‘shut out from their [i.e. 
white people’s] world by a vast veil’ (1903/ 2007:3). This is the discovery of what Du 
Bois elsewhere calls the ‘Veil of Race’ or ‘Veil of Color’.33 
 As I understand and interpret Du Bois’ use of the veil, it also is an epistemic metaphor 
because the veil does not blind African Americans. They can see through it. They can see 
‘this American world’ and how white people go about in this world. They can even see 
themselves and how white people treat them. But when African Americans see themselves, 
they look at themselves ‘through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape 
of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity’ (id.). Put differently: African 
Americans have consciousness of themselves but, living in a world dominated by white 
people, this consciousness is only mediated by the consciousness that white people have 
of them. This is what Du Bois calls, using yet another metaphor, ‘double consciousness’. 
It suggests, next to the outer veil that divides African Americans from white people, a 
kind of inner veil – even if Du Bois himself does not use this particular phrase – one 
that divides African Americans from themselves, against themselves, because they are 
forced to live with two consciousnesses, ‘two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 
strivings’ (id.). Because the white world of which the African American is part, as Du 
Bois observes, ‘yields him no true self-consciousness’ (id.), this veil, therefore, excludes, 
for African Americans at least, knowledge of their ‘true self-consciousness’. It hinders 
them from knowing about their experiences of injustice and truly seeing injustice in what 
white people do to them. Reflecting on his childhood memory, Du Bois admits that he 
‘had no desire to tear down that veil, to creep through’ (id.), suggesting that this might  
 
 
 
31 Rawls’s use of the veil metaphor is consistent with the use of the veil (or blindfold) in traditional 

representations of justice. See, e.g. Resnik and Curtis (2011) although they suggest that the veil does 
not blind people: ‘Both Rawls’s veil and Justice’s blindfold depend on the assumption that the wearer 
can, in fact, see but is committed to bounded knowledge’ (Resnik and Curtis 2011:98). Interestingly 
Kant (see earlier note 24) uses the veil as a metaphor for concealing (i.e. blinding people to) injustice.

32 For a discussion on the origins of Du Bois’s metaphorical use of the veil: see Schrager (1996).
33 The veil as a socio-political metaphor occurs at various places in Du Bois’s writings. It is mentioned, 

for example, in the subtitle of his Darkwater [1920]: ‘Voices from Within the Veil’. Probably the 
most important source for his use of ‘veil’ metaphors, including ‘veil of race’ and ‘race of color’, is his 
The Souls of Black Folk [1903].
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be a possibility of solving the outer veil.34 I think, however, that Du Bois’ commitment 
to the idea of ‘double consciousness’ also commits him to the idea that simply tearing 
down the veil will not work, in part because the outer veil is also an inner veil. Even as 
African Americans come to ‘see’ the veil and to ‘see’ their own ‘double consciousness’, 
seeing does not yet present a solution to self-liberation. 
 In choosing the metaphor of veil of prejudice, I want to emphasise that the 
problem of hidden prejudices turns on understanding the boundary between agential 
self-knowledge and self-ignorance, a boundary for which the veil is only a provisional, 
metaphorical tool to understand what this boundary means. Rawls’ and Du Bois’ veil 
metaphors provide us with two different epistemic models for understanding this 
boundary. Rawls’ veil of ignorance seems to play on a reversal of the values normally 
associated with seeing and being blind: while being blind is usually understood as 
a hindrance to achieving true knowledge, in the original position, it paves the way 
to knowledge of the principles of justice. But apart from this attempt at reversal, it 
shows that Rawls’ metaphor draws on a basic, dichotomous, epistemic model: knowing 
is contrasted to not knowing just as seeing is opposed to a radical not seeing (namely 
being blind). For people with hidden prejudices, according to this epistemic model, the 
boundary between agential self-knowledge and self-ignorance about their prejudices is 
a blindfold: they are blind to their prejudices. Du Bois’ use of the veil is more complex 
and more ambiguous than Rawls’ use. Du Bois’ veil of race, as I understand it, seems 
to lack the option of not seeing as a case of being blind. African Americans can see, but 
their seeing is a case of obstructed seeing, both of themselves and of the practices of 
prejudice performed by white people. And while seeing is obstructed and being blind is 
not an option, it is not obvious what truly seeing would consist in.35 My interpretation 
of Du Bois’ underlying epistemic model is one of mastering knowledge. To put it 
metaphorically: the veil functions as what allows people to see, even if at the same time 
it may obstruct their seeing. It is, therefore, our inevitable starting point in looking 
at our society and at who we ourselves are. Lifting the veil or tearing it down would 
therefore be no option because it would also take away the abilities to make sense of 
the world at all.  Instead, we should try to solve our obstructed seeing, making it less 
obstructed, simply by unravelling bits of the veil and reweaving it. For people with hidden 
prejudices, according to this epistemic model, the boundary between self-knowledge 
and self-ignorance about their prejudices is a veil of seeing and obstructed seeing. 
 
34 Du Bois uses the veil to describe his own youth experience in realising for the first time the racial 

divide. Other African Americans have described similar experiences. Melba Pattillo Beals, for 
example, one of the nine African American teenagers that tried to enter Little Rock Central High 
School, had such experiences at the age of four and five (2007:3-4). Also, see Ellison (1989) and 
Lawrence III (1987), who starts his article by telling an experience he had as a five-year-old, as the 
only black child in the classroom.

35 The veil is also ambiguous in other respects because it is used as a symbol of both freedom and 
repression: see Ahmed (1992). For religious views on seeing and blindness: see Resnik and Curtis 
2011:64–65).
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 How then should we understand the veil of prejudice? Should we model our 
understanding on Rawls’ or Du Bois’ use of the veil metaphor? The thread running 
through the next chapters will precisely be to explore what epistemic model should 
guide us in understanding the veil of prejudice. So far, what I provisionally present as 
two epistemic models, are still only metaphorical images. In the following sections, I will 
introduce two different frameworks: mentalism and pragmatism. The first I associate 
with the epistemic model underlying Rawls’ veil metaphor, the second with the one 
underlying Du Bois’ veil metaphor.36 For how I want to understand the veil, in the end, 
I reject Rawls’s use of it. Instead, I would like to learn from Du Bois’ use, especially for 
its use of the ambiguousness of the veil. But I adapt his veil metaphor in several ways. 
First, I want to use it in a more abstract sense, not just for issues of racism but for a broad 
range of issues that involve social prejudices. Next, I want to reverse Du Bois’ metaphor 
in two senses. I want to reverse the perspectives of who is looking through the veil and 
who is looked at. For the veil of prejudice, I will start from the perspective, not of those 
who suffer from practices of hidden prejudice, but of those who perform those practices. 
I also want to reverse Du Bois’ diagnosis of ‘double consciousness’: I will assume that 
the problem with prejudiced people is that they are lacking the perspective of looking 
at themselves ‘through the eyes of others’. For them, therefore, the double-mindedness 
that discriminated people suffer from has narrowed down to one-mindedness. And what 
they see, what they understand of themselves and of what they are doing for other people, 
may very well present them with a tolerant, non-discriminative picture.
 What nowadays seem to be the dominant strands of theorising practices of hidden 
prejudice are at least Critical Race Theory and social psychological research on ‘implicit 
bias’ (which is the social-psychological phrase for ‘hidden prejudice’): the first strand 
focussing on racist practices, often described as structural racism, the second focusing 
on the psychological roots of those practices. While Critical Race Theory is valuable 
for its insights into the workings of racism, I will not make use of it to unravel the veil 
of prejudice. Instead, I will focus on the social psychological research on implicit bias 
because I am interested in the connection this research has, first, with an underlying 
mentalist framework (see section 1.4.) and, second, with philosophical liberalism and 
especially with liberalism’s notions of responsible agency (see section 1.5.). My interest 
in both connections will be critical. Critical Race Theory is also critical of philosophical 
liberalism37 but not necessarily or not mainly from the perspective I will focus on, namely 
the framework that underpins notions of responsible agency (again see section 1.4.). It 
is also not clear whether Critical Race Theory, to the extent that it can be viewed as a  
 

36 Du Bois’ use of the metaphor of ‘double consciousness’ might seem to commit him to a mentalist 
framework (see, e.g. this chapter, sections 3. and 4.). But his use, I think, is essentially a metaphorical 
one.

37 See, e.g. Mills (1997). 
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single approach, draws on mentalist assumptions or instead is basically critical of it.38

 Social psychologists suggest the possibility that implicit biases manage to influence 
people’s actions unconsciously39, as shown in an experiment performed in Sweden when, 
during the selection for job interviews, employment recruiters favoured applicants with 
Swedish names over those with Arab names.40 The Implicit Association Test, which I will 
discuss later in more detail (chapter 3, section 2), is one of the experiments that social 
psychologists have designed to measure hidden prejudices or, as they call it, ‘implicit 
biases’. 
 Gaining more insight into hidden prejudices will pave the way, I hope, for 
understanding how we may succeed, in a morally justified way, in confronting practices 
of hidden prejudice or, as we may now put it metaphorically, unravelling the veil of 

38 Some authors from the Critical Race Theory seem to work with mentalist assumptions. See, for 
example, Lawrence III (1987). While he has shown a critical interest in the research on implicit 
bias – see Lawrence III (2008) and Lawrence III (2015) – his own theory is informed by Freudian 
notions of the unconscious, which I choose not to focus on (see chapter 3.2.). Also, see Ngo (2016), 
who shows interest in the research on implicit bias, but favours, drawing on Merlau-Ponty, a 
phenomenological analysis of racism as a habit. Also, see King (1991), who works with the notion of 
‘dysconscious racism’. While for this notion she employs mentalist vocabulary, dysconscious racism 
is conceptually distinct from ‘implicit bias’ because it is ‘not the absence of consciousness (that is, 
not unconsciousness), but an impaired consciousness or distorted way of thinking about race as 
compared to, for example, critical consciousness’ (1991:135). My suspicion is that, in the end, she 
does not even rely on a mentalist framework, because elsewhere she explains that she is ‘interested 
in the sociology of knowledge that functions as ideology’ (1992:319), drawing on a tradition of 
critical analysis to which for example Marx and Habermas belong and which analyses ‘consciousness’ 
as ideology. I even think that, as she defines ‘dysconscious racism’ as ‘an uncritical habit of mind’ 
(1991:135), it may even come very close to the pragmatist notion of hidden prejudice that I develop 
in chapter 6. However, exploring these conceptual connections has not been part of my analysis. 
Finally, Woods (2017) might criticise my choice of focussing on implicit bias theory instead of 
Critical Race Theory. In a critical discussion of the research on implicit bias and the enormous 
attention (popular and academic) it receives, he argues that the insights of this research had already 
been anticipated by various authors from the Critical Race Theory ever since the 1970s. I do not 
intend to deny this. But I do claim that the research on implicit bias is more clearly and more 
systematically underpinned by a mentalist framework (see chapter 3, section 2, and chapter 4, section 
2), which is the focus of my argument. 

39 As I mentioned earlier in this section, from a legal perspective, two forms of discrimination can 
be distinguished: direct and indirect, as one between intentional discrimination and between 
discrimination as the effect of otherwise neutral rules. The notion of ‘implicit bias’, as social 
psychologists have introduced it, seems to suggest a new category: unconscious, i.e. unintentional, 
discrimination. Combining the conscious/ unconscious (intentional/ unintentional) distinction with 
the direct/ indirect distinction seems to open up new options for a more fine-grained analysis of 
discrimination. A few authors have already touched on or explored combining these distinctions. 
For example, Rasmussen (2020) uses both distinctions to argue for four instead of two forms of 
discrimination, connecting implicit bias to direct discrimination as one of those four forms. 
Interestingly, Holroyd (2017), who limits her discussion of implicit bias to direct discrimination, 
worries that a connection of implicit bias with direct discrimination will dissolve the distinction 
between direct and indirect discrimination. A different strategy is suggested by Richard Ford who, 
in an interview that Mercat-Bruns (2016:66) had with him, comments that the ‘implicit bias theory 
is basically an argument in favor of disparate impact, an argument to make it stronger – and also an 
argument for changing the way we distribute the burden of proof in intentional discrimination cases, 
making the law more friendly to plaintiffs’. 

40 Rooth (2007). 



24

Chapter 1

prejudice, enabling people to understand their practices of prejudice and change 
them. The set of actions that might confront practices of prejudice includes a wide 
range of different types of actions. It may include, for example, institutional solutions, 
like creating an institute where people may file their discrimination complaint: such 
solutions aim at confronting practices of prejudice by providing an opportunity for 
people to voice their complaints about discrimination. For my research question, I will 
focus on actions that aim directly at influencing the motivations of prejudiced people 
and, within this category, on actions that are non-deliberative.41 The reason for focussing 
on non-deliberative actions, rather than including also deliberative actions, is that a 
focus on non-deliberative actions will allow me to explore the mentalist assumptions 
underpinning hidden prejudice and responsible agency (see next sections). I will now 
briefly consider both types of action and discuss them according to their effectiveness 
and their moral permissibility.
 The standard way of holding responsible would be the deliberative one: we might 
make claims against people about hidden prejudices they have, argue that these have 
discriminating effects and appeal to their ideals of equality, hoping that this will persuade 
them to adjust their practices. Deliberative strategies, by either participating in public 
debate or adopting a litigation strategy, require high levels of education that may not be 
available to people who suffer from practices of discrimination, precisely because of those 
very same practices. The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights reported, for 
example, that, in various member states of the European Union, the illiteracy rates 
among Roma people are persistently higher, sometimes much higher, than for non-
Roma people.42 But an even more serious problem seems to prevent the effectiveness 
of deliberative strategies: to persuade implicitly biased people into subscribing to ideals 
of equality would seem to be meaningless as they already endorse them. On the other 
hand, attempts at convincing them that they are really racists (and therefore should 
reflect more carefully, more attentively, on their implicitly prejudiced actions?) may not 
be promising either.43 And so, cases of implicit bias, at least some of them, perhaps 
many, or perhaps even of all of them, suggest that deliberative approaches fail as a way 
of holding people responsible for practices of hidden prejudice.44 
 What other means do we have for confronting practices of hidden prejudice? 

41 The effects of actions are sometimes more commonly discussed in the vocabulary of ‘power’. In some 
sense, ‘having power over other people’ will be a thread running through my analyses of ‘influencing 
actions’, but not one to which a discussion of notions of power in social-political contexts is needed, 
I think. For the ‘messy’ conceptual relations between influence and power, see: Zimmerling (2005). 

42 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2014).
43 See Blum (2002); Billig (2012). 
44 Exploring whether this suggestion is correct is an interesting issue, but one that I choose not to 

analyse explicitly. I do claim, however, that if one is committed to the idea of implicit bias, this will 
generally imply that people cannot be held responsible for their implicit biases (also see chapter 
4, section 2, and chapter 7, section 8) or if this is denied, that it would make no sense to adopt a 
deliberative approach in holding them responsible.
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Whenever deliberation as a ‘game of giving and asking for reasons’45 appears not to work 
in influencing people, then perhaps another option might be non-deliberative actions, 
some type of actions that influence people without expressing reasons. This, of course, 
is merely a negative definition. What ‘non-deliberative’ does mean, more precisely and 
in a positive sense, needs yet to be explored and will be part of my attempt to answer 
the research question. At least, I will assume that the distinctive feature of such actions 
is that they influence people in a non-deliberative way.
 One possible example of a non-deliberative action has been indicated by scholars 
who in the last decades have begun to explore various ways in which hidden prejudice 
(‘implicit bias’) may be reduced. One study, for example, took as a starting point 
the finding, as previous studies had established, that ‘compared to explicit prejudice, 
implicit prejudice involves a stronger emotional component’. Translated in biological 
terms, it means that when people whose implicit biases are activated, for example, 
when they view the picture of people who are the object of their implicit biases, their 
brains show an increased amygdala activity. The researchers then succeeded in showing 
that administering propranolol, a beta-blocker, ‘significantly reduced implicit but not 
explicit racial bias’ (Terbeck et al. 2012:422) because ‘propranolol can reduce amygdala 
response to visual stimuli associated with negative emotions such as fear and anger’ 
(id.).46 In a few public media, it was even hailed as an ‘anti-prejudice pill’.47 What is 
interesting about the administration of an anti-prejudice pill is that it influences people 
in a non-deliberative way.48 The search for an anti-prejudice pill is, in fact, consistent 
with various interesting experiments that psychologists, neuroscientists and other 
scholars have conducted in recent decades to find out how the brain works. In these 
experiments, they have been able to induce people to perform certain actions without 
taking recourse to either coercion or deliberation, without even any deliberate attempts 
to change their subjects’ minds. They did this by non-deliberatively influencing them, 
i.e. by activating (‘priming’) certain dispositions in a way that bypasses their subject’s 
deliberative reflection.49 To put it differently: what is non-deliberative about such actions is 
that the influence they exert on people’s minds – their feelings, their motivations, their beliefs 
– is invisible to their introspective abilities.
 One way of qualifying such non-deliberative actions would be to describe them 
as manipulation. One of the paradigm cases of manipulation is familiar to the general 
public: hypnosis, one of the early techniques, reaching back at least to the nineteenth  
 

45 Brandom frequently uses this phrase which he ascribes to Sellars.
46 Also, see Gallate et al. (2011).
47 See https://nypost.com/2012/03/12/a-chill-pill-for-racists/ and https://www.thedoctorstv.com/videos/anti-

prejudice-pill. 
48 I have chosen the administration of an anti-prejudice pill as exemplary for a mentalist approach. But 

it also supports other types of interventions. See chapter 7, section 8.
49 See Brasil-Neto et al. (1992); Wegner and Wheatley (1999). The second case is discussed in chapter 

4, section 5.
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century, that psychologists have used for tapping into the deeper layers of people’s 
unconsciousness.50 Today a variety of techniques that seem to work in a similar way and 
which is better known as ‘nudging’ is already being explored and applied by policymakers, 
for example, to steer citizen’s choices in directions that will improve their health.51 If 
manipulation is understood according to these examples, this introduces what seems 
to be the equivalent of the veil of prejudice – the veil of manipulation – because here, 
too, a boundary exists between people’s self-knowledge and their self-ignorance. But 
there is a slight difference: while cases of hidden prejudice follow the pattern of a hidden 
motivation that produces an action, the pattern in cases of manipulation is one of a 
hidden action that produces a motivation. If non-deliberative actions are manipulative 
in this sense, they may therefore be effective in reducing practices of hidden prejudice. 
Letting people swallow an anti-prejudice pill would provide such an example. 
 This description of manipulation suggests that manipulating people is a good way 
of holding them responsible for their practices of hidden prejudice. But manipulation 
has, of course, a bad reputation – not just in popular culture but also in political theory 
– because it is supposed to violate people’s responsible agency. It may explain why 
manipulation has not yet been explored as a possibly justified means of holding people 
responsible for their practices of injustice.52 In recent years however various philosophers 
have argued for definitions of manipulation that either separate its technique from its 
moral assessment or allow room for special cases in which manipulation is permissible. 
This might open new perspectives for exploring forms of actions that are neither violent 
nor deliberative but may still be both effective and responsible in confronting prejudiced 
behaviour. Nevertheless, in focussing on the category of non-deliberative actions, the 
challenge will be to figure out whether, or to what extent, non-deliberative actions are 
manipulative (in the bad sense) or whether they can be manipulative in perhaps some 
neutral sense. 
 Now that I have explained the moral perspective that I take on confronting 
discrimination and how I limit my analysis to hidden prejudices and non-deliberative  
 
50 On the early uses of hypnosis in psychology: see, e.g. Hammond (2014). 
51 By now, there is extensive literature on nudging, inspired largely by Thaler and Sunstein (2008). One 

of the issues it treats is whether nudging is a form of manipulation. It also deals, different from the 
standard literature on manipulation (see chapter 2, note 68), with the issue of whether nudging is 
allowed, as a form of paternalism, to foster to improve the welfare of people that are nudged. 

52 Literature on manipulation as an instrument to achieve morally good ends seems scarce. Only 
sometimes do theorists make passing comments on this possibility. See, e.g. Feinberg who describes 
the situation that ‘manipulative techniques are used to open a person’s options and thus increase 
his freedom on balance, but without his consent’ (1986:67) but disapproves of such manipulation 
in which a person is ‘manipulated into freedom’ (id.). Also, see Greenspan, who describes cases 
of ‘less self-interested manipulation’ (e.g. someone cheering up a melancholic friend), which she 
calls ‘examples of a kind of paternalism, but far outside the legal contexts in which we object to 
paternalism’ (2003:155-156). I have found no analyses of manipulation as a possibly justified form 
of opposing injustice. What comes closest are Bowers’ comments on the possibility of manipulative 
strategies ‘as a low-key way of fighting back at a system which has deprived the prisoner of normal 
freedom’ (2003:330).
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actions, it is time to formulate my research question. It will be as follows: 

What are the conditions for non-deliberative actions to count as holding 
responsible those people who perform practices of hidden prejudice?

1.3. Methodological approach and research aims

In answering the research question, my methodological approach will consist of making 
the following moves: 

1. I will treat the research question as requiring that practices of hidden prejudice and 
non-deliberative actions are analysed in terms of responsible agency (i.e. of those who 
perform practices of hidden prejudice and are affected by non-deliberative action). 

2. I will focus on analysing responsible agency in epistemic terms or in terms of, as 
I will call it, epistemic autonomy.53 

3. I will analyse epistemic autonomy in terms of rationality, i.e. as claims for 
knowledge. 

4. I will analyse responsible agency also in terms of freedom. 
5. I will analyse my central notions (see figure 1) from two different frameworks – 

mentalism and pragmatism – that I will discuss and contrast at different levels of 
abstraction, each of which – either the concrete level of specific notions or the 
abstract level of the framework itself – requires its own methodological approach. 

In this section, I will first briefly comment on my various methodological moves, 
including a few remarks on my use of terminology, and then state my research aims.

53 The term ‘epistemic autonomy’ seems relatively new in the philosophical vocabulary and is still rarely 
used. But it is used in, for example, discussions within social epistemology to explore to what extent 
an individual should, or can, rely on other people’s testimony to the truth of certain beliefs. To the 
extent that this is denied, autonomy is defined as a form of self-reliance. See, e.g. Elizabeth Fricker 
(2006). My use of the term ‘epistemic autonomy’ is motivated, however, by different concerns (see, 
e.g. chapter 4, section 4). 

Figure 1: Central notions.
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 In explaining my methodological approach, I will start with my first four moves. 
In the previous section, I introduced hidden prejudice and non-deliberative action. 
Holding people responsible for their practices of hidden prejudice seems to presuppose 
that they are responsible, somehow, for their hidden prejudice. It suggests that an act of 
holding them responsible is permissible if their action of hidden prejudice is rooted, in 
the appropriate sense, in their responsible agency. The phenomenon of non-deliberative 
action, on the other hand, suggests that an act of holding people responsible is permissible 
if that act itself respects (or: does not violate) the responsible agency of those who are held 
responsible. We might provisionally call the first condition the appropriate link condition 
and the second the respect condition. 
 It would seem then that the assessments of both conditions are separate issues. But 
this is not entirely correct. On closer view, it appears that both hidden prejudice and 
non-deliberative action invite an understanding of responsible agency in specifically 
epistemic terms. As we have seen in the previous section, they raise questions on self-
knowledge and self-ignorance and where, or how, to draw the boundary between them. 
It suggests that we should focus not so much on responsible agency as such but on the 
epistemic dimension of responsible agency. The research question, therefore, as I choose 
to analyse it, does not turn on two different issues – i.e. hidden prejudice and non-
deliberative action – but on two different routes to basically one issue: epistemic autonomy. 
It might provide one important condition for responsible agency and therefore also 
for non-deliberative actions to count as holding people responsible for their practices 
of hidden prejudice. If hidden prejudices or non-deliberative actions interfered with 
people’s epistemic autonomy, they would not be responsible for their hidden prejudices, 
and non-deliberative actions would be impermissible as acts of holding responsible. 
My earlier example of the anti-prejudice pill illustrates how one action – letting people 
swallow an anti-prejudice pill, especially when it is done secretively – may interfere with 
people’s epistemic autonomy in two distinct ways.
 The notion of epistemic autonomy, of course, raises the question of what it means. 
Only then can we explore what it means that people’s epistemic autonomy is interfered 
with. One possible strategy would be to claim that people have epistemic autonomy if 
they have self-knowledge of the beliefs (even false ones such as prejudices) that somehow 
structure certain motivations for actions, or conversely, that they do not have epistemic 
autonomy if they are self-ignorant about such beliefs. But this strategy would miss the 
point about autonomy because it might be that people just ‘happen’ to be self-ignorant, 
or not, about their prejudices. Instead, we should question the boundary itself – what I 
have already called, in a metaphorical sense, the veil – between self-knowledge and self-
ignorance. What is people’s basic attitude towards their beliefs? Are they basically ‘passive’ 
towards their belief? Do they only ‘happen’ to have the beliefs they have, on whichever 
side of the veil? Or is it possible to describe the beliefs they have, on both sides of the 
veil, as the result of some autonomous epistemic process of belief formation? If that made 
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sense, it would introduce the possibility that people are even responsible for the beliefs 
they have become ignorant about. It is not enough, therefore, to observe some veil 
hanging between people’s actual self-knowledge and actual self-ignorance at some point 
in their lives. Epistemic autonomy as a norm also requires that we explore the origin of 
this actual veil. I choose this strategy, and I choose to analyse epistemic autonomy in 
terms of rationality, exploring whether epistemic autonomy can be identified with some 
form of rationality.
 Responsible agency requires not only epistemic autonomy but also freedom, not 
in any political sense but in a sense opposed to determinism. I choose to introduce 
this assumption as my next methodological move because it will allow me to explore 
the conceptual relations between rationality, as the criterion for epistemic autonomy, 
and freedom. And this, in its turn, will allow me to highlight the essential differences 
between the two different frameworks from which I will try to answer my research 
question. This brings me to explaining the final move of my methodological approach. 
 Contrasting different views on an issue may consist of analyses at different levels 
of abstraction. It may analyse them as consisting only of different notions for the same 
‘thing’. Such rival views, for all their differences on these notions, may still share many 
assumptions and implications if they are set within the same theory. Views may also be 
contrasted as being different theories. Even then, they will still share many assumptions or 
implications, although not as many as the views that differ on notions. For the argument 
in the next chapters, I will assume that mentalism and pragmatism are views that differ 
from each other in defining a framework. As I understand a ‘framework’, it is not so 
much a specific theory but a conceptual architecture that functions as a deep background 
to a family of theories. If frameworks are being contrasted, they will therefore share 
fewer assumptions than whenever either notions or theories are contrasted. What is 
different between these various levels of contrasting is, therefore, the level of abstraction: 
the extent to which either the notions, the theories or the frameworks that are being 
compared share certain assumptions or implications.54 
 My analyses, at whatever level of abstraction, will be mostly conceptual. In 
discussing some notions, I have nevertheless provided some historical context or at least 
tried to reconstruct, to some extent, the origin of certain notions or debates, not because 
this is an aim in itself but because it supports certain claims I make in the context of a 
basically conceptual analysis.
 My methodological approach will not be the same for each level of abstraction as I 
have different aims at each level. At the level of notions, I will be particularly concerned 
with conceptual clarification, consisting of a detailed, close reading of relevant literature, 

54 Distinguishing, as I do here, between notions, theories and frameworks as different levels of 
abstraction is only meant as an explanatory, heuristic device. In a sense, it is a variation of Rawls’s 
idea to distinguish between concepts and conceptions. I do not mean to suggest that we can only 
distinguish three levels of comparison. The idea of a ‘family of theories’ is, of course, indebted to 
Wittgenstein. The notion of framework is related to Kuhn’s notion of a paradigm.
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as my aim would be to construct or argue for a specific notion. At the level of frameworks, 
my aim will be to make plausible, especially regarding mentalism, that it is a framework 
at all, distinctive from pragmatism and one that provides the background for the standard 
debates on, for example, responsible agency, freedom and other notions that are central 
to my argument. For this reason, I will be concerned, at this level, with a more diagnostic 
reading of relevant literature and, to some extent, with reconstructing the history of some 
debates or some notions. As a result, I deal with relevant literature in different ways, 
sometimes from a microscopic perspective (conceptual clarification), other times more 
distanced, from a telescopic perspective (diagnostic reading). 
 The challenge of contrasting two different frameworks is to stay clear on what 
terminology belongs to one or the other framework. The two frameworks sometimes 
use the same terminology for what are different notions, as in the case of the adjective 
‘implicit’.55 This may complicate an adequate understanding of important differences in 
their conceptual backgrounds. Although I hope this will become sufficiently clear to my 
readers as I go along with the argument, here I want to make explicit that, as umbrella 
terms that are supposed to be relatively neutral between both frameworks, I have chosen 
at least the following: responsible agency, hidden prejudice, non-deliberative influencing, 
epistemic conditions, self-knowledge and epistemic dispositions (this last phrase is used 
for a definition of manipulation that is supposed to be neutral to both frameworks: see 
chapter 2, section 3). As we will see, those working within a mentalist framework often 
use specific terms that I will treat as the mentalist versions of some of my umbrella terms. 
They will sometimes use, for example, ‘implicit bias’ (for hidden prejudice), ‘manipulation’ 
(for non-deliberative, influencing action), ‘cognitive conditions’ (for epistemic conditions) 
or ‘introspection’ (for the process of self-knowledge). As the pragmatist framework is not 
as fully developed or yet recognised as a competing framework, it lacks in many ways its 
own terminology. Whenever I discuss the pragmatist framework, I will take recourse to the 
umbrella terms, but I will use them in a pragmatist sense.
 My research aims are as follows. First, I want to show that if my central notions 
were understood from within a mentalist framework, this would leave no conceptual 
room for understanding non-deliberative actions to count as holding responsible. The 
reason would be that the epistemic conditions under which non-deliberative actions 
would count as holding responsible simply do not exist. Non-deliberative actions cannot 
ever, by definition, count as holding responsible, first because people are not responsible 
for their hidden prejudices, second because influencing non-deliberative actions do 
not respect people’s responsible agency. In the second place, my research aim is to show 
that we can make conceptual room for understanding non-deliberative actions as 
holding responsible if only my central notions are understood according to a pragmatist  
framework, (1) if hidden prejudices are understood as involving a boundary between  
 
55 This adjective is introduced and discussed in a mentalist sense in chapters 3 and 4, in a pragmatist 

sense in chapter 5.
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ignorance and knowledge about one’s prejudices (1a) that is ambiguous and as admitting of 
degrees, rather than as clear-cut, and (1b) that is primarily a social boundary, rather than an 
individual (intra-psychic) one; (2) if non-deliberative, influencing actions are understood 
as appealing to people’s rational capacities, without denying that they operate in a non-
deliberative way; and finally (3) if responsible agency is understood as a social status rather 
than as an individual state. Achieving my research aims would mean that a pragmatist 
framework can be used, where the mentalist framework cannot, to answer the research 
question, i.e. to explicate the conditions for non-deliberative actions to count as holding 
responsible people with hidden prejudices.

1.4. Two frameworks: mentalism and pragmatism

In using these two frameworks, mentalism and pragmatism (in the version that I will 
argue for), as the background for my discussions, my research aim is not to provide an 
extensive, detailed, comparative analysis of either their historical roots or their conceptual 
differences. This is beyond the scope of my argument. In the following chapters, I will 
analyse their differences only to the extent relevant to my argument. It may nevertheless 
be helpful to my readers to be introduced, beforehand, to both frameworks and have some 
idea of their differences. In this section, I will therefore provide a brief outline of their 
basic conceptual structure. I will also explain my choice for these two frameworks. Finally, 
I will suggest, again very briefly, some historical background to my assumption that both 
frameworks represent two very different proposals to understanding responsible agency.  
 Mentalism, to begin with, offers a set of assumptions on the human mind.56 Its basic 
strategy consists of analysing the mind in terms of mental states and qualifying these states 
as either conscious or unconscious.57 Knowledge is understood in terms of a subset of these  
 
56 What I mean with ‘mentalism’ corresponds to what Descombes targets and criticises in his (1995). 

Also see Mittelstraß (1995); Thümmel (2019). Arthur W. Collins (1978). As a synonym, also 
‘cognitivism’ might be used: while Descombes (1995) uses the French word ‘mentalisme’, his 
translator, Stephen Adam Schwartz, chose for the English translation (2001) to add the subtitle ‘A 
critique of cognivitism’.

57 The notions of ‘conscious’ and ‘unconscious’ that I have in mind here are to be understood as 
ontological categories, i.e. as the mental counterparts of physical processes. It follows the dualistic 
model that Descartes is supposed to have introduced (see chapter 2, section 6, especially note 
108). This does not mean that ever since Descartes, the conscious/unconscious vocabulary has 
been interpreted as an ontological one. In nineteenth-century German philosophy, for example, 
it has been viewed as a metaphysical category (Gödde 1999; Völmicke 2005). The history of this 
vocabulary is, therefore, a complex one: see early studies, like those of Grau (1916), Whyte (1960), 
Ellenberger (1970) and Klein (1977), which have been supplemented and corrected by more recent 
studies, like those of Davies (2008), Nicholls and Liebscher (2010b) and Ffytche (2012). Of course, 
the best-known notion of the unconscious is Freud’s. Freud’s notion of the unconscious. However, 
for my argument, I will focus on the notion of the (un)conscious that social psychologists use (see 
chapter 4, section 2). Apart from various reasons for making this choice (see chapter 3, section 2; 
also, chapter 4, section 2), Freud’s notion is also more elusive than the social psychologists’ notion of 
the unconscious. Although it has been interpreted as an ontological category, this interpretation has 
been disputed. See, e.g. Woody and Phillips (1995). 
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mental states: as beliefs. Within the mentalist framework, the notion of beliefs is based on 
representationalist semantics. It means that beliefs are related to certain states of affairs in the 
world as representations of those states of affairs.58 However, not all beliefs are necessarily 
correct beliefs. According to one tradition within the mentalist tradition, whether you 
have a correct belief is whether it is a justified true belief.59 Therefore, the correctness of 
a belief depends in part on whether you have reason to believe a certain state of affairs 
is true. While self-knowledge would seem different from knowledge about the world, it 
is basically modelled on beliefs people have about the world, except that having beliefs 
about yourself are representations of what goes on in your mind. Self-knowledge within 
the mentalist framework is understood as introspection, a process of becoming conscious 
of one’s own mental states, which is sometimes claimed to be a kind of direct knowledge 
as opposed to the indirect knowledge we have about the world. And of course, here, as 
in the case of our beliefs about the world, what decides the correctness of our beliefs, is 
whether we are justified in having these beliefs about ourselves. Rationality plays the role 
of deciding between correct and incorrect beliefs (about either the world or ourselves) as a 
feature of the processing of (epistemic) mental states.
 The reason for choosing mentalism is that it has been, and still is, the dominant 
view on the human mind in at least Anglo-American philosophy: it underlies a broad 
range of debates within empiricist and analytic philosophy60 and, sometimes too, moral 
and political philosophy. Via philosophy of mind, it also underlies the theoretical 
framework of natural-scientific psychology and, more specifically, of social psychological 
research on ‘implicit bias’ (and also ‘nudging’) because the ‘implicit’ nature of implicit 
biases is understood as what remains hidden from people’s introspection, i.e. as 
‘unconscious’. And finally, it also has deeply shaped various conceptions of responsible 
agency, even to the extent that philosophers have accepted the mentalist vocabulary as  
 
58 Many mentalist claims about how the mind works have been criticised, but usually from within 

the mentalist framework. The mentalist framework as such is not so often identified, discussed or 
criticised. Mentalism is a modern framework whose origins can be traced back to early modern 
(epistemological) theory. For critical, historical reconstructions of the origins and development of the 
mentalist, representational epistemology: see Foucault (1966) and Rorty (1979). On the difference 
between both reconstructions, Rabinow (1986/ 1996:34) remarks that ‘[i]nstead of treating the 
problem of representations as specific to the history of ideas [as Rorty does], Foucault treats it as 
a more general cultural concern’. Toulmin, too, has written several critical, partly historical articles 
on the mentalist tradition, but with a focus on psychoanalysis. See, e.g. Toulmin (1986). Foucault 
also resisted the internalist gaze of the mentalist tradition, but he too focuses on psychoanalysis. 
For a discussion: see Whitebook (2005). For a historical account of mentalism from the perspective 
of psychology as a new discipline: see Richards (1992). In recent years various Anglo-American 
philosophers have been exploring the (continental) phenomenological tradition to counterbalance 
the dominance of the mentalist framework: see, e.g. Gallagher and Zahavi (2012). For a recent, 
interesting criticism from a French philosopher: see Descombes (1995). The rise of the mentalist 
framework should be understood, I think, within a broader development in which the human self 
was increasingly understood in subjectivist terms: see Taylor (1989). More on the mentalist tradition: 
see section 2.6.

59 See Brandom (1998).
60 See Manson (2000).
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the most natural way to analyse responsible agency. Whatever the differences between 
these conceptions, their common core meaning can be called the standard notion of 
responsible agency: people can be held responsible for their actions if they are conscious of 
the motivations for their actions. 
 With its vocabulary of consciousness, mentalism was not originally intended 
as a framework supporting a naturalist programme.61 However, it turned out to be a 
useful tool for a strategy to naturalise people’s agency in due time. That, at least, is 
the hypothesis underpinning my argument. And therefore, whenever I talk about the 
mentalist framework, I usually mean to talk about the mentalist-naturalist framework. 
 Very much simplified, one could say that the naturalist strategy, employing the 
mentalist framework, consists of the following four steps. The first step is to understand 
mental states in empirical terms. In this way, they are basically understood as states that 
somehow have their place in the human head (the brain). It is open to debate how exactly 
we should understand mental states as having their place in the head, or perhaps more 
precisely, in the brain. Nowadays, the debate has moved towards a neurologically informed 
interpretation. Whatever the exact claim may be, the essential move is to understand 
mental states as ontological states, as states therefore that in principle might be said to 
have a certain place and time in the world. For that reason, they are necessarily individual 
states, states that belong to a specific individual’s brain. A second step, which focuses 
on understanding knowledge in terms of mental states, is to understand beliefs too as 
empirical, i.e. mental states that have their place within a specific individual’s brain.62 
This step is often followed by a third step: choosing a strategy that seeks to demonstrate 
that beliefs should be understood as internal, i.e. intra-psychic phenomena. This strategy 
consists, therefore, in tying meaning to the empirical circumstances of the brain. 
 So far, these three steps do not yet, by themselves, imply anything about responsible 
agency. This naturalist strategy might concede that people may have epistemic autonomy 
of some sort but claim that this does not imply responsible agency. The strategy used 
to naturalise people’s knowledge about the world would be to assume that individuals 
have a passive role towards their beliefs: the acquisition of knowledge is determined by 
how the senses work biologically (neurologically).63 There is nothing we can change about 
them. However, this move does not seem to be available to naturalise people’s agency 
as this seems to require, by definition, an active role of people: how can we understand  
 
61 On mentalism as supporting a naturalist programme: see section 4.2. 
62 The problem that has puzzled philosophers of mind has been, of course, how to understand the 

relationship between mental states (both conscious and unconscious states) and the brain. 
63 Underlying the idea that people, as knowers, have a passive role is the metaphor that people, as 

knowers, are mirrors of the world. They mere reflect what they see and observe. The metaphor can 
also be used for knowledge of subjectivity: in that case, the observing eye of the knower reflects 
on, introspects, on her own ‘inner world’. Various others have commented on this kind of ‘ocular 
metaphors’, as Rorty (1979/ 2009:13) described them, that are typical for the mentalist framework. 
Interestingly, these metaphors tend to single out ‘seeing’ as the most important of the senses and as 
providing the model for acquiring knowledge.
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people as being passive towards their own actions? Especially at this point, the mentalist 
framework has proven to be very fruitful in elaborating the naturalist approach. Theorists 
working within the mentalist framework will usually acknowledge two basic models for 
explaining the motivational pattern ‘motivation A leads to action B’. It may be explained 
as belonging to either the ‘space of reasons’ – i.e. the reasons model, which implies: ‘A is 
a reason for B’ – or the ‘space of causes’ – i.e. the causes model, which implies: ‘A causes 
B’. The space of reasons and the space of causes are usually treated to correspond with the 
space of conscious and unconscious mental states. When the acting person is conscious of 
the reason (‘A’) which motivates her to perform some action, she is supposed to have, in 
this respect, responsible agency. Therefore, the fourth step in a naturalist strategy would 
be, very generally, to explain the reasons model in terms of the causes model as more basic.
 Mentalism presents, in my view, a deeply problematic approach to responsible 
agency. For this reason, I have chosen to explore yet another framework and contrast 
it with the mentalist framework. I will take recourse to the philosophical tradition of 
pragmatism and, more specifically, rely on Robert Brandom’s appropriation of that 
tradition.64 Whenever I talk about the pragmatist framework, I will usually mean a 
Brandomian-pragmatist framework.
 Pragmatism as such is not an obvious choice. Although pragmatism has more 
often been used as a source for criticising mentalism, it does not necessarily provide an 
alternative to naturalism.65 Furthermore, pragmatism, as a philosophical framework, 
offers a certain approach to understanding knowledge, language, and meaning rather than 
a political view or theory.66 Even now, when various prominent philosophers are usually 
recognised as working within a pragmatist tradition,67 pragmatism is still not associated, 
within social and political philosophy, with a distinctive approach to analysing social 
and political problems.68 Various philosophers are nevertheless exploring the potential  
 

64 The beginnings of this tradition are usually traced to the American pragmatists (Peirce, James, 
Dewey and Mead). For a general account of pragmatism: see Legg and Hookway (2019) and, more 
specifically, addressing its contribution to political theory, see Goldman (2015). Pragmatism, as a 
philosophical position, is also represented within continental philosophy: see Vossenkuhl (1974); 
Schneider (1975); Gethmann (1979). For an interesting discussion of Brandom’s attempt to explain 
meaning as use as compared with similar attempts of some of these German-speaking philosophers 
from the Erlangen/Constance school: see Jäger (2001).

65 Radical behaviourism, for example, having its roots in pragmatism, opposes mentalism but has 
a thoroughly naturalist outlook in embracing determinism and denying free will. See Lattal and 
Laipple (2003); Moore (2005) and Moxley (2004).

66 See Goldman (2015). 
67 Richard Rorty has occasionally been referred to as a liberal pragmatist. Habermas and Putnam are usually 

recognised as adopting a pragmatist approach to political philosophy. See Legg and Hookway (2019).
68 Discussions in handbooks of political philosophy on pragmatism are virtually missing, as in, 

for example, Kymlicka (2002) and Estlund (2012). Systematic studies on political theory and 
pragmatism are scarce. For exceptions: see Festenstein (1997). It has recently been questioned 
whether pragmatism, as a tradition of theories on knowledge, language, and meaning, is suited to 
normative political theory. See Erman and Möller (2014) and (2014). For a critical response: see 
Fossen (2019).
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of a pragmatist outlook for political-normative theory. They are especially focussing on 
deliberation (Misak 2000; Talisse 2005), the rule of law (Posner 2003) and legitimacy 
(Fossen 2011). Once again, their choices in using pragmatism for political-normative 
theory are not of help to my argument. My interest in the pragmatist tradition for 
theorising political problems differs from theirs as I am primarily concerned with non-
deliberative actions, i.e. actions whose non-deliberative effects on people are described, 
from a mentalist perspective at least, as what they are unconscious of. While pragmatist-
political theorists usually draw for their inspiration on the writings of, for example, 
Dewey, the late Wittgenstein or Rorty, I choose the writings of Robert Brandom. 
They have been devoted mostly to issues of language and logic, at least not to those 
of normative political theory. They offer, however, a particularly interesting, although 
complex, theory of practice as normative and social. What scarcely has been explored is 
its potential for supporting normative political notions.69

 I will also draw on the views of a sociologist who might be qualified as a pragmatist: 
Bourdieu. Brandom and Bourdieu seem to be an unlikely pair of allies. They start from 
different intellectual traditions (Bourdieu from phenomenology and structuralism; 
Brandom from American pragmatism and analytical philosophy), from different 
disciplines (respectively sociology and philosophy) and from different engagements: 
Bourdieu is primarily interested in understanding non-linguistic practices, Brandom in 
the sociality of linguistic practices. But at heart, their projects have the same ambition: 
understanding human beings in the first place from the perspective of intersubjectivity, 
i.e. as social beings. They also get there by making the same choices: refusing to 
understand human beings as mere mechanical beings (however complex they are) and 
refusing to understand them as rational-intellectual beings. Because of their differences, 
their approaches have developed along different lines, in different vocabularies and in 
polemics with different adversaries.70 My aim has not been to integrate the views of 
Bourdieu and Brandom. I have chosen Robert Brandom’s writings as my main starting 
point, and I have chosen Bourdieu’s views to challenge mentalist conceptions (chapter 
2) or to tease out some notions that Brandom’s normative pragmatics remain silent 
about (chapters 6). In these cases, their differences prove fruitful for my discussion.
 One of the central themes of Brandom’s normative pragmatics is understanding 
people as knowers (rational beings). A dominant tradition in philosophy identifies 
rational agency with the ability for deliberation (deliberative rationality). On the 
external, practical side, this is expressed in the view that citizens, to participate in the 
public debate, should be able to articulate their views and deliberate with other citizens 
about each other’s views.71 On the internal, theoretical side, it is expressed in the view 

69 An exception is Fossen (2011) and (2014). 
70 Either the affinities or differences between Brandom and Bourdieu have scarcely been explored. The 

only (concise) examination I could find is by Kibble (2014). Others, writing on either Brandom or 
Bourdieu, have made only occasional observations on their affinities.  

71 On the relation between autonomy and deliberation: see Crittenden (2002).
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‘that our way of political life is free and rational only if it is founded on some form or 
other of critical reflection’ (Tully 2003:17). Liberal philosophers seem to be committed 
too, generally, to the ideal of deliberative rationality.72 Citizens are supposed to have this 
ability to develop their personal views on societal issues, but also what it means, for 
them, to live a free, autonomous life.73

 In contrast to this view on rationality as essentially deliberative, Brandom claims 
a more basic rationality for human practices, namely rationality as comprehensibility, 
more specifically: inferential rationality. People are claim-makers, not just in the limited 
sense (to which I think, for example, Rawls is committed) of making claims about 
what constitutes a good life, about who they are, about their interests, about what they 
value, but a much broader range of claims. Rationality is inferential because people 
understand how their claims make sense as the premises or conclusions of certain 
inferences. Although making claims and making inferences is usually thought of in a 
linguistic sense, as reasoning, as in a debate with other people, the more basic rationality 
is constituted by the practices people perform without making their claims or inferences 
explicit. These practices can be understood as displaying rationality, according to 
the Brandomian-pragmatist approach, even without the need to assume that people 
deliberate in some interior, mental sense as an inner conversation. Standard human 
actions should be understood as non-deliberative yet rational.
 Brandom argues that inferential rationality is a social practice in which all 
participants authorise other people’s claims and take responsibility for their own claims. 
Whoever authorises herself for making a claim is responsible for giving reasons when 
asked for it. The other way round, whoever does not hold another responsible for claims 
she makes, authorises her to make that claim. The act of authorisation is not something 
that the individual is able to perform on her own, outside a social context. Authority is 
always linked to responsibility. 
 As the previous outlines indicate, the differences between both frameworks cut deep. 
They have very different notions of responsible agency because they start from very different 
views on how to analyse rationality and freedom as conditions of responsible agency. While 
mentalism assumes that rationality and freedom are distinct issues, pragmatism treats them 
as intimately connected and perhaps even identical: freedom is a matter of rationality. For 
mentalism, rationality is primarily something that is somehow a thought process, while 
for pragmatism, it is primarily something that is done, or, as Swindal puts it in a slightly  
 

72 Tully (2003) claims this is the widespread view among contemporary political philosophers. But he is 
critical of this view. He presents Jürgen Habermas and Charles Taylor as representatives for this view 
and discusses them critically, drawing his arguments from Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations. 

73 The liberal ideal of deliberative rationality has been criticised from various perspectives. It conceals, 
for example, assumptions about how the public debate functions in ways that are too demanding in 
non-ideal conditions: ‘[a]ctual situations of discussion often do not open themselves equally to all 
ways of making claims and giving reasons. Many people feel intimidated by the implicit requirements 
of public speaking’ (Iris Marion Young 2000:39). Also, see Walzer (1989); Sanders (1997).
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different way, that for mentalism, the ‘vehicle of thought’ is (un)consciousness while for the 
pragmatist framework, as Swindal puts it, ‘it is action, rather than consciousness, that is the 
vehicle of thought’ (2012:13). The mentalist framework distinguishes between conscious 
and unconscious beliefs. Instead, the pragmatist framework starts from the distinction 
between knowing-that and knowing-how (in Brandom’s vocabulary: respectively explicit 
and implicit), but the distinction operates in a radically different way. 
 But the differences cut even deeper. Mentalism is a framework for understanding 
people’s practices, including their discriminatory practices, in terms of internalist, i.e. 
intra-subjective features of people’s mind/body. As a result, rationality is understood 
as the primary feature of an individual (brain). Mentalism is therefore committed to 
a methodological, perhaps even ontological, individualism. Pragmatism, however, 
understands people’s practices in terms of externalist, i.e. inter-subjective features: 
rationality is the primary feature of the practices of a community of people. What is 
rational is something to be assessed in relations between individuals. The implications of 
this pragmatist idea are far-reaching. It would mean, for example, that assessing a person’s 
responsible agency is not exclusively a matter of whatever a person, in fact, knows about 
herself, about her situation, about the world, but also depends on what others know 
about her, about her situation and about the world. In other words: understanding what 
responsible agency means depends to some extent on what holding responsible means.
 The reason for these differences is that mentalism and pragmatism (at least in 
the Brandomian version that I will argue for) represent two different approaches to 
understanding agency, respectively what Lance and White (2007) call a ‘metaphysical’ 
and a ‘stance’ approach.74 While the first approach ‘begins by asking what a person, or 
agent, or subject is’ (2007:2), a stance approach asks a very different question, namely  
 
 

74 Historically, these two approaches can be recognised as emerging in early modern discussions that 
were concerned with designing a new notion of human actions against the background of ‘[p]olitical 
and social changes and the advancement of science’ (McKeon 1957/ 1990:72). As McKeon explains, 
the ‘major alternatives’ for developing new views on responsible agency ‘turned on a choice between 
accountability and imputation’ (1957/ 1990:72). Their disagreement is on how to understand 
the moral nature of human actions in relation to freedom and necessity. The second alternative 
(imputation), which fits with the ‘stance’ approach, chose for a two-stage explanatory strategy: 
it assumed that we first need an analysis of whether human action is free (as opposed to being 
determined by scientific laws of nature) and that only then we can move forward to morally assess the 
human source. The imputation tradition fits with the ‘stance’ approach. For both, the basic strategy 
is an ‘ascriptive’ one: for assessing whether actions are either ‘free’ or ‘morally good’ is to articulate 
what it means to impute (ascribe, attribute) ‘free’ or ‘morally good’ to an event. The first alternative 
(accountability), however, chose for a one-state explanatory strategy by assuming that ‘human actions 
are determined by a causality or necessity similar to that which determines physical change’ (1957/ 
1990:72), but in a sense that this necessity is a moral necessity, as distinct from a physical necessity, 
i.e. a necessity that already includes the moral qualification of actions. The ‘disenchantment’ of the 
sciences, however, made the accountability tradition vulnerable to mechanistic views on responsible 
agency. Although I will not further specify this specific claim, this ‘historical’ diagnosis underlies my 
argument against the mentalist framework in chapter 5.  
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‘what it is to take something to be a person/free agent/subject’ (2007:2).75 In explaining 
the stance approach, Lance and White have drawn too on Brandom. As my argument 
is specifically informed by the problem of practices of hidden prejudice, in the next 
chapters, I choose my own strategies of explaining and contrasting both approaches. 

1.5. Context and relevance

The broad context within which I will explore my research question is liberalism as a 
political philosophy. More narrowly, the context is one in which liberalism is informed 
by scientific insights into responsible agency, specifically those of social psychology 
and social neuroscience.76 Liberal philosophers, at least those working within a largely 
Anglo-American tradition,77 have inherited their notion of responsible agency from an 
empiricist, mentalist tradition.78 In this section, I will briefly comment on these contexts 
and the relevance of my argument for philosophical liberalism. 
 Responsible agency is or at least should be an important notion to liberalism as a 
political philosophy.79 Its importance may perhaps be illustrated by a brief discussion of  
 
75 Lance and White (2007) compare the stance approach to what Strawson (1962) has called the ‘participant’ 

stance. Other philosophers they mention as representative of the stance approach are Dennett (no reference 
mentioned, but it might be 1987), McDowell (1996) and Darwall (2006). Historically, the stance approach 
covers the work of authors as different as, for example, Pufendorf and Hart. It is beyond the scope of my 
argument to provide a precise historical-analytical or comparative analysis. But I will suggest a few sources. 
Historically the idea of an ascriptive, social model can be traced back to Pufendorf (1660), who can be 
said to have started the early modern (largely German) tradition of ‘imputation’ (which I consider as more 
or less a synonym for ‘ascription’, the term I choose here). Also see Hruschka (1986); Kobusch (1993); 
Hunter (2004). In Anglo-American philosophy, it is probably H.L.A. Hart whose views fit within the 
ascriptive model (see Hart 1948 – 1949). To my knowledge, notions of ‘free will’, ‘autonomy’ or ‘moral 
responsibility’, within Anglo-American debates are not usually theorised following an ascriptive approach. 
An exception is perhaps Sneddon (2006), who draws on Hart’s views. Also, see Anderson (2014).

76 In an interview that Mercat-Bruns (2016:65) had with him, Richard Ford suggests that ‘We, in the 
modern, technologically advanced societies of the West – and certainly in the United States – tend to 
put a lot of stock in technical, empirical studies, even when the question that we are ultimately trying 
to resolve isn’t an empirical question’, and then adds, commenting on the research on implicit bias: 
‘That concerns me. The implicit bias literature feeds into a fetish of social science’.

77 Here I use ‘Anglo-American tradition’ as a diagnostic term to help identify, but only very roughly, a ‘family’ 
of philosophical theories and debates on liberalism that are mainly indebted to or influenced by liberal 
philosophers that have been working in Anglo-American countries. But nothing depends on it. It should 
not be taken to imply that this family excludes theorists that have been working in other countries.

78 This is what McKeon (1957) calls the tradition of ‘accountability’, developed mainly by Anglo-
Saxon/-American philosophers.

79 The liberal notion of responsibility has traditionally been closely allied to juridical notions of responsibility. 
As settling the responsibility for theft or murder requires a binary choice, guilty or not, accusatory uses of 
responsibility have an interest in reducing ambiguities about whether someone did or did not consent to the 
social contract, about whether someone did or did not resist the authorities. To the extent that the liberal 
notion of responsibility is modelled on the juridical notion, it has, therefore, to be used in the sense of 
accusing or blaming anyone who is claimed to have performed some wrong. Therefore, ‘blameworthy’ is 
often used, and sometimes also ‘guilty’, as a synonym for ‘responsible’. It is not part of my argument to 
develop a theory of responsibility, but at least I want to emphasise that I do not model responsibility on the 
juridical notion. I think we should distinguish between matters of assessing responsibility and matters of how 
we hold people responsible. Conflating ‘blameworthiness’ and ‘responsibility’ already takes a stance on how 
we should people responsible, namely blame them. Again, this is not the implication that I endorse. 
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Rawls’ view on responsible agency. Rawls does not talk much about responsibility and 
does not even use ‘responsibility’ as a central term.80 But I do think that he presupposes 
a notion of responsible agency when he remarks that ‘citizens think of themselves as self-
originating sources of valid claims’.81 I take this remark to imply that people are basically 
claim-makers.82 Rawls realised that the world which people make claims about, and 
the language they use to make claims, is complex, equivocal, indeterminate, and that, 
consequently, people may differ in their assessments and interpretations of both facts and 
values. Rawls called this ‘the burdens of judgement’. We cannot, therefore, in advance 
assume that people will agree on the claims they make.83 Citizens, even reasonable ones, 
will arrive at different views on doctrines of the good life (comprehensive doctrines). 
Furthermore, that people are claim-makers does not necessarily mean that people 
are being respected for this. Whether people are equal is also a point of disagreement 
between comprehensive doctrines: ‘To take an extreme case, slaves are human beings 
who are not counted as sources of claims, not even claims based on social duties or 
obligations, for slaves are not counted as capable of having duties or obligations’.84 The 
question that troubles Rawls and other moral-political philosophers is, therefore, how 
to cope with civil disagreements within society.
 The idea of people as claim-makers is key not only to understanding the pluralism 
of doctrines, and therefore the disagreements between citizens, but also to its solution: 
true dialogue, an ideal which many moral-political theorists that deal with the problem 
of pluralism are committed to.85 It might be claimed that true dialogue is realised in 
the original position, as Rawls explained it.86 In this position, people are supposed to 
recognise each other’s capacity as claim-makers. Whatever citizens disagree about, this 
recognition invokes respect for each other as equal partners in a dialogue. Consequently, 
each has an equal say in matters of justice, not just in the sense that all participants in 
dialogue have an equal opportunity to say what they want to say, but also in the sense 

80 Rawls – in his A Theory of Justice – does mention ‘responsibility’ and ‘the principle of responsibility’, 
for which he refers to Hart (1968).

81 Rawls (1980:543). Also see Rawls (1985:242); Rawls (1993/ 1996:32); Rawls (2001/ 2011:23–24). 
In (1993) and (2001), Rawls formulates it slightly differently: ‘citizens [...] regard themselves as self-
authenticating sources of valid claims’.

82 The idea of citizens as claim-makers presents only one of three ways in which Rawls understands 
citizens as free persons in the original position. Rawls introduced these three ideas, which are part of 
his political conception of citizenship, as a response to criticisms that the description of persons in 
the original position is part of a metaphysical doctrine of the person. Here I will reflect only on the 
idea of citizens as claim-makers.

83 Cf. Rawls 1996, lecture II, section 3. Rawls, however, does not explicitly makes a connection between 
the fact of pluralism and the citizens as a self-originating source of valid claims.

84 Rawls 1996:33.
85 Rawls analyses true dialogue in terms of the ‘reflective equilibrium’. The parties in the original 

position are supposed to reach an agreement on the principles of justice. This suggests that agreement 
is preceded by some form of dialogue. However, Rawls’s Theory of Justice, to my knowledge at least, 
does not mention the word ‘dialogue’.

86 For moral-political philosophers within the liberal tradition, the original position has been, ever since 
Rawls’s use of it, a very common strategy to understand true dialogue. Cf. Galston 1982.
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that each should be truly listened to because mutual respect also implies, in terms of 
attitudes, a mutual responsivity for the reasons each participant gives. 
 Both the case of Little Rock Nine and, more broadly, the Civil Rights Movement, 
of which it was part, show the difficulties of realising a public dialogue, let alone a true 
dialogue. Rawls was aware of this. Rawls is usually recognised as having devoted his 
analytical efforts mostly to ideal theory, which assumes that people comply with the 
rules given by some ideal of justice. But he also made a modest contribution to non-
ideal theory by discussing the issue of civil disobedience.87 He sees civil disobedience as 
‘a public, nonviolent conscientious yet political act contrary to law usually done with the 
aim of bringing about a change in the law or policies of the government’ (1999a:320).88 
Intriguing about civil disobedience is that, although it implies a commitment to a 
deliberative democracy (to ‘public reason’, as Rawls would call it) and a trust in its 
functioning, at the same time it expresses the very failure of public dialogue: ‘Attempts 
to have the laws repealed have been ignored and legal protests and demonstrations have 
had no success’ (1999a:327). Rawls’s account of civil disobedience can therefore be 
understood as expressing his recognition of the problem of power: the asymmetry in 
power that exists, under non-ideal conditions, between various social groups. Citizens 
from some social groups have the power not to comply, or only partially, with (ideal) 
rules of justice (in this case: rules about equality). Even more so, they have the power 
– to some extent at least – to ignore legal protests and demonstrations. It demonstrates 
the shortcomings of views on justice that remain limited to dialogue under ideal 
circumstances of compliance to what an ideal dialogue requires, ignoring the problems 
of power.89 
 While this brief discussion indicates the importance of responsible agency to 
liberalism as a political philosophy, it is still another issue whether or how this notion 
is supported by the insights of the social sciences. To the extent that liberal theorists 
want to start from a psychologically realistic view on responsible agency, this seems to 
require that they are informed by the insights of ongoing investigations in psychology.90  
 

87 Cf. Simmons (2010); Robeyns (2008) and Sabl (2001). For a critical discussion of Rawls’s notion of 
civil disobedience: see Celikates (2016). Political Liberalism owes its central idea of an overlapping 
consensus to the discussion of civil disobedience in A Theory of Justice because this idea was introduced 
within the context of this discussion ‘as a way to weaken the conditions for the reasonableness of civil 
disobedience in a nearly just democratic society’ (verbatim both 1985:226, note 5; and 1996:15, 
note 17). By the time he wrote Political Liberalism, he had dropped, so it seems, the subject of ‘civil 
disobedience’.

88 In understanding civil disobedience as a non-violent act, Rawls joined contemporaneous discussions. 
We should not conclude from this that Rawls has found a new way of understanding of ‘bringing 
about a change in the law or policies of the government’ (1999:320) because the dominant perspective 
for his discussion of civil disobedience remains its relation to ‘laws enacted by a legislative majority’.

89 For other criticisms on precisely this point, cf. Mouffe 2005.
90 Ever since the rise of psychology as a distinct discipline, psychologists have used different outlooks 

or perspectives to model their theories (see, e.g. Teo 2005). Here I will be concerned mainly with 
psychological research that is modelled after the example of the natural sciences.
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Psychological insights may, of course, help to understand the capacities that responsible 
human agency requires. They may perhaps even be helpful in exploring new dimensions 
of responsible agency. And they even contribute to understanding the nature of unjust 
practices in our societies. Exemplary is the research into implicit bias. Another important 
example has been the Psychologists’ Brief in the case Brown v. Board of Education of 
Topeka. This amicus brief was written by some 35 social scientists, including Gordon 
Allport, and presented a summary of the latest social-scientific insights on the negative, 
psychological impact of segregation on African American children.91 Whatever its exact 
influence on the Court, from its decision, it becomes clear that the psychological impact 
was included as a relevant aspect in its considerations.92

 But the use of psychological insights seems to have had a drawback on liberalism 
as a political philosophy. What is striking about the notion of responsible agency within 
philosophical liberalism, at least within its liberal Anglo-American tradition, is that it 
seems to have lost its importance to theories of justice. Scheffler, for example, observes 
that ‘none of the most prominent contemporary versions of philosophical liberalism 
assigns a significant role to desert at the level of fundamental principle’ (Scheffler 
1992:301). Liberal philosophers do not rely on any substantial (or, as Scheffler calls 
it, pre-institutional) notion of responsible agency for their theories and even seem 
to be reluctant to develop one: ‘it is a striking fact that the dominant contemporary 
philosophical defenses of liberalism, by virtue of their reliance on a purely institutional 
notion of desert, do indeed advocate a reduced conception of responsibility’ (Scheffler 
1992:314).93 What explains the gradual erosion of the notion of responsible agency, 
as suggested by Scheffler, is that already for a longer time and at a fundamental level 
within philosophical liberalism itself, especially to the extent that it is embedded 
within Anglo-American philosophy, a Trojan horse was brought it, which is that liberal 
philosophers have themselves internalised, often tacitly, a naturalist outlook on the world 
by accepting the pervasive idea in contemporary (Anglo-American) philosophy that 
‘human thought and action may be wholly subsumable within a broadly naturalistic 
view of the world’ (1992:309).94 Liberal political philosophers have generally chosen 
to ignore the challenge of this naturalistic outlook, probably, as Scheffler suggests, 
because their theories of justice do not depend not on any pre-institutional notion of 

91 On how psychologists became involved in this case: see Kluger (1975).
92 For a discussion of the influence of the Psychologists’ Brief in this case: see Wrightsman (2008).
93 Scheffler focuses his critical discussion on liberal philosophers who, like Rawls, are not utilitarians. 

This is not because he favours utilitarianism. On the contrary. Their moral psychology is problematic 
too, he thinks: ‘the ideas of reciprocity and mutuality have no fundamental ethical significance for 
utilitarianism, and as a result, utilitarian moral psychology seems forced to make implausibly heavy 
demands on the human capacity for sympathetic identification. In so doing, utilitarianism seems to 
underestimate the psychological constraints on the design of stable social and political institutions, 
and Rawls’s account has great force by comparison’ (1992:315-316). 

94 While ‘the commonly held view’, as De Caro and Voltolini put it, is that ‘Liberal Naturalism is not 
a genuine metaphilosophical option’ (2010:69), in their article, they make a proposal for reconciling 
philosophical liberalism and naturalism. I do not think it is convincing (also see chapter 5, 7).
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responsible agency, which seems to safeguard liberal political philosophers from any 
problems their naturalistic outlook might raise. According to Scheffler, the naturalistic 
outlook of liberalism nevertheless poses various problems to philosophical liberalism. 
Its naturalistic outlook seems to commit liberal political philosophers, for example, 
to determinism. This is a problem for philosophical liberalism not just at the level of 
theorising (for example: how to conceptualise the compatibility of determinism and 
agency?), but also at the moral-political level as informing and inspiring actual debates 
on issues of justice. What Scheffler suggests here is that liberalism’s claims to neutrality 
towards various conceptions of the good lose credibility as long as it remains sceptical 
about individual agency because ‘a purely naturalistic understanding of human life is 
contentious. The modern world is deeply divided in its attempt to come to terms with 
the power of naturalism’ (1992:318).
 If Scheffler’s diagnosis is correct, it would suggest that philosophical liberalism 
allows no room for holding people responsible for their practices of hidden prejudice. 
My suspicion is that the liberal notion of responsible agency presupposes a mentalist 
framework that has become part of a naturalist programme, as indicated in the previous 
section. If that suspicion is correct as well, the liberal, mentalist understanding of 
responsible agency has the tendency not only to weaken, as indicated by Scheffler, but 
even to dissolve the very notion of responsible agency. 
 The problem with the notion of responsible agency and its place within liberalism 
as a political philosophy is illustrated by Rawls’ view on responsible agency. Contrary to 
what Scheffler claims, it seems that Rawls does offer a notion of responsible agency, as 
we have seen earlier, one which views people as claim-makers. But I think this view only 
confirms Scheffler’s suspicion that liberal philosophers like Rawls are reluctant to deal 
with the challenge of a naturalistic outlook. His Political Liberalism (1993), published 
one year after Scheffler’s article, sheds some light on how Rawls chooses to deal with 
that challenge. At some point in his argument, he distinguishes between two forms of 
psychologies: one philosophical, the other not (the heading of the section where he brings 
forward his strategy is called ‘Moral Psychology: Philosophical not Psychological’). He 
explains making this distinction as follows:

‘its political conception of justice is a normative scheme of thought. Its family 
of fundamental ideas is not analyzable in terms of some natural basis, say the 
family of psychological and biological concepts, or even in terms …’ (1993/ 
1996:87-88)

And he adds: 

‘political philosophy is autonomous [because] we need not explain its role 
and content scientifically, in terms of natural selection, for instance’ (id.:88). 
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From a note Rawls adds to the last remark, it becomes clear that he opposes attempts, 
in this case by Allan Gibbard, to naturalise moral and political philosophy. Apparently, 
Rawls hopes to keep naturalism at a distance by introducing a distinction between 
philosophical and non-philosophical psychology. His theoretical framework fits only 
with the first. But Rawls’s distinction is only a strategic retreat from the ‘naturalistic 
view of the place of human beings in the world’. The effect of this strategy is that it 
only preserves what Hare has called the ‘moral gap’. While scientific (psychological, 
sociological and other) research in the last two centuries has increasingly succeeded 
in explaining human beings in terms of natural and social forces, moral theories have 
not necessarily kept pace with them. This has created a distance between notions of 
responsibility and notions of agency. Viewed from the concerns of moral theory, this 
constitutes ‘a gap between the moral demand on us and our natural capacities to live 
by it’ (Hare 1996:1).95 When Scheffler observes that ‘one of the defining features of 
modern life is a deep uneasiness about what place there may be for ourselves and our 
values in the world that science is in the process of discovering’ (1992:318), I take him 
to be recognising this moral gap. Do scientific insights attribute to people the cognitive-
psychological capacities that morality requires them to have? Rawls’s strategic retreat, 
therefore, merely raises philosophical questions on the relationship between both types 
of psychology. In other words: the problem of the moral gap is not yet solved.96

 While Rawls’s views have immensely influenced liberalism as a political philosophy, 
with their focus on ideal theory and distributive justice, they have also diverted attention 
away from designing a more robust notion of responsible agency that is suitable to 
analysing issues of justice – perhaps better: injustice – under non-ideal circumstances. 
At this point, my argument may prove to be relevant to philosophical liberalism. If I 
succeed in achieving my research aims, my argument will suggest that philosophical 
liberalism has been mistaken in discrediting responsible agency. It may also point 
the way to a road not yet taken: a revaluation of responsible agency by embracing a 
pragmatist framework as proposed in my argument.
 
 
 
 
 

95 See Hare (1996), who critically discusses various naturalistic ethics that try to substitute God, 
particularly those by: Donald Campbell, David Gauthier and Allan Gibbard. Also, see Smiley 
(1992), who also critically discusses various attempts, from a naturalist perspective, of finding a new 
objective moral perspective, in particular: John Harris, John Casey and Dennis Thompson.

96 Concerns about a moral gap at least motivated other philosophers, such as Strawson (1962) and 
Frankfurt (1971), to come to grips with the challenge of a naturalistic outlook, even if they did 
not analyse the problem within the context of political philosophy. For Strawson, this concern was 
expressed in what he called ‘participant (reactive) attitudes’ while for Frankfurt, it was a matter of ‘our 
most humane concern’, i.e. being a person and all that it implies: having freedom and responsibility.
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1.6. Outline of  chapters

My discussion in the next chapters will proceed as follows. In chapter 2, I explore 
the liberal notion of responsible agency and suggest how philosophical liberalism 
tends towards a mentalist approach in understanding this notion by conceiving 
(inner) deliberation as a mentalist process. In chapter 3, I introduce the notion 
of hidden prejudice and explore both a mentalist and pragmatist (in this case, 
Bourdieusian) version of it. At this point of my argument, I will still assume that 
both versions are compatible. Here I will conclude that the core problem with 
practices of hidden prejudices is not so much that they have a discriminatory 
impact, but they are relatively insensitive to social change because they also 
include practices of silencing. In chapter 4, I will explore the assumptions 
underlying a mentalist approach towards both responsible agency and the veil 
of prejudice. In chapter 5, I will criticise the mentalist notions of rationality and 
freedom, use this criticism for rejecting the mentalist framework and suggest 
an alternative framework: pragmatism (now in the Brandomian version of 
it). In chapter 6, I will use this pragmatist framework to propose a different 
pragmatist framework of the veil of prejudice. Finally, in chapter 7, I will also use 
it to propose a pragmatist notion of responsible agency and, more specifically, 
epistemic autonomy, from the perspective of both the person whose epistemic 
autonomy may be at stake and the person who, in performing a non-deliberative 
action, might violate (or not) the first person’s epistemic autonomy. This chapter 
will be concluded with a discussion of two case studies.97 

97 Chapters 2 to 7 are to some extent symmetrically organised, with chapters 4 and 5 functioning as the 
hinges between chapters 2 and 3 on the one hand and chapters 6 and 7 on the other hand. Chapters 
2 and 7 explore the notion of responsible agency, chapters 3 and 6 exploring the ‘veil of prejudice’ and 
chapters 4 and 5 exploring notions of freedom and rationality. The first chapters (2 to 5) are primarily 
dedicated to the mentalist framework, while the later chapters (5 to 7) are mainly concerned with the 
pragmatist framework.
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The liberal notion of  responsible agency

2.1. Introduction

This chapter aims to introduce autonomy as the standard liberal notion of responsible 
agency and to trace what might constitute its epistemic dimension, i.e. to delineate within 
this notion of autonomy a more specific notion of epistemic autonomy. First, I introduce 
two basic features of the liberal notion of responsibility: authorising, which represents 
the epistemic dimension of liberal responsibility, and reflection, which represents its 
psychological dimension. To illustrate how autonomy might work by bringing together 
‘authorisation’ and ‘reflection’, I will then discuss one specific, influential account of 
autonomy, one that was proposed by Harry Frankfurt (1971). I will present it as the 
notion of reflective volitional autonomy, one that understands authorising as a reflective, 
specifically hierarchical, process (section 2). Then I will introduce the problem of 
manipulation (section 3). This appeals mainly to the psychological structure of the 
previous notion of autonomy. Introspective self-knowledge may be understood as a 
response to this problem, conceptually at least. Here I will present the notion of reflective 
epistemic autonomy (section 4). Finally, I will argue that reflective epistemic autonomy, as 
a necessary condition for this standard liberal notion of agency, should be understood as 
embedded in a mentalist framework and, therefore, as introspective epistemic autonomy 
(section 5).

2.2. Reflective volitional autonomy

Liberalism can be viewed as a successor to early modern contractarianism. Liberal 
theorists are, therefore, in a sense neo-contractarians.1 Early modern contractarians had 
introduced the idea of individual freedom as responsibility,2 which they thought of in 
practical terms: as promising or signing a contract (even if this was only metaphorically).3 
Introducing this idea helped them rethink society’s political-theoretical basis, which 
they reimagined as a social contract based on each individual’s decision (‘consent’, 
‘agreement’) to authorise the social contract.4 But the idea of authorising as promising 
raised its own problems.5 The various roads that philosophers explored to solve them  
 
1 Here I follow Santoro (2003). 
2 Today, the liberal notion of responsibility often goes by the name ‘moral responsibility’, mostly in 

debates on free will and determinism, or ‘desert’ (sometimes ‘individual desert’ or ‘personal desert’), 
in debates on political and legal theory. For desert: see Sher (1987); Pojman and McLeod (1999). For 
moral responsibility: Fischer and Ravizza (1993). In chapter 3, more specific references will follow. A 
large part of these debates is devoted to the issue of agency, as a fundamental requirement for (moral) 
responsibility as their dogma is that responsibility presupposes agency: without agency, no responsibility. 
Sometimes theorists are so much absorbed by the problem of agency that they lose sight that freedom 
is part of the broader notion of responsibility, a claim to which I will return in chapter 5.

3 As such, it obviously has its roots in juridical thinking. See, e.g. Black (1993). 
4 See, e.g. Baumgold (2010).
5 For a discussion of such problems, specifically in relation to Hobbes’ social contract theory: see 

Hampton (1986).
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resulted in the first contours for what would become a liberal notion of responsible agency 
as autonomy.6 However, both the early contractarian and the liberal notions of responsible 
agency turn on the idea that the individual is the primary authority, expressed in each 
individual’s ‘authorising’ the social contract. This is the crucial and founding insight of 
early contractarianism and liberalism. 
 In this chapter, I will hone in on ‘autonomy’ because this has become a central concept 
of philosophical liberalism.7 It has acquired this prominent role since the early 1970s.8 But 
it has been given many different meanings, as several writers have observed.9 Some uses of 
the term ‘autonomy’, for example, resemble what Berlin calls negative freedom.10 But it 
usually comes more closely to what Berlin meant by ‘positive freedom’. In this chapter, I 
will therefore use the terms ‘autonomy’ and ‘positive freedom’ interchangeably.11 

6 Scholarship in recent decades has acknowledged that early modern debates on morality were premised 
on the need for an adequate, moral notion of subjective freedom or self-governance. See e.g. Darwall 
(1995); Beiser (1996); Schneewind (1998); Gill (2006). Whereas Darwall, Beiser and Gill focus on 
British moralists, Schneewind tried to show how ‘self-governance’ was central to a European scene of 
theorists. For example, Korsgaard (1996a) follows this line too. 

7 See Milligan and Miller 1992; Santoro 2003; Christman and Anderson 2005; Colburn 2010; 
Sneddon 2013 (chapter 7). 

8 For historical overviews of the modern use of autonomy: Hinchman (1996); Santoro (2003); 
Schneewind (2013). For historical overviews tracing the (late medieval and) early modern origins of 
autonomy: Charles Taylor (1989); Hinchman (1990); Schneewind (1998); Santoro (2003). While 
such overviews tend to present a ‘relatively unified intellectual history of subjectivity’, Yousef (2004) 
instead offers a reinterpretation of some philosophical and literary classics on autonomy as showing 
its limitations, rather than promoting it. For conceptual overviews of autonomy (but also providing 
some historical insight): Dworkin (1988); Christman (1988); Christman (1989); James Taylor 
(2005); Christman and Anderson (2005); Christman (2015). 

9 For attempts at either giving an overview or delineating a central meaning of autonomy: see Feinberg 
(1986, chapter 18, ‘Autonomy’), Faden and Beauchamp (1986), Dworkin’s (1988), Johnston (1994, 
chapter three, ‘Perfectionist Liberalism’), Arpaly’s (2003, chapter 4, ‘Varieties of Autonomy’). Especially 
Dworkin (1998), Arpaly (2003), but also O’Neill (2003) have expressed doubts about whether there is 
an agreement on the notion of autonomy. In the main text, I explain how I understand ‘autonomy’. 

10 For the use of the term ‘positive liberty’: see Crocker (1980), who argues for a notion of freedom that 
is, according to Kristjánsson (1996), a notion of negative freedom. For the use of the term ‘autonomy’: 
see Sunstein (2014), who explicitly uses the term ‘autonomy’ but understands it as ‘freedom of choice’ 
and, on closer reading, as non-intervention. The sources for Sunstein’s use of the term trace the notion 
of autonomy back to Joel Feinberg (Conly 2013) and J.S. Mill (Wright and Ginsburg 2012). Conly’s 
reading of Feinberg’s notion of autonomy confirms my suspicion that Sunstein’s notion corresponds 
with Berlin’s negative freedom (although Conly does not refer to Berlin’s distinction). (I should add 
that Christman (2015:5) calls Feinberg’s notion ‘basic autonomy’, although he is clear it should be kept 
separate from ‘personal autonomy’). Wright and Ginsburg’s reading of Mill is more ambiguous (they 
refer to Amartya Sen’s ‘decisional autonomy’, which is his term, to some extent, for Berlin’s positive 
freedom). But their remark on Sunstein’s notion (2012:1069, note 159) confirms my suspicion again. 

11 Here I follow Christman (1989:3 ‘that concept’s [of positive freedom] identical twin, individual 
autonomy’). Also, see Santoro, who, a decade later and borrowing Christman’s phrase, again observes 
that ‘[m]any authors have taken Berlin’s notion of ‘positive liberty’ to be the ‘identical twin’ of the 
notion of autonomy’ (2003:1). Dissatisfaction with liberal autonomy has induced several theorists 
to develop different kinds of notions of autonomy which, in my view, come nearer to what Berlin 
calls a negative notion of freedom. Among these would be, my suggestion would be, the account of 
autonomy as developed by Meyers (2005) and perhaps too the notion of ‘political autonomy’ that 
Rawls introduced in his Political Liberalism. However, it is beyond the scope of my present purposes 
to provide a detailed argument for these claims. 
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 Liberal autonomy is usually linked to some ideal of individuality.12 Its various 
versions are sometimes referred to as Real Self Views.13 They share the idea that autonomy 
consists of self-realisation (self-determination; self-direction): ‘the capacity to be one’s 
own person, to live one’s life according to reasons and motives that are taken as one’s 
own’ (Christman 2015). They are often referred to as ‘personal autonomy’, ‘individual 
autonomy’ or simply ‘autonomy’.14 For the purpose of my argument, I understand 
liberal autonomy in a more extended sense. It also includes proposals for autonomy 
that various Anglo-American philosophers modelled or based on Kant’s notion of 
autonomy. And I think it should even include Rawls’s notion of ‘political autonomy’.15 
The term ‘liberal autonomy’ will be used to refer to all these different versions.16 Their 
common assumption is that people have the capacity for self-reflection. They also share 
the idea that people’s agency (or: freedom) is the outcome of a certain qualified process 
of reflection, even if they differ on what counts as a qualified process.
 During the modern period, many philosophers have worked on notions of 
autonomy, although not always within the context of political philosophy, 17 The main 
innovation of these notions, as compared to the early contractarian notion of negative 
freedom, was the introduction of the idea that people’s ‘inner life’ (subjectivity) has a 
hierarchical structure: one part is identified with their ‘higher nature’, another part with  
 
 
 
 

12 See Hinchman (1990), who traces the ancestry of this type of autonomy via Mill and Humboldt back 
to Goethe, Schiller and the early German romantic movement.

13 For this term: see Wolf (1990, esp. chapter 2).
14 Notions of personal autonomy are sometimes considered different from notions of ‘moral autonomy’ 

when this last category is understood in a Kantian sense. See Waldron (2005) or Flikschuh (2013). 
By itself, the phrase ‘moral autonomy’ does not, however, unambiguously refer to either personal 
autonomy or Kantian autonomy. See the definition by Dworkin: ‘The most general formulation of 
moral autonomy is: A person is morally autonomous if and only if his moral principles are his own’ 
(Dworkin 1988:34). This comes much closer to notions of personal autonomy than to those of moral 
(Kantian) autonomy as defined by Waldron (2005:307): ‘A person is autonomous in a moral sense 
when he is not guided just by his own conception of happiness, but by a universalized concern for the 
ends of all rational persons’. The problem suggested by this definition is what I describe, in the next 
section, as the problem of how liberalism understands the moral structure of human interactions. 

15 In his Political Liberalism (1993), Rawls distinguishes between political autonomy and moral autonomy. 
(The second is Rawls’s term for what is often referred to as individual or personal autonomy.) As he 
explains in his introduction to Political Liberalism (in the 1996 edition), this ‘distinction is unknown 
to Theory, in which autonomy is interpreted as moral autonomy in its Kantian form, drawing on 
Kant’s comprehensive liberal doctrine’ (1996:xliii, note 8). Rawls introduces the distinction to 
criticise his own use of autonomy in A Theory of Justice and replace it, in Political Liberalism, with a 
different notion: political autonomy. For a criticism of his shift from moral to political autonomy: see 
Abbey and Spinner-Halev (2013).

16 I suspect that what here I call ‘liberal autonomy’ agrees with what Zheng calls responsibility as 
attributability (2016:63-65, section 2).

17 In referring to pre-Kantian concepts of autonomy, Schneewind (1998) uses the term ‘self-governance’.
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their ‘lower’ nature.18 As their names already suggest, the relation between both elements 
is understood in a hierarchical sense: the higher nature is supposed to have a higher 
value than the lower nature because the higher nature, as Berlin puts it, ‘aims at what 
will satisfy it in the long run, with my ‘real’, or ‘ideal’, or ‘autonomous’ self, or with my 
self ‘at its best’’ (2002:179). Underlying the notion of autonomy is the idea that human 
subjectivity is structured by the hierarchical relationship between two different ‘selves’. 
In this sense, Berlin’s analysis is not controversial. In fact, perhaps partly due to Berlin’s 
analysis itself, it has become the standard view.19 Hinchman (1996:490), for example, 
although he uses somewhat different terminology, observes in theories of autonomy the 
same ‘basic pattern’ as Berlin does: 

‘There is first a ruling, law-giving, controlling, or evaluating element (the 
nomos) situated within the individual (for, if it were outside, autonomy would 
not even get off the ground). The controlling or evaluating aspect of the self 
must relate itself to another internal element that, by definition, would vitiate 
personal autonomy if it were not directed, ruled, or evaluated critically.’

Various scholars have commented that this model is indebted to the older, Stoic model.20

 The idea of subjectivity as having an inner hierarchical nature served as the 
conceptual background for working out solutions to various problems. One of them was 
the problem of how we should understand ‘consent’ (in its pragmatic sense) as backed up 
by an appropriate, subjective sense of authorising.21 But there was still another variety of 
problems that together originated in questions that early contractarian views had raised  
 

18 Various scholars have acknowledged this structure (mostly using the term ‘hierarchical’): see Thalberg 
(1978); Friedman (1986); Christman (1988); Bratman (2003). Santoro (2003) uses the term 
‘hierarchical-dualist’. He uses it as a generic term. For those notions of autonomy influenced by 
Frankfurt’s account (1971), he even uses the more specific term ‘double-order of desires’. Santoro 
claims that the hierarchical-dualist anthropological notion is a liberal one (of which he is critical) 
and traces it back to Locke. Hinchman (1990) claims it entered Anglo-American philosophy due to 
Humboldt’s notion of autonomy, in Mill’s reception, and that in his turn, ‘[f ]rom Kant and Fichte, 
Humboldt appropriated a thoroughgoing metaphysical dualism that described human nature in a 
series of dichotomous relationships: reason and sense, moral obligation and inclination, ideal man 
and empirical man, abstract understanding and sensibility, and freedom and necessity’ (1990:762–
763). The phrase ‘homo duplex’, originally invented by Durkheim in a different context, is sometimes 
used as well to refer to hierarchical-dualist subjectivity, for example, by Hunter (2001) as part of his 
criticism of the Kantian metaphysical-moral philosophy in favour of a less well-known tradition of 
civil philosophy which he traces to Pufendorf and Thomasius. Both Hinchman (1990) and Cuypers 
(2000) point out that modern notions of autonomy are rooted in two different traditions: the 
Enlightenment tradition of rationality and the Romanticism tradition of authenticity.

19 See e.g.: Charles Taylor (1989); Christman (1989); Hinchman (1996); Schneewind (1998); Santoro 
(2003); James Taylor (2005). 

20 For the link between autonomy and Stoicism: see Cooper (2003).
21 See, e.g. Schneewind’s The Invention of Autonomy (1998) which is an attempt to reconstruct various 

pre-Kantian notions of autonomy in terms of precisely solving this problem. For some critical notes 
on Schneewind’s reconstruction: see Swaine (2016).
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about human nature, i.e. the ‘empirical self ’ (a phrase Berlin uses). One such problem 
was about acrasia, i.e. weakness of will. In Santoro’s interpretation, this problem turned 
into a political one for the social contract since Locke: ‘Locke’s novelty is that acrasia, 
the ‘weakness of the will’, is no longer as in Augustine an existential problem concerning 
individual persons only: it becomes a social problem, indeed the problem of political 
order’ (2003:133).22 Another problem was what Schneewind (1998) called the Grotian 
problem: what created for Grotius the problem of social order and stability was that 
people are both self-interested and sociable. It provoked much discussion during the 
early modern period, as Schneewind shows, about how human nature should be really 
interpreted. Was the Grotian problematic correct? Were human beings self-interested by 
nature, but were the effect of their self-interested actions social in nature (Mandeville)? 
Were human beings corrupted by civilisation (Rousseau)? Many different analyses of 
human nature were suggested. One of the threads running through them was how 
people could keep their unsociable feelings, their egoistic emotions, under control. In 
this sense, Kant rephrased the problem as one of people’s ‘unsocial sociability’ (ungesellige 
Geselligkeit).23

 An important key to solving these problems about the proper understanding 
of human nature was, and still is, the notion of ‘control’ (or perhaps: ‘self-control’). 
Although I do not intend to discuss these problems, I do want to make some comments 
on this notion of control, as it will play an important role in the background of various 
debates that are yet to be discussed: one about freedom of the will (this section), another 
about manipulation (in the next section) and yet another about freedom as opposed to 
determinism (next chapter). 
 Both authorising and control play a role in the design of various proposals for 
autonomy, but they should not be conflated. The first notion is common to both 
early contractarian and liberal notions of freedom, even if authorising, in the case of 
early contractarian freedom, is assimilated into ‘consent’. However, the second notion, 
control, can only be theorised if we assume a hierarchical view of people’s subjectivity. 
Adherents of personal autonomy have identified authority with the real self (or: ideal 
self ): one’s self provides the source for authorising one’s actions. But authority is 
not the same as control. If a person has found out her ‘ideal self ’ and now wants to 
lead the life that is true to this ‘ideal life’, she will still have to master any distressing 
emotions that might distract her from achieving her goal: realising her ‘ideal self ’. 
She will have to learn to control these emotions. This problem is reminiscent of what 
troubled ancient Stoics. The solution to the problem turns on mastering your self. 
While authorising (self-realisation) is not possible without control (self-mastery), the 
reverse is also not possible: self-mastery without self-realisation too leads to nothing.  

22 Interestingly Santoro tries to reconstruct various pre-Kantian notions of autonomy in terms of 
solving the problem of acrasia. 

23 See Kant (1784b/ 1964:37). Also, see Wood (1991).
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 While the notion of control is, in my view, a feature of positive freedom, Skinner 
suggests that it is a feature of an extended notion of negative freedom rather than 
positive freedom. One of the phrases Berlin uses to pick out what is distinctive about 
notions of positive freedom is ‘self-mastery’. Skinner takes him to be interested really 
in ‘mastering your self ’ in the sense that ‘the obstacles to your capacity to act freely 
may be internal rather than external, and that you will need to free yourself from these 
psychological constraints if you are to act autonomously’ (Skinner 2002:239). I refer 
to this as the notion of control (Skinner does not use the term ‘control’). As ‘mastering 
your self ’ turns out to be a mere internal, psychological version of the external version 
of negative freedom, we are ‘still speaking in consequence about the idea of negative 
liberty’ (Skinner 2002:239). Therefore, Skinner claims, against Berlin, that the idea of 
‘mastering your self ’ fails as a qualification of positive freedom.
 I think Skinner is mistaken, in part because he identifies positive freedom entirely with 
self-realisation (authorising) while ignoring that it admits of other features, but more importantly 
because he misrecognises what is really at stake in Berlin’s argument against positive freedom. 
Skinner transfers the idea of ‘non-interference’, the criterion Berlin uses for defining negative 
freedom, to the realm of subjectivity, the inner world of people. In transferring this criterion, 
he uses it in a metaphorical sense. This may seem an innocent move, but it conceals a deeper-
lying shift in the criteria for assessing freedom. While the notion or the term ‘non-interference’ 
can be used to describe the assessment of freedom from internal obstacles, the actual criterion 
for this assessment is ‘control’. This becomes clear once we try to describe the assessment of 
freedom as non-interference, the other way around, in terms of control. Freedom as control 
over other people’s actions is not the same as freedom as non-interference. The important 
difference between both forms of freedom is that freedom as control depends, while freedom 
as non-interference does not, on the assumption that subjectivity is hierarchical-dualist. This 
is the principal reason for Berlin to reject a notion of freedom that relies on control. Berlin is 
not interested in freedom as what expresses a ‘will’ that is free from psychological obstacles. For 
Berlin, freedom is exactly the freedom also to do what is irrational, or stupid, or wrong.24 
 Kant is often mentioned, beside J.S. Mill and to a lesser extent Humboldt, as a 
philosopher whose writings are an important source for philosophical liberalism: ‘Kant’s 
moral principle that individuals cannot be sacrificed or used without their consent to 
achieve other goals becomes a political principle’ (Santoro 2003:13).25 Kant introduced  
 
24 I reverse here the claim he ascribes to adherents of positive freedom: ‘Freedom is not freedom to do 

what is irrational, or stupid, or wrong’. 
25 For Kant: see e.g. Wolff (1976), Nozick (1974), Gewirth (1978), Lindley (1986). For a general 

discussion of moral autonomy: see Dworkin (1988, esp. chapter 3). In an overview of what ‘English-
language moral philosophers have had to say about autonomy after Kant’ Schneewind mentions, 
besides Mill, also Emerson as an early philosopher who argued for ‘self-reliance’, a notion that also 
belongs to the family of notions on moral autonomy. Dworkin does not mention Emerson, but 
Emerson’s notion of self-reliance still appeals to some modern philosophers. See, e.g. Kateb (1995); 
Button (2014). Mill is mentioned, beside Kant, by Rawls (in the introduction of the (2005) edition 
of Political Liberalism). Mill, in his turn, had read Humboldt. 
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the term ‘autonomy’, which has now become a technical term, and used it for his own 
notion of autonomy as self-legislation. But references to his notion of autonomy can be 
misleading because liberal autonomy differs from Kant’s notion in important respects.26 
First of all, what is ascribed to Kant as his notion of autonomy, may sometimes be 
ambiguous as Kant argued for self-governance in various, different ways.27 Whereas 
for Kant, autonomy expresses his concern with making explicit the moral connection 
between all human beings, for liberal theorists, the notion of autonomy expresses their 
deepest concern with the integrity of the individual against the possible intrusions, 
interferences and dominations of others. We may characterise Kant’s autonomy as 
representing a morality of universal personhood as the basis for human dignity. Instead, 
liberal autonomy represents a morality of individual personhood (or: individualism): 
individuals are the prime holders of rights in society and the prime sources of moral 
values.28 But there is something special about this individualism that did not obtain for 
early modern social contract theorists: what is central in this individualism is an ideal 
of individuality: ‘What a person is, what he wants, the determination of his life plan, 
of his concept of the good, are the most intimate expressions of self-determination, and 
by asserting a person’s responsibility for the results of this self-determination, we give 
substance to the concept of liberty’ (Fried 1978:146).29

 The references to Kant’s notion obscure a deeper problem, I think. Liberal 
philosophers like Rawls sometimes place themselves explicitly within the philosophical 
tradition of Kant’s ethics. But in contrast to Kant, they assume that people, in what 
characterises their personhood, are moral subjects that are essentially not noumenal 
but empirical (in Kant’s vocabulary: phenomenal).30 This may be no surprise. Liberalist 
theorists usually have taken an interest in the development and progress of the sciences, 
particularly of the natural sciences. They believe that philosophical theory should take 
this into account, also in their concepts of subjectivity.31 Understanding people as  
 
 

26 O’Neill (2003:3) suggests that the ‘principal source for most conceptions of rational autonomy is, I 
think, not Kant, but John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty’. 

27 See Larmore (2013). One source he mentions for one of Kant’s views on self-governance is Kant’s 
essay: ‘Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklärung?’ (1984). Interestingly I could find in the 
literature on autonomy scarcely any reference to this essay. For example, references are lacking in these 
general discussions on autonomy: Christman (2015); Christman (1989); Christman and Anderson 
(2005); Colburn (2010); Sneddon (2013). References are also missing in these discussions on 
specifically Kant’s notion of autonomy: Herman (1993); Hill (1991); Korsgaard (1996c). Exceptions 
are: Hinchman (1996); Santoro (2003); LaVaque-Manty (2006); Schneewind (2013). Schneewind 
(2013) claims about the notion of autonomy implicit ‘Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklärung?’: 
‘its constructive thrust is grounded in his view of autonomy [as self-legislation]’ (2013:149). Others 
disagree: see Hinchman (1996); LaVaque-Manty (2006); Larmore (2013).

28 Cf. Neumann (2000).
29 Also quoted in Dworkin et al. (1997). 
30 See Neumann (2000). 
31 See Scheffler (1992). 
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noumenal subjects was in that respect not attractive: it has the ring of metaphysics.32 
As a consequence, they needed to find a notion of autonomy that met the requirement 
of ‘empirical possibility’ (Dworkin 1988:7). For this reason, the analyses that Frankfurt 
(1971) and Dworkin (1976, 1981) developed at an early stage in the debate on autonomy 
were very appealing to many theorists because they seemed to make no metaphysical 
assumptions.33 As their analyses of autonomy are closely related, they are often discussed 
as one and are sometimes called the Dworkin/ Frankfurt (DF) model.34

 Below I will discuss Frankfurt’s account (1971) in detail. It has had considerable 
influence on notions of autonomy.35 In later chapters, I will refer to this account. 
Although Frankfurt does not use in his (1971) a variety of terms that I used so far, 
including the term ‘autonomy’, his analysis is usually taken to assume that people’s 
subjectivity is hierarchical-dualist. It also does not mention ‘authorising’. When 
Frankfurt talks about ‘identifying’, I take this to be roughly equivalent with what I have 
previously called ‘authorising’. The source of authority for ‘identifying’ is the second-
order desire, a crucial notion to Frankfurt’s analysis, as we will see. I understand his notion 
of autonomy to include the two features of ‘authorising’ and ‘control’. But his analysis 
is mainly concerned with analysing the problem of control. The notion of ‘authorising’ 
(for Frankfurt: identification) is in this analysis assumed to be unproblematic. 
 Frankfurt’s account of freedom may be summarised, in his own words, as follows: 
‘A person’s will is free only if he is free to have the will he wants’ (1971:18). His argument 
proceeds in two stages: first, Frankfurt explains the difference between which sort of 
being is a person and which is not. He then goes on to make clear when a person is free 
and when she is not. 
 Frankfurt uses the examples of two narcotics addicts. Before he explains why one  
 
32 On the influence of Kant on liberal political philosophers: see Flikschuh (2000). Also, see Williams 

(1962) and Carter (2011), who both reject the idea of a ‘transcendental’ (Williams), ‘noumenal’ 
(Carter) self as a basis for understanding personhood. On the influence of Kant on moral philosophers: 
see Flikschuh’s comment on what she perceives as the dominant interpretation in Anglo-American 
readings of Kant (2000:50–54, esp. note 2). Neo-Kantians who are engaged in the debate on 
transcendental freedom are usually committed to a non-metaphysical interpretation of people as 
persons and to the notion of freedom as free will, which makes them Kantian compatibilists: see, 
e.g. Allison (1990), Korsgaard (1996c), Bok (1998), Nelkin (2011). It is beyond my present scope 
to discuss the problems with their readings of Kant but see Schönecker (2013). Exceptions among 
Anglo-American Neo-Kantians are Karl Ameriks and Eric Watkins: Blöser (2014:237–240).

33 This also seems to hold for Anglo-American, Kantian philosophers. See, e.g., Korsgaard (1996a), who 
acknowledges her debt to Frankfurt also, at some point in her discussion, avows that ‘[i]n one sense, 
the account of obligation I have given [...] is naturalistic. It grounds normativity in certain natural – 
that is, psychological and biological – facts’ (1996:160).

34 Christman introduced the phrase ‘DF model’ (1988:112). Neely (1974) is also mentioned by James 
Taylor (2005:1) as an interesting and one of the earliest contributions to the contemporary debate on 
autonomy, but it has been less influential.

35 See Christman (1989); Santoro (2003); Schneewind (2013). On the influence of Frankfurt in a 
broad range of debates: also see this chapter, section 6. Weinstein (2007) claims that Frankfurt’s 
account of free will resembles T.H. Green’s account in his (1886). For his discussion of the relevance 
of these similarities for current debates on autonomy: see Weinstein (2007:101–107).
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is a person and the other is not, he describes in what respect they are no different. He 
assumes, for example, that ‘the physiological condition accounting for the addiction is 
the same in both men, and that both succumb inevitably to their periodic desires for the 
drug to which they are addicted’ (1971:12). Their desire for the drug belongs to what 
Frankfurt calls ‘first-order desires’ which represent a certain type of mental states: the 
conative attitudes, i.e. the wishes, wants, volitions, or whatever we like to call them, that 
induce certain beings to perform, or even abstain from, a certain action. Frankfurt does 
not mean to say that the desire for the drug (the ‘first-order desire’) in the examples of his 
narcotics addicts necessarily leads to their drug addiction. He considers that beings (people 
or animals) may have various first-order desires at the same time. A conflict of these desires 
may delay, or even prevent, the translation of one specific desire into action. The possibility 
of a conflict of first-order desires is also a common feature of the two addicts. 
 Whatever other common features the two narcotics addicts may have, they are not 
the same kind of creatures: one is a person, and the other is not. What is special about 
persons is ‘the structure of a person’s will’ (1971:6). A person may have second-order 
desires. She has one if she wants a certain first-order desire. Having second-order desires 
as such is not yet crucial to being a person. As a special subcategory of the second-order 
desires, Frankfurt recognises second-order volitions that a person has if she wants a desire 
to be her will. Only having second-order volitions is constitutive of being a person.36

 Once we turn again to the examples of the addicts, it may seem puzzling what 
difference the second-order volitions would make. Both addicts may experience a 
conflict of desires. In that case, the first-order desire for the drug will settle the conflict 
for both of them. After all, they both are addicts. In this respect having second-order 
volitions makes no difference. And yet, there is a difference to having a second-order 
desire. We need to have a better understanding of second-order volitions. The addict 
who is not a person is indifferent about any of his desires. Therefore, he is indifferent 
about what ultimately moves his will to act. Frankfurt famously called this a ‘wanton’: 
someone who cannot or does not care about his will to act. On the other hand, the 
addict who is a person:

‘identifies himself […] through the formation of a second-order volition, 
with one rather than with the other of his conflicting first-order desires. He 
makes one of them more truly his own and, in so doing, he withdraws himself 
from the other.’ (1971:13)

All his first-order desires are his, in some sense. In this sense, the desire to take the 
drug is also his. When the desire to take the drug takes over and determines the will to 
act, the addict is therefore not moved by some external influence. But as he identifies  
 
36 Frankfurt allows for the possibility that a wanton may have second-order desires but no second-order 

volitions (1971:11, above).
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himself with one desire in particular: the desire not to take the drug, he makes this 
desire his, but in a different sense, and he withdraws himself from that other desire: the 
desire to take the drug, almost as if this were, again in this different sense, not his. In 
Frankfurt’s example, it does not help him overcome his desire to take the drug. He is an 
unwilling addict. While his identification does not make a difference for the outcome, 
and neither perhaps for anyone observing him, it does make a difference to himself 
because he cares for his identification, for his will and for the actual outcome. And that 
is distinctive for a person: not just having the right structure of will, one that includes 
second-order volitions, but having the right structure of will that matters to herself. It 
brings out another dimension of personhood: the first-person perspective as one that 
is distinctive for persons. This point remains only implicit in Frankfurt’s own account, 
but it has been accentuated in, for example, Baker’s reading of Frankfurt: ‘To be able to 
think of oneself as oneself is not just to have a perspective or subjective point of view 
— dogs have perspectives — but also to be able to think of one’s perspective as one’s 
own, and to think of others as having different subjective points of view from one’s own’ 
(1998:331). Identification and withdrawal, first-person perspective: whatever we call it, 
these are different ways of claiming that ownership is a necessary condition for freedom, 
one that is constituted by the reflective structure of the person’s will. 
 Being a person, i.e. having second-order volitions, is not what by itself counts 
as having freedom of the will. Frankfurt chooses to understand freedom of the will as 
analogous to freedom of action. Someone has freedom of action if he is free to do what he 
wants to do. Freedom of the will is explained accordingly: someone has this freedom if he 
is ‘free to want what he wants to want’ (1971:15). What matters for both forms of freedom 
is not the coincidence between want and action or between second-volition and first-order 
desire. This may be ‘not his own doing but only a happy chance’. Therefore, what matters 
is effectiveness. A creature has free action if he succeeds in translating his want into actions. 
And a person has free will if he succeeds in translating his second-order volitions into his 
will or, in Frankfurt’s own words, ‘in securing the conformity of his will to his second-
order volitions’ (1971:15). Only then will she have the will of her own. 
 All other creatures, those who are not free, cannot simply be fit into one and 
the same category. A wanton may have freedom of action, but he cannot ever have 
freedom of the will. While a person may have freedom of action as well, she may also 
have freedom of the will. She has the capacity of enjoying or lacking a will that is her 
own, whereas a wanton cannot lack a will of his own because he has no second-order 
volitions and therefore has not even the capacity of enjoying a will of his own. Being 
a person, however, is no guarantee of having a free will. It leaves the possibility that 
a creature is a person and yet is not free because she lacks a will that is her own. One 
example is our unwilling addict. From this perspective, having second-order volitions 
or not having them seems to imply no difference between the unwilling addict and the 
wanton. The result is the same: they both have no free will. The difference between 
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wantons and persons can be explained in yet other terms: those of caring. A wanton 
‘does not care about his will’ (1971:11), whereas a person does. From this perspective, 
it does not matter whether a person is effective or not in making her will conform to 
her second-order volitions. While the unwilling addict has no free will, he does care 
about his will. Of course, free and unfree persons differ in how they experience their 
human condition. Whereas the free person enjoys the satisfaction of her second-order 
desires, the unfree person experiences a tragic fate because ‘he finds himself a helpless or 
a passive bystander to the forces that move him’ (1971:17). It may therefore be claimed 
of a person who is unsuccessful, such as the unwilling addict, that ‘he is estranged from 
himself ’ (1971:17), an experience that originates in the frustrations of second-order 
volitions. The unfree person cares about what will is hers but is alienated from her actual 
will, which is not her own. This condition of estrangement does not exist for wantons 
because, once again, they have no first-person perspective in the relevant sense: for the 
wanton, ‘the freedom of his will cannot be a problem’ (1971:15). 

2.3. The problem of  manipulation

In the years just before the First World War, a young woman, Miss Natalija, studied 
philosophy at a university in Germany. At some time, a professor began to court her. 
She, however, was not interested in him and refused his courtship. As she would soon 
find out, the professor did not resign in his rejection. First, he tried to influence her 
in accepting him as a lover by trying to establish a friendship between her and his 
sister-in-law. As this failed, he took recourse to a more radical measure of influencing 
her. He started to use a specific sort of influencing machine even though the police had 
prohibited its use. It was made in Berlin and had the form of a human body, even more 
so, the form of the young woman’s own body. The inner parts of the electrical machine 
represent the internal parts of her body. With the machine, the professor was able to 
influence her. She did not know how the machine was handled, but she surmised it 
connected to her through telepathy.
 The woman in this story is not fictional. What happened to her, being subjected 
to an influencing machine, was fictional neither, not in the ordinary sense at least. 
She really believed she had been subjected to the influences of an ingeniously crafted 
machine used by her professor of philosophy. She suffered from schizophrenia and had 
turned for help to a psychoanalyst, Victor Tausk.37 Even if we can discredit her story as  
 
37 Tausk analysed her case in his article from (1919), which is devoted to analysing, from a psychoanalytic 

perspective, the schizophrenic delusions of various patients that centre on the existence of some 
machine. Usually, this machine ‘produces, as well as removes, thoughts and feelings by means of 
waves or rays or mysterious forces’ ((1919/ 1992:186). The delusions have a link, as Tausk suggests, 
with ‘the progressive popularization of the sciences’. Tausk’s examples do not present the first cases of 
delusions about ‘influencing machines’. The first reported case of a patient with such delusions was 
James Tilly Matthews (Jay 2012).
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being a schizophrenic fantasy, it nevertheless illustrates the ultimate nightmare for liberal 
philosophers who adhere to the idea of autonomy: being manipulated.38 In whatever 
ways they try to clarify what they mean by ‘being autonomous’, often it is also defined 
in opposition to ‘being manipulated’. In their overviews of the contemporary debate 
on (individual) autonomy, various authors have made this observation, for example, 
Hinchman (1996:488): ‘the main requirement [of autonomy] is that the choices be 
truly one’s own, that one must not have been manipulated, gulled, brainwashed, or 
conditioned into making them’; and a few years later Santoro (2003:13): ‘the concept of 
‘autonomy’ normally refers to an individual who is not manipulated and is characterised 
by a will of her own, a capacity for pursuing her own chosen ends; ends not determined 
by others’.39 In a more recent overview, manipulation is again included as a negative point 
of reference when Christman (2015:1) summarises the general notion of autonomy as 
‘the capacity to be one’s own person, to live one’s life according to reasons and motives 
that are taken as one’s own and not the product of manipulative or distorting external 
forces’.40 In a nutshell: being autonomous implies not being manipulated, while being 
manipulated implies not being autonomous.41 
 In this section, my aim is to get a clearer view of what problem of manipulation, i.e. 
what type of manipulation, is distinctive for the debate on autonomy (positive freedom) 
rather than for a debate on negative freedom or perhaps other kinds of freedom. This 
is no easy task. The possibility of people being manipulated has captured the attention 
of theorists on autonomous agency for at least five decades – and, as we will see in 
the next chapter, of theorists on free will agency (in the context of determinism) for 
even a century. And yet, theorists on autonomy are often not clear on what they mean 
by manipulation. Usually, they do not provide conceptual analyses of manipulation, 
although sometimes they do provide examples. Common examples are: hypnosis42, 
brainwashing43, subliminal suggestion (as in cases of subliminal advertising)44 and 

38 Perhaps another nightmare they might fear is that they are subjected themselves to an influencing 
machine used, let’s say, by their students.

39 The original Italian version of Santoro’s book was published in 1999. The English version adds no 
literature that is more recent.

40 Also, see Taylor (2005:23): ‘it is generally accepted that a person’s autonomy can be undermined if 
she is successfully manipulated or deceived by another’. Also, see earlier overviews from the 1980s: 
Dworkin (1988); Christman (1988); Christman (1989). That ‘not being manipulated’ as a condition 
of autonomy has found its way into political philosophy, can be seen for example in the case of Rawls: 
while his A Theory of Justice (1971) did not contain any references to such a condition, in his Political 
Liberalism (1993), he explains at some point in his argument that ‘free and equal citizens’ are to be 
viewed ‘not as dominated or manipulated’ (1993/ 1996: 446). 

41 This does not imply, however, that ‘not being manipulated’ is enough to count as ‘being autonomous’ 
because ‘to be autonomous one must also be able to make laws for oneself ’ (Santoro 2003:15). 

42 See e.g. Benn and Weinstein (1971); Benn (1976); Young (1980); Christman (1988); Thalberg 
(1978); Feinberg (1986); Taylor (2005b). 

43 See Benn and Weinstein (1971); Benn (1976); Thalberg (1978); Thalberg (1979); Berofsky (1995).
44 See e.g. Benn (1967); Dworkin (1976); Thalberg (1978); Arrington (1982); Dworkin (1988); 

Christman (1991); Berofsky (1995); Mele (1995); Colburn (2010). 
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varieties of engineering the brain (brain surgery, implanting all kinds of devices)45. Even 
a distinct philosophical debate on manipulation itself is relatively new, starting only in 
the 1980s.46 This debate is, however, of limited value for my analysis. First, it does not 
yet sufficiently connect ‘manipulation’ in moral-political discussions with ‘manipulation’ 
in discussions on free will agency, even though both kinds of discussions have an interest 
in the same notion of ‘autonomy’.47 It also seems to analyse manipulation by tacitly 
taking ‘autonomy’ as the model of agency without exploring the question of whether 
certain notions of agency imply certain notions of manipulation, more specifically: 
whether the distinction between negative and positive freedom has any consequence for 
analysing manipulation. My claim is that it does. I think that it is possible to distinguish 
between two types of manipulation. One of them is relevant to both negative and 
positive notions of freedom. It is threatening to autonomy, but not in any distinctive 
way (it is threatening to negative freedom as well). For now, I am interested in the 
second type of manipulation that I think can be specifically linked to positive notions of 
autonomy and for which the ‘influencing machine’ is the appropriate metaphor. Below 
I will first discuss Berlin’s criticism on positive freedom because it provides some clues 
to distinguishing what specific type of manipulation can be linked to positive freedom. 
Next, I will make a proposal for a thick notion of manipulation, which I will use for 
distinguishing two types of manipulation, one of which is distinctive for the debate on 
autonomy. 
 Berlin’s distinction between two concepts of freedom has been extensively discussed 
ever since the publication of ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’. But his criticism of positive 
freedom has been obfuscated somewhat because various commentators have focused on 
his distinction as a proposal to analyse freedom as such. Some have therefore responded 
by claiming there is only one concept of freedom, while others have claimed that even 
more concepts should be distinguished.48 Arguments like these are part of an effort to 
elucidate the conceptual relations between negative and positive freedom and, in this way, 
gain more insight into the general structure of the notion of freedom. Here I will draw 
on Santoro’s suggestion that Berlin had a different purpose in distinguishing between 
both concepts of freedom. Berlin was not interested in the exact conceptual relations  
 
45 See e.g. Thalberg (1978); Lehrer (2003).
46 Influential contributions to this debate are e.g. Rudinow (1978); Goodin (1980); Faden and 

Beauchamp (1986); Noggle (1996); Coons and Weber (2014a). In his overview of the debate on 
manipulation, Noggle (2018:4-5) mentions Faden and Beauchamp (1986) as ‘one of the earliest 
sustained philosophical discussions of manipulation’. 

47 Noggle, for example, in his article ‘The Ethics of Manipulation’ for the online Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy, recognises that the term ‘manipulation’ is also central to discussions on free will (in 
the context of a determinist world). He refers to it as ‘global manipulation’ in contrast to ‘ordinary 
manipulation’, which is the subject of his own article. While he acknowledges that ‘few people have 
explored the connections’ between both forms of manipulation and that ‘it is still worth wondering 
about the relationship between them’ (2018:4), he does not discuss their relationship. A similar 
decision is taken in the volume Coons and Weber (2014a): see Coons and Weber (2014b, note 5).

48 See Santoro’s discussion on the reception of Berlin’s essay (2003:33–34). 
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between them. He even conceded that they ‘start at no great logical distance from each 
other’ (1958/ 2002:35–36). Instead, he was concerned with a crucial difference between 
both concepts that was to be found at the level of analysing not so much freedom but 
the underlying view on human beings.49 
 To Berlin, it is important how notions of freedom are used as political notions. In 
his view, political freedom is already adequately defined as non-interference (‘negative 
freedom’). Political theory has no need for a notion of subjectivity that introduces extra 
requirements for what it means to be politically free.50 The political notion of negative 
freedom may, of course, relate to a notion of subjectivity. But it does not imply any 
additional requirements for being free: to be free is simply not to be interfered with. 
This was, as we have seen, already Hobbes’s strategy. Hobbes did not accept any further 
subjective conditions for the will, as he made clear in a polemic against Bramhall: ‘I 
acknowledge that this liberty, that I can do if I will; but to say I can will if I will, I take 
to be an absurd speech’ (Chappell 1999:16). When Frankfurt says that freedom consists 
in being ‘free to want what he wants to want’ (1971:15), this would be for Hobbes 
an ‘absurd speech’ and, I assume, for Berlin as well.51 Opponents of positive freedom, 
however, as Berlin understands them, will claim that subjectivity implies extra conditions 
for determining what political freedom is about. The reason for this is that they have a 
radically different conception of subjectivity, one that presupposes ‘man divided against 
himself ’ or the ‘splitting of personality into two: the transcendent, dominant controller, 
and the empirical bundle of desires and passions to be disciplined and brought to heel’ 
(1958/ 2002:181). In short: they are committed to hierarchical notions of subjectivity.
 Berlin criticises this hierarchical notion of subjectivity because it allows adherents 
of positive freedom to slide easily into the justification of paternalistic practices. 
How pursuing one’s own autonomy transforms into paternalism, in his view, may be 
reconstructed as follows. Someone who pursues his Real Self (his ‘higher nature’) will 
want to establish first what this Real Self is. In this process, she will find certain reasons 
for pursuing what she discovers as her Real Self. She may conclude that her reasons for 
what is right and what is a Real Self also obtain for others: ‘For if I am rational, I cannot 
deny that what is right for me must, for the same reasons, be rights for others who are 
rational like me’ (Berlin 1958/ 2002:191). She will also observe then how others do 
not pursue these same reasons ‘because they are blind or ignorant or corrupt’ (1958/ 
2002:179). A decisive step into the domain of paternalism is taken once this person  
 
49 See Santoro (2003: 35–39).
50 Non-interference may also be interpreted in subjective terms because it still needs, as some have 

argued, the notion of a ‘want’ because how else will you define ‘non-interference’? Non-interference 
is when you can do what you want to do. But in a different context, Berlin makes clear that this is not 
what he has in mind: ‘the definition of negative liberty as the ability to do what one wishes – which 
is, in effect, the definition adopted by Mill – will not do’ (2002:186). Instead, we should understand 
‘non-interference’ in a more general sense: an area or domain where people’s actions are not restricted.  

51 Yet another phrase of Frankfurt that Hobbes would dislike: ‘to will what he wants to will, or to have 
the will he wants’ (1971:15).
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understands her observation as justifying her role as ‘social reformer’: ‘if my plan is fully 
rational, it will allow for the full development of their ‘true’ natures, the realisation of 
their capacities for rational decisions, for ‘making the best of themselves’ – as a part of 
the realisation of my own ‘true’ self ’ (1958/ 2002:193). The social reformer may then 
go on to ‘ignore the actual wishes of men or societies, to bully, oppress, torture them 
in the name, and on behalf, of their ‘real’ selves’ (1958/ 2002:180) because ‘I cannot 
ask their permission or consent, because they are in no condition to know what is best 
for them’ (2008:197). Even more so, these people would also pursue her reasons if they 
had been ‘more enlightened’. This thought makes it easy for her ‘to conceive of myself 
as coercing others for their own sake, in their, not my, interest’. This brief account takes 
the perspective of a single person, but we might as well imagine how a group of people 
adopts a similar reasoning and see themselves as social reformers, the liberators of others 
because what the Real Self means, does not need to be limited to some personal goal: 
‘the real self may be conceived as something wider than the individual (as the term is 
normally understood), as a social ‘whole’ of which the individual is an element or aspect: 
a tribe, a race, a Church, a State, the great society of the living and the dead and the 
yet unborn. This entity is ten identified as being the ‘true’ self which, by imposing its 
collective, or ‘organic’, single will upon its recalcitrant ‘members’, achieves its own, and 
therefore their, ‘higher’ freedom’ (2008:179).52 Once a group of people (in whatever sense: 
political, religious or otherwise) begins to pursue the ideal of the Real Self, this might 
be the start as well of an illiberal regime. However, the main point of Berlin’s criticism 
is that as Santoro (2003:36) summarises it: ‘pursuing positive freedom irredeemably 
compromises negative freedom’. Paternalistic policies will have the consequence of 
limiting people’s options, ‘for their own sake’, and in this way diminishing what Berlin 
considers as the right kind of liberal freedom: negative freedom. 
 Apart from his criticism of positive freedom as a justification of paternalism, 
Berlin’s analysis provides yet another insight into positive freedom, not at the level of 
how it justifies paternalistic practices, but at the level of what it assumes about human 
subjectivity, namely that people are vulnerable to being subjected by their paternalistic 
rulers to unconscious forms of paternalism.  
 What is typical about paternalism is not necessarily a certain type of action, but 
any action, whatever form it takes, that is employed to promote the wellbeing of certain 
people, but in a way that interferes with their options (negative freedom, Berlin would 
say) without their consent.53 Now the paternalistic rulers may choose to impose their 
policies in different ways: they may simply take recourse to coercion (violence) or  
 
52 Interestingly, the criticisms that communitarians, such as Sandel [1992] (1998) raised against the 

notion of autonomy as Rawls used it (in his Theory of Justice), might – according to Berlin’s analysis 
here – be interpreted as still following the pattern of autonomy! 

53 For this definition of paternalism, I draw on the suggestions made by Dworkin (2017:1): ‘Paternalism 
is the interference of a state or an individual with another person, against their will, and defended or 
motivated by a claim that the person interfered with will be better off or protected from harm’.
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they may, which Dworkin includes in his definition of paternalism, engage in rational 
persuasion and defend their policies with ‘a claim that the person interfered with will 
be better off or protected from harm’ (Dworkin 2017:1). Berlin repeatedly makes clear 
that the paternalistic rulers perceive the ‘unfree’ as ignorant (irrational, desire-ridden). 
But to what extent does Berlin agree with this perception? It is one thing to argue, 
based on negative freedom, against the justification of paternalistic policies, but it is 
another thing to argue that people have the abilities to recognise the gap between their 
negative freedom, both ideally and factually, and what their rules do to diminish this 
freedom. Berlin would agree, I assume, that people are able to recognise that the use 
of violence by paternalistic rulers is an infringement upon their negative freedom. But 
to what extent are they able to recognise that the reasons paternalistic rulers invoke 
for their paternalistic policies are consistent with positive freedom but not with their 
negative freedom? It would require that people have had the opportunities to develop 
their rational skills sufficiently.
 Interestingly Berlin seems to recognise, besides rational persuasion and coercion 
through violence, yet another strategy of imposing paternalistic policies on ‘recalcitrant 
human beings’: manipulation. The term ‘manipulation’ is used by Berlin several times 
in his text, but – admittedly – not always in the same sense and not with the aim of 
systematically analysing manipulative actions. Nevertheless, he does seem to recognise 
manipulation as a distinct strategy. At some point (in section III, The retreat to the inner 
citadel), Berlin, rather than showing how paternalistic policies on the basis of positive 
freedom violate negative freedom, tries to lay bare the inner contradictions in the plea 
for such policies: ‘if the essence of men is that they are autonomous beings [...] then 
nothing is worse than to treat them as if they were not autonomous, but natural objects, 
played on by causal influences, creatures at the mercy of external stimuli, whose choices 
can be manipulated by their rules, whether by threats of force or offers of rewards’ 
(1969/ 2002:183). Later in his argument, it appears that Berlin has in mind certain 
techniques that turn people into ‘natural objects’ and ‘creatures at the mercy of external 
stimuli’. I quote two crucial passages:

‘All forms of tampering with human beings, getting at them, shaping them 
against their will to your own pattern, all thought-control and conditioning, 
is, therefore, a denial of that in men which makes them men and their values 
ultimate’ (1958/ 2002:184). 

‘If the tyrant (or ‘hidden persuader’) manages to condition his subjects (or 
customers) into losing their original wishes and embracing (‘internalising’) 
the form of life he has invented for them. He will, no doubt, have made them 
feel free [...]’ (1958/ 2002:186). 
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Both passages reveal that Berlin was aware of techniques of influencing people that were 
different from coercion and rational persuasion. In addition to ‘thought-control’ and 
‘conditioning’, he also mentions, in a note, ‘the techniques of hypnosis, ‘brainwashing’, 
subliminal suggestion and the like’ (1958/ 2002:184). (Berlin does not use one name 
to refer to these techniques as one category of manipulation, but we might call them, 
for now at least, techniques of ‘hidden persuasion’.) In the second quote, the phrases 
‘hidden persuader’ and ‘customers’ indicate that Berlin, very probably, was familiar with 
the bestseller The Hidden Persuaders, published in the United States in 1957 (just one 
year before Berlin published his ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’), in which Vance Packard 
tried to show how advertisers tried to influence consumers into buying their products 
by employing techniques that, rather than addressing their conscious rational abilities, 
tap into their unconscious desires.54 In this respect, ‘hidden persuasion’ differs from either 
violence or rational persuasion. People are not ignorant about the use of violence against 
them. They may be able to unmask the reasons in support of paternalistic policies. But 
people are at least ignorant, by definition, about the effects of hidden persuasion.
 It looks as if Berlin intends to strengthen his core criticism against positive freedom – 
its function in justifying paternalistic practices – by invoking the threats of the techniques 
of hidden persuasion because rulers may use these techniques to even conceal their use of 
paternalistic practices. In this way, Berlin claims, the rulers create ‘the very antithesis of 
political freedom’ (1:186), which, in Berlin’s view, is negative freedom. But is that so obvious? 
In recognising this threat of manipulative techniques Berlin arrives at an awkward point in 
his analysis of positive freedom. He recognises the effects of manipulative techniques on 
people’s minds. It follows, for example, from his brief, passing comment on the psychology of 
Kant, the Stoics and Christians to the extent that it makes the assumption ‘that some element 
in man – the ‘inner fastness of his mind’ – could be made secure against conditioning’, 
because he remarks that conditioning by hypnosis, brainwashing and subliminal suggestion 
‘has made this a priori assumption, at least as an empirical hypothesis, less plausible’ (1958/ 
2002:184, note 2). And yet, if the notion of positive freedom is rejected, not just as a moral-
political ideal, but also as a view of human subjectivity as having a hierarchical structure, it 
is not obvious how else to conceptualise the effects of hidden persuasion on people’s inner 
world. Coole denies that negative freedom, as Berlin favours it, can conceptualise the ‘new 
techniques of power’ and therefore concludes that ‘the criteria of negative liberty and the 
forces it confronts [...] would have to be rethought’ (2013:211).55 After all, the view of human  
 

54 Coole (2003) makes this suggestion.
55 As part of her criticism of Berlin’s analysis, Coole claims that there is ‘a good deal of difference 

between theories that would liberate a self held in thrall to its passions on behalf of deluded ideals of 
moral perfection or authentic subjectivity and one that recognises that empirical individuals might 
be psychologically manipulated as a deliberate ruse of power in pursuit of certain interests’. I am not 
sure what theory she hints at that ‘recognises that empirical individuals might be psychologically 
manipulated’. In her article, she mentions Adorno and Horkheimer, also Foucault. But the force of 
her criticism, Berlin would respond, depends on the plausibility of hierarchical notions of subjectivity.
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subjectivity implied in negative freedom makes no distinction between a will that originates 
in a Real Self and a will that originates in an inauthentic or, for that matter, manipulated Self.
 The inconsistency in Berlin’s analysis of positive freedom may nevertheless bring 
us closer to understanding the special link between positive freedom and certain forms 
of manipulations. Below I will offer an analysis of manipulation that will shed light on 
this link. It includes a proposal to define manipulation and to distinguish between two 
types of manipulation, one of which is compatible with both notions of freedom, while 
the other can be expressed only within the conceptual framework of positive freedom. 
 Theorists on manipulation generally agree that manipulation is some form of influence 
that is different from either coercion or persuasion.56 Roughly two distinct (families of ) 
views can be distinguished on what demarcates manipulative from non-manipulative 
influencing.57 According to one view, what is essential about manipulation is deception.58 
According to another view, manipulation is ‘a process of influence that necessarily 
either bypasses or subverts the rational capacities of the person whose behavior is being 
influenced’ (Gorin 2014:52).59 Theorists sometimes argue against one of both views.60 
But I think what both views have in common is that they understand manipulation as 
interfering with people’s rationality. The two views may then be understood as suggesting 
two different types of actions to undermine rationality: reason-deceiving actions and reason-
bypassing actions. I will therefore refer to both views by calling the first the reason-deceiving 
view and the second the reason-bypassing view. Taking their common idea as a starting 
point, I propose a preliminary, broad definition of manipulation: 

Manipulation is an influencer’s knowing use of techniques that activate one or 
more of the influencee’s epistemic dispositions and which result in the influencee 
adopting false beliefs, which in their turn induce the influencee to perform certain 
actions while the influencee is unconscious of having false beliefs.61

56 See, e.g. Noggle (2018:2): ‘Manipulation is often characterized as a form of influence that is neither 
coercion nor rational persuasion’.

57 See Coons and Weber (2014b:10), who distinguish ‘two predominant ways of characterizing 
manipulation: as a kind of deceptive non-coercive influence and as a kind of nonrational influence’. 
Also, see Noggle (2018), who makes a similar distinction.

58 For references: see Coons and Weber (2014b:10, note 6). Noggle (2018) discusses this branch of 
views by calling them ‘trickery’.

59 This view is discussed, for example, by Noggle (2018). For references to scholars who subscribe to this 
view: see Gorin (2014:59–60, note 1). Also see Mele (1995); Todd (2013); Sunstein (2016).

60 Arguing against deception views is, for example, Cohen (2017). Gorin, on the other hand, argues 
against the Bypass or Subvert View. But, on closer view, he does not seem to deny that reason-
bypassing manipulations may exist but instead claim that (what I call) reason-deceiving are more 
common. 

61 Perhaps I should add: ‘non-coercive use’. The proper way to distinguish manipulation and coercion, I 
think, is to understand coercion as ‘coercion uses threats, which involve changing the costs of selecting 
certain options’ (Wilkinson 2012:5). For my analysis of manipulation, I am mainly interested in the 
notion of rationality and, therefore, in tracing the differences between persuasion and manipulation 
in relation to people’s rational capacities. I think the boundary between coercion and manipulation 
has less to do with the notion of rationality and more with the notion of power. Therefore, I choose 
not to explore the exact differences between manipulation and coercion.
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Although I am sure that my definition has its faults, it will allow me to include both 
reason-deceiving and reason-bypassing actions. I will start with three comments on my 
definition and then move on to providing narrow definitions of manipulation.
 First, what may be striking about this definition is that it does not explicitly 
mention ‘rationality’. The reason for this is that any definition that starts from the idea 
that manipulation undermines people’s rationality still should specify what exactly 
this means. For my broad definition, I have chosen to understand what is distinctive 
about manipulative actions in terms of their impact on people’s rationality, which is to 
interfere with it, and to specify this impact in terms of the false beliefs which people 
adopt as a result of these actions. I have also assumed that the impact of manipulative 
actions is mediated through their effect on people’s ‘epistemic dispositions’. What 
these dispositions mean will be explained when I turn to the narrower definitions of 
manipulation.
 Second, I have chosen to use the phrase ‘techniques’, but this is not essential to 
my definition. What suffices for any action to count as manipulative, according to this 
broad definition, is that it succeeds in getting people to adopt certain false beliefs. But I 
do believe that manipulative actions will usually involve some ‘technique’, in the sense 
that influencers must somehow have learned to master these actions. While they do not 
need to have the technical knowledge of how exactly the technique works (they might 
understand it only in an abstract way), at least they need to know what impact the 
technique will have on the influencee, and what to do themselves for this technique to 
have that impact, i.e. how to ‘start’ or ‘activate’ that technique. 
 Third, my definition is intended to obviate, for the moment at least, the issue of 
the permissibility of manipulation. It is supposed to be neutral, for example, to whether 
the manipulator has good or bad intentions.62 Although manipulators are usually 
thought to strive for their own interests, I think my definition allows understanding 
manipulation as a form of paternalism (‘for their own sake’) and even as what we would 
consider ordinary or benign forms of ‘manipulation’ as in letting children believe in, 
for example, Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy. If getting people to adopt false beliefs is in 
principle unjustified, then, of course, this definition fails to be neutral. 
 Now that the broad definition has been clarified to some extent, the next step is 
to specify it into two distinct, narrow definitions, one which covers reason-deceiving 
manipulation, another which captures reason-bypassing manipulation. The broad 
definition simply assumes some ‘causal’ connection between manipulative actions and 
their impact. In shifting from the broad to the two narrow definitions, I will try to 
provide a more specific characterisation of manipulative actions. It will help to explain  
 

62 If manipulation as such is unethical or immoral, this is not, in my view, because the manipulator’s 
intentions are immoral. Manipulation can be used for good intentions, as for paternalistic intentions 
(unless one has reasons for judging that paternalistic intentions are immoral) in the same way that 
logical reasoning can be used for bad intentions. 
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the distinction between the two types of manipulation. I will start with a narrow 
definition of reason-deceiving manipulation: 

Reason-deceiving manipulation is an influencer’s conscious use of techniques 
that activate one or more of the influencee’s epistemic dispositions and which 
result in the influencee adopting false beliefs, which in their turn induce the 
influencee to perform certain actions, while the influencee is unconscious of 
having false beliefs as false.

The paradigmatic case for this type of manipulation is lying. The influencer will present 
certain false facts as true, knowing that it is likely to motivate the influencee to perform 
some action. This may be facts about the options that are available to the influencee, or 
facts about what will happen when the influencee chooses certain options, or perhaps, 
often in cases when the influencer and influencee know each other well, certain facts 
about the influencer herself, about her motives or feelings. Lying is a well-known topic 
for philosophical analysis. But lying presents only one kind of deception, one that is 
specifically linguistic. Pretence offers another, less well-known case of deception, a non-
verbal one.63 Both verbal and non-verbal lying, as do truthful speaking and doing, appeal 
to people’s ‘epistemic dispositions’, which, in the case of reason-deceiving manipulation, 
refer to their capacities to deliberate based on facts they know. But while truthful 
speaking and doing involve true facts, lying introduces false facts. In this sense, lying 
interferes with people’s rationality. 
 For the second type of manipulation, I suggest the following narrow definition:

Reason-bypassing manipulation is an influencer’s knowing use of techniques 
that activate one or more of the influencee’s epistemic dispositions and which 
result in the influencee adopting false beliefs, which in their turn induce the 
influencee to perform certain actions, while the activation as such of these 
dispositions is something the influencee is unconscious of, and while the influencee 
is unconscious of the false beliefs. 

 
 
 
 

63 While the phenomena of non-verbal deception – such as pretence (simulatio) and the deceiver (the 
fallax as opposed to the mendax, the liar) – have generally been ignored by philosophers, interestingly 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, many theologians, philosophers and others have been 
interested in them. See, e.g. Van Houdt (2002), Snyder (2009).
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What I have in mind here is what Faden and Beauchamp have called ‘psychological 
manipulation’: ‘a person is influenced by causing changes in mental processes other than  
those involved in understanding’ (1986:355).64 While both reason-deceiving and reason-
bypassing actions can be said to have an epistemic impact, they are different, therefore, 
in what kind of ‘epistemic dispositions’ they activate: as reason-deceiving actions activate 
people’s normal capacities for deliberative reasoning, reason-bypassing actions activate 
certain non-deliberative epistemic dispositions. These dispositions are somehow cultural, 
psychological or even psychophysical in nature. What is distinctive about them is that 
the influencees have no direct (i.e. unreflected) knowledge of them. But in calling these 
dispositions ‘epistemic’ I wish to emphasise their epistemic dimension, i.e. the extent to 
which these dispositions can elicit an impact on the influencee that can be made sense 
of in epistemic terms, i.e. as ‘beliefs’. Whether influencees can have knowledge, reflective 
or otherwise, is what I will explore in the next chapters. 
 The category of reason-bypassing actions covers two different subtypes of 
manipulation: the paradigmatic case for the first is seduction – an example of which 
might be wearing cologne on a date65 – while for the second, it is brainwashing, to 
which we might add: hypnosis and subliminal influencing. The differences between 
both subtypes might be explained in different ways. The definition of seduction might, 
for example, be supplemented with: ‘... unconscious of the false beliefs as false’. It would 
suggest some similarity between cases of pretence and cases of seduction. And I do think 
it is difficult to distinguish such cases. The definition of brainwashing and other cases 
might be supplemented with: ‘... unconscious of the false beliefs, not just as false, but of the 
beliefs as such’. It would suggest the possibility of unconscious beliefs that nevertheless 
have the potential to induce people to perform certain actions. Yet a different way of 
drawing a boundary between both subtypes is claiming that influencees might still resist 
seductive actions – wearing cologne is usually supposed to have a relatively mild effect 
(the fragrance may let us feel seduced but does not force us to be seduced) – while they 
have no option to escape brainwashing or hypnosis. If any form of manipulation has  
 

64 I think that this is also what Raz (1986:377–378) had in mind with his definition: ‘Manipulation, 
unlike coercion, does not interfere with a person’s options. Instead, it perverts the way that 
person reaches decisions, forms preferences or adopts goals’. Barnhill (2014:53-54) calls it ‘direct 
manipulation of a person’ as opposed to ‘manipulation of a situation’. In making this distinction, 
she also refers to Faden and Beauchamp. However, her explanation of what it means to directly 
manipulate a person is, I think, less clear than theirs. Faden and Beauchamp also mention two 
categories of actions that consist in tampering with the circumstances that people are situated in: (a) 
manipulation of options ‘in which options in the person’s environment are modified by increasing or 
decreasing available options or by offering rewards or threatening punishments’ and (b) manipulation 
of information ‘in which the person’s perception of these options is modified by nonpersuasively 
affecting the person’s understanding of the situation’ (Faden and Beauchamp 1986:355). But my 
suggestion would be to categorise these forms as belonging to the type of manipulation that appeals 
to people’s rational abilities. 

65 The example of wearing cologne is suggested by Todd (2013), but he dismisses it as a case of 
manipulation.
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captured the imagination of philosophers and provoked their worries about autonomy 
or moral responsibility, if any form of manipulation has fuelled philosophical anxieties 
about people being ‘puppets on strings’ or, to keep with the metaphors of technological 
progress, ‘automatons’, this has been the second subtype of manipulation: acts of 
manipulation that bypass or subvert people’s rationality (whatever that exactly means 
because we still need to find that out), especially those that are forceful.66 
 The distinction between the two main views on manipulation, as I mentioned 
earlier – deception (‘trickery’) versus bypassing reason – is to some extent accepted in 
the debate on manipulation. I suggested that ‘interfering with rationality’ is distinctive 
for manipulative influencing and that we should categorise manipulative influencing 
in terms of how they interfere with people’s rationality (either in a deliberative or non-
deliberative way). But this does not necessarily represent a standard view in the debate. 
Therefore, the two types of manipulation for which I proposed a definition do not 
neatly correspond with the two main views in the standard debate. One reason for this 
may be that each view is analysed on its own, without exploring its links with the other 
view. Or the reason might be that rationality, or some aspect of it, is frequently included 
in discussions on manipulation, but usually without exploring systematically or in depth 
what the relation is between rationality and manipulation.67 By taking rationality as a 
starting point, I arrived at a different distinction: What I have discussed as the first type 
of manipulation represents an old phenomenon: lying. In my view, what many theorists 
discuss under the heading of ‘deception’ are cases of the second type of manipulation: cases 
therefore that involve examples of the activation of what I would call a non-deliberative 
epistemic pattern. Interestingly the debate on manipulation does not present itself as a 
continuation of older debates on lying but has started all over, taking ‘manipulation’ 
as its core notion. What may explain this, I think, is the discovery, due of course to 
ongoing insights in psychology, that people can be influenced in all kinds of ways that 
go unnoticed by them. This is sometimes understood in the debate on manipulation as 
implying that manipulation is covert (which is denied by still other theorists). But this, 
as I will try to explore in the next chapters, depends on how rationality is understood.   
 

66 See, e.g. the examples mentioned by Frankfurt – a certain Black who manipulates a certain Jones: 
various tools are suggested: a potion, hypnosis and some sort of tool that intervenes directly in Jones’s 
brain and nervous system (1969) – and by Mele – a certain Beth who is manipulated by brainwashing 
(1995). In the next chapter, I will return to such examples.

67 For an exception: Fischer (2017). Other discussions are usually uninformative. For example, Coons 
and Weber (2014b) distinguish a type of ‘nonrational influence’. But from this discussion, it becomes 
not clear what warrants this qualification. Gorin explicitly discusses cases of manipulation in terms 
of whether they bypass rationality. But I think his discussion, in the end, is unsatisfactory too. Gorin 
claims that most cases of manipulation involve an appeal to people’s rationality and therefore cannot 
be described as bypassing or subverting people’s rationality. But he does not recognise that even in 
these cases, rationality is interfered with, namely that people end up with false beliefs. And he also 
does not recognise that even cases that ‘entirely bypass’ people’s rationality still assumes that people 
have rational capacities, without which brainwashing would not even be possible. 
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 The two types of manipulation pose a threat to people’s freedom in both senses: 
negative and positive freedom. Adherents of both notions can explicate the specific threat 
that the first type, reason-deceiving acts of manipulation, poses to people’s freedom. For 
this, a notion of deliberative rationality suffices, while their theory of justice merely 
needs to assume that people perform truthful (speech)acts.68 This is different from the 
second type: reason-bypassing acts of manipulation. For adherents of negative freedom, 
it suffices for an act to count as free, and therefore also as non-manipulated, if it is not 
interfered with (in Berlin’s sense). They do not require any additional conditions for 
a person’s will that underlies her action. Consequently, however, they do not have the 
theoretical resources to explicate the dangers that acts of the second type pose to people’s 
freedom. Berlin, as we have seen, even denies that whatever problems issues like hypnosis 
raise do not pose a problem for freedom. But Berlin too can be recognised to be, in the 
end, ambiguous about analysing these problems.69 Only notions of positive freedom 
provide the theoretical resources to acknowledge the threat that manipulative actions 
of the second type pose to people’s freedom. They assume that people’s subjectivity is 
hierarchical. It allows for the possibility that unconscious forces are at work. Even if 
notions of positive freedom may explain how, however roughly, people’s inner freedom 
may be undermined, this does not mean that these notions also provide the conceptual 
recourses for a solution. This will be examined in the next section. 

2.4. Reflective epistemic autonomy

In the previous section, I made a distinction between two types of manipulation. Only 
actions of the second type – actions that bypass or subvert people’s rationality – count as 
non-deliberative influencing actions, which is the subject of my research question, while 
actions of the first type (untruthful actions) do not. I will therefore pursue my discussion 
by focussing on the second type. This section starts with a proposal for understanding 
how manipulation bypasses (or subverts) people’s rational capacities and then presents 
what I call reflective epistemic autonomy. It provides a possible answer to how the liberal 
notion of responsibility may deal with manipulation.
 The second type, those acts of manipulation that bypass (or subvert) people’s 
rational capacities, are a source of worries for adherents of positive freedom because 
it seems to undermine their autonomy. Is it possible for people to maintain their  
 
68 For the early contractarian theorists, the notion of (negative) freedom turned on trust. Any 

untruthfulness might endanger the social contract and, therefore, each person’s freedom. For Grotius: 
see Bouchilloux (1997). For Hobbes and Locke: see Schröder (2018). Also, see Santoro (2003), who 
links the issue of trust to the problem of akrasia.

69 Although the possibility of a hidden persuasion was an additional reason for Berlin to reject 
definitions of freedom in terms of subjectivity, his position about its implications for understanding 
freedom may have been more ambiguous. Of five examples he provides of what is both negative and 
positive freedom, two of them are ‘surely internal’, as Bellamy observes: ‘mass hypnosis of custom or 
organised propaganda’ (Bellamy 2000:23).
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autonomy? And if so, how? But this type raises the question of what it means that rational 
capacities are bypassed (or subverted). Unfortunately, as I have suggested already in the 
previous section, theorists on autonomy provide little explanation. They rely on their 
readers to understand what it means that cases of brainwashing or hypnosis are examples 
of manipulation and, by consequence, of bypassing (or subverting) people’s rational 
capacities.70 What manipulation is not doing is affecting the rational capacities, at least 
not in the sense that manipulation dissolves (in whatever sense) or temporarily interrupts 
rational capacities. What manipulation is doing, in my view, is that it hides from sight, 
metaphorically speaking, what people – under non-manipulative conditions – would be 
able to judge critically, using their rational capacities. My proposal is, therefore, to put 
it yet differently, that manipulation, instead of appealing to ‘mechanisms’ of reasoning, 
is activating behavioural mechanisms in ways that bypass people’s self-knowledge and 
therefore bypasses people’s capacity to critically judge the activation of that behavioural 
mechanism (whatever we take this to be: some psychological or perhaps some 
neurological mechanism). If this proposal is acceptable, then it shifts the discussion of 
manipulation away from a debate on how people choose their ‘will’ or their ‘first-order 
desire’ towards a debate on how people determine their beliefs. What would be at stake, 
after all, would be the question of whether people have control over their beliefs. If 
manipulation bypasses our behavioural mechanisms by bypassing our cognitive systems 
(or belief systems), this would undermine our autonomy. If, on the other hand, it could 
be made plausible that people, despite the influence of manipulation, can still keep 
control over their beliefs and therefore over their behavioural systems, perhaps this 
shows how manipulation is less threatening to autonomy than is usually assumed.
 In the remainder of the section, I will discuss reflective epistemic autonomy. As 
illustrative for this notion, sometimes this passage (in part or even more extensively) is 
quoted:71

‘our capacity to turn our attention on to our own mental activities is also a 
capacity to distance ourselves from them, and to call them into question. I 
perceive, and I find myself with a powerful impulse to believe. But I back up 
and bring that impulse into view and then I have a certain distance. Now 
the impulse doesn’t dominate me and now I have a problem. Shall I believe? 
Is this perception really a reason to believe? […] The reflective mind cannot 
settle for perception and desire, not just as such. It needs a reason. Otherwise, 
at least as long as it reflects, it cannot commit itself or go forward.’ (Korsgaard 
1996a:93)

70 Raz, for example, does not explain his claim that manipulation ‘perverts the way [a] person reaches 
decisions, forms preferences or adopts goals’ (1986:377–378).

71 See e.g. Owens (2000:9-11); Moran (2001:142); Engel (2002:14-15); Shah (2003:478-479); 
Kornblith (2012:109-110); Doris (2015:18). 
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According to this argument, even if people are not able to decide what they believe at 
will because they have these beliefs already as a result of natural or social processes of 
belief formation, at least they can reflect on (‘to distance ourselves from’) the beliefs they 
find themselves having.72 The argument is not unique for Korsgaard, the author of this 
passage. It belongs to a family of views that attribute an important role to reflection.73 In 
discussing reflective epistemic autonomy, I will refer to Korsgaard as its representative, 
not only because her argument serves as a point of reference in the doxastic debate, but 
also because her argument is part of a more general view she has on freedom and which 
connects the determinist and doxastic debates. 
 It is not easy to spell out Korsgaard’s argument. She mentions the possibility 
of reflectively gaining control over beliefs, as the above quote shows, but in further 
discussions, she focuses on explaining gaining reflective control over the will. Her 
explanation of control over belief remains concise. How it works is only hinted at.74 
Instead, I will turn to Richard Moran (2001), who is concerned with understanding 
introspection primarily as self-knowledge, which we should understand here not as 
personal self-knowledge, but in an epistemological sense: as the knowledge that has a 
distinctively first-person perspective.75 Moran’s ambition is to explain how belief formation, 
understood as an indirect process, is a matter of decision, but a decision that is up to me: 
it is my decision. Therefore, he is concerned with showing the distinctive importance 
of the first-person perspective as contrasted to the third-person perspective on assessing 
beliefs. Even if Moran is not concerned with freedom primarily, he does link his notion 
of self-knowledge with a notion of free belief formation because understanding freedom 
requires understanding self-knowledge. He claims that having knowledge with the right 
sort of first-person perspective constitutes the kind of epistemic agency that is required 
for freedom.76 In his discussion, he also provides an interpretation of Korsgaard’s view. 
Later in this section, I will suggest how reflective will, which is Korsgaard’s focus, and 
reflective belief, in Moran’s view, may be viewed as connected. I then will also compare 
the Korsgaard-Moran reflective model of introspection with Frankfurt’s reflective model.
 
 
 
72 The argument may be presented in various ways. Garvey, for example, chooses to present it as the 

‘Character-Choice Theory’ (2008:162-163) while Engel discusses it under the heading of ‘freedom 
of belief and the power of reflection’ (2002:13-22). The central point remains the same: we do not 
have the power, prospectively as it were, to be the origin of our beliefs, but we do have the power to 
control our beliefs retrospectively. 

73 The reflective view is also attributed to Kant, Hampshire, Moran and Sosa (see Kornblith 2010), to 
Velleman (see Wallace 2001), to Hare, Smith, McDowell, Gibbard, Wedgwood (see McHugh 2013), 
to McDowell, Burge, Smith, Brandom (see Engel 2002), to Hampshire (Moran 2001).

74 To my knowledge, Korsgaard has not yet fully participated in the doxastic debate. 
75 Also, see Baker (1998), who sets up her argument for the first-person perspective more explicitly 

against naturalistic views.  
76 In my presentation of Moran’s argument, I will therefore take some liberty in suggesting ‘freedom’ in 

places where Moran is concerned with the right kind of first-person perspective.
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 The reflective formation of belief in Moran’s view will be discussed as proceeding in 
four subsequent stages even if Moran himself does not make this distinction in exactly 
this way:

1. Stepping back from certain beliefs.
2. Double suspension of these beliefs.
3. (Deliberative) Reasoning about these (and other) beliefs.
4. The avowal of certain beliefs. 

The first two stages will be discussed briefly. The last two stages require some more 
explanation. 
 We will start with a simple example. Someone is looking out of the window, 
distractedly, and sees it is raining. Suddenly, she becomes aware of what she is looking 
at and thinks, or perhaps mumbles: ‘It is raining’, as an expression of her belief that 
it is raining. The mental process that was going on in her mind can be constructed in 
terms of a transitive consciousness or, to use different phrases, in terms of first- and 
second-order beliefs. We might say that, in the first moment, she already had the belief 
that it was raining but was unconscious about it: a first-order belief. Then she reflected 
on what she was looking at and acquired a belief about the first-order belief, one that 
makes this belief conscious. Moran believes that the reflective step from first- to second-
order belief does not yet capture the first-person perspective of reflection.77 What 
does constitute a step in that direction is when people realise what commitments are 
involved in having beliefs. Thinking (or saying) ‘it is raining’ would express that a person 
believes it is raining. Therefore, if she would say, ‘I believe it is raining’, it seems nothing 
would be added. Moran disagrees. He claims that in such cases, two different types of 
commitments are involved: 

‘On the one hand [...] it is not an open question for me whether it is raining 
or not. At the same time [...] I must acknowledge myself as a finite empirical 
being, one fallible person in the world among others, and hence acknowledge 
that my believing something is hardly equivalent to its being true. And even 
when a person’s fallibility is not the issue, anyone must recognize that his 
believing P is nonetheless an additional fact, distinct from the fact of P itself ’ 
(Moran 2001:74)

What Moran suggests here is a distinction between ‘the fact believed and the fact of one’s 
belief ’ (2001:62). It is a step into the direction of epistemic agency once people realise 
this distinction because it allows them to take a stance towards (a set of ) their beliefs 
and, for example, view them as psychological states about themselves. In this context, 

77 This claim is part of his criticism of Mellor (1977-78). 
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Moran employs the metaphor of ‘stepping back’.78 Stepping back is what happens when 
people come to see the facts they believe as the facts of their beliefs: it turns their beliefs 
into a ‘psychic given’ (2001:14).
 Stepping back still does not, by itself, establish the first-person perspective or, for 
that matter, freedom. But we will get there soon. The moment of stepping back from 
(of taking a distance towards) a belief opens the possibility of another stage in the first-
person reflection: the suspension of that belief. It can be suspended in two different ways. 
One way involves calling that belief into question: the belief that before was taken to be 
true is now bracketed, i.e. its truth is suspended. Another way implies the suspension 
of its motivational force or, as Korsgaard describes it (also quoted by Moran): ‘now the 
impulse doesn’t dominate me’.  
 Once people have entered the stage of suspending some belief they have, ‘reflection 
demands a reason’ (2001:148). The suspension of belief forces a responsibility on people 
to respond to that belief in terms of reasons.79 It raises the question: ‘What am I to 
believe’?80 Whatever truth they assumed their ‘psychic given’ to have, is no longer evident. 
They now need to assess the reasons in favour of (or against) taking that belief to be 
true. There is no escape from this responsibility because ‘any response to that “given” can 
now be understood in terms of the person’s responsibilities, and hence as implying either 
“endorsement, permission, or disapproval,” or simply passive allowance’ (2001:148).81 
 Not any reasoning will be constitutive of people’s freedom. Moran is careful to 
distinguish between two different stances that people may take towards their suspended 
beliefs: either a theoretical or a deliberative stance.82 For Moran, the deliberative stance, the 
stance of agency, has primacy over the theoretical stance because this is what, in the end, 
really constitutes freedom from within a first-person perspective. The difference between 
both stances can be explained by looking at how people may answer two questions:

1. Is p true?
2. Does person X believe that p? 

78 This is too what Korsgaard hints at when she describes ‘our capacity to turn our attention on to our 
own mental activities’ and ‘to distance ourselves from them’ (1996a:93).

79 This is an epistemic responsibility in distinction to a volitional responsibility (Moran also uses the 
phrase ‘internal responsibility’ (2002:200). Also, see Engel for similar remarks on responsibility 
(2002:13). Distinguishing this stage of reflection again agrees with Korsgaard’s view: ‘The reflective 
structure of human consciousness sets us a problem. Reflective distance from our impulses makes 
it both possible and necessary to decide which ones we will act on: it forces us to act for reasons’ 
(1996:113). As I remarked before, Korsgaard chooses to focus on what this reflective distance implies 
for what people decide on action. But this passage also applies to beliefs in the sense that reflective 
distance also ‘forces us to believe for reasons’. 

80 Korsgaard (1996a:93): ‘Shall I believe?’ 
81 Moran (2001:143): ‘the situation of reflective consciousness of some psychic given makes inescapable 

for the person a situation of decision, inescapable in the sense that anything the person now does will 
represent a choice of his, even if only by default.’

82 Moran also calls them ‘two kinds of responsibility’ (2002:198-203). 
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Suppose that p stands for some event in the world, for example: ‘a truck is coming down 
the street’. In such cases, the first question is world-directed because in answering this 
question, a person needs to attend to outward phenomena. Suppose a person is asked 
whether someone else believes that p, her answer does not necessarily entail an answer to 
the question of whether p is true. If she is asked, however, whether she herself believes 
that p, a question that is now self-directed, her answer to this question does entail the 
answer to the question whether p is true: ‘from within the first-person perspective, I 
treat the question of my belief about P as equivalent to the question of the truth of P’ 
(2001:62:63). This is the Transparency Condition: the question of a person’s belief is 
transparent to the question of truth. 
 The Transparency Condition also holds in cases that p stands for some event in a 
person’s inner world, for example, a feeling of anger or betrayal. By taking a deliberative 
stance towards the question: ‘Do I believe that I feel anger?’ people shift to the question: 
‘What am I to believe about my feeling anger?’ This is a deliberative question that is 
answered by determining what is true. If a person, however, takes a theoretical stance 
to the question: ‘Do I believe that I feel anger?’, she treats p (X feeling anger) as a 
psychological fact about a person who happens to be her, a fact also she is unaware of. 
The question would be settled, not by deliberation but by evidence. In such cases, the 
theoretical stance is really a third-person perspective because other people may take the 
same theoretical stance towards her, and they would have access to the same evidence. 
Both stances produce forms of reasoning that settle the truth of p, but these forms 
perform different functions. Theoretical reasoning explains, in a psychological sense, 
why some person believes she feels anger. The explanation may predict how this person 
will behave in certain decisions. On the other hand, deliberative reasoning is concerned 
with providing a justification for a certain belief and ends in the avowal of the conclusion 
that follows from deliberative reasoning. 
 Even if a person assumes responsibility in a deliberative way, this does not yet realise 
epistemic agency.83 What concludes the reflective process towards adopting a genuine 
first-person perspective and thereby constitutes free belief is the avowal of belief.84 To 
explain this, I will discuss the case of an akratic person that chooses to go into therapy.85 
This will allow me to rehearse once again the various notions of Moran’s argument. It 
will also give me the opportunity to interpret his argument as suggesting a path towards 
a practice of ‘holding responsible’ that requires neither coercion nor manipulation.  
 

83 Also, see Reginster (2004). 
84 This should explain motivation: see McHugh (2013), who calls this type of views ‘motivational 

internalism’. 
85 This case brings together two themes that Moran uses himself at several points in his argument: the 

akratic person and the therapeutic context. Moran occasionally refers to the therapeutic context. On 
this, he comments: As Moran observes: (2004:12): ‘The connections between the philosophical and 
the therapeutic issues concerning self-knowledge are more important to the book’s aspirations than 
few explicit references may suggest.’ 
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The reflective processes of the akratic person require a somewhat different analysis than 
those of the non-akratic person, as we will see. 
 The akratic person Moran himself discusses is the case of an addicted gambler.86 
We may also consider Frankfurt’s unwilling drug addict as a case of an akratic person. 
Both addicts can enter, in some way, the first stage of reflection. One part of their 
history of addiction is that the addicts have consistently experienced addictive desire 
(for gambling, taking drugs). Another part is that they have been discontent about it 
and therefore tried, half-heartedly and unsuccessfully, to stop the desire. They know, 
therefore, that their history of addiction is also one of backsliding into an obstinate 
habit of addiction. We may imagine how both addicts follow through the first two stages 
of reflection, standing back and suspending, regarding their own history of addiction 
and particularly about their desire to take drugs. The first stage allows them to have 
the (second-order) belief that they have an addictive desire and another (second-order) 
belief that they are unhappy about the behavioural pattern of their addiction. In the 
next stage, they will notice that they are able to bracket the truth of these beliefs (one 
sense of ‘suspension’) but are unable to suspend the motivational force of the addictive 
desire (the other sense of ‘suspension’). This is clearly a difference with the reflective 
processes of normal, non-akratic people.   
 The third stage of reflection requires that people take responsibility for their beliefs. 
For the addicts, it would mean that they should engage in reasoning on the origins of 
their addictive desire. In the standard case of reflection, people have certain beliefs or 
feelings which they can access reflectively. But the problem for akratic people is that they 
lack introspective access to a relevant part of their mental states (beliefs, feelings) that 
might give them a clue to some of their behavioural dispositions. As these are closed off 
from their introspection, it seems they are incapable of reasoning about their addictive 
desire and only have the option of being ‘psychologically realistic’ about themselves: 
treating their desire for gambling or taking drugs and their history of backsliding simply 
as so many merely psychological facts about themselves. Moran calls this state of mind 
one of resignation or acquiescence. But of course, this attitude is itself the mark of 
taking responsibility for one’s beliefs, in this case adopting a theoretical stance towards 
oneself, ‘for even resignation and acquiescence involve acceptance of a predictive reason 
about what I will in fact do’ (2001:148). And so akratic people, such as Moran’s gambler 
and Frankfurt’s unwilling drug addict, too cannot escape epistemic responsibility. 
 The addicts are capable at least of taking a theoretical stance towards their addiction. 
But their reflective situation is nonetheless a hopeless one: they seem to have no other 
option than acquiescence. Deliberative reasoning is not available to them. There is 
yet another option. As long as their feeling of discontent with addictive behaviour 
persists alongside the stronger desire for addiction, the addicts may accept the feeling of  
 
86 This is actually a case he borrows from Sartre. Moran does not treat the case of the gambler as 

explicitly from a therapeutic perspective as I do here.
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discontent as their own, in the sense of Frankfurt’s identification and Moran’s avowal, 
and disapprove of the addictive desire. As this will not suspend the motivational force 
of the addictive desire, it brings them into a situation that both Frankfurt and Moran 
recognise as one of estrangement. 
 It does not even stop here. The addicts may decide not to resign in their situation 
of estrangement but go into therapy. The analyst may attribute to the analysand, the 
addict, some ‘unconscious attitude of resentment’ (2001:31), or perhaps a feeling of 
betrayal, envy, fear or anger that will explain some of his behavioural dispositions (his 
habits of addiction). But the attribution of such beliefs raises a problem for the addict:87 

‘The person who feels anger at the dead parent for having abandoned her, 
or who feels betrayed or deprived of something by another child, may only 
know of this attitude through the eliciting and interpreting of evidence of 
various kinds. She might become thoroughly convinced, both from the 
constructions of the analyst, as well as from her own appreciation of the 
evidence, that this attitude must indeed be attributed to her. And yet, at the 
same time, when she reflects on [...] whether she has indeed been betrayed by 
this person, she may find that the answer is no or can’t be settled one way or 
the other’ (2001:85). 

The unwilling addict may step back from his desire to gamble or take drugs, but he cannot 
step back from certain feelings, unknown to him, that supposedly explain his addiction. 
He will therefore experience ‘a split between an attitude I have reason to attribute to 
myself, and what attitude my reflection on my situation brings me to endorse or identify 
with’ (2001:67). Even so, now that he has learned in therapy about some unconscious 
belief (something like: ‘I believe I feel anger at my parents for having abandoned me’), 
even if it is an external, non-introspective belief, it offers him the opportunity of new 
stages of reflection. The first two stages of reflection are fully available only to the 
non- akratic person. But the last two stages of reflection – reasoning and avowal – are 
available to both the akratic and non-akratic person even though they may acquire self-
knowledge in different ways – the akratic person through therapeutic self-attribution, 
the non-akratic person through introspection. The attributed attitude allows him to take 
responsibility for it: to either accept the attributed attitude and attribute it to himself 
or to reject it. If the analysand accepts the attributed belief as one that is attributed 
correctly to him, this either expresses a theoretical or a deliberative stance, as it does it 
for the non-akratic person. 
 Although the accounts of Frankfurt and Moran show interesting similarities, they 
also differ. In Frankfurt’s analysis, the unwilling addict may have no hope for freedom.  
 

87 The feelings mentioned here are all examples used by Moran himself.  
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In Moran’s analysis, he has. Explaining this also shows, I think, how taking a deliberative 
stance is not yet enough to achieve freedom but also requires the avowal of reasons. 
To engage in finding reasons is one thing, but avowing whatever conclusion follows 
from them is a very different thing. Avowal is not simply a theoretical exercise: simply 
recognising that certain reasons force you to accept a certain conclusion: 

‘One must see one’s deliberation as the expression and development of one’s 
belief and will, not as an activity one pursues in the hope that it will have 
some influence on one’s eventual belief and will’ (Moran 2001:94).

As I understand Moran, avowing a belief is not an isolated mental event, but itself a 
process that a person undertakes to embed her deliberation into the wider structure 
of her mental states: ‘a conscious belief enters into different relations with the rest of 
one’s mental economy and thereby alters its character’ (2001:30-31). The difficulties 
in avowing a new belief are more obvious in the case of akratic people than in those 
of normal, non-akratic people. Whenever the akratic person avows what the analyst 
attributes to him, his avowal is always in danger of relapsing into a theoretical rather 
than a deliberative acceptance because there is a ‘crucial therapeutic difference between 
the merely “intellectual” acceptance of an interpretation, which will itself normally be 
seen as a form of resistance, and the process of working-through that leads to a fully 
internalized acknowledgment of some attitude which makes a felt difference to the rest 
of the analysand’s mental life’. And Moran continues: ‘This goal of treatment, however, 
requires that the attitude in question be knowable by the person, not through a process 
of theoretical self-interpretation but by avowal of how one thinks and feels’ (2001:89-
90). As the addict seriously engages in the process of ‘working-through’, the unwilling 
addict too may have hope of achieving freedom.  
 One merit of Moran’s discussion is that it provides a hint of how we might think 
of social change in a morally relevant sense, even if Moran himself does draw attention 
to this. My discussion of the unwilling addict that chooses to go into therapy shows 
how the therapeutic context may provide a paradigm of social change. We need not 
think of therapy in terms of psychoanalysis, as Moran probably does. What is interesting 
about therapy as a paradigm for social change is that therapy apparently fulfils certain 
conditions, whatever they are, that allow the analyst to attribute to the analysand an 
unconscious attitude and allow the analysand to accept the attributed attitude. The 
phenomenon of implicit bias, of course, provides us with the case of an akratic person: 
the unknowing racist. So, we might think of the social psychologist as an analyst rather 
than a manipulator when she tells the unknowing racist that he suffers from an implicit 
bias. 
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2.5. The mentalist roots of  reflective epistemic autonomy

In the previous sections, I have discussed the liberal notion of reflective autonomy as 
part of the more general structure of the liberal notion of responsible agency. It assumes, 
as I have tried to show, that (a) action presupposes volitional autonomy and (b) reflective 
volitional autonomy in its turn presupposes epistemic autonomy. Both notions of 
autonomy require that we understand human subjectivity as having a reflective, more 
specifically hierarchical, structure. In the end, this allows us to understand actions as 
originating in reflective epistemic autonomy, in the sense of knowing one’s will and one’s 
beliefs (at least those beliefs that are relevant for the formation of one’s will). In the 
previous sections, I have assumed rather than explained that and how the reflective 
structure of human subjectivity should, or can, be understood within a mentalist 
framework. In this section, I will explain the outlines of the mentalist framework and 
show how reflective epistemic autonomy may be understood within this framework as 
introspective self-knowledge. In the next chapter, I will discuss several arguments that aim 
to undermine both reflective volitional autonomy and reflective epistemic autonomy. 
But the force of these arguments can be understood only on the assumption that the 
liberal notion of autonomy presupposes an idea of self-knowledge (in a broad sense, 
including, for example, proprioceptive knowing what one’s actions are, but also what 
one’s intentions for actions are) that is described as basically a cognitive-psychological 
process: as introspection.88

 We have seen that the notion of reflective epistemic autonomy is already embedded 
within a vocabulary of consciousness. This does not necessarily hold for the notion of 
reflective volitional autonomy. This is a peculiarity of debates on action and free will 
more generally, as opposed to debates on reflective belief. Below I will comment on 
this and suggest that we should nevertheless understand the debate on action and free 
will against a mentalist background. Next, I will explain the mentalist framework by 
discussing what I think are some of its basic theses. As it provides the background for 
many, various discussions, I will focus on those theses that have shaped the notion of 
introspective self-knowledge. My discussion will not be detailed. In the next chapter, I 
will provide more detail when I discuss various ‘mentalist’ arguments against reflective 
volitional autonomy and reflective epistemic autonomy. 
 As I have suggested earlier (chapter 1, section 4), mentalism is not so much a specific 
theory but a general, basic framework. This explains, in part, the difficulties of making 
it explicit. Theorists working within this framework will usually evoke only the notions 
they disagree about, not the framework that functions as the tacitly agreed background 
for their discussions. In many works of philosophy of mind, therefore, this framework  
 
88 Since the end of the nineteenth century, ‘introspection’ has become the technical term in debates at 

the intersection between psychology and philosophy of mind. It is closely connected to those other 
technical terms ‘reflection’ and ‘consciousness’ (or ‘self-consciousness).
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cannot be found publicly on the stage, even if it is peeping through the curtains. It 
sometimes takes critical outsiders to make the effort of articulating the framework.89 
Another difficulty is that, while the terms ‘reflection’ and ‘consciousness’ can be taken to 
belong to different conceptual histories, they also belong to our ordinary language. Not 
every philosopher’s use of a term is a technical use. Mapping the terminology of reflection 
onto the terminology of consciousness is therefore risky. Not every political philosopher 
stressing the importance of the reflective capacities can therefore be interpreted as being 
committed to a mentalist framework. Similar difficulties arise for the interpretation of 
analyses of action and free will. It may be conjectured that for notions of human agency, 
theorists have also employed the mentalist vocabulary. And yet, this is not the case. In a 
general discussion of notions of agency, in the context of debates on free will, O’Connor 
observes:

‘It is a remarkable feature of most accounts of free will that they give no 
essential role to conscious awareness. One has the impression that an 
intelligent automata [sic] could conceivably satisfy the conditions set by these 
accounts – something that is very counterintuitive’ (2000:122).90 

That the vocabulary of consciousness is absent from debates on action and free will 
is mainly the result of distinct historical developments within philosophy. It has no 
theoretical significance, I think. Below I will briefly provide some historical background 
to my suggestion. Next, I will suggest how we may understand Frankfurt’s account (1971) 
as the missing link between the determinism debate and the debate on introspective self-
knowledge. 
 The new scientific worldview that came into being during the early modern period 
had similar philosophical implications for both the notions of human action and the 
mind. The problems these raised for each notion were nevertheless treated in relatively 
distinct domains of philosophy, each of which developed its own vocabulary to address 
these problems. 
 For analysing ‘mind’ as a philosophical problem, the vocabulary of consciousness was 
developed. In due time this was further developed, particularly within the Anglo-Saxon/-
American tradition of philosophy, into a mentalist framework. In the early modern period, 
the term ‘conscious’ became a new, philosophical term in having the meaning of the mind’s 
self-knowledge (Davies 2008), at first of the mind as an epistemological self, later as a 
moral self (Tauber 2005). Descartes is generally understood as having introduced this new 
vocabulary. Philosophers of mind also understand him as having introduced the mentalist 

89 By ‘outsiders’, I mean outsiders to either philosophy of mind or to the Anglo-American tradition 
of philosophy. See e.g. Schnädelbach (1977); Descombes (1995); Gethmann (2007). But also see 
Collins (1987).

90 Also, see Caruso (2012), who shares this observation. 
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idea of introspection.91 Various historical overviews indicate that Anglo-Saxon (later 
on: Anglo-American) philosophers favoured an interpretation of Descartes’s res cogitans 
in terms of an ‘empirical reflection’, i.e. consciousness in a material sense (Nicholls and 
Liebscher 2010a).92 The understanding of consciousness in an empirical, material sense 
made it possible to offer proposals for understanding the mind in empiricist-materialist 
terms.93 Consciousness was developed into a more specific notion as introspection. This 
was specific for the Anglo-Saxon/-American tradition of philosophy.94 The later relation 
of philosophy of mind towards consciousness and introspection is a complex one. The 
notions of consciousness and introspection seemed to lose their relevance during the 
twentieth century.95 In recent decades there has, however, been a renewed interest in 
these notions.96 What complicates the history of the vocabulary of consciousness is that 
originally it was not linked to any notion of the ‘unconscious’. Only later, starting from 
the nineteenth century, did it enter the vocabulary of consciousness. In the next chapter 
(section 2), I will make more comments on this. The vocabulary of consciousness does not 
necessarily function as a naturalist meta-language, i.e. as a mentalist framework. But it has 
nevertheless developed into a framework that naturalists use to understand consciousness – 
and with it all the notions that presuppose consciousness, such as rationality, deliberation 
– according to a mechanistic picture of the world.
 For analysing ‘human action’, a different vocabulary was developed in a distinct but 
parallel debate. It took ‘free will’ rather than ‘consciousness’ as its central notion, but it 
is in a sense the equivalent of ‘conscious state’. The historical background for the debate 
on action and free will be explained in more detail in chapter 5 (section 2). For now, it 
suffices to say that current discussions on moral responsibility, which connect human 
 

91 For a critical discussion of this view: Hatfield 2011.
92 ‘Empirical reflection’ is not a common phrase in philosophical vocabulary. But see Gasché (1986); 

Sandywell (1996); Swindal (1999). I found this phrase in German (‘empirische Reflexion’) and 
French (‘réflexion empirique’) philosophical literature mainly connected to discussions on Locke, 
Kant and Fichte. More generally on reflection: see Sandywell (1996). For tracing the beginning of the 
Anglo-Saxon tradition of ‘empirical reflection’, Locke is often cited: ‘Consciousness is the perception 
of what passes in a Man’s own mind’ (1690/1975, II, 1, 9). For a critical discussion of this view: see 
Rabb 1979. 

93 Not all Anglo-Saxon philosophers agreed with choosing this strategy. Thomas Reid and other 
Scottish philosophers argued against Humean empiricism and associationism. Later, British idealists, 
influenced by the German idealists, also took another road. But both counter-movements largely 
lost ground, within the Anglo-American context at least, to what would develop into analytical 
philosophy and philosophy of mind, partly following the footsteps of German psychologists, who 
themselves had rebelled against German idealists: see Richards (1992). 

94 See Boring (1953); Danziger (1980) and (2001); Brock (2013). Nicholls and Liebscher (2010a), 
but also Richards (1992), suggest an alternative German tradition that took a functional approach 
towards consciousness and understood the mind as holistic, active and transcendental.

95 On the decline in interest for consciousness: see Manson (2002); Crane (2019). On the decline in 
interest for introspection: see Lyons (1986). For critical views on the role of introspection in the 
history of psychology: Leahey (1992); Costall (2006).

96 See e.g.: Siewert (1998); Smithies and Stoljar (2012): Kriegel (2014); Crane (2019). For a renewed 
interest in introspection within psychology: see Overgaard (2006).
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action and determinism, can be traced to early modern debates on human action.97 
 We have already seen that Frankfurt’s article has provided a model for notions of 
liberal autonomy (section 3). Frankfurt’s account of free will does not rely, however, on 
mentalist terminology: the adjective ‘conscious’ and the ‘unconscious’ both appear only 
once.98 His account has nevertheless been noticed by philosophers of mind who do use  
 
the vocabulary of consciousness. Although King and Carruthers observe that Frankfurt 
does not use this vocabulary, they nevertheless recognise in the structure of his argument 
an analysis that can easily be assimilated into a mentalist vocabulary:99

‘We submit that although neither Frankfurt nor Watson uses the language 
of consciousness, the reflections, higher-order motives, and value judgments 
that characterize an agent’s real self (on such views) must be conscious ones’ 
(2012:219). 

This still does not show how Frankfurt’s account of free will, as an account that is 
recast in the vocabulary of consciousness, may be linked to the debate on action and 
free will. But here, Frankfurt’s article also functions as the missing link. As theorists 
developed their notions on autonomy, modelling them on the hierarchical structure that 
Frankfurt had introduced, theorists who worked in parallel discussions on free will were 
looking for similar ways to theorise agency. For some time, these parallels seemed to go 
unnoticed until Fischer commented: 

‘For many years I have been struck by the fact that there are “parallel 
literatures” which discuss “moral responsibility” and “autonomy.” In many 
ways the literatures are isomorphic. For example, “hierarchical” approaches 
(involving the apparatus of higher-order mental states – states directed at 
[say] “first-order” mental states) are employed in the literature on moral 
responsibility as well as on autonomy’ (1999:98).100 

 
 

97 See McKeon (1957). The overview McKeon offers of his etymological findings on responsibility (see 
1957:67-68) is still the most instructive and comprehensive. For example, Henriot (1977) does not 
really add, I think, any new, conclusive etymological insights. 

98 Frankfurt: ‘The desires in question may be conscious or unconscious’ (1971:8).
99 Frankfurt may be more indebted to the mentalist framework than King and Carruthers seem to 

recognise. As he makes clear in the opening paragraph of his article (1971), Frankfurt responds 
critically to an argument in which Strawson tries to understand the notion of personhood in terms 
of ascribing both corporeal characteristics and consciousness. For his own notion of personhood, 
Frankfurt chooses to shift from Strawson’s ascriptive (third-person) approach towards a first-person 
approach. This may indicate a disagreement with Strawson’s ascriptive approach itself. 

100 Also, see Oshana (2002) and Arpaly (2003, esp. chapter 4) and (2004).
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In recent decades, Frankfurt’s account of freedom – ‘Freedom of the Will and the Concept 
of a Person’ – has exerted much influence in naturalist debates on moral responsibility. 
We will take a closer look at this in the next chapter (sections 2 and 3). This is no 
coincidence as both debates largely deal with similar issues to which Frankfurt’s article 
had equally much to contribute. 
 Now I will turn to some explanation of the mentalist framework. A more 
familiar or more conventional term for mentalism is perhaps cognitivism. Although 
it is closely related to mentalism, the disadvantage of this term is that it is too closely 
tied to cognitive psychology. The notion of cognitivism involves conceptual strategies 
that certain philosophers would perhaps reject, even if, on my account, they would be 
committed to a mentalist framework. Mentalism, I would suggest, should be described 
at an even more abstract level. Below I will attempt to articulate what mentalism is by 
analysing it into various theses.
 The Vehicle Thesis. From the natural scientific perspective, the world consists only 
of matter. It seems to resist granting any place to our thoughts. And yet, it seems they 
must have someplace in this world. But how? Of course, this constitutes the body-mind 
problem.101 But solving this problem depends on how the mind is understood. What is 
distinctive about our thoughts, our mind, is what philosophers nowadays sometimes call 
‘intentionality’.102 This technical term is somewhat unfortunate in English, referring to 
the ‘meaning’ of our thoughts rather than, in ordinary English, to what we are planning 
to do.103 Nevertheless, the intentionality of our thoughts is assumed to comprise, next to, 
for example, our beliefs, feelings, also our intentions (in the ordinary sense). According 
to mentalism, whenever any of these forms of intentionality can be attributed to 
a person, for example, a belief that people should be treated equally, this belief 
exists in that person as a mental state. Brandom (2004b) has called this the vehicled 
approach. Mental states function as the ‘vehicles’ for people’s intentionality. Talk 
about intentionality as mental states, implying that people’s beliefs exist in their 
heads as inner episodes, allows for the possibility, theoretically at least, to describe 
people’s intentionality also in non-intentional terms. A belief that may be attributed 
to some person may therefore be described in intentional terms – ‘people should be 
treated equally’ – and in non-intentional terms, for example, in terms of brain activity.  

101 Cf. Matson (1966) and Peter King (2007), who both suggest that the discussion on mind-body is 
distinctively modern.

102 Cf. Kitchener: ‘The problem of meaning is (arguably) the central problem in 20th century philosophy. 
Whether it takes the linguistic form of an inquiry into semantics, a mentalistic form of an inquiry into 
intentionality, or a cultural-historical form of an inquiry into the meaning of a text or an action, the 
problem of meaning has been at the center of philosophical discussion both in Anglo-Saxon analytic 
philosophy and in European phenomenology, structuralism, hermeneutics, and poststructuralism’ 
(1994:279).

103 Searle (1979) introduced the proposal to distinguish ‘intentionality’ in the philosophical sense from 
‘intentionality’ in the ordinary sense by capitalising the first term. I will not follow his suggestion, 
though. 
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 The Consciousness Thesis. According to mentalism, mental states are either conscious 
or unconscious.104 This thesis is needed as a first step to theorising introspective self-
knowledge. The conscious/unconscious distinction has been interpreted in various ways, 
but its basically dichotomous way of dividing mental states into two ‘types’ has for many 
philosophers of mind worked well. It made it possible, for example, as we will see in the 
next chapter, to account for the phenomenon that people sometimes act in a different 
way than what they explicitly believe.
 The Searchlight Thesis. The question of how to define ‘consciousness’ has provoked 
much discussion. Consciousness may mean, for example, how it feels like to be in a certain 
mental state. At this point, philosophers of mind will usually mention the example of 
seeing redness (for some reason, seeing ‘whiteness’ or ‘blackness’ is not interesting). In 
such cases, consciousness is defined on what it by its own. Another possibility is to define 
a mental state in terms of its relationship with another mental state. A recurring idea has 
been that mental states are able to function as a kind of searchlight towards other mental 
states.105 In the last decades, various theorists have proposed that these mental states 
are unconscious: ‘What makes a mental state conscious (illuminated) is the fact that 
it is taken as an object by a relevant higher-order state’ (Zahavi 2007:268).106 A point 
of dissension, however, is whether the searchlight mental state is itself a conscious state 
or whether it makes sense to understand ‘consciousness’ in terms of such relations.107 
Defining ‘consciousness’ – or more accurate perhaps: mental states – in terms of their 
relations nevertheless provides the first step to understand the self-directedness of the 
mind.108 
 The First-Person Singular Thesis. Distinctive of (conscious) mental states is a first-
person singular perspective. Mental states represent a first-person singular perspective. 
Combined with the previous thesis, it may explain how people, introspectively, recognise 
beliefs as their own. 
 The Introspection Thesis. The previous theses provide the ingredients for a mentalist 
notion of introspection. A person may learn about the world by observing: by looking, 
feeling, hearing. She may also learn about herself, for example, by interviewing the 
people that know her best, her parents, her friends. But she may also learn about the 
world and herself by becoming conscious of her own mental states. This process is called  
 

104 Claiming that a mental state is conscious should be confused with claiming that a person is conscious.
105 I borrow this metaphor from Sher (2009), who uses the expression ‘searchlight view’ to distinguish 

the standard moral view that ‘an agent’s responsibility extends only as far as his awareness of what he is 
doing’ (2009:4). Sher connects the searchlight view explicitly to a type of moral psychology in which 
‘consciousness’ plays a distinctive role to pick out the beliefs and decisions that have significance for 
our responsibility. 

106 Their theories are called ‘higher-order’ theories. See e.g. Gennaro (2004); Kriegel and Williford 
(2006). For an overview: Carruthers (2016).

107 For criticisms: see, e.g. Siewert (1998); Zahavi (2007).
108 See, e.g. Smithies and Stoljar: ‘A mental state is conscious if and only if one knows by introspection 

that one is in that mental state’ (2012:20).
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‘introspection’: ‘Introspection, as the term is used in contemporary philosophy of mind, 
is a means of learning about one’s own currently ongoing, or perhaps very recently 
past, mental states or processes’ (Schwitzgebel 2016:1).109 The previous theses contribute 
in various ways to the notion of introspection. Introspecting, therefore, is one way of 
acquiring knowledge about the world and oneself. 
 The Difference Thesis. The way that people acquire knowledge through introspection 
is different from other ways of knowing, such as perception: ‘We might form the belief 
that someone else is happy on the basis of perception – for example, by perceiving her 
behavior. But a person typically does not have to observe her own behavior in order to 
determine whether she is happy. Rather, one makes this determination by introspecting’ 
(Kind 2018). What is distinctive about introspection may be thought of as either a 
psychological or cognitive process or even a cognitive-psychological process.110 
 Theorists on introspection will probably not endorse all the above theses. At least 
they disagree on how to understand the theses. One of the dividing lines among theorists 
on introspection turns on whether they claim that aspects of mentality are real or just 
illusionary. Some claim that mental processes involve, for example, a real self or a real 
first-person singular perspective and therefore are likely to emphasise introspection as 
a cognitive process.111 Others will deny that these aspects present anything real. These 
theorists will agree that people, in fact, experience their thoughts as involving a special 
kind of knowledge (introspection) and as involving a real self, or even as experiencing 
a form of introspection (in the sense of a conscious process). But different from the 
first group of theorists, they will claim that these experiences are illusionary. They will 
therefore emphasise that mental processes are psychological. They nevertheless accept 
the basic conceptual structures of the mentalist framework.
 The Hierarchy Thesis (or: the Control Thesis). Frankfurt’s account of freedom of the will 
in terms of first- and second-order desires/wants can be understood as fitting within the 
mentalist structure of introspection. Frankfurt’s account cannot, however, be sufficiently 
understood based on only the theses already mentioned. What he distinguishes as first- 
and second-order desires/wants seem to be mental states that the person is conscious of. 
Although the relationship between these mental states might be analysed in terms of a 
searchlight function, what Frankfurt is interested in is really a different kind of relation: 
a hierarchical relation. What is still absent in the previous theses is a thesis stating that 
mental states may be understood in relation to other mental states in terms of control.112 
I will call it the Hierarchy (or: Control) Thesis. For Frankfurt, this makes sense in 
his analyses. But I think this thesis is also part of mentalism. The discussion between  
 

109 For other similar definitions of introspection: see Rosenthal (1999); Kind (2018); 
110 For a discussion: see Smithies and Stoljar (2012). 
111 See Moran (2001); Baker (2013). 
112 Another way of saying that mental states can have a control function would perhaps be that they are 

goal-directed, roughly in the sense that Bargh (1990) discusses.
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theorists on introspection will centre, once again, on whether the sense of control is real 
or only illusionary. Theorists may favour a purely psychological approach. They may 
nevertheless be understood as committed to the Hierarchy Thesis if they claim that the 
relevant mental states exerting control on other mental states are unconscious rather 
than conscious. Theorists who favour a cognitive approach will claim that the relevant 
mental states are conscious and that their control is real. They may disagree, however, 
on how to qualify the nature of this control: as either an act of will (voluntaristic view) 
or the force of reason (reasons-responsiveness view).113

2.6. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have identified and discussed two central features of the mentalist 
notion of responsibility: authorising and introspective self-knowledge. Nowadays, one 
of the dominant views on ‘authorising’ is to understand it in terms of autonomy, i.e. as 
grounding authorising in one’s real self. To spell out how autonomy works, and therefore 
to explain the cognitive-psychological conditions of responsibility, liberal theorists rely 
on a notion of introspective self-knowledge. It presupposes a mentalist view on the 
human mind to which the conscious-unconscious distinction is central. I suggested a 
reconstruction of two notions that show how introspective self-knowledge is needed for 
autonomy: reflective volitional autonomy and reflective epistemic autonomy. 
 I have highlighted these two features because they provide the two main ingredients 
for understanding epistemic autonomy. While I think that authorising should be kept 
as a feature of the liberal notion of responsibility, the problem is first and foremost with 
understanding self-knowledge as introspective. The mentalist notion assumes that this 
feature provides a solution to the problem of agential self-ignorance, which I discussed 
by homing in on manipulation as a case of (causing) agential self-ignorance. Whether 
this is the case will be explored in chapter 4. First, I will introduce and discuss, in the 
next chapter, yet another case of agential self-ignorance: hidden prejudices.

113 In chapter 5, section 4, I will say more about this.
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3.1. Introduction

This chapter aims to introduce and explain the veil of prejudice that hides prejudices 
from people’s self-knowledge. I will first explain it in terms of ‘implicit bias’, a notion 
that social psychologists use for their research into prejudice.1 In the following chapter, 
it allows me to explore whether people are responsible for their prejudices and, as we will 
see, whether they are responsible for any action at all. A mentalist framework supports 
the liberal notion of responsibility, as we have seen, and the notion of implicit bias, 
as we will see. In later chapters, I will be critical about this framework and, therefore, 
about the notions it supports, such as implicit bias. In this chapter, I will also be critical 
about the notion of implicit bias: not for its mentalist framework, which I will accept 
for now, but to improve it. The notion of ‘implicit bias’ provides an interesting proposal 
to understand ‘hidden prejudices’ in psychological terms, but it can still be improved by 
extending the type of practices it is supposed to explain. In a critical discussion of views 
by Fricker and Bourdieu, I will propose that we include, in our understanding of the 
veil of prejudice, not only practices of discrimination but also practices of silencing. First, 
I will, in this introduction, explain what will and will not be part of how I understand 
this notion. Next, I will show how I will set up this chapter. 
 My discussion will focus on two questions: (1) how to qualify ‘hidden’ prejudices 
people have but are ignorant about? (2) What explains practices of prejudices as a social 
phenomenon? In other words: what may explain why practices of prejudices persist? 
To answer the first question, I will introduce and explain the notion of implicit bias 
(section 1). In the sections that follow, I will deal with the second question. Here I 
will take my cue not from the research on implicit bias but from Fricker’s analysis of 
epistemic injustice. Fricker does not present it in terms of the liberal-mentalist notion 
of responsibility, nor of implicit bias. But it nevertheless indicates a commitment to an 
epistemic-mentalist approach to prejudices that also characterises the liberal-mentalist 
notion of responsibility and the notion of implicit bias.2 While research on implicit 
bias takes for granted that hidden prejudice (implicit bias) is linked to practices of 
discrimination, Fricker’s analysis has the advantage of trying to get beyond this link. But 
I do not think she succeeds. I will first briefly explain her analysis of epistemic injustice 
(section 3) and then critically discuss it (section 4). Next, I will turn to Bourdieu and 
draw on some of his notions and insights, his concept of habitus, of course, but also 
his analysis on censorship (section 5). His analysis allows me to show that prejudiced 
people perform not only practices of discrimination but also, distinct from these, practices 
of silencing that help to preserve prejudice in society (section 6). 

1 For an overview of the philosophical issues: Brownstein (2019).
2 For Fricker’s commitment to a mentalist vocabulary: see this chapter, note 45.



92

Chapter 3

3.2. Implicit bias: a mentalist notion of  hidden prejudice

In this section, I will introduce the social-psychological version of hidden prejudice 
or, as social psychologists call it: implicit bias. I will briefly explain the context, how 
social psychologists understand ‘implicit bias’, what kind of discriminatory practices it 
motivates people to do and how it is measured. (When I talk about ‘implicit bias’ in this 
and the next chapters, I mean to refer only to what social psychologists mean by it. My 
own phrase ‘hidden prejudice’ is intended as an umbrella term for specific notions of 
hidden prejudices.3)
 Prejudice has been an important philosophical notion during the Enlightenment 
period. Part of the heritage of ‘prejudice’ as an Enlightenment concept is the insight 
that people suffer from ignorance because, while knowing they have certain beliefs, they 
are ignorant about the false grounds their beliefs are based on.4 The use of this concept 
was at first limited to issues of epistemology, i.e. to beliefs people have about the world. 
Later, it was developed into a moral concept. In the nineteenth and twentieth century, 
philosophers lost their interest in discussions that were specifically tied to the term 
‘prejudice’ (praejudicium, Vorurteil, préjugé). While it had acquired to some extent a critical 
role in epistemological and moral analyses, some of its critical functions were taken over by 
other notions, for example, by the term and notion ‘ideology’, a Marxian concept that is 
congenial to the Enlightenment concept of prejudice, but whose conceptual roots cannot 
be traced back to it.5 Meanwhile, the concept of prejudice had been taken up, in the 
Anglo-American context, mainly by sociologists and social psychologists, mostly taking  
 
 
 
 

3 Much of the research on implicit bias has honed in on racial stereotypes, as we have seen, probably 
because the first generation of social psychologists on implicit bias belong to American society. 
Although discrimination of, for example, Roma people in Europe has become a political topic in 
recent decades, social-psychological on implicit bias against Roma people seems rare. But see Růžička 
(2014); Lanting et al. (2018, unfortunately only an abstract). Also, see Marek et al. (2020), which 
investigates hidden prejudices of healthcare staff against Roma patients (while the researchers use 
the term ‘implicit bias’, their research does not involve any implicit bias test). For a more general 
discussion on discrimination in Europe, especially focussing on discrimination against Romani: 
Tileagă (2016). It also includes a discussion of implicit bias, but does not contain any specific research 
on implicit bias against Romani. 

4 See Schneiders (1983); Beetz (1983); Dorschel (2001, chapter 1); Godel (2007); Reisinger and 
Scholz (2019). The concept of prejudice even played a role in European travel literature during the 
Enlightenment period: Kagel (2010). Schneiders (1983) observes that English and French analyses 
were mostly focused on specific cases of prejudice, while German analyses developed during the 
Enlightenment into more general, systematic theories of prejudice. Hundert (1987) explains how 
‘prejudice’ was developed, as a critical notion, in opposition to the notion of ‘common sense’.

5 For the critical role of ‘prejudice’ in political analysis: see Schneiders (1983, esp. chapter V). For a 
brief discussion of the conceptual relations between ‘prejudice’ and ‘ideology’: see Schneiders (1983, 
chapter I). For a brief historical overview of the concept ‘ideology’: see Thompson (1990, chapter 1). 
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racism in the United States as their prime example of prejudice.6 But the various notions 
of prejudice they forged, despite using the same term as Enlightenment philosophers, 
seem to have no direct link with the Enlightenment notion of prejudice. The notion of 
prejudice, so it seems, was reinvented to address what was increasingly recognised, during 
the twentieth century, as a pressing, moral-political problem in western societies: racist 
prejudice (against Jews and African Americans).7 By now, research into prejudice and 
discrimination is rapidly growing.8 
 Within the Anglo-American context, the notion of prejudice changed during the 
second half of the twentieth century from old to new prejudice, from overt to covert 
prejudice.9 For a long time, Allport’s seminal work The Nature of Prejudice (1954) has 
dominated social-psychological research on prejudice. Ever since, social psychologists 
gradually began to take an interest in the divergence of what their respondents said and 
how they behaved. For example, they had noticed that ‘self-report questionnaires did 
not always capture people’s true attitudes toward members of racial outgroups’ (Amodio 
and Mendoza 2010:354). Such observations were reinforced by findings from various 
experiments outside the field of research on prejudice and discrimination, for example, in  
 

6 In general, the experiences of the Second World War contributed to an increasing interest in 
performing research into prejudice and discrimination (Dovidio 2001; Reicher 2012). Before the 
war, sociological research into practices of racist prejudice had already started with Du Bois. Virtually 
all his writings, as soon as his (1898), deals with it. A new line of sociological research started in 
the mid-1960s with research into racist prejudices: see Carmichael and Hamilton (1967); Pincus 
(1999). Psychological research started in the 1920s. Important publications in the 1950s: Adorno et 
al. (1950); Saenger (1953); Allport (1954). For a historical overview of the social scientific study of 
prejudice: Stroebe and Insko (1989); Duckitt (2010). Interestingly Du Bois seems to have had little 
or no influence on concepts of prejudice in social psychology. He is not mentioned by Allport [1954] 
or by Duckitt (2010). In the 1990s Gaines and Reed (1994) and (1995) have argued for his relevance 
to theorising in social psychology. Outside the Anglo-American context, there was also a renewed 
interest in research into prejudice, as in Germany, for example, where it was largely initiated by the 
‘Frankfurt School’ (see, also for references, Schneiders 1983, first chapter).

7 During the twentieth century, social psychologists struggled to theorise prejudice. The core concept 
from which they started was the ‘stereotype’, introduced as a socio-political metaphor by Lippman 
(1922). At first, they were tempted to identify prejudices by making generalisations about other 
people. But this proved unfruitful, as they acknowledged that this is really a general feature of people’s 
cognition. Therefore, a second step was to distinguish prejudice from generalisations (stereotypes) in 
defining it as an attitude (in a social psychological sense, not to be confused by philosophical uses of 
‘attitude’; see Mandelbaum 2014). Even then, the notion of prejudice retains a link with stereotypes 
because it includes, as one of its elements, a stereotype about people from other social groups. For 
a more detailed discussion: see Stroebe and Insko (1989). The notion of ‘stereotype’ is unknown 
to Enlightenment theories of prejudice. I have found no specific references in social-psychological 
literature to early modern analyses of prejudice. Allport starts his (1954) with the briefest possible 
summary of the history of the term ‘prejudice’, one of the meanings being ‘prejudgement’. His main 
source, mentioned by himself, is Murray (1909).

8 See Dovidio et al. (2010). Also, see Beeghly and Madva (2020).
9 See Brown (2010, chapter 7); Pehrson and Leach (2012). For an argument that the continuity 

between old and new prejudice is probably greater than is usually assumed: see Leach (2005). The 
continuity between the old and new prejudice, both being explored within social psychology, is 
nevertheless probably greater than between the Enlightenment notion of ‘prejudice’ and the social-
psychological notion of ‘prejudice’ in the twentieth century.
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the classic study by Nisbett and Wilson (1977), indicating that people may have limited 
introspective access to their own choices, judgements and behaviour. For that reason, 
they began to look for ‘experiments involving hidden manipulations and unobtrusive 
measures of racism’ (Crosby, Bromley and Saxe 1980:546). This also meant a shift in 
what practices were studied. While Allport’s study of prejudice as antipathy was still 
mainly focussed on overt practices of prejudice, such as exclusion and violence (Dovidio 
et al. 2005), the new experiments instead attended to covert practices of prejudice. They 
involved, for example, a black or a white person requesting a dime for cookies or milk 
or a driver (either white or black) who stood by his/her car that appeared to have broken 
down.10 
 The shift from old to new prejudice coincided with, and perhaps was partly 
informed by, a transition in public expression and representation from overt to covert 
racism. While it may be claimed that certain prejudices, for example, racism in the 
United States, had always been overt, explicit in law and legal decisions, but also in public 
debate, research suggests that prejudice (particularly racism) has ‘gone underground’, 
becoming less overt, not just in the United States, but also in Western Europe.11 One 
context that provides possible clues to understanding was that during the second half 
of the twentieth century, civil rights gained wider attention in Western societies, which 
resulted in more egalitarian laws and policies. In one interpretation of this development, 
people began to conceal their racist views.12

 Social psychologists struggled for some time to find an appropriate theoretical 
framework for the new, covert prejudice. An important step was taken by Devine, 
who proposed – against the then-prevailing view among view social psychologists that 
having prejudices was the inevitable result of any person’s ‘social heritage of a society’ 
– that a distinction should be made between ‘knowledge of a cultural stereotype 
and acceptance or endorsement of the stereotype’ (1989:5). She argued, therefore, 
‘that stereotypes and personal beliefs are conceptually distinct cognitive structures’ 
(1989:5). This implied, for example, that having knowledge of a stereotype does not 
necessarily imply agreeing to that stereotype. It also implied, crucial for research on 
implicit bias, that people may behave in a way that agrees with (prejudicial) stereotypes 
they have knowledge of but which does not agree with their explicit, avowed beliefs. 

10 These examples are taken from the overview that Crosby, Bromley and Saxe provide (2008:550–552, 
Table 1).

11 For western Europe: Pettigrew and Meertens (1995). For the United States: one of the first to notice 
this ‘altered nature of racial discrimination, from blatantly exclusionary practices to more subtle, 
procedural, ostensibly “non-racial” forms centred upon demographic trends, housing patterns, and 
spatial arrangements’ has been Pettigrew (1979:114). The racist variety of the veil of prejudice has 
been given different names by philosophers, sociologists and social psychologists (in most cases to 
capture the situation in the United States): ‘liberal racism’ (Sullivan 2006), ‘silent racism’ (Trepagnier 
2010), ‘modern racism’ (McConahay, Hardee and Batts 1981), ‘new racism’ (Sniderman, Piazza, 
Tetlock and Kendrick 1991); ‘aversive racism’ (Dovidio and Gaertner 2004). For still other varieties: 
see Pettigrew and Meertens (1995) and Bonilla-Silva, Lewis and Embrick (2004).

12 For this interpretation: see Crosby, Bromley and Saxe (1980). 
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 Devine’s proposal required a new theoretical frame.13 It had to be able to make 
sense of prejudiced behaviour while their agents disapproved the explicit prejudices that, 
in some hidden way, informed the prejudiced behaviour. How was that to be done? One 
possible notion was the ‘unconscious’. It was not, of course, an unfamiliar notion for 
psychologists. During the twentieth century, Freud had become the leading theorist of 
this notion.14 In recent decades various scholars have used the Freudian ‘unconscious’ 
for their explanations of hidden prejudice.15 Social psychologists working on implicit 
bias, however, rejected it for its empirical elusiveness: ‘Freud’s views of unconscious 
mechanisms were embedded in a theory that never achieved conclusive support among 
scientists, despite many empirical theory-testing efforts in the middle third of the twentieth 
century. Consequently, most psychologists have abandoned Freud’s psychoanalytical 
theory of unconscious mental processes’ (Greenwald and Krieger 2006:945).16 An 
alternative theoretical frame was found within the overall cognitive approach that had 
begun to dominate psychology.17 Next, within this approach, the required conceptual 
resources were derived from various domains of psychological research. Research in 
one domain was focused on how people learn and store concepts from categories that 
are semantically related. It gave insight into the automaticity of how people process 
social information. It showed, for example, that whenever different words had meanings 
that were closely related, people were able to recognise such words faster.18 People were 
assumed to have no control over the speed (the ‘automaticity’) of their reaction time. 
Such insights were helpful in designing experiments for detecting prejudice, for example, 
by testing how fast respondents would categorise stereotype words more quickly with 
either ‘NEGRO’ or ‘WHITE’.19 Yet another domain of research was devoted to the 
functioning of memory processes. Research findings suggested two different systems 

13 See Amodio and Mendoza (2010). 
14 Allport has not systematically analysed prejudices in terms of ‘unconscious processes’, probably 

because his focus on overt practices did not require this, of course, but also, as Dovidio, Glick and 
Rudman (2005:12) suggest, ‘because of his unwillingness to fully embrace psychoanalysis’.

15 See Kovel (1970); Lawrence III (1987); Young-Bruehl (1996); Mills and Polanowski (1997); Altman 
and Tiemann (2004); Sullivan (2006). More recently, an attempt has been made to reconcile the 
Freudian and cognitive unconscious. See, e.g. Talvitie (2009). Noteworthy is also an attempt to forge 
a notion of hidden (racial) prejudice based on Harold Garfinkel’s Studies in Ethnomethodology (1967): 
see López (2000).

16 Interestingly, in responding to new notions of ‘unconscious’ (as compared to the Freudian 
‘unconscious) in cognitive neuroscience and cognitive psychology, Woody and Phillips (1995) 
argue that the Freudian ‘unconscious’ is better understood as an essentially ‘hermeneutic concept’ 
rather than an empirical concept (which is how Greenwald and Krieger understand the Freudian 
‘unconscious’). Stroebe and Insko (1989), in their turn, claim that the psychoanalytical frame 
disappeared, not because it was ‘refuted empirically’, but because it ‘simply went out of fashion’ 
(1989:3).

17 Stroebe and Insko (1989) observe how in successive editions of the Handbook of Social Psychology 
(first edition in 1954, second edition in 1969; third edition in 1985), the number of approaches 
towards prejudice and discrimination (initially comprising psychoanalytic, personality-oriented and 
still other approaches) was in the end reduced to only one: the cognitive approach.

18 See Meyer and Schvaneveldt (1976).
19 See Gaertner and McLaughlin (1983).
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for memory, one for implicit memory processes, another for explicit memory processes. 
These and other research domains were integrated into one theoretical frame for research 
on implicit bias, to which the notion of implicit social cognition became central. Research 
on memory processes has provided the adjective ‘implicit’ in coining the phrase ‘implicit 
bias’, but we should realise that this adjective conceals a complex fusion of various 
psychological notions from different types of research. In the next chapter (section 5), I 
will discuss in more detail how to understand the ‘implicit’ in implicit bias. For now, it 
suffices that we can take ‘implicit’ to mean ‘unconscious’ in a sense that researchers on 
implicit bias have generally concluded that implicit biases ‘cannot be directly inferred 
through introspective awareness’ (Amodio and Mendoza 2010:355).20

 The ambition of research on implicit bias is to predict discriminatory behaviour. 
As I already suggested, the new research on prejudice as implicit bias, as compared to 
previous research (Allport and others), is dealing with another type of discriminatory 
practices: covert instead of overt. Covert discriminatory behaviour can be found in a wide 
variety of social domains: in the workplace, employment, housing, credit market, health 
care, education, criminal justice system, consumer market.21 And what do discriminated 
people experience? In figure 2, I provide a brief overview of what research on implicit 
belief has already revealed.22 

20 Also see Greenwald and Krieger (2006); Nosek and Jeffrey (2008).
21 For this overview, including examples: see Pager and Shepherd (2008). The studies that are mentioned, 

for example, in Jost et al. (2009) all within these categories.
22 What also provides an interesting source for examples of practices of prejudices are what Rowe (1990 

and 2008) has called micro-inequities. Brennan (2013) recognises that micro-inequities may be 
understood as being motivated by implicit bias. 

Figure 2: What discriminated people may experience.

Social domain: What discriminated people may experience (as compared to other, less, 
or non-discriminated people): 

Health care - They are more likely to have their physicians display less willingness 
to treat them immediately (Drewniak et al. 2016). 

- They are more likely to be judged by health professionals as lazy, 
stupid and worthless (Schwartz et al. 2003). 

Education - They are more likely to have their teachers having lower expectancies 
about their school performance (Bergh et al. 2010). 

- Being equally smart, they are more likely to obtain lower school grades 
(example from the United States: see MacCann and Roberts 2013).  

Criminal justice - They are more likely to be shot at by police officers (Plant and Peruche 
2005). 

Employment - When equally qualified, they are less likely to be offered job interview 
opportunities (Rooth 2007). 

- When equally qualified, they are less likely to be hired (Rudman and 
Glick 2001). 
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 The prediction of discriminatory behaviour requires, ideally, the combination of two types 
of tests, one testing for implicit (prejudiced) attitudes, another testing for actual discriminatory 
behaviour. Relating the results should tell whether, and if so, to what extent, testing for implicit 
attitude predicts discriminatory behaviour. As my concern is mainly with explaining ‘implicit 
bias’, I will focus here only on methods for measuring ‘implicit bias’. Social psychologists have 
various methods of testing for implicit bias. The most widely used is probably the Implicit 
Association Test, also known as the IAT-test.23 The IAT-test is accessible to anyone on the internet:  
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html. It is an initiative of Project Implicit, founded 
by Greenwald, Banaji and Nosek, who are known for their research on implicit bias. This 
IAT test provides the opportunity for testing prejudice on various grounds, such as gender, 
disability, religion, race and weight. Here I will describe the test for racial prejudice. The core 
of the test consists of a series of questions that will ask you to press either one of two keys, for 
example, the ‘E’ or the ‘I’ key. Next, you will see, for each question, a photo in the middle 
of your screen: either an African American or a European American. Or you will see, again 
in the middle of your screen, a word that expresses either ‘bad’ (Selfish, Failure, Horrific, 
Gross, Sickening, Bothersome, Pain) or ‘good’ (Excellent, Enjoy, Friendship, Happy, Cheer, 
Laughing, Delight, Fantastic). For each series of questions, you will see in the left corner 
above: Press “E” for, for example, Bad or European Americans, and in the right corner: Press 
“I” for, for example, Good or African Americans. For each series of questions, either ‘Good’ 
and ‘Bad’ or ‘African Americans’ and ‘European Americans’ may change position. Any 
combination is possible. For each photo (for example, a photo of an African American) you 
see, or for each word (for example, Friendship) you see, you must press the right key as fast 
as possible. Suppose you must press “I” for Good or African Americans, then in the example 
below (figure 3), you would have to press “I”. 

23 Introduced and described in: Greenwald, McGhee and Schwartz (1998).

Figure 3: What a screen of  an IAT-test may look like.
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If your response, when you had to press the same key for both Good and European 
Americans, was faster than when you had to press the same key for Good and African 
Americans, your result is described as ‘Automatic preference for European Americans 
over African Americans’. This will imply that you have an implicit bias against African 
Americans. Theoretically, the underlying idea is that you apparently have a stronger 
positive association with European Americans, i.e. an association that is better automated, 
less within the control of your reflective powers. The test is a reaction-time measure. 
People are asked to respond as quickly as possible.24 The test is measuring latencies in 
responding. As the differences in responding to either Good + European Americans or 
Good + African Americans are too small to notice for respondents, the test is, for that 
reason, sometimes assumed to be resistant (but not immune) to faking.25

 From the previous discussion, it should be clear that social psychologists 
understand hidden prejudices as implicit biases: unconscious mental states that involve 
‘fast, automatic, and difficult to control processes that encode stereotypes and evaluative 
content, and influence how we think and behave’ (Holroyd and Puddifoot (2020:313). 
How exactly to conceptualise the content of such unconscious mental states is a matter 
of dispute among philosophers and social psychologists on implicit bias. A common 
view is that they consist of automatic associations.26 But others have argued that it 
consists of propositionally structured beliefs.27 For my argument, it suffices that an 
implicit bias is an unconscious mental state that establishes a link, in whatever way (an 
associative, propositional, et cetera, link), between people of certain social groups and 
certain negative stereotypes.

3.4. Prejudice as ignorance

In this section, I will start with introducing an individualist-epistemic approach to 
analysing dissonant practices of prejudices, for which I will draw on Fricker (2007) 
and argue for the limitations of this approach. In the following sections, I will make 
a gradual shift to a socio-pragmatic approach which, I think, can provide a richer, more 
complex notion of prejudice as ignorance.
 The standard approach, which dates to Enlightenment thinking, is to analyse 
discursive prejudice as an essentially individual, epistemic phenomenon. Characteristic 
for this approach is the definition of prejudice in terms of individual judgements  
 
24 See Lane et al. (2007).
25 For making such a claim (in this case for a different but similar testing model): see, e.g. Fazio, 

Jackson, Dunton and Williams (1995). For a discussion of this claim, based on various research 
reports on testing such models for their resistance to faking: see Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann and 
Mahzarin (2009).

26 For an overview of various proposals for theorising the contents of implicit bias: see Holroyd et al. 
(2017, Section 6); Brownstein (2019, Section 2); Baston (2020, Chapter 4, Section 2).

27 See Levy (2015); Mandelbaum (2016). Still, others have proposed that implicit belief consists in an 
‘alief ’ (see Gendler 2008) or ‘mental imagery’ (Nanay forthcoming).
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(prejudice being a certain type of judgement) and the focus on its epistemic conditions 
(in terms of truth, correctness, rationality). If we understand prejudices as a social 
phenomenon, they are to be considered as (pre)judgements that (a) pertain to negative 
qualifications, i.e. judgements on what negative attributes can and should be ascribed 
to people from certain social groups, and (b) are the result of faulty reasoning (false, 
incorrect, irrational judgements).28 Enlightenment theorists thought that people who 
have irrational judgements could be said to be ignorant of the irrationality of their 
judgements. Nowadays, the epistemic approach seems to assume that – behind the veil 
of prejudice – people are ignorant, not just of the irrationality of their judgement, but 
of this judgement itself: the prejudice itself is hidden.29 
 Representative of the epistemic approach, I think, is the analysis that Fricker 
provides of prejudices in her Epistemic Injustice (2007). What is valuable about her 
book is that she draws attention to a distinct type of practice of prejudice that she calls 
‘epistemic injustice’ and which consists in the misrecognition of people from certain 
social groups (based on, e.g. gender, ethnicity, et cetera) as knowers. Fricker is interested 
in the relation between speaker and hearer and how the hearer judges whether he thinks a 
speaker is trustworthy, especially when this speaker belongs to another social group. Her 
analysis focuses on credibility judgements and the impact that stereotypical judgements, 
especially prejudices, have on them. If prejudice affects the hearer’s credibility judgement 
of the speaker, the result is testimonial injustice. Credibility judgements are the outcome, 
not of some reasoning or argumentation, but of certain processes of perception in cases 
of interaction between individuals. Whenever people are aware of this outcome, a 
credibility judgement is called ‘belief ’. But what really interests Fricker is the process 
of perception itself: ‘credibility judgements are perceptions shaped not only by belief 
but also by emotional responses and by contents in the social imagination’ (2007:93). 
Perception as a process is either virtuous (unprejudiced) or prejudiced. 
 Virtuous perception is the sensitivity to perceive in someone’s performance those 
features that are relevant to making a sound moral judgement. If a speaker is talking 
about x, a virtuous perceiver would be able to tell whether the speaker is trustworthy 
in talking about x. One way of understanding how the perceiver has gained knowledge 
of x is based on the inferentialist model, which assumes that the perceiver reconstructs 
an argument of which the conclusion is x. Instead, Fricker argues for a model of non-
inferentialist judgement. Virtuous perceivers can judge someone’s trustworthiness by 
some default of uncritical receptivity, a process that is ‘spontaneous and unreflective; 
it involves no argumentation or inference’ (2007:72). Virtuous perception opens the  
 
28 Literature on prejudice acknowledges that prejudice may also be positive. But discussions almost 

always focus on the prejudices that are negative. I believe the definition of prejudiced judgement 
should also include judgements on categorisation, i.e. judgements on whether or how people can and 
should be viewed as certain types of social groups. See, e.g. Tilly (1998); Yanow (2003).

29 As this type of ignorance comes closer to what in psychology is called ‘unconscious’, the distinction 
is often blurred.
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possibility of people having prejudiced beliefs but nevertheless being able to perceive 
in a virtuous way. Fricker mentions the example of Huckleberry Finn, who shares the 
prejudiced beliefs of his contemporaries but nevertheless can perceive the runaway slave 
Jim in an unprejudiced way.30

 Prejudiced perception involves a distortion of people’s basic capacity for virtuous 
social perception. This process is also unreflective but differs from the process of 
virtuous perception. Fricker applies the epistemic approach to the prejudice involved in 
prejudiced perception: she defines prejudice primarily as a stereotypical judgement.31 To 
the extent that people are aware of their stereotypical judgements or prejudices, Fricker 
calls them ‘beliefs’. But stereotypes may also become part, as images, of people’s social 
imagination.32 Fricker understands the social imagination as consisting of judgements 
that take the form of images.33 The images are stereotypical and contain certain epistemic 
commitments to the social world.34 As people grow up as part of a social group, images 
of the social imagination structure their social consciousness. As a result, these images 
become part of their thinking and perceiving. If then stereotypical judgements are 
incorrect, unreliable or negative, they too inform people’s social perception by shaping 
their patterns of judgements and motivations. But they operate directly, i.e. without 
doxastic mediation, and by stealth, ‘not unconsciously in any strict, psycho-analytical 
sense, but without any focused awareness and without [their] permission, as we might put 
it’ (2007:39). Fricker calls this process ‘residual internalisation’. Whenever a prejudiced  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

30 In my terminology, this presents a case of dissonant prejudice, but one in which the explicit belief is 
prejudiced, and the behaviour is not. 

31 Also, see Saul, who remarks that Fricker ‘seems to be focused on prejudices as propositions explicitly 
believed/ endorsed’ (Saul 2017:236). I should mention that Fricker uses the more specific phrase 
‘negative identity prejudice’. I will use the shorthand phrase ‘prejudice’.

32 Fricker chooses to use the less heavily theoretical notion ‘social imagination’ instead of the kindred 
notion of ‘social imaginary’, which she finds problematic because of its psychoanalytical roots 
(Epistemic Injustice, p. 38).

33 For her notion of ‘social imagination’, Fricker refers to the work of Cornelius Castoriadis. I take 
Fricker’s ‘social imagination’ to be related to such concepts as ‘culture’ (Geertz 1973), ‘imagined 
community’ (Anderson 1983), ‘myth’ (Yanow 1992), and ‘social imaginary’ (Taylor 2004). ‘Ideology’ 
does not fit in here, I believe. Ideologies are usually understood as more or less coherent systems of 
ideas that function as the legitimacy of power relations (cf. Thompson 1990, chap. 1). As such, this 
concept, compared to the other concepts mentioned here, relates to a more theoretical, more explicit 
view a social group has of itself or of other social groups.

34 For interesting examples of what shape these images may take, literally, and how pervasive they are: 
see Patricia A. Turner (1994).
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image effectively shapes people’s social perception, this is called residual prejudice.35 
 The effect of residual prejudices is persistent. Even when people change their 
prejudiced beliefs during their lifetime into genuinely unprejudiced beliefs, they may 
still perceive their social world in a discriminatory way simply because the residual 
forms of their old prejudice retain their influence. People will have trouble becoming 
aware of those residual prejudices as these ‘operate beneath the radar of people’s ordinary 
doxastic self-scrutiny’ (2007:40). They cannot easily stop them from interfering with 
their perceptions and moral performances.
 Fricker’s analysis reveals, I think, the limits of the epistemic approach for 
addressing the veil of prejudice as a moral-political problem. In their epistemic approach 
to prejudice, moral philosophers such as Fricker, but also social psychologists, usually 
acknowledge the social nature of prejudices for their social origins. Therefore, they invoke 
concepts such as culture or the social imagination in which prejudices are rooted. People 
acquire their prejudices due to the social imagination they share with other people in 
certain social contexts: ‘The collective social imagination inevitably contains all manner 
of stereotypes, and that is the social atmosphere in which hearers much confront their 
interlocutors’, as Fricker puts it (2007:38). But explanations of this type only move the 
problem forward. How did residual prejudices, or how did the social imagination itself, 
came into someone’s head? As the social imagination cannot exist without individuals 
who embody them, it remains unclear what it exactly means that residual prejudices 
or the social imagination contribute to the formation of prejudices.36 And why does 
the social imagination, or at least its prejudiced features, continue to exist? Fricker’s 
handling of these problems again shows her basically epistemic-mentalist approach: she 
analyses them in terms of what a person may know, or not know, about the social 
imagination or about her own behaviour. She suggests, for example, the possibility that 
a person ‘comes to notice a certain dissonance between her [avowed, unprejudiced] 
beliefs and her perceptual judgements’ (2007:38). This may then be the starting point 
for developing an ‘enhanced self-awareness that helps limit the impact of the prejudicial  
 
35 Fricker seems to be reluctant to describe ‘residual prejudice’ in terms of the ‘unconscious’. Instead, she 

takes recourse to various metaphorical phrases (e.g. ‘residual internalization’, ‘residual form’, ‘beneath 
the radar’). From various remarks, it becomes clear that she wants to avoid, for reasons she does not 
explain, the association of the adjective ‘unconscious’ with the psychoanalytic notion, for example, 
when she dismisses this adjective in a further explanation of residual prejudice: ‘not unconsciously 
in any strict, psychoanalytic sense’ (2007:39; also see 2007:38, note 9). Her text reveals how the 
conscious/unconscious distinction nevertheless plays an important role for the notion of ‘residual 
prejudice’: whenever it is explained (in terms that I think are equivalent to ‘unconscious’), it is 
often immediately contrasted with ‘consciousness’-terminology (‘self-consciousness’, ‘enhanced self-
awareness’). For example: once she has dismissed the term ‘unconscious’ in its ‘strict, psychoanalytic 
sense’, she immediately adds, as an alternative phrase: ‘without any focused awareness’. In (2007) 
Fricker does not refer to ‘implicit bias’. She does, however, in (2016a) and (2016b). These show that 
whatever reasons Fricker has, to object to the psychoanalytic ‘unconscious’, these do not obtain for the 
‘unconscious’ that social-psychologists use to explain their notion of implicit bias: ‘[...] prejudice can 
operate unconsciously or, as we have now learned to say, at the level of ‘implicit bias’’ (2016b:162).

36 Cf. Pierre Bourdieu’s critique of the ‘occasionalist illusion’ (1977:81). Also see Ostrow (1981:282).
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residue on her credibility judgements’ (2007:38). At the same Fricker keeps repeating, 
in various phrases, how hard it is to become aware of those residual prejudices. This 
suggests that in her view, the problem (or the solution) of practices of prejudices turns 
essentially on: knowing or not knowing, being aware or not aware, being conscious or 
unconscious (or similar epistemic-mentalist distinctions). But it ignores many other 
conditions that might also explain, in a different way, why practices of prejudice persist, 
not so much because people are ignorant about them (this may still be the case), but 
because certain social conditions require the continuity of practices of prejudice. Fricker 
does mention, in the introductory chapter of her book, the relevance of such notions as 
social power and its function to ‘effect social control’. But she does not use these notions 
to systematically explore the notion of prejudice in a way that does not put the knowing-
not knowing distinction at the centre of the analysis.

3.5. Prejudice as ignorant resistance

Fricker herself suggests an alternative way of analysing prejudice. She defines prejudice 
not only as a judgement (whether as a belief or residue) but as resistance as well.37 
This follows from her interpretation of a story Arpaly tells to illustrate how prejudiced 
ignorance differs from ‘pure ignorance’.38 The story is about Solomon ‘who believes that 
women are not half as competent as men when it comes to abstract thinking, or at least are 
not inclined toward such thinking. Solomon’s evidence for his belief is the fact that all the 
women in his community, despite his attempts to engage them in learned conversation, 
seem to discuss nothing but gossip, family, and manual work, that the few people in his 
community who are interested in abstract thinking are all men, that no one he knows 
of has ever doubted that women are bad abstract thinkers and that the community’s 
small, outdated library contains abstract work written by men only’.39 Arpaly concludes 
that Solomon’s beliefs are false but ‘not particularly irrational because Solomon is not 
exposed to striking counterevidence to it’.40 This is what Arpaly calls ‘pure ignorance’.41 
If, however, in another version of the story, Solomon is confronted with counter-evidence 
(meeting brilliant female students) and still holds to his prejudice, Arpaly concludes we 
should regard him as irrational. In her interpretation, Fricker concludes that this version 
reveals not only Solomon’s irrationality but also his ‘motivated irrationality, where the 
motivation (presumably some sort of contempt for women) is ethically noxious’ (2007:34). 
 
 

37 She is not the first. Cf. Allport (2005); Moody-Adams (1994); Arpaly (2003).
38 This phrase is Arpaly’s: see (2003:103).
39 Arpaly (2003:103–104).
40 Arpaly (2003:104).
41 Arpaly still seems to have in mind discursive prejudice. Solomon believes that women are bad abstract 

thinkers, but the story does not tell us how he behaves towards women.
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 Fricker’s shift towards cases of resisting counterevidence opens another way 
of looking at prejudice. As we have seen, the epistemic approach usually focuses on 
analysing prejudice (as a certain type of judgement) and assumes that this provides the 
explanation for what prejudiced people do: performing practices of discrimination. But 
here we have a type of doing that is not an act of discrimination: practices of resisting 
counterevidence. It raises questions about the underlying motivation. Does prejudice in 
the sense of a certain type of judgement also explain practices of resistance? Or does it 
indicate a different, not yet explored, aspect of the veil of prejudice? 
 Both Fricker and Arpaly seem to cling to an epistemic approach. This is indicated 
by their choice of connecting prejudice to (ir)rationality. Arpaly introduced the Solomon 
case to distinguish between prejudice as an ‘honest mistake’ and prejudice as ethically 
flawed. In the first case, the prejudiced belief would not be prejudice but simply a belief, 
as people would have no reason to adopt a different belief. In my view, the distinction 
is part of an attempt to fit a different type of doing – practices of resistance (as different 
from practices of discrimination) – in the mould of the epistemic approach. If people 
choose to persist in their incorrect beliefs ‘in the face of manifest counter-evidence’, 
this must reveal not only that their belief (i.e. their prejudice) is ethically flawed but 
also irrational. It follows that practices of resistance need no additional explanation 
but instead can be explained in terms of prejudice (again, in the sense of a certain type 
of judgement). In other words: the attitude to resist counterevidence is not a distinct 
motivation but an integral part of the prejudice (idem). 
 The strategy of linking prejudice to rationality is problematic for various reasons. 
The use of the term ‘counter-evidence’ seems to suggest that the (ir)rationality of a 
stereotype can be assessed in a matter-of-fact kind of way. Solomon either meets women 
who are capable of abstract thinking, or he does not. If he does meet them and clings to 
his stereotypical judgement, he is irrational. But assessments of (ir)rationality can be a 
very ambiguous and complex affair. This is illustrated by how IQ-tests have been used in 
the United States: the outcomes of scientific research, average differences in IQ between 
African Americans and whites, were used to justify claims about the superiority of whites 
over African Americans. But the assessment of IQ methodologies and the outcomes of 
IQ-tests – what is a good methodology, what does a statistical outcome really mean? – 
are complex matters.42 Or consider once again the case of Solomon. His ideas may be 
linked to the secondary social status that women have in their society. This status may 
even be part of a metaphysical or religious view on the natural order in the world: their 
status is considered secondary not just in a social sense but even in an ontological sense. 
And perhaps this metaphysical or religious view is expressed in a series of books that 
the Holy Men keep in the temple of the Great Male Deity and which only they may 
read. Once he encounters, at a university in a foreign country, female students who  
 
42 For a critical analysis of this and other examples of scientific research that has been hampered by 

prejudices: see Gould (1996).
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exceed even his abilities in abstract thinking, is it irrational for Solomon not to change 
his beliefs? This adapted story on Solomon suggests that beliefs – in this case, Solomon’s 
beliefs about women – may be embedded within larger webs of beliefs. Giving up on 
one’s beliefs then requires giving up on many more beliefs. It means that Solomon has an 
epistemic interest not to give in that easily to counterexamples. The adapted story also 
shows that what is rational is not only what one person assesses on her own but depends 
as much on people she ‘authorises’, people she trusts as having the right kind of beliefs. 
In Solomon’s case, the Holy Men fulfil the role of epistemic authorities. Is it rational for 
Solomon not to believe them? 
 Linking prejudice to rationality also results in merging assessments of rationality 
with moral qualifications. This is misleading. The reasons that people have for their 
discriminatory practices, although they are not good from a moral perspective, may be 
‘good’ – in an instrumental sense – from other perspectives. Focussing on the epistemic 
conditions of prejudices – they are false, incorrect, irrational – narrows prejudices down 
to something that is incomprehensible: if they are irrational, then prejudiced people 
must be mad? 
 Fricker does not consider the possibility that resistance against counterevidence 
might be understood as a conscious, self-chosen act that is available to people’s 
introspection. This is indeed what theorists such as Moody-Adams seem to assume. 
They usually focus on cases in which people have knowingly brought themselves into a 
state of ignorance. Culpable ignorance is, therefore, ‘essentially a matter of choosing not 
to be informed of what we can and should know’ (Moody-Adams 1994:301). But here, 
‘ignorance’ only means that people are ignorant of certain beliefs as being incorrect (the 
epistemic element). They are not ignorant of having brought themselves in that state of 
ignorance, i.e. of having resisted the opportunity of acquiring some information (the 
motivational element). Whereas the epistemic element represents a state of knowledge 
(not knowing that x is the case), the motivational element represents not just a state but 
an ‘act’ that consists of resisting or ignoring certain evidence from one’s motivational 
inference processes. This includes both actions (ignoring information that might tell 
him that x is the case) and omissions to act, i.e. to acquire certain knowledge (not 
looking for information that might tell him that x is the case). My suggestion is that 
even resistance against counterevidence may manifest itself as a form of ignorance. If 
people are ignorant, not only of their irrational judgements but also of their resistance 
to counterevidence, this is what might be called ‘ignorant resistance’. Ignorant resistance 
implies that people are ignorant in two ways: ignorant of having prejudices (as incorrect 
negative stereotypical judgements) and ignorant of resisting counterevidence. If this 
notion makes sense, it may explain why people, in the presence of counterevidence, 
display actions that resist counterevidence and, nevertheless, at an introspective level, 
are committed to unprejudiced views. 
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3.6. Ignorant resistance as a social practice of  censorship

In the previous two sections, I have suggested several problems with the mentalist 
approach. The thread running through them is that, while prejudices are understood to 
be social in the sense that they involve a negative stereotypical judgement (in whatever 
sense) about people from certain social groups, they are not analysed as social in the sense 
that prejudices are held by people as belonging to certain (other) social groups. In part, 
this is inherent in the mentalist approach, I think, which invites analysing prejudices as 
judgements by focussing on (imagined) individual cases.43 But it has the disadvantage of 
neglecting the question of how prejudices (as judgements) are shaped and reproduced 
in the interactions of discriminating people among themselves and in their interactions 
with discriminated people. In this section, I want to pick up on this question by turning 
to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, which is appealing for its promise to conceptualise 
prejudice as both invisible to prejudiced people and as a social phenomenon. A few 
others have also recognised the importance of Bourdieu’s concept for understanding 
prejudice.44 I believe my approach sufficiently differs from theirs as I will use his concept 
of habitus to connect prejudice (ignorant resistance) to Bourdieu’s views on censorship.
 Bourdieu’s notion of habitus dates back to the period of Bourdieu’s research into 
marriage in Algerian-Berber societies.45 Structuralists before him had relied on their 
informants’ accounts and concluded that the predominant type of marriage was marriage 
to a parallel cousin. By doing statistical analysis, Bourdieu discovered that the marriage 
patterns involved in the informants’ practice were different from and did not correspond 
to the informants’ accounts. The supposedly predominant type of marriage appeared 
to account for only 3 to 4% of all cases. It made him realise that there is a distinction 
between what people do, their practices, and what they say they do, the ideology, and 
that ideology need not correspond to the actual practice. Although informants are 
capable of ‘quasi theoretical reflection’, Bourdieu believes these accounts should be 
distrusted: ‘this learned ignorance can only give rise to the misleading discourse of a 
speaker himself misled, ignorant both of the objective truth about his practical mastery 
(which is that it is ignorant of its own truth) and of the true principle of the knowledge 
his practical mastery contains’ (1977:19). The dissonance between ideology, the result 
of the quasi-theoretical reflection, and practice, is what Bourdieu calls the problem of 
officialisation: ‘officialization is only one aspect of the objectifying process through which 
the group teaches itself and conceals from itself its own truth, inscribing in objectivity its 
representations of what it is and thus binding itself by this public declaration’ (1977:21).
 The problem of officialisation stimulated Bourdieu to develop the concept of  
 

43 See, of course, the Solomon case, as introduced by Arpaly (2003) and discussed by Fricker (2007). 
Also, see, e.g. the case of Juliet, the implicit racist (Schwitzgebel 2010). 

44 Cf. I.M. Young (1990b); Trepagnier (2010); Shotwell (2011); Cope (2008).
45 On habit, habitus and Bourdieu’s reasons for choosing this term: see chapter 6, section 3.
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habitus. It is a system of structures that people have internalised in their attitudes, not 
only in how they act and react towards people from other social groups but also in 
how they perceive and understand their social world. Habitus arises as people’s response 
to the objective conditions of existence (economic, social, et cetera) that build up the 
social world in which people grow up. Past experiences condition people to respond 
in particular ways to these conditions. Whenever similar conditions occur, people will 
therefore perform the same reactions. When conditions change over time but do not 
compel them to adapt their habituated responses, people may persist in the same reactions. 
Although people’s habitus, as a structural, internalised response to objective conditions, 
lends objective social meaning to their practices, this does not mean that people perform 
these practices with the intention of realising this objective social meaning. As such, the 
habitus is ‘the source of [a] series of moves which are objectively organized as strategies 
without being the product of a genuine strategic intention’ (1977:73).
 For her analysis of epistemic injustice, Fricker has considered using the notion of 
‘social imaginary’, for which she refers to Gatens (1996) and to the work of Cornelius 
Castoriadis, but in the end, she has chosen for ‘the less heavily theoretical notion of the 
social imagination’ (2007:38, note 9). It may explain why it is difficult to understand 
from her text how she relates prejudices to the social imagination. She sometimes tends 
to reify ‘social imagination’ as something that stands somewhere outside the individual. 
She might have found Bourdieu’s notion of habitus useful: although Bourdieu does 
not analyse habitus in terms of ‘imagination’, it does express some sort of ‘collective 
knowledge’, or what we might call, in Bourdieu’s case an appropriate metaphor, a ‘body 
of knowledge’ that people share.46 For Bourdieu, the habitus is not something outside 
people; it is embodied in what they do, what they say (or better: how they say what 
they say), how they perceive. It seems reasonable to assume that habitus also includes 
prejudices. But we should be careful about understanding prejudices along the lines of 
Fricker’s epistemic approach. Various theorists have observed that Bourdieu’s habitus 
is congenial to Gadamer’s sensus communis.47 Notions like habitus and sensus communis 
share the idea that much (perhaps most) of the knowledge that people share when 
they live in the same community is not available as explicit, conscious, propositional  
 

46 Using Bourdieu’s habitus to support Fricker’s analysis on epistemic injustice has previously been 
suggested by Medina (2013: 269–270), but in the end, he preferred using the work of Cornelius 
Castoriadis. 

47 See, e.g. Holton, who remarks: ‘In some ways, Bourdieu’s use of the term common sense to refer to the 
sense of reality of specific communities is similar to Gadamer’s (itself borrowing from Vico). It seems, 
however, to be almost a relationship of mirrored opposition: while Gadamer emphasizes the enabling 
aspects of sensus communis, Bourdieu emphasizes its limits’ (1997:47). Also, see King (2000), who 
seems to suggest that habitus should not be confused with the notion of life-world (Lebenswelt), as for 
example, Habermas uses it, as this notion is part of a dualistic view on social structures/ knowledge, a 
view that King rejects. Bourdieu’s habitus also reminds of Gadamer’s concept of prejudice (Vorurteil), 
not in its current sense as a negative judgement, but in its original sense as ‘pre-judgement’. Gadamer 
(1990:276–281; or: second part, II, chapter 1, section a, subsection β).
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knowledge.48 I take it that habitus, for that reason, implies some form of ignorance. 
Bourdieu denies that people can make their habitus explicit. If people’s habitus also 
includes their prejudices, we should therefore not understand them as conscious (or 
even unconscious) judgements. Of course, this raises the question of how we should 
understand this type of knowledge. In the introduction to this chapter, I have already 
indicated that I will sidestep this question, in this chapter at least. For now, it suffices to 
assume that habitus, apart from all other kinds of ‘beliefs’, including stereotypical ‘beliefs’ 
about other people, may also include prejudice (as ignorance). Habitus functions as the 
motivating force behind people’s social practices. If habitus includes prejudices, then it 
may therefore also explain social practices of discrimination.
 Interestingly Bourdieu has explored the relations between habitus and practices of 
censorship. Depending on circumstances, people may come to experience considerable 
advantages if they, as a social group, perform practices that exclude, marginalise, or 
disempower other people by treating them as belonging to another social group. Over time 
these practices take on a certain, stable pattern that corresponds with – in terms of internal 
motivations and judgements – a prejudiced habitus. People from social groups, or perhaps 
certain subgroups, who perform practices of discrimination, may have an interest in 
keeping the habitual negative judgements that sustain the social structure that is favourable 
to them: ‘the habitus tends to ensure its own constancy and its defence against change 
through the selection it makes within new information by rejecting information capable of 
calling into question its accumulated information, if exposed to it accidentally or by force, 
and especially by avoiding exposure to such information’.49 Their habitus will therefore 
motivate them to preserve as much as possible the way that all people in society perceive 
the societal order. In the discussion on Fricker’s views, the notion of ‘counter-evidence’ was 
already introduced. I will use here in a broader sense, as including not only facts but also 
counterviews or critical practices. Counterevidence may function to question certain social 
structures that are favourable to discriminating people. If this is the case, these people may 
therefore adopt an attitude of resisting this counterevidence. Discriminating people may 
choose between at least two different strategies of resisting the counterevidence. They may 
choose to simply contradict any counterevidence that discriminated people put forward. 
They may also try, which may prove to be more effective, to prevent counterevidence from 
even being put forward in the first place. While the first strategy would consist, probably, 
in active participation in public debate, where the counterevidence and the counter-
counterevidence are manifest for all, the second strategy is less manifest, more secretive 
because it would consist in ‘excluding certain agents from communication by excluding 
them from the groups which speak or the places which allow one to speak with authority’.50  
 

48 In modern philosophy, a great variety of proposals have been made to make sense of this type of 
knowledge (which I here refer to only in what type of knowledge it is not).

49 Bourdieu [1980] (1990):60–61.
50 Pierre Bourdieu (1991:138).
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Bourdieu understands this social practice as ‘censorship’. At first, it is manifest ‘in the form 
of explicit prohibitions, imposed and sanctioned by an institutionalized authority’.51 Only 
later, it gradually transforms into another type of censorship that each agent internalises 
in such a way that he experiences it as something natural. In its most effective form, this 
agent ‘does not even have to be his own censor because he is, in a way, censored once and 
for all, through the forms of perception and expression that he has internalized and which 
impose their form on all his expressions’.52 As a result, prejudice itself will be obfuscated 
within public discourse itself.
 Bourdieu and Fricker share a distrust in what people believe or say they believe. 
They both draw attention to certain internalised, hidden motivational forces, either 
as residual prejudice or as habitus. But I think that Bourdieu’s habitus can provide a 
richer notion of prejudice. While Fricker’s residual prejudice may explain the distortion 
of people’s perception, resulting in epistemic injustice, Bourdieu’s habitus is able to 
explain not only this type of distortion but also why practices of prejudices persist, 
namely as the result of practices of censorship. Even more so, as Bourdieu will claim, 
habitus also explains how it is possible that people, both the discriminating and the 
discriminated, are ignorant about practices of censorship: as the result of a social process 
of internalisation, they forget about practices of censorship as censorship. 

3.7. Social practices of  silencing

Implicit in Fricker’s and Bourdieu’s analyses is a distinction between two different 
kinds of practices: discrimination and silencing. They are related to the two cognitive-
psychological elements of prejudice: a negative stereotypical judgement and an attitude 
of resistance against counterevidence. Negative stereotypical judgements motivate 
people to discriminate, which disadvantages people of certain social groups in an 
objective way (be it materially or symbolically). Although the attitude of resistance 
cannot occur without prejudice as judgement, it does motivate people to embark on 
practices that are distinct from discriminatory practices: they form a different class of 
practices. Fricker qualifies part of this class as practices of testimonial injustice. Bourdieu 
calls them censorship. Here I call them ‘practices of silencing’ as they are intended to 
suppress the occurrence of any view or evidence endangering the institutions that enable 
those practices of discrimination to continue. As the analyses of Fricker and Bourdieu 
show, people may be silenced in many ways: from discrediting people’s credibility to 
excluding them from the groups which are allowed to speak. Practices of prejudice 
comprise not only practices of discrimination, originating in prejudice as a judgement 
(either as an implicit association or as part of people’s habitus), but also practices of 
silencing, originating in an attitude of resistance. Practices of silencing function to keep  
 
51 Ibid.
52 Ibid.
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intact those social structures that are favourable to discriminating people (the dominant, 
as Bourdieu would say). It also means that practices of discrimination are kept intact.
 Fricker’s concept of testimonial injustice and Bourdieu’s concept of censorship as 
habitus nevertheless do not yet adequately capture the meaning of silencing practices. 
Fricker’s concept has a focus on assessments of credibility. It also lacks, as I already 
argued, a view on the reproduction of prejudices. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus helps to 
explain not only how individuals’ behaviours (including perception) originate in social 
practice but also why they are reproduced. But in applying habitus to this phenomenon, 
Bourdieu does not fulfil the promise of his own notion. To explain this, I will first argue 
that Bourdieu’s analysis fails to reflect on the concept of sanctions which is, I believe, 
inevitably connected to censorship. I will then argue that his notion of ‘internalised 
censorship’ can account only for prejudice as judgement, not for prejudice as resistance. 
Next, I will argue for a revision of Bourdieu’s censorship by arguing for the notion 
of naturalised sanctions. The result is a special variety of censorship: silencing, which 
operates not through explicit prohibitions but through sanctioning practices that people 
are ignorant of.
 My suggestion is that we understand the concept of censorship as consisting of 
two layers: censorship itself and sanctions. Censorship itself implies norms that tell 
people what to criticise or not in society (‘Do not tell others about what our company 
is doing’), whereas sanctions imply norms of how to deal with violations of these norms 
(‘And if you do, you will get fired’). One function of sanctions is to instruct people on 
what a correct practice is, a function which is important in educational contexts, for 
example, when parents reprehend their children for behaving badly. Another function 
of sanctions, a distinctive one for censorship, is to inculcate people what a correct 
practice is. They may have learned and understood the contents of the norms due to 
instructive sanctions, but this does not imply that all people who have incorporated 
these norms judge them to be right. They may disagree and lose commitment to them. 
Censorship can only be effective if sanctions are implemented consistently. When the 
dominant in their relationship with the dominated do not put sanctions to use, or 
when sanctions are non-existent, the non-dominant will get a chance of voicing their 
criticisms of discriminatory practices and of influencing the views of the dominant.53  
 
 

53 The dominant-dominated distinction is part of Bourdieu’s vocabulary. I understand these terms 
and their contrast to mean that the dominant are those people who are, compared to dominated 
people, generally in more favourable conditions (socially, financially, culturally, et cetera) due to 
(gender, financial, historical, ethnical, et cetera) characteristics that define these people as belonging 
to (various, intersecting) social groups. This probably begs for more explanation. For my explanation 
here, it suffices that the dominant are identified with those who perform practices of prejudice and 
are generally and more often than the dominated in positions of (cultural, political, financial, media, 
et cetera) power and influence, while the dominated are identified with those who suffer from those 
practices of prejudice.



110

Chapter 3

 Bourdieu does not distinguish in this way between censorship and sanctions. 
Applying this distinction to his analysis helps to reveal the weakness in his concept of 
censorship. Explicit prohibitions can be understood as expressing norms of censorship 
combined with practices of threats and, if necessary, the imposition of sanctions. 
Bourdieu suggests that in due time, assuming that sanctions are stable and consistent, 
people, both the dominant and the dominated, experience the norms of censorship as 
being natural. This may seem the most effective form of censorship as it makes sanctions 
become obsolete. But I believe this notion of internalised censorship is self-defeating. 
Sanctions form the crucial link between norms of censorship and the preservation of the 
societal relations of power that are favourable to the dominant. If we assume that as soon 
as people start to experience censorship as natural, sanctions are no longer needed, the 
dominant will start to forget that the norms of censorship had a purpose in preserving 
the existing relations of power. As for the dominated people: even if now they are 
committed to the internalised norms of censorship, this commitment will nevertheless, 
in the absence of sanctions, gradually lose hold on them because they still feel the 
need to question the practices of discrimination they keep suffering from. Internalised 
censorship, as Bourdieu understands it, therefore creates the very opportunity of doing 
what should have been censored. This notion should include both norms of censorship 
and sanctions.
 The problem with Bourdieu’s reconstruction of the process of habituating 
censorship is that he still starts from a classic notion of censorship as ‘official legal 
suppression’54 which is directed at suppressing explicit counterviews. Although his 
analysis of habituating censorship may be right for some societies and for some practices, 
it cannot account for the process of hidden prejudices that get institutionalised. Fricker’s 
notion of resistance is more appropriate. I briefly return to the notion of ‘views’. 
Previously I redefined the term counterevidence as also referring to (counter-)views, 
as I wanted to avoid that prejudiced judgements were understood only in terms of 
truth-values. Views may be explicit in the form of ideologies or religious views. We 
already concluded that Bourdieu’s habitus helps us to show that people may be ignorant 
of their prejudices but also of other kinds of views they have. Views may therefore 
also refer to ‘ideologies’ or, as Fricker would call it, ‘social imaginaries’ that are implicit 
and hidden.55 Analogously counter views can also be distinguished into explicit and 
implicit. I believe the process of habituating censorship should be understood as an 
interaction between implicit views and implicit counterviews.56 The process starts off  
 
54 Cf. Post (1998a).
55 The practices performed out of habitus have a meaning that is hidden in the sense that people have 

very little reflexive understanding of their practices, but that is also not hidden in the sense that 
people are able to understand and respond, in a pre-reflexive way, to each other’s actions. In the 
following paragraphs, I will talk about these responses. To avoid confusion on the term ‘hidden’ I will 
therefore use only the term ‘implicit’.

56 For a historical illustration of such interactions: see Scott (1990).
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with occasional practices of discrimination gradually forming into habitus, as objective 
conditions are favourable to forming this habitus, while this process elicits practices of 
resistance (implicit counterviews) which, in turn, elicit a counter-practice of silencing. 
To give a general idea of how this process works, I will first home in, with the use of 
Bourdieu’s own notion of habitus, on the experience of people who are subjected to 
discrimination and how they internalise both censorship and sanctions; and will also 
focus on the experience of the dominant who develop a strategy of implicit censorship 
directed at implicit counterviews.
 The experience of those who are subjected to persisting practices of discrimination 
should be reconstructed as the internalisation of censorship and sanctions and as a source 
of (implicit) counterviews. To illustrate this, I will briefly turn to the experiences of a 
fictional character. Mark Twain’s story ‘Adventures of Huckleberry Finn’ has captured 
the attention of philosophers because of Huckleberry Finn.57 In terms of how prejudice 
operates, I believe it is also interesting to consider how Jim, a runaway slave and 
Huckleberry’s companion during his adventures, is affected by the prejudices of their 
society. At one point in the story, Huckleberry finds that Jim has run away from Miss 
Watson, who owns him as a slave. Jim explains: ‘Ole Missus — dat’s Miss Watson — she 
pecks on me all de time, en treats me pooty rough, but she awluz said she wouldn’ sell me 
down to Orleans. But I noticed dey wuz a nigger trader roun’ de place considable lately, 
en I begin to git oneasy. Well, one night I creeps to de do’pooty late, en de do’ warn’t 
quite shet, en I hear old missus tell de widder she gwyne to sell me down to Orleans, but 
she didn’ want to, but she could git eight hund’d dollars for me, en it ‘uz sich a big stack 
o’money she couldn’ resis’. De widder she try to git her to say she wouldn’ do it, but I 
never waited to hear de res’.’58 He then runs away. Later in the story, his motives become 
even clearer: ‘[Jim] was saying how the first thing he would do when got to a free State 
he would go to saving up money and never spend a single cent, and when he got enough 
he would buy his wife, which was owned on a farm close to where Miss Watson lived; 
and then they would both work to buy the two children, and if their master wouldn’t 
sell them, they’ get an Ab’litionist to go and steal them.’59 The experiences of Jim, which 
Mark Twain partly tries to capture here from Jim’s own perspective, are exemplary, we 
might say, of those African Americans who have internalised their discrimination as 
natural. African American people became part of a society that acquired the habitus 
to categorise them as slaves and treat them in a discriminatory way. In the same 
way, their own responses, obeying and giving in to these practices of discrimination, 
became habitual to the point that black people had internalised the images and 
views of the dominant and perceived practices of discrimination as natural, as part 
of a social world to which they, as a social group, could offer no alternative view.  
 
57 See e.g. Bennett, (1974); Arpaly (2003); Fricker (2007).
58 Mark Twain (1982:666).
59 Mark Twain (1982:711).
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 The experience of being discriminated does not stop at the internalisation 
of discriminatory practices but also includes feelings of discontent. If practices of 
discrimination continue to exist, the dominated continue to also experience these 
disadvantages of these practices to themselves. This experience, which translates 
into feelings of discontent or, as Jim feels it, uneasiness, is a source for developing 
counterviews. I hesitate here to choose words as ‘discontent’ or ‘uneasiness’, as they 
articulate what the dominated, in any historical or social setting, should themselves 
articulate. The articulation of this experience is already a step toward formulating an 
explicit counterview. But even before this, the dominated can express a counterview 
that is implicit in what they do. Mark Twain’s story shows how Jim once accepted his 
situation as a slave. By running away, Jim implicitly criticises being held as a slave. 
Although such acts do not necessarily reflect a counterview in which a dominated 
individual self-reflectively generalises his own experience, it nevertheless expresses a 
counterview. The habitus the dominated develop in internalising censorship turns out 
to be a complex one. The dominated experience the implicit views of the dominant 
as natural and simultaneously experience the disadvantages of the dominant social 
structure, which is a source of counterviews, displayed implicitly in practices or explicitly 
in articulated counterviews. This analysis, however concise, indicates that the habitus of 
the dominated is more complex than Bourdieu’s own analysis of internalised censorship 
can account for.
 The experience of uneasiness, or discontent, will remain a source of actions of 
resistance, whether openly or secretively. Even the dominant, although they do not 
share the experience of being dominated, will at least be sensitive to the potential of 
resistance, for which reasons they sense the need of upholding implicit sanctions. This 
will elicit from the dominated resistant counteractions. This implies for the dominant 
the need to continue sanctions which the dominated, in their turn, internalise. Here 
we have a dialectical process in which the habitus of the dominant differs from the 
habitus of the dominated. Of course, there is a tension between, on the one hand, 
experiencing practices of discrimination and sanctions as natural and, on the other 
hand, experiencing those practices as burdensome and uneasy. But this tension is a real 
one, not a conceptual one: people are able to experience certain practices as natural and 
still feel unhappy about them. The implicit practices of resistance that dominant social 
groups perform to respond to this qualify as practices of silencing. 
 The veil of prejudice – i.e. dissonant practices of prejudice – appears to be a 
complex phenomenon. The hidden prejudice, embodied in people as either implicit 
bias or habitus, may be understood as a motivating force for performing two different 
kinds of practices: not only practices of discrimination but also – and perhaps more 
fundamentally – practices of silencing that preserve the continuing existences of practices 
of discrimination. Practices of silencing indicate an underlying attitude of resistance 
against ‘counter-evidence’, which I understand here in a broad sense, referring to facts, 
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claims, practices and evaluative views that in whatever imperfect way tend to reveal 
certain social practices as practices of discrimination.

3.8. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have presented prejudices as a case of (causing) agential self-ignorance: 
the veil of prejudice. First, I explored how we may understand that people are ignorant 
of their hidden prejudices. For this, I chose the notion of implicit bias, as developed 
in recent decades by social psychologists. I then turned to the question of how hidden 
prejudices may be understood as a social phenomenon. I discussed two different 
approaches: a mentalist-epistemic one (Fricker) and a pragmatist one (Bourdieu). While 
the notion of (hidden) prejudice is usually invoked to explain discriminatory practices, 
both approaches try to move beyond it and understand hidden prejudice as accounting 
also for practices of silencing (what Fricker calls ‘epistemic injustice’ and Bourdieu calls 
‘censorship’). In a critical discussion of both approaches, I made some suggestions for an 
improved notion of the veil of prejudice as a social phenomenon. 
 I have treated both approaches as if they are largely compatible, but I have not 
attempted to integrate them as they start from basically different starting points. The 
epistemic-mentalist approach defines prejudices in internal terms, i.e. in terms of 
unconscious states, and as the product of psychological, equally unconscious processes. 
Bourdieu has explicitly criticised the mentalist approach (in sociology).60 Instead, his 
pragmatist approach understands prejudices in external terms, i.e. of what people do and 
as the product of social processes. Deciding between a mentalist or pragmatist approach 
will be deferred to chapters 5 and 6. For now, I will not yet take any side. 
 My aim with this chapter was to design a specifically social-political version of 
agential self-ignorance because I want to put the liberal-mentalist notion of introspective 
self-knowledge to the test, but preferably in a context that is relevant to my research 
question. The veil of prejudice qualifies as such. My next move will be to take up the 
challenge that was left behind in the second chapter: is the liberal-mentalist notion of 
responsibility able to deal with agential self-ignorance? To explore this question, in the 
next chapter, I choose the social-psychological notion of implicit bias, as this notion 
relies on a mentalist framework, as does the liberal-mentalist notion of responsibility.

60 Bourdieu developed his notion of habitus as an alternative to (what I call) the mentalist vocabulary. 
In an interview, he stated explicitly that consciousness and unconscious are ‘the very alternatives that 
the notion of habitus is meant to exclude’ (Bourdieu 1990:10). In chapter 6 (section 3), I will explore 
his reasons for choosing this strategy.
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4.1. Introduction

Raskolnikov, the well-known protagonist in Dostoyevsky’s novel Crime and Punishment, 
murdered a pawnbroker, an old woman, in early July of 1865. The name of the fictional 
woman is Alyona Ivanovna. Raskolnikov believed that society consists of ordinary 
people for whom the moral law obtains and extraordinary people that may transgress 
the boundaries of moral laws if their acts benefit society. He was convinced that he 
belonged to this second class and that his act, for that reason, was justified.1 But we have 
no need for fictional examples. In early January 2012, a woman was killed in the quarter 
Jarov, the third district of Prague.2 She had been kicked, punched in the head and then 
was stabbed with a knife. It was an unremarkable murder. She had been homeless and 
a Romani woman. In an attempt to gather more information from the Prague police, 
the European Roma Rights Centre was refused the exact date of the crime.3 Neither 
does the available information reveal the name of the Romani woman. She remains 
anonymous. All we know is that she was murdered by three young men, neo-Nazis, 
who were known to have attacked homeless people and locals before. A Czech legal 
organisation that monitors hate violence, In Iustitia, was asked for a comment on the 
crime and explained that ‘brutal attacks on the homeless were becoming more frequent 
and the neo-Nazis mindset is ‘that they are performing acts beneficial to society as a 
whole’’ (Fekete 2012:16).4 
 This incident illustrates responsibility for prejudices in several ways. Murder belongs 
to the basic categories of moral and penal wrong. So, of course, it might be analysed as 
the responsibility the young neo-Nazis have for their crime. From a juridical perspective, 
the issue of their prejudices and how they fit in a broader societal context may not be 
that interesting. What is relevant in a juridical sense is that a murder has been committed 
and to what extent it can be shown that it was committed by these young men. From the 
moral perspective that I have chosen for my argument, it is relevant whether they have 
prejudices, and even more so, hidden prejudices. And indeed, these men might be said 
to have several prejudices: against women, against homeless people and against Romani 
people. The incident allows for homing in on yet another class of actors: the policemen 
or if we take a broader perspective, Czech or even European officials. It would be more 

1 ‘Kill her, take her money, and with its help devote yourself to the service of humanity and the good 
of all. And, when you come to think of it, what does the life of a sickly, wicked old hag amount to 
when weighed in the scales of the general good of mankind? It amounts to no more than the life of 
a louse or a black beetle, if that, for the old hag is really harmful.’ The quote is taken from Bergelson 
(1996:924). 

2 See http://www.romea.cz/en/news/czech/romani-woman-murdered-in-prague-locals-allege-perpetrators-are-
nazis. 

3 European Roma Rights Centre et al. (2012). 
4 Dostoyevsky associated this type of reasoning to which Raskolnikov was also committed with 

utilitarianism (Offord 1983). He was an early critic of utilitarianism and its naturalistic outlook, 
expressed in its commitment to what Hacking (1983) calls statistical determinism, which provides 
another variety of the one discussed in this chapter. More on In Iustitia, see http://en.in-ius.cz/about-us.
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interesting to analyse their responses as displaying hidden prejudices against women, the 
homeless and Romani.5 Do they have prejudices and, if so, are these perhaps examples 
of hidden prejudices? 
 In the previous two chapters, I have introduced the liberal-mentalist notion of 
responsibility (chapter 2) and the veil of hidden prejudice (chapter 3). My aim in this 
chapter is to pick up on its psychological version, implicit bias, and ask whether people 
are responsible – according to the liberal-mentalist notion of responsibility – for their 
implicit biases. What is different about the psychological approach, as compared to 
the Bourdieusian-pragmatic approach, is that the first takes hidden prejudices to be 
essentially a natural phenomenon while the second takes them to be essentially a social 
phenomenon.6 Its interpretation of implicit biases as a natural phenomenon is a 
neurological one: implicit biases are rooted in the neurological hardwire of people’s 
brains. The psychological approach is itself part of a broader theoretical framework that 
includes a deterministic view on behaviour. My claim in this chapter is that if we accept 
the neurological interpretation of the conscious/unconscious distinction and thereby 
accept its underlying commitment to a deterministic world view, this provides the 
arguments for a defeat of the liberal-mentalist notion of responsibility.
 Linking the debate on responsibility for implicit bias with the debate on 
determinism means treading new ground in more than one respect. First, the current 
debate on responsibility for implicit bias itself is concerned with introspection as self-
knowledge, but not with determinism. On the other hand, the standard debate on 
determinism, often also known as a debate on ‘moral responsibility’, is about the problem 
of responsibility as control over one’s actions versus determinism but is not concerned 
with responsibility as either self-knowledge or consciousness.7 Finally, debates on self-
knowledge and those on consciousness are also not commonly linked.8 
 In the next section, I will discuss three claims on responsibility for implicit biases 
and explain why I choose, for the argument in this chapter, to stay away from the 
‘local’ problem of responsibility for implicit bias and instead focus on the ‘global’ problem 
of responsibility in a deterministic world (section 2). The metaphor of manipulation 
is frequently used in this debate to illustrate or expose intuitions on determinism.  
 
5 In the case of the homeless Romani woman, it is not clear whether any of the stereotypes (woman, 

being stereotype, Romani-ethnicity) had a distinctive force in eliciting prejudiced responses by the 
Czech police. 

6 The distinction into either ‘social’ or ‘natural’ may seem a theoretically rather too rigid dichotomy. In 
this and the next chapters, it will appear that this distinction has its nuances. For now, I will simply 
take this dichotomy as a helpful starting point for my discussions.

7 For the absence of ontological discussions in the debate on moral responsibility: see, e.g. King and 
Carruthers (2012:200) who remark that the ‘question about the relationship between theories of 
responsibility [i.e. ‘moral responsibility’ as it is discussed in debates on free will], on the one hand, 
and a commitment to conscious attitudes on the other [...] ‘has rarely been raised previously’. Also 
see Caruso (2012:130-131, note 1). 

8 See Smithies and Stoljar, who observe that ‘the relationship between consciousness and self-knowledge 
has been curiously neglected and remains poorly understood’ (2012:3). 
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Homing in on this metaphor will reveal certain assumptions that are best understood 
in terms of the conscious/unconscious distinction. I will explain how this metaphor 
provides an argument against reflective volitional autonomy (see chapter 2, section 3): the 
Manipulation Argument (section 3). Next, a case will be discussed as posing a challenge 
to the Manipulation Argument (section 4). This will lead to developing an argument 
against reflective epistemic autonomy (see chapter 2, section 5): the Manipulation 
Argument Revisited (section 4). It will conclude my attempt to show the vulnerabilities 
of a liberal-mentalist notion of responsibilities. 

4.2. The determinism thesis

In this section, I will briefly discuss three claims about responsibility for implicit biases:

1. People are not responsible for their discriminatory behaviour as it is motivated 
by implicit biases that are in principle unconscious and therefore unknown to 
them.9

2. People’s discriminatory behaviour is not open to moral change as these implicit 
biases are rooted in the neurological hardwire of their brains.

3. People cannot ever be responsible: people are not free agents (they are 
determined) because the neurological hardwire of their brains that regulates 
all their behaviour is unconscious and therefore unknown to them. And 
responsibility for any action is therefore impossible. 

The first claim provides a serious challenge, but not one that cannot be overcome if 
these implicit biases can be changed. Therefore, the second claim poses a more serious 
threat. What use would it be to aspire for egalitarian justice if people cannot change 
their discriminating behaviour in a morally relevant sense? But the third claim poses the 
most serious challenge. Whereas the first two claims are potentially undermining for 
processes of realising justice, the third claim seems to destroy the very project of realising 
justice because it denies people their free agency and, therefore, their responsibility. If 
we take the third claim seriously, we should deny responsibility not only to the Prague 
police for any hidden prejudice they might have had in conducting the research on the 
murder against the Romani woman but even to the young neo-Nazis that committed 
that murder.
 I start with the first claim. Research in social psychology indicates that people have 
no introspective access to their implicit biases. While research on implicit bias is rapidly 
growing, less attention has yet been given to exploring the moral implications of implicit  
 

9 What supports this view is ‘The ‘Simple Argument’, as Zheng calls it (2016, section 3). As 
representatives of this view, he mentions Saul (2013) and Blum (2004). 
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biases.10 The few analyses that have are usually structured by the liberal-mentalist notion 
of responsibility in taking reflective control as the defining feature of responsibility.11 The 
main conclusion to be drawn from these analyses is that ‘individuals are not responsible, 
and therefore not blameworthy, for their implicit biases, and that this is a function of 
the nature of implicit bias as implicit: below the radar of conscious reflection, out of the 
control of the deliberating agent, and not rationally revisable in the way many of our 
reflective beliefs are’ (Holroyd 2012:274).12 The realisation that people might not be 
responsible for their hidden prejudices has troubled at least some of these authors: 

‘It has led me to have the following nightmare: After testifying for the 
plaintiff in a case of egregious and demonstrable discrimination, a cognitive 
social psychologist faces the cross-examining attorney. The hostile attorney, 
who looms taller than Goliath, says, “Tell us, Professor, do people intend 
to discriminate?” The cognitive social psychologist hedges about not having 
any hard data with regard to discrimination, being an expert mainly in 
stereotyping. When pressed, the psychologist admits that stereotypic 
cognitions are presumed to underlie discriminatory behavior. Pressed still 
further, the psychologist reluctantly mumbles that, indeed, a common 
interpretation of the cognitive approach is that people do not stereotype 
intentionally, whereupon the cross-examining attorney says in a tone of 
triumph, “No further questions, Your Honor.” The plaintiff is led shaking 
from the courtroom. . . .’ (Fiske 1989:265).13

If people are not even aware of what they were doing when they were performing 
discriminatory behaviour, it seems that holding them responsible for it makes no sense. 
 The research results on implicit biases hold yet another, more pressing threat, which 
brings us to the second claim. They show that implicit biases are correlated to certain neural 
activities of people’s brains.14 Researchers on implicit bias seem to suggest that implicit biases 
are not just indicated by those neural activities, but somehow are those neural activities ‘as if  
 
10 See. e.g. Fiske (1989 and 2004); Wellman (2007); Kelly and Roedder (2008); Kennett and Fine 

(2009); Machery, Faucher and Kelly (2010); Holroyd (2012); Levy (2012; unpublished manuscript); 
Madva (2012; unpublished manuscript); Brownstein (2013); also see Saul and Brownstein (2016).

11 The participants in the debate on responsibility for implicit bias all seem to be committed exclusively 
to the liberal-mentalist notion of responsibility. For some exceptions: see this chapter, note 22. 

12 Pereboom summarises what seems to be the dominant view among compatibilists: ‘Many 
compatibilists would agree that when an action comes about as a result of covert manipulation (of 
the right sort), the agent will not be morally responsible’ (2001:112). Holroyd herself seems to be one 
of very few to claim that people are still responsible for their hidden prejudices. Also, see Brownstein 
(2015) and, to some extent, Washington and Kelly (2016).

13 Also, see Bargh, who asks a similar question (but seems less concerned): ‘how could anyone be 
held responsible, legally or otherwise, for discriminatory or prejudicial behavior when psychological 
science had shown such effects to occur unintentionally?’ (1999:363).

14 See, e.g. Fiske (2000); Stanley, Phelps and Banaji (2008).
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stereotypes and bias are hardwired in the human brain’ (2007:51), as Wellman observes in a 
critical analysis of the theoretical framework of research on implicit bias:  

 
‘Thus, there is no space for intervention or change, except for undefined, 
Orwellian notions like “mental correction” or “careful process re-engineering.” 
[…] And if biases are inevitable, part of normal cognitive functioning, it is 
not possible to legislate or litigate an end to discrimination. Like implicit 
bias, racism is inescapable.’ (Wellman 2007:51). 

In the neural hardwire interpretation, it is not clear how people may be changed. And 
therefore, Wellman concludes:

‘cognitive neuro-science considers encoded bias as fixed, automatic, inevitable, 
it has no theory of social change’ (2007:65).  

In response to this criticism, Machery, Faucher, and Kelly have argued that the neural 
mechanism on which implicit biases rest does not stand in the way of changing them: 

‘implicit biases are amenable to such innocuous methods as having 
participants focus on counter stereotypic imagery […] or images of admired 
Black celebrities […], or having them interact with a Black person who is in 
a superior or prestigious role […]’ (2010:242). 

But their conclusion may be premature. The suggested methods to undoing implicit 
biases may perhaps bring about social change but do not necessarily agree with the 
requirements for moral change. Moral change, as the liberal model of responsibility 
suggests, is established because people engage in deliberative, public dialogue and are 
persuaded by reasons. Does exposing people to counter-stereotypic imagery or images 
provide an answer to the liberal model of moral change, or perhaps any other model? 
Will these people be told that they are going to be exposed to it? Do they need to 
be persuaded? Will they have a right to refuse? And if they are subjected to debiasing 
methods without being told, are they not being manipulated?15 
 The most serious problem, however, that research on implicit biases poses to the 
liberal theory of responsibility is to be found at a deeper level of analysis. The third claim 
adopts a naturalistic approach to the problem of responsibility for actions originating 
in implicit bias and generalises it as a problem of responsibility for all human actions. 

15 In addition to Wellman (2007), also see Thomas and Brunsma (2014) for an interesting critical 
discussion of how the research on implicit bias brings about a shift in academic discourse from 
viewing racism as a social or cultural problem to racism as a medical problem. This has consequences 
too for views on how racism can or needs to be ‘cured’. Underlying the ‘pathologisation of racism’, as 
the authors call it, lies the same problem of ignoring the issue of what counts as moral change. 
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Naturalism assumes that whatever causal succession takes place between one fact and 
another fact, between one event and another event, it is bound by mechanical causation.16 
Let us call this the Mechanical Causation Thesis. Part of the naturalist ambition is to 
‘naturalise’ human actions, i.e. provide a mechanical explanation of them that ‘takes 
priority over, indeed renders false, any explanation in terms of desires, beliefs, intentions’ 
(Dennett 1973:160).17 Efforts to naturalise responsibility have been the subject of a 
specifically distinct debate: the determinist debate on ‘moral responsibility’ or ‘free will’. 
It starts from a more specific, more rigid variety of the Mechanical Causation Thesis: the 
Determinism Thesis, ‘which claims that the past facts, together with the laws of nature, 
entail all future facts’ (Campbell, O’Rourke and Shier 2004:2).18 Determinism, we might 
therefore say, is the control of no one in particular: it is the tyranny without tyrant of 
all matter over itself. Naturalists engaged in the debate on naturalising responsibility are 
mostly ‘determinists’, recognising the Determinism Thesis. They are divided into those 
who believe that responsibility and determinism are compatible, the ‘soft determinists’ 
or ‘compatibilists’, and those who deny this, the ‘hard determinists’.19

 The current debate on implicit bias does not include a discussion of the third claim.20  
 

16 One way of understanding the disagreement between naturalists and non-naturalist is to take them not 
to disagree on the question of whether some sort of correlation exists between body and mind, between 
physical states and mental states, between neural processes and thought. Instead, their disagreement is 
on how to understand this correlation, i.e., what has priority in the order of explanation? In explaining 
the mind naturalists, claim priority for natural facts over the facts of the mind.

17 Dennett believes mechanism and responsibility can be reconciled. Even if we sidestep that Dennett 
discusses freedom in terms of mechanism instead of determinism, his position still does not fit in 
the determinist debate on freedom because Dennett rejects theatrical notions of consciousness and 
therefore must reject the notion of reflective will. Instead, he chooses the notion of freedom as 
rationality. I will return to this in the next chapter.

18 I must add that the real challenge is strictly not the determinist, but the mechanical thesis or what, 
for example, Scanlon calls the ‘Causal Thesis’ (1986:152). Sometimes several types of determinism 
are distinguished, each of which earns its own adjective. (In this chapter, note 4, I mentioned already 
one version: statistical determinism.) For more references on definitions of determinism: Campbell, 
O’Rourke and Shier (2004:2, note 2). Determinists usually pay their respects by mentioning Laplace. 
Laplace was probably not a determinist in the current sense because, in his view, determinism applied 
to matter, but not necessarily to the mind (see Hacking 1983:458). 

19 They usually have in mind the moral-legal (i.e. basic desert) notion of responsibility. This does not 
make a difference to the argument in this chapter. 

20 For the discussion in this chapter, the differences between the mechanical and determinist thesis 
have no relevance. Some theorists on responsibility for implicit bias seem to recognise the possible 
relevance of the naturalist (determinist) thesis for their debate. They, too, choose not to address it. 
See, e.g. Brownstein, who remarks: ‘I entirely sidestep the question of whether this emerging picture 
of the mind threatens free will’ (2015:3, note 10). Also, see, e.g. Washington and Kelly, who, in 
an article on responsibility for implicit bias, acknowledge the possibility of analysing it as part of a 
broader approach addressing ‘global threats to free will and moral responsibility. For instance, one 
such threat seems to emerge from contemporary physics, and an appreciation of the fact that there 
seems to be no room for genuine choice or moral responsibility if we are living in a deterministic 
universe’ (2016:15). They choose, however, to defer this issue by adopting a compatibilist stance. 
‘Although fascinating’, they say, ‘we will adopt the assumption built into our ordinary, everyday 
practices of holding people responsible – typical of compatibilist approaches to free will – that we are 
responsible for some of our behaviors’.
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None of the authors mentioned earlier, including Holroyd and even Wellman, addresses the 
broader problem of either the Mechanical Causation or Determinism Thesis as naturalising 
human agency and thereby dissolving responsibility.21 The reason for ignoring this problem 
is, probably, that they have taken the issue of naturalism already into account by tacitly 
choosing the compatibilist solution: accepting the Determinism Thesis but rejecting the 
implication that moral responsibility is impossible.22 But not addressing the third claim is a 
mistake, as I will explain. 
 Previously I suggested (see chapter 2) how the liberal notion of responsibility 
developed towards ‘self-government’ and how this required a more sophisticated moral 
psychology, one that was able to explain how people gain knowledge of moral principles 
as their own principles. It was found in the notion of reflection. In the transition from 
the early-modern to the modern period, as the scientific, disenchanted outlook on 
the world gained prominence, the mind (conscious) began to be recognised as part 
of nature. This allowed viewing reflection as a psychological phenomenon. At the 
same time, reflection was described more and more in terms of the ‘conscious’ and 
‘introspection’. But from the very start that they came into use as technical terms, they 
were characterised by an ambiguity: they were used both for epistemological purposes – 
to describe self-knowledge: the process of acquiring knowledge of mental states as one’s 
own – and for ontological purposes (in the philosophy of mind) – to describe what kind 
of thing (self-)consciousness could be in a world that was disenchanted and consisted 
therefore only of objects. This ambiguity of the mental as both an epistemological and 
ontological phenomenon remains an important undercurrent in the liberal notion of 
responsibility. 
 In the debate on responsibility for implicit bias, it is mostly the epistemological 
dimension that comes to the fore. Implicit bias raises for people’s responsibility the 
problem of self-knowledge: if people are responsible only for what they themselves have 
consciously endorsed, then how can they be responsible for any motivation they were 
not conscious of and cannot even become conscious of in principle? But this definition 
of the problem arises only for those who are committed to both the liberal notion of  
 
 
 
 
 

21 As one of few, Durrheim (2012) points to the problem of ‘the determinist and mechanist view of the 
prejudiced subject’. While he is critical about research on implicit bias, he does not further analyse 
this particular problem. Surprisingly Bhaskar, who opposes the idea of determinism as ‘an immensely 
implausible thesis’ (1975:18), does not seem to recognise the mechanistic or deterministic view 
underlying research on implicit bias, as he has argued, with his co-authors, for the judicial, legislative 
and political relevance of the research on implicit bias.

22 This holds, at least for Holroyd (2011; 2012:303, note 15). Madva (2012:98, note 3), too, is a 
compatibilist. I suspect that Washington and Kelly (see this chapter, note 19) are also compatibilists. 
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responsibility and the notion of implicit bias.23 As both notions presuppose a distinction 
between the conscious and the unconscious – responsibility connecting to the first term 
while implicit bias is linked to the second term –, they share the vocabulary of the 
‘conscious’. It is then possible to define the problem of responsibility for implicit bias 
by focussing only on the epistemological interpretation of the conscious/unconscious 
distinction.
 It is possible also to provide an ontological interpretation of implicit biases. Research 
on implicit bias is part of a broader research programme within social psychology 
that takes the new unconscious (or sometimes: automaticity) as its key notion.24 It has 
replaced the Freudian, psychoanalytic unconscious (also see chapter 3, section 2) and 
may also be described as a ‘behavioural unconscious’ or ‘natural unconscious’: ‘Unlike 
the psychoanalytic unconscious, it has no innate drives that seek gratification without 
regard to constraints of reality and society. In fact it is rather cold, apparently rational, and 
amotivational, compared to the heat and irrationality of psychoanalytic drives and conflicts’ 
(Uleman 2005:5).25 Introducing this notion has been a move beyond mere behaviourism, 
an older position among psychologists who favoured a naturalistic outlook.26 It forges 
a theoretical link between merely neurological processes and automatic yet socially 
meaningful human actions without the need to rely on what subjects themselves, during 
psychological experiments, report on what their actions mean. It has therefore helped 
social psychologists to explain human behaviour as the operation of internal, automated, 
but unconscious goal structures.27 Implicit biases, too, belong to these unconscious goal 
structures. For this research programme, there is no reason in advance to assume that the 
unconscious workings of the mind are limited to implicit bias. Implicit biases are only one  
 

23 To deal with the problem of (ir)responsibility for implicit bias, several authors choose to shift towards 
attributive (or: attributionist) notions of responsibility (see, e.g. Brownstein 2015; Zheng 2016; 
for more references: see Brownstein 2015:2, note 8). The problem with this strategy, however, is 
that these authors seem to waver between two different vocabularies for describing human agency: 
one vocabulary that describes the facts of mind in terms of the conscious/unconscious distinction 
and another that understands this discussion in terms of the ‘attribution’ of (moral) responsibility  
Choosing the first vocabulary allows theorists to employ the notion of implicit biases in describing 
hidden injustices in society, but simultaneously commits them to acknowledge the problem of 
responsibility for implicit bias. Choosing the second strategy solves the problem of responsibility 
for implicit bias but also takes away the possibility of describing hidden injustices. The challenge, of 
course, is to find a vocabulary that performs both functions: describing hidden prejudices in society 
(in terms of implicit biases or other terms) and holding people responsible for them.

24 In section 5 of this chapter, I will say more about the uses of terms like ‘unconscious’ and ‘automaticity’. 
25 A similar description of the differences between the Freudian en the ‘new’, i.e. the cognitive, 

unconscious is provided by Kihlstrom, Barnhardt and Tataryn (1991:789): ‘Their unconscious [i.e. 
of Freud and his psychoanalytic colleagues] was hot and wet; it seethed with lust and anger; it was 
hallucinatory, primitive, and irrational. The unconscious of contemporary psychology is kinder and 
gentler than that and more reality bound an rational, even if it is not entirely cold and dry’. For some 
influential articles and anthologies on ‘the new unconscious’, see: Kihlstrom (1987), Uleman and 
Bargh (1989); Hassin et al. (2005), Bargh and Morsella (2008). 

26 Bargh and Ferguson (2000). 
27 See, e.g. Bargh and Ferguson. 
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category of unconscious attitudes next to many others. It means that many other actions 
that people consider theirs may be unconscious as well. 
 Social psychologists have usually ignored the issue of free will as one that belongs 
to the expertise of philosophers, not theirs.28 But in recent decades, some of them have 
taken a keen interest in the debates by philosophers of mind, including their discussions 
on free will as a metaphysical notion.29 For them, the notion of the new unconscious 
does more than just explain people’s unconscious behaviour. It functions as the focal 
point of a new ambition in cognitive and social psychology: to reduce or even eliminate 
the consciousness as an explanatory notion by exploring ways of explaining human 
(social) actions based on the new unconscious.30 For these psychologists, as Kihlstrom 
observes:
 

‘it seems that automaticity is the key to the scientific status of psychology 
itself. Automaticity does more than demystify unconscious mental life: It 
permits us to bypass the will [...] and allow psychology to adopt the pinball 
determinism of classical physics. Bargh, Wegner, and others, faced with an 
apparent conflict between free will and determinism, choose determinism’ 
(2008:173).31

To achieve their ambition, experimental psychologists use for their research the new 
and improved instruments and techniques neuroscience has to offer, such as functional 
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) measures. These have helped them to refine their 
investigations and to explore new domains of human behaviour, including those that are 
traditionally thought to be the result of conscious deliberation. It enabled them to devise 
experiments, as some claim, that show people’s idea of free will to be an illusionary 
one.32 Psychologists who are committed to the research programme based on the ‘new 
unconscious’ have therefore concluded that it ‘is not necessary to invoke the idea of free 
will or a nondetermined version of consciousness as a causal explanatory mechanism in 
accounting for higher mental processes in humans’ (Bargh and Ferguson 2000:939). 
And so, as experimental psychology progresses, its techniques are refined and its 
theoretical framework improved, the unconscious, like a blind cold Leviathan, tends to 
devour more and more what previously was explained in terms of the conscious. Society, 
as it turns out, is populated with automatons. The results of ever more psychological 
experiments have inspired both psychologists and philosophers to make a case against 
human agency and responsibility and to argue that the unconscious – the ontological  
 
28 Roediger, Goode and Zaromb (2008). 
29 E.g. Wegner (2000); Bargh and Ferguson (2000). Also, see several anthologies: Pockett, Banks and 

Gallagher (2006); Baer, Kaufman and Baumeister (2008); Sinnott-Armstrong (2014).
30 Greenwald (1992); Greenwald and Krieger (2006).  
31 Kihlstrom specifically mentions Wegner (2002) and Bargh and Ferguson (2000). 
32 Libet (1985). 
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dimension of the mental – shows the failures of our self-consciousness as self-knowledge 
– the epistemological dimension of the mental.33 
 The current debate on responsibility for implicit bias ignores the Determinism Thesis. 
This is a mistake, I think. The research programme of the new unconscious that underlies 
research on implicit bias offers both an epistemological and ontological or, as we may also 
call it, a ‘neurological’ interpretation of the conscious/unconscious distinction.34 Within 
this programme, they cannot be taken apart. According to a neurological interpretation, 
as we have seen, practices that involve implicit biases can be understood as cases of 
deterministic practices. If participants in the current debate on responsibility for implicit 
bias choose to be compatibilists, they are adopting a compatibilist stance towards human 
(social) actions while adopting a (hard) determinist stance only towards actions that 
originate in implicit biases. This is, of course, an inconsistent strategy. Instead, they should 
recognise the deterministic challenge that cases of implicit bias raise and generalise this 
challenge to all human actions. Viewing the problem of responsibility as a local problem, 
limited only to implicit bias, not as a generalised problem, is mistaken. We cannot use, 
for the assessment of responsibility, some of the research results that cognitive and social 
psychology produce and ignore their deeper, naturalistic commitments.  

4.3. The manipulation argument 

Is Raskolnikov responsible for killing Alyona Ivanovna? Are the Czech neo-Nazis 
responsible for killing the anonymous, homeless Romani woman? When Alyona Ivanovna 
was murdered, the act of killing was Raskolnikov’s. It may be regarded as one that was 
perfectly within his reflective control. It has been suggested, however, that during the killing, 
Raskolnikov was in a state of hypnosis.35 It provides him with a possible defence against 
conviction for murder. In a hypothetical discussion of Raskolnikov’s case, Bergelson 
explores whether this defence would hold based on the Model Penal Code, in American 
jurisprudence ‘the most systematic and widely adopted theory of criminal justice’ (1996–
1997:921). In the end, her answer is negative. She observes that Raskolnikov’s situation 
before the act of murder took place displays several ‘elements of conscious decision-
making’, showing that ‘he was still not completely “programmed.”‘, and therefore 
concludes that despite his hypnosis ‘he did not completely lose the ability to control his  
 
 

33 E.g. Bargh (2008); Bargh and Earp (2009); King and Carruthers (2012); Wilson (2002); Caruso 
(2012); Kornblith (2012); Doris (2015). Also see several anthologies: Pockett, Banks and Gallagher 
(2006); Baumeister, Mele and Vohs (2010); 

34 In their strategy of explaining the mind, the naturalists’ starting point has, of course, been to take 
the biological facts of the human body as somehow ‘causing’ the facts of mind. This is, generally 
speaking, the biological interpretation. The neurological interpretation is one that, in explaining the 
mind, privileges the neurological facts of the human body. 

35 Nuttall (1978). 
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conduct’ (1996–1997:925–926).36 Raskolnikov is responsible. Hard determinists would 
disagree. They deny that the faculty people have for practical rationality is within their 
reflective control. From their viewpoint, freedom is a mere illusion. As they deny freedom, 
they also deny responsibility. Alyona Ivanovna has died, the Romani woman has died, 
nobody is responsible. 
 What both soft and hard determinist generally agree on is that responsibility 
presupposes freedom.37 For that reason, the debate usually centres on freedom as a 
condition of moral responsibility, rather than on moral responsibility itself, despite the 
many articles and books that have ‘moral responsibility’ in their title.38 Determinists 
also agree that responsibility and freedom are intimately linked: the standard option in 
their debate is between recognising both freedom and responsibility, i.e. as compatible 
with determinism, or denying both.39 For hard determinists, the obvious aim of their 
strategies is to deny freedom. But to make an argument against the existence of freedom, 
at least they need a notion of freedom, one they agree on with soft determinists. 
 Both soft and hard determinists usually work with two different types of notions: 
free will and free action. The second type treats freedom as a dispositional concept: 
freedom is basically viewed as the ability people have to control their actions (Fischer 
1982). This has usually been interpreted as having the ability to do otherwise. Central to 
this debate is, therefore, the exploration of the alternate possibilities principle.40 People 
are therefore free if they could have done otherwise. The first type takes freedom to be 
a volitional concept. The analysis of freedom centres on the formation of free will: what 
inner process will guarantee the formation of a will that deserves to be called ‘free’?41 
People have free will if they are somehow able to interrupt the stream of causes, prevent 
(some) previous causes from influencing their will and instead establish themselves as 
the ‘source’ (or: the ‘author’) of their will: their will is their own. We might call this the 

36 One of the sources for her argument about ‘conscious decision-making’ is the Model Penal Code, § 
2.02(2)(a)(i): ‘A person acts purposely with respect to a material element of an offense when [...] if 
the element involves the nature of his conduct or a result there of, it is his conscious object to engage 
in conduct of that nature or to cause such a result’. 

37 For a more nuanced explanation of what this means, see Zimmerman (1997:411), who calls freedom 
a ‘root requirement of responsibility’. Some determinists are not explicit on this to the point of 
even conflating moral responsibility and freedom. But when they claim to argue against moral 
responsibility, it is really freedom they try to undermine. 

38 In her critical analysis of what she calls the ‘modern concept of moral responsibility’ Smiley already 
observed, and not without a sense of irony: ‘Note in this context the number of volumes entitled 
Moral Responsibility and […] which are in fact about free will and determinism’ (1992:82). Ever 
since Smiley published her work, many volumes with this sort of title have continued to appear in 
abundance. 

39 One notable exception is Waller (1990), who argues, against compatibilists, that determinism is 
incompatible with moral responsibility and, against hard determinists, that it is compatible with 
freedom.  

40 See Widerker and McKenna 2003. 
41 The problem of the formation of free will has also been called the problem of the ‘origins of one’s 

‘will’’ (Watson 1987:151), the ‘source’ (McKenna and Coates 2015), ‘ultimately responsibility’ (Kane 
1996).



128

Chapter 4

‘ownership’ claim about freedom.42 It is common to almost all definitions of the first 
type, whatever their many other differences. To conclude: freedom does not just consist 
in people’s control over their actions, but in their control over their actions based on a 
will that is their own.43 
 My discussion in this section will be limited to the notion of freedom belonging to 
the first type: the formation of free will.44 One of the main arguments in favour of free 
will is provided by the notion of reflective volitional autonomy, which sustains the claim 
that consciousness provides people control over their actions. Many hard determinists 
who try to argue against this argument mention Frankfurt’s account of freedom (1971) 
as representative of this argument. It was discussed in the previous chapter. Some of 
them have denied consciousness altogether. Others have been willing to concede that 
consciousness exists only to deny that it would make any difference.45 These last ones 
understand nature as putting limits to introspection: they question to what extent, 
if at all, people are able to achieve, based on their critical introspection, control over 
their will and their actions. In this section, I will address in particular one influential 
argument that the second group of hard determinists have used against the liberal notion 
of freedom, and which is called the Manipulation Argument.46 It will be discussed in an 
authoritative version presented by Pereboom, a prominent theorist in support of hard 
determinism or, as he once called it, ‘determinism al dente’.47 His version is especially 
interesting because he explicitly argues against Frankfurt’s hierarchical account of free 
will and therefore against reflective volitional autonomy.48 It has been presented in  
 

42 Wolf (1990, chapter 2) calls it ‘the Real Self View’.
43 Determinists usually argue about both types of definitions in distinct debates. I have found little 

literature explaining the links between both types. Watson (1987) at least seems to recognise them 
as two features of supposedly one notion of freedom. Nevertheless, he is unclear about this: he labels 
both types as respectively ‘free will’ and ‘free action’, but it obfuscates that both types have a common 
hinge: the will. Both types also share a criterion of what makes a will or action free: the proper kind 
of control, either internal (‘free will’) or external (‘free action’). 

44 I intend to argue that the liberal notion of responsibility cannot stand up to naturalist (determinist) 
criticisms. In the next chapters, I will develop an alternative notion that will. Addressing only the first 
type and leaving aside the second type may yet render the proposed alternative vulnerable to determinist 
criticisms of the second type. I do not think this will be the case because in developing my alternative 
account, I will also raise doubts about the determinist thesis itself. Apart from that, the debate on the 
second type seems to have put hard determinists in the position of defending their position. Decisive 
was an article by Frankfurt, ‘Alternate possibilities and moral responsibility’ (1969), whose main point 
was that the ability to do otherwise is no necessary condition of moral responsibility. As Widerker 
and McKenna (2003:6) put it: ‘Frankfurt’s argument, if sound, challenges the incompatibilists and 
libertarians to explain why, in a deterministic universe, no agent is morally responsible’.  

45 Here I mention ‘consciousness’ as what these philosophers concede, but depending on the type of 
argument or on the specific feature of consciousness they address, they may also refer to, for example, 
‘introspection’, ‘first-person perspective’ or ‘self-knowledge’. 

46 See e.g. Levy and McKenna (2009:107-111); McKenna (2012); Tognazzini (2014); Fischer (2016); 
Mickelson (2017).

47 Pereboom (1995).
48 Pereboom addresses Frankfurt’s account of free will in at least three of his writings (1995; 2001; 

2013). I will take my lead from (2001), but I will also mention some differences. 
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several of Pereboom’s writings, but in each of them, the strategy is the same: Pereboom 
introduces a story about a man killing a woman and then presents four varieties of how 
the murderer is manipulated into committing the murder. The manipulation cases are 
part of an argument for hard determinism.
 Pereboom starts telling a story that compatibilists could recognise as a standard case 
of moral responsibility. He introduces the character of Professor Plum, who will remain 
the protagonist in the four cases yet to come. The basic storyline is simple: Professor Plum 
is acquainted with Ms White and decides to kill her for personal advantage. Pereboom 
does not provide any details on their relationship. To make the story somewhat more 
appealing, we may follow Garvey’s example in adding some more context (this will not 
affect Pereboom’s argument): 

‘Ms. White has named Professor Plum as the sole beneficiary of her life 
insurance policy. Finding himself in need of cash to supplement his sorry 
salary he decides to kill Ms. White and reap the benefits.’ (Garvey 2015:48)

How should we understand Plum’s motivation to kill Ms White? First of all, Plum has 
an egoistic character. For him, egoistic reasons usually ‘weigh very heavily – much too 
heavily as judged from the moral point of view’ (2001:111). This way of explaining 
Plum’s motivation would allow Plum to be a wanton, in Frankfurt’s view, and therefore 
make him unfit for the leading role in a standard case of moral responsibility. But 
Pereboom makes clear that we should understand Plum’s motivation in terms of second-
order volitions: 

‘his desire to kill White conforms to his second-order desires in the sense that 
he wills to kill and wants to will to kill, and he wills to kill because he wants 
to will to kill.’ (Pereboom 2001:111)

So Pereboom uses the reflective structure of motivation, as explained by Frankfurt, to 
sketch a standard case of moral responsibility. 
 As Pereboom intends to criticise several (pairs of ) compatibilists theorists – apart 
from Frankfurt (1971) also Wallace (1994), Fischer and Ravizza (1998), Hume and 
Ayer (1954) –, he endows Plum’s motivational structure with features these theorists 
deem necessary for freedom. It allows him to show that even these features provide 
no warrant for Plum, or anyone else, for being free in a deterministic world. I will not 
discuss them except for one which states that Plum (2001:111):

‘is not completely egoistic, and indeed he retains the general capacity to 
grasp, apply, and regulate his behavior by moral reasons. For example, when 
the egoistic reasons that count against acting morally are relatively weak, he 
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will typically regulate his behavior by moral reasons instead. These capacities 
even provide him with the ability to revise and develop his moral character 
over time.’ 

Here Pereboom prepares the ground for an argument against Wallace, who defends the 
view that a person can only be held responsible if he possesses at least the powers ‘to 
grasp and apply moral reasons’ and ‘to control or regulate his behavior by the light of 
such reasons’ (1994:157).49 For now, I will call them ‘moral powers’. Even if Pereboom 
had not chosen to argue against Wallace, he still should have ascribed these powers 
to Plum. The story about Plum is an example of what Dennett would call ‘intuition 
pumps’: thought experiments that are used ‘to expose what we take to be conceptual 
problems in the views we expose’ [1984] (2015:191). Dennett uses them himself, but 
he also warns for their abuse [1984] (2015:13):

‘Perhaps the most frequent abuse is deriving a result – a heartfelt intuitive 
judgment – from the very simplicity of the imagined case, rather than from 
the actual content of the example portrayed so simply and clearly.’

Pereboom would agree with this.50 Plum should therefore appeal to people’s intuition 
that he is basically a responsible character. It is therefore important for Pereboom to 
portray Plum as a being that is sufficiently complex. If Plum would be a consistent 
egoist, we would [people might] view him, in his relations with other people at least, 
as a sort of ‘human automaton’, a ‘one-dimensional man’, or perhaps: a ‘moral idiot, a 
sociopath’ (Oshana 2002:269). Would Plum still appeal to our intuition that we deal 
here with a person that we regard as free? Wallace claims that being free requires ‘being 
moral’, in the sense of having the ability to adopt a moral stance, i.e. of having the two 
moral powers already mentioned. He understands them as ‘powers of reflective self-
control’ (1994:157). Although having these powers is no guarantee against sometimes 
making egoistic choices, at least a consistent egoist would not be free in this view.51 He 
would be a psychopath or, we might say, a moral wanton. Frankfurt could, of course, 
maintain that people are free when their first-order volitions are determined by their 
second-order volitions, even if these second-order volitions display a consistent egoistic 

49 See in particular Wallace (1994). In a comment on Frankfurt’s account of freedom, Wallace himself 
remarks that Frankfurt is ‘interested primarily in the problem of autonomy rather than that of 
responsibility’ (1994:14-15). 

50 I am not convinced that Pereboom, in the end, manages to paint a persuasive picture of Plum, 
simply because the features he borrows from several compatibilists and ascribes to Plum do not, 
in my opinion, result in a coherent rational-psychological picture of Plum. But this does not affect 
my discussion of Pereboom. For my own purposes, I assume that at least the features Frankfurt and 
Wallace believe are important are in harmony. 

51 Cf. Wallace’s comment on Kant: ‘it is possible that agents might have the general powers of self-
control without having strong freedom of the will’ (1994:14). 
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pattern.52 In fact, he remains silent on the issue of egoism. In a passing remark, he denies 
‘that a person’s second-order volitions necessarily manifest a moral stance’ (1971:13, 
note 6), but this still allows his recognition that the ability to adopt a moral stance may 
also be a necessary condition for freedom. In the end, the accounts of Frankfurt and 
Wallace can be viewed as complementary. As Wallace describes the moral powers as 
‘powers of reflective self-control’ (1994:157), his account too relies on the idea that the 
practical mind has a reflective structure. While Frankfurt spells out what this reflective 
structure amounts to, Wallace explores the meaning of having these moral powers.53 
Because Pereboom includes Wallace’s account into his story on Plum and uses it to make 
Plum into a more complex character, this adds to a more persuasive story. 
 In the next part of his argument, Pereboom presents four cases as varieties of this 
basic story. The fourth and last case simply presents Professor Plum in a world that 
is taken to be deterministic and therefore represents the world as it is, according to 
Pereboom. The first three cases tell the story of Professor Plum as well, but in a world 
that is presumed to be non-deterministic, a world, I take it, that is basically compatible 
with our intuition that we are free. But even in such a world, it is possible, as many will 
agree, that people are somehow deceived or manipulated. This is what Pereboom intends 
to present: three different examples of manipulation. The first two examples seem to 
be taken from the science fiction genre. Pereboom does not want us to think that the 
science-fictional cases may be true one day. Again, as with Plum’s character, Pereboom 
only wants the three cases to appeal to people’s intuition. People should think of them 
as genuine cases of manipulation. I will briefly discuss the three cases. 
 The first and second cases have in common that Pereboom presents neuroscientists 
to perform the role of manipulators. In both cases, Pereboom attributes to them the 
power to have created Plum. He does not comment on what this exactly means. Does 
he think of them as Victor Frankenstein, the scientist that created his own monster? It 
is nevertheless clear that having created Plum provides them with the opportunity of 
manipulating him to an excessive extent, in the first case ‘through the use of radio like 
technology’, in the second case by programming him. 
 Pereboom’s choice for neuroscientists as fulfilling the role of manipulative evildoers 
– for they are, in cases one and two, responsible for the murder – fits in a tradition that 
uses the character of a devilish being as part of a philosophical argument and which  
 

52 Cf. Wallace’s discussion on the egoist and his (in)capacity for moral sentiments, such as resentment 
(1994:248). 

53 Wallace acknowledges that both he and Frankfurt intend to analyse ‘practical freedom’, but, as he 
understands their differences between their approaches, Frankfurt is interested ‘primarily in the 
problem of autonomy rather than that of responsibility’ and in the question of ‘whether and how 
we exercise the powers of reflective self-control’ rather than ‘whether we possess’ them (1994:14-
15, note 22). The idea that autonomy and moral responsibility are only different aspects of the 
same phenomenon, i.e. ‘practical freedom’, seems to be more or less widely, although mostly tacitly, 
recognised. It is disputed, however, by Oshana (2002). 
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is at least as old as early modern philosophy.54 In the second half of the twentieth 
century, the role of the devil is taken over by the figure of the neurologist, probably 
first introduced by Richard Taylor (1963). John Martin Fischer (1982) reintroduced 
the devilish element by adding the adjective ‘demonic’ in the phrase. The idea of what 
neurologists (in some examples also: neurosurgeons or mad scientists) do with people 
(‘rewiring’, ‘inserting beliefs’, ‘reprogramming’) elicited from Dennett the brief remark 
‘still fortunately science fiction’ (1973:175). Unfortunately, the figure of a demonic 
neurologist who manipulates people, although not exactly in the sense that Dennett had 
in mind, is not as science-fictional as determinists may think. Under the Nazi regime in 
Germany, a neurologist, Robert Ritter, contributed to the genocide of Romani people 
through his racial-scientific research on Romani people.55 Again, we have no need for 
fictional examples. 
 In the third case, the manipulation by neuroscientists is replaced by manipulation 
performed by a community. Plum has been born and raised in a community of people 
that has given him ‘rigorous training practices’ with the result that he is ‘a rational egoist’ 
(1995:24). Here we arrive in a world that seems closest to the world we believe we live 
in. We may think of this community perhaps as a sect that subjects its members to 
brainwashing. Should we cherish any hope that Plum has the ability to somehow remind 
himself of other people’s humanity as of his own, and to develop into a substantially less 
egoistic character’, Pereboom makes clear that ‘his training took place at too early an 
age for him to have had the ability to prevent or alter the practices that determined 
his character’ (2001:114). This does not mean that Plum, as we discussed already, is 
exclusively rationally egoistic. He is not. His egoistic reasons may be very powerful, but 
the desire to which they give rise is not irresistible.
 In the fourth case, the manipulation of Professor Plum is performed, speaking 
metaphorically only, by the natural forces themselves who are disenchanted, blind and 
non-rational and perform their manipulations in a non-intentional, mechanical way 
only. Compatibilists and hard determinists agree on the description of Plum’s murder 
provided in this case: the setting is a deterministic world that is populated with certain 
beings, among them Professor Plum, who have certain features that compatibilists 
think are special. But they disagree on what these features imply. Compatibilists believe 
that these provide the key to understanding how Plum can be held responsible for the 
killing because they help us to understand how certain causes for the desire to kill (and 
therefore for the killing), i.e. the egoistic reasons, are Plum’s own reasons and therefore 
as what makes Plum free in a deterministic world. Here Plum uses the first three cases to 
argue that compatibilists are mistaken. His basic argument runs like this. The first three 

54 Perhaps the first one to use this character within the context of a discussion on free will was John 
Wisdom (1934), who stages in one of his examples a devil that fixes the strength of people’s various 
desires whenever they make a decision. Of course, Pierre-Simon Laplace, at the start of the nineteenth 
century, introduced already the figure of a demon: but see this chapter, note 17. 

55 Schmidt-Degenhard (2008).  
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cases illustrate intuitively that Plum, despite his ‘special’ features, is not responsible for 
killing White. The explanation for this would seem to be that his desire to kill White is 
traceable to ‘factors beyond his control’ (2001:116): the interventions by neuroscientists 
in the first and second cases, the rigorous training practices by his community in the 
third case. If we agree with this explanation, then in the fourth case, we should conclude 
that Plum, despite his ‘special’ features, is not responsible for killing White because here 
too, his desire to kill White is traceable to ‘factors beyond his control’.  
 The first three cases postulate the presence of certain agents who are in fact 
responsible for producing in Plum the desire to kill White. Compatibilists might argue 
that this difference is crucial for their argument. Pereboom denies this. But this is not 
crucial to the Manipulation Argument. In each of the four cases, a certain causal process 
is identified as ‘manipulation’, ranging from a process that takes only a short time, as 
in the first case, to a process that, in the fourth case, last indefinitely, comprising all of 
nature’s chain of causes. What matters is not how this process is produced (by people, 
by a machine or by nature), or how long it takes, but what it produces: egoistic reasons 
that are forceful enough to spark in Plum a desire to kill Ms White. And whatever 
powers Plum has been endowed with by compatibilists, including his power for critical 
reflection, these do not help him to gain control over his egoistic reasons. 

4.4. The reflective belief  challenge

In the preceding section, the Manipulation Argument was discussed as an argument that 
undermines reflective volitional autonomy (an argument for freedom) and thus aims 
against freedom. In this section, I want to discuss a case showing the relevance of the 
link between ‘will’ and ‘belief ’. It allows me to introduce reflective epistemic autonomy 
(already discussed in chapter 2, section 5). It possibly counters the Manipulation 
Argument. It means that the scenery for the determinism debate will be changed. We 
will move from the issue of people’s control over their will, which presents the standard 
approach in the determinist debate on freedom, to the issue of people’s control over 
their beliefs. First, I will explain the relevance of linking these issues for the debate on 
responsibility for one’s prejudices, then discuss a case that links prejudice and ‘control 
over belief ’ and use this to interpret the Manipulation argument as claiming that we 
have no control over our beliefs. I will conclude with a brief discussion of the debate on 
‘doxastic voluntarism’ as the relevant context for reflective epistemic autonomy.
 Will and belief are connected in a way that is relevant to understanding people’s 
responsibility for their prejudices. This is illustrated by a case that Garvey (2008) uses 
to analyse just this connection.56 In 1984 a man boarded a New York subway. He was 

56 Garvey, the author of this article, analyses the connection from the specific scope of holding 
people responsible for their prejudices in the context of penal law. As I am concerned here with an 
ontological-moral context, it is beyond my present scope to discuss the differences between Garvey’s 
and my approach. 
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approached by two of four young men who had been ‘noisy and boisterous’, one of them 
asking him: ‘Give me five dollars’ and then asking again. As the man felt threatened 
and believed he was about to be killed, he drew his gun and fired five shots at the four 
men: they survived but were nevertheless wounded seriously. The man, however, was 
mistaken. None of the four men had carried any gun. As the shooter was charged with 
attempted second-degree murder, he claimed he had acted in self-defence. 
 Legal or moral cases are usually analysed as a problem of people’s responsibility for 
action. It requires that we identify in the actor some ‘will’ (‘intent’, ‘choice’, ‘decision’ or, 
in the proper juridical vocabulary: mens rea, a culpable state of mind) and a causal relation 
between this ‘will’ and the action. Garvey is interested in analysing cases as a problem of 
people’s responsibility for their beliefs.57 The case of the subway shooting allows him to 
address this problem because invoking self-defence, as the subway shooter did, renders 
the question of responsibility for action irrelevant. It is taken for granted that the actor 
is responsible for his action. The subway shooter did fire five shots. Instead, the legal 
or moral analysis is shifted towards the question of whether the actor could be excused 
for his action. To answer this question, Garvey understands people’s responsibility for 
action as somehow depending on the beliefs they have. The case of the subway shooting 
then raises the question of whether or to what extent the shooter is responsible for all 
the beliefs he had when he pulled the trigger, and which together were sufficient, at 
that moment, for him to form the ‘will’ to shoot. The belief that immediately gave rise 
to this will, it may be claimed, was the belief that p, i.e.: ‘I am about to be killed, and 
deadly force is necessary to avoid being killed’ (2008:124). It expresses the believer’s 
expectation about what will happen to him and a practical judgement about what he, 
therefore, ought to do. It is possible to trace the belief that p back to what Garvey calls 
‘background beliefs’, which may include, for example: 

‘beliefs related to the victim’s movements or gestures, his request or demand 
for five dollars, the tone of his voice, the look in his eye, the tight confines of 
the subway car, and so forth.’ (2008:141) 

If only these beliefs are assumed to be sufficient to form the belief that p, they would 
suggest an excuse for the shooter: he had these beliefs, he had no control over these 
beliefs, and therefore forming the intention to shoot was inevitable. 
 Garvey did not select just any case of self-defence. The subway case has a twist to it. 
The case is drawn from American jurisprudence and is known as the Goetz case, named 
after the shooter. Goetz was a white man. The four men wounded by him were black. At 

57 I take some liberty in presenting Garvey’s approach to the problem of self-defence. For example, 
he describes the problem in terms of the reasonableness of the actor’s beliefs rather than the actor’s 
responsibility for his beliefs. I choose to rephrase it in terms of responsibility to keep the vocabulary 
of my own argument consistent. This does not, I think, provide a distorted presentation of Garvey’s 
argument. Garvey addresses the ‘morality of responsibility’ in yet another article (2015). 
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the time, the killing provoked much public discussion. According to some: 

‘Goetz believed that he was about to be attacked because he was a racist, and 
would not have believed that he was about to be attacked had he not been a 
racist.’ (2008:124, note 27)

This claim turns our attention to another class of beliefs involved in the actor’s decision 
to shoot: not only Goetz’s perceptual beliefs, i.e. beliefs he formed based on what he 
perceived in that situation but also his social beliefs matter to assess excusability, in 
this case, the generalisation that ‘blacks are more prone to violence than nonblacks’ 
(2008:141).58 This is how Garvey analyses the gist of the problem:

‘Call this belief the belief that q. I will assume that this belief was necessary 
to [Goetz’s] formation of the belief that p, and that it, together with his 
other background beliefs, were sufficient to cause him to form the belief 
that p. [Goetz’s] possession of the belief that q is usually what leads to his 
characterization as a racist, and inasmuch as his racism consisted in his 
possession of that belief, [Goetz’s] racism was cognitive.’ (2008:141)59 

The issue of excusability appears to turn on the question of whether Goetz can be said 
to be responsible for his racist belief.60 
 Garvey’s presentation of the Goetz case has relevance beyond the legal discussions 
he himself is concerned with because it opens a new line of thinking for the determinist 
debate on freedom. Perhaps we need to accept the idea, as determinists suggest, that 
people’s will is itself determined by prior events. However, if some of these events, such 
as beliefs, if only a subclass of them, can be understood as falling within the range of 
people’s responsibility, then this opens the way for a different claim of people’s freedom, 
one that traces people’s free will formation to their free belief formation. This is also 
how we may look at Frankfurt’s account. Even though Frankfurt chooses to address the 
problem of freedom as one of free will formation, his account presupposes the possibility  
 
58 Garvey mentions some other generalisations: ‘We can also assume that [the shooter’s] background 

beliefs included two other beliefs: that males are more prone to violence than females; and that the 
young are more prone to violence than the old. These beliefs are of course generalizations’ as Garvey 
remarks: ‘Even so, I doubt that many people would consider them illegitimate bases upon which one 
might form the belief that p.’ (2008:141). 

59 Actually, Garvey has, for the purposes of his argument, transformed the case of Goetz into the case of 
what he calls ‘Goetz*’, which includes some adaptions and simplifications of the original Goetz case. 
But, as he remarks: ‘I doubt that the features I strip away from the real case are really what matters to 
most people who believe that the real Goetz did not act in self-defense’ (2008:124, note 27). I agree 
with him and refrain from discussing the differences between both cases. 

60 I will not further discuss Garvey’s analysis of the case. Although Garvey refers to both philosophical 
and psychological arguments, obviously, he takes a legal interest in discussing the case of the subway 
shooting. But a purely legal discussion does not exhaust the moral aspects of epistemic responsibility. 
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of belief formation, more specifically of introspective belief formation, i.e. self-knowledge 
as having knowledge of one’s mental states.61 The issue of free agency may therefore be 
reconstructed as an issue of belief formation. Before I proceed to explore this possibility, 
I will briefly return to the Manipulation Argument and show its limitation from the 
present discussion. 
 The Manipulation Argument is a Trojan Horse. It carries within its belly the 
assumption that people have no control over their beliefs. This is implied by the use 
of manipulation as a device to construct thought experiments. To explain this, I will 
once again look at the first three cases and ask how the manipulation in these cases is 
supposed to work. 
 In the first place, Pereboom does not, in the first three cases, understand the 
power of manipulation in an absolute sense. It does not give their owners, for example, 
direct control over Plum’s body. This would have provided the most effective means, 
for example, for the neuroscientists, of realising their goal: killing Ms White. It is clear 
from the examples, however, that Plum’s mind is being manipulated, not his body. But 
even in manipulating his mind, the power of manipulation again does not extend that 
far that its owners are able to directly create the mental state that causes the act of 
killing (whatever we call this mental state: either the desire, the will or the intention to 
kill). The reason for putting limits on the power of manipulation is perhaps, again, to 
make the cases appealing to people’s intuition. If the manipulators were granted some 
godly power – the power of direct intervention –, the metaphor of manipulation would 
probably lose its credibility. 
 The ways of exerting control over Plum’s mind, or parts of it, vary among the three 
cases, but in each case, the object of manipulation remains the same: the reasoning process, 
because in the first case, Plum is manipulated ‘to undertake the process of reasoning by 
which his desires are brought about and modified’ (2001:112–113), in the second case 
he is ‘programmed […] to weigh reasons for action’ (2001:113), again with the effect of 
bringing about his desires, finally in the third case he is (case 2), or because he is trained ‘in 
such a way that his reasoning processes are often but not exclusively egoistic’ (2013:426).62 
The different forms of manipulation are effective because in each case, the reasoning process 
is controlled and diverted in the direction of certain reasons, in this case, egoistic reasons, 
just enough at least to tip the balance unfavourably for the moral reasons.63 But while the 
acts of manipulation have as their object Plum’s reasoning process, rather than his desires, 
again they do not consist in controlling the reasoning process directly, in any absolute  
 
61 Frankish (2004:159) interprets Frankfurt’s account in this way.
62 Pereboom’s phrases remain fairly consistent throughout his (1995), (2001) and (2013) for all cases, 

with the exception perhaps of the third case. Here the fact that manipulation targets the reasoning 
process is made explicit only in (2013). 

63 What is relevant here is not that these reasons are egoistic. It is also possible to construe the cases in a 
way that the manipulation makes him choose social or moral reasons (which would not have ended 
in killing Ms White).
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sense. Whatever power the neuroscientists have, Pereboom does not lend them the ability 
to shape the reasoning process itself. This becomes clear when Pereboom explains that, 
in the first case, the neuroscientists manipulate Plum by ‘pushing a series of buttons just 
before he begins to reason about his situation, thereby causing his reasoning process to 
be rationally egoistic’ (2001:113). So, manipulation is a matter of exerting influence, of 
having control only in a mediated way. 
 In all three cases, manipulation consists in exerting influence on the reasoning 
process.64 If my reading of Pereboom is correct, then how exactly should we understand 
this? Pereboom does not provide any specifics. What we do know is that the reasoning 
process should produce, in some way or another, certain kinds of reasons: egoistic 
reasons. So how should the reasoning process look like that produces such reasons? It 
may be helpful to take in mind Dostoyevsky’s story on Raskolnikov, the murder of the 
anonymous Romani woman in Prague or even the Goetz case. Each of the murders had 
his reasons to perform the murder they did. What helped them in forming these reasons 
were certain stereotypical beliefs about society, about rich people, about women, about 
Romani, about black people, about carrying guns. Each of them took these beliefs, their 
beliefs, for a fact about the society they lived in. My suggestion is that we understand the 
reasoning process people engage in as being embedded within, and taking place before, 
a background of beliefs. It is not possible to imagine people engaging in a reasoning 
process, whatever else it consists in, without also having certain (and probably: a lot 
of ) beliefs. This suggestion provides at least one possible way of understanding what 
manipulation in Pereboom’s cases means: manipulation consists in the creation of 
mental states, best described as ‘beliefs’, that push the reasoning process in the direction 
of certain reasons.65 For precisely this reason, the manipulated beliefs can be forceful 
enough to make Plum form the intention of killing Ms White. And whenever these 
beliefs are not forceful enough, the neuroscientists may produce new beliefs, as many 
and as subtle as are needed to induce in Plum the rise of egoistic reasons.
 If we stop our analysis of manipulation here, then we have not yet grasped why the 
acts of manipulation must be effective. Pereboom needs to assume that Plum is unable 
either to reflect on the ‘origins’ of his beliefs or to change his beliefs at will. If he did not 
make this assumption, if he did not exclude that Plum has mental abilities to change his 
beliefs at will, Plum might yet escape his manipulation. 
 This brings us again to the central issue of the present section: do people have 
control over their beliefs? By now, it should be clear that the Manipulation Argument 
not only tacitly assumes but even owes its force to the assumption that people have 
no control over their beliefs. Whoever accepts the manipulation metaphor and the  
 

64 I take it that Pereboom understands the reasoning process as included in the reflective process.
65 Another suggestion might be that manipulation consists in undermining the reasoning process itself, 

i.e. rendering this process somehow irrational. But the cases provide no reason, I think, to assume 
that this is a plausible suggestion.  
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argument it supports is also committed to this tacit assumption. Within the determinist  
debate on free will, the possibility of control over beliefs has not usually been taken 
into consideration, nor even the relevance been recognised of the link between will and 
belief formation. Fischer, one of Pereboom’s prominent opponents in the determinist 
debate, has accepted the force of the manipulation device, as have others involved in the 
debate, and therefore commits himself to the assumption that people have no control 
over their beliefs. It seems, as both soft and hard determinists agree on this, they have 
felt no need or interest to question this assumption. I think this is a mistake. As we 
now can conclude, the claim of reflective volitional autonomy is defeated only by the 
Manipulation Argument if we accept the assumption that people have no control over 
their beliefs. Another view is possible: to understand the free formation of the will as 
presupposing yet a different sense of freedom, namely the free formation of belief. 
 What are the options – or limitations – to make sense of the idea of the ‘free 
formation of belief ’? For this, I will turn to a debate on what is mostly called ‘doxastic 
voluntarism’ or sometimes ‘ethics of belief ’. In some ways, it is reminiscent of the 
determinism debate. At stake in both of their debates is freedom: determinists argue 
about the freedom that is connected to desire, free agency, while their colleagues discuss 
doxastic freedom, the freedom people have in the formation of their beliefs. And in both 
debates, freedom is also understood in terms of control, either control over actions or 
control over beliefs. The determinist debate assumes, as we have seen, the truth of the 
determinist thesis and then asks whether free agency is compatible with it. The doxastic 
debate, however, starts from quite different premises. The participants in this debate 
agree that ‘beliefs aim at truth’.66 The question this claim raises, not the truth of the 
determinist thesis, is their starting point: what is the epistemic relation between belief 
and truth in terms of control? 
 Within the debate on responsibility for beliefs, the principal opposition would 
seem to be, at first glance, between naturalists and epistemic deontologists.67 Naturalists 
start from a notion that naturalises the process of our belief formation. Even if they are 
not committed to the determinist thesis, at least they are committed to the mechanical 
thesis. So, their position provides no escape from the deterministic view on belief 
formation. Epistemic deontologists, on the other hand, claim that the relation between 
belief and truth is essentially normative. 
 Perhaps we may be content with the deontological view on the relation between 
belief and truth, leaving aside all the intricacies of the arguments they exchange for or 
against control because this view already poses an alternative to naturalists’ views. But this 
conclusion is too hasty. Epistemic deontologists are divided among themselves into those 
who claim and those who deny control over belief. Some believe that the deontological 
relation between belief and truth allows for control over beliefs: people can decide over 

66 For discussions of this premise: e.g. Shah (2003), Owens (2003). 
67 E.g. Alston (1988). 
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their beliefs at will.68 They are voluntarists. Others deny this. That people have no control 
over their beliefs seems to be the standard view (sometimes referred to as ‘involuntarism 
about beliefs’), a view to which naturalists are also committed.69 But it is not uncontested.
 The deontological view that denies control over beliefs amounts to a different 
danger: that of rational determinism.70 The difference in view between epistemic 
deontologists who claim and those who deny control over beliefs turns on the 
interpretation of the obligation to believe. The first claim is that an analogy can be 
made between the obligation to believe and the obligation to act. As ‘ought implies 
can’, as the well-known dictum says, the obligation to act implies that people are able 
to act against the obligation. The obligation to believe is understood in an analogous 
way: if people ought to believe p, perhaps because of some evidence presented to them, 
they are nevertheless able to believe something different. Their opponents, however, 
have argued that this is incorrect ‘by trying to assimilate obligation in belief to other 
kinds of obligation for which the “ought implies can” principle does not hold’ (Shah 
2002:436).71 Assuming that they are right, their view would offer no better prospect 
of escaping determinism. Even if it provided a different variety of determinism, it still 
would imply that people have no control over their beliefs and are not able to change 
them, including their racist beliefs. 
 If we are to find some view that does offer an escape from determinism (either 
naturalist or rational), we need to dig a little deeper into this debate and explore especially 
those views that claim control over belief based on an analogy between believing and 
acting. At least one possible view is generally ruled out: that we have direct control over 
our beliefs.72 An example given by Alston may illustrate the point (1986:196): 

‘When I see a truck coming down the street I am hardly at liberty either to 
believe a truck is coming down the street or refrain from that belief.’  

It leaves us with views that claim control over belief based on the indirect, i.e. mediated, 
belief formation. This is part of the notion of reflective epistemic autonomy that was  
introduced and explained in chapter 2 (section 5). This notion supports the view that  
 
68 See, e.g. Steup (2000). 
69 As Kornblith comments (2012:86): ‘Voluntarism about belief is not a very widely held position’.
70 Rational determinism was the subject of debates in late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages but is 

‘largely ignored’ in modern debates on free will and responsibility (Normore 2002). For an exception: 
Bourke (1938).

71 As authors who work out this view, Shah (2002) mentions Feldman (2000) and Wolterstorff (1997). 
The analogy between acting and believing is a familiar dividing line within the debate on doxastic 
voluntarism. It is defended by, e.g. Pettit and Smith (1996); Railton (1997); Scanlon (1998); 
Velleman (1996). It is criticised by, e.g. Wallace (2001); Austin (2001): Engel (2002) and Wagner 
(2015).

72 Garvey (2008:158-162), for example, discusses and rejects this type of view under the heading of 
‘belief-choice theory’. Engel (2002) discusses such views in terms of ‘believing at will’. Also, see 
Alston (1988).  



140

Chapter 4

people have freedom of agency based on the free (i.e. reflective) formation of their 
beliefs.73 In the next two sections, I will show how this argument can, in its turn, be 
undermined by a naturalist view on belief formation.
 Does reflective epistemic autonomy imply any limits to the use of Pereboom’s cases 
as intuition pumps? I think it does. The cases reach their limits once the neuroscientists 
– whenever the subject of their experiment (Plum) comes close to forming an intention 
that is unfavourable to them – are supposed to have the power to produce in their 
subject’s mind any belief at their will. At the start of this section, we have seen that in 
each case, the reasoning process is influenced and diverted in the direction of certain 
reasons, in this case, egoistic reasons, just enough at least to tip the balance unfavourably 
for the moral reasons. It may be agreed that people have no control over beliefs in the 
sense of the beliefs people find themselves having, ‘beliefs’ as psychological facts about 
themselves, their ‘psychic given’. As the Korsgaard-Moran view of belief formation 
teaches us, however, at least we may have ‘control’ over the effects of these beliefs. People’s 
mental economy may consist of psychological facts that run their own course, but their 
basic stance is a deliberative one. Distorted untrue beliefs have no irresistible force. Their 
force may be suspended by people’s avowals of other beliefs.

4.5. The manipulation argument revisited

To make an argument against reflective epistemic autonomy, hard determinists have at 
least two strategies at their disposal. They might argue that reflective belief formation 
itself, including what Moran calls ‘avowal’, is subject too to determinism.74 Or they might 
concede this point to Korsgaard and Moran and shift the discussion towards the second 
type of freedom: free action. They then might argue that, whatever freedom people have 
to avow some beliefs and disavow others, once their reflections on beliefs and volitions 
have resulted in the formation of an autonomous will, their will nevertheless fails to 
be effective. In this section, I will present a revision of the Manipulation Argument by 
focussing on the second strategy, one that aims not at undermining reflective thought 
itself but at severing the causal link between reflective thought and the world. In line 
with the previous section, I approach the debate on ‘free action’ as an issue of reflective 
belief rather than of reflective will. I will argue that the Manipulation Argument may 
counter the Reflective Argument if it analyses introspection as both self-knowledge and 
consciousness, i.e. if it combines an epistemological view with an ontological view of 
introspection. This time I will turn to a psychological instead of a philosophical theory:  
dual-process theory. If I succeed in outlining this strategy, it results in what might be  
 

73 The debate of doxastic voluntarism offers yet another type of argument: reason-responsiveness, which 
seems to be a counterpart of the argument on reason-responsiveness in the deterministic debate: see 
McKenna and Coates (2015, section 5.4) on ‘Reasons-Responsive Compatibilism’.

74 This view seems to be advocated by, e.g. Bargh and Ferguson (2000) and Kornblith (2012). 
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called the Manipulation Argument Revisited. Along the way, I will suggest how it can also 
be used to support the first strategy. 
 A different type of debate than we discussed so far deals with ‘free action’: it focuses 
not so much on the relation between an agent’s second-order volition and his will but 
on the will and his action.75 Its central question is: Do people have control over their 
actions? The standard debate on ‘free action’ has interpreted it as a problem of moral 
responsibility that involves the Principle of Alternate Possibilities. As it has taken its cue 
from yet another influential article by Frankfurt (1969), it has rephrased the central 
question in this specific way: ‘Must an agent be able to do otherwise in order for her 
to be morally responsible for what she does?’ (McKenna and Widerker 2003:1). This 
question and the various arguments that have been developed to answer this question 
will not concern me here because they do not allow me to pursue my strategy to approach 
freedom as an epistemological problem. The standard debate on ‘free action’ also uses, as 
does the standard debate on ‘free will’, the metaphor of manipulation to clarify certain 
points in the argument. And here, too, a variety of the Manipulation Argument can be 
found. One of its versions again portrays the manipulating villain as a neurologist:

‘Black is a nefarious neurosurgeon. In performing an operation on Jones to 
remove a brain tumor, Black inserts a mechanism into Jones’s brain which 
enables Black to monitor and control Jones’s activities. Jones, meanwhile, 
knows nothing of this. Black exercises this control through a computer which 
he has programmed so that, among other things, it monitors Jones’s voting 
behavior. If Jones shows an inclination to decide to vote for Carter, then the 
computer, through the mechanism in Jones’s brain, intervenes to assure that he 
actually decides to vote for Reagan and does so vote. But if Jones decides on his 
own to vote for Reagan, the computer does nothing but continue to monitor – 
without affecting – the goings-on in Jones’s head’ (Fischer 1982:26).

And this debate, too, presupposes rather than explores that people do not have 
introspective access to possible manipulations of their consciousness: the acts of 
manipulation are simply assumed to be effective.
 To make sense of ‘free action’ – i.e. control over one’s actions – in epistemological 
terms, I suggest that it should fulfil the following requirement: 

The Monitoring Requirement: Once people’s reflective will formation has 
resulted in an autonomous will, their execution of this will (i.e. the will to  
perform a certain action) requires that they are able to monitor whether the action 
is performed according to plan, more specifically: they are able to monitor and 
adjust, if necessary, their bodily movements by reflecting on their perceptions. 

75 Also, see my remarks in section 2. 
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This requirement is part of the notion of reflective epistemic autonomy but now transferred 
to the debate on ‘free action’. The monitoring requirement is a necessary condition for 
the view that people have ownership over their actions, more specific over their physical 
movements. If it is fulfilled, it excludes some situations from occurring. If, for example, my 
own will is not effective because my arm remains hanging motionless beside my body, I will 
observe that something has gone wrong. Although my will is not effective, in monitoring 
my body, I am able to notice that something has gone wrong with my arm. It would create 
the opportunity for me to find out what has happened to it. I then may choose, for example, 
to go to the doctor. Furthermore, I will assume that no time limit is set on monitoring one’s 
own actions. Someone may monitor her actions while performing them. She might also 
perform them thoughtlessly and only later bring her actions back to memory and reflect on 
them. I do not think it will matter to the Manipulation Argument Revisited. The notion of 
reflective epistemic autonomy is refuted if the monitoring requirement is not met.
 What would the basic case look like once we focused on ‘free action’ as an 
epistemological problem? The standard debate allows no room for the Monitoring 
Requirement to perform its job. Here the basic case involves an act that is determined 
to happen, involves an act that is realised in accordance with the agent’s will, but 
which, unknowing to the agent, was nevertheless determined to happen because some 
manipulator (for example, Fischer’s nefarious neurosurgeon) is making sure that this 
action will take place, even if the agent would have changed his mind. And so, the 
monitoring requirement cannot be tested in the standard debate because its basic case 
is already committed to the assumption, next to other assumptions, of course, that the 
agent’s will is effective. The monitoring requirement adds nothing here.
 For the Monitoring Requirement, we need a different type of basic case. If it holds, 
people should be able to tell the difference between situations in which they do act and 
those in which they do not act. The basic case that could raise doubts about the success 
of this requirement is one in which people seemingly perform an action, while in fact, 
they do not, but nevertheless claim to have performed an action. Psychologists agree 
that in abnormal cases, as in the case of the alien hand syndrome, people may sometimes 
perform involuntary movements that, to people themselves, seem like purposeful action.76 
But psychology also provides several experiments that illustrate normal people may also 
suffer from a failure of the monitoring requirement. I will describe just one experiment 
that has been performed by Wegner and Wheatley (1999).77 The task participants were  
asked to perform was to move, together with another participant, a cursor around a 
computer screen that displayed several objects (a hat, an apple, and so on). Meantime 
they heard over the headphones a constant stream of words. The fellow participants 
were really an accomplice in the experiment: they were in complete control and moved  
 
76 This syndrome is discussed by King and Carruthers (2012:204-205). 
77 For more examples of experiments that involve technical manipulation of both sensory and emotional 

experiences: see Metzinger (2009) and Doris (2015).
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the cursor to preselected objects at certain times. When the participants saw the cursor 
move towards an object without first hearing the name of that object, they did not 
experience control. But when they saw the cursor move towards an object (a movement 
which, of course, was subtly manipulated by the accomplice) and then heard the name 
of the object, they nevertheless reported they had experienced control over the cursor. 
Apparently, the participants were not able to tell the difference between a purposeful 
movement and a mere movement. Even more so, in these and other experiments, people 
tend to confabulate explanations.78 This experiment has more often been mentioned to 
argue for people’s failure to introspect, for the illusionary character of conscious control 
over actions, more specifically: for the failure of the monitoring requirement.79 It is the 
social-psychological variety of the philosophical manipulation argument. 
 Experimental results may show that people are sometimes mistaken when they 
reflect on the perceptual evidence for their agency. But it does not necessarily show that 
people are mistaken all the time. It may still be maintained that ‘[t]he mere fact that 
error sometimes occurs is not, by itself, reason to suspect that error occurs in every case 
involving the feeling of agency in reasoning’ (Kornblith 2012:152).80 To understand 
how the cursor experiment can be interpreted as showing the failure of the monitoring 
requirement, I will discuss a cluster of theories that underpins much of these experiments 
and which has helped to explain the incongruities between what subjects in experiments 
report about their behaviour and what they actually do (or fail to do). They belong 
to the most important developments in social psychology. These theories are known 
under the umbrella term ‘dual-process theory’, although the term is also used for some 
specific theories.81 Their core idea is that people’s mental processes, the formation of, 
for example, either beliefs or their will, can be realised in two different ways, which are 
sometimes called ‘System 1’ and ‘System 2’.82 A series of contrasting terms are commonly  
used to characterise the differences between System 1 and System 2. They are described 
as respectively: automatic vs controlled, fast vs slow, parallel vs serial, associative vs rule-
governed, emotional vs emotionally neutral, effortless vs effortful, inflexible vs flexible, 
undemanding of working memory vs demanding of working memory, implicit versus 

78 ‘Confabulation’ is a technical term in psychology for misrepresentations of memory, usually where 
people suffer from problems with their memory due, for example, to brain injury, dementia or 
psychosis. The term is also used more generally – and this provides the relevant context for my 
discussion – for healthy people, in which case confabulation refers to (incorrect) reasons that people 
make up in trying to explain their own behaviour when actually it had other causes. Relevant for this 
context is, e.g. Nisbett and Wilson (1977). For a discussion of both clinical cases and cases of healthy 
people: see, e.g. Doris (2015:81-99). Also, see Gopnik (1993).

79 See e.g. Bargh and Ferguson (2000:940); Carruthers (2009b, 2010); Caruso (2012). 
80 For a similar remark: see Carruthers (2010). 
81 For overviews of dual-process theory: see, e.g. Evans (2008); Frankish and Evans (2009); Gawronski 

and Creighton (2013); Gawronski, Sherman and Trope (2014).  
82 This particular terminology was forged by Stanovich (1999). Whether we can really distinguish two 

systems (two processes, two attitudes) is still an ongoing discussion: see, e.g. Moors and De Houwer 
(2007).
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explicit and finally as unconscious vs conscious.83 
 For my present argument, we need to know how the terminological pair 
unconscious/ conscious functions within dual-process theory. What is its status 
compared to other terminological pairs? Is it the case, for example, that this distinction 
can be used only sometimes to describe differences between both systems, depending 
on the type of experiment or the research domain of this experiment, whereas other 
distinctions describe consistent differences? These questions are part of more general 
discussions on refining the framework of dual-process theory: they turn on how all these 
distinctions can be mapped onto each other. Do they coincide? Do they correlate? They 
have implications for how research is performed and described.84 
 The general difference between both systems is often described in terms of the 
automatic/ controlled distinction: ‘A central characteristic of dual-process theories is that 
they are concerned with the question of whether the mental processes underlying social 
behavior operate in an automatic or nonautomatic fashion’ (Gawronski, Sherman and 
Trope 2014:5).85 But the literature on dual-process theory shows a tendency to value the 
unconscious/ conscious distinction as more basic.86 This has not always been the case. 
During the second half of the twentieth century, particularly experimental psychologists 
gradually turned away from behaviourism. They were again looking for a model of the 
mind.87 As it became clear from experiments that people were not always conscious of 
what was going on in their perception of their behaviour, psychologists needed a new 
terminology to express their findings. Freud had, of course, contributed to making ‘the 
unconscious’ a new notion in psychology. But among these experimental psychologists, 
there were few who ‘wanted to risk the accusation that they were, God forbid, Freudians’ 
(Wilson 2002:4). The dissatisfaction with Freudian theory probably prevented the term 
‘unconscious’ from immediately becoming currency in dual-process theory.88 At first, 
other notions were therefore introduced, which even varied among the different research 
domains. The use of these various terminological pairs is partly due to different research 
traditions from which dual-process theory developed. One tradition that focussed on 
selective attention and short-term memory was concerned with descriptions that turned  
on the ‘inescapability’ and ‘efficiency’ of, in this case, selective attention and short-
term memory. And therefore, the relevant descriptions were automatic vs controlled 
and efficient vs non-efficient. Drawing on a different tradition, however, one concerned 
with implicit memory, ‘in the following years, the automatic/controlled distinction  
 
83 For even more contrasting terms, see, e.g. table 1.1 in Frankish and Evans (2009:15) and Carruthers 

(2009:109). 
84 As Hofmann and Wilson 2010:198 observe: ‘Whereas these features may often coincide, an all-or-

none view of perfectly correlated features is clearly an oversimplification’. 
85 Also see Bargh (1994); Moors and De Houwer (2006). 
86 See Hassin, Uleman and Bargh (2005); Dijksterhuis and Nordgren (2006); Bargh (2007).
87 This first phase after rejecting behaviourism has also been called ‘The New Look 1’: see Bruner 

(1992).
88 Hassin, Uleman and Bargh (2005). 
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often gave way to the dichotomy between explicit and implicit processes, interpreted as 
synonyms for the terms conscious and unconscious’ (Payne and Gawronski 2010:4). To 
pinpoint more exactly what is supposed to be an essential difference between System 1 
and System 2, psychologists also employed the distinctions aware/unaware, intentional/
unintentional.89 In a series of articles, Kihlstrom (1984, 1987, 1990), and after 
him, Greenwald (1992), paved the way for reintroducing the distinction conscious/ 
unconscious and use the term ‘unconscious’ to describe a phenomenon of the mind that 
is by now recognised as obviously different from the Freudian unconscious: the ‘cognitive 
unconscious’ (Kihlstrom 1987), ‘psychological unconscious’ (Kihlstrom 1990), ‘adaptive 
unconscious’ (Wilson 2002), ‘new unconscious’ (Hassin, Uleman and Bargh 2005). 
Terminological issues are still a matter of debate, including what the ‘unconscious’ means 
as opposed to other qualifications such as ‘automatic’.90 At the same time, the choice 
for any pair of contrasting terms to describe the general difference between System 
1 and System 2 is also ‘a matter of convention’ (Payne and Gawronski 2010:5). At 
least when psychologists turn their attention to philosophical issues on consciousness, 
they tend to give priority to the conscious/unconscious terminology over other terms, 
including the automatic/ controlled terminology. This clearly serves polemical purposes, 
namely to underline a psychological view of the mind that resists philosophical views of 
the conscious as the seat of control, freedom, rationality.91 It also holds for the debate 
on responsibility for implicit bias. Even when in descriptions of implicit biases, the 
adjective ‘implicit’ has become the standard rather than ‘unconscious’, several aspects 
of implicit bias can be understood in senses of the unconscious that are relevant to the 
debate on responsibility.92 But whatever terms are employed in describing differences  
 
89 Using the terms ‘intentional-unintentional’ as running parallel to aware-unaware or conscious/

unconscious has been unfortunate from the perspective of philosophical discussions, which recognise 
the ambiguity of these terms because of the difference between their ordinary and philosophical 
use. Schmid and Schweikard (2009:14-15) observe that this ambiguity seems to be typical for the 
English language (in contrast to, for example, the German language). In its philosophical use, both 
conscious and unconscious mental states can be intentional. Intentionality is, therefore, in this sense, 
no distinctive feature. At first, social psychologists did not seem to recognise this ambiguity. See, 
e.g. Lewis (1990). Bargh takes over the intentional/unintentional terminology, while Chapman 
(1990) already warns for its ambiguity. Social psychologists have gradually appropriated the relevant 
philosophical literature. An anthology devoted to automaticity, published in 1989, still carries the 
title ‘Unintended Thought’. Here the term ‘unintended’ (sometimes ‘unintentional’) is used as a 
synonym for ‘unconscious’ and in contrast to ‘intentional’ (sometimes ‘intended’). But the title of its 
successor has changed into ‘The New Unconscious’ (2005). Also e.g. Malle (2005); Moors and De 
Houwer (2006).

90 For a general discussion: Bargh (1994); Moors and De Houwer (2006). For a critical discussion of 
equating unconscious with subliminal: Bargh and Morsella (2008). For a discussion of the term 
‘unconscious’ as referring to different aspects of attitudes and psychological processes: Gawronski, 
Hofmann and Wilbur (2006); Hofmann and Wilson (2010). 

91 E.g. Higgins and Bargh (1992); Bargh and Morsella (2008); Hofmann and Wilson (2010). 
92 Important for introducing the terms of implicit/explicit to describe social cognition: Greenwald and 

Banaji (1995). Banaji has been involved in much of the research on implicit bias. For a discussion 
of the unconscious aspects of implicit attitudes: Gawronski, Hofmann and Wilbur (2006). For a 
discussion of implicit bias in terms of automaticity: Devine (1989). 
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between System 1 and System 2, they are relevant to the debate on responsibility and 
agency to the extent that they imply the principal inaccessibility of (certain information, 
features, et cetera, of ) System 1 to System 2 or, to put it differently, of certain beliefs, 
volitions and other attitudes to people’s consciousness. 
 Dual-process theory does not necessarily imply the failure of the Monitoring 
Requirement. To understand how it may function as part of a deterministic view on 
the mind, we need to inquire into the exact relation between System 1 and System 2. 
The two systems usually seem to be acknowledged by social psychologists as simply two 
different types (processes, attitudes), each having its own features, its own weaknesses 
and strengths. Although it is accepted that the unconscious mind bypasses the conscious 
mind (sometimes, often), some psychologists regard both systems as ‘parallel competing 
processes’ (Evans 2008). But this idea raises serious doubts: 

‘It is generally assumed that System 1 and System 2 are (largely) distinct 
from one another. But then one immediate challenge for dual systems theory 
concerns the relationships between the two (sets of ) systems. How, if at 
all, do they interact with one another? How is it possible for System 2 to 
override the operations of System 1 in controlling behavior? And how are 
we to imagine that System 2 could have evolved? If System 2 is charged with 
generating new beliefs, desires, and decisions, then how could it have evolved 
alongside a set of mechanisms (System 1) that already possessed precisely 
those functions?’ (Carruthers 2009:111) 

Below I will sketch an alternative view on the relation between System 1 and System 2, 
for which I will draw on Carruthers, one of the few philosophers that have explored dual-
process theory from a philosophical perspective.93 Crucial for our discussion is that it 
includes an argument against higher-order accounts of consciousness and therefore provides 
a theoretical basis to interpret the cursor experiment as symptomatic for the failure of people’s 
introspection. Carruthers targets one feature that usually characterises higher-order theories:

‘most higher-order accounts of consciousness can be described as warranting 
a belief in introspective access to our own experiences (and by extension to our 
thoughts), in the sense that the relationship is held to be especially immediate 
and direct. On this view, the access that we have to our own experiences (and 
thoughts) is radically different from the sort of interpretative access that we have 
to the experiences and thoughts of other people’ (King and Carruthers 2012:208).

93 Some philosophers do make distinctions that resemble those between System 1 and System 2 (see 
Frankish and Evans 2009:19-21). Carruthers sometimes seems to present his argument as one against 
dual-process theory. As I will argue, his problem is not with System 2 as such (Carruthers does not 
deny conscious thinking), but with an interpretation of System 2 as somehow in control. 
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Interestingly he mentions amongst others both Frankfurt’s (1971) and Moran’s account 
(2001) as exemplary for such views. Against them, Carruthers denies that people have 
this immediate and direct access to their mental states.94 
 To explain Carruthers’s argument, I will begin by introducing two distinctions 
that are important to it. First, he distinguishes between (quasi-)perceptual events 
and propositional attitude events. To the first category belong ‘the subject’s current 
circumstances, or the subject’s current or recent behavior, as well as any other information 
about the subject’s current or recent mental life’ (2009b:3). These include, for example, 
perceptual and mental imagery (visual, but also auditory imagery that is used in ‘inner 
speech’), proprioceptive data, emotional feelings and bodily sensations. To the second 
belong believing and willing (i.e. the cognitive and conative mental states). He also 
distinguishes between introspection and attribution. The two notions imply a different 
conception of how people come to have knowledge of (perceptual or attitude) events. 
The first implies immediate access, while the second implies mediated access to events, 
i.e. these events are not directly ‘perceived’ but only attributed. 
 We now can state some of the claims he makes. Carruthers claims that people 
have introspective access to (quasi-)perceptual events. This causes the formation of 
perceptual beliefs. Another claim is that people do not have meta-cognition: they do 
not have introspective access to propositional attitudes, such as willing. The (quasi-)
perceptual events are all that is available to them. This claim implies that people can 
see, for example, their arm raising but not ‘see’ the decision that prompted raising this 
arm. But people do have beliefs about what raising this arm means. Carruthers’s claim 
that people, as they have not immediate access to propositional attitudes, need to take 
recourse to an interpretation of what they perceive (the (quasi-)perceptual events) in 
much the same way as they would interpret other people’s behaviour. Taken together, 
these claims would predict that people in a situation where their finger or hand is being 
moved by an invisible external cause, at least not by a decision of their body, would still 
interpret this as a movement of their own and would attribute to themselves a decision. 
This self-attribution would cause them to believe that they have decided to move their 
finger or hand. Carruthers would therefore also claim, I think, that the monitoring 
requirement is not met because people’s process of belief formation about their own 
physical acts cannot, in principle, be a reflective warrant for monitoring these acts. 
 Carruthers sustains his claims with a view of the mind’s architecture that aims 
at improving the theoretical framework for experimental psychological research. He 
acknowledges that its architecture can be made sense of in terms of the distinction 
between System 1 and System 2 processes. He also agrees that their differences can be 

94 He criticises them in resp. (2007) and (King and Carruthers 2012). Kornblith, another philosopher 
interested in dual-process theory as supporting claims against introspection, is critical of Frankfurt 
and Moran: Kornblith (2012, resp. sections 3.1-2 and 3.3). Pereboom takes Frankfurt’s account 
(1971) as exemplary. In none of his articles, to my knowledge at least, does Pereboom address or even 
mention Moran’s account (2001).
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described by contrasting them in terms of fast-slow, parallel-serial, and finally also in 
terms of unconscious-conscious. But he disagrees with some social psychologists about 
how to conceive the relationship between both systems. He denies, for example, that 
System 1 and System 2 represent two independent mechanisms.95 Carruthers claims that 
System 2 is realised ‘in cycles of operation of System 1 (rather than existing alongside of 
the latter)’ (2009a:112). To understand what this claim means and why it undermines 
any claim of introspecting the propositional attitudes, we should get a closer look at 
what is inside System 1. This is not one single system, but a set of systems. Among 
them are a range of perceptual systems (visual, somatosensory, auditory) and a range of 
conceptual systems. The perceptual systems ‘broadcast their outputs’ to the conceptual 
systems, some of which in their turn generate beliefs, ‘some create new goals, and some 
generate decisions and intentions for action’ (2010:79). When these beliefs, decisions 
and intentions (presentations) have been generated, they can be stored in memory and 
again be activated during reasoning. The conceptual systems include more than one 
belief-generating system. For example, one system generates, based on outputs from the 
perceptual systems, first-order beliefs. Another one is the mind-reading system which 
can generate higher-order beliefs. 
 The mind-reading system is constitutive of people’s consciousness. When people reflect 
on either their perceptions or their own mental states, the underlying processes take place 
within this system. Carruthers denies that the outputs of the systems that generate first-order 
beliefs and decisions have causal pathways towards the mind-reading system. This agrees 
with his claim that people have no access to propositional attitudes, including first-order 
beliefs.96 The mind-reading system does have access, however, to outputs from the perceptual 
systems. When it comes to perceptions that do not necessarily appeal to people’s own 
behaviour or circumstances, as in this example, it is not immediately relevant why we should 
distinguish between two belief-generating systems that both operate based on perceptual 
events. When, for example, people perceive a dog chasing a ball (or, in Carruthers’s technical 
vocabulary: when they receive ‘as input a visual representation of a dog chasing a ball’), in 
both systems, the belief is generated that ‘I am seeing a dog chasing a ball’.97 This would 
qualify as introspection. As such moments we are conscious of what we see: a dog chasing a 
ball. A difference between both systems arises once people during belief formation need to 
make an appeal to their own behavioural circumstances. To understand what they perceive, 
they are then required to reflect on their own mental states (either first-order beliefs or 
decisions). The reflection on one’s mental states takes place within the mind-reading system. 
As we have already remarked, Carruthers denies that the mind-reading system has access  
to systems that generate first-order beliefs and decisions. But the mind-reading system provides  
 

95 He ascribes this view to Nichols and Stich (2003). 
96 Carruthers (2010:81). 
97 For more explanation on how the mind-reading system is able to conceptualise perceptions: 

Carruthers (2010:80-81). 
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a solution to this problem because it underlies people’s capacity to attribute mental states. 
Interestingly an evolutionary link is suggested between mind-reading and manipulation as a 
social ability (see King and Carruthers 2012:212, note 25) because as cooperation between 
people became more complex, they had to improve their ability to ‘reading’ other people’s 
minds, i.e. of attributing beliefs and decisions to other people. In this way, the mind-reading 
faculty enabled people ‘to anticipate and manipulate the behavior of other people, as well as 
to cooperate more effectively with them’ (King and Carruthers 2012:212). As people try to 
grasp their own behaviour consciously, they need to rely on the same mind-reading powers 
as they use for reading other people’s minds. This process qualifies as self-attribution. As the 
beliefs it produces are not about what people perceive but about people’s mental states, they 
count as higher-order beliefs (meta-representations). 
 Much of the processing that is going on in the various systems discussed so far 
should be understood as unconscious as these systems are still located within the System 
1 domain. System 2 is put to work when people reflect on either their perceptions or their 
own mental states. But the space allowed for reflection is narrow. As I discussed earlier 
(chapter three), consciousness can be understood in two different senses: transitive and 
intransitive. Reflection would be the process of a transitive consciousness: an unconscious 
mental state becomes conscious when ‘it is taken as the object by a higher-order state’ 
(Zahavi 2007:268). In Carruthers’s account of the mind-reading system, issuing in 
conscious mental states, we can see an oscillation between both senses of consciousness. 
When people reflect on their own beliefs and decisions, they appear to be conscious in 
a transitive sense. But rather than accessing their own mental states, their reflection is a 
case of swift self-attribution, which gives it the sense of introspection.98 Even reflection 
as self-attribution does not take place as an autonomous conscious process because 
much of the mind-reading system upon which it relies operates unconsciously.99 This is 
illustrated in an example Kornblith provides of a woman called Mary who has misplaced 
her keys (2012:144):

‘In getting ready to leave her house, she looks in her purse, where she usually 
leaves them, and discovers that they are not there. She then engages in a process of 
self-conscious reasoning, that is, the kind of reasoning which goes on in System 2. 
When did I last use my car keys, she asks herself, and what did I do with the keys 
when I last arrived home? As she consciously raises these questions, she mentally 
rehearses the path she followed from her car to the house, focusing her attention, 
at each point, on what she might have done with the keys.’

98 Admittedly Carruthers does not employ himself talk of transitive/intransitive consciousness but 
follows Block (1995:232-233) in distinguishing between phenomenal consciousness and access 
consciousness. For more comments on these distinctions: see Macdonald (2008:321-322, note 8). I 
do not think that it matters for my discussion (cf. Zahavi 2007, section 1). 

99 For a more detailed explanation: see Carruthers (2009a:120). 
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Her reflection (which consists in conscious reasoning) allows her to analyse several 
options of where she could have left her keys. Although we may understand this 
reflection as a process that Mary controls, it is clear, as Kornblith argues, ‘that the 
conscious contents of her mind cannot exhaust what goes on in her reasoning’ (idem). 
In other words: she cannot control the unconscious processes that nevertheless help 
her to rule out some unlikely options: ‘Mary does not self-consciously entertain the 
thought that her keys cannot travel discontinuously through space and time’ (idem). Of 
course, she believes this, but this belief does play a conscious role in her reflection. The 
case of Mary’s reflection only shows what is common about people’s reflections which 
is that they rely on a background of beliefs that are unconscious and that are accessed 
unconsciously: ‘when a large body of background beliefs play a role in determining 
what an agent believes, System 1 is inevitably involved. Reasoning in System 2 is thus 
influenced by reasoning in System 1’ (Kornblith 2012:146). Carruthers phrases it even 
more restrictive: ‘System 2 is realized in cycles of operation of System 1’ (Carruthers 
2009a:124). 
 The previous explanation still leaves room for introspection. Carruthers and his co-
author allow for the possibility that people do have genuine introspective access towards 
their attitudes: 

‘From the fact that we sometimes engage in swift unconscious self-
interpretation it doesn’t follow that we always do, of course. On other occasions 
we might have access to our attitudes that is introspective in character. It 
is important to see, however, that from the subject’s own perspective there 
is no epistemic difference between the two. Since it can seem to subjects 
that they are introspecting their attitudes when they are demonstrably (but 
unconsciously) self-interpreting, the common-sense intuition that we have 
immediate introspective access to our own propositional attitude events of 
deciding, judging, and so forth should arguably be given little weight’ (King 
and Carruthers 2012:214).

 
 
Carruthers’s decisive argument is, therefore, that people are not able to tell the difference 
between introspection and self-attribution (or: self-interpretation). If people engage in 
self-attribution, it happens so fast that it ‘feels’ like genuine introspection. And so, we 
must conclude, the Monitoring Requirement is not met. Responsibility is impossible.

4.6. Conclusion

I have argued that the liberal-mentalist notion is not able to deal with agential self-
ignorance. One strategy to show this was to analyse whether people can detect their own 
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implicit biases. While this provides a local problem for assessing responsibility, exploring 
the underlying mentalist assumptions led me to pursue a different strategy and analyse 
what poses a more radical challenge: the global problem of agential self-ignorance, 
better known as the problem of determinism. It arises once liberal theorists accept 
an ontological (or, as I explored it here, neurological) interpretation of the conscious-
unconscious distinction. In the standard debate on determinism, thought experiments 
centring on manipulation provide an important argument against the claim that people 
have freedom and, therefore, responsibility: the Manipulation Argument. I discussed 
two versions. The first version focuses on the volitional conditions for action: what kind 
of control over one’s will guarantees that action is truly free? The second hones in on 
the cognitive conditions for free will: what kind of control over one’s beliefs guarantees 
that a will is truly free (and consequently, that an action is truly free)? Only the first is 
extensively discussed in the determinism debate, but as this largely ignores the issue of 
what it means for people to have introspective self-knowledge and, more broadly, to 
be knowers, I chose to shift the discussion towards the question of how to understand 
the idea of introspective control over beliefs. It resulted in a revision of the notion of 
reflective epistemic autonomy and a second version of the Manipulation Argument. In 
the end, the two versions of the Manipulation Argument were able to refute the notions 
of reflective volitional autonomy and reflective epistemic autonomy.
 My aim in discussing the problem of determinism has been to show that the 
mentalist framework on which the liberal-mentalist notion of responsibility relies can be 
turned against the liberal-mentalist notion of responsibility. But however problematic 
the liberal-mental notion of responsibility now appears to be, I claim that it is really the 
mentalist framework itself that is problematic. In the next chapter, I will argue against 
it by exploring the relation between determinism and people’s condition as knowers (or, 
more traditional terms, as rational beings). At the same time, I will start developing an 
alternative framework: a pragmatic one based on Robert Brandom’s writings.
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5.1. Introduction

In this chapter, I will shift from the vocabulary of reflectiveness to the vocabulary of 
rationality.1 The notion of rationality that still dominates many philosophical discussions 
is rationality as deliberation. It is usually understood, on the theoretical side, as the 
acquisition of knowledge according to formal reasoning – logic providing the model of 
formal reasoning and thus of theoretical rationality – and, on the practical side, as acting 
according to a means-goal or means-desire type of structure: here deliberative acting is 
acting deliberately.2 As practical rationality is understood here only in a specific sense 
(what could be called the species of the genus ‘practical rationality’), I will reserve for 
this the term ‘instrumental rationality’. Using now the vocabulary of rationality, we may 
claim that the condition of people in a deterministic universe is marked by the disunity 
of rationality (both theoretical and practical) and action because the thinking mind is 
unconnected to the acting body: the ownership of the actions we think are ours is only 
an illusion. 
 The disunity of rationality and action makes no sense, however, as an absolute 
condition. The problem underlying this master assumption is the notion of deliberative 
rationality itself. Useful as it may be for socio-political analyses, it fails as a basis for 
the determinists’ discussion on freedom and responsibility. This chapter will argue for 
a different notion of rationality, which is more basic than deliberative rationality and 
presupposes the unity of rationality and action. For this notion, I will draw heavily on 
the writings of Robert Brandom, who has worked for many years on the notion of 
inferential rationality. If Brandom’s account is plausible enough, it also provides an 
argument against the thesis of determinism because denying the unity of rationality 
and action, which this thesis implies, precludes understanding knowledge, not in the 
least scientific knowledge. And if we cannot explain the acquisition of knowledge, how 
could we even know the determinism thesis? Brandom’s account provides, I think, the 
proper framework not only to overcome the determinism thesis but also for picking up 
again on the two issues that are impossible to address based on the reflective notion of 
responsibility (also see the previous chapter, section 1): 
 
 

1 Of course, the notion of rationality was already looming in discussions of the previous chapter 
because, for example, in the story on Professor Plum, the manipulative intervention in his reasoning 
process was part of Pereboom’s strategy to also address this type of view, more specifically those of 
Fischer and Ravizza (1998), and of Wallace (1994). But the perspective of the arguments was still 
that of reflectiveness. My choice of shifting from reflective accounts, in the previous chapter, towards 
rational accounts of freedom and responsibility, in this chapter, will be explained in more detail in 
section 4. 

2 In psychological debates on rationality, this has been called ‘the Standard Picture’: ‘to be rational is to 
reason in accordance with principles of reasoning that are based on rules of logic, probability theory 
and so forth’ (Stein 1996). 
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1. Are people responsible for their hidden prejudices?
2. Can their hidden prejudices be changed in a morally relevant sense?

 In the next sections, I will proceed as follows. First, I will argue that the participants in 
the determinist debate on freedom who take the reflective will as their starting point – many 
libertarians, neo-Kantians, soft and hard determinists – use the wrong notion of freedom. 
They conflate what are really two different levels of analysing freedom, a moral-political and 
metaphysical level (section 2). Determinists are committed to a theoretical framework that 
recognises only two types of actions: deterministic (non-responsible) and non-deterministic 
(responsible). Combining the levels of a two-level notion of freedom allows us to introduce 
a new category of actions: transcendentally free but non-responsible actions (section 3). 
This will invite us to look for another transcendental notion of freedom. I will introduce 
Brandom’s notion of freedom as rationality first by contrasting it with the standard notions 
on rationality within the determinist debate (section 4) and then by explaining it as a form 
of normative bindingness (section 5). Central to his account of rationality is a pragmatist 
notion of normativity. Discussing some criticisms will allow me to clarify that people’s status 
as having freedom consists in their being knowers (section 6). Lastly, as a response to the 
Manipulation Argument, I will present a counterargument against attempts at naturalising 
responsibility: the Cognitive Suicide Argument (section 7). It will show that giving up the 
freedom of agency also implies giving up knowledge. 

5.2. Free will as the wrong notion of  freedom

Do proponents of the Manipulation Argument succeed in undermining the liberal-
mentalist notion of freedom and responsibility, which has its basis in the reflective will? 
If so, this is because the liberal notion is primarily a moral-political notion, not the type 
of notion designed to explain freedom in a mechanical world.3 In short: they have chosen  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 In his diagnosis of liberalism as a modern tradition and of its specific notion of freedom/agency as 
one that understands practical reasoning as basically a volitional one, MacIntyre remarks, although 
he does not particularly address the determinism debate, that ‘[c]ontemporary analytic philosophers 
[...] often take themselves to be representing the timeless form of practical reasoning as such, when 
they are in fact representing the form of practical reasoning specific to their own liberal individualist 
culture’ (1988:340). From the various authors he mentions as his examples, I take MacIntyre to claim 
that this deep-seated assumption is part of theorising not just in liberal political theory but also in 
other philosophical domains within analytic philosophy.
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the wrong notion of freedom.4 To make this claim plausible, I will introduce a two-
level understanding of freedom. Next, I will sketch a historical account that indicates 
how the will came about as the wrong notion of freedom and what ought to be treated 
as the right kind of freedom. In the next section, I will conclude with a discussion of 
Frankfurt’s account and Pereboom’s Manipulation Argument to show the problem with 
using the wrong notion of freedom. 
 I suggest that we should understand freedom as a two-level notion, a notion that 
may function to analyse human action at two distinct levels. At one level, it allows us 
to qualify actions in terms of the contradictory distinction between ‘free’ and ‘unfree’ in 
the sense of ‘undetermined’ and ‘determined’. At another level, it allows us to appreciate 
actions in terms of the contrastive distinction between ‘free’ and ‘unfree’ in the sense of 
‘more free’ versus ‘less free’.5 The two levels should be kept apart carefully.6 They each 
indicate a different sort of demarcation between freedom and unfreedom and therefore 
imply different sorts of notions of freedom (and so of ‘unfreedom’).7 When we talk about 
freedom at the contrastive level, we employ moral-political notions of freedom. These 
are usually regulative: they prescribe what we should understand as an impermissible 
(immoral, illegitimate) constraint on people’s ability to act. At the disjunctive level, we 
use transcendental notions of freedom: they explain what is constitutive of beings that 
have freedom as opposed to beings that have not. Both levels are conceptually connected: 
moral-political freedom presupposes transcendental freedom. What matters for the 
determinist debate on freedom are only disjunctive, i.e. transcendental, notions of freedom, 
notions that presuppose a sharp boundary between what is deterministic, i.e. what can be 
reductively understood in terms of mechanical causation, and what is not deterministic.8  
 
 

4 For similar criticisms (but from somewhat different theoretical perspectives): see Arendt (2006a); 
Greshake (1981); Hruschka (1986); MacIntyre (1988); Smiley (1992) and Kobusch (1993). 
Smiley, for example, claims that ‘the modern concept of moral responsibility is not, like its Classical 
and Christian counterparts, internally coherent’ (1992:73) because it ‘enables us to conflate our 
practical judgments of causation and blameworthiness into one ostensibly factual discovery of 
moral responsibility’ (1992:167). I, too, am critical of this ‘modern concept’, but I follow a different 
strategy. I focus on the notion of causality itself, i.e. a notion that analyses people’s practices in terms 
of a (presumed) link between a will and an action, and claim that this notion already presupposes a 
more fundamental, moral-political notion, as I will explain in this and the next sections.

5 A familiar example of a two-level notion is ‘moral’, which can be understood in a contrastive relation 
with ‘immoral’ and in a contradictory relation with ‘non-moral’ or ‘amoral’. I do not know of any 
technical name for these sorts of notions, so it seemed convenient to me to invent one. 

6 Schnädelbach (1992b) analyses the predicate ‘rational’ in a similar way. Also, see section 5. 
7 A conceptual confusion may invade our use of two-level notions if it is not clear in relation to which 

other terms they are used: ‘moral’ in relation to ‘immoral’ or to ‘non-moral’? To be clear about the 
level at which I use a notion of freedom, I will use the verb ‘have’ to indicate use at the contradictory 
level – therefore: having freedom – and the verb ‘be’ to indicate use at the contrastive level – therefore: 
being free.

8 Perhaps the choice for the adjective ‘transcendental’ is an unfortunate one. But I hope that the 
argument in this section makes it clear enough how I intend to use ‘transcendental freedom’.
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 Addressing the issue of freedom at either level of analysis raises at least two 
questions. First: what is the ‘thing’ to which freedom is either ascribed or denied? The 
answer to this question is the same for both levels of analysing freedom if we treat them 
not as simply two different levels but as being connected by some ‘hinge’. Once we have 
settled what the ‘hinge’ consists in, we arrive at a second question: how is it possible that 
‘it’ (whatever this hinge is) is (more) free (or: unfree, less free)? 
 In the previous chapter, Frankfurt’s notion of freedom was discussed as exemplary 
for a family of notions of freedom that determinists often take as the starting point for 
their debates. These notions have in common that they provide the same answers to the 
two questions just mentioned. The hinge between both levels, according to these notions, 
is the will. What enables the will to be free is for each of these notions a reflective process 
of some kind, even if these notions sometimes pick out different criteria that turn this 
reflective process into one that ‘liberates’ the will. The criterion Frankfurt mentions, for 
example, is identification, a feature that is typical for notions of personal autonomy. 
Whatever variations distinguish these notions, their common core in defining freedom 
is, therefore, the ‘reflective will’. Determinists have chosen the notion of ‘freedom as 
reflective will’ for debating the challenge of determinism. The problem is that they have 
chosen the wrong notion.9 It conflates the two levels of analysing freedom because 
determinists treat as a transcendental notion what is really a moral-political notion.10 
The result is an inconsistent notion that is unfit to face the challenge of determinism. 
The conflation of levels is best explained by turning to a brief historical account, for 
which I will use the two-level notion of freedom as a piece of meta-language. 
 The current determinist debate on free will is presented mostly as a continuation of 
older debates in the early modern period, the Middle ages and even Antiquity.11 Modern 
determinists sometimes try to classify theorists from those earlier periods as either ‘soft 
determinists’ (‘compatibilists’) or ‘hard determinists’.12 Even historians of philosophy 
have taken over this vocabulary to make similar attempts.13 Such attempts presuppose 
that the continuities between modern and earlier debates on determinism are more 
relevant than their discontinuities. I will mention three presumed continuities: 

9 Notions of personal autonomy, which have been inspired by amongst others Frankfurt’s account, 
qualify as belonging to the moral-political level, as I have already argued in chapter three. 

10 I think that the ambiguity of Frankfurt’s notion of freedom is apparent from the influence it had 
in very different debates (see chapter 2, section 6). Other notions of freedom too met the fate of 
being shifted from one level to another, as in the case of T.H. Green’s notion of freedom as ‘self-
determination’, which was intended as a moral-political notion, but was nevertheless used by William 
James (1884) as an example of a transcendental notion. And it might be argued that T.H. Green’s 
moral-political freedom was itself the result of treating Hegel’s text on the master and his servant as 
a moral-political analysis (Wempe 2004) what is really a transcendental analysis (Ottmann 1981). In 
current debates on determinism, T.H. Green’s notion does not play a role anymore. 

11 See, e.g. Pereboom (2009); Nichols (2007). 
12 Pereboom (2009).  
13 Kenny (1973). 
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1. The problem of determinism is one about the demarcation question. If people 
are transcendentally free – in the sense of not being determined (whatever this 
may mean) –, this explains their exceptional status compared to the rest of the 
natural order. Or perhaps it should be reversed: if it can be explained what their 
exceptional status consists in, then this is what we call transcendental freedom.

2. Freedom [of action] precedes morality [being a moral subject], sometimes 
expressed in the claim that free will precedes moral responsibility.14 The reason 
for this, as we have seen earlier, is that the fate of morality is tied up with the 
fate of the demarcation question. If it cannot be explained that human beings 
have an exceptional status (i.e. are free), then moral responsibility is impossible.

3. What functions as a ‘hinge’ is the will. 

 I take the opposite view: discontinuities in the history of debates on determinism 
are more important.15 Ignoring this is bound to distort our understanding of early 
modern philosophers (and therefore also of modern philosophers who came later, 
such as Kant and Reid) and their debates on determinism. And this, in its turn, will 
prevent us from understanding what assumptions underpinned their use of the ‘will’ 
as a philosophical notion and how these were lost sight of as early modern debates 
transformed into our present debates on determinism. I would like to suggest a radically 
different reading of the early modern debate on determinism – or, what was then the 
common term, necessity (and its theological equivalent: predestination) – by claiming 
that what previously were called continuities are really discontinuities.16

 
1. The first discontinuity is a shift from the question of how transcendental freedom 

works towards the question of whether human beings do have transcendental 
freedom. While the demarcation question is the primary concern for modern 
determinists, it was not for early modern necessitarians. 

2. The second one is a shift from taking morality as preceding [in the sense of 
constituting] [individual] transcendental freedom towards taking transcendental 
freedom as preceding morality. 

3. The key to understanding both discontinuities is a third discontinuity that is 
more fundamental, which is the shift from ‘person’ to ‘will’ as what necessitarians/
determinists recognise as the hinge between both levels of freedom. 

14 Also, see chapter 4, section 2. 
15 Smiley (1992) shares this view and also criticises the current use of the notion of free will in debates 

on determinism. She chooses, however, to contrast the modern notion of responsibility with Classical 
and Christian notions, whereas I try to locate a discontinuity between the modern notion and the 
early modern contractarian of responsibility.

16 It seems to me that this focus on discontinuities is helpful for a reconstruction of the history of 
debates on free will. In this respect, Pereboom’s introduction (2009) to an anthology of historical key 
texts for these debates seems oddly ahistorical. 
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 Notions of personhood are usually traced to the ancient tradition of ‘persona’, a 
term that is traditionally thought to be the Roman translation of the Greek πρόσωπον 
(face). Due to its metaphorical use in the theatre, it produced the meaning of ‘person’ as 
‘mask’.17 Later this developed into the related but distinct meaning of ‘role’. Its use was 
not limited to a dramaturgical setting but acquired, for example, within the Roman legal 
context the more specific and technical meaning of ‘legal subject’.18 To these meanings 
of ‘person’, the scholastic tradition added two different meanings: ‘person’ as ‘substance’ 
and as ‘moral entity’ (ens morale).19 Being a moral entity was intimately linked with 
being rational to the extent that these two dimensions were only different sides of the 
same coin: being rational, deliberating, was having access to knowledge about moral 
actions.   
 The interest of moral-political theorists in the early modern period was mostly 
with analysing actions rather than with analysing the notion of personhood as the source 
of these actions.20 But they nevertheless needed a notion to support their analyses of 
actions. This was the notion of personhood as they had inherited it from the scholastic 
tradition. The scholastic notion of personhood as ‘substance’ and moral entity originates 
in discussions on the nature of the trinity. These took as their starting point the question 
of how we should understand Jesus as having both a human and divine nature.21 This way 
of thinking was then applied to human beings: they were understood not just as natural 
beings but also as persons, i.e., as rational and moral beings. Boethius provided the 
influential definition that links the person as being a substance to rationality: ‘Persona 
est naturae rationabilis individua substantia’. But being rational was not yet understood 
as being free in any metaphysical or transcendental sense. In the thirteenth century, 
discussions on the trinity gave rise to the meaning of person as ‘ens morale’, which for 
the first time implies that people, as persons, belong to a different domain of being: the 
esse morale.22 It implies a break with the Aristotelian metaphysics that conceives people 
as belonging to the same domain of being as ‘things’ and which also still underlies 
Boethius’ definition of personhood. In a way, this introduced freedom as a two-level 
notion: freedom as opposed to the domain of nature’s necessity (transcendental freedom) 
next to freedom within the domain of morality (moral-political freedom). The notion of 
‘persona’ functioned to keep these two levels apart and to secure transcendental freedom. 
And here, surprisingly from a modern perspective, morality, in the sense of having moral 
status, was understood as preceding freedom (of action). 
 Sometimes a distinction is made between efficient causes and final causes and 

17 Cotta  (1983:160).
18 E.g. Stagl (2012). Cicero, too, used the meaning of person as ‘role’ in a metaphorical sense: see Gill 

(1988). 
19 Kobusch 1993 and Thiel 2011 (esp. the introduction). 
20 See chapter 2. 
21 So the ‘person’ as a being that is responsible for actions seems to have two different conceptual 

origins: a legal and a theological one.
22 Kobusch (1993).
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consequently between efficient necessity and final necessity.23 This is only a very abstract 
distinction. Efficient necessity can, however, be conceptualised in more specific ways, 
for example, as either fatalism (in Antiquity) or mechanical determinism (in present 
debates). Whereas efficient necessity is almost the only type of necessity that matters to 
today’s determinists, for medieval (and very early modern) theorists, it was almost non-
existent.24 For them, the demarcation between human beings and animals was therefore 
not one between free and (mechanically) determined, but between having a status 
as a moral-rational entity and not having that status.25 Instead, they were concerned 
with final necessity. This followed from their own characterisation of people as moral-
rational beings. Whereas rationality and moral responsibility were assumed to form an 
unproblematic unity, from the late thirteenth century onwards, some theorists began to 
claim that rationality conflicts with moral (personal) responsibility. If rationality provides 
the source for moral reasons, people have a moral reason to do X and therefore have a 
compelling motive to do X, but then they have no real personal responsibility.26 People’s 
rational nature (in the sense that medieval theorists understood it) therefore amounts 
to rational determinism.27 The consequence of this view, however, was that it became 
problematic to understand how people who were supposed to have moral knowledge 
(and therefore to act in agreement with this knowledge) could still act contrary to their 
moral knowledge. This is the problem of weakness of will (ἀκρασία).28 The notion of 
‘will’ as a distinct faculty was introduced to solve precisely this problem.29 (Only later, 
as we now know, the will as a distinct faculty became itself a problematic source of  
 

23 Cf. Normore (2002), who uses these phrases: ‘final causal determinism’ versus ‘efficient causal 
determinism’. In a note, Sir William Hamilton added to a letter by Thomas Reid (1793/ 1872:87, 
note †), he remarks: ‘There are two schemes of Necessity – the Necessitation by efficient – the 
Necessitation by final causes. The former is brute or blind Fate; the latter rational Determinism. 
Though their practical results be the same, they ought to be carefully distinguished in theory.’

24 Adamson (2014). 
25 This is a considerable difference with modern determinist debates: here, the key term to define 

the possible demarcation between human beings and mechanical objects is freedom rather than 
rationality and/or morality.

26 Cf. Kent (1995, chapter 3) and Hoffmann (2014). 
27 Normore (2002; also see 2007). Rational determinism seems to be no subject of discussion in modern 

debates. For an exception: Bourke (1938). Rational determinism, in this late medieval version, is 
also an ethical determinism (a view of this name is ascribed by Taylor (2006) to Plato) because it 
is concerned with the reasons people for doing the right thing. In Aristotelian terms, the medieval 
notion of determinism was about final causes rather than efficient causes. For medieval theorists, 
determinism in terms of efficient causes was not a plausible option (Adamson 2014). 

28 Kent (1995). Today the problem of weakness of will is often defined in a utilitarian way: acting 
against one’s own interest (in contrast to older definitions: acting against one’s moral knowledge). 

29 The notion of will (voluntas) had played virtually no role in medieval discussions until the thirteenth 
century. Afterwards, a shift seems to take place from using the term ‘liberum arbitrium’ towards 
using the term ‘libertas voluntatis’. Both terms are usually translated into English as ‘free will’. Kent, 
however, draws attention to the fact that this translation is problematic for ‘liberum arbitrium’ 
(1995:98–99). It is therefore equally problematic to claim that philosophers using this term were 
debating ‘free will’. This shift in terminology presents yet another discontinuity in the history of 
discussions on ‘free will’. 
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transcendental freedom.) In the various accounts that were offered for understanding 
the relation between reason and will, the ‘will’ did not function, however, to demarcate 
human from non-human beings: ‘the fundamental issue was not whether human beings 
are free, but whether intellect or will is ultimately responsible for their freedom’.30 Once 
again, for so-called voluntarists, the issue of whether people are free was settled by their 
status of being a person, i.e. an entity having moral rationality, while the notion of ‘will’ 
functioned to secure moral responsibility (in the sense of personal responsibility) against 
the necessitation by rationality. 
 The notion of a person according to late medieval insights – the person as a 
substance, as a moral-rational being (ens morale) and as having a will (the guarantee for 
the responsibility she can call her own) – still played an important role in the transition 
towards the early modern period, even though it was more often assumed than analysed 
or discussed. Some early modern theorists, however, had their own reasons to adopt 
this notion, specifically to reject the characterisation of personhood as substance, which 
was a metaphysical status.31 The notion of personhood was developed in two different 
directions that both moved away from ‘person’ as substance: personhood as self-
consciousness and personhood as a result of imputation.32 The first made it possible to 
develop notions of self-governance, as we have seen in chapter two, but also to theorise 
‘individuation’ and ‘identity’.33 The second proved useful, especially for early modern 
contractarian theorists.34 The imputation model was realised in part by reintroducing 
Roman-legal thought, which offered a notion of personhood that was social rather than 
metaphysical or ontological.35 Hobbes is perhaps the first to have introduced the notion 
of ‘person’ in terms of imputation (or: ascription).36 After him, Pufendorf explored more 
explicitly and more fully the notion of ascription, which in the long turn proved to  
 
 

30 Hoffmann (2014:414). 
31 For example, Pufendorf tried to detheologise juridical and political theory. See Hunter (2001).
32 See, e.g. McKeon (1957).
33 Thiel (1997 and 2011:18). 
34 See McKeon (1957).
35 See Thomas (1998); Pettit (2008); Thiel (2011). Although it is possible to understood personhood, as 

it is understood in the tradition of self-consciousness initiated by Locke, in terms of the tradition of 
imputation and therefore as a form of self-imputation (Herbert 1996), this would therefore obscure 
a crucial difference between both traditions. What a person is, according to the second tradition, 
depends on a community. For the tradition of self-consciousness, it is the person itself. 

36 Pettit (2008); Milanese (2014). As part of the continuity view on the history of determinism debates, 
Hobbes is usually presented as a compatibilist because he believes both that human beings are 
determined, and that morality (responsibility) is nevertheless responsible. But this ignores various 
dimensions of his views on man. First, his materialistic view can also be considered as a choice that 
was convenient for certain political arguments (Jackson 2007). Second, Hobbes claimed that people, 
as persons, differed from animals in having access to language, which he considered to be a human 
invention (Pettit 2008). Perhaps he owes this view to the scholastic tradition even though he used the 
Roman-legal tradition to support his notion of personhood. Thirdly, his determinism has also been 
interpreted as a logical necessity, which would bring Hobbes closer again to the scholastic tradition.  
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be influential in criminal law.37 At the same time, the early modern use of this notion  
preserved the scholastic meaning of moral entity as one that marked the boundary between 
human and non-human beings.38 In this respect, the early modern notion of personhood 
differed decisively from the Roman-legal notion of personhood.39 As I previously 
explained (chapter 2, section 4), the imputation strategy offered obvious advantages as 
it provided a more complex vocabulary for ascribing and assessing actions, in particular 
for its distinction between two different types of assessment at which laws of nature may 
determine people’s behaviour. We are now able to recognise that the first type is about 
imputing (ascribing) personhood. Assessing an event as ‘free’ according to that first type 
of assessment (i.e., describing it as a free action in a transcendental sense) therefore means 
ascribing to whatever was the source of that event, the status of ‘person’, which consists in 
being the ‘primary cause’, the ‘free cause’, ‘cause that is uncaused’ of that action.40 
 The late medieval discussions on rational determinism remained important to 
theorists from the early modern period and probably continued to influence discussions 
on necessity well into the eighteenth century. But along the way, rational determinism 
became more and more modelled on the vocabulary of causation due to the promising 
and exciting developments in theorising about the natural world.41 As a result, 
debates shifted from rational determinism towards psychological necessity, exploring 
the relations between reason, will and emotions (‘passions’, ‘sentiments’). During the 
early modern period also a new notion of necessity, unknown to medieval theorists, 
mechanical necessity, was emerging, but only gradually because theorists and scientists 
were still struggling with the proper meaning of what it meant that res extensa was 
mechanical: was there any vacuum between atoms, how was it possible that atoms moved 

37 See, e.g. Darwall (2012). This does not mean, however, that the contractarian notion of personhood 
was necessarily coherent. It was not. I will return to this point in the next chapter. 

38 See especially Kobusch (1993 and 2006), who has tried to uncover this (what he calls) ‘forgotten 
tradition’ (2006). Also, see Hunter (2001) and Haakonssen (2010). They disagree, however, with 
Kobusch on what exactly is the status of the ‘person’: Far from attempting to provide a moral-
ontological anchor for moral freedom and natural rights [as Kobusch tries to interpret Pufendorf ], 
Pufendorf ’s separation of moral from natural being is intended to divorce duties and rights from all 
ontological foundations and salvific aspirations, grounding them instead in imposed offices which 
originate in a civil rather than a metaphysical order’ (Hunter 2001:165-166). Also see Haakonssen 
(2010:1, note 3). Their point, in my view, is precisely the novel meaning of personhood as an ascribed 
status rather than a natural status. 

39 Understanding early modern theorists as being committed to the medieval transcendental notion 
of personhood would explain why for example, theological determinism, as it was expounded in 
Calvinism, was not scandalous, although it certainly posed political problems. If anything had been 
scandalous in the medieval and early modern period, it would have been to deny that people, as 
persons, are moral entities rather than to deny that they are free. 

40 Hruschka (1986).
41 One of the influential works in this area was, of course, Isaac Newton’s Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia 

Mathematica (1687). It should be reminded, though, that Early modern philosophers, scientists, 
theorists of law and others did not have a modern notion of nature. See, e.g. Saine (1997, esp. 
chapter 1); Daston (1998); Daston and Stolleis (2008a); Roth (2008). This also holds for Newton, 
who, like other contemporaries who helped to develop the idea of a ‘mechanical’ world view, was still 
convinced that, within a mechanised world, miracles could still take place: see Harrison (1995).
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and what is matter anyhow?42 In the eighteenth century, it began to move towards a  
more modern notion of mechanical determinism. Each of the two notions of necessity 
had its own domain of application, respectively (in line with Descartes’ distinction) 
res cogitans and res extensa or, in other words, the domain of mind and the domain of 
nature.43 Psychological necessity was not usually thought of as reducible to the domain 
of nature.44 More importantly, neither was it understood as entailing the denial of moral 
responsibility.45 Ideas of necessity, in whatever variety, were generally still underpinned 
by a firm belief that the moral order was secured by God. The explanation for the 
early modern view that necessity does not yet deny moral responsibility, apart from the 
theological explanation, might be theorists who were engaged in debates on necessity 
were aware there was a difference between agency and actions.46 In this sense, the notion 
of personhood remained relevant, although very much in the background, to keep the 
domain of mind and the domain of nature apart. It made it possible for theorists to be 
necessitarians (namely, about the domain of mind) without being either compatibilists 
or incompatibilists in today’s senses of these words. 
 The nineteenth century was a period of various transformations of the debate 
on necessity. The notion of ‘necessity’ finally transformed into the modern notion of 
‘determinism’.47 In this process, the notion of personhood was gradually lost sight of.48 
Before, it had functioned to keep apart two distinct discussions on necessity and with it two 
levels of analysing freedom. Its disappearance now allowed the two discussions to converge 
into one discussion. The collapse of the notion of psychological necessity into the notion of  
 

42 The early notions of mechanical necessity were still partly theological because God was introduced to 
explain the movements of atoms. See Dijksterhuis (1950). Also, see, e.g. Yolton (1983); Sarasohn (1985).

43 One of the early occurrences in German of the word Determinismus (in 1789) refers to psychological 
necessity, suggesting that even towards the end of the eighteenth century, this was still distinguished 
as a separate kind of necessity (Hacking 1983:458). 

44 Harris (2014) mentions Clarke as introducing ‘moral necessity’ to set the mental (moral) order apart. 
Also, see Wokler (1995:40), who mentions that, for example, Montesquieu also acknowledges a 
distinction between two kinds of causes: physical and moral. The distinction between ‘moral necessity’ 
and ‘physical necessity’ may well have been one of the first steps in a long philosophical debate to 
finally make the distinction between justification and (causal) explanation. Rorty has claimed that 
seventeenth-century writers generally did not yet make this distinction because they ‘did not think of 
knowledge as justified true belief ’ (1979/ 2009:141).  

45 Harris (2014). 
46 Harris (2014).
47 Hacking (1983:460): ‘Somewhere, let us say between 1854 and 1872, the concept of determinism 

acquired its modern sense in all the European languages’. For a detailed analysis of the transition 
of ‘necessity’ to ‘determinism’: Cassirer ([1936] 2004). In what later would become the U.S.A., the 
debate on necessity was dominated, well into the nineteenth century, by Jonathan Edwards’s Freedom 
of the Will ([1754] 1957), which also did not imply the impossibility of morality (Tweney 1997). 
Here too, during the nineteenth century, this theological notion of necessity became replaced with a 
naturalistic notion of necessity (Guelzo (1989). 

48 See, e.g. Kobusch (1993), although he explores the decline of this notion mainly within the tradition 
of German philosophy. Also, see MacIntyre, who traces the turning-point in the 1780s when Kant 
and Reid, in their writings, began to develop a ‘schism between moral philosophy on the one hand 
and the philosophy of mind and action on the other’ (1982:311). 
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mechanical necessity proceeded in two steps: first, the introduction of the mind as (partly) 
unconscious; second, the reduction of the unconscious to the world of nature. The first 
step took over more than a century, in which the notion of the unconscious was introduced 
several times.49 (I come back to this in more detail in the next chapter.) But an argument for 
psychological necessity (in today’s terminology: determinism) that was reducible to physical 
necessity required a tighter link to empirical findings of the brain. This came only (and became 
only acceptable) in the twentieth century.50 And so what once started as a discussion on rational 
determinism was over many centuries dissolved into a discussion on mechanical determinism. 
The function of hinge between the two levels of freedom, in this debate at least, shifted 
definitively from the notion of personhood to the notion of will.51 Whereas their status of 
‘moral entity’ had previously functioned as what demarcates human beings from non-human 
beings, in the modern debate on determinism, this status was understood in terms of what I call 
transcendental freedom. These various shifts allowed the introduction of a claim that had not 
been made before and, I believe, had not been possible before because towards the end of the 
nineteenth century, for the first time, it was claimed that the impossibility of (transcendental!)  
 
 
 
 

49 Alexander Crombie (1793) has perhaps been the first to use, in an argument on necessity, the adjective 
‘unconscious’ (in relation to people’s motives). Although the term was barely used by Crombie, 
Thomas Reid, in a critical comment on Crombie’s book (in a letter dating from the same year, 1793), 
nevertheless picked out this adjective to summarise Crombie’s argument as centring on ‘motives 
we are unconscious of ’ (1872:87). The term ‘unconscious’ entered the debate on determinism only 
systematically after Freud’s notion of the unconscious had become dominant over other notions (e.g. 
Hospers 1958). 

50 In this respect, the ties of Freudian theory to empirical research are too weak to establish this 
reduction. The ‘natural unconscious’ is more promising: see chapter 4, section 1. Already in the early 
nineteenth century, phrenology was suspected to involve the notion of ‘material necessity’, which was 
rejected by Sir William Hamilton as ‘‘implicit atheism’ with the consequent ‘negation of the moral 
world’’ (quoted in Cantor 1975:204). 

51 Ironically, in roughly the same period, the notion of the will loses ground as a founding concept 
in legal theory and political theory, while it continues to exist in determinism and decision theory. 
For legal theory in the U.S.A.: Pound (1954). For legal theory in Germany and particularly France: 
Ranouil (1980). For legal theory in general: Gordley (1991). For political theory: Scheffler (1992), 
who understands the rejection of the (personal, individual, volitional) will as the basis for political 
theory in terms of a transition of a preinstitutional to an institutional (i.e. non-volitional) notion of 
desert as the basis for theories of justice. Scheffler views Rawls as a proponent of the institutional 
notion of desert. Some political theorists are still committed to a preinsitutional notion of desert: see 
Sher (1987). In general, the will as the foundation for the social contract has lost its importance, I 
think, as the initial assumption that actual consent is required has transformed into the assumption 
that hypothetical consent is required. But I do think the shift in political philosophy during the early 
modern period differs in an important respect from the shift in what is now known as the philosophy 
of mind. In early modern social contract theory, the notion of personhood still functioned as a 
metaphysical notion, at least in the background, to secure/ sustain the meaning of will (e.g. Hobbes). 
From the nineteenth century onwards, the notion of personhood was increasingly deconstructed 
within the philosophy of mind, under the influence of new insights in the sciences (natural sciences, 
but also psychology, and later cognitive science). 
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freedom implies the impossibility of responsibility (and more generally: of morality).52 Only 
now the connection between freedom and determinism was forged that would later dominate 
debates on free will versus a determined world. 

5.3. Transendentally free but non-responsible actions

The previous section started with the claim that determinists use the wrong notion of 
freedom. I then suggested that we understand the notion of freedom as consisting of 
two levels. The brief historical overview that followed indicates that ‘personhood’ and 
‘will’ provide two different options to function as the hinge between both levels. Early 
modern theorists, as did medieval theorists, chose the first option. For them, the boundary 
between human and non-human beings is secured by the status of being a person. Today’s 
determinists choose the second. This interpretation seems to be confirmed already by a mere 
glance at their numerous articles and books whose titles carry ‘free will’. Their approaches 
to ‘free will’ have roughly the same structure. The ‘free will’ is the explanandum. The will 
is what is supposed to be made free or, to phrase it with a familiar political metaphor, to 
be ‘liberated’. What needs to be explained then is how the will is liberated by what might 
be called some sort of ‘liberating cause’.53 The will also functions as a ‘hinge’ because it is 
supposed to secure both responsibility and transcendental freedom or, to put it in terms 
of freedom as a two-level notion, to connect the moral-political and the metaphysical 
level of analysing freedom: if responsibility presupposes (transcendental) freedom, the 
impossibility of freedom implies the impossibility of responsibility. But choosing the will 
as ‘hinge’ is choosing the wrong notion of freedom. To show why this is problematic, I will 
turn again to a discussion of Frankfurt’s account of free will in ‘Freedom of the Will and 
the Concept of a Person’. 
 Frankfurt’s account is illustrative of an important and dominant category of 
compatibilist views that are sometimes called ‘Real Self ’ views.54 The problems with choosing 
the will rather than personhood as ‘hinge’ are apparent most in these views because these 
can be understood as trying to connect the notions of ‘will’ and ‘person’. Of course, they 
use the will as a hinge, but they attempt to trace the origins of its freedom – the ‘liberating 
cause’ – in some modernised notion of ‘person’, more specifically as: ‘personal identity’, 
‘personal self ’, ‘deep self ’, ‘true self ’, to name just a few terms that are used.55 Their choice  
 
52 See McKeon (1957), who shows how the debates on responsibility and free will initially were distinct 

debates but became linked by John Stuart Mill. Later, Bradley [1876] (2006) is perhaps the first 
one in the history of modern philosophy, who explicitly claims – within a context that is clearly 
not moral-political, but transcendental (in my sense) – that freedom precedes morality. For a recent 
restatement of the impossibility of moral responsibility: see Strawson, G. (1993).

53 Cf. what Kershnar (2015) calls the ‘responsibility-foundation’. 
54 The phrase ‘real self ’ was introduced by Wolf (1990, chapter 2).  
55 I think it is no coincidence that they are closely related to so-called autonomy views. They both 

understand freedom in terms of personal ownership, either as owning one’s actions or owning one’s 
identity (as the source of freedom of action).
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of the term ‘self ’ rather than ‘person’ (which only shows up as an adjective to ‘self ’) has a 
reason; I think because they primarily deal with the issue of transcendental freedom and 
usually ignore the demarcation issue that is associated with the notion of personhood. For 
this reason, Frankfurt’s account is especially interesting to our discussion because it presents 
a rare, modern example of an account that tries to combine the notions of personhood and 
the will in the sense of combining the demarcation issue and the freedom issue. Frankfurt 
discusses not only how the will’s freedom originates in the ‘Real Self ’ but also the differences 
between persons and non-persons. The problems with connecting the notions of ‘will’ and 
‘person’ in the way ‘Real Self ’ views do comes more to the surface in Frankfurt’s account than 
in other ‘Real Self ’ views.56 
 Frankfurt’s account is usually referred to as a proposal to explain ‘free will’. What 
is usually not commented on is that his article starts off as an analysis of personhood, 
only to move on in later sections to discussing freedom of the will.57 Frankfurt’s article 
originates in a criticism of Strawson (1958 and 1959, esp. chapter 3), whose notion of 
personhood he thinks is too inclusive: it covers not only human beings but also ‘animals 
of various lesser species’ (Frankfurt 1971:5). Strawson’s analysis of personhood is part 
of a distinctively modern contribution to the conceptual history of ‘personhood’. Here 
‘person’ has survived as a technical term but has lost its original, medieval meaning of 
the person as a moral entity, although it still seems to preserve the idea of the person 
as a rational entity. Instead, it is used to analyse the problems of identity and the unity 
of body and mind.58 In this modern tradition, personhood, in this sense, is not usually 
linked up with the (transcendental) problem of free will. Frankfurt acknowledges that 
Strawson is primarily interested in ‘the problem of understanding the relation between 
mind and body’. For Frankfurt, this is not enough. The problem of understanding 
personhood is not just about understanding the relation between mind and body, but 
about ‘understanding what it is to be a creature that not only has a mind and a body 
but is also a person’ (1971:5, note 1). And so, what Frankfurt has in mind in criticising 
Strawson, and the tradition he represents, seems to be no less than arguing for a paradigm 
shift in the debate on personhood:

‘the criteria for being a person [...] are designed to capture those attributes 
which are the subject of our most humane concern with ourselves and the 
source of what we regard as most important and most problematical in our 
lives’ (1971:6).

56 Wolf (1990) herself mentions Frankfurt’s account as illustrative of ‘Real Self ’ views. 
57 Frankfurt’s account (1971) is usually discussed only as providing a compatibilist notion of freedom. 

Only a few have commented on the fact that it is also an account of personhood: e.g. Morton (1990), 
Ausborn-Brinker (1999) and Hermann (2001). The title Frankfurt himself gave to his article actually 
reverses the order in which he treats his two themes. 

58 See Ayer (1963); Dennett ([1976] 1978); Parfit (1984); Carruthers (1986). For a critical discussion 
of several key theorists in this tradition: McCall (1990) and Herrmann (2001). 
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These phrases seem to suggest that Frankfurt is perhaps interested in reintroducing a 
moral dimension to personhood or else to explain the boundary between persons and 
non-persons as one between people and animals because, as Frankfurt claims in his 
criticism of Strawson, it ‘does violence to our language to endorse the application of 
the term ‘person’ to those numerous creatures which do have both psychological and  
 
material properties but which are manifestly not persons in any normal sense of the 
word’ (1971:5). As we have seen in chapter three, what distinguishes a person from a 
non-person, i.e. a ‘wanton’, is having second-order desires or, what amounts to the same, 
a person’s individual identity: her ‘real self ’. A person can be free because her second-
order desires (her identity, her ‘liberating cause’) allow her to select the appropriate 
desire (i.e. the desire she can identify with) and turn it into an effective desire: free will. 
 Once the will’s freedom is traced to the Real Self, an obvious question follows: 
should not the Real Self also have transcendental freedom? The problem with second-
order desires (or any other version of the Real Self ) is that they may be understood 
as part of the natural chain of causes. Second-order desires may therefore constitute 
a ‘mechanism’ themselves. It is not clear then how a ‘liberating mechanism’, itself 
subject to mechanical laws, might be able to ‘liberate’ the will in a sense that somehow 
withdraws the will from mechanical laws. Roughly the question may be answered in two 
different ways: the ‘liberating mechanism’ is liberated itself by yet another ‘higher-order 
mental cause’, or it liberates itself; in other words, it is a causa sui. In both cases, the 
‘liberating process’ is supposed to be realised in a certain process of reflection (whatever 
extra constraints are imposed on this process). Both responses have been criticised, either 
by showing the incorrectness of the underlying principle of causa sui or by claiming 
that the supposedly ‘liberating’ process of reflection presupposes an infinite regress.59 
Both criticisms are correct, I think. But that may not yet be the real problem because, 
whatever the responses to such worries, they do not lead to a radical reframing of the 
debate, for example, by shifting from the will towards the person as central notion and 
simultaneously treating the freedom issue in close connection to the demarcation issue. 
They do lead to new, ever more complex and nuanced explanations of how the will can 
be free, but only by ignoring a more fundamental notion: ‘person’. Let us return to 
Frankfurt’s account as an example of how the issue of personhood is really ignored.  
 In the previous chapter, I presented one possible interpretation of Frankfurt’s 
account: one that takes Frankfurt to claim that transcendental freedom is only freedom 
of the mind, an ‘inner citadel’. But his account allows still other interpretations. The 
standard interpretation is one that takes Frankfurt to claim freedom of action as having 
its origin in an explanation to which the distinction between persons and wantons is 
essential. Here I will argue for an interpretation that denies the importance of what 
persons are in distinction to wantons.

59 See, e.g. Galen Strawson (1993), Kornblith (2012, chapter 3.1). 
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 His notion of second-order volitions functions to mark the difference between 
persons and non-persons. But this demarcation does not have a moral significance: ‘I 
do not mean to suggest that a person’s second-order volitions necessarily manifest a 
moral stance on his part toward his first-order desires’ (1971:13, note 6). Neither does it  
 
 
support the claim that people are, as a species, essentially different from non-persons.60 
As I have stated before, medieval and early modern theorists believed that persons are 
different from non-persons because they are moral entities. For today’s theorists, this is no 
longer an acceptable idea. Instead, some of them believe that persons are different from 
non-persons for having free will. Consequently, if some entities can be understood to 
have free will, they are persons. Also, if no entity can be understood to have one, as hard 
determinists believe, persons do not exist. People do exist, of course, but only as particulars 
of a biological species. If freedom constitutes the boundary between persons and non-
persons (i.e., wantons, animals, children perhaps), Frankfurt’s analysis is a muddled one. 
His notion of free will draws this boundary, not his notion of personhood. His aim of 
analysing the conditions of free will fits in with the determinist debate. But what about 
his aim to analyse the conditions of personhood? Being a person, i.e. having second-order 
desires, is a necessary condition for having free will, but not a sufficient one. Being a person 
is no guarantee of having free will. Frankfurt’s account has been enormously influential, 
but only in his proposal for analysing ‘free will’, not in disconnecting ‘having a free will’ 
and ‘being a person’ (which in determinists’ readings of Frankfurt are usually, uncritically, 
thought to be linked). Frankfurt’s notion of personhood leaves room for a limbo where 
entities reside that neither are wantons nor have a free will. But what exactly is their status? 
If they do not have free will, there is no reason to suppose that what distinguishes them 
from wantons is more special than what distinguishes wantons from beings that have no 
consciousness. Unfree persons (such as unwilling addicts), wantons and non-conscious 
entities all have in common that they are subject to mechanical laws. Frankfurt’s aim to 
capture, in his notion of personhood, ‘those attributes which are the subject of our most 
humane concern with ourselves’ therefore fails. Frankfurt’s account of transcendentally 
free beings is therefore too exclusive. And it ignores, as do other determinists, that the 
‘person’ itself might be a (better) candidate as the bearer of transcendental freedom.
 The reintroduction of the notion of ‘person’, not as what explains the will’s freedom, 
but as what itself has transcendental freedom, opens an interesting option that is usually 
overlooked in the debate on determinism. Consider once again Pereboom’s case of Professor 
Plum. It is part of his strategy to make a case for hard determinism (chapter 4, section 2).  
 

60 In the last paragraphs of his article, Frankfurt even concedes the possibility that ‘it is determined, 
ineluctably and by forces beyond their control, that certain people have free wills and others do 
not’ (1971:20). At this point, Frankfurt’s view surprisingly moves close to Hobbes’s view on the 
reconcilability of the two types of freedom. 
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The reasoning behind it might be something like this. Responsibility is defined by (some) 
compatibilists in terms of a ‘will’ condition and an ‘effectivity’ condition. Professor Plum 
is responsible for murdering Ms White if he wants to kill her (the ‘will’ condition) and if 
his will to kill her really is the actual cause of her death (the effectivity condition).61 We  
 
might add a ‘knowledge’ condition: Professor Plum knows that his will to kill her is the 
actual cause of her death. This provides the key to understanding the hard determinist 
strategy. Now, if responsibility presupposes freedom, as all determinists seem to agree on, 
for Pereboom, the first step in his strategy is to make plausible how Professor Plum might 
believe he is the actual cause of the murder while the actual cause is really something else: 
some form of manipulation. Crucial here is that the cognitive status of what Professor 
Plum thinks about his murdering act changes from ‘knows X’ to ‘believes X’. The second 
step then is to generalise this situation to all situations in which Professor Plum (or, for 
that matter: all people) believes he is the actual cause of some action. From here, it is only 
a small step to accepting that the world is deterministic (in the way that hard determinists 
understand it). If you accept one situation of manipulation, why not accept that all 
situations might be cases of manipulation?
 This reasoning would mean that two options are available for assessing Professor 
Plum’s responsibility for murdering Ms White:

1. Professor Plum is responsible for murdering Ms White because, next to fulfilling 
certain responsibility conditions, he has the transcendental freedom that is 
required for responsibility (the compatibilist view).  

2. Professor Plum is not responsible for murdering her because he has no 
transcendental freedom, i.e. because he lives in a mechanical world (the hard 
determinist view). 

But still, a third option is possible: 

3. Professor Plum is not responsible for action X, and yet he has transcendental 
  freedom.  

This option comes into view once we accept that personhood rather than the will might 
be the bearer of transcendental freedom. It would allow a more complex assessment, as 
in the case of Pufendorf ’s view on imputation, for example, by claiming that someone 
is a person (and therefore has transcendental freedom) and yet is not responsible for 
what she did. Such actions belong within the category of ‘excusable actions’. Pereboom’s  
 
61 This corresponds to what Frankfurt distinguishes as respectively ‘freedom of the will’ and ‘freedom of 

action’ (also see chapter three, section 2o). More on the relation between Frankfurt’s two notions of 
freedom: this chapter, section 7.
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binary view, however, does not allow him to distinguish between a situation in which 
Professor Plum is always free and responsible for his actions (because manipulation does not 
exist), a situation in which he is basically unfree and never responsible for his actions (because 
he is ‘manipulated’ all the time) and a situation in which he is basically free as a person and 
only sometimes not responsible for his actions (perhaps because he was manipulated, perhaps 
for some other reason). The reason for this is that Pereboom, and most of the determinists, 
tend to conflate the two levels of analysing freedom, i.e. the distinction between unfree and 
free actions and the distinction between responsible and excusable actions.62 Responsible 
actions are aligned with free actions, while excusable actions are generalised to coincide 
with unfree (determined) actions.63 If Professor Plum was judged according to a juridical 
model of responsibility, the conclusion might be that he is not responsible for the death of 
Ms White. After all, if it were assessed that some evil doctors had manipulated Professor 
Plum, this would exonerate Professor Plum. (And of course, hard determinists cannot argue 
that Professor Plum is nevertheless guilty because he would have killed Ms White if the 
manipulation had not occurred because the manipulation was determined, was it not?) And 
again, according to this model, it is not evident that having no responsibility implies having 
no transcendental freedom. If this option is a plausible one – not being responsible and 
yet having transcendental freedom –, it would show that the story about Professor Plum is 
inadequate for making the hard determinist view plausible.

5.4. Brandom’s radical position

If I am right that determinists make a category mistake and have singled out the wrong 
notion of freedom – the ‘will’ instead of ‘personhood’ –, this does not yet provide an 
argument against determinism. But at least it invites an exploration of freedom that 
takes ‘person’ as a starting point.64 This notion should help to explain how someone,  

62 Hruschka (1986, esp. Part XIV) and Smiley (1992) have argued for a similar point. The distinction 
between two different levels of responsibility – transcendental versus moral-political, first-level imputation 
versus second-level imputation (Hruschka 1986), causal responsibility versus blameworthiness (Smiley 
(1992) – allows for a more nuanced analysis of blame, merit and excusability. For Smiley’s critical 
analysis of modern theories of moral responsibility that ignore this distinction: Smiley (1992, chapter 
5). Smiley does not start from a two-level notion of freedom as explicitly I introduced in this section, 
but she does claim that two levels are conflated that more or less agree with the two levels I distinguish. 

63 The conflation of levels of analysing freedom can be recognised in the way the language of ‘excuses’ 
is sometimes used within determinist debates. For example, it is asked whether the fact that people 
are not free but determined may function as an excuse. But using the language of ‘excuses’ is 
unnecessarily confusing matters. Excuses, in the tradition of Pufendorf and therefore in the tradition 
of criminal law that followed it, only make sense when we recognise the one to whom the action/
event is recognised as a person. This is exactly the problem in determinist debates: it denies the 
existence of persons (in the sense of ‘moral entity’). 

64 In the naturalistic debate on free will, such proposals are said to be committed to ‘agent causation’ 
and are sometimes called ‘agent-causal libertarianism’. Only quite recently is it being discussed. 
Proponents are, for example, Hasker (1999), O’Connor (2000), Clarke (2003). O’Connor mentions 
as early predecessors Thomas Reid. He does not mention Kant. More recent research has shown, 
however, how Kant also fits in this line of thought: Watkins (2005). Also: Blöser (2014).
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as a person, performs acts that are sometimes responsible and sometimes excusable and 
still be transcendentally free in both cases. The strategy that will be pursued here is to 
understand personhood in terms of rationality: the person as a rational being.65 In this 
and the next sections, I will discuss Robert Brandom’s account of freedom. It chooses 
rationality as a way of drawing the boundary between human and non-human beings.66 
Basically, people are ‘claim-makers’, which we may use as a shorthand phrase for how 
Brandom understands people as rational, sapient beings.67 At the heart of this idea of 
people as claim-makers is the notion of responsibility: to be responsible for what we 
claim is what makes us free. Not the other way around. Brandom’s position in connecting 
rationality to freedom and responsibility differs from the standard positions within the 
determinist debate in several respects.68 To show how radical his position really is within 
this debate, I will indicate what these differences are, but only at an abstract level. The 
details of the argument will be provided over the course of the next sections. 
 To those who believe that freedom and responsibility are compatible with determinism, 
basically, two grand strategies are available: the Real Self Views, to which Frankfurt’s account 
belongs, and the Reasons-Responsiveness Views.69 The most influential version from this latter 
category is probably Fischer and Ravizza’s account (1998).70 The difference between the first 
and second strategies is not that the second relies on rationality, whereas the first does not.71  
 
65 Claiming a link between freedom and rationality is a familiar strategy of arguing that human beings 

are, in principle, different from non-human beings. In a sense, it is a return to the Aristotelian 
strategy of characterising the human being as animal rationale. 

66 Of course, the boundary between human beings and animals may be drawn in yet different ways. See, 
e.g. Shalamov (1980), who writes, in one of his stories, based on his own experiences, on the Sovjet 
camps in Siberia: ‘A horse weakens and falls ill much quicker than a human being [...] A horse can’t 
endure even a month of the local winter in a cold stall if it’s worked hard hours in subzero weather. 
[...] But man lives on. Perhaps he lives by virtue of his hopes? But he doesn’t have any hope. He is 
saved by a drive for self-preservation, a tenacious clinging to life, a physical tenacity to which his 
entire consciousness is subordinated. He lives on the same things as a bird or dog, but he clings more 
strongly to life than they do. His is a greater endurance than that of any animal.’ 

67 For explaining his view on human rationality, Brandom does not use the phrase ‘claim-maker’, but he 
might agree with it, I think. I was drawn to this phrase by a remark made by Rawls (1980:543) when 
he said that ‘citizens think of themselves of as self-originating sources of valid claims’ (also see my 
discussion in section 1.5.). While Brandom’s and Rawls’s views on people as claim-makers indicate 
interesting similarities, especially in linking freedom and rationality, what makes them different, I 
would say, is that Brandom’s notion functions at the metaphysical level of freedom while Rawls’s 
notion functions only at the moral-political level.

68 Brandom’s non-naturalist position is not yet clearly recognised in current debates. Baker, for 
example, mentions Brandom as one of the ‘nonscientific naturalists’ (2013:26). I do not think this 
characterisation does justice to Brandom’s position, as will become clear in this chapter. 

69 This idea of rationality is associated by some participants in the debate with classic philosophers such 
as Aristotle (Irwin 1980; McKenna 2013; Hurley 2003:32, note 13) and Kant (McKenna 2017; 
Hurley 2003:32), Spinoza and Hegel (Hurley 2003:32). 

70 One of the most prominent, and perhaps also most detailed, view in the determinist debate itself is 
the one presented by Fischer and his co-author Ravizza. What is characteristic about their version is 
that it is also committed to the ideal of individuality as a feature of freedom. 

71 For example, Ausborn-Brinker (1999:126-128) claims that Frankfurt’s analysis of the structure of 
their will that is specific to persons should be understood really as an analysis of their rationality. For 
a similar view: Herrmann (2001:173-177).  
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In fact, they both rely on the notion of deliberative rationality (they do not use this notion in 
exactly the same way: I will come back to this in the next paragraph). And both strategies assume, 
in the standard views at least, that the issue of freedom and responsibility turns on the link between 
freedom and instrumental rationality (see section 1). Here we meet the first difference between 
these two strategies and Brandom’s own strategy because Brandom, as I will explain later in  
this chapter, links freedom to theoretical rationality rather than instrumental rationality. 
 The second difference relates to how theoretical rationality, once it is conceptualised 
as the source of freedom, is then linked to instrumental rationality. In the previous chapter, 
we have seen how some philosophers nevertheless explore the issue of having free beliefs or, 
as we will frame it here, of theoretical rationality. Brandom would also reject their approach, 
I think. Although they do not ignore theoretical rationality, they explore its relevance for 
freedom and responsibility only to the extent that it contributes to instrumental rationality.72 
The theoretical problem this leads to is illustrated by some of the deliberations on this 
subject by Isaiah Berlin, who, as an outsider to the debate, addresses determinism in his 
‘From hope and fear set free’ (1963/1964). For Berlin, freedom appears to be, surprisingly, 
a matter of ‘positive freedom’ because in defining transcendental freedom, he singles out 
the very feature that he rejects for the moral-political notion: ‘self-direction’ (which seems 
only another word for self-mastery).73 This need not be problematic. After all, he addresses 
here, in my view, another type of freedom. The clue to understanding his definition is 
the question that starts his discussion on determinism: ‘Does knowledge always liberate?’ 
Although knowledge and rationality are not necessarily identical, Berlin does intend to 
ask about the sense in which rationality is liberating. He follows the Enlightenment idea 
that to be rational is also to be rational about how one acquires knowledge and that this 
rational process of knowledge acquisition may set us free. Interestingly he uses the state of 
being drugged or hypnotised as a metaphor for the loss of transcendental freedom. Berlin 
is opposed to determinism.74 He nevertheless raises doubts about whether rationality will 
really set us ‘beyond hope and fear’ because, assuming that reality is ‘a rational whole 
(whatever this may mean)’, in the end ‘the discovery of its structure will not increase my 
freedom of choice’ (Berlin 1999:196 [1963–1964]). He wonders:

‘is all liberty just that? The advance of knowledge stops men from wasting their 
resources upon delusive projects. It has stopped us from burning witches or 
flogging lunatics or predicting the future by listening to oracles or looking 
at the entrails of birds. [...] It may make our conduct more rational, perhaps 
more tolerant, charitable, civilised, it may improve it in many ways, but will it 
increase the area of free choice? For individuals or groups?’ (1963–1964:28). 

72 I think this holds, at least for both Korsgaard and Moran, as representatives of the Real Self View. It 
is less obvious in the case of, for example, Arpaly, as a representative of the Reasons-Responsive View 
(also see my remarks in this chapter, note 78).  

73 Berlin (1963-1964:173).
74 Berlin seems to be one of few to have observed that even determinists remain committed to categories 

of morality: see Galipeau (1994:71-80).
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Berlin connects his transcendental to his moral-political notion of freedom: he wants 
to capture how rationality, in the sense of the acquisition of ever more knowledge, 
contributes to people’s free choice. And exactly there, as the quote above indicates, he 
loses grip on how his notion of transcendental freedom may pose a good answer to 
determinism. The problem is that Berlin, while he turns the acquisition of knowledge 
into a function of moral-political freedom (‘free choice’), treats instrumental rationality 
as somehow prior to theoretical rationality. As we will see in this chapter, Brandom 
instead treats theoretical rationality as prior to instrumental rationality. Even more so, 
Brandom treats theoretical rationality itself as practical rationality, the genus of which 
instrumental rationality is only the species.75 This is Brandom’s pragmatism about 
human cognition, and it represents a position that is, I think, largely absent in the 
determinism debate. 
 Even if we disregard the previous difference, still a third difference may be identified 
on how theoretical rationality is conceptualised. This requires some explanation about 
how Real Self Views and Reasons-responsiveness views differ from each other in their 
notion of theoretical rationality. Those few compatibilists who do discuss theoretical 
rationality in the context of the determinism debate assume that it turns on the question 
of whether people have control over their beliefs or not. The two positions that are 
available here, voluntarism or involuntarism, to some extent run parallel with one 
specific difference between Real Self and Reasons-responsiveness views.76 The first start 
from a concern with understanding what it means that reasons are one’s own. The second 
usually start with rationality and then, in some cases, go on to explore what it means that 
reasons are someone’s own. This has relevance at a deeper level. Adherents of Real Self 
Views have an interest in securing, conceptually, the ‘own-ness’ of reasons. The standard 
strategy in (early modern) philosophy has therefore been to trace this ‘own-ness’ to some 
process of reflectivity (i.e. introspection; also see chapters two and three). In the previous 
chapter, we have seen what challenge this poses to Real Self Views. Adherents of reasons-
responsiveness views have tried to tackle this problem by shifting from a reflective to a 
non-reflective notion of deliberative rationality.77 So whereas proponents of Real Self 
Views rely on a notion of rationality that is closely linked to reflectiveness (transitional  
 
75 Berlin (1963-1964) struggled with the question of whether knowledge (rationality) is a liberating 

force against a deterministic universe. In the end, he does not manage to solve this issue because 
he is not able to see the option Brandom suggests of how theoretical rationality (what Berlin calls 
‘knowledge of facts’) may also be understood as a form of practical rationality (what Berlin calls 
‘knowledge of “what to do”‘). 

76 To my knowledge, there are only a few efforts of comparing both types of views (see Sripada 2015), 
let alone in terms of how they use the notion of rationality. Admittedly the boundaries that I draw 
up between them in these paragraphs are open to discussion. Concise as my argument is, it is meant 
in the first place to give a rough idea of how radically Brandom’s account of rationality differs from 
standard approaches in the determinism debate. 

77 This is a development that is usually ignored within the ‘Rationality Wars’. For a review of the 
psychological literature on the purported failure of human rationality, however, without any reference 
to this philosophical discussion: see Rysiew (2008).
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consciousness), proponents of Reasons-Responsiveness views deny that reflectiveness is 
essential to reasons-responsiveness.78 This brings us back to a discussion that was briefly 
mentioned in the previous chapter (section 3): one between deontological voluntarists 
and deontological involuntarists. It would mean, in my view, that adherents of reasons-
responsiveness views belong to the second group. 
 Brandom would reject the basically reflective notion of rationality. But would he 
agree with the involuntarist position about beliefs? For medieval philosophers, as we 
have seen in section two, the choice between being a voluntarist or an involuntarist (i.e. 
an intellectualist) was not a matter of being a soft or hard determinist. Instead, their 
discussion was probably, more than anything else, an effort to understand more exactly 
what rationality was about and how it worked: 

‘Debates [between intellectualists and voluntarists] about whether the 
will can act against intellect’s judgment, for example, usually mask deeper 
differences about what intellect’s “judgment” amounts to and how it arrives 
at its judgment in the first place” (Kent 1995:116). 

In the modern period, the discussion about the acquisition of knowledge also became 
tied, as did the discussion about responsible actions, to the question of transcendental 
freedom. Historically two main approaches can be distinguished: the Cartesian, 
voluntarist and the Humean, involuntarist approach. According to the first, people 
articulate their ‘knowledge in voluntary judgements whereby we either assent to or dissent 
from some relevant mental representation. Thus, each item of conscious knowledge is 
gained through an act of free-will, and any thought that is admitted or accepted may 
also be rejected if there is reason to doubt it’ (Cohen 1992:1–2). Humeans, on the other 
hand, ‘treat cognition as the domain of causal laws that explain how our mental feelings 
originate or how one passive state produces another’ (Cohen 1992:2). Interestingly the 
strategic move to disconnect rationality from reflective consciousness (i.e. introspection) 
seems to run parallel, for some philosophers at least, with yet another strategic move, 
namely to disconnect normativity from freedom.79 It allows philosophers like Arpaly 
(2006) to be compatibilists about freedom of action but to deny that people have control  
 
 
 
 
 
 

78 For example, Fischer and Ravizza remark: ‘the process [of taking responsibility, i.e. of developing into 
a reasons-responsive being] need not be explicit, conscious, or reflective’ (1998:243). 

79 See Owens (2000), Arpaly (2006), Sher (2009).
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over their beliefs.80 Although their shift from a reflective to a non-reflective notion of 
rationality has the advantage of making their views invulnerable to the Manipulation 
Argument, this obfuscates a problematic tendency in these views, namely to understand 
rationality (‘reasons-responsiveness’) as a natural mechanism and therefore as reducible 
to mechanical necessity. Exemplary for this is how Fischer and Ravizza, in their 
influential account, explain reasons-responsiveness in terms of a mechanism (1998:38–
41). This is more than a metaphor because they relocate reasons-responsiveness from the 
agent towards that mechanism. It brings, however, their account close to a naturalistic 
explanation of rationality.81 Brandom agrees that cognition is about bindingness, but 
he would disagree with Arpaly’s strategy to accept this bindingness as unfreedom and 
instead remain committed to normativity. And he would also disagree with Fischer and 
Ravizza’s strategy to ‘mechanise’ rationality. Instead, Brandom chooses to understand 
freedom in terms of bindingness rather than the will (choice, control, decision). Rather 
than choosing between voluntarism or involuntarism, freedom or normativity, Brandom 
chooses to understand freedom as rationality, rationality as bindingness and bindingness 
as a non-mechanical, i.e. normative, process. 

5.5. Rationality as normative bindingness

A chunk of iron, a thermometer, a parrot and a human being: they all can be interpreted 
– in what they do in the interaction with their environment – as having a reliable 
differential responsive disposition (in short: an RDRD). A chunk of iron will respond 
to a wet environment by rusting, to another environment by melting, to yet another 
environment by falling. A parrot may be trained to utter ‘that’s red’ when seeing red 
objects.82 And of course, we may also hear a human being say ‘that’s red’ when seeing 
a red object. So far, Brandom and naturalists would agree on objects, animals and 
people as having an RDRD. Additionally, naturalists would hold that in each case, 
the differential response can be said to be governed by the mechanical rules of nature. 
Naturalists like Carruthers (2013b) would nevertheless agree with Brandom that objects 

80 Traditionally the distinction between rational and non-rational has been treated as running parallel 
with the distinction between conscious and non-(or: un-)conscious. Theorists such as Owens 
and Arpaly have the ambition of defending a notion of ‘being rational’ that extends beyond 
‘being conscious’, i.e. also covers situations in which people do not seem to be conscious of their 
rationality. Once this strategy is linked, however, to the strategy of denying normativity, either 
by denying that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’ (e.g. Arpaly 2006, chapter 3) or by endorsing the view of 
deontological involuntarism (e.g. Arpaly 2006:91-101), they are not for removed, in my view, from 
hard determinists such as Pereboom who deny freedom, but remain committed to morality. Arpaly 
remains committed to a notion of (personal) responsibility (see her discussion of Pereboom’s story 
of Professor Plum; 2006:85; also see 2006:37-39), but I fail to see how these various strategies fit 
together (pro responsibility, pro determinism, pro rationality, contra normativity, contra modality). 

81 Fischer and Ravizza (1998) have been criticised for this strategic move on several grounds. For a brief 
discussion of these criticisms: see McKenna (2013:160-163). One criticism that comes close to mine 
is Wallace’s. 

82 The chunk of iron and the parrot belong to Brandom’s favoured examples (e.g. 1994:88 and 2000:48). 
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on the one hand and sentient beings (animals and people) on the other hand respond 
to their environment in different ways. Sentient beings differ from objects, chunks of 
iron, for example, in having intentionality.83 The behaviour they exhibit is not just a 
matter of stimulus-response. They can be said to have beliefs that intermediate between 
certain stimuli and the responses they ultimately give. This is still in agreement with 
the functionalist view we saw in the preceding chapter. And probably Brandom would 
still agree with naturalists. But he would also claim that people are both sentient and 
sapient beings. What distinguishes them from merely sentient beings is that their 
intentionality is of ‘the fanciest sort’: discursive intentionality.84 Articulating what 
discursive intentionality consists in, as what distinguishes human from non-human 
beings, is one of Brandom’s main philosophical concerns. His strategy is to explain it in 
terms of normative rather than causal-mechanical bindingness. Part of his strategy are 
two moves: the shift from epistemology to semantics and, next, the shift from semantics 
to pragmatics. The second will be explored in the next section. The first is discussed in 
this section.
 In exploring the demarcation issue, Brandom’s writings are largely concerned with 
issues of language and logic. But running through them is Brandom’s opposition against 
attempts at naturalising human sapience (rationality). And yet, Brandom has not been 
engaged directly in debates on free will. Only rarely does he comment on it. He did once, 
however. In an interview, he was asked his opinion, against the background of advances in 
cognitive science, on the debate on freedom of the will. He responded like this: 

‘The pre-Kantian philosophical tradition thought that the notion of choice 
was prior to the notion of responsibility in the order of explanation. That is, it 
was part of the rising tide of modernity to think of people as responsible only 
for what they had chosen to do. And the question of free will, of what one 
had or even could choose to do, what one could do otherwise, accordingly 
came to the fore. But I take it that it is an essential part of the Kantian 
conceptual revolution to reverse that order of explanation. Freedom is a 
matter of responsibility and authority. It is a normative status for Kant, not 
a matter of factual status, turning on the question of whether one could 
have done otherwise. Freedom is, for Kant and for Hegel, the capacity to 
commit oneself, to be a subject of normative statuses, to exert a certain kind 
of authority’ (Pritzlaff 2008:376).

It is not immediately clear, from the interview or from his writings, what Brandom means 
by reversing the order of explanation between choice (i.e. authority) and responsibility. 
At least he is hinting here at an order that was central to the early modern, social contract  
 
83 Also, see chapter 2, notes 119 and 120.
84 Because of this, our sentience, too, differs from merely sentient beings (see Brandom 1994:276). 



178

Chapter 5

tradition. Its theorists conceived of freedom as being a voluntarist (in the sense of pre-
normative, pre-moral) and individual achievement.85 In my view, Brandom means to 
turn both features into their opposite: freedom would essentially be a normative and 
social achievement. For now, I will deal with the first feature; the second feature will be 
discussed in the next chapter. 
 The social contract tradition is nevertheless far removed from explicit concerns with 
determinism or the demarcation issue, as I suggested earlier (section 2). Theorists within 
the early modern tradition were primarily interested in analysing actions at the level 
of moral-political freedom. At the same time, despite his critical though appreciative 
assessment of the social contract tradition, Brandom himself is more concerned with 
transcendental than with moral-political freedom.86 The reason, however, for picking up 
on the social contract tradition is that for Brandom, transcendental freedom is intimately 
connected with moral-political freedom, notably with Kant’s notion of autonomy.87 
Earlier I suggested (chapter 2, section 2) that in his view, Kant’s notion of autonomy solves 
an important problem within the social contract tradition – the puzzle of responsibility 
as heteronomy – because it consists in authority and responsibility: Kant’s basic idea 
is that taking authority for one’s moral norms by applying the categorical imperative 
to one’s maxims means making oneself responsible for whatever is the outcome of this 
procedure to do.88 Brandom believes that Kant’s notion somehow provides the model 
for transcendental freedom. 
 Several neo-Kantians, especially within the Anglo-American tradition, have also 
claimed that Kant’s categorical imperative is relevant for the discussion on transcendental 
freedom. They have tended to favour a strategy of claiming a direct relevance of the 
categorical imperative for transcendental freedom: applying the moral law to the domain 
of moral-political actions is what by itself secures people’s transcendental freedom.89 
Brandom, however, understands the intimate connection between transcendental and 
moral-political freedom in a different way. For Neo-Kantians, the moral law functions 
as a principle for the moral-practical domain (i.e. for deciding what actions are right or 
wrong). However, Brandom does not believe that the moral law may also function to 
secure transcendental freedom. Instead, Brandom’s use of Kant’s notion of autonomy 
seems to suggest that he transfers the idea of ‘taking authority’, which belongs to the 
domain of moral-political rationality and consists in self-bindingness, to the level of  
 
85 We should be reminded here also that in the pre-modern period, ‘morality’ was understood in a 

broader sense than we do today. See Hruschka (1986:670, n. 1): ‘Pufendorf, for example, used the 
adjective “moral” generally to describe human action’. 

86 And so I think that Sieckmann (2012:3) is missing the point in suggesting (and criticising) that 
Brandom analyses, following Kant, autonomy at the moral-political level.  

87 This is just one way of introducing his favoured notion of transcendental freedom. Elsewhere he 
suggests a similar move was made by the American pragmatists (2004). 

88 Brandom is also influenced by Hegel’s critique of Kant (Brandom 2002, chapter 7). 
89 On the non-metaphysical perspective that Anglo-American Neo-Kantians have adopted: see chapter 

2, note 54.



Ch
ap

te
r 

5

179

A pragmatist framework: freedom and rationality

theoretical rationality in the sense that taking authority for one’s concepts – binding oneself 
to certain concepts – makes up the core of theoretical rationality. Having theoretical 
rationality would therefore be identical to having transcendental freedom or, as Kant calls 
it, spontaneity.90 He also follows Kant in his claim that spontaneity – ‘the capacity to deploy 
concepts’ (2009:59) – defines the boundary between rational and non-rational beings. 
Whereas non-rational beings are compelled immediately by the laws (Gesetze) dictated 
by nature, human beings are not, at least not to the extent that, as Brandom summarises 
Kant’s core idea, ‘we act according to our grasp or understanding of rules’ (MIE:31).91 
The term ‘rules’ (as a translation of ‘Gesetze’) belongs to two different language games, 
one that belongs to the natural sciences, another that belongs to jurisprudence. Brandom 
claims that the second is decisive for Kant’s characterisation of spontaneity: ‘Drawing on a 
jurisprudential tradition that includes Grotius, Pufendorf, and Crusius, Kant talks about 
norms in the form of rules’ (2006:56). He also talks about them as ‘concepts’ (Vorstellungen). 
This is another way of saying that discursive intentionality basically involves conceptual 
activity. Whatever beliefs merely sentient beings may be claimed to have, the beliefs human 
beings have, are different: they are binding in a normative rather than a causal-mechanical 
sense. They can function as reasons, both theoretically, as judgements or claims that give 
reason to adopt yet other beliefs, and practically, as what motivates to perform (or not) a 
certain action.92 
 Brandom’s Kantian strategy would seem to promise no progress, however, beyond 
the discussions in the previous chapter.93 Shifting from the domain of practical rationality,  
 

90 For Brandom’s discussion of Kant’s spontaneity: see Brandom (1994:50-52; 2006:60-61; 2009:58-63).
91 Brandom is hinting at this passage in ([1785/1786] 1983:41, BA 36): ‘Ein jedes Ding der Natur 

wirkt nach Gesetzen. Nur ein vernünftiges Wesen hat das Vermögen, nach der Vorstellung der Gesetze, 
d.i. nach Prinzipien, zu handeln, oder einen Willen. Da zur Ableitung der Handlungen von Gesetzen 
Vernunft erfodert wird, so ist der Wille nichts anders, als praktische Vernunft.’ As Brandom explains: 
‘Kant initiates a shift in attention from ontological questions (understanding the difference between 
two sorts of fact: physical facts and mental facts) to deontological ones (understanding the difference 
between facts and norms, or between description and prescription)’ (2002:212). 

92 In a different context, Brandom remarks that what is at issue here is not complexity as such, but ‘just 
what sort of complexity’ (2009:183). 

93 Pippin writes approvingly about Brandom’s attempt to appropriate the ‘deeply Kantian position 
on normativity’. At the same he is sceptical: ‘[binding oneself ] is a highly metaphorical notion in 
all three thinkers [i.e. Kant, Fichte and Hegel]; there is no original moment of self-obligation, any 
more than there is a Fichtean I which initiates experience de novo by positing a not-I’ (2007:163). A 
similar concern is expressed by McDowell (also quoted by Pippin), who is critical about the Kantian 
idea of self-legislation: ‘It makes no sense to picture an act that brings norms into existence out of 
a normative void’ (McDowell 2002:276). I think these worries can be solved within Brandom’s 
normative pragmatics by making certain theoretical moves. Brandom himself suggests two of these 
moves: first by understanding bindingness as practical (see the next section), second by understanding 
practical bindingness as a social affair, as something we learn in the company of others. In my view, 
this kind of bindingness (if we follow Brandom’s moves) only leads to collective commitments (see 
my proposal in chapter 6, section 5), not to bindingness in the sense of our own bindingness: as 
binding myself. What does indicate an original binding-myself, as I will argue later on (in chapter 
7, section 3), is, first of all, unbinding oneself, i.e. disagreeing, deauthorising one’s former collective 
commitments. This opens the possibility, next, for binding oneself.
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which neo-Kantians focus on, to the domain of theoretical rationality, which is Brandom’s 
concern, seems a reiteration of an insight we already achieved in the previous chapter, 
which is that transcendental practical freedom presupposes transcendental theoretical 
freedom. Second, one important criticism of the idea of autonomy as self-bindingness 
as a solution for the moral-political domain has been that it raises what has been called 
the Kantian paradox:

‘How can we both be givers of the moral law, who thus presumably determine 
for ourselves what is to be obligatory and what is not, and at the same time be 
governed by it as if we were subjects over whom it stands in the manner of a 
divine authority?’ (Stern 2009:396)

‘The idea of a subject, prior to there being a binding law, authoring one 
and then subjecting itself to it is extremely hard to imagine. It always seems 
that such a subject could not be imagined doing so unless he were already 
subject to some sort of law, a law that decreed he ought so to subject himself, 
making the paradox of this notion of “self-subjection” all the clearer.’ (Pippin 
2000:192)94 

Once the notion of self-bindingness is transferred to the theoretical domain, it threatens 
to undermine theoretical rationality as well. Closely related to this objection is a third: 
the idea that people’s transcendental freedom is a matter of self-bindingness in the 
theoretical domain, i.e. making judgements, acknowledging claims, having beliefs, 
may raise the suspicion that this demarcation between human and non-human beings 
only presents yet another version of transcendental freedom as ‘causa sui’. The original 
version that was presented by Kant himself, captured in his notion of ‘spontaneity’, was 
soon interpreted too by some of his early readers as a form of ‘causa sui’.95 
 If it was correct that Brandom treats theoretical rationality as identical with 
transcendental freedom, then the criticisms of creating either a Kantian paradox or 
a causa sui would be correct. But the picture of theoretical rationality in Brandom’s 
account is more complicated, I think. Theoretical rationality implies not just one but 
a double bindingness to concepts.96 It is not simply identical to having transcendental 
freedom. It functions as the hinge between both levels of freedom. This would imply that 
theoretical rationality has a somewhat different meaning depending on which level the 
notion is used. Brandom does not himself talk explicitly about theoretical rationality as  
 
94 For similar criticisms: see Larmore (2008).
95 See Nuzzo (1994).
96 This is obfuscated by some of Brandom’s appreciation of Kant’s notion of autonomy as providing the 

idea of self-bindingness. Although I think that Brandom’s account allows for a distinction between 
two forms of conceptual bindingness, it is not made explicit by Brandom in the way that I will 
suggest here. 
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a two-level notion.97 For a helpful comment, I will instead turn to Schnädelbach:

‘The predicate ‘irrational’ can be understood in at least two senses: as the 
contradictory and as the contrary counterpart of ‘rational’. In the one sense, 
it means the non-rational, the alien-to-the-rational or the rational-less; in the 
other sense, the irrational, the counterrational, the hostile-to-the-rational. 
Depending on what counterpart of the rational is intended, the rational itself 
is differently emphasised as the counterpart of that specific counterpart, and 
in this way, the broader and narrower meaning of the predicate ‘rational’ 
becomes clear’ (Schnädelbach 1992b:94).98 

The difference between both levels may be understood as one between theoretical and 
instrumental rationality.99 The alignment of personhood with rationality – and for their 
two levels: of transcendental freedom with rationality as opposed to non-rationality 
(‘das Nichtvernünftige’); of moral-political freedom with rationality as opposed to 
irrationality (‘das Unvernünftige, Widervernünftige’) – opens up the possibility of 
making sense of the category of actions for which people are not responsible, but which 
nevertheless belong to beings that have transcendental freedom.100 As Schnädelbach 
himself explains, ‘only rational beings may err, act against rules or make mistakes’ 
(1992b:97, my translation). 
 My claim is that we will find, corresponding to both levels of theoretical rationality, 
two different forms of conceptual bindingness. The challenge, however, is to explain 
how theoretical rationality can be used, as one and the same concept, at two different  
 
97 His own rendering of his views on transcendental freedom, in both his systematic and historical 

writings, make it hard to assess whether this commitment can be ascribed to him. He starts his 
argument on transcendental freedom with a discussion on autonomy as basically a moral-political 
notion, as we have seen. But this does not yet mean that he understands rationality as opposed to 
both non-rationality and irrationality. When next he shifts from autonomy as a moral-political notion 
towards theoretical self-bindingness as a transcendental notion, this neither indicates a commitment 
to a two-level notion of rationality. Brandom should nevertheless be understood as being committed 
to a two-level notion of rationality as will become clear, I hope, from my discussion. 

98 My translation. In the original German it says: ‘Das Prädikat ‘irrational’ kann zumindest in 
zweifachem Sinne verstanden werden: als das kontradiktorische und als das konträre Gegenteil 
von ‘rational’. Einmal bezeichnet es das Nichtvernünftige, Vernunftfremde oder Vernunftlose, 
zum anderen das Unvernünftige, Widervernünftige, Vernunftfeindliche. Je nachdem, von welchem 
Gegenteil des Rationalen die Rede ist, wird das Rationale selbst als das Gegenteil des jeweiligen 
Gegenteils verschieden akzentuiert, und so treten der weitere und der engere Sinn des Prädikats 
‘rational’ deutlich hervor.’

99 Schnädelbach understands rationality at the metaphysical level (‘rational1’ as he calls it) in terms 
of comprehensibility (Verständlichkeit, 1992b:97), which agrees, I think, with how Brandom 
understands rationality at the metaphysical level. 

100 I think, if we bear this distinction in mind, it might explain why the strategy that, for example, 
Korsgaard, Richard Moran and Isaiah Berlin choose, is bound to fail. In ignoring (or overlooking) 
this distinction, they seem to have focussed on theoretical rationality as supporting instrumental 
rationality (moral-political level), in this way overlooking a more fundamental level at which theoretical 
rationality is constitutive of our freedom, not at a moral-political level, but at a metaphysical level. 
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levels – as both a contradictory and a contrastive notion: in relation to respectively  
non-rationality and irrationality – and how, at each level, it agrees with a different kind 
of conceptual bindingness. The key to answering this challenge is to understand the 
basic notion of theoretical rationality as constituted by authority and responsibility and 
to understand the difference between the two forms of conceptual bindingness as a 
difference between two perspectives from which theoretical rationality can be analysed: a 
local and a global perspective.
 When Brandom hints at Kant’s notion of autonomy, he analyses theoretical 
rationality from a local perspective, i.e. the attitude that ‘concept-mongering creatures’ 
(as he calls human beings) have towards specific concepts, i.e. in specific contexts. This 
analysis brings out one special form of conceptual bindingness: self-bindingness.101 A 
simple example may suffice. If someone comes to believe (in Brandom’s vocabulary: 
undertake a commitment) that some animal is a fox, the concept of a fox, as she applies 
it in this case, does not compel her to say or believe (in the empirical sense of having a 
mental state with this content) that this animal is a mammal. But it does compel her 
in the sense that, if she thinks this animal is a fox, she ought not to deny that it is a 
mammal (or to put it differently: she has a reason to claim it is a mammal).102 A belief 
that some animal is a fox is not incompatible with a belief that some other animal is 
a dog. But the first is incompatible with a belief that the same animal is a dog.103 The 
relevance of the focus on authority is that it allows further analysis of what people are 
committed to, based on what they say. 
 Theoretical rationality sustains, next to self-bindingness, yet a second form of 
bindingness. To understand it, we do not need a different notion or alter the previous 
notion of theoretical rationality. We just use that same notion of theoretical rationality 
(as consisting of authority and responsibility, as inferential) but analyse it from another 
perspective. Whereas from a local perspective, theoretical rationality can be analysed as 
the attitude conceptual creatures have towards specific concepts, from a global perspective, 
it can be analysed as their attitude towards all concepts. It implies a different kind of 
bindingness which is not self-bindingness because conceptual creatures are bound to the  
 
101 My discussion of Brandom’s account of self-bindingness (i.e. bindingness from a local perspective) 

as a form of authority is restricted to what Brandom would call ‘content-based authority’, which is 
a form of intrapersonal authority, next to ‘person-based authority’, which is a form of interpersonal 
authority. It relates to Brandom’s view on normativity as social bindingness, which will be discussed in 
the next chapter. I refrain from discussing it in this chapter as I think my argument does not require 
it. Taking authority, in this sense, is equivalent to ‘force’, in contrast to ‘content’ (Brandom 2006:53-
55) or, in Frege’s terminology, to Urtheil, in contrast to begrifflicher Inhalt (Frege [1879] 1977). Also 
see Geach ([1960] 1972a and ([1965] 1972b).

102 Brandom makes clear that the bindingness of concepts requires that we recognise the distinction 
between our beliefs in an empirical sense and those in a rational (or: ideal, logical) sense (1994:507-
508). In Brandom’s view on inferential rationality, it may be correct to ascribe to some person some 
specific belief, in a rational sense, even if that person does not have actually have that belief (in an 
empirical sense). 

103 In a slightly different form, this example can be found in Brandom (2009:43-44). 
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use of concepts as such. While people may choose to endorse some concepts and deny 
others, they cannot choose not to use any concepts at all; they cannot untie themselves 
from all conceptual norms, and they cannot choose to deny all concepts because 
denying itself is already a conceptual activity.104 Whereas local bindingness relates to 
the possibility that people either endorse or deny certain claimables, global bindingness 
relates to the impossibility of either endorsing or denying all claimables. Once again: a 
conceptual creature cannot escape being a concept-user. 
 The sense in which this absence of choice implies a second form of bindingness, is 
expressed by the claim that people are situated, in a phrase that Brandom borrows from 
Sellars, in the ‘space of reasons’. Brandom’s basic notion of theoretical rationality is inferential: 
concepts owe their normative content to the inferential role they have in reasonings. The 
content of a concept tells us what counts as a reason to use this concept. The dominant 
strategy in Anglo-American philosophy is to understand concepts as representations of the 
world that people perceive, believe or judge as true (more on this in section 6). For this 
strategy, what comes first in the order of explaining knowledge is to explain how beliefs 
can be true because it is part of this strategy to assume that ‘belief aims at truth’ Underlying 
this strategy is what we might call a verificationist notion of rationality: belief aims at truth. 
Brandom chooses an alternative, deflationary strategy for which he relies on a tradition 
within modern philosophy that he traces to Kant, the early Frege and Sellars.105 They all 
share the assumption, according to Brandom, that conceptual content comes first in the 
order of explaining knowledge. What matters for them are not true beliefs, but believables or, 
the term Brandom seems to prefer, claimables (or: judgeables, meaning).106 A crucial move in 
Brandom’s account is to understand the conceptual content of concepts in terms of their role 
in reasoning: their inferential role, i.e. the role that the conceptual content of a concept plays 
in an inference. For this reason, concepts are always linked to other concepts. We cannot 
apply one concept without other concepts:107

 
‘one cannot have any concepts unless one has many concepts. For the content of each 
concept is articulated by its inferential relation to other concepts. Concepts, then, must 
come in packages’ (Articulating Reasons:15–16)

104 Also, see Brandom (1994:293-297). Richard Moran seems to make a similar point (2001:150).
105 Brandom’s approach belongs to a group of views that start from a deflationary notion of truth and which 

share the conviction that truth is conceptually fundamental: it cannot be explained in more basic terms (see 
Armour-Garb and Beall 2005). What is specific about Brandom’s deflationary view is that it understands ‘is 
true’ as a prosentence forming operator, while for other deflationary views, ‘is true’ is a genuine predicate.

106 The ambiguity of the term ‘belief ’ (also see note 99) allows people to easily slip between two senses of 
the word: its empirical and its rational sense (2000:174). For this, Brandom favours the term ‘claim’ 
over the term ‘belief ’. 

107 Behind this idea lies Brandom’s commitment to semantic holism. It also underlies his Kantian 
account of the self as the product of conceptual activity that ‘produces, sustains, and develops a 
synthetic unity of apperception: a self or subject’ (2009:36). I take this account (see 2009, chapter 
one: ‘Norms, Selves, and Concepts’) as supporting my claim that Brandom too starts from the idea 
of (a person as) a unity of consciousness. 
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Conceptual content is normative in the sense that this content itself provides the norm for 
how it is applied correctly, i.e. what ought to count as a reason for specific beliefs, judgements, 
assertions, claims.108 People understand the concept ‘that is red’ when they understand, for 
example, that making this claim is incompatible with claiming ‘that is green’.109 
 The metaphor of the ‘space of reasons’ is helpful in contrasting two approaches 
to understanding conceptual bindingness. The voluntarist approach, as we have seen 
in chapters 2 and 4, does not necessarily talk of reasons: it understands the space of 
reasons as a place we enter after we have committed ourselves to some choice (or, for that 
matter: goal, value). The Kantian approach (at least in Brandom’s version) sees people 
as being already in the space of reasons: ‘all awareness is a conceptual affair’ (Brandom 
2015:111). They cannot escape it.110 The mistake would be to assume that people only 
enter the space of reasons once they have settled on the goal (value) of their choice 
and then deliberate on what means will accomplish that goal. It is part of their human 
condition, however, that people already find themselves in the space of reasons, even 
before they have reflected on their second-order desires. 

‘In a strict sense, all a Kantian subject can do is apply concepts, either 
theoretically, in judging, or practically, in acting. Discursive, that is to say, 
concept-mongering creatures, are normative creatures-creatures who live, and 
move, and have their being in a normative space.’ (2006:56).

People may not be bound to a particular inferential pattern of reasoning unless they 
commit themselves to it, but at least they are bound to the space of reasons. What it 
means to be transcendentally free is, therefore, paradoxically, to be bound to the space of 
reasons, not because it entails freedom in an ordinary, voluntarist or instrumental sense, 
but because bindingness to the space of reasons is a different one than causal-mechanical 
bindingness. The Kantian paradox exists only within the voluntarist approach. Within 
the Kantian approach, it dissolves. 

108 The idea that meaning is normative and its normativity is irreducible, i.e. that norms are, in Brandom’s 
much-quoted phrase, ‘all the way down’ (1994:44), is contested for example by Glüer (1999) and 
Glüer and Pagin (1999), who distinguish between constitutive and prescriptive norms and deny that 
constitutive norms can be prescriptive. For an interesting discussion of their arguments: Clausen 
(2004) summarises one of their arguments against the prescriptivity of meaning as follows: ‘if there 
is something that can guide action or be a reason for it, this means that the action could also take a 
different course, that one is free either to perform or not perform the action in question. Only if such 
freedom exists can one be obligated to perform a particular action; in this case one can talk of there 
being prescriptive norms. But constitutive norms do not guide action’ (2004:113-114). I disagree: 
constitutive rules can still be prescriptive in this sense. I will return to this issue in the next chapter. 
For a different defence of Brandom’s notion of prescriptivity: see Peregrin (2014). 

109 For verificationists, by contrast, believing ‘that is red’ means having a representation that is true, i.e. 
corresponds to something that is red. 

110 Also, see Turbanti (2017:33) for a similar observation. Admittedly this view is hard to accept for 
Brandom’s adversaries. 
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 What connects the two forms of bindingness is that bindingness is ultimately a 
matter of conceptual responsibility because the original act of a conceptual creature is not 
the act of taking conceptual authority, but the act of taking conceptual responsibility: 
people are born into a state of responsibility.111 The difference between the two forms 
of bindingness arises only by homing in on one or the other perspective. From the local 
perspective, theoretical rationality is analysed by starting from authority and ending with 
responsibility. But the conceptual responsibility was already there; people were already 
in the space of reasons. From the global perspective, the move is therefore reversed: 
starting from responsibility and ending with authority. It implies that authorising (self-
bindingness) is only a later stage in becoming a conceptual creature. What this means, 
or how this works, requires a developmental and social account. I will get to this in 
the next chapter. For the present chapter, it is important to understand that having 
transcendental freedom (being in the space of reasons) is possible only by being involved 
in practices of theoretical rationality. This will be discussed in the next section. 

5.6. Normative bindingness as practical

Brandom’s idea about the normative space of reasons might tempt us into thinking he 
is committed to the notion of deliberative rationality (see section 4). After all, in his 
account of rationality, people seem to be highly reflective of their own and other people’s 
commitments and seem to have exquisite skills in articulating and explaining the reasons 
for what they do and assert. However, Brandom’s notion of inferential rationality is 
more basic: it is practical. The key to understanding how Brandom theorises this option 
is his pragmatist turn, expressed in the slogan: meaning is use. This will be explained in 
the present section. It will show that for Brandom, theoretical rationality (or ‘semantics’, 
as Brandom usually calls it), as a basis for transcendental freedom, is really a form of 
practical rationality, not in its narrow, standard sense of rationality as instrumental, i.e. 
as the ‘calculation’ of what is the right means to some goal, but in a much broader sense.
 Conceptions of deliberative rationality that are understood in terms of ‘making 
inferences’ are sometimes illustrated with one specific type of ‘inference’ one might 
make: the modus ponens. It provides a way of inferring the truth of a claim from the 
truth of two other claims. Its formal structure can be presented like this:

(A) x → y 
(B) x
(Z) ⊢ y

111 As Brandom (1994:xii) puts it: ‘the characteristic authority on which the role of assertions in 
communication depends is intelligible only against the background of a correlative responsibility to 
vindicate one’s entitlement to the commitments such speech acts express’. 
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The reason for its popularity in certain philosophical literature seems to be that it provides 
a prominent yet simple example of a normative conception of rationality, and so, if it 
can be shown that the modus ponens is defective, then this normative conception, too, 
is defective. The modus ponens has therefore raised much discussion in contemporary 
discussion. Perhaps its first critical treatment has been Lewis Carroll’s ‘What the Tortoise 
said to Achilles’ (1895). Even if it does not mention modus ponens as the focus of its 
discussions, at least it has been the point of reference for many subsequent discussions 
because it introduces the problem of the regress of rules: the Regress Objection.112 
It shows an important weakness of the deliberative view on rationality (if by this we 
understand the view that identifies ‘being rational’ with ‘following rules’, in this case: 
inferential rules) by introducing an argument that seemingly undermines the validity of 
the modus ponens as a rule of inference. What was the Tortoise saying to Achilles? Here 
is the pattern of reasoning that starts their discussion (and which I take the liberty of 
rephrasing as a modus ponens): 

(A) If things are equal to the same, they are equal to each other.
(B) The two sides of this triangle are things that are equal to the same.
(Z) Therefore: The two sides of this triangle are equal to each other.113 

Achilles claims that the conclusion follows logically from the two premises: any who 
accepts the truth of (A) and (B) must accept the truth of (Z). This is contested by the 
Tortoise who invites Achilles to agree with him that an extra premise is needed: 

(C) If (A) and (B) are true, (Z) must be true.

Achilles agrees and believes adding this premise will finally convince the Tortoise that 
anyone accepting (A), (B) and (C) must also accept the truth of (Z). The Tortoise does 
not give in. Once again, the Tortoise claims the possibility that some might deny the 
truth of premise (A), (B) and (C) unless a further premise is added: 

(D) If (A) and (B) and (C) are true, (Z) must be true. 
 
Achilles agrees. By now, the point must be clear to the reader: the moral of Carroll’s 
brief story is that Achilles may have no hope of ever escaping this argument because 
the Tortoise will continue adding new steps without the conclusion ever coming nearer. 
 Carroll’s story is about the problem of justifying the conclusion one draws from 
a certain pattern of reasoning. Once we generalise this problem to the body of all  
 
112 Better known as the ‘Frege point’ (Geach ([1965] 1972b:255) or the ‘Frege-Geach challenge’ (e.g. 

Finlayson 2005). 
113 ‘‘That beautiful First Proposition of Euclid’ the Tortoise murmured dreamily’ (Carroll 1895:278). 
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reasoning, i.e. to the validity of what we take to be our knowledge, a more fundamental 
problem arises: how do we justify our knowledge? This is not the problem of justifying 
just one case of reasoning, as in the dialogue between Achilles and the Tortoise, but 
of all our knowledge. For example, Hans Albert (1968/ 1991) has argued that once 
a justification is demanded for all of our knowledge, the knowledge that is invoked 
for this justification is itself in need of a justification.114 This problem may be solved 
by taking recourse to either of three alternatives: (1) entering into an infinite regress, 
(2) getting caught in a logical circle or (3) forcing a termination at some point.115 As 
Albert suggests, all three seem unacceptable and therefore present a trilemma, what he 
appropriately calls the ‘Münchhausen-trilemma’. The third option may be said to be 
illustrated by Frankfurt’s account of transcendental freedom: his idea of a second-order 
desire seems to elicit even further orders of desire.116 
 As we have seen (previous section), Brandom’s account starts with Kant’s lesson: 
freedom consists of how we human beings follow rules. We follow them according 
to our grasp of norms. But Brandom does not go all the way with Kant. For Kant, 
Brandom explains, ‘rules are not simply one form among others that the normative 
might assume. Rules are the form of the norm as such’ (1994:19–20). Action, which is 
understood as applying concepts, should be judged according to explicit rules because 
they tell us the correct use of a concept and, therefore, whether the action was correct. 
At this point, he disagrees. He rejects the position of which Kant is a representative and 
which Brandom calls regulism.117 Explicit rules are not exhaustive of what norms are 
because they themselves require explanation. Therefore, you always need new rules to 
explain how the previous rules are applied correctly in an endless regress.118 
 Rules are not the only form of normativity. Brandom believes that explicit rules 
presuppose a form of normativity that precedes the normativity of explicit rules: ‘norms 
that are explicitly expressed in the form of rules, which determine what is correct 
according to them by saying or describing what is correct, must be understood as only 
one form that norms can take. That form is intelligible only against a background that  
includes norms that are implicit in what is done, rather than explicit in what is said’ 
(1994:30). People’s grasp of a situation is not evinced by their ability to tell what rules 
pertain to that situation but by their ability to act correctly in that situation. In Brandom’s 
account, understanding acting according to rules is replaced by an understanding of 
acting according to mastery ‘where the performer is being guided by something, but not  
 
114 Albert (1968/ 1991, first chapter). 
115 Infinite regress (infiniter Regreß) is one of three alternatives that Albert (1968/ 1991:15) distinguishes 

for solving the problem of finding a foundation for knowledge.
116 Suggested by Kornblith (2012:74–78), although Frankfurt seems to deny this (1971). Also, see 

Frankfurt (1987).
117 Following Dewey, Brandom also talks about ‘intellectualism’ or ‘platonism’ (2008:40) in contrast to 

his own position (pragmatism). 
118 Brandom also mentions Wittgenstein’s regress-of-rules argument and Sellars’s regress-of-

interpretations argument (1994:20-26).
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by something explicit and articulate’ (1994:65). He then makes a move from practices 
that display a person’s grasp of some situation (e.g. knowing the difference between 
a dead and a living parrot) towards the attitudes that underlie these practices. These 
attitudes are normative. Normative attitudes display a ‘sensitivity to norms that [Kant] 
talked about in terms of conceptions of rules’ (Brandom 1994:45). Beings that have a 
normative attitude are directed towards the world, move around in the world, deal with 
the world always in a sense that they treat whatever they encounter from a normative 
perspective, taking the world not just as it is, but as it ought (not) to be. 
 In the search for an alternative view, Brandom takes over two lessons from Hegel and 
Wittgenstein: we should understand norms ultimately in terms of practices, and we should 
understand them as social practices: ‘norms in terms of practices rather than exclusively in 
terms of rules, and the recognition of the social character of such norms’ (MIE:55). But what 
complicates understanding the normative, socio-pragmatic view that Brandom expounds in 
the first chapter of his Making It Explicit is that he chooses to explain it as part of a polemic 
with various forms of naturalism. For these, he uses the term ‘regularism’ because they agree 
that human behaviour should be understood in terms of regularities, dictated by laws of 
nature, rather than rules people have chosen themselves.119 In this polemic, he weaves in two 
explanatory strategies he borrows from others. The first strategy he owes to Haugeland, who 
suggests that we imagine ‘a community of versatile and interactive creatures’ (Haugeland 
1982:15) as the starting point for finding out what it means that people are social beings. But 
there is a twist here. If rationality is, in its basic form, practical, then it would seem to imply that 
beings might be rational without being linguistic. Brandom calls them ‘proto-hominids’: ‘what 
proto-hominids could do before they could talk is to take or treat each other’s performances 
as correct or incorrect by practically sanctioning them, e.g. by beating each other with sticks 
as punishment’ (1997:196).120 Brandom then discusses various views of how their practices 
might alternately be interpreted as either normative or regular. Finally, he takes recourse to 
one other strategy he takes over from Dennett and introduces the distinction between simple, 
intentional systems and interpreting intentional systems (or: original intentionality).121  
It allows him to explain how the practices of a community are being interpreted as normative 
by an outsider: the Interpreter. 
 My interest here is not with the details of how Brandom works out both strategies, 
but with his use of these strategies: he seems to use them to understand normative attitudes 
as rooted in social practices and to understand social practices as being interpreted as  
 

119 In the literature on the concept of rule, especially when related to Wittgenstein’s views, these two 
forms of acting according to rules are usually distinguished as rule-conforming versus rule-following: 
see cf. Bloor (1997); Gerrans (2005).

120 This phrase is not used in Making It Explicit. It is introduced only later, in ‘Replies’ (1997:196). 
121 See Dennett (1971), (1987, esp. chapter 3: ‘Three Kinds of Intentional Psychology’), (1990), (1990). 

For Dennett, the intentional stance only indicates a strategy of making sense of intentional states 
without the need to assume that these intentional states (beliefs) really exist in the heads of, for 
example, people. 
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normative by an Interpreter who does not participate in these practices. This seems to be 
the basic argument of Brandom’s normative, socio-pragmatic account: 

1. Meaning is explained in terms of use: norms explicit in what is said (here: norms 
as rules) are explained as norms implicit in what is done (here: norms as correct 
performances/ practices/ actions). Norms implicit in what is done can be further 
explained in terms of having a normative practical attitude, i.e. the ability for 
correct performances.

2. Correct or incorrect performances are explained in terms of the sanctioning practices 
of a community: the members (proto-hominids) of a community attribute to each 
other normative practical attitudes, and they treat each other’s performances as 
correct or incorrect by sanctioning them – i.e. treating a performance as correct 
by rewarding its performer and treating it as incorrect by punishing its performer.

3. The sanctioning practices of a community (including the sanctioning practices) 
are explained in terms of the attributions of an ‘interpreter’: an outsider to the 
community (a hominid?) interprets the practices of this community, including 
its sanctioning practices, as exhibiting normative, rather than merely regular, 
behaviour by attributing to its members a normative practical attitude.

 
 Brandom’s account has been criticised by various theorists whose remarks abound 
with observations that his normative pragmatism is also vulnerable to the Regress 
Objection.122 They usually refer to the first chapter of Making It Explicit (and to a lesser 
extent to its final chapter), in which Brandom chooses to introduce his normative-
pragmatic argument as a response to what poses a problem for the traditional notion 
of deliberative rationality (‘regulism’, as he calls it): the Regress Objection. A different, 
and I think better, explanation of the account Brandom is committed to, and of how it  
 

122 Turner (1998/ 2002a); Glüer (1999 and 2002); Wikforss (2001); Hattiangadi (2003; 2006 and 2007); 
Grönert (2006); Glüer and Wikforss (2009); Kornblith (2012). All of them mention Brandom and 
others as representatives of the ‘meaning is normative’ claim. Some of them (in some of their writings) 
also explicitly focus on the details of Brandom’s argument. Oddly Kornblith (2012) treats Brandom 
as a representative of theorists with reflective (‘higher-order’) views of rationality. This misrecognises 
Brandom’s pragmatism on normativity. Unfortunately, Kornblith does not discuss any details of 
Brandom’s argument. For various defences of Brandom’s account: Clausen (2004); Peregrin (2014); 
Turbanti (2017). It is not entirely clear how Brandom’s critics understand the notion of regress. It 
might be a simple notion of regress, one that states that any account turns into a regress if it provides 
an explanation of A by reducing A to B, and an explanation of B by reducing it to C if B cannot 
function as a regress-stopper (because B requires yet another explanation), and so on. Understood 
this way, Brandom’s account may be said to run into a regress. I nevertheless think that Brandom’s 
critics have misunderstood what I present here as claims (1), (2) and (3). The misunderstanding can 
be traced to how they treat Brandom’s successive explanations (explaining explicit rules as practices, 
practices as attitudes, attitudes as results of sanctions, sanctions as ascriptions), which is to treat them 
as ever so many reductions (reducing explicit rules to practices, practices to attitudes, et cetera) and 
therefore as belonging all to the same order, as if there was no difference in kinds of explanations. In 
this section, I try to show not all claims belong to the same order of explanation.
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escapes the Regress Objection, can be found, I think, in his Between Saying and Doing 
(2008a). Here he offers ‘a new way of thinking about language’ (2008a:1), one that 
analyses language in terms of the relations between what is said and the activity of saying 
it or, differently put, between meaning and use, between vocabularies and practices-
or-abilities.123 (In Between Saying and Doing Brandom frequently uses also this second 
terminological pair. I will also use both.) In Brandom’s technical vocabulary, these 
relations are called Meaning Use Relations (MUR). Here Brandom does not mention 
the problem of rule-following. But as the problem of rule-following arises from the 
identification of rule-following with meaning that is explicit in language, i.e. in what is 
said or thought (regulism, deliberative rationality), I think the new view he expounds in 
Between Saying and Doing can also be read as an answer to the Regress Objection.
 Vocabularies and practices-or-abilities have a reductive relation: vocabularies can 
be understood as reducible to practices-or-abilities.124 This is how claim (1) should 
be understood. The relation between vocabularies and practices-or-abilities is not just 
reductive (i.e. vocabularies as reducible to practices) but also expressive (i.e. practices as 
expressible in vocabularies). The ascriptions the Interpreter provides – as in claim (3) – 
illustrate the expressive relation. 
 Understanding the expressive relation requires a better understanding of Brandom’s 
pragmatism. His point in making a distinction between vocabularies and practices is 
precisely to move beyond vocabularies, i.e. beyond what is explicit in what is said (or 
thought), and therefore to move beyond explanations which, too, belong to the domain 
of vocabularies (meaning, the explicit, the said). The reductive relation is therefore not 
about reducing one explanation to another, but about reducing the domain to which 
all kinds of explanations belong, to a different domain that, strictly speaking, offers no 
explanations: practices-or-abilities. These are just what they are: performances. They 
do not talk and therefore do not provide explanations in the standard sense: they do 
not belong to the same order as do explanations that consist in what is said. Obviously, 
reducing an explanation (and with it all that belongs to the domain of meaning) to what  
is not an explanation implies a puzzling claim about the relation between meaning and 
use. If Brandom proposes to reduce meaning to use, he must, in making this proposal, 
somehow articulate this strategic move in explanations, in what is said, in meaning. So, 
it raises a question about the status of the kind of vocabulary (the type of meaning) 

123 For his use of the phrase ‘practices-or-abilities’: Brandom (2008a:9, note 8).  
124 Although much of Brandom’s writings focus on the coexistence of vocabularies and practices-or-

abilities, the reductive relation suggests the possibility of having rationality without having language. 
Brandom himself seems to acknowledge this by introducing ‘proto-hominids’: ‘what proto-hominids 
could do before they could talk is to take or treat each other’s performances as correct or incorrect by 
practically sanctioning them, e.g. by beating each other with sticks as punishment’ (1997:196). But 
from his remarks (see 1997:196, note 5), it also becomes clear that their rationality should perhaps 
be understood as a kind of proto-rationality. A discussion on the meaning of this would focus on the 
relevance of having language to having rationality. However relevant that discussion is, it is beyond 
the purposes of my present argument. 
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Brandom uses to express that idea.125 Brandom’s response is that vocabularies can be 
used to express the norms that are implicit in practices: ‘Talk of practices-or-abilities 
has a definite sense only insofar as it is relativized to the vocabulary in which those 
practices-or-abilities are specified’ (2008a:9).126 This places vocabularies in an expressive 
relation towards practices-or-abilities. In Making It Explicit, we already encountered the 
idea that language enables us to make explicit what is implicit in practice. In Between 
Saying and Doing, the expressive power of a vocabulary is indicated by his technical 
term ‘VP-sufficiency’, in which ‘VP’ stands for ‘vocabulary practice’ and which is ‘the 
relation that holds between a vocabulary and a set of practices-or-abilities when that 
vocabulary is sufficient to specify those practices-or-abilities’ (2008a:10). The reverse, 
reductive relation is indicated by Brandom’s technical term ‘PV-sufficiency’, in which 
the terms ‘vocabulary’ and ‘practice’ are now reversed and which ‘obtains when engaging 
in a specified set of practices or exercising a specified set of abilities [...] is sufficient for 
someone to count as deploying a specified vocabulary’ (2008a:9). 
 Some of Brandom’s critics have understood claim (3) as implying a reductive 
relation: the normativity of sanctioning (communal) practices can be understood as 
reducible to the attributions of an interpreter. The previous discussion of Brandom’s 
account on meaning-use relations, however concise, already indicates the incorrectness 
of this interpretation of claim (3). Practices come first in the order of explanation, even if 
explicating practices requires taking recourse to vocabularies that possibly come later in 
the order of explanation. Brandom suggests that the notions of PV- and VP-sufficiency 
allow a more complex understanding of the relation between practices and vocabularies. 
Some set of practices are needed to count as deploying a certain vocabulary we will 
call: V. But vocabulary V is not necessarily identical to the vocabulary that explicates 
the practices underlying vocabulary V. The second vocabulary is strictly a different 
one. It functions as what Brandom calls a ‘pragmatic metavocabulary’ for V because it 
‘allows one to say what one must do in order to count as saying the things expressed by 
vocabulary V’ (2008:10). Consequently, we should understand the relation between the 
practices of proto-hominids and the ascriptions of the interpreter not as a reductive but 
as an expressive one. The ascriptions by the interpreter are expressions of what proto-
hominids do, while the practices performed by proto-hominids are not supposed to be 
reducible to the ascriptions of the interpreter. And so, Brandom’s critics are wrong in  
assuming that the shift from practices to ascriptions is yet another reductive explanation 
Brandom offers. 
 The two relations between meaning and use – reductive and expressive – seem to 
force a choice between either one of them as more basic, i.e. as coming first in the order  
 

125 However puzzling Brandom’s proposal to reduce meaning and use, in this sense, Brandom’s critics do 
not seem to be alarmed about it.

126 He understands this move as part of his project to extend the project of analytic philosophy: Brandom 
(2008a, chapter 1). 
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of explanation. And the drawback of not choosing is to remain caught in a logical circle. 
How may we understand practices as coming first in the order of explanation without 
giving up on the expressive relation? Brandom’s account can escape, I think, both the 
infinite regress and the logical circle.127

 First of all, it is important to keep in mind that whatever terminology Brandom uses 
to explain meaning-use relations, normativity remains central to them. The reduction of 
vocabularies to practices, as we saw in claim (1), is not a reduction of something that is 
normative to something that is not normative. So, in this reduction, normativity at least 
remains preserved. Whatever it is that is reduced or somehow ‘gets lost’ in the process of 
reduction is something different. But what? The reductive loss can be traced to a change of 
normativity itself. That Brandom does indeed has this kind of change in mind, appears from 
his choice of using different terms to indicate this normativity. As we have seen before, the 
normativity that is explicit in what is said (vocabularies, meaning), he calls ‘rules’ whereas 
the normativity that is implicit in saying (practices, use) he calls ‘norms’. Of course, making 
this terminological distinction is not enough. It yet needs to be explained what exactly the 
difference is between ‘rules’ and ‘norms’. Roughly it is a difference between logical and non-
logical normativity. Vocabularies owe their expressive power to logical vocabulary.128 What 
gets lost in the reduction of vocabularies to practices is logical vocabulary.
 Some of Brandom’s critics would reject the pragmatic reduction implicit in claim (1). 
Underlying their rejection is a tacit assumption that reasoning requires logical normativity, 
i.e. that reasoning in principle requires a distinction between form and content: between 
logical operators (form) and that which can be considered apart from logical operators 
(content).129 But they fail to notice that the normativity implicit in practices differs at this 
point from normativity explicit in vocabularies. Even more so, they fail to notice that, in 
Brandom’s account, it is because of this implicit, i.e. non-logical normativity, that practices 
come first in the order of explanation: rational beings need to have mastered non-logical 
normativity in what they do before they can use logical vocabulary in what they say.130  
 
127 As Dennett’s account is not at the centre of my argument, I will not explore whether this is too, in 

the end, able to escape the logical circle. 
128 This expressive power allows, for example, the Interpreter to understand the reduction of vocabularies 

to practices. It may even be claimed that it allows the Interpreter to better understand the proto-
hominids’ practices than they do themselves.

129 See Glüer and Wikforss when they conclude that the implicitness introduces some kind of regress 
again: ‘this time the regress is one of implicit norms, but that does not make it any less bottomless’ 
(2009:63). Underlying their analysis, I think, is still a formal conception of what norms are, i.e. as 
contents that can be distinguished from their (logical) form. If this is correct, then they are right 
to conclude that a new regress starts. But this is not how Brandom understands the implicitness of 
norms. 

130 I also believe that they misunderstood Brandom’s notion of reduction in yet a different sense, i.e. 
they conflate normativity and correctness, i.e. what is treated as correct and what is correct. Brandom’s 
account of normativity should be distinguished from his account of correctness. What is at stake in 
this discussion is how to understand that practices of taking-as-correct can be a source of objective 
knowledge. As my argument is not primarily concerned with this aspect of Brandom’s account, I will 
not further explore this misconception. However, see Clausen (2004). 
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Below I will explore how Brandom understands normativity implicit in practices and how 
this explains the priority of practices over vocabularies. The challenge is to explain how 
Brandom understands non-logical inferences and how these precede logical inferences. 
 Next to PV-sufficiency, Brandom distinguishes PV-necessity, which ‘obtains when 
one cannot deploy a certain vocabulary without engaging in the specified practice, or 
exercising the specified ability’ (2008a:28). It allows us to ask what specific practices-or-
abilities are necessary for deploying specific vocabularies, such as observational, logical or 
normative ones. Brandom is interested in what set of practices-or-abilities is necessary 
for deploying any vocabulary: ‘Are there any practical abilities that are universally 
PV-necessary?’ (2008a:41). The set of practices-or-abilities that is necessary for any 
vocabulary is what Brandom calls an autonomous discursive practice. Here I will discuss 
only one subset: the inferential practices-or-abilities. People can make inferences without 
using logical vocabulary. These kinds of inferences Brandom calls ‘material inference’. 
But what does it mean to make material inferences? I will focus on two features (that we 
will describe using a modal metavocabulary): modality and material incompatibility. 
 Making material inferences involves that a person can distinguish at least some 
inferences as materially good, i.e. she is able to act in such a way that from her actions, it 
is clear she understands what follows from what. Brandom himself provides the example 
of a lioness: 

‘One grasps the claim “the lioness is hungry” only insofar as one takes it 
to have various consequences (which would be true if it were true) and to 
rule out some others (which would not be true if it were true). And it is not 
intelligible that one should endorse as materially good an inference involving 
it, such as the inference from “the lioness is hungry” to “nearby prey animals 
visible to and accessible by the lioness are in danger of being eaten,” but be 
disposed to make no distinction at all between collateral premises that would, 
and those that would not, if true inform the inference. One must make some 
distinction such as that the inference would still go through if the lioness 
were standing two inches to the east of her actual position, the day happened 
to be a Tuesday, or a small tree ten miles away cast its shadow over a beetle, 
but not if she were shot with a tranquilizing dart, the temperature instantly 
plummeted 300 degrees, or a plane crashed, crushing her’ (2008a:105). 

Part of what it means to make material inferences is therefore that a person not only 
treats some material inference as good, but also treats it as including certain collateral 
claims, i.e. a certain range of counterfactual robustness: ‘One has not grasped the concept 
cat unless one knows that it would still be possible for the cat to be on the mat if the 
lighting had been slightly different, but not if all life on earth had been extinguished by 
an asteroid-strike’ (2008a:97). 
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 Another feature of making material inferences is the ability to recognise material 
incompatibility. It can be expressed by using alethic modality as a metavocabulary to 
express what people do, i.e. recognise material incompatibility. This metavocabulary can 
also be used to restate the modus ponens in modal terms, without using a conditional: 

“x → y” is equivalent to “It is not possible that x and not-y”131

And therefore: 

It is not possible that x and not-y. 
x
⊢ y

An important of this modal metavocabulary is the negation: ‘negation lets one make 
explicit, in the form of claims – something that can be said and (so) thought – a 
relation that otherwise remained implicit in what one practically did, namely treat 
two claims as materially incompatible’ (2008a:48). Now people can recognise material 
incompatibility without needing to use logical vocabulary, not even the negation. As 
Cogburn summarises Brandom’s point: 

‘speakers of a language without a conditional or negation still have ways of 
accepting or rejecting material inferences. If I say that something is water, 
and then you say that that thing is dry, I remonstrate with you. If you say 
it is wet (and I’m teaching you the meaning of the word, for example), I 
will praise you. If you say of the same thing that it is both dry and wet, I 
remonstrate with you’ (2010:168). 

What is expressed in a metavocabulary using logical operators can be done practically, 
i.e. without using a vocabulary with logical operators. Because this is possible, practice 
precedes vocabulary. 
 If we accept that the ability to make material inferences, which in a sense is an ability 
that does not yet rely on a formal distinction between form and content, precedes the 
ability of formal inferences, then it will not be necessary that Achilles is able to make 
explicit what makes inferences valid, because the validity of inferences in a way is a feature 
that is part of the practice of treating something as an inference, that than something that 
can be made fully explicit. To put it differently and somewhat simpler: the solution to the 
problem that the Tortoise poses to Achilles, the Regress Objection, is already suggested 
in the opening line of Carroll’s article: Achilles is seated on the Tortoise. As soon as their 
conversation starts, it becomes clear what this means. Achilles has solved the paradox of the 

131 Also, see Brandom (2008a:109). 
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fast runner trying to catch up with the slow runner, not by theorising about running, but 
plainly and simply by doing what should not be theorised: by running (or just walking: 
solvitur ambulando). The problem of the validity of the modus ponens can be solved in a 
similar way. Achilles might confront the Tortoise with a simple puzzle, picking him up and 
holding above a hot pan of soup, giving him a choice: ‘If you give the right answer, I will 
put you on the ground again. If you give the wrong answer, I will let you fall’. As it will 
turn out, or not, the Tortoise will show his ability to grasp the concept of a modus ponens 
without any further explanation. And this shows that people (and perhaps tortoises as 
well) can grasp what they cannot always express. 
 In this chapter, I have outlined Brandom’s normative pragmatism. This paves the 
way for replacing the mentalist framework with a Brandomian-pragmatist framework. In 
the next chapter, I will continue my explanation of Brandom’s normative pragmatism and 
show how it can make sense of the veil of prejudice without taking recourse to conscious/
unconscious vocabulary. Brandom’s normative pragmatism has also provided us with a 
kind of rationality that is different from what is often assumed in the liberal account 
of autonomy: not deliberative rationality, not instrumental rationality, but a more basic, 
inferential rationality. It is not what largely belongs to the better educated and more 
articulate amongst us. It is what most of us, human beings, have. In the final chapter, I 
will explore how this notion may sustain a moral-political notion of rationality. 

5.7. The Cognitive Suicide Argument

The Manipulation Argument was introduced in the previous chapter as undermining 
the standard (i.e. liberal) notion of freedom and responsibility. In the preceding sections, 
I have tried to show that Brandom’s account of freedom and responsibility is not 
vulnerable to the Manipulation Argument. In this concluding section, I will go one 
step further. I will show how his account provides an argument against the validity 
of the Manipulation Argument. It will be called the Cognitive Suicide Argument.132 
The Manipulation Argument is designed to convince us of the incompatibility 
of determinism and freedom. But it is itself built upon an incompatibility that it  
cannot solve. It presupposes not only a claim about the causal chain of the world, 
the Determinism Thesis but also the claim that people are knowers. The problem, 
however, is that these two claims are incompatible. Either determinism is true (and 
people cannot be knowers), or people are indeed knowers (and determinism is false).  
 
 
 
 
 
132 For the phrase ‘cognitive suicide’: see Hanna (2008). For a similar argument: see Lance and White 

(2007), who also draw on Brandom’s insights.
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A commitment to the Determinism Thesis is therefore committing cognitive suicide.133

 I start by briefly outlining what I call the Modality Argument. As we have seen in 
the previous section, Brandom assumes that modality is a feature of rational thinking: 
people have the ability of thinking in terms of possibilities. If determinists grant at least 
this much to Brandom and agree with him on this view, then what is at stake here is 
the question of whether modality of thought also indicates that modality is a feature of 
the world itself.134 Denying this, as I assume that determinists would, makes it hard to 
understand how people can be knowers in a deterministic world. The problem would 
not just be that the coincidence between people’s action and their will (or, within the 
Brandomian-pragmatist frame: between their action and their reasons) is ‘only a happy 
chance’, as Frankfurt puts it. The problem would be to understand at all how people 
can have rationality (either the instrumental rationality that Frankfurt assumes or the 
broader rationality that Brandom argues for). If people cannot tell the difference between 
an action that is the result of their will, and an action that is the result of processes that 
are completely unknown to them, then how could they ever acquire knowledge?
 The Manipulation Argument is undermined by the Modality Argument. But the 
counterargument might be that modality does not exist as a normative force in either the 
physical world or the mind. In this view, not even the inner citadel is safe: the mind itself, 
including the notion of modality, is determined. This idea is not new. It was accepted 
already by various early modern philosophers (section 2). And yet, they also recognised 
that people could acquire knowledge. Some philosophers, such as Geulincx and Leibniz, 
assumed that the workings of the body (movements, actions) and the workings of the 
mind (will, emotions) not only are determined but also run synchronously. To make 
this assumption plausible, Geulincx introduced his well-known metaphor of two clocks 
agreeing precisely with each other.135 This still leaves the metaphysical question of how  
 
133 Several prominent philosophers have argued against determinism. For example, Dennett has argued 

against determinism in many publications, partly against the conception of freedom as ‘could have done 
otherwise’, often called the issue of ‘alternative possibilities (1984b), but also against the Manipulation 
Argument (1973 and 1984). One of his main arguments is directed against the hidden assumptions 
in many examples of manipulation or what Dennett calls ‘intuition pumps’. Other prominent critics 
are Bhaskar (1975, especially chapter 2) and Habermas (2005 and 2007), who is particularly critical 
about it, remarking that the ‘ontologization of natural scientific knowledge into a naturalistic worldview 
reduced to “hard facts” is not science but bad metaphysics’ (Habermas 2005/2008:207). For conceptual 
difficulties with the notion ‘determinism’, see, for example, Dowe (2002). For an exploration of 
determinism in relation to theories of modern physics: see Earman (2004). 

134 Price (2008) agrees with Brandom’s view on the modality of thinking but has suggested that modality 
is no feature of the world itself. Brandom responded: ‘I don’t understand what ‘a nonmodal world’ 
could conceivably mean. That counterfactual – what if we inhabited a nonmodal world – makes no 
sense if the expressive resources recruited by modal vocabulary are really part of the very meanings of 
the words that we use to describe the world’ (2008a:145). Elsewhere Brandom also writes: ‘A world 
without modal facts would be an indeterminate world: a world without objects in the Aristotelian 
sense, and without properties in the sense that admits a determinate-determinable structure’ 
(2015:203). For a suggestion similar to Price’s: see De Caro and Voltolini (2010). 

135 Geulincx (1665/ 1968:212, Annotata ad Ethicam, § 19). The clock as a machine model for the necessary 
workings of the mind was used more often in the early modern period: McReynolds (1980). 
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to explain the coincidence between the body and the mind. Whereas early modern 
philosophers still invoked God, hard determinists, of course, rely on the laws of nature. 
It is unclear, however, from the determinism debate whether determinism (of the 
physical and the psychological realm) also extends to the realm of rationality. To put 
it more simply: is some specific reasoning (only) a psychological process that obeys 
the laws of nature, or is it also, in some sense, normative? Hard determinists such as 
Pereboom do not seem to deal with this question even if their Manipulation Arguments 
tacitly assumes that a ‘reasoning pattern’ can be part of a manipulated process. One who 
does provide an explanation for it is Carruthers. For that reason, I will, in this section, 
explore his views on this issue. I will argue that these also undermine the Manipulation 
Argument.
 I will also take up an issue that I have not yet resolved: how to explain that a 
person may be mistaken? In section three, I suggested the option that some actions 
might be described as transcendentally free because they can be ascribed to a person 
and that this person might yet be non-responsible because that person was only in 
error for reasons she was not to blame. This option presupposes a two-level notion of 
freedom. If it is possible to make this option theoretically plausible, this will undermine 
the Manipulation Argument: it would sustain our ‘intuition’ that Plum, as presented 
in Pereboom’s thought experiment, is manipulated, but this would not yet imply that 
Plum has no transcendental freedom. In short: the case of Plum, instead of vindicating 
hard determinism, would by itself be inconclusive. In section five, I have argued that 
Brandom is committed to a two-level notion of rationality. He understands rationality 
as non-mechanical bindingness that is both normative and social. This offers a strategy 
for demarcating some objects from other objects for being transcendentally free, i.e. they 
are really subjects (persons) rather than objects. But it does not yet explain how a person 
may be mistaken. How may a person be able to be wrong about treating something 
as correct? As it will turn out, making mistakes is central to Brandom’s account of 
rationality: ‘We are discursively born into a state of sin, and, for all our conscientious 
efforts, are by and large doomed to live in such a state’ (2008a:191-192).
 In the previous chapter (section 4), we have seen how Carruthers interprets 
manipulation experiments in a way that undermines any putative introspective claim to 
having knowledge. But we have not yet seen how Carruthers argues that people may 
nevertheless, without introspection, have knowledge. The dual-process theory of mental 
processes, a third-person perspective on human cognition, allows for a theory of human 
cognition from a first-person perspective: reliabilism. As an epistemological view, it can 
be understood as a response to an older epistemological view that understands knowledge 
in terms of justified, true belief. According to this traditional view, people may claim 
not only to have true beliefs but also to have justified true beliefs because they had 
introspective access to whatever justified those true beliefs. As this view lost ground, due 
in large part to Gettier’s influential article ‘Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?’ (1963), 
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an alternative view was provided by reliabilism which replaces ‘reasons’ with ‘reliable 
process’ of acquiring knowledge. As Carruthers himself explains:

‘knowledge is true belief that is caused by a reliable process. A reliable process 
is one that generally issues in true beliefs, and that also serves, in the particular 
case in hand, to discriminate reliably truth from relevant falsehood’ (1992:73).

Carruthers believes that reliabilism also sustains knowledge about more abstract matters 
because it can explain, as he claims:

‘our knowledge of laws of nature, if the processes of induction and inference 
to the best explanation employed by scientists are also generally reliable’ (id.).

Reliabilist epistemology, therefore, replaces the concept of having good reasons for belief 
with the concept of reliability of processes of belief acquisition. It does not have to 
assume a ‘space of reasons’. Having knowledge is about having reliable (rather than 
justified) true beliefs. 
 It might seem that Brandom disagrees with reliabilists on exactly which ability 
constitutes the basis for acquiring knowledge: reliabilists acknowledge only people’s 
observational capacity – what Brandom would call a non-inferential reporting capacity –, 
whereas Brandom picks out the inferential capacity. His account of having knowledge 
does not, however, depend entirely on the exercise of inferential rationality. Brandom 
would deny the possibility of an ‘inner citadel’ if only because he denies that pure 
deliberation, without observation, is possible: ‘Purely theoretical concepts do not form 
an autonomous language game, a game one could play though one played no other’ 
(2002:366). In fact, he subscribes to what he calls the ‘founding insight of reliabilism’ 
that ‘true beliefs can, at least in some cases amount to genuine knowledge even where 
the justification is not met (in the sense that the candidate knower is unable to produce 
suitable justifications), provided the beliefs resulted from the exercise of capacities that 
are reliable producers of true beliefs in the circumstances in which they were in fact 
exercised’ (2000:97). Brandom’s account acknowledges, therefore, two abilities that 
together constitute the formation of knowledge: next to an inferential capacity also a 
non-inferential reporting capacity. And he criticises reliabilists for not acknowledging 
the inferential capacity (in my phrase: they commit cognitive suicide).136 
 Brandom’s account does not yet provide a decisive argument against mechanical 
necessity because the distinction between the two capacities is not enough to oppose  
 
 
 

136 For Brandom’s discussion of this point: see Brandom (1998).
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Carruthers’ account.137 Carruthers would agree with Brandom that observational and 
inferential capacities are both needed to understand the process of acquiring knowledge. 
It is just that Carruthers denies that the normative domain, whether we call it inferential 
rationality, the ‘space of reasons’ or the ‘sea of normative beliefs’, is somehow excluded 
from the mechanical laws of nature.138 Carruthers’ counter-strategy has been to develop 
a specific variety of reliabilism that not only explains true beliefs in terms of reliability 
but also shows, now paraphrasing Brandom, how correct reasonings result from the 
exercise of mechanisms that are reliable producers of true reasoning in the circumstances 
in which they were in fact exercised. The first step in this strategy is to explain concepts 
in terms of innate structures, which, drawing on Fodor’s theory of modularity (1983), 
he calls ‘conceptual modules’. Conceptual structures (reasoning) are not normative but 
‘brute-causal’.139 Later he integrated the idea of modules in his views on the mind as 
consisting of System 1 and System 2. 

‘On my account it is beliefs about norms, rather than norms themselves, that 
do the explanatory work. Representations involving modal concepts like 
MUST or MUSTN’T are stored in a special-purpose belief-box, attached 
to a reasoning system that is continually on the lookout for circumstances 
that might lead to a match with the non-normative content of those 
representations. When one is found, the system generates an intrinsic 
motivation towards performing the action described by that content (in 
the case of ‘must’), or against acting (in the case of ‘must not’). Whether 
the represented norms are true or correct is quite another matter. And the 
resulting account is fully consistent with a naturalistic, purely causal, account 
of thinking and believing’ (2006:262).140 

137 The argument Brandom develops against reliabilism (2000, chapter 3) is really an argument against 
empiricism (2002: Chapter 12). Carruthers too opposes empiricism, but, very differently from 
Brandom, has developed a view, called evolutionary nativism, that remains firmly embedded within 
a naturalist programme by trying to understand reliabilism as an evolutionary feature not just our 
observational capacities, but of our cognitive capacities as well (1992:77): ‘Innate beliefs will count 
as known provided that the process through which they come to be innate is a reliable one (provided, 
that is, that the process tends to generate beliefs that are true)’.

138 Carruthers mentions as representatives of the normative view on cognition (‘spontaneity’, ‘space of 
reasons’, ‘norms of reasoning’): McDowell and Brandom (both: Carruthers 2013b:234; 2014 and 
2015:10), Korsgaard (Carruthers 2015:10) and Davidson and Dennett (both: Carruthers 2006:262; 
McDowell is mentioned here again). 

139 Also, see Cowie’s discussion on Fodor (1999). 
140 I believe that this view makes Carruthers’ account vulnerable to the Regress Argument. If ‘whether 

the represented norms are true or correct’ is in fact ‘another matter’, this still leaves the question of 
what it means that some represented norms are true and how this can be assessed. It requires the 
use of a meta-vocabulary to explain this. And this requires an explanation of how one is able to use 
a meta-vocabulary. So, the regress starts into a meta-meta-vocabulary. For making a similar point 
against Carruthers (2009): see Anderson and Perlis (2009).  
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The explanation of reasoning in terms of conceptual modules (reasoning systems, belief-
boxes) allows for a different interpretation of the modus ponens because:

‘people do seem to be intrinsically motivated to entertain or to avoid certain 
types of thought or sequence of thought. Thus if someone finds himself 
thinking that P while thinking that P ⊃ Q, then he will feel compelled, in 
consequence, to think that Q. And if someone finds herself thinking that P 
while also thinking that ~P, then she will feel herself obligated to eliminate 
one or other of those two thoughts. [...] The explanation is that the system 
for normative reasoning and belief has acquired a rule requiring sequences of 
thought/action that take the form of modus ponens, as well as a rule requiring 
the avoidance of contradiction, and is generating intrinsic motivations 
accordingly’ (2006:261) 

Carruthers claims that his account can explain how people’s conscious thinking may 
seem to be normative. 
 Against Carruthers’ mechanical view on reasoning, Brandom might, in his turn, 
argue that it cannot explain how people acquire new concepts. For Brandom, the process 
of acquiring concepts, in its most basic form, follows the feedback-governed structure 
of a Test-Operate-Test-Exit cycle in which the knower alternately acts and perceives the 
results of her action, at each moment checking whether she is on her way of realising 
her goal.141 This is the case, Brandom claims, for actions as simple as reaching for a 
doorknob: the knower reaches for the doorknob, somehow fails (goal not reached), 
performs a new attempt, succeeds (goal reached and exits).142 Important to this updating  
 
 

141 From a historical perspective, Brandom sees this view of learning as a TOTE-cycle as the answer 
that the classical American pragmatists, following Hegel (2004), came up with in response to what 
Brandom calls a two-phase account of acquiring concepts and which Brandom associates with Kant 
as much as with Carnap (2002, chapter 7). Brandom rejects this account. It assumes that concepts are 
already fully determined, providing as it were the ‘prototype’ (the ‘universal’, the ‘sense’) of something 
which only needs to be recognised once the concept is applied. In his account of the acquisition of 
knowledge, having concepts is already using them (i.e., there is no ‘having’ before ‘using’ them). For 
a congenial criticism: see Wilson (1982). Carruthers’ evolutionary nativism might be understood as 
also implying this two-phase approach: the brain has certain conceptual modules [algorithm] that 
need other mechanisms (such as observation) for their application. The conceptual modules seem to 
work as ‘prototypes’. See Carruther’s discussion in (2000:55, note 18). However, as a philosopher 
interested in cognitive science, Carruthers here typically focuses on the recognitional function of these 
concepts. Such one-sided interest is criticised by Wilson, who believes that it still leaves ‘traditional 
philosophical problems about concepts’ unaddressed (2006:617). Carruthers denies, however, that 
the idea of conceptual modules commits him to what he calls ‘classical (‘definitional’) or neoclassical 
theory of concepts’ (2006:293, note 9). The semantic primitives he appeals to instead, nevertheless, 
seem to function as ‘prototypes’.

142 The doorknob example is probably borrowed from Fodor (1998). Wilson 2006:100) is critical about 
using the doorknob example to explore the problem of what concepts are about. 
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process is, perhaps surprisingly, that people make mistakes.143 This is not proof for their 
lack of rationality, as some social psychologists seem to think, but instead forms an 
essential part of their existence as knowers (‘we are discursively born into a state of 
sin’). Especially conceptual mistakes (in contrast to, for example, merely observational 
mistakes) provide the starting point of the process of acquiring new concepts. However, 
learning (the acquisition of concepts) based on conceptual mistakes can only be made 
sense of if the inferential capacity is understood in normative terms. Below I will focus on 
conceptual mistakes as what requires a normative rather than a brute-causal explanation 
of acquiring knowledge.
 Before I move on to further elucidate Brandom’s view on making conceptual mistakes, 
I linger for a moment and consider what might be an example of a conceptual mistake. 
As is always the case, choosing an example is a delicate matter. As part of his Sellarsian 
criticism of reliabilism, Brandom himself provides the case of someone called John who 
can distinguish between green and blue. After a series of experiences, John learns, however, 
a more specific ability: to distinguish things that, under certain circumstances (when he 
looks at them in electric lights), appear to be green (but are in fact blue), from things that 
are really green (when compared in the same daylight circumstances).144 The problem for 
Brandom, I think, is that this example, although it exemplifies the TOTE-cycle, may still 
be construed as a causal, reliabilist process in Carruthers’ sense. The reason for this is that 
it might still be interpreted as exemplifying an epistemological updating. John might still 
think that his concepts (even his concept of ‘blue) have not changed. I think Brandom’s 
point about the process of acquiring new concepts as a normative process will become clear 
once we move from the epistemological level to the more basic semantic level. To illustrate 
how the updating process may lead to the adaption (or: the development) of our concepts, 
I will borrow an example from Michael Liston:

‘The first English-speaking colonists arrived in the New World with a stock 
of classificatory predicates that had unproblematic applications in the Old 
World. Their common linguistic training disposed them to apply many of 
these predicates to New World objects. Old World usage applied ‘rabbit’ 
to members of Oryctolagus cunniculus [sic], altricial creatures that live 
in burrows; New World usage applied it to members of Lepus, precocial 
creatures that live in forms. The colonists (circa 1620) are disposed to  
 

143 Brandom (1998) criticises reliabilism by claiming that the acquisition of knowledge cannot be 
explained by observation alone but that it requires a second ability: reason-giving (he understands 
rationality specifically in a social context). He chooses to contrast the two capacities as non-inferential 
(observation) versus inferential (reason-giving). I think this is somewhat unfortunate as it tends to 
obfuscate his own point that rationality is a matter of doing. The TOTE-cycle, as I understand it, 
makes it clearer that the basic process of acquiring knowledge is a matter of observing and doing (and 
perhaps it would be better even to understand ‘observing’ as a kind of doing). It would mean, I think, 
that rationality if it is just reason-giving (just a game of reasons), could not explain making errors. 

144 I borrow this example from Brandom (2002:355). 
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apply ‘rabbit’ to the hares they encounter in their new environs. They 
confidently made a natural and understandable error: based on their local 
Old World successes, they over-generalized the application conditions for 
some of their classificatory predicates’ (Liston 2010:811). 

In this example, the colonists use their concept of ‘rabbit’ incorrectly but, at this stage 
of telling the story, they do not know about this. 
 Is it possible to explain, at a conceptual level, what is going on when people make 
mistakes, as do the colonists in the above example? Using concepts requires a variety 
of cognitive skills. It includes, for example, surprisingly perhaps, the capacity to ‘ignore 
some factors one is capable of attending to’ (Brandom 2008a:81). The numerous objects 
that knowers deal with both differ from each other and resemble each other in many 
respects. People need to be able, as knowers, to privilege some of these differences and 
similarities and ignore others, i.e. consider them as irrelevant.145 It also requires that 
people take concepts to have a certain range of counterfactual robustness (section 6): 
they understand that some beast may be a lioness if it is a mammal, but that it cannot be 
one if it is laying eggs. It does not, however, require a grasp of all the conditions under 
which an inference would (not) go through.146 Now people may either ignore the wrong 
differences (or similarities) or be wrong about certain counterfactuals.147 Once they do 
so, they start to make mistakes. This may go on for a long time without them noticing it. 
 The significance of alethic modality, as we have seen (section 6), lies in the possibility 
it provides for expressing that one and the same object cannot have two incompatible 
properties. It is not possible, for example, that a mammal has the characteristic of digging 
burrows AND does not have the characteristic of digging burrows. If digging burrows is 
characteristic of rabbits, but not of hares, then the mammals that the colonists observe 
in the New World are either rabbits or hares. According to naturalists, even knowers 
can be understood as being subjected to mechanical laws. So how would it work if 
we described knowers, the colonists in this case, as if they were ‘objects’ having two 
incompatible properties, namely as having both the claim that all rabbits are burrowers 
AND the claim that all rabbits are not burrowers? But treating ‘incompatible claims’  
 
145 In the short story ‘Funes el memorioso’, Borges is telling about a man who is capable, due to his 

extremely exceptional memory, to remember all the details he observes and who, for that reason, 
values them all as equally relevant. Nevertheless, as the narrator concludes, ‘no era muy capaz de 
pensar’ because thinking is ‘olvidar diferencias’ (2006[1944]:524). 

146 This is what Brandom calls the ‘non-monotonicity of material inference’. More about this: Brandom 
(2000, chapter 2).

147 Mark Wilson shares some of the concerns Brandom has. He, too, opposes what he calls the ‘classical 
account of extension’ (1982:555) and what Brandom calls the ‘complete or maximal determinateness 
of concepts’ (2002:213).  Wilson (1982), while he analyses what conceptual change means, claims 
that concepts, as they are used by a community by people, are bound to a certain range of application. 
This notion, as Wilson explains it, suggests that many of our concepts might be local: what Brandom 
(2011) refers to as a ‘microstructure’. As I understand Wilson, people may make a mistake by 
trespassing the boundaries of the range of application that holds for their conventional concepts. 
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as ‘incompatible properties’, i.e. describing them in the vocabulary of alethic modality 
does not work. People are often committed to incompatible claims. Apparently, having 
‘incompatible claims’ is not the same as having ‘incompatible properties’. It suggests 
that incompatible claims are of a different nature than incompatible properties. In this 
respect, the vocabulary of alethic modality does not help to categorise knowers as objects. 
 But then what? Brandom introduces normative modality to make sense of this. 
To describe the process of doxastic updating, Brandom shifts from alethic modality to 
a different kind of modality: deontic modality, which helps to express the normativity 
of this updating process. The vocabulary of deontic modality allows us to say that it is 
impossible to endorse incompatible claims, but here the impossibility is not a matter of 
facts, but a matter of normativity: people ought not to endorse incompatible claims. It 
says that people should make up their minds once they are committed to incompatible 
claims. It does not say that they cannot have, as a matter of fact, incompatible beliefs. 

‘If p and q are incompatible in the alethic modal sense, then it is necessary that 
not (p and q). But if p and q are incompatible in the normative deontic sense, 
then it is indeed required that one not be committed to (p and q), in the sense 
that one ought not to be, but it does not all follow that one cannot be, or is in 
fact not so committed. The sort of looseness of fit between what is necessary 
or required in the deontic normative sense and what is possible or actual 
is not even intelligible in the alethic modal sense of ‘necessity’’ (Brandom 
2008a:192). 

Having incompatible beliefs ‘forces’ people to make a decision between both claims. 
But the ‘force’ of this type of incompatibility is different from causality. It is a normative 
‘force’. What discursive beings do can be described if we use the vocabulary of normative 
modality in a sense that is not optional for objects. 
 As we assumed until now, the colonists made a mistake but did not know about 
it. Not just we, as the modern, post-colonist Interpreters, but the colonists too may, at 
some point, have viewed themselves as being committed to two incompatible concepts: 

‘They can remain unaware of the shifting usage and of the semantic tensions 
in their language so long as they merely observe the passing leporidae, predict 
the next rabbit sighting, or hunt on the basis of superficial classification. But 
should they attempt other tasks (like hunting by flushing rabbits out of their 
burrows), they may find themselves in trouble (with a bootless hunt). As they 
try to diagnose what went wrong, they realize that the local rabbits do not 
burrow, which contradicts their belief that all rabbits are burrowers. There 
may follow a period of semantic agnosticism or confusion, then a corrected 
picture that captures the working semantics of their language’ (Liston 
2010:814-815). 
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The discovery of their mistake, and therefore of the deontic incompatibility of some 
of their claims, allows them to enter the process of correcting, i.e. updating their 
concepts.148 It would result in solving somehow the deontic incompatibility, for example, 
by deciding that what they previously thought were rabbits are not rabbits at all.149 The 
deontic incompatibility between two claims can only be made sense of in terms of a 
normative sense of inferential rationality. And this forces the revision of one’s concepts. 
The point is not that this person will actually do this, but just that, if the person does it, 
it is forced by the deontic incompatibility between both claims. 
 Carruthers would not deny, I assume, that people can be committed to two 
incompatible claims. He might still claim that this, and the updating process that follows 
from it, can be described as a causal-mechanical process. How would a modal concept 
like MUST, in his account, force a decision between two incompatible commitments? 
If he maintains his claim that the updating process is basically mechanical in nature, 
it will still rely on the use of the vocabulary of deontic modality. To start with, if he 
wants to explain in purely causal-mechanical terms how a person may be committed 
to two incompatible claims and how this incompatibility is resolved, he must adopt 
towards that person the perspective of an Interpreter in Dennett’s sense. But to express 
what he wants to explain – i.e. the incompatibility of two claims some person endorses 
– he, as an Interpreter, must use the vocabulary of deontic modality. If, however, as he 
claims, an incompatibility (‘contradiction’) between two claims is nothing more than 
what prompts a person, in this case, the Interpreter, to ‘feel herself obligated to eliminate’ 
one of those claims, then how will the Interpreter know that her feeling of obligation 
is reliable? How will the Interpreter know for sure that she is not manipulated by some 
evil neuroscientist? As with the determinists in the previous section, he may be able to 
explain the world in causal-mechanical terms, but he is not able to explain that this 
world is inhabited by knowers. And if he cannot explain this, he cannot explain his own 
position.150 
 Carruthers and Brandom both agree that people are knowers. And this means, amongst  
 

148 This might suggest a new way of analysing transcendental freedom. Early modern theorists sometimes 
analysed what I call transcendental freedom as the ‘freedom to do otherwise’. Notions of positive 
freedom may be understood as introducing yet a new of analysing transcendental freedom, namely 
as the ‘freedom to choose otherwise’. The ability to trace incompatibilities opens the possibility of 
adjusting one’s claims as a way of solving incompatibilities between various claims one has committed 
oneself. Transcendental freedom might, therefore, on this picture, be analysed as the ‘freedom to 
claim otherwise’.

149 This picture of the updating process is not wrong but is admittedly simplistic. Wilson (1982) 
would argue, I think, that this is not the only possibility of predicting how the colonists will deal, 
cognitively, with their discovery that the animals they call ‘rabbits’ do not dig burrows. They might 
still, for example, accept that these ‘hares’ are simply rabbits that do not dig burrows and go on using 
the word ‘rabbit’ for hares. In this case, they need not feel that they changed the meaning of their 
concept ‘rabbit’. 

150 A different criticism is offered by Wilson. Carruthers is a ‘theory-theorist’ (1996). Wilson 2006:128-
129) believes, however, that the ‘theory’ theory of concepts is ‘counterproductive and obscurantist’. 
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others, that people may sometimes have correct knowledge and sometimes have incorrect 
knowledge. But they approach the issue of having (in)correct knowledge from opposite 
perspectives. Carruthers basically provides an ontological, more specifically neurological, 
account of having correct/incorrect knowledge. The underlying strategy is one of explaining 
concepts in terms of their causal roles.151 Brandom instead attempts to understand them 
in their normative roles. The difference is that Brandom’s ‘person’ has a normative attitude, 
whereas Carruthers’ ‘person’ is a being whose reasonings obey the Natural Unconscious. 
Nevertheless, they are both able to answer the question. But Carruthers’ answer, as should 
be clear by now, leads to a useless explanation of ‘making mistakes’: to describe ourselves not 
as fallible, normative (rather than fallible, merely dispositional, i.e. non-discursive) beings is 
really committing cognitive suicide. And so, the Manipulation Argument can be explained 
in a different sense: transcendentally free, but not responsible.

5.8. Conclusion

In this chapter, which functions as the turning point in my overall argument, I have argued 
against the determinism thesis. To criticise it, I introduced two ideas: that freedom is a two-level 
notion and that rationality is inferential. The first idea helped to open space for an alternative, 
not yet considered option in the standard debate on determinism: performing free actions 
but not being responsible for them. The second idea was derived from Robert Brandom’s 
normative-pragmatic view on what it means that people are knowers or, in more traditional 
philosophical terms, rational beings. In his view, rationality is, at the most basic level, practical 
in a non-deliberative way (‘meaning is use’). Only at a more sophisticated, linguistic level does 
deliberation arise, which can help to express what is rational at a basic level. Even at this basic, 
practical level, rationality is inferential in the sense that people’s actions display their grasp of 
certain concepts, of what can be inferred from what, what is a reason for what (the space of 
reasons). From a young age onwards, people learn to master many concepts by trying, trying 
again and making mistakes (the Test-Operate-Test-Exit cycle). This implies that modality is a 
feature, not just of people’s reasoning but also of their practices and of the world itself. Finally, 
part of Brandom’s view on inferential rationality is that we should understand grasping concepts 
as a normative affair: having concepts is authorising oneself to what follows from one concept 
for other concepts. The idea of inferential rationality was aligned with the idea of freedom as a 
two-level notion. I have shown how both this alignment and the idea of people as knowers (in 
a normative-modal-practical sense) undermine the determinism thesis. 
 My aim was to show that the mentalist framework, to the extent that it implies 
the determinism thesis (which I think it does), is deeply problematic because it is not able  
to explain what it means that people are knowers. At the same time, I wanted to develop an 
alternative, Brandomian-pragmatist framework. In the next chapter, I will further elaborate  
on this framework by suggesting how it can be used to conceptualise the veil of prejudice.

151 Wilson, too, is critical about views that understand concepts in terms of their causal role (see 
2006:611). I think this criticism also holds against Carruthers.  
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6.1. Introduction

My aim in this chapter is to explore how Brandom’s notion of inferential rationality 
might be used to make sense of the veil of prejudice. This notion involves two dimensions 
that may pose difficulties to developing a Brandomian-pragmatist account of hidden 
prejudices: its possibly perspectival (or: scorekeeping) and its voluntarist dimension. The 
second dimension accounts for the difficulty of theorising the hidden nature, the first for 
the difficulty of theorising the social nature of hidden prejudices. I will therefore focus 
on these two questions: first, what does it mean that the prejudices people have, are 
hidden from them? And second, what does it mean that these people share their (hidden) 
prejudice? 
 In the next section, I will begin by explaining how, in Brandom’s view, inferential 
rationality is rooted in social practices (section 2). To analyse them, Brandom uses the 
basic notion ‘attribution’ (or: ‘scorekeeping’): people attribute to other people and to 
themselves commitments (Brandom’s technical terms for beliefs and intentions). His 
notion of attribution can also be used at a meta-level: we might imagine how, for 
example, a sociologist (or, for that matter, an anthropologist) observes a community 
and tries to make sense of its practices by attributing hidden prejudices. For the sections 
that will follow, I will therefore use Brandom’s view as a kind of sociological theory. In 
my analyses, I will sometimes introduce the figure of an outsider that attributes hidden 
prejudice to people within a society. I will call her the sociological Interpreter. In an 
intermezzo, I will briefly attend to the sociological problem of understanding agency/
structure as an equivalent of the veil of prejudice. In this context, I will explore some of 
the considerations that led Bourdieu to develop his notion of habitus (section 3). While 
Brandom has focused largely on what is made explicit in linguistic practices, rather 
than what is implicit in practices of rationality, Bourdieu instead has largely focused 
on what is implicit in social practices. As he too rejected the mentalist framework, he 
had to deal with a similar challenge of theorising the rationality of social practices. 
His notion of habitus can also be interpreted as fitting into a pragmatist solution. It 
is interesting, therefore, to see how Bourdieu, as a sociologist, discusses the various 
options for sociologists to theorise the rationality of social practices, what problems 
he sees in these various options and how the notion of habitus is supposed to solve 
or evade these problems. Bourdieu’s insights will then be used to interpret Brandom’s 
notion of rationality as a social practice in a way that retains the notion of ‘authorisation’ 
without dissolving it in a voluntarist-like notion of ‘choice’.1 For this, I will choose 
Brandom’s notion of ‘implicit’ and make a proposal to understand hidden prejudices 

1 Bourdieu (1972/ 1977) has been critical of the phenomenological tradition, while Brandom (2004) 
has critically reflected on pragmatism. At the same time, their views can be situated in both traditions. 
Combining their views would have particular philosophical relevance at the methodological level 
because it offers the opportunity of reconciling the phenomenological and pragmatist tradition. But 
this I will not explore here.
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as implicit commitments (section 4). I will also use arguments that Brandom himself 
has already developed and which may prove useful to a sociological interpretation of 
practices of prejudices as hidden. One issue remains: how to understand that people 
share their prejudices, hidden to themselves, with each other? Analytical philosophers 
have addressed a similar problem as one of either collective action or common knowledge. 
I will briefly discuss how they have analysed this problem and then show how Brandom’s 
account of scorekeeping presents a different and, I think, better solution. 
 In chapter 2, it was argued that practices of (hidden) prejudices consist not only in 
practices of discrimination but also in practices of silencing. Integrating this insight in 
the Brandomian-pragmatist version of the veil of prejudice will be deferred to the next 
chapter (section 4) as this requires, in my view, a notion of responsible agency. 

6.2. The space of  reasons as a social space

Brandom’s account of rationality, as was already suggested in the previous chapter, is a 
social account: while semantics is understood in terms of practices (‘meaning is use’), it 
should even more so be understood in terms of social practices. People become rational 
beings, not just based on their biological potentiality (e.g. having a large brain) or their 
capabilities to learn from their senses (according to a Test-Operate-Test-Exit cycle), 
but because they are raised in a community of rational beings. To be rational is to be 
rational in the company of others. In this section, I will provide an outline of Brandom’s 
account of rationality as a social practice, one that will be terse and simplified, but 
which will suffice to explore, in the next sections, whether his account can be used to 
incorporate some notion of hidden prejudices. Below I will first briefly explain in what 
senses Brandom’s account is different from other social accounts of responsibility. Then 
I will move on to explain his account in more detail. For this, I will introduce some 
of the terms that Brandom’s uses for analysing practices that are rational in a broad 
sense, linguistic and non-linguistic. An important part of Brandom’s work is devoted 
to showing how linguistic, social practices, in their turn, make it possible to understand 
linguistic meanings and more broadly intentional contents. For this, he employs a more 
specific terminology (‘assertion’, ‘speech act’, ‘ascription’, et cetera). I will not get into 
this as this is not needed to clarify some of Brandom’s basic ideas about rationality as a 
social practice or for the argument in the next sections. 
 Social accounts of responsibility share the basic idea that responsibility is a matter of 
understanding ‘responsibility’ in terms of social practices (of ‘holding responsible’) rather 
than in terms of the right kind of causal agency. They are reminiscent, therefore, of the 
early modern tradition of imputation. People are responsible, not so much because they 
choose to be responsible, but because they are held responsible by others: the assessment 
of responsibility relies on the attribution of responsibility by others. Within analytical, 
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Anglo-American philosophy, accounts of responsibility as a social practice seem rare.2 Two 
important and influential proposals, however, have been put forward by Strawson in 
his ‘Freedom and Resentment’ (1962) and Dennett in various of his writings.3 What 
distinguishes their accounts from Brandom’s, is that these are still embedded within a 
naturalistic perspective.4 Below I will explain how Brandom understands the space of 
reasons as a social space.
 Brandom observes that practices of normative bindingness can be thought of as 
social in at least two distinct ways: as either an I-thou or an I-we sociality.5 Brandom 
claims sociality has basically an I-thou sociality structure to which the exchange of 
reasons is essential or, as Brandom calls it: the game of giving and asking for reasons. Yet 
another way of putting it: Brandom’s notion of rationality is perspectival.6 It implies that 
what is rational is not simply the result of one monological perspective but of different, 
dialogical perspectives which connect with each other as first-person perspective versus 
second-person perspective. It suggests that important to his account is the second-person 
perspective. 
 It is quite standard for philosophers (at least within Anglo-American philosophy) 
to analyse knowledge in terms of justified true belief. A person can be said to know x, 
if he believes x, has a reason to believe x and, finally, x is true.7 For various reasons, 
Brandom favours a different terminology. First of all, he replaces ‘belief ’ with his term 
‘commitment’.8 He uses this term in a broader sense because a commitment may 
either be doxastic or practical: while the first corresponds to ‘belief ’, the second is the 
commitment to act.9 If a person has a reason to have a commitment, differently put: 
if this commitment functions as the conclusion of an inference, she has an entitlement 
to that commitment. This corresponds with ‘justified’. In the previous chapter, I have 
already indicated that Brandom understands meaning in terms of use. While many 
philosophers who analyse knowledge are interested in the question of what the conditions  
 

2 See discussions of several accounts of responsibility in Smiley (1992, esp. part two). The situation 
in the continental tradition is probably not much different: see, e.g. Raffoul (2010). Sartre is often 
cited as a representative of those committed to individualistic accounts of responsibility. Levinas 
can perhaps be viewed as his counterpart (cf. Raffoul 2010). Exceptions are, e.g. Smiley (1992) and 
Walker (2007).

3 Strawson’s account has influenced, amongst others, Fischer and Ravizza (1998). 
4 Brandom (1994, chapter 1) explicitly discusses Dennett’s approach on ‘original intentionality’ but 

rejects his naturalist turn. 
5 See Brandom (1994:62) and (1994:716).
6 This perspectival view does not necessarily imply some form of moral relativism. It goes beyond 

my present scope to explain this, but: see Bader (2007, chapter 2) for a discussion on how moral 
relativism may be avoided.

7 For a classic discussion of justified true belief: Gettier (1963). 
8 The trouble with ‘belief ’ in ordinary but also philosophical English is that belief has an ambiguous 

meaning. It may refer to both what Brandom calls ‘empirical belief ’, a belief a person actually has, 
and normative belief, a belief to which a person should be committed, given certain other beliefs she 
actually has (and endorses). 

9 See Brandom (2000:83).
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of truth are, Brandom follows a different meta-strategy: he discards this question 
and instead understands ‘truth’ in terms of an attitude, i.e. of adopting an attitude of 
taking x as true, or, also in Brandom’s terminology, of undertaking a commitment.10 So 
‘belief ’, ‘justified’ and ‘true’ are replaced with respectively ‘commitment’, ‘entitled’ and 
‘undertaking (i.e. a commitment)’. Commitments and entitlement together are what 
Brandom calls ‘deontic statuses’. 
 Imagine a world resembling earth that is inhabited by only one rational being, 
perhaps the last survivor of a species of rational beings. With no one left to talk to, the 
last survivor is still doing things that indicate her rationality. If she sees some animal 
running through the field and thinks that it is a fox, it commits her also to claiming 
(normatively, not empirically) that it was a mammal she saw running. If rationality is 
explained like this in intercontent relations, i.e. in terms of inferential relations between 
conceptual contents (e.g. between ‘fox’ and ‘mammal’), it is tempting to understand 
normative bindingness as a process that somehow takes place within some interior 
space: a person’s mind, her subjectivity, as if people’s knowledge was a private issue, 
as if no other people are needed to explain knowledge. In Brandom’s view, having 
commitments and entitlements is not merely an intercontent, intrapersonal relation 
but also an interpersonal relation. ‘Interpersonal’ might, however, still be understood in 
various ways. In the following paragraphs, I will introduce step by step a new type of 
interpersonal relation, starting with a minimal I-him/her type, until we arrive at what 
Brandom considers to be the I-thou type. While the order of explanation as presented 
here proceeds from a ‘minimal’ to an I-thou type of interpersonality, it should be 
reminded that in Brandom’s view, the conceptual order is really reversed: it is only due to 
the I-thou structure that an I-him/her structure is possible.11

 For many games, scorekeeping is important because it allows players of the game 
(and their audiences) to keep track of the score at any stage in the game. What the score 
is – what counts as ‘scoring’ – will depend on various rules and often, as in unclear cases, 
on what an umpire says the right score is. Brandom uses ‘scorekeeping’ as a metaphor for 
explaining sociality.12 The activities it consists of are necessary for every type of sociality 
that I will introduce below. The central activity is ‘attributing’. If a person undertakes a 
commitment, according to Brandom, this is not something that can be understood by 

10 Also, see chapter 5, section 5.
11 As Brandom puts it, somewhat technically: ‘The conceptual contents employed in monological 

reasoning, in which all the premises and conclusions are potential commitments of one individual, are 
parasitic on and intelligible only in terms of the conceptual contents conferred by dialogical reasoning, 
in which the issue of what follows from what essentially involves assessments from the different social 
perspectives of interlocutors with different background commitments. Representationally contentful 
claims arise in the social context of communication and only then are available to be employed in 
solitary cogitation’ (1994:497).

12 Brandom borrows the metaphor from Lewis (1979), who took it from the game of baseball for an 
analysis of conversation ‘or other process of linguistic interaction’ (1979:344). However, Brandom’s 
notion of ‘scorekeeping’ is different from how it is used in actual games because ‘scorekeeping’ does 
not involve any ‘official’ score: each scorekeeper keeps her own score.
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itself. Undertaking a commitment is ‘doing something that makes it appropriate for others 
to attribute it’ (Brandom 2000:174).13 If a scorekeeper attributes some commitment to 
another scorekeeper, it may be the case either that she had already undertaken this 
commitment (taken it to be true) herself, or, persuaded perhaps by what the fellow-
scorekeeper was saying, she decides to take over this commitment and undertake it 
herself. But in all cases, the attribution of a commitment implies that scorekeepers are 
able in principle to distinguish between commitments they attribute and those they 
undertake themselves, i.e. to distinguish between another person’s perspective and one’s 
own perspective.14 The notion of ‘attribution’ allows us to introduce the first, minimal 
type of rationality: an I-him/her sociality. While all the fellow-beings of the last survivor 
have died, let us imagine yet another being, a scientist, who has come from a distant 
planet, on her own, to study this last survivor and to learn more about his civilisation. 
The relation between the scientist and the last survivor can be analysed as a unilateral 
relation between an attributor and an attributee. Because the scientist in observing the 
last survivor hides from him, the scientists and the last survivor have no I-thou relation 
in Brandom’s sense. The last survivor does not know about the scientist. 
 The scientist who attributes all kinds of commitments to the last survivor she 
observes undertakes a commitment herself as well. In attributing commitments to the 
last survivor – commitments she thinks that the last survivor undertakes –, at the same 
time, she undertakes commitments herself because she commits herself to the attribution 
of commitments to that other person. Attributing a commitment is, therefore, also 
doing something that makes it appropriate for others to attribute it. But in the case of 
my example, these attributions cannot be attributed by the last survivor as the scientist 
remains hidden from him. The space of reasons, understood as a place where several 
rational beings are present, is, however, a public space. Brandom’s point about I-thou 
sociality is that all rational beings are in principle scorekeepers and therefore attributors. 
They have to be in a position, therefore, in principle at least, of being able to mutually 
attribute commitments to each other. So, we will change the scenery of the last survivor 
and the scientist to one where people are able to observe each other. Let us imagine this 
time, but still science-fictional, a situation where people live all alone in different places, 
have no means of communicating with each other (improbable as this science-fictional 
world is, but I nevertheless assume it to be this way) and can observe each other due 
to all kinds of technical devices, such as cameras and microphones. It would resemble 
somewhat Bentham’s panopticon, but it would be a kind of democratised panopticon:  
 
13 At this point, Brandom seems a similarity between his view and that of Dennett because attributing a 

commitment is, as Brandom says, ‘an implicit version of adopting the intentional stance’ (1994:61). 
14 Failing to distinguish between attributing and undertaking a commitment is what Brandom believes 

lies at the heart of verificationist epistemologies: ‘The classical metaphysics of truth properties 
misconstrues what one is doing in endorsing the claim as describing it in a special way. It confuses 
attributing and undertaking or acknowledging commitments’ (1994:515). Also, see my discussion in 
chapter 4, section 5.
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everyone observes everyone. Each can keep track of other people’s commitments (and 
perhaps entitlements).
 Animals make mistakes, and human beings make mistakes. But human beings 
make mistakes in a different way: as concept-users. In the previous chapter (section 
5), we have seen that people, as rational beings, are concept-users and that they, as 
concept-users, bind themselves to concepts. The very idea of being bound by a concept, 
at the heart of Brandom’s account, is precisely that in binding oneself to a concept, 
one binds oneself to what is implied by that concept, i.e. to the inferential relations of 
that concept with other concepts. Although a person may choose to bind herself to a 
certain concept, she cannot choose what follows from that. Once she is committed to, 
for example, the concept of ‘fox’, she is committed to claiming that a fox is an animal 
on four legs with a brushy tail. This ‘binding’ part of being a concept-user is what 
Brandom calls ‘objectivity’. It allows a scorekeeper to distinguish between the objective 
content of a concept and the subjective application of that concept or, in Brandom’s 
own technical vocabulary, between deontic statuses (i.e. commitments, entitlements) 
and deontic attitudes (undertakings or attributions of commitments or entitlements). 
Although deontic attitudes can be said to institute concepts – some nature lover takes it 
as correct for example that foxes have brushy, white-tipped tails –, this does not imply 
that any ‘taking this-or-that as correct’ is in fact correct. People may be mistaken. A 
scorekeeper might acknowledge that people are committed to the concept of ‘fox’ but 
are mistaken in some aspect. Within the democratic panopticon, for example, a biologist 
might notice how a nature lover strolling through the fields sees an animal running on 
four legs with a brushy tail, saying to herself: ‘I thought it was a fox, but I see it has 
a black-tipped tail, so it must be a different animal’. The biologists may then realise 
that the nature lover does not know about the gray fox who has a black-tipped tail, in 
contrast to the red fox who has a white-tipped tail. 
 So far, we have seen how scorekeeping roughly works. The metaphor works to 
explain how a scorekeeper may observe differences between her own perspective and the 
perspective of another person (the attributee). The type of sociality as it occurs within 
the world of the democratic panopticon, where everyone can keep track of each other’s 
commitments, is not, however, the I-thou sociality Brandom aims for. The metaphor of 
‘scorekeeping’ is exactly missing the aspect of a communicative interaction between a 
first-person and a second-person perspective. All that the scorekeepers can do is observe 
each other and keep scores. It seems the next step would be to introduce communication 
between scorekeepers, for example, as conversation. But how does rationality connect 
with conversation? Simply assuming that the people in the democratic panopticon 
would be able to communicate with each other does not yet explain why conversation 
is needed for rationality of the sort Brandom argues for: rationality with an I-thou 
structure. What in Brandom’s account of rationality requires the giving and asking for 
reasons? Why does rationality imply that people give and ask for reasons? Habermas 
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(2000), for his part, claims that the point about rationality, specifically understood (by 
both Brandom and Habermas) as linguistic practice, is about mutual understanding 
(Verständigung). Brandom refuses, however, to project any such orientation on people. 
Brandom disagrees with Habermas, not because he thinks that ‘linguistic practice has 
some other point, but because I think it is a mistake to think of it as having a point at 
all’ (2000:363). There is no categorical imperative to be rational. There is no purpose to 
linguistic rationality. Brandom acknowledges that rationality enables people to pursue 
ends in a rational way (instrumental rationality). But agreement (or some other end 
that is attributed to linguistic practice) can be made sense of only within the context of 
rational practice, not in advance of rational practice as such (in Brandom’s broader sense, 
i.e. what I called in the previous chapter ‘theoretical rationality’). 
 Brandom wants to steer away from teleological explanations of rationality.15 
Apparently, he chooses a different strategy for linking rationality (linguistic practice) and 
conversation. But which one? Brandom tries to explain how practices of rationality work. 
He wants to figure out what a community of beings ought to do for their practices to count 
as rational. The ‘ought’, as Brandom uses it, is internal to the concept of rationality. Anyone 
who claims to know what a fox is (to have mastered the notion of ‘fox’) and sees a fox, ought 
to claim that that animal is a fox if she is to count as knowing what a fox is. In a similar 
way, any community who claims (or who is claimed by an Interpreter) to perform practices 
of rationality ought to perform such-and-such actions to count as a rational community. 
Part of this ‘ought’-story, as we have seen, is that people undertake commitments and are 
entitled to them. But does it mean that people ‘ought’ to communicate with each other? 
And if so, in what way? People may talk about anything they want to – the weather, 
politics, work – and they may have such talks for all kinds of reasons – enjoying company, 
curiosity, have a quarrel, settle a fight. From the perspective of a theory of rationality, 
what matters about analysing ‘conversation’ is how it sustains the practices of inferential 
rationality. From this perspective, what counts is that conversation ‘has the significance of 
communication only where the commitments of speakers and audience differ’ (1994:511). 
For Brandom, this means, if I interpret him correctly, that conversation has the important 
function for rationality to uncover and possibly correct mistakes. Conversation is what 
enables the biologist and the nature lover to discuss a possible mistake, one that is, in 
this case, attributed by the biologist to the nature lover (mistaking a certain animal with 
a black-tipped tail for not being a fox).16 It is not needed, however, that people engage  
 
15 Habermas’s views belong to the teleological approach. Brandom also rejects the evolutionary 

explanation of rationality. Gauthier (1986) provides an example of a theory of rationality that may 
be counted perhaps to both approaches: people (as a species) as having evolved to ‘constrained 
maximizers’. 

16 It may, of course, be the case that the nature lover knows very well that the gray fox is a fox, but that 
he has learned, due to whatever idiosyncratic study book, to use the term ‘fox’ only for red foxes, 
whereas he uses a different term for the notion ‘fox’. But a conversation may, of course, bring this to 
light, or even other scenario’s that may explain the differences in perspectives between the biologist 
and nature lover.
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in conversation because they intend to correct a mistake. Conversation may function to 
uncover mistakes even if people have very different intentions with their conversation. 
 A few warnings are in place. First, it should again be reminded that Brandom’s 
notion of rationality is not an intellectual one. When people communicate, they are 
constantly involved in some form of scorekeeping: whatever the other person said (is 
believed to be saying) is compared to one’s own commitments. But this scorekeeping 
is, as Brandom explains, ‘implicit, practical interpretation, not explicit theoretical 
hypothesis formation’ (1994:508).17 Furthermore: Brandom does not claim that all 
actual conversations will show differences in perspectives between people or, if they do, 
that they will always result in correcting different perspectives or, if they do, result in 
making the right corrections of mistakes.18 What Brandom will claim, I think, is that 
without conversation, or perhaps better, without communication, rationality cannot ever 
come off the ground. 
 If conversation functions to uncover differences between scorekeepers, it may 
still come in different varieties. What variety does Brandom have in mind? One 
claim might be that the right kind of I-thou conversation requires questioning every 
commitment that a scorekeeper attributes to another person. But this ‘threatens a 
regress on claim contents. At each stage, vindications of one commitment may involve 
an appeal to commitments that have not previously been invoked, for which the issue 
of demonstrating entitlement can arise anew’ (1994:176). Radical challenging of each 
other’s commitments would make it impossible, however, for practices of inferential 
rationality itself to come off the ground. And as a result, not even ‘radical challenging’ 
itself would be possible. To analyse why social practices of inferential rationality do 
nevertheless exist, Brandom takes them to have a default and challenge structure.19 When 
they attribute commitments to another person, people also attribute to her entitlements 
to that commitment (i.e. attribute to her the ability to justify her commitment). This is 
what Brandom calls attributions of entitlement by default: we usually do not ask people 
to vindicate their commitments. This does not mean, however, that commitments are  
 
17 One of the big challenges for Brandom’s project, as Loeffler (2018) sees it, is to explain that norms 

are implicit in what people do (see my discussion in chapter 2, section 6), but also that attributions 
themselves may be implicit. Loeffler thinks it important for Brandom and other neo-pragmatists to 
provide such an argument, especially in response to adherents of the ‘theory of mind’ (see Carruthers 
and Smith 1996) who have made proposals to make sense of the same phenomenon (people 
understanding other people), but in terms of non-normative, naturalistic mechanisms. In section 5, 
I will take up this challenge to some extent.

18 While an individual may be mistaken, the community as such may also be mistaken, even about 
concepts it has committed itself to. I would claim that, as a minimum, a community cannot be 
said to be mistaken about everything (analogous to what was discussed in chapter 4, section 5). The 
intriguing question would be: how many mistakes can a community make or, putting it the other 
way, how many conversations of the right type should a community have to remain a community 
that performs practices of rationality? When is it still rational, and when does it lose its rationality? 
My guess is that Brandom would claim that this is an empirical matter and that philosophers cannot 
tell in advance where exactly the critical boundary of making mistakes is. 

19 Also, see Brandom (1994:176-178).



Ch
ap

te
r 

6

217

A pragmatist notion of  the veil of  prejudice

immune to criticism. A radical immunity of commitments (putting into doubt the 
entitlement to any commitment) would make it impossible for practices of rationality 
to get off the ground. Commitments may be challenged, however, if the challenger has a 
reason to question another person’s commitment, i.e. if she is entitled to the challenge. 
In that case, conversation may function for all the participants in the conversation to 
trace the differences in commitments and entitlements and to explore what is the right 
commitment. 
 Whether or not, during a conversation or any other form of communication, an 
entitlement arises for a scorekeeper to challenge her antagonist’s commitments depends 
on how the communicative process proceeds. It might be claimed, for example, that 
what is still only in the speaker’s mind before communicating is something speaker and 
listener share after successful communication. In this simple model of communication, 
the speaker is presented in an active role while the listener has only a passive role, 
merely receiving, so to speak, whatever message the speaker gives to her. But Brandom 
understands listeners as having to do much more than just that. Being a listener 
(Brandom himself usually talks about ‘audience’) is not a passive role. The listener is 
a scorekeeper. As Brandom understands commitments in terms of their inferential 
roles – their role as conclusion or premise in inferences –, he analyses scorekeepers in 
being engaged, implicitly, in establishing the inferential significance of the commitments 
they attribute to their fellow-scorekeepers. So, a scorekeeper will constantly try to keep 
track, downstream, of the inferential consequences of an attributed commitment – what 
would follow from this commitment? – and, upstream, of the inferential antecedents – 
what prior commitments are needed for being entitled to the attributed commitment? 
This cannot be done by focussing on just the attributed commitment, as inferential 
consequences usually depend on a set of commitments rather than one commitment. 
The scorekeeper will therefore have to invoke certain other commitments that could 
and should function as collateral premises. These are the commitments that belong to 
what Brandom calls her ‘background beliefs’: the commitments a scorekeeper herself 
undertakes. These background beliefs help her to make sense of what the speaker is 
communicating. Although the scorekeeper, by default, accepts the commitments (and 
entitlements) she attributes to the speaker, she may realise at some point during the 
conversation that the speaker makes a mistake: he makes a claim that is not correct. 
Brandom uses the example of Fred and Wilma, who have a conversation at some party 
(1994:489–490).

Fred says: ‘The man in the corner with champagne in his glass is very angry.’

What Fred does not know because he has no clear view of the corner, nor of the contents 
of the glass, is that the man in the corner, Barney, has ginger ale in his glass and that 
standing in that corner is yet another man, Nelson, who has champagne in his glass. 
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Wilma has better eyes and a better view of the corner. She attributes to Fred the following 
commitment:

Fred believes that Barney is very angry.

Wilma, therefore, uses some of her background beliefs as collateral premises to transform 
what Fred is saying into a meaningful commitment she may attribute to him. More 
complicated examples could be added. But what I hope this simple example at least 
shows is how scorekeeping functions in communication (as practices of rationality) that 
Brandom understands as I-thou sociality. 
 Even if it is beyond the scope of my present discussion to provide a full, detailed 
argument, I want to conclude this section by suggesting that scorekeeping should be 
understood, at least partially, as itself bound to certain social rules, i.e. as fulfilling a 
social role. In one tradition of personhood, people are said to perform (social, legal) 
roles in society. This has relevance to understanding their freedom at the contrastive 
level (see chapter 5, section 2). Do the roles they fulfil agree with the freedom they are 
entitled to? Are they somehow constrained in fulfilling their roles? Are they coerced to 
fulfil other (social) roles? Raising such questions are all relevant for discussing freedom at 
the contrastive level from a particularly political perspective. Hobbes was familiar with 
this notion of personhood and applied it in the contrastive sense.20 Brandom’s account 
of transcendental freedom implies, as I understand it, that performing a (social) role is 
also constitutive of being a person at the disjunctive level: we can only be a person (a 
rational, a sapient being) if we perform our conceptual activity from a social perspective, 
i.e. in performing social roles (to put it differently: rationality is necessarily perspectival). 
From Brandom’s own writings, it may not be immediately clear that scorekeeping is 
doing something from a social perspective, as opposed to simply one’s own individual 
perspective. Scorekeepers are clearly individuals and not, for example, communities or 
social groups. It is also clear that the commitments and entitlements they keep track of 
are attributed to other individuals and not to communities or social groups. But does 
it follow from this that individuals keep scores as individuals? Suppose, for example, 
that two children are playing soccer and one child kicks the ball into the bushes. While 
the first child shouts that it must have fallen into a nearby ditch, the second child sees 
the ball lying in the bushes and concludes that the first child is wrong. This case of an 
observational report may perhaps be a genuine example of an individual undertaking a 
commitment as an individual. But my claim would be that most cases can be analysed 
as situations in which we undertake commitments as part of a role we play, as part of a 
specific social perspective we take. To illustrate how undertaking a commitment binds 
us to what follows from this, Brandom often uses examples that are neutral with respect  
 

20 See, e.g. Thiel (2011). 
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to who is saying it, as in the example of seeing a fox. But Brandom is nevertheless 
sensitive to the social dimensions of scorekeeping: 

‘Logicians typically think of inference as involving only relations among 
different propositional contents, not as also potentially involving relations 
among different interlocutors. However, discursive practice, the giving and 
asking for reasons, from which inferential relations are abstracted, involves 
both intercontent and interpersonal dimensions. […] [T]he issue of what 
follows from what essentially involves assessments from the different social 
perspectives of interlocutors with different background commitments’ 
(1994:496–497, original emphasis). 

Social perspectives are manifold: parent, employer, employee, citizen. And probably the 
least understood, or the least recognised social perspective is the individual perspective. 
Once scorekeeping is understood as an activity that essentially takes place from certain 
social perspectives, this also raises questions for Brandom’s account of scorekeeping that 
have already been explored within the social sciences. Some of them are relevant to my 
discussion, such as understanding the perspective of scorekeepers as both social and 
unconscious. To understand the problems social scientists have with this, we now turn 
to Bourdieu. 

6.3. Bourdieu’s ‘learned ignorance’

Brandom’s normative pragmatics provides, as we have seen in the previous section, 
a strategy for explaining human practices in a normative sense: people are concept-
users who are engaged in social practices of grasping each other’s commitments by 
scorekeeping. But how does the veil of prejudice fit in? Hidden prejudices illustrate 
the phenomenon of dissonance: somehow, people do not have, barely have, or perhaps 
resist having, cognitive access to the dissonance between what they say and what they 
do. Instead, they interpret their own practices not for what they really are (e.g. as 
prejudiced), but in a different way. Does Brandom’s theoretical framework allow for 
theorising this dissonance? In this section, I will briefly describe how sociologists treat 
this dissonance as the structure/agency problem. Next, I turn to Bourdieu, as a possible 
ally of Brandom, and his criticisms of various options that sociologists seem to have 
of solving the structure/agency problem. Bourdieu, too, as does Brandom, does not 
rely for his own theoretical framework on the conscious/unconscious vocabulary and 
instead adopts what might be called a pragmatic-hermeneutic approach, relying on his 
notions of habitus and amnesia. In the next section, I will argue that the notion of 
norms implicit practices lends itself also to a pragmatic-hermeneutic approach.
 Practices of prejudice are not simply the aggregated effect of various individual 
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people who happen to have the same prejudice but are somehow more or less 
systematic effects of the fact that these prejudiced people belong to the same social 
groups and reproduce their prejudices, even more so, perhaps, that the reproduction 
of these prejudices is somehow related to the distribution of power within a society to 
which people belong who have prejudices and those who have those prejudices. The 
reproduction of both prejudices and relations of power to which they contribute may 
be understood as following certain patterns. But do people themselves have knowledge 
of these patterns? This presents a familiar problem to sociologists. They have sometimes 
framed this problem as one of structure/agency (or: macro/micro, society/individual, 
system/life-world, script/role).21 They have generally acknowledged that the participants 
in a community appear not to be conscious of this structure or, if they are conscious of 
certain norms that govern their social practices, at least they are not conscious of deeper 
structures that regulate their society, structures that are, to put it differently, hidden to 
them. This amounts to a paradox: on the one hand, the participants in a society perform 
activities that, on a macro-level, display certain structures; on the other hand, they have 
no conscious knowledge of these structures or only distorted knowledge. This seems to 
be the sociological equivalent of what is the concern of our analysis: the veil of prejudice. 
Sociologists have sometimes taken recourse to the vocabulary of (un)consciousness, 
but have also at times been dissatisfied with it, criticised it and even dismissed it, 
usually for reasons that are closely tied to the problem of understanding the structure/
agency distinction in sociological theory.22 Brandom’s account of social practices as 
scorekeeping can be interpreted as displaying what resembles the sociological structure/
agency-distinction. What Brandom analyses as scorekeeping may be understood, from 
the perspective of each individual, as people’s agency. What Brandom understands as 
the norms implicit in the practices of a community, from the perspective of an outsider, 
a sociological Interpreter, may be understood as the equivalent of what social scientists 
sometimes call the ‘structure’ of society.23 Brandom does not address the distinction 
between ‘norms in practice’ and ‘scorekeeping’ in a way that sociologists address the 
distinction between structure and agency. Bourdieu does. 
 We have already seen (in chapter 3, section 5) that Bourdieu has developed the 
notion of habitus and used it for a critical analysis of practices of censorship. Developing  
 

21 On the structure/agency problem and on the problems with framing the problem in terms of such 
dichotomies, much literature has been written. But see Knorr-Cetina (1981). 

22 For a rare and interesting, general discussion of the significance of the vocabulary of ‘consciousness’ 
for the social sciences: see Hodgkiss (2001).  

23 Brandom does not refer to sociologists. He does refer to Hegel as a philosopher who has tried 
to capture the objective structures of societies or what Brandom has called, in Hegelian fashion, 
the ‘social synthesis of objective spirit’ (1979:187). Also, see Brandom (2004:252): ‘In my view, 
Hegel’s social recognitive story about the nature and origins of conceptual normativity was the first 
thoroughly non-subjectivist theory of the subject, the first to understand consciousness as a social 
achievement taking place as much outside what is immediately present in the particular mind as it is 
to be found there’. 
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this notion and even choosing the term ‘habitus’ was already part of Bourdieu’s 
development towards a pragmatic approach. As notion and as term ‘habit’ occurs in 
several traditions within the history of philosophy and sociology.24 It recognises that 
people’s motivations for acting are somehow hidden, even from themselves. It accounts 
for the hidden nature of individual behaviour. On the other hand, it links individual 
behaviour to social practice. It acknowledges that the habitual practices of an individual 
have meanings that are beyond an individual’s purposes and can be understood by 
the people of a social group. While habit was once the central notion of a venerable 
tradition of ethical thought, originating in Aristotle, it became incorporated, ever since 
the nineteenth century, in a naturalist vocabulary and was taken to be some sort of 
psychological mechanism.25 Later, various theorists have explored the links between 
habit and the psychoanalytic unconscious.26 Bourdieu, however, developed the notion 
of habitus as an alternative to the notion of ‘unconsciousness’.27 He had his reasons for 
staying away from a naturalistic conception of ‘habit’.28 He, therefore, choose a slightly 
different term, habitus, as he explains: 

‘One of the reasons for the use of the term habitus is to wish to set aside 
the common conception of habit as a mechanical assembly or preformed 
programme, as Hegel does when in the Phenomenology of Mind he speaks of 
“habit as dexterity”‘ (1972/ 1977:218, note 47).

In developing his notion of habitus, he also wanted to resist views on human action 
that were too intellectualistic.29 So Bourdieu introduced his notion of habitus to mark 
a seemingly impossible theoretical position: against standard views that understand 
rational actions in terms of conscious, deliberate choices and against standard views that 
understand non-rational actions in terms of unconscious mechanisms.
 Bourdieu was led to developing his notion of habitus by his early experiences as a 
researcher in Algeria, performing fieldwork in Kabyle society. But he also converted his 
experiences into a reflection on the relation between social scientists and the object of  
 
24 For various contributions on the history of the notion of habit: see, e.g. Nathan Brett (1981); Camic 

(1986); Sparrow and Hutchinson (2013); Livingston (2015).
25 See, e.g. Lockwood (2013).
26 See e.g. De Lauretis (2000); Colapietro (2000); Sullivan (2006).
27 In an interview, Bourdieu stated explicitly that consciousness and unconscious are ‘the very 

alternatives that the notion of habitus is meant to exclude’ (1990:10). 
28 For discussions of Bourdieu’s habitus in relation to other notions of habit: see Crossley (2013a) and 

(2013b); Maton (2012); Wacquant (2016). For a defence of the notion of habitus as compared to 
‘other concepts of normatively and rationally guided patterns of conduct’: see Pickel (2005). Ngo 
(2017) considers Bourdieu’s notion of habitus as possibly supporting her theoretical framework for a 
phenomenology of racism, but she rejects it in favour of Merleay-Ponty’s notion of habit.

29 Other theorists, too, have chosen the notion of habit to oppose intellectualistic views on human 
agency: see Dewey (1922); Pollard (2008). They both, however, remain committed to a naturalistic 
outlook.  
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their research: the social world. It prompted Bourdieu to undertake a criticism against  
the conscious/unconscious distinction as social theorists use it as a conceptual tool 
to capture people’s agency. His criticism is motivated, at a deeper level, by a concern 
with a proper understanding of the social world, an understanding that should take 
account of the ‘illusion of naturalness’ that is inherent in the social world: people take 
their social world for granted, i.e. experience it as having a ‘self-evident and natural 
character’.30 In his reflection, Bourdieu distinguishes different possible stances (‘modes 
of knowledge’) that social theorists may take towards the social world. The two main 
positions are subjectivism and objectivism. The objectivist position can be split up into 
either a mechanistic or finalist position. I will briefly discuss these four positions and 
then show how the conscious/unconscious distinction, as Bourdieu believes, imposes 
limits on these positions that prevent them from properly explaining the social world.31 
 The social world comprises the social practices, and the primary understanding 
people have of them, i.e. their representations of their own practices.32 A particular 
feature of the social world is that people experience their world as having a ‘self-evident 
and natural character’ (1977:3), an insight Bourdieu shares with the phenomenologists. 
One stance towards the social world and particularly this experience, is described 
by Bourdieu as subjectivism. It does not yet present a social-scientific stance 
towards the social world. Bourdieu associates it predominantly with the position of 
phenomenologists (especially Sartre) but also of ethnomethodologists (e.g. Garfinkel). 
In the phenomenological approach, the social world is analysed by ‘bracketing’ the 
everyday experiences (the phenomenological reduction, the epochè), i.e. the ‘natural 
standpoint’ of people in the social world. It is criticised by Bourdieu because it sides 
too much with the perspective of agents and underexposes the significance of social 
structures. Phenomenologists exclude from their analysis the question of what the social 
conditions for people’s primary understanding of their social world are as self-evident 
and natural.33 Neglecting the question of the social conditions, phenomenologists must 
take for granted themselves what appears to people in their social world and cannot 
go on to explore whether the social world can be understood differently from people’s 
natural standpoint. If, for example, from that standpoint, it appears that there is no 
domination, no discrimination, no oppression, phenomenologists are therefore not in 
the position to question this assumption. Bourdieu also criticised the phenomenological  
 
30 He uses the ‘illusion’ metaphor amongst others in (2004). 
31 In what follows, I present a partial reconstruction of Bourdieu’s theory of theory (of social practice). 

I mainly rely on his (1977) and (1980/1990), the most important sources for these views. These are, 
however, not always worked out in detail. He does not explain, for example, how subjectivism and 
finalism are related to each other. My reconstruction tries to bring out Bourdieu’s criticism of the 
conscious/unconscious distinction.  

32 Or, as Bourdieu also phrases it: the ‘native experience and the native representation of that experience’ 
(1977:2). 

33 For a critical discussion of Bourdieu’s criticism of the phenomenological stance towards the social 
world: see Throop and Murphy (2002).
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approach for lacking a reflection on the phenomenological position. What are the social 
conditions of its own possibility? What is ‘the social meaning of the practical epochè that 
is necessary in order to conceive the intention of understanding primary understanding’ 
(1980/1990:25–26)?34 
 In the reflections he performs as a theorist of social scientific theory, Bourdieu is 
performing, despite his criticisms of phenomenologists, a phenomenological analysis, 
this time however amending what phenomenologists neglected to do: to include the 
issue of the social conditions that account for the illusion of naturalness.35 Theoretical 
reflection cannot, in this way, uncover those conditions in specific empirical cases. In 
the end, this job still needs to be performed by social scientific practice. But theoretical 
reflection can help to articulate, in general terms at least, what needs to be uncovered: 
what I have so far called the ‘veil of prejudice’, i.e. the dissonance between, in Bourdieu’s 
phrases, practical knowledge (native knowledge, doxa, doxic experience) and quasi-
theoretical knowledge (native discourse, opinions, heterodoxy, orthodoxy). People 
themselves present an explanation of their social practices in their articulated opinions. 
But these present a distorted presentation of their social practices. What remains outside 
of the articulated opinions (the universe of discourse), i.e. what people do not say, is what 
people take for granted in a double sense: ‘what goes without saying and what cannot 
be said for lack of an available discourse’ (1977:170). As knowledge of the dissonance 
is not reflected in the explanation people offer themselves, neither is it available to their 
practical, tacit knowledge which Bourdieu, for this reason, calls ‘learned ignorance’ 
(docte ignorance): ‘a mode of practical knowledge not comprising knowledge of its own 
principles’ (1977:19). One reason at least why the dissonance is interesting to social 
scientists is that it may function to conceal to people different kinds of domination 
which social scientists may uncover in their research. It indicates the potential Bourdieu 
thinks the social sciences have for providing social criticism.36

 The second stance is objectivism. It typifies the position that social scientists, in 
principle, take towards the object of their research. The objectivist approach consists 
in an epistemological break with the social world they study, which it has to perform 
‘in order to constitute the social world as a system of objective relations independent 
of individual consciousnesses and wills’ (1977:4). It is, therefore, a break between the 
theoretical knowledge of social scientists and the practical knowledge of people in the 
social world. Because of this break, which makes possible the employment of social-
scientific research methods (statistics, for example), social scientists have access to a  
 
34 Also see Bourdieu (1977:233, note 15). 
35 Bourdieu criticises phenomenologists for forgetting to carry out an ultimate ‘reduction’ (see 

1977:233, note 15), which suggests that he does not reject the phenomenological approach as such. 
36 Bourdieu: ‘The dominated classes have an interest in pushing back the limits of doxa and exposing 

the arbitrariness of the taken for granted; the dominant classes have an interest in defending the 
integrity of doxa or, short of this, of establishing in its place the necessarily imperfect substitute, 
orthodoxy’ (1972/ 1977:169).
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mode of knowledge that is not available to the phenomenological mode of knowledge:  
knowledge of ‘the objective relations (e.g. economic or linguistic) which structure 
practice and representations of practice’ (1972/1977:3). 
 Objectivism has to deal with other difficulties than subjectivism. Their methods 
allow social scientists to observe all kinds of regularities (apparent in, for example, 
price curves, income curves, employment rates, chances of access to higher education). 
These are not yet explanations of what goes on in the social world but are in the first 
place merely the regularities that show up in the scientifically performed observations 
social scientists made, for example, in the statistical or other data they collected (price 
curves, income curves, employment rates, chances of access to higher education).37 The 
theoretical problem social scientists have to deal with is this: how to move from the 
regularities in one’s observations to an explanation of those regularities, particularly in 
terms of objective structures that can be ascribed to the social world? For that reason, 
they construct theories as models of reality. But the problem that arises here, according 
to Bourdieu, is that social scientists do not reflect on their own position as social 
scientists (as phenomenologists did not on their position). They are then in danger 
of conveying nothing more than their own standpoint by sliding from the model of 
reality to the reality of the model. It happens whenever social scientists are content 
with reifying abstractions: ‘the fallacy of treating the objects constructed by science, 
whether “culture”, “structures”, or “modes of production”, as realities endowed with a 
social efficacy, capable of acting as agents responsible for historical actions or as a power 
capable of constraining practices’ (1977:26–27). Social reality is then no longer viewed 
as an object of research but as a mere execution of the model.  
 Social scientists should instead aspire for a third-order knowledge, a theory of 
theory that provides insight into the objective limits of merely objectivist knowledge. 
They should reflect on the relationship between social practice and the models they 
construct to account for that social practice. Objectivism is therefore one-sided if 
social scientists only perform one break with the social world, the one that helps them 
to take distance from the social world by constituting social practice as an ‘object of 
observation and analysis, a representation’ (1977:2). They need to perform a second break 
by questioning:

‘the presuppositions inherent in the position of the ‘objective’ observer who, 
seeking to interpret practices, tends to bring into the object the principles of 
his relation to the object’ (1980/1990:27).

What the second break implies for the research that social scientists perform, according 
to Bourdieu, is that social scientists shift their focus from explaining regularities to  
 

37 For Bourdieu himself, regularities were often the outcome of statistical research.
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explaining the production of those regularities. And this means, as I understand Bourdieu, 
to ask for the possibility of ‘the coincidence of the objective structures and the internalized 
structures which provides the illusion of immediate understanding’ (1980/1990:26), 
i.e. for how objective structures are actualised (internalised) in people themselves, i.e. 
in their dispositions. This is the well-known structure/agency problem of sociology. 
It turns on the question of what it means that social structures ‘exist’ independent of 
individual consciousness and wills. Unless social scientists want to fall back into the 
reflex of reifying abstractions whose ontological status is unclear (‘transcendent entities’), 
they need a theoretical framework that articulates what Bourdieu calls ‘the paradoxes of 
objective meaning without subjective intention’, i.e. how objective structures somehow 
exist in people, unknown to them. Of course, this touches on the problem that interests 
us in this section: of understanding human practices as both social and hidden to people 
themselves (‘hidden’ of course, in a sense that yet needs to be explained). 
 The objectivist stance allows for two different answers: finalism and mechanism. 
Whereas finalist explanations reduce practice ‘to the conscious and deliberate intentions 
of their authors’ (in other places Bourdieu also calls this the intellectualist position), 
explanations of the second type ‘treat practice as a mechanical reaction, directly 
determined by the antecedent conditions’, (1972/1977:73).38 As these present two 
‘incompatible theories of practice’ (1977:27), they pose a dilemma for social scientists in 
choosing how to explain regularities. This dilemma constantly re-emerges in the social 
sciences. To solve the dilemma, social scientists have often taken recourse to the notions 
of ‘rule’ and ‘unconscious’, where ‘rule’ is equivalent to ‘conscious’. Historically the 
rule provided an alternative model to a crude, blind mechanism and made it possible 
of understanding regularity as a rule ‘that governs, directs or orients behaviour – which 
presupposes that it is known and recognized, and can therefore be stated – thereby 
succumbing to the most elementary form of legalism, that variety of finalism which 
is perhaps the most widespread of the spontaneous theories of practice and which 
consists in proceeding as if practices had as their principle conscious obedience to 
consciously devised and sanctioned rules’ (1980/1990:39). The model turns out to be 
a rehabilitation of subjectivism. This may sometimes function to sustain a critique that 
‘naive humanism levels at scientific objectification in the name of “lived experience” 
and the rights of “subjectivity”‘ (1977:4), as Sartre does. But this need not be the 
case. Rational choice theory is a social-scientific model that starts from, in Bourdieu’s 
terminology, subjectivist assumptions but does not necessarily share the concerns of 
naive humanism.39 Introducing the ‘unconscious’ seemed to make it possible to find a  
 
38 I think there is an interesting parallel between finalism and mechanism, as Bourdieu describes and 

rejects them, and regulism and regularism, as Brandom describes and rejects them. But I will not 
explore this here.

39 Bourdieu treats ‘rational choice theory’ as a form of voluntarism of which Sartre, in his view, is a 
representative. When he categorises ‘rational choice theory’ as a subjectivist, i.e. finalist, position, he 
implies that this theory views people as being bound, consciously, by rules.
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middle-ground between old-fashioned mechanism and finalism. To illustrate this move, 
Bourdieu quotes Lévi-Strauss: 

‘Modern sociologists and psychologists resolve such problems by appealing 
to the unconscious activity of the mind; but when Durkheim was writing, 
psychology and modern linguistics had not yet reached their main conclusions. 
This explains why Durkheim foundered in what he regarded as an irreducible 
antinomy (in itself a considerable progress over late nineteenth-century 
thought as exemplified by Spencer): the blindness of history and the finalism 
of consciousness. Between the two there is of course the unconscious finality of 
the mind’ [la finalité inconsciente de l’esprit] (1980/ 1990:40, Lévi-Strauss as 
quoted by Bourdieu, emphasis added by Bourdieu). 

Relegating the obedience to the rule to the domain of the unconscious in this way seems 
to provide an escape from the dilemma between mechanism and finalism. 
 The conscious/unconscious distinction prevents social scientists from providing a 
proper explanation of the paradoxes of objective meaning without intention. We have 
just seen that Bourdieu rejects finalism, the position that understands agency in basically 
conscious terms because it implies a return to subjectivism, which he had already 
criticised. But he also rejects understanding ‘agency’ in terms of the unconscious. The 
move from the notion of the rule (‘conscious’) to the unconscious seems to solve the 
dilemma of mechanism and finalism, but the fallacy of: 

‘converting regularity into a rule, thus presupposing a plan, is only apparently 
corrected in the hypothesis of the unconscious, held to be the only alternative to 
final causes as a means of explaining cultural phenomena presenting themselves 
as totalities endowed with structure and meaning’ (1977:120).40 

The turn to understanding finality in terms of the unconscious really presents a return to 
mechanism, although in a more refined variety. As it turns out, the conscious/unconscious 
distinction collapses into the distinction between finalism and mechanism.41 While finalism  
 

40 Bourdieu rejects the rule as an explanatory device for yet another reason. The practice of social 
scientific theory has allowed the tacit merging of ‘rule’ and ‘unconscious’ in a way that the term 
‘rule’ has been used to refer alternatively to a regularity, the social scientific model itself and finally 
to the norm that is consciously followed. This has allowed social scientists to shift between finalist 
explanations (rule as ‘ruling’, règlement) and mechanistic explanations (rule as ‘regulating’) without 
making a real choice (see, e.g. 1980/ 1990:37-39). Elsewhere Bourdieu calls the rule ‘the obstacle par 
excellence to the construction of an adequate theory of practice’ (1980/1990:103). 

41 This may not be a perfect match because mechanism may be conceptualised without employing the 
conscious/unconscious vocabulary (as in behaviourism). But identifying them in the present context 
helps to understand Bourdieu’s criticism. Another way of putting it is that here I am concerned only 
with psychological mechanism. 
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presents the fallacy of conceiving people (as conscious) as the origin of their actions, mechanism 
is the fallacy of conceiving them (as unconscious) as effects (of antecedent conditions).42  
 Against these positions, Bourdieu claims, as one of the insights of his reflections, 
that ‘[e]ach agent, wittingly or unwittingly, willy nilly, is a producer and reproducer 
of objective meaning’ (1977:79).43 Their experiences of the social world are structured 
‘without following the paths of either mechanical determination or adequate 
consciousness’ (1980/1990:41) because they have been structured, however unknown 
to the agents themselves, to have a structuring force themselves. In being conditioned 
by social conditions, they themselves also structure the social practices in which they 
participate. The relation between structure and agency, objectification and embodiment, 
between opus operatum and opus operandi, between objective (social) structures and their 
internalisation in dispositions: this relation is understood by Bourdieu as a dialectical 
process. Finalism and mechanism, both predicated upon analysing people’s psychology 
in the conscious/unconscious vocabulary, fail to recognise this. This is the essence of his 
objections against the unconscious as a theoretical tool: 

‘The hypnotic power of the notion of the unconscious has the effect of 
blotting out the question of the relationship between the practice-generating 
schemes and the representations – themselves more or less sanctioned by the 
collectivity – they give of their practice to themselves or others. It thereby 
discourages analysis of the theoretical or practical alterations that the various 
forms of discourse about practices impose on practice’ (1977:203, note 40).

Following the strategy of the unconscious really reduces ‘history to a ‘process without a 
subject’, simply replacing the ‘creative subject’ of subjectivism with an automaton driven 
by the dead laws of a history of nature’ and it reduces ‘historical agents to the role of 
‘supports’ (Träger) of the structure and reduces their actions to mere epiphenomenal 
manifestations of the structure’s own power to develop itself and to determine and 
overdetermine other structures’ (1980/ 1990:41). The aim of the second break for 
objectivism, therefore, does not consist in choosing between finalism and mechanism, 
which only present a false dilemma, but of aspiring for ‘a science of the dialectical 
relations between the objective structures to which the objectivist mode of knowledge 
gives access and the structured dispositions within which those structures are actualized 
and which tend to reproduce them’ (1977:3). 
 
 

42 Again Bourdieu mentions Sartre as giving the most exemplary view of people as being their own origins: ‘Sartre 
makes each action a sort of unprecedented confrontation between the subject and the world’ (1977:73). 

43 From a theoretical, mainly formal perspective that is used to framing agency in terms of either/or and 
conscious/unconscious, this is a puzzling proposal.
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6.4. Hidden prejudice as implicit intentionality

In this section, I will deal with what it means that prejudices are hidden, i.e. that 
people are ignorant about them. Previously (chapter 2, section 2), I have discussed the 
social-psychological notion of ‘implicit bias’ as one version of understanding ‘hidden 
prejudice’, namely by understanding ‘ignorance’ as being unconscious of the content of 
one’s prejudice. The challenge will be to propose a notion of ‘hidden’ that does not bring 
back in the conscious/unconscious distinction and which also fits within Brandom’s 
framework. In this section, I will propose to understand hidden prejudice as implicit 
prejudice. Here the adjective ‘implicit’, as Brandom uses it, should not be confused with 
the adjective ‘implicit’ that social psychologists use for their notion of implicit bias. 
I will define prejudice in Brandom’s terminology and see how it works as an explicit 
prejudice. Next, I explore a notion of hidden prejudice in terms of what the sociological 
Interpreter (or: sociological Scorekeeper) attributes to people with implicit prejudices. 
What will be crucial to this strategy is to carefully distinguish between what prejudiced 
people are (implicitly) committed to and what the sociological Interpreter is committed 
to. I will end this section by explaining how understanding hidden prejudice as implicit 
prejudice, from the perspective of the sociological Interpreter, is congenial to Bourdieu’s 
hermeneutic approach.
 The obvious suggestion to understand prejudice within Brandom’s framework is 
to understand prejudice as an incorrect inference. This would be continuous with the 
Enlightenment approach to prejudice. But for understanding prejudice in a more 
consistent way with the use of this term in our western societies, a more detailed 
definition is necessary. Drawing on Brandom’s views on inferentialism, I propose the 
following definition:

Prejudice is a person’s commitment that certain, actual people belong to a 
certain social group on the basis of certain features (e.g. having a certain 
race, religion, culture, ethnicity, et cetera) that this person attributes to those 
people – in the sense that the attributed features are thought to be intrinsic 
features of those individuals, features therefore that those people cannot 
get rid of – while this commitment is used as an entitlement to the further 
commitment that a certain, negative, practical disposition (for example: 
not to work hard enough – ‘being lazy –, to steal whenever it is possible 
– ‘being criminal’) – one that is conceptually not necessarily linked with 
having an ethnicity, a religion, et cetera, as such – can generally be ascribed 
to people from this social group, while both these commitments are used as 
an entitlement (either for oneself, or for others, for example police officers) 
to treat people from this social group differently, in order to sanction these 
people whenever they give in to their disposition, or to prevent them from 
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giving in to this disposition.44

One stereotype about African Americans in the United States is that they are more 
criminal. This seems to be confirmed by the fact that they are relatively overrepresented 
in American prisons.45 What turns the stereotype into prejudice is when the statistical 
qualification ‘more criminal’ (in the sense of more likely to be imprisoned than people 
from other social groups) lapses into the commitment that African Americans generally 
have the disposition to be more criminal. This ‘lapse’ is possible because the underlying 
inference is one where the claim that people are African American is taken to justify the 
claim that African Americans have the disposition to be more criminal.
 How a prejudice might work is explained by Brandom himself borrowing an 
example used by Dummett, who discusses the prejudice ‘boche’ and explains as follows: 
‘The condition for applying the term to someone is that he is of German nationality; the 
consequences of its application are that he is barbarous and more prone to cruelty than 
other Europeans’ (Dummett 1973:454). Brandom treats it as a concept with material 
contents and analyses it as follows: 

‘If one does not believe that the inference from German nationality to cruelty 
is a good one, one must eschew the concept or expression ‘Boche’. For one 
cannot deny that there are any Boche – that is just denying that anyone is 
German, which is patently false. One cannot admit that there are any Boche 
and deny that they are cruel – that is just attempting to take back with one 
claim what one has committed oneself to with another. One can only refuse 
to employ the concept, on the grounds that it embodies an inference one 
does not endorse’ (2000:69–70).

This is first and foremost an example of how an explicit prejudice works because, in 
this case, a prejudiced concept is linked to a certain term. Brandom also mentions for 
example ‘nigger’, ‘whore’ and ‘faggot’. The problem with such terms is that ‘they couple 
‘descriptive’ circumstances of application to ‘evaluative’ consequences’ (2000:70).
 But how would it work for implicit prejudices, i.e. prejudices that are not expressed? 
What Brandom’s discussion of explicit prejudices shows is that once prejudiced people  
 
44 This definition does not imply that having prejudices can be ascribed only to people from relatively 

more powerful social groups. It aims at making explicit the inferential structure between certain 
(prejudiced) cognitive commitments and various practical commitments, regardless of whether 
people are in a position to act according to their practical commitments. Even if this were the case, 
the definition also allows the ascription of prejudices to people from relatively less powerful social 
groups because even they are capable, although in a more limited sense, of treating ‘others’ in a 
prejudiced way.

45 For a critical discussion of how African Americans are treated in America’s penal system and for 
what this implies for the (re)interpretation of this and other facts regarding African Americans: see 
Alexander (2010/ 2012).



230

Chapter 6

express what they believe (‘are committed to’) about people from certain social groups, 
the expressions themselves have certain inferential consequences. Anyone who wants to 
avoid being called ‘prejudiced’ will have to choose her words carefully. This is different 
with implicit prejudices. As these are not expressed, one is less likely to be recognised 
as being prejudiced. Before moving on, I first need to explain the explicit/implicit 
distinction and how it is different from the conscious/unconscious distinction. 
 Brandom’s normative pragmatism works ‘with the general methodological principle 
that one should understand what is implicit in terms of how it can be made explicit’ 
(2010:299). What is made explicit is a rationality that is already implicitly present 
in our actions. One possible candidate for understanding the hidden nature of some 
background beliefs, including at least what I call ‘hidden prejudices’, is, therefore, the 
notion of ‘implicit’. The notion ‘implicit’ has been part of the philosophical tradition 
for a long time, even if it has not usually received philosophers’ systematic, continuous 
attention. The term itself – in its Latin form as implicitus – was used in a philosophical 
sense, probably for the first time, in Boethius’ translation of Aristotle’s Organon and was 
later taken up by various medieval philosophers for further analysis.46 In these medieval 
treatments, the ‘implicit’ was analysed as part of the phrase ‘implicit proposition’. But 
even these early analyses show already, I think, how the meaning of ‘implicit’ easily 
shifts to ‘non-propositional’, the sense that is central to Brandom’s notion of ‘implicit’. 
Brandom, as we have seen, links the ‘non-propositional’ – the implicit, the non-
articulated – to knowing-how. 
 Does Brandom’s explicit/implicit distinction cover the same ground as the conscious/
unconscious distinction? Both distinctions function in a different way if we understand 
them as cognitive conditions for people’s beliefs and practices. After all, they are part of 
respectively a pragmatist and a representational theory of cognition. But perhaps they 
may still be taken to function in the same way as psychological conditions of people’s 
beliefs and practices? Shotwell is one theorist who chooses the notion of ‘implicit 
understanding’ to understand practices of prejudice (Shotwell’s own phrases: ‘individual 
and institutional racism’, ‘systems of domination’, ‘gender formation’). For her discussion 
on ‘implicit understanding’, she draws, for example, on Polanyi’s ‘tacit knowledge’, 
Bourdieu’s ‘habitus’ and Gadamer’s Vorurteil.47 She is familiar with Brandom’s Making It 
Explicit, but does not, somewhat surprisingly, make clear to what extent she takes over 
Brandom’s account of ‘implicit’, a term that of course belongs to Brandom’s technical 
vocabulary while neither Polanyi, Bourdieu, nor Gadamer uses it. Some of the senses 
of ‘implicit understanding’ are, however, consistent with Brandom’s own use: implicit 
as non-propositional, as know-how (‘skill-based knowledge’). But Shotwell also seems 

46 See Giusberti (1982). 
47 Gadamer uses Vorurteil (‘prejudice’) in a sense that we do not easily recognise today, namely as 

‘common sense’, which for some Enlightenment philosophers represented all the incorrect beliefs 
(superstition, prejudice, et cetera) of ordinary people. 
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to treat ‘implicit’ as a substitute for ‘unconscious’.48 I think this is a mistake. From the 
perspective of a representational (and therefore propositional) theory of cognition, the 
implicit in the sense of non-propositional implies a form of not knowing.49 But this 
cannot be concluded from Brandom’s notion of ‘implicit’ and need not be concluded 
from other notions of implicit as knowing-how. In the next chapter (section 2), I will 
explore in more detail how, within Brandom’s framework, we may understand self-
knowledge, including self-knowledge of one’s knowing-how. For now, I will assume that 
implicit commitments are still commitments that a person knows about. 
 My strategy to understand ‘hidden prejudice’ as implicit consists in making two 
moves: 

1. construct ‘hidden prejudice’ as the commitments that the sociological Interpreter 
attributes to prejudiced people, but in a way that the attribution is as much as 
possible ‘descriptive’ rather than critical; 

2. construct ‘hidden prejudice’ as consisting in a set of implicit cognitive and 
practical commitments which people take for granted, which here I will 
understand as: they do not recognise these commitments as their commitments, 
nor even as commitments. 

It is, of course, possible for the sociological Interpreter to offer a reconstruction of the 
hidden prejudices that immediately reveals that they involve incorrect inferences. My 
ambition with making the first move, however, is to find out whether it is possible to 
describe commitments in such a way that the prejudiced person may recognise them 
as making explicit what she is committed to. The second move is part of an attempt 
to understand prejudices specifically as a social phenomenon. Whenever philosophers 
analyse beliefs in terms of ‘I believe that...’, it suggests that people have consciously, 
deliberately, committed themselves to a certain belief, in a sense that implies that they 
take full responsibility for it. If prejudice is analysed as a social phenomenon and, 
therefore, as part of my current strategy, of implicit intentionality, it implies, I think, a 
reduced sense of responsibility for prejudices. I will therefore put a few constraints on 
the commitments the sociological Interpreter might attribute to prejudiced people. She 
may not attribute a commitment in a form that suggests that the prejudiced person is 
committed, from her own perspective, to:

• a prejudice (because this is what the sociological Interpreter thinks about the 
commitment of the prejudiced person);

 

48 See, e.g.: ‘There are levels of implicitness, some moving into explicit consciousness, some becoming 
a background, and others occluded’ (Shotwell 2011:xviii). 

49 See Marçal and Kisteumacher (2010).



232

Chapter 6

• any commitment as an unjustified belief (again, because this is what the 
sociological Interpreter thinks about the commitment of the prejudiced person);

• any commitment as an individual commitment, expressed, for example, as ‘I 
know’ or ‘I believe’ (because then it would be an explicit commitment).

The challenge, therefore, is to keep carefully apart the commitments of the prejudiced 
person and those of the sociological Interpreter. 
 For my discussion, I will use the example of an employment recruiter in Sweden 
who, during the selection for job interviews, favours applicants with Swedish names 
over those with Arab names.50 The sociological Interpreter might reconstruct the hidden 
prejudice as follows:

1. ‘I know that people with Arab names are less likely to be fluent in Swedish.’
2. ‘I am an employment recruiter, I am obliged to select only the best applicants.’
3. ‘I know that people with Arab names are less likely to be fluent in Swedish, I 

am obliged to select only the best applicants, so, I must favour applicants that 
have Swedish names.’

4. Conclusion: ‘I will select only the best applicants’.

This might represent the explicit inference to which the employment recruiter is 
committed. I will assume that the recruiter would subscribe to the conclusion and 
that, therefore, the fourth part of this inference is unproblematic. The first three parts, 
however, are problematic. I will start by analysing the first part. 
 The first part expresses a cognitive commitment for which the sociological Interpreter 
relies on the phrase ‘I believe’. Familiar in epistemology is the KK-principle: if you 
know some fact, you can know that you know that fact. While the issue of whether this 
principle is correct has been subjected to many detailed and technical analyses of its 
logic, my reason to doubt an ascription in the form of ‘I know’ is from a different order. 
 First of all, the choice between ‘I know’ or ‘I believe’ may already be problematic. The 
‘I know’ suggests that the recruiter can provide reasons for his claim. But replacing ‘I know’ 
with ‘I believe’ would suggest that the recruiter may believe something else as well. The 
challenge here consists in keeping apart the perspective of the sociological Interpreter who 
keeps score of the commitments of prejudiced people, and the perspective of prejudiced 
people themselves. A scorekeeper may be justified in attributing a commitment to a person, 
saying, for example: ‘She believes x’. But from the perspective of the attributee herself, it 
may in some cases be incorrect to claim of herself: ‘I believe x’ or, for that matter, ‘I know 
x’, because she does not believe (know) x, she is certain of x!
 Another disadvantage is that both phrases turn the commitment into an individual  
 

50 Based on the research by Rooth (2007), already referred to in 1.2. 
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one rather than a social one. As I said before, I aim for a reconstruction of the commitment 
she does not recognise as a commitment or even as her commitment. Would it be possible 
to reconstruct the commitment in a different way, as something that would, from her 
perspective at least, reduce her responsibility for the commitment? 
 At this point, Wittgenstein’s comments in his On Certainty (1969) may prove 
to be helpful, especially in the interpretation Moyal-Sharrock has given of them.51 
In a sense, Wittgenstein also tries, as Bourdieu does, to understand what people take 
for granted. But different from Bourdieu, Wittgenstein is not concerned with social 
facts that are entangled with relations of power. He is seemingly unconcerned about 
distinguishing between natural facts and social facts that, for people, have the ‘illusion 
of naturalness’. What is interesting is that, whereas Bourdieu seems to be focussed on 
unmasking prejudices as illusions, Wittgenstein’s remarks can help us to understand 
what it means for people themselves to have commitments they take for granted. 
Hidden prejudices consist in what, from the perspective of the sociological Interpreter, 
are commitments prejudiced people undertake, but what prejudiced people themselves 
experience as certainties which, for that reason, they do not recognise as potentially 
requiring entitlement, not even when they are appropriately challenged. 
 Wittgenstein meditates on facts that belong to our basic, everyday experiences: 
being a human being, this hand being my hand, my parents being my parents. What 
puzzles him about such facts is that they seem to resist a standard analysis in terms of 
justified, true beliefs. People ‘know’ they have a body, and yet, under the pressure of 
philosophical doubt, they do not seem to be able to give proof of it. Wittgenstein leaves 
behind the standard philosophical strategy of analysing such facts and instead opts for 
making a distinction between certainty and knowing.52 What is interesting about his 
understanding of certainty is that Wittgenstein links it to the notion of mistake: ‘[...] 
when is something objectively certain? When a mistake is not possible’ (1969, section 
194). In her reading of this passage, Moyal-Sharrock explains that being objectively 
certain ‘is not a matter of subjective or psychological conviction’.53 What is a logical 
feature of people’s certainties, in Wittgenstein’s sense, is that doubting these certainties 
is ‘logically impossible’ (Moyal-Sharrock 2005:73). Wittgenstein does not exclude the 
possibility that a person may make a claim that seems to qualify as her ‘mistakes’ about 
what people usually consider to be a certainty. Normally people are certain ‘that motor 
cars don’t grow out of the earth’ (1969, aphorism 279) and that their bodies are not, 
as Miss Natalija did believe (see chapter 1, section 4), subjected to ingenuously crafted 
influencing machines. But Wittgenstein denies that every false belief is for that reason  
a mistake: ‘I should not call this a mistake, but rather a mental disturbance’ (1969, 
aphorism 71). 

51 Wittgenstein (1969); Moyal-Sharrock (2005).
52 Moyal-Sharrock (2005) interprets Wittgenstein as making this categorical distinction. 
53 Wittgenstein’s passage is more extensively quoted by Moyal-Sharrock. 
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 To distinguish certainties from knowledge, Moyal-Sharrock introduces the 
metaphor of ‘hinge’, used by Wittgenstein himself in some of his explorations of 
certainty.54 Moyal-Sharrock has explored the many examples Wittgenstein discusses and 
categorised them into various classes of ‘hinges’. While some ‘hinges’ are natural, others 
are either acquired or conditioned. Moyal-Sharrock explains:

‘When acquired [...] hinges are acquired the way we acquire skills or habits: 
through training or repeated exposure, not through propositional learning’ 
(2007:109). 

What is important for understanding certainties, as opposed to knowledge, is that for 
people, these certainties are not open to doubt, not in any subjective or psychological 
sense, as Moyal-Sharrock warns us, but in the sense that it is ‘logically impossible’ 
(2007:73). 
 Understanding hidden prejudice as what for prejudiced people themselves are 
certainties, in line with Wittgenstein’s explorations and Moyal-Sharrock’s interpretation, 
provides a different way of making hidden prejudices explicit. It suggests that we look 
for a different way of attributing commitments to prejudiced people. The sociological 
Interpreter should acknowledge that prejudiced people take certain truths to be evident 
facts about the world and not commitments they undertake. What the sociological 
Interpreter attributes to them as a commitment they undertake, they themselves 
understand as a general fact, or in Wittgensteinian terms as a certainty, or in Brandomian 
terms as a fact for which they do not recognise any need for an entitlement because they 
do not recognise it as a commitment they undertake. 
 If the first part is rephrased, the inference attributed to the prejudiced recruiter 
now looks as follows:

1. ‘People with Arab names are less likely to be fluent in Swedish.’
2. ‘I am an employment recruiter, I am obliged to select only the best applicants.’
3. ‘People with Arab names are less likely to be fluent in Swedish, I am obliged to 

select only the best applicants, so, I must favour applicants that have Swedish 
names.’

4. Conclusion: ‘I will select only the best applicants’.

This still does not present the recruiter’s inference as hiding her prejudice. I will now 
turn to the second part. 
 One of the elements in the second part of the inference is that a pro-attitude, in  
 
54 See, e.g. Wittgenstein (1969, aphorism 343): ‘We just can’t investigate everything, and for that 

reason, we are forced to rest content with assumption. If I want the door to turn, the hinges must 
stay put’. 
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this case, an obligation, is attributed to the prejudiced recruiter. In Brandom’s technical 
vocabulary, this makes explicit a distinct practical commitment.55 In the inference as 
reconstructed above, it is assumed that we need to make explicit (a) a pro-attitude in 
addition to the fact that the person involved is an employment recruiter and (b) yet another 
pro-attitude in addition to the previous one and the fact that ‘people with Arab names are 
less likely to be fluent in Swedish’. The disadvantage would be that the need to assume a 
pro-attitude weakens the proposal to understand ‘hidden prejudice’ as ‘implicit prejudice’ 
because the pro-attitudes themselves already make it clear, for the recruiter herself as well, 
that she is making a difference between people with Swedish names and those that have 
not. Would it be possible, according to another explanatory strategy, to claim that ‘I will 
select only the best applicants’ may follow from both what is taken for a fact ‘People with 
Arab names are less likely to be fluent in Swedish’ and ‘I am an employment recruiter’? 
For rational choice theorists, this is not a viable strategy as they assume that a decision (‘I 
will select only the best applicants’) is preceded by explicit deliberation. As we have seen, 
Bourdieu criticises them for not recognising that people’s beliefs are constituted by social 
beliefs. But people, as Bourdieu suggests, suffer from amnesia of genesis. It creates for 
people the illusion of making personal choices whereas they conform to social dispositions 
of reasoning. Brandom also opposes, as does Bourdieu, ‘rational choice theorists and 
others who approach the norms of rationality through decision theory or game theory’ 
(2000a:30–31). His criticism, however, starts from a different position. Brandom is 
interested in how we may attribute to people when we see them performing a certain 
action, a certain practical reasoning to account for their action. What motivates Brandom’s 
discussion is his concern for a proper understanding of our normative vocabulary and 
what it means to make explicit what people do or believe implicitly. 
 One way of explaining what people do, using a normative vocabulary, is to 
include into this explanation phrases that express normativity. Rational choice theorists 
understand normativity in terms of individual choice or, in more technical terminology, 
an individual evaluative pro-attitude. Standard phrases that express such a pro-attitude  
are, for example, wants, decisions, desires, preferences.56 To explain Brandom’s criticism  
of rational choice theorists, we will start with a simple example Brandom (2000a) himself 
discusses. When we observe someone opening her umbrella in a rainy street, we might 
think that, if we asked her why she opened her umbrella, the reason she would give is:  
 
55 See Brandom (1993, Chapter 4, Section VI). 
56 Brandom’s discussion of the attribution of practical reasoning includes not only pro-attitudes 

in terms of personal evaluations but also in terms of more general evaluations. Of course, there 
are relevant differences between personal evaluations and more general evaluations to which an 
individual conforms. For my argument, it is enough that I discuss only the first. Brandom targets 
especially Davidson, but also Humeans. Nevertheless, I want to add some explanation here. The 
core idea of rational choice theory is that understanding actions in terms of reasons requires that we 
understand them in terms of a conscious approval of them. Bourdieu criticises this idea along the lines 
of the conscious/ non-conscious-distinction. Brandom’s criticism of rational choice theorists may be 
interpreted along the lines of both a conscious/unconscious and an individual-social distinction.
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‘It is raining’. This is, therefore, the practical reasoning we might ascribe to that person: 

It is raining, so I shall open my umbrella.57

This is still a material inference, one that does not yet use formal logic. We may put it 
into a formal scheme.

It is raining
Only opening my umbrella will keep me dry
⊢ I shall open my umbrella

What would change once we employ normative vocabulary in expressing the material 
inference? Rational choice theorists would treat the inference as incomplete: it is missing 
a premise, namely what that the person wants (or: desires, prefers). According to them, 
the inference should be represented like this:

It is raining 
Only opening my umbrella will keep me dry 
I want to stay dry
⊢ I shall open my umbrella

Simply ascribing to someone the belief that it is raining would not count as providing 
her with a good reason for opening her umbrella. We need to include in our ascription 
the attribution of a want (desire, preference) to stay dry. 
 Brandom does not in the first place disagree with attributing a decision (preference, 
desire) to people whom we see performing some action. He disagrees, however, with 
rational choice theorists about how to understand this attributed decision. It is one thing to 
add an extra premise, yet another thing to claim that this completes what would otherwise 
remain an incomplete and, therefore, invalid reasoning. To make his point clear Brandom 
contrasts two sorts of reasoning: material inferences versus formal inferences. The standard 
view on explanation is the formal one, which treats inferences as correct ones because of 
their form: an inference is correct if it is a formally valid one. The inference we have just 
seen, completed by rational choice theorists with an extra premise, is an example of such a 
formally valid inference. An example of a materially good inference may be this one: 

It is raining
⊢ The streets are wet

57 This is one of three examples Brandom provides and which I will present here in a slightly different 
form (see Brandom 2000:84–89). While Brandom uses the ‘∴’ sign to indicate the conclusion, I use 
here the ‘⊢’ sign. 
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A materially good inference is correct because of the content of its non-logical vocabulary. 
Brandom favours an order of explanation that treats materially good inferences as prior 
to formally valid inferences.58 This has implications for how he views practical reasoning, 
as in the example of opening one’s umbrella: 

It is raining
⊢ I shall open my umbrella 

As we have seen, rational choice theorists claim this inference fails if we do not add the 
missing premise of a want (desire, preference). Brandom claims that this need not be 
the case. The inference presented here, a material inference, is already a correct inference 
which we may treat as good in the same way that the previous example provides a good 
inference: 

1. If it is raining, the streets are wet.
2. If it is raining, I open my umbrella. 

Both are materially good inferences. In the second case, the material inference would 
fail only if someone had a desire not to stay dry, as had Don Lockwood, the character 
played by Gene Kelly in the classic movie scene from Singin’ in the Rain.59 As I already 
suggested, Brandom does not disagree with attributing ‘wants’ or ‘desires’. But he does 
disagree, as I understand him, with the claim that we can infer from such ascriptions 
that people have such beliefs in an empirical sense. The relevance of such ascriptions 
is not psychological, but normative: we should understand such ascriptions ‘to make 
explicit in assertible, propositional form the endorsement of a pattern of material 
practical inferences’. If we conclude from what we see that a man in the rain, contrary 
to the usual patterns of practical reasoning, has a desire not to stay dry, this does not 
necessarily imply that other people have a desire to stay dry if they conform to that usual 
pattern of practical reasoning. 
 What we can learn from Brandom’s discussion is that we do not need to make 
explicit a reason for the employment recruiter to explain why she is selecting only the 
best applicants. The advantage is that it contributes to a better understanding of the 
recruiter’s behaviour as implicit, i.e. from her own perspective. I, therefore, suggest that 
we cancel the reasoning in the original third part and replace it with the conclusion.  
The inference would now be as follows: 
 

58 This claim is part of his theoretical programme to explain the second in terms of the first. I will not 
further pursue his arguments, but for some explanation of this theoretical programme: see chapter 5, 
section 6.

59 Brandom himself mentions this example. 
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1. ‘People with Arab names are less likely to be fluent in Swedish.’
2. ‘I am an employment recruiter.’
3. Conclusion: ‘I have selected only the best applicants’.

If this inference is a plausible reconstruction of the recruiter’s reasoning (her material 
reasoning, as Brandom would say), it may show how this reference for the recruiter 
herself reveals not any obvious prejudice but instead a pattern of reasoning that she 
takes to be self-evidential. Only once the sociological Interpreter would provide a critical 
reconstruction of this reference, by making explicit every tacit step in the inference, 
would this reveal that the inference is an incorrect one. 
 My proposal to understand hidden prejudices as implicit prejudices, as sketched 
above, agrees more or less with Bourdieu’s approach to social practices. Prejudiced people 
are not simply ignorant about how they perceive, judge and act. What they are ignorant 
about is the (explicit) interpretation of their practices. While people have their own 
opinions (doxa) about what their practices mean, implicit in their practices is a meaning 
(the ‘learned ignorance’) that the sociological Interpreter can make explicit. Implicit 
prejudices can be understood as commitments without the need to understand these 
commitments in any voluntaristic, rational-choice kind of way. Claiming that people 
authorise or, in Brandom’s terminology, are committed to certain prejudices, is a way 
of making explicit what people do. And so, in this way, the sociological Interpreter may 
attribute hidden prejudices to people. This does not necessarily imply that people, from 
their own perspective, understand their practices as implying discrimination originating 
in prejudices they have authorised. The structure of ‘authorising’ is implicit in these 
practices; making it explicit in a claim that these people authorise their prejudices, is 
what the sociological Interpreter is doing. That people have committed themselves to 
certain prejudiced beliefs remains hidden from themselves: on the one hand, because 
they have forgotten about how they acquired their beliefs (what Bourdieu calls ‘amnesia 
of origin’), on the other hand, because it is concealed by their own explicit views about 
those prejudiced beliefs (in Bourdieu’s terminology: doxa). As a result, they experience 
the ‘truths’ they are committed to as something natural. Making explicit the underlying 
structures of authorising is the hermeneutical task for the sociological Interpreter.60

60 See Blaakman (2012), in which a similar phenomenon was explored, drawing on the writings of 
mostly Bourdieu and Gadamer. Here the phenomenon that injustices can remain hidden from 
people performing those injustices, was called here ‘hermeneutic invisibility’. 
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6.5. Implicit intentionality as social intentionality

How can we make sense, within Brandom’s framework, of the veil of prejudice? In the 
previous section, I have discussed one aspect: how we may understand that prejudices are 
in some way ‘hidden’ to people themselves. But prejudices are also social, for example, in 
the sense that people have their prejudices in common with other people in their society. 
What would this mean? Does it simply mean that people happen to have the same 
prejudice? Or does it also mean that they each know that they all have their prejudices 
in common? In this section, I will explore the wider problem of whether Brandom’s 
framework allows the attribution to people of collective commitments. I start with a 
brief glance at how similar issues are analysed within a mentalist framework and to 
which problem these analyses give rise. I then turn to Brandom’s normative-pragmatist 
framework. Brandom himself has not engaged in discussing collective commitments.61 
I will therefore propose how we may use his notions of inference and scorekeeping 
in a way that may solve that problem. For this, I will introduce the notion of ‘public 
performance’. 
 Undertaking a commitment may raise the question (if one is appropriately 
challenged) whether one is entitled to that commitment.62 Someone – I will call her 
‘Alice’ – may claim: ‘I have seen a car accident happening near this crossing’. Suppose 
Alice was interviewed by a journalist and that she was telling how another bystander – 
Bertrand, someone she only knows vaguely, a distant acquaintance who happened to be 
there – had also witnessed the accident. Even if she might not have spoken to him, she 
might still claim: ‘We have seen a car accident happening near this crossing’. Why is this 
person entitled to move from an I-perspective to adopting a we-perspective in making 
her claim or, as we may describe it, from making an I-commitment to a we-commitment? 
How will she justify her we-commitment, i.e. her claim that what she observed was 
observed by all bystanders, including the observation that they observed each other, 
observing the car accident? This is the problem of justifying collective commitments.
 This problem is discussed here as a problem of common prejudices. But it 
is a familiar problem that has been discussed in philosophy in various versions, for 
example as the problem of collective action/intentionality or the problem of common 
knowledge.63 Although both debates focus on different kinds of commitments, the first 
on practical commitments, the second on doxastic commitments, and therefore use 
somewhat different terminology, they both aim for analysing collective commitments. 
How collective commitments are defined and analysed as a problem has also basically  
 
61 For a similar observation on Brandom and also Bourdieu: see Tuomela (2002:6).
62 See the discussion in this chapter, section 2.
63 For a general discussion of the problem of collective intentionality: see Schmid and Schweikard 

(2009a). For a general discussion of the problem on common knowledge: see Vanderschraaf and 
Sillari (2014). More recently, a debate is developing on ‘joint attention’, closely related to the other 
two debates. See, e.g. Eilan (2005); Peacocke (2005).
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the same structure in both debates. Theorists from both debates mostly try to explain 
collective commitments in terms of individual commitments. Although such theorists 
differ in solutions they choose, for reasons of convenience, I will call them reductionists. 
To illustrate what in these debates the problem of collective commitments is supposed 
to be, I choose to home in briefly on the debate on common knowledge.
 Common knowledge refers to a situation in which people not only know φ, but also 
know it together and may say ‘we know that φ’. Mutual knowledge, however, simply means 
that some people who know φ, do not know this together and may not say ‘we know that 
φ’, or, according to the formal definition by Vanderschraaf: ‘Informally, a proposition A 
is mutually known among a set of agents if each agent knows that A. Mutual knowledge 
by itself implies nothing about what, if any, knowledge anyone attributes to anyone else’ 
(2014:15). For example, if by some accident Peter knows that Richard knows the same secret, 
and if Peter confessed to someone else: ‘We (= Richard and me) know φ’, this statement 
would be true, but only in the sense that φ is mutual knowledge. To claim that it is common 
knowledge for them would not be valid, for the simple reason that Richard doesn’t know he 
is included in this ‘we’. But what would justify a claim to common knowledge? Theorists on 
common knowledge usually reconstruct such a claim by starting with a claim, stated from a 
first-person singular perspective, and then working towards what may justify a claim, stated 
from a first-person plural. Their aim is often to explain we-commitments in a reductive way, 
to show how we-commitments can be made sense of in terms of I-commitments. To show 
how it works, we return to the example of Alice, who had witnessed a car accident. From 
what she observed – the car accident and Bertrand somewhere near – she might infer the 
following: 

1. ‘I know that φ.’
2. ‘I know that Bertrand knows that φ.’
3. ‘I know that Bertrand knows that I know that φ.’

This sequence may be extended with many more steps. But at what point would Alice be 
justified to infer from the previous steps ‘We know that φ’? While this (brief ) sequence 
only provides a simple presentation of a (yet inadequate) solution, reductionists aim for 
reconstruction in a sense that individual commitments (in this case, individual cognitive 
commitments) in the end can add up to something that may count as a ‘collective 
commitment’ if only this sequence is supplemented with the appropriate conditions. 
 Both the debate on common knowledge and the debate on collective action/
intentionality are structured by a distinction between individual and collective commitments 
– expressed in the case of cognitive commitments, by respectively ‘I know’ and ‘we know’. 
But the distinction, in how it is used, suggests a difference between two different types of 
commitments because they are contrasted in ways that make clear that they are not the 
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same and do not overlap.64 In each case, it seems safe to assume that having an individual 
commitment by itself excludes having a collective commitment because, after all, it cannot 
by itself include what yet needs to be explained: having a collective commitment. 
 Can we get a firmer grip on how the notion of individual commitment is 
understood? If we home in, once again, on the debate on common knowledge, we see 
that collective cognitive commitment amounts to ‘common knowledge’. But to what kind 
of knowledge do individual cognitive commitments lead? The problem with expressions 
like ‘I know’ is that they are often ambiguous. If someone would say ‘I know where a 
treasure is hidden’, the phrase ‘I know’ can be used in at least four different ways. Below 
I will make these differences explicit by slightly adjusting the phrase ‘I know’.

‘Only I know φ’: an expression indicating exclusive knowledge. A knows 
φ, and she is the only one who knows φ, or at least she attributes to herself 
exclusive knowledge of some fact φ.

‘I know φ too’: an expression indicating common knowledge. If A shares 
knowledge with B, he is allowed to say both ‘we know φ’ and ‘I know φ’. Or, 
to use another example: if a person is travelling with some friends to Paris by 
train, she may assert, depending on the context, both ‘I am going to Paris’ or 
‘We (she and her friends) are going to Paris’. Which phrase she will use will 
depend on the context, i.e. on what her conversation partner will ask her.

‘Only I know that we know φ’: an expression indicating a combination of 
mutual and exclusive knowledge. What is mutual knowledge is that both A 
and B know φ. But only A knows that φ is mutual knowledge for both. 

‘At least I know φ’: an expression indicating someone’s inconclusive 
knowledge as to which other people know too about φ: ‘At least I know that I 
know that φ, but I do not know whether other people, or which other people, 
also know that φ”.

Even more uses might be added, but perhaps one of the above already matches how 
reductionists use their notion of individual commitments? At least it will not be ‘I know 
φ too’ because this meaning, of course, already presupposes what is to be explained: 
having common knowledge. Of the remaining three uses, the basic form seems to be:  
‘Only I know φ’.65 Does this agree with the reductionist’s use of individual commitments? 

64 See, e.g. Tuomela (2006), who uses for this distinction the terms ‘I-mode’ and ‘we-mode’. 
65 The expression ‘Only I know that we know φ’ can be reconstructed as a variety of ‘Only I know 

that φ’ whereas ‘Only I know that φ’ and ‘At least I know φ’ have in common the self-attribution of 
exclusive knowledge, even if the second expression seems to express doubt about the exclusivity of 
having this knowledge.
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Interestingly, reductionists do not seem to systematically analyse what they mean by 
individual commitments. Sometimes what indicates how they understand them is the 
expression ‘private’. Barwise, for example, contrasts ‘common knowledge’ with ‘ordinary 
(private) knowledge’ (Barwise 1987:366).66 It would mean that the reductionists’ use of 
‘I know’ (and similar expressions, such as ‘I intend’) comes close to what I identified 
above as ‘Only I know φ’. In both uses, a person has certain unique knowledge in the 
sense that this excludes making a claim for common knowledge. 
 In the debate on collective action, Searle has developed an argument against the 
assumption that collective commitments should be understood as reducible to individual 
commitments. But the argument can be transferred to the debate on common knowledge. 
Paraphrasing the argument by Searle (1995 24-25), it may be claimed that an endless 
chain of ‘I know’ can never add up to a ‘we know’. It would be interesting to see why 
exactly this argument holds. Applying the distinction between common knowledge and 
mutual knowledge will show that what the standard solution or its variants are able to 
explain is at the most that people have mutual knowledge. To distinguish the mutual ‘we’ 
from the common ‘we’, I will use the notation ‘*we*’ to represent the mutual ‘we’ and ‘we’ 
simply to represent the common ‘we’. (The mutual ‘we’ should not tempt us into thinking 
that it represents a group of people sharing common knowledge. It merely represents: ‘I 
know that φ and I know that B knows φ, but B does not know that I know φ as well.’) If 
the sentences ‘I know that φ’ and ‘I know that Bertrand knows that φ’ are replaced by the 
sentence ‘*We* know that φ’, no meaning is lost, because at this point of the sequence, 
step (2a), from her perspective Bertrand still does not know that she too knows that φ. This 
reflection only occurs at the following step in the sequence, step (3a). But even reaching 
this step, mutual knowledge still does not change into common knowledge. Once again, 
the sentence ‘I know that Bertrand knows that I know that φ’ also can be replaced by a 
sentence expressing *we* know: ‘*We* know that Bertrand knows that I know that φ’. The 
real problem is that no extra level of reflection will ever succeed in helping pass the point 
of mutual knowledge. The different stages (from stage (1) to infinity) show different levels 
of reflection. In this way, the reductionists are in danger of only recognising individual 
commitments. They appear to offer no correct notion of common knowledge as mutual 
knowledge is only the sum of consecutive individual commitments which have the same 
content in common. Their explanations recurrently end up in mutual knowledge and 
are not able to pass this point. No matter what the solution the reductionists offer, if 
they assume that collective commitments can be reduced to individual commitments, any  
solution will fail, and the most they are able to show is that a knower is able to understand 
mutual knowledge, which is different from common knowledge. 
 Brandom’s normative pragmatics would seem to offer no better prospect for 
solving the problem of collective commitments. Brandom has a perspectival view  
 
66 For other examples of ‘private’ that seems to point in a similar direction: see, e.g. Barwise (1987) and 

Tuomela (2006), Vanderschraaf and Sillari (2014).
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on social intentionality, as we have seen (in section 2). He understands sociality to 
have an I-thou sociality. It means, for example, that people are scorekeepers: keeping 
score of other people’s commitments as different from their own commitments. This 
has provoked criticism by Habermas (2000), characterising Brandom’s account as 
methodological individualism.67 What Brandom claims to be an I-thou structure is rather, 
according to Habermas, ‘the relation between a first person who raises validity claims 
and a third person who attributes validity claims to the other person’ (2000:345). Even 
more so, every new communication between people ‘opens with an ascription that the 
interpreter undertakes from the observer’s perspective of a third person’ (id.). On this 
interpretation, Brandom’s account would be in no better position to explain collective 
commitments. He would even seem to subscribe to a similar notion of commitment as 
expressing basically an individual perspective, while collective commitments strictly do 
not exist and should be understood in terms of individual commitments. I will argue 
that this is not the case. While the standard approach reduces collective commitments to 
individual commitments and Searle chooses the reverse approach, Brandom’s normative 
pragmatism can be used, I think, for a strategy that differs from both. To outline this 
strategy, I will first return to the debates on collective commitments, attempt to uncover 
the basic assumptions and criticise them.
 My claim is that Brandom’s normative pragmatics dismisses talk of collective and 
individual commitments if this would imply a difference between types of commitments. 
Any commitment by itself is neither of an individual or a collective type. Instead, the 
distinction between adopting either an individual or collective perspective, between 
attributing to oneself either an individual or collective commitment, belongs to the 
conceptual content of a commitment. My proposal would be that, in contexts where 
it matters to assess who has a certain commitment and who has not, expressions such 
as ‘I know’ and ‘we know’ may function to express someone’s insight into processes 
of knowledge acquisition. Here the basic distinction is between public and secretive, 
which is related to, but different from, the common/private distinction. If, as in the 
case of Alice and Bertrand, they understand that this situation – their presence near the 
car accident and their observation of the situation, including each other – is a public 
performance, at least for each other, they may infer from this that they have common 
knowledge about the situation. They are entitled to claiming: ‘We know that φ’. In 
other cases, a person may infer from the situation that only she knows it. She has hidden 
her money and jewels in a little box and buried them in the ground, making sure that  
nobody saw what she did. If she would now claim ‘Only I know where I have buried my 
box’, it expresses her insight into what makes a situation a secretive one.68 

67 In contrast, Barber (2011) suggests a very different, favourable reading of Brandom’s I-thou sociality, 
one that uncovers similarities between Brandom’s and Levinas’s analysis of I-thou sociality.

68 The point here is, of course, not whether she is entitled to that claim. It may be that someone saw, 
unknown to her, that she was burying the box. Her claim would still express her insight into what 
counts as a secretive situation.
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 The standard approaches to the problem of collective commitments privilege individual 
commitments. Only the phenomenon of common knowledge or, again more generally, of 
collective commitments is assumed to raise problems. Private knowledge is what represents 
‘ordinary knowledge’ or, more generally, individual commitments are what represents 
ordinary commitments. My introduction of the public/secretive distinction may seem no 
improvement in this discussion. After all, what reductionists are trying to do is to make 
explicit what it means that a situation is a ‘public performance’. If only they succeed in doing 
this, in terms of individual commitments, they will have explained collective commitments 
in terms of individual commitments. But I think their analysis fails at two points. First, 
they make the wrong choice in assuming that public performances require analysis. Second, 
their notion of individual commitment as expressing ‘private knowledge’ is fundamentally 
problematic: it differs from how I understand ‘secretive knowledge. Even more so, adopting 
a notion of ‘private knowledge’ is likely to exclude, by definition, any collective commitment.  
 My claim would be that our default understanding of situations is that of public 
performances. It would imply that what we need to learn is not so much what makes 
situations into public performances but what makes them secretive. Young children, 
therefore, start with the broadest possible notion of ‘publicness’. Gradually they learn 
the constraints on ‘publicness’. As we grow up, we usually get better at recognising what 
turns a situation into less public. I think the idea of default publicness is consistent with 
Brandom’s normative pragmatics. Undertaking commitments should be understood as 
being basically a public activity (either in doing or saying).69 In their turn, the attributions 
of commitments should also be understood as being basically public. In Brandom’s view, 
conversations do not usually function to make explicit what people agree on. What 
people agree on, their collective commitments, usually stay in the background unless 
any of the participants has reason to believe, and a reason to express, that a certain  
commitment may not be collective. Adopting a we-perspective in doing what we do is, 
therefore, the most common thing in everyday life, but we seldom go about making this 
explicit, i.e. to make assertions using the first-person plural. When people cooperate, 
they start from a background of common understanding.70 
 The distinction between ‘public’ and ‘secretive’, as I use it here, differs radically from 
the distinction between ‘common’ and ‘private’. Here it may be helpful to understand 
‘publicness’ as a two-level notion: it stands in a contrastive relation to ‘secretive’ while 
 

69 This aspect of Brandom’s has received little discussion, as far as I know. As one of few Gibbard 
acknowledges this implication of Brandom’s views and phrases what he takes to be Brandom’s 
position as follows: ‘We must reject the mode of explaining that has prevailed among philosophers: 
explaining public meanings as arising from interactions thinkers whose thoughts can be identified 
and understood independently of public practice’ (2010:17). 

70 Of course, we may still want to make explicit the conditionals that are involved in inferring from a 
certain situation that is a public performance. Brandom would claim, I think, that such inferences 
are material and do not allow for making explicit all conditionals since inferences on publicness will 
probably be non-monotonic. For an interesting discussion on monotonic inferences: see Brandom 
(2002, chapter 2).
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it stands in a contradictory relation to ‘private’ (in its technical sense). It implies, for 
example, that ‘secretive’ does not mean non-public. When a person understands a 
situation as ‘secretive’, for herself and perhaps for still other people (if they have a secret 
meeting), it simply expresses her insight that the situation she (and her accomplices) is 
relatively less public than other, standard situations.71 But a secretive situation is still a 
‘public performance’ in the sense that it is possible in principle that other people are able to 
acquire knowledge about this situation (perhaps a secret camera is registering their secret 
meeting). It means that my notion of ‘secretive’ differs from the notion of ‘private’ in the 
previous discussions. Although I suggested that ‘Only I know φ’ may be equivalent to the 
‘I know’ as reductionists use it to express ‘private knowledge’, closer inspection reveals that 
the phrases differ substantially. One context in which the phrase ‘Only I know φ’ makes 
sense, from a Brandomian perspective, is the example of a person who all by herself, under 
secretive conditions, has hidden a treasure. But the examples that reductionists use in their 
debate are always those of public performance. It indicates a radically different notion of 
an individual commitment which, in their sense, is exemplary of ordinary knowledge. 
For example, their use of the expression ‘private’, as in ‘private knowledge’, suggests a link 
with the familiar notion of ‘private language’. In that case, we should understand ‘having 
individual commitments’ as analogous to ‘having a private language’. If that is correct, 
it would explain why reductionists analyse collective commitments the way they do. 
Individual commitments should be understood, on the ‘private language’ interpretation, 
in terms of mental states an individual has. The individual who introspects these mental 
states understands their contents as reflecting his first-person singular perspective, but 
in a sense that, by definition, stands in a contradictory relation to ‘public’, to ‘we’. The 
individual’s grasp of the contents of his own mental states is, in this sense, solipsistic. For 
an individual who attends a public performance and tries to infer what might justify his 
conclusion that the situation is common knowledge for him and the other people in the 
audience, therefore present a riddle if he cannot retreat to background commitments that 
are collective in a Brandomian sense.   
 People, as participants in a community, have been socialised into acquiring 
certain patterns of reasoning. However, these patterns may, from the perspective of 
the sociological Interpreter, present incorrect inferences. The process of acquiring these 
patterns was the result of exposure to public, iterative, non-propositional ‘performances’.  
These patterns of reasoning are therefore public. In this sense, people have collective 
commitments. But as people take these patterns of reasoning for granted, understanding 
them as certainties, as natural, people do not recognise them as their commitments.

71 Admittedly, the term ‘secretive’ does not sufficiently cover what I try to capture here because this 
term implies that people have an interest in making a situation ‘secretive’. This implication is not 
intended in my notion of ‘secretive’. Probably ‘private’, in its ordinary use, is a better candidate for 
my notion as it also does not imply the denial of ‘public performance’, although it implies a smaller 
‘public’ attending the performance. Obviously, in my current discussion, using the term ‘private’ for 
a different notion would lead to terminological confusion.
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6.6. Conclusion

This chapter has shown how the pragmatist framework can be used to make sense of the 
veil of prejudice without taking recourse to the mentalist vocabulary of the conscious/
unconscious distinction. It required explaining what it implies for understanding 
prejudices as a social phenomenon and as hidden from people themselves. I picked up 
on two ideas from Brandom’s theoretical views: first, that the practices of rationality 
are intrinsically social practices (as the mutual attribution and scorekeeping of 
commitments) and, second, that rationality is explicit in what we say and implicit in 
what we do. Each of these notions, by themselves, did not suffice to explain hidden 
prejudice. My strategy was to combine them in the sense that the veil of prejudice is 
explained in terms of implicit social practices. To avoid an explanation of ‘implicit’ in 
terms of ‘unconscious’, I briefly explored Bourdieu’s meta-theoretical considerations for 
his notion of ‘habitus’. I then explored an explanation of hidden prejudices as incorrect 
inferences based on commitments that people do not recognise as their commitments, 
not even as commitments. To explain hidden prejudices as a social phenomenon, I 
chose to reinterpret Brandom’s idea of mutual scorekeeping. I argued that we should 
distinguish – next to scorekeeping as the attribution to others of commitments that are 
different from mine – a more basic kind of scorekeeping consisting in the attribution of 
collective commitments to others they share with me. The first type takes place against 
the background of the second. 
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7.1. Introduction

In the previous chapter, I have shown that the pragmatist framework can provide a very 
different interpretation of the veil of prejudice. If this is plausible, this framework might 
also provide a very different answer to my research question. This chapter aims to use the 
pragmatist framework for forging several notions to replace the liberal-mentalist notions 
of epistemic autonomy, freedom, responsibility, and manipulation. While presenting 
these notions, I will be gradually working towards a pragmatist answer to the research 
question: What are the conditions for non-deliberative actions to count as holding responsible 
those people who perform practices of hidden prejudice?
 The following section will suggest an understanding of self-knowledge as inferential 
(instead of introspective). On this proposal, knowing about yourself, about the bodily 
movements you know as actions, about actions as socially relevant, is a matter of self-
attribution. This proposal has two functions. It paves the way for explaining (section 3) 
how Brandom’s account of the space of reasons as a social space may escape a different kind 
of determinism: social determinism. It also prepares the discussion on responsibility for 
practices of hidden prejudice (section 4) that self-knowledge and ignorance about one’s 
prejudice are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary: the transition from ignorance to 
self-knowledge allows various shades. This insight has consequences for what strategies 
(including manipulative ones) one will pursue in holding people responsible for their 
prejudices. I will then suggest a pragmatist notion of non-deliberative action (section 5). 
Next, I return to the discussion on manipulation and show that non-deliberative action 
can be, but is not necessarily, manipulative. As this notion of non-deliberative action 
will still be rather abstract, I will suggest a strategy for adapting this notion to socio-
political contexts by proposing an understanding of non-deliberative action as narrative 
performance (section 6) and illustrate this by discussing a case study (section 7). Finally, 
I will return to the issue of responsibility for hidden prejudices and criticise, using the 
pragmatist notion of responsible agency that I will have developed so far, the mentalist 
approach to this issue.

7.2. Epistemic autonomy revisited

Underlying the various notions that will be discussed in the next sections is some notion 
of epistemic autonomy. We have seen that it is part of liberal autonomy. We have also 
seen that epistemic autonomy can be assimilated, as introspective self-knowledge, into 
a mentalist framework. Is there any alternative? Does Brandom’s normative pragmatics 
offer any notion of non-mentalist, i.e. non-introspective, epistemic autonomy? Brandom 
himself has not provided any account of such a notion. But I think his normative 
pragmatics does allow for developing an alternative notion of epistemic autonomy 
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as inferential.1 Below I will not provide any fully detailed account, as this exceeds my 
purposes. But I will try to sketch what such an account might basically look like. I will 
start with resuming Brandom’s account of people as rational beings, as discussed so far, 
and I will take up several notions to sketch a notion of inferential epistemic autonomy 
at two levels: first at a basic level as a notion of bodily self-knowledge (as proprioceptive 
knowledge), second at the more abstract level as a notion of social self-knowledge. My 
discussion of the second notion will be brief: in the next section, I will provide more 
comments. 
 People are claim-makers. In Brandom’s view, it means that people’s basic attitude 
towards the world is normative. As we have seen, having a normative attitude is an 
attitude people have for treating whatever they observe, whatever others do, whatever 
they themselves do, as either correct or incorrect. If we want to make explicit what 
functions as the criterion for treating something as (in)correct, we might add: according 
to their grasp of the world or, let’s say, according to their concepts (or: their claims). 
Treating something as (in)correct according to a concept/claim may be done in different 
ways. Your friend’s claim, for example, is that boletes are edible except for Satan’s boletes 
(as they are poisonous). You might be strolling around through the woodlands with 
a friend, gathering edible mushrooms, and be warned by her that you have gathered 
the wrong mushroom, a Satan’s bolete. Or your friend might gather herself an edible 
bolete instead. This presents two different ways of how anyone may ‘act’ according to 
her concept/claim on boletes. In one case, your friend treats your gathering a bolete as 
incorrect. In the other case, your friend treats her own gathering a bolete as correct. 
You, in your turn, have corrected your own concept of boletes (assuming you have 
one). While you always had thought that all boletes are edible, you now have learned 
from your friend’s warning that you must distinguish between boletes that are edible 
and those that are not. (And next, you hope your friend will teach you how to tell the 
difference.) 
 The challenge is to understand how experience (in our example: the experience 
that you have gathered, unknowingly, a Satan’s bolete) may be understood as the use 
of concepts. As Brandom sees it, one model would be that experience consists of two 
different kinds of activity: applying a concept and altering a concept. Your friend applies 
her concept of boletes as she gathers edible boletes by distinguishing them from non-
edible boletes. Next, her warning helped you alter your concept of boletes as ‘all edible’ 
into ‘all edible except for Satan’s boletes’. On this model of experience, the application 
of a concept itself proceeds as a ‘two-phase story, according to which one sort of activity 
institutes conceptual norms, and then another sort of activity applies those concepts’ 
(2002:213) or, in a slightly different version: ‘first one stipulates meanings, then experience 

1 The account of self-knowledge that Richard Moran proposes, and which was discussed in chapter 2, 
section 5) may perhaps be characterised as a mixed view, i.e. as implying that self-knowledge is both 
introspective and inferential (via the therapist).
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dictates which deployments of them yield true theories’ (2002:214).2 Different from 
this two-phase application is the alteration of a concept. Altering a concept consists 
of replacing one concept with another. As Brandom claims, this model works on the 
condition that concepts are thought of as complete or maximally determinate. Your 
concept of a bolete tells you how to distinguish a bolete from other mushrooms. Once 
your concept turns out to be incorrect (you mistakenly treated Satan’s bolete as edible), 
you replace your old concept with a new concept of boletes (now including the idea that 
one type of boletes is not edible). 
 Brandom favours a different model of understanding experience as the use of 
concepts. It takes as a staring-point that concepts are determinate, but not in a complete 
or maximal sense. Using a concept is already both application and alteration: ‘Conceptual 
content arises out of the processes of applying concepts – the determinate content of 
concepts is unintelligible apart from the determination of that content’ (2002:215).3 It 
implies that the contents of our concepts have certain flexibility. They do not necessarily 
change drastically. We adapt them to every new case that we encounter and recognise as 
possibly relevant for that concept. The previous model starts with maximally determinate 
concepts and therefore has difficulties explaining where we get them from. Instead, the 
second model has the potential for explaining how people start their lives, as (very) 
young children, with concepts that have minimal content but learn to develop ever 
richer concepts as they get more experienced (on many levels of learning). I will not 
here provide such an account. For now, it suffices that learning concepts is (a) learning 
by doing and (b) constantly developing one’s concepts (and this will usually mean: 
mastering ever more details, information, implications of any concept).
 So far, I have sketched, however roughly and abstractly, how Brandom understands 
‘experiencing’ as ‘using concepts’. From this, I will try to extract a notion of epistemic 
autonomy in a basic sense: as proprioception, as knowing, for example, that whenever 
this arm is moving, it is my arm, and it moves because I want it to move. 
 First, I should like to suggest a constraint on bodily (agential) self-knowledge, a 
constraint that holds, I think, for any account that wants to make sense of this type of 
knowledge, both naturalistic and normative. Even if we have become adults and have 
become acquainted with our own body for a long time, even then, we only know that we 
are able to move our tongue, arms, legs (a form of knowing that consists only in ‘doing’). 
We do not know, however, how we do this. One philosopher had expressed this insight 
already many centuries ago:
 

2 Brandom ascribes this model to Kant. 
3 How using and altering one’s concepts works according to this model is illustrated in the example of 

Druids living on a remote island having the concept ‘is a bird’. Mark Wilson (1982) provides a rich 
and detailed analysis on how these Druids alter their concept (Wilson talks of ‘predicate’) of ‘bird’. 
Also, see chapter 5, note 145.
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‘When I want to speak, my tongue flaps about in my mouth; when I want to 
swim, my arms splash about; when I want to walk, my feet are flung forward. 
But I do not make that motion. I do not know how such a thing is brought 
about, and it would be impudent of me to say that I do what I do know how 
to do’ (Geulincx 1665/ 2006:33). 

However well we become at knowing our bodily agency, however skilful we get in doing 
what we want to do, dancing elegantly, winning the Olympics, making a masterful 
drawing, we still would not know how we do it, in the sense that we cannot explain how 
a ‘thought’ or a ‘decision’ is able to ‘cause’ our legs and arms to move. This observation 
is consistent with a reliabilist approach that assumes that we have reliable differential 
responsive dispositions and assumes that we do not know the ‘mechanics’ of these 
dispositions. In Brandom’s account of normative creatures, it does not suffice that a 
person has reliable dispositions in relation to her own practical commitments. What 
holds for seeing ‘red things’ also holds for ‘dancing’. For her to enter the social space of 
reasons, she is required to understand how observational-practical. 
 According to the previously sketched model, my proposal is that we understand 
becoming acquainted with our body as the formation of a concept about our body. At 
the earliest stage, when we are only newly born infants, we will have only a rudimentary 
concept. Learning concepts is about learning inferential relations between concepts. 
Having one concept, therefore, requires having other, many other concepts. As we learn 
more and more concepts, we learn more about the world, and vice versa: we understand 
that our claim, if it is correct, allows making further claims, or, for our claim to be 
correct, it needs yet other claims to be correct. Even if infants may still be pre-linguistic 
or only linguistic in the most basic sense, their learning process might still be understood 
in terms of a (pre-)conceptual grasp of their body, of what sensation means what, of 
what sensation (‘my arm reaches for a toy’) follows from what (‘I want that toy’). This 
is a way of making sense of bodily knowledge as inferential: we acquire dispositions of 
knowing about our own bodies that assure us that we can do certain things.4

 As I explained before, Brandom distinguishes between two capacities that people 
have: an inferential and a non-inferential reporting capacity.5 They are linked to two 
categories of concepts: ‘Purely theoretical concepts are those that themselves have 
only inferential circumstances and consequences of application. But these are linked 
inferentially to observational and practical concepts, and those links are essential to their 
contents’ (2005:434). Brandom concedes that our experiences, either what we observe 
(‘red things’) or what we do (‘movement of my fingers’), may by itself in many cases 
be non-inferential. Our ability to observe and to act depends on what was previously  
 
4 The notion of epistemic autonomy at this basic level raises questions about what it means to have a 

self. For a discussion on this issue by Brandom: see his (2007).
5 See chapter 5, section 7.
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called: our reliable differential responsive disposition (also: RDRD, see chapter 5, section 
5). Our observations and our actions are therefore assumed to be reliable: for example, 
that I see ‘red things’ when there are ‘red things’, that my fingers move when I move my 
fingers. The circumstances under which we reliably apply the concepts of ‘red things’ 
or ‘movement of my fingers’ account for the non-inferential part of their conceptual 
contents. But for our observational and practical concepts, it is not enough that we have 
reliable experiences or that we know when to say, for example, ‘I see red things’ or ‘I 
move my fingers’. These concepts only enter the game of giving and asking for reasons 
once we also know how our observations and our actions fit in into the web of our other 
concepts: by committing ourselves to its inferential relations with other concepts, for 
example, by acknowledging that we did not see ‘green things’ when we claimed we saw 
‘red things’. Once we tie our observational and practical concepts to inferential concepts 
with other concepts, they can function as what Brandom calls respectively ‘discursive 
entry transitions’ and ‘discursive exit transitions’. 
 Although I follow Brandom’s account on experience as using concepts, I will 
deviate from it on one point. Brandom distinguishes between two types of experiential 
concepts: observational and practical concepts. This distinction also returns in what was 
earlier discussed as Brandom’s Test-Operate-Test-Exit cycle (see chapter 5, section 7). 
He does not, however, comment on the origin of this distinction. Will a newly born 
infant ‘know’ that what is moving before her eyes are her arms? My answer would be 
a follows. At an early stage, infants do not know the difference between their bodily 
actions and the observation of bodily movements. What a baby observes as the arm 
she is moving (in exactly this ambiguous sense: it is her arm that is moving, but is it 
also she who moves the arm?) and what she observes through various senses: seeing, 
feeling (at various levels: her arm feeling resistance, feeling warmth, et cetera), does not 
by itself convey to her the message: ‘Hi, it’s me, your arm that you wanted to move!’6 
During her intensive, evolving learning process, the young child will learn to understand 
the distinction between observing her fingers and making her fingers move, between 
seeing her arm waving and waving her arm. She will learn to attribute certain bodily 
movements to herself as what she did.7 
 This proposal for an inferential notion differs radically from the introspective notion 
of agential, bodily self-knowledge. We may see these differences in how both notions 
deal with cases of confabulation. Our RDRD’s usually function well, but sometimes 
they may fail. As a result, we will have experiences that are out of tune with ‘normal’  
 
6 Anscombe (1957/ 1963, § 27) seems to be on this track when, in discussing how we know, for 

example, the position of our limbs, she remarks: ‘It may indeed be that it is because one has sensations 
that one knows this; but that does not mean that one knows it by identifying the sensations one has’ 
(1957/ 1963:49).

7 Even then, although it is possible to observe a kite flying in the sky without doing anything, the 
normal case will be that if you perform a bodily action, you also observe it, not in any consecutive 
sense, but in a sense that acting and observing fall it with each other.
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experiences. As we cannot ‘introspect’ into the physical operations of our dispositions 
and therefore neither into their failures, we must ‘confabulate’, as psychologists call it, 
what it means. Earlier I discussed the experiment as performed by Wegner and Wheatley 
(1999).8 This provides a case in which people with normal RDRD’s nevertheless fail to 
notice that the movement of their hand was not their movement. Nisbett and Wilson, 
in their classic study (1977), conducted several experiments in which people failed to 
‘introspect’ without noticing errors. Interestingly the failures of introspection are often 
understood as indicating some failure of rationality because people are understood to 
confabulate the reasons for what they did (or did not do) under experimental conditions. 
Of course, what is tested in such experiments is people’s self-knowledge according to a 
notion of introspective self-knowledge, a notion I reject. 
 The inferential notion deals differently with such cases. It analyses such cases 
according to people’s two capacities: their inferential and their non-inferential reporting 
capacity, the capacity to make inferences, and the capacity to reliably report on what one 
has observed or done. Brandom makes the following comment: 

‘[H]ow do you tell whether something was an exercise of a non-inferential, 
observational reporting capacity, on the one hand, or whether it was the 
result of a process of inference on the other? It used to be that people just 
thought, well, ask them whether they made an inference; let them introspect 
and see. But the trouble is that it is possible to make all sorts of unconscious 
inferences. Any attorney who is cross-examining an eyewitness will find that 
the eyewitness herself is not very good at distinguishing between what she 
actually saw and what she inferred from what she saw, perhaps given common 
background knowledge.’ (Brandom 2008b:168).9 

Although this was not a comment on experiments I just mentioned, I do think he 
would claim that such experiments are inconclusive. In the interpretation that Brandom 
suggests, the experiments show that people are ‘not very good at distinguishing’ between 
what they observe and what they merely infer. And therefore, when people are asked 
to justify a non-inferential report which they are certain about, they may retreat, in a 
split-second, to an inferential justification. Even if we leave this interpretation aside, 
the experiments only show that our RDRD’s sometimes fail in a way that we do not 
notice. But this is hardly news. Even if people had noticed their failing dispositions and 
had chosen to confabulate reasons, this only shows what I think is an essential feature  
 
8 For an earlier discussion of confabulation: see chapter 4, section 5 (also see note 77 in that chapter).
9 One of the crucial scenes in the classic play 12 Angry Men (Rose 1957) turns on this type of mistake: 

‘[This witness] testified that in the midst of her tossing and turning she rolled over and looked 
casually out the window. The murder was taking place as she looked out, and the lights went out a 
split second later. She couldn’t have had time to put on her glasses. Now maybe she honestly thought 
she saw the boy kill his father. I say that she saw only a blur’. 
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of people’s predicament as claim-makers: they have a normative attitude, an attitude to 
make claims about the world, even when confronted with anomalous situations that escape 
our usual claims, that seem to resist making justified claims. If a subject in the experiment 
of Wegner and Wheatley had noticed that her hand was moving even while she had not 
moved it, how should she have responded? She responded in a normal way: she ignored it. 
 Special cases of failing dispositions are when people suffer from ‘asomatognosia’, 
a certain loss of ‘knowledge’ about parts of the body. An extreme case is the Cotard-
syndrome, when people suffer from total asomatognosia.10 People suffering from this 
syndrome usually claim that they are dead. Such cases are sometimes analysed as examples 
of failing rationality.11 Here too, the inferential case provides a different interpretation. 
Cases of the Cotard-syndrome may be understood as indicating dispositions that fail 
structurally and radically. For that reason, people with this syndrome cannot ignore 
their experiences, even if the experts will know that these experiences are the result of 
failing RDRD’s. As they are claim-makers, they cannot but try to make sense of their 
experience, one that to them may very well ‘feel’ like being dead. That is not a failure of 
rationality. It is a way of coping with a horrible, inescapable experience. 
 I will be brief about the notion of self-knowledge. While we grow old and ‘master’ 
our body, we also learn that the bodily movements we initiate are actions: they mean 
something to other people who begin to attribute all kinds of motives to us or teach us 
to behave according to certain social rules: ‘Keep still on your chair’, ‘Don’t pick your 
nose’, ‘Give a handshake to your uncle’. How do we know about our motives, about 
what we want, what we desire? The account of self-knowledge as introspective suggests 
that we look ‘inside’, that we ‘learn’ about our motives by becoming conscious of our 
mental states. I take it to be uncontroversial that people have ‘inner speech’. People can 
‘rehearse’ words and form sentences ‘in their head’.12 The question is how to characterise 
the significance of such ‘inner speech’ for assessing one’s intentions. My proposal is that we 
understand our own motivations as based on self-attributions rather than on our interior 
intentions. Self-attributions of motives for actions we will yet perform, take the form of a 
practical commitment in Brandom’s sense, i.e. as a claim that either we ourselves attribute 
to ourselves or which is attributed to us by other people. Self-attributions of motives for 
actions we have done in the past may be based on a mixture of the claims we remember we 
had for those actions and the claims that other people attribute to us.13 Other people, our 
relatives, our friends, may sometimes know us better than we ourselves. 

10 See Dieguez and Annoni (2012). 
11 See, e.g. Gerrans (2000).
12 For a philosophical discussion on ‘inner speech’ or, as Carruthers calls it, ‘inner verbalisation’: see 

Carruthers (1996). For psychological research on ‘inner experience’, including ‘inner speech’: see, e.g. 
Hurlburt (1990).

13 This resembles what Moran claims is therapeutic self-attribution. My claim, however, is that self-
attribution based on what others (for Moran: the therapist) claim is less exceptional than Moran 
suggests. It is even the standard case.
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 The notion I propose of epistemic autonomy as inferential differs radically from 
a notion of epistemic autonomy as introspective. This can be traced to equally radical 
differences in their underlying frameworks, respectively the normative-pragmatic and 
the mentalist framework. First, the normative-pragmatic framework provides an external 
view, while the mentalist framework provides an internal view on intentionality.14 This 
difference does not turn on, for example, either denying or accepting the existence of 
thoughts as an ‘inner phenomenon’, but on how to characterise our thoughts. According 
to the mentalist view, we reflect on our thoughts as mental states. According to a 
normative-pragmatic view, we do not discover any mental states when we are thinking. 
When we are thinking, we discover meanings, but no vehicles contain these meanings. 
What we think about when we are thinking is about the world itself, the people in it, 
the situations in it, and about ourselves as being in that world. At a deeper level, the 
mentalist and normative-pragmatic views disagree about how to analyse intentionality. 
While the first view chooses to analyse intentionality as mental states, i.e. as having 
a vehicle (see the discussion on the Vehicle Thesis: chapter 2, section 6), the second 
view rejects this choice. Underlying these choices is yet a deeper-lying choice: while 
the mentalist view chooses to analyse intentionality as an empirical phenomenon, the 
normative-pragmatist view chooses to analyse it as a normative phenomenon.
 Understanding the human mind as the source of action in terms of knowledge of 
an interior has been at the heart of many discussions in philosophy and sociological, 
economic, psychological and still other sciences.15 The dominant model for analysing 
the human mind is characterised by two theoretical decisions: taking the individual 
as the primary unit of action and analysing the ‘actions’ of the individual mind in 
terms of the vocabulary of consciousness. It has been an unfortunate development that 
the political individualism of contractarian-liberal theories has run parallel with the 
methodological individualism of philosophy of mind and of social psychology. Both 
types of individualism may have mutually reinforced themselves. While the central 
place of the individual has hardly been questioned in the philosophy of mind or social 
psychology, views on rationality have undergone a curious development. The reputation 
of what is most distinctive about the human mind – its rationality, its deliberations 
– is in one sense still untouched. The metaphors may have changed – shifting from 
rationality as ‘light’ towards rationality as ‘mechanism’, but Enlightenment theorists 
and philosophers of mind seem to recognise that the ‘mechanisms’ of rationality, 
although they may sometimes be defective, are largely reliable. But in another sense, the  
 
14 Strictly speaking, from the perspective of Brandom’s normative pragmatics, there is no ground 

for making an internal/external distinction (in a cognitive, not a psychological sense). It is only 
implied once one assumes that acquiring knowledge about one’s own intentionality is a matter of 
introspecting one’s mental states.

15 The idea of an ‘interior’ is modern and began to dominate philosophical and literary works during 
the eighteenth century. See Lyons (1978); Davies (2008). In that period, the idea was also ridiculed: 
see, e.g. Toulmin (1979).  
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understanding of rationality has changed drastically. While rationality was understood 
during the Enlightenment as the ‘inner light’ or as what is performed by people 
themselves, its light or performances is nowadays understood as largely hidden from 
people’s sight: rationality has gone underground. It has shifted from the conscious to 
the unconscious realm, from introspection to the brain. This is the consequence of the 
introspection theory. 
 Various philosophers of mind and psychologists are nowadays committed to the 
introspection theory, paradoxically not because they want to claim that introspective 
self-knowledge really works – according to them, it does not –, but to claim that 
ordinary people themselves think that they have introspective self-knowledge and that 
they think it works. This paradoxical theory has remarkable implications. It would mean 
that people have no insight into their real motives or cognitions. Even while people 
think they know (e.g. about themselves, about their actions), they are really having a 
‘delusion’. In cognitive terms, this is a radically different state than being in a state of 
‘being deceived’. Rationality on the model of ‘being deceived’ still allows the possibility 
of recognising that one has been deceived. Rationality based on the model of ‘delusion’ 
does not offer this possibility. In this sense, they are not unlike schizophrenics having 
their schizophrenic fantasies.16 That various philosophers of mind and psychologists are 
committed to these implications is indicated for, example, by the consistent claim, as 
purportedly proven by various experiments, that people ‘confabulate’ (also see chapter 
4, section 5; chapter 5, section 7), but also by claims that, for example, the ‘self ’ is an 
illusion.
 This brief, highly metaphorical diagnosis of what I think is wrong with the 
introspection theory may be rather abstract, rough or blunt. It is nevertheless an attempt 
to point at deep-seated assumptions that not only are debatable but that also impede 
the theoretical opportunities for exploring the potential that human beings have for 
changing their world, for the better, I hope. Rather than keeping to the notion of 
introspective self-knowledge, we should reject this notion as an incorrect one.

16 For a more detailed discussion: see Sass (1994). I interpret his discussions as a criticism of the 
mentalist framework. One of the implications of the mentalist framework, as Sass acknowledges, is 
to view people as locked up in their ‘interiors’, i.e. that they cannot rationally establish that there are 
really other people. This problem of solipsism is a recognised feature of the mentalist framework: see, 
e.g. Todd (1968). While schizophrenics have often been understood as living in their own world (in 
this sense solipsistic), Sass argues that this is, from an empirical point of view, not correct. He also 
continues to explore the philosophical implications of the false idea about the schizophrenic mind. 
The idea of introspective self-knowledge also has moral implications. See, e.g. Tauber (2005) who 
explores within a historical context how understanding the moral agent’s self-knowledge in internal, 
individualist-mentalist terms (‘reflexivity’, ‘introspection’, ‘self-consciousness’) is at risk of turning 
ethics into moral solipsism by neglecting how the self is also constituted by a community. A related 
analysis is offered by Yousef (2004).
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7.3. Freedom revisited

In the previous chapters, I have outlined Brandom’s normative pragmatics. In my 
view, it sustains a transcendental notion of freedom because it starts from a notion of 
rationality that cannot be understood in a naturalised, i.e. causal-mechanistic, way. In 
this section, I will explore how we may develop the transcendental notion of freedom 
into a moral-political notion of freedom. I will first deal with the possible threat of 
social determinism for Brandom’s account. As a solution to this problem, I suggest that 
people’s general ability to understand what is incompatible paves the way for the further 
ability to deauthorise. This also provides the starting point for forging a moral-political 
notion of freedom. My proposal will be to value the ability to deauthorise as a freedom to 
disagree, a moral-political freedom, therefore, that requires protection against possible 
interferences. Finally, I will suggest a few principles that might show how this freedom 
may be secured. 
 There is much that people will take for granted in their society in a way that 
sociologists sometimes call ‘structure’.17 Bourdieu has attempted to understand such 
structures as embodied within people’s practical attitudes through the notion of habitus. 
Earlier I suggested that we use Brandom’s theory as a kind of sociological theory. 
Therefore, I proposed a notion of ‘collective commitments’ as those commitments that 
people within a community will attribute to each other as their common knowledge 
and which they do not recognise as either their commitments or even as commitments, 
because these commitments function as certainties (in a Wittgensteinian sense): they 
do not require any justification. Social structures could then be understood in terms of 
collective commitments. It is possible, I think, to understand ‘collective commitments’ 
on the model of ‘habitus’ because the views of Brandom and Bourdieu have several 
important similarities: rejecting the conscious/unconscious distinction to describe 
agency, resisting a mechanistic approach, adopting a pragmatic approach. Bourdieu, 
however, has spent more effort in explaining how people remain ignorant of a large 
part of their common (practical) knowledge. This has not been a concern of Brandom. 
If his theory is to function also as a sociological type of theory, it should incorporate a 
similar idea of people’s ignorance about the social structures of their society, either as 
habitus or perhaps as a different sociological notion. The danger of putting too much 
emphasis on this ignorance is that the Brandomian sociological theory will give way to 
structures and power as the most important explanatory notions, but will lose sight of 
the normative dimensions of knowledge, more importantly of the potential that people 
have, as knowers, as claim-makers, to criticise these structures.18 In the worst case, a social 
theory will understand people as mere ‘puppets’ (as perhaps the sociological counterpart 
of the naturalistic ‘automatons’). Bourdieu, for example, despite his intention to steer  
 
17 Also, see section 6.3.
18 For a discussion of this dilemma for the social theorists: see, e.g. Bader (1988).
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a middle ground between subjective and objective, between finalist and mechanist 
views of social practices, has been repeatedly charged for nevertheless sliding away into 
a socially deterministic view.19 Modelling ‘collective commitments’ on ‘habitus’ might 
therefore turn into a picture of people exercising their rational capacities, but only, 
unknown to them, within the limited space of contours that are determined by their 
social roles. In their turn, social roles may be determined by their ‘taken for granted’ 
collective commitments. It would mean that Brandom’s normative pragmatics, although 
it may show how people escape natural determinism, would yet, as a social theory, let 
them fall prey to social determinism.20 
 Brandom’s theory can explain how people are not encapsulated by the deterministic 
forces of social structures. People’s rationality consists of various more specific abilities. 
One of them, as I have explained before (chapter 5, section 6), is people’s ability to 
recognise material (deontic) incompatibilities between commitments (see chapter 5, 
section 6). For the exercise of this ability, it is not relevant whether such commitments 
extend to the natural world or the social world. People do recognise, in actual societies, 
the many social incompatibilities in their societies even if historical or sociological 
researchers either do not choose or do not sufficiently succeed in bringing out their 
stories.21 The ability to distinguish material incompatibilities in social life provides the  
 
19 See, e.g. Jenkins (1982) and King (2000). In an interview with Eagleton (Bourdieu and Eagleton 

1992:114), Bourdieu even seems to confirm this determinism by saying: ‘Even in the most 
economistic tradition that we know, namely Marxism, I think the capacity for resistance, as a capacity 
of consciousness, was overestimated. I fear that what I have to say is shocking for the self-confidence 
of intellectuals, especially for the more generous, left-wing intellectuals. I am seen as pessimistic, as 
discouraging the people and so on. But I think it is better to know the truth; and the fact is that when 
we see with our own eyes people living in poor conditions—such as existed, when I was a young 
scholar, among the local proletariat, the workers in factories – it is clear that they are prepared to 
accept much more than we would have believed’. Bourdieu’s writings, however, also suggest a way of 
escaping the charge of determinism by emphasising that people have a ‘sense of the game’ (un sens du 
jeu) and may be virtuosos as social agents. See King (2000).

20 Another way of understanding how Brandom’s normative pragmatics may slide into some form of 
social determinism is to ask how the I-thou structure really functions. What exactly is the model for 
their interaction? One option would be the educational model: the ‘I’ (parent/ teacher) that corrects 
the ‘thou’ (child/ student) in making mistakes. I assume that Brandom would recognise this model 
as one possible model. Another option would be the ‘punitive’ model: the ‘I’ sanctions the ‘thou’ for 
violating a norm. If these two would be the only two available models, then it would be unclear how 
Brandom’s normative pragmatics could escape social determinism. We would have to assume that a 
community somehow has certain first- and second-order rules/norms. But it would be unclear how 
they could change these rules in a sense that escapes social determinism. In this section, I suggest 
a third model according to which people may question all kinds of rules and norms and which 
some theorists refer to as an ‘agonistic’ model (see this chapter, note 27). This model expresses that 
the relationship between people should be understood, basically, as one of ethical intersubjectivity. 
A further issue, one that goes beyond the scope of my argument, would be how this type of 
intersubjectivity, which operates on a moral-political level, should be understood on a metaphysical 
level. Brandom argues that epistemic intersubjectivity is constitutive for the metaphysical level. While 
it might be claimed that epistemic intersubjectivity is more basic than ethical intersubjectivity, it also 
possible to argue for the reverse order: see Barber (2011, Chapter 4, Section 4).

21 On the methodological difficulties for researchers to make explicit the stories of the ‘vulnerable’: see 
Liamputtong (2007). 
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starting point for making a transition from a transcendental to a moral-political notion of 
freedom. Whenever people are subjected to discriminating practices that in whatever way 
disadvantages them, turning them perhaps into second-class citizens, they can develop 
a critical stance towards these practices. Recognising social practices as inconsistent is, 
however, but one step. It enables making yet another step: taking a stance towards the 
incompatibility between various (sets of ) commitments. While people will always have (in 
Bourdieu’s terminology) ‘internalised’, (in Brandom’s terminology) ‘committed’ themselves 
(unknowingly) to or (in contractarian terminology) ‘consented to’ certain social structures 
that are disadvantageous to them, they may at some point withdraw their consent: they 
deauthorise the practices they previously ‘consented’ to. For deauthorising, it suffices that 
one denies the commitments that one previously endorsed. It does not need to include a 
concrete proposal for how to replace the discriminated practices with new practices.  
 Distinct from deauthorising is disagreeing: this is expressing – either in what is said or in 
what is done – that one deauthorises certain commitments. Disagreeing – expressing one’s 
deauthorisation – has both transcendental and moral-political significance. Disagreeing 
affirms people’s status as claim-makers in a moral-political (for example, Rawlsian) sense. 
It may challenge people’s collective commitments in society. As such, it may contribute 
to public debate. But disagreeing also affirms people’s status as claim-makers in a 
transcendental sense. First, to withdraw one’s commitment to a certain claim, deauthorising 
it, should not tempt us to conclude that a person, for this specific commitment, ceases to 
be a claim-maker. On the contrary, deauthorising should be understood as undertaking a 
new commitment, even a particularly interesting one, namely a negative one.22 In specific 
social contexts, discriminated people are likely to develop their ability to deauthorise their 
previous commitments in their interaction with other discriminated people. Theoretically, 
however, it is possible to understand deauthorisation as a purely intrapersonal matter. In 
this sense, the ability to disagree is simply the ability to undertake a commitment that is 
inconsistent with a commitment to prevailing discriminatory practices. But deauthorising, 
as a merely ‘interior’ commitment, has no force unless it is expressed in what a person 
either does or says.23 Only then, when a person expresses her deauthorisation, does it 
become an interpersonal matter. Only then is it possible for others to attribute to that 
person her disagreement with certain practices. And only then is it possible for others 
in their turn to agree or disagree. Deauthorising acquires its transcendental significance, 
therefore, only in disagreeing. 
 As discriminated people can develop a critical stance towards discriminatory 
practices, the actual exercise of their ability cannot in principle be interfered with 
by prejudiced people. Even expressing their deauthorisation may be done without 
inference if they express their disagreement in secret (micro-)practices of resistance. The  
 
22 For making the point that a negation is not the opposite of an assertion: see Frege (1918); Geach 

(1965).
23 For this argument: see Anscombe (1957/ 1963, § 25).
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experience of black women working for white families provides various examples. Those 
who worked as washerwomen not only washed the laundry of their employers but also 
of their own families. Or they might as domestic workers spit in the food, break some 
plates.24 Prejudiced people can, however, interfere in these people’s options for expressing 
their disagreement openly. This holds especially if the relations between discriminated and 
discriminating social groups have been asymmetrical for a long time – in the sense that 
discriminating social groups have historically been in more favourable circumstances in 
terms of having had more power and resources (in a broad sense: economic, cultural, 
political, et cetera). Under such conditions, it is possible, as Bourdieu argues (as we 
have seen in chapter 3, section 5), that social groups, both the discriminating and the 
discriminated, develop a social code of internalising disagreement with the social order. 
My proposal, therefore, is to value the possibility to disagree as a freedom to disagree. 
 I would like to contrast my proposal with the contractarian idea of freedom. For 
this, I want to highlight one of its features: contractarian consent as a precondition for 
the protection of people’s freedom by social institutions.
 Consent is a central notion to social contract theory. Previously we have seen 
(chapter 1, section 2) how early modern contractarian theorists had to struggle to 
find a proper notion of ‘consent’, one that expresses ‘autonomy’ without sliding into 
‘heteronomy’ once people have authorised the social contract. I called it the puzzle of 
responsibility as heteronomy. Along a different line of explorations, yet another problem 
was put forward that is nicely summarised by O’Neill:

‘One long-standing dispute is about the sort of consent needed for justification: 
should it be the actual consent of those involved or the hypothetical consent that 
would be given by beings with a distinctive (e.g. reasoned, informed, disinterested) 
view of the matter? If actual consent is needed, should it be explicit, or is tacit 
consent enough? Neither view of actual consent seems satisfactory for purposes of 
justification: we consent explicitly to too little, but (as it seems) tacitly to far too 
much. If, on the other hand, consent is only hypothetical, then it is quite obscure 
why it justifies. Why should the consent of hypothetical idealized rational agents, 
or of hypothetical beings in an ideal speech situation, or of persons in an artfully 
tailored hypothetical original position, justify the principles by which we are to 
live’ (2000/ 2012:25–26).25

24 For these examples: see Kelley (1994, esp. chapter 1).
25 Already during the early modern period, various philosophers began to raise such questions. See 

e.g. Hume (1772-1777a/ 1994). Although Vico is not usually mentioned in general discussions or 
historical overviews of social contract theory – he is not mentioned, for example, in Boucher and 
Kelly (1994) or in Cudd and Eftekhari (2018) – some Vico scholars think of him as a radical critic 
of the social contract theory. See, e.g. Lucente (1982) and Miller (1993:132) who summarises the 
view of Pompa, another Vico-scholar, as follows: ‘Vico refuted the basic tenet of the social contract 
theorists, for in his view society could not rest upon a contract or agreement because contracts and 
agreements rest upon a promise, which was dependent upon an understanding of what a promise is, 
which in turn only comes about via social upbringing’. 
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Social contract theorists have given the notion of consent a central place because they 
assume that issues of justice can be best analysed as a transition – whether actual or 
hypothetical – from a situation without consent – as a state of nature – via an intermediate 
situation – an ‘original position’ (Rawls 1971) or an ‘initial bargaining position’ 
(Gauthier 1986:16) – towards a situation with consent when people agree on what each 
of them thinks are just institutions. 
 Although Brandom offers no political theory, his analysis of scorekeeping suggests 
quite the opposite order. This becomes particularly clear in an exchange of ideas and 
arguments Brandom had with Habermas over theories of meaning and how to construct 
them (also see chapter 6, section 2). For Habermas, the aim of communication consists 
in achieving agreement: 

‘We understand a speech act when we know the conditions and consequences 
of the rationally motivated agreement that a speaker could achieve with this 
speech act. In short, to understand an expression is to know how to make 
use of it in order to reach understanding with someone about something’ 
(2000:346).

Brandom disagrees:

‘Conversational partners should not be pictured as marching in step, like 
soldiers on parade, but more as ballroom dancers, each making different 
movements (at any moment, one leads and the other follows, one moves 
forward and the other back, one sways left, the other right, and so on) and 
thereby sharing a dance that is constituted precisely by the coordination of 
their individually different movements’ (1994:363).

And the metaphor of dance recurs just one more time:

‘I have in mind thinking of conversation as somewhat like Fred Astaire and 
Ginger Rogers dancing: they are doing very different things – at least moving 
in different ways – but are coordinating, adjusting, and making up one dance. 
The dance is all they share, and it is not independent of or antecedent to what 
they are doing’ (Brandom in a letter to Habermas, dated 16th November 
1997, quoted by Habermas, 2000:347).

Brandom’s point seems to be, as I understand him, that scorekeeping, communication 
in general and conversation in particular, already presupposes consent. But this consent, 
the commitments people share, cannot be specified as such, or, when it is specified, 
this can only be done if for each of the conversation partners it is clear from whose 
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perspective this consent is specified. Once one of the conversation partners makes a 
claim, from her perspective, about what is the consent between conversation partners, 
this also immediately opens the possibility for each of the other conversation partners to 
contest this claim, of course, against an unspoken background of what they agree about, 
until once again someone tries to make a claim about their consent. 
 What is interesting is that, in Brandom’s view on the possibility of communication, 
the explanatory order that is central to contractarian theory (first no consent, then 
consent) is reversed into its opposite (first consent, then no consent). Some criticisms 
that were raised against social contract theory, of course, shared this idea: the state of 
nature already seemed, as an actual state, impossible because it denied what is needed 
to reach an agreement: having a common language. Once we transfer Brandom’s view 
about the order of communication to the domain of political theory, it suggests that 
issues of justice can be best analysed as a transition from consent towards dissent, 
more accurately: from a situation in which consent is assumed, towards a situation in 
which dissent becomes apparent, or, once again, as the transition of a more or less (un)
just society towards achieving a more just (less unjust) society.26 The difference with a 
consent-based model is radical. The ambition of this model is to design, under ideal 
circumstances, what consent consists of. This should then function as the framework 
within which people may debate over their further disagreements. The dissent model 
accepts that circumstances are non-ideal: we are already in the middle of actual societies. 
This is our starting point. From here, we move further.27

 My suggestion is that we include the freedom to disagree in a notion of freedom of 
action, as a distinct, cognitive dimension of what it means to be free, and that we accord 
the freedom to disagree a central place in analysing how we can get from an unjust 
society to a less unjust society. I also suggest three principles that should be honoured, 
at a minimum, to safeguard the freedom to disagree: (1) having the opportunity to 
disagree; (2) being minimally burdened in using this opportunity; (3) having an equal 
balance of knowledge between social groups to which discriminated people belong, and 
other social groups. In general, the freedom to disagree is safeguarded if people can  
 
 
 
 
 
 

26 I leave it to my readers how they prefer to characterise this transition. 
27 For a related, more detailed discussion: see van den Brink (2005), who argues that the dissent-

based model (‘liberalism without agreement’) provides a viable alternative to the consent-based 
model (‘agreement-based liberalism’). It suggests that the dissent model is linked to agonistic notions 
of citizenship. See, e.g. Tully (1999); Norval (2007) and especially Fossen (2014), who connects 
Brandom’s pragmatism with an agonistic model more extensively than I do here.
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make an effective appeal to their right to disagree.28 It means, in the first place, that 
people who want to express their disagreement have the actual opportunities to express 
their disagreement. It may mean, for example, that expressing one’s disagreement is 
not sanctioned or disrupted. One way to hinder people in their freedom to disagree 
is to grant them the opportunity to disagree but make it difficult for them to use that 
opportunity. Voting is a way of expressing one’s disagreement. In the past, at least 
African Americans suffered various obstacles that prevented them from effectively using 
their voting rights.29 Finally, the type of knowledge that is at stake for the third principle 
is any kind of knowledge that may be relevant to the (re)distribution of power between 
social groups. The third principle requires that the distribution of this type of knowledge 
between people from various social groups is more or less balanced. It implies more 
general responsibilities for those social groups who relatively have more societal power 
(in various senses) than those who have not.30 It may mean, for example, that they  
 

28 The notion of the freedom to disagree is part of the more general notion of the freedom of political 
communication, which includes not only free speech in any ordinary sense but also expressive, 
non-verbal communication (see Frankenberg and Rödel 1981). It is intended to make explicit that 
‘discriminatory speech against vulnerable minorities should be treated differently from discriminatory 
speaking back and from discriminatory speech about less vulnerable minorities’ (Bader 2013:8). 
For people from vulnerable minorities, the freedom of political communication, therefore, requires 
certain extra warrants. This is expressed in the first and second principles. They might function as part 
of a context-sensitive analysis of the freedom to disagree. The third principle, however, is different 
from the first and second principles. While these two highlight the practical aspect of freedom, in 
the sense of what people do, have a right to or are forbidden to do, the third principle brings out the 
epistemic aspect of freedom as what people know, should know or have a right to know. At this point, 
a comparison with the negative and positive notions of freedom is interesting. The negative notion 
of freedom is sensitive to the social context of actions, as non-interference, but is restricted to the 
practical conditions of action. The positive notion of freedom is sensitive to the cognitive dimension 
of freedom, as self-realisation, but neglects the social context of actions. The liberal-pragmatist notion 
of responsibility helps to highlight the cognitive dimension of freedom in social contexts: being free, 
in a socio-political sense, requires a certain kind of balance in having knowledge between various 
social groups within society if this knowledge is needed for having the opportunity to disagree with 
aspects of the socio-political order.

29 See Keyssar (2009), who mentions, for example, the following obstacles: literacy tests, ‘understanding’ 
tests, tax and property requirements. 

30 Traditional notions of power tend to identify power with domination rather than with the power 
to resist (see Barbalet 1985; Sharp, Routledge, Philo and Paddison 2000a). However, I assume that, 
even in the most unjust societies, people from vulnerable social groups always have some form of 
capacity for civic action and, therefore, to resist other, less vulnerable social groups. Power is usually 
defined as some mode of the ability of doing, for example, in a non-relational sense (‘power to’) or 
in relation to either other people (‘power over’; for a discussion of ‘power to’ and power over’, see 
Göhler) or objects as the possible resources of power (see Bader 1991). What I call here ‘balance of 
knowledge’ between social groups indicates the importance not just of having certain knowledge 
but of having access to it. Therefore, it seems to indicate a different, cognitive dimension of power, 
i.e. as the ability of doing in relation to knowing, one which also differs from Lukes’s classic analysis 
(1974) as highlighting the cognitive aspects of power. When less vulnerable social groups lack access 
to certain knowledge which is available to other social groups, for example, of how certain formal 
procedures work for expressing one’s disagreement with certain decisions, this puts a constraint on 
their freedom to disagree. If other social groups have the resources at their disposal to give them this 
access, the principle of an equal balance of knowledge may offer a reason for providing this access. 
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should contribute, in whatever way, that people from other social groups also have 
access to good education.31 These three principles are abstract and should, of course, be 
analysed in more detail. For now, it suffices that they show how the freedom to disagree 
may roughly be protected.

7.4. Epistemic responsibility for social practices of  silencing 

In the previous chapter, I proposed a pragmatist notion of the veil of prejudice. However, 
it is of limited use for a moral-political account of practices of prejudice. While it offers 
an understanding of hidden prejudice in a non-mentalist and non-individualist sense, 
it still does not show in what sense prejudiced, discriminating people might be held 
responsible. Of course, they perform practices of discrimination, but they are still 
understood as being ignorant about their practices as prejudiced and discriminating. In 
the previous sections, I have outlined how we may understand discriminated people as 
escaping the challenge that is posed by understanding ‘social intentionality’ as a form 
of ignorance, a challenge that I described as the threat of ‘social determinism’. If in 
their turn discriminating people should still be understood as ignorant of their practices 
of prejudice, then we have not moved beyond the point that we already arrived at 
towards the ending of chapter 3. In this section, I will propose a notion of responsibility 
for hidden prejudices. This notion will turn on the question of whether people’s 
responsibility for hidden prejudices can be constructed – how? to what extent? – in 
terms of their knowledge/ignorance of their hidden prejudice. It is, therefore, a notion 
of epistemic responsibility. I will present two different, but complementary versions. In 
the first version, I will explain epistemic responsibility in an intercontent, intrapersonal 
sense. Next, I will move to a notion of epistemic responsibility in an interpersonal sense: 
epistemic responsibility for hidden prejudices is no longer described as an internal 
phenomenon, but as a social phenomenon, namely as a practice of silencing. 
 How does the pragmatist approach deal with issues of knowledge/ignorance for 
assessing epistemic responsibility? Again, as this approach does not use the conscious/
unconscious vocabulary, it cannot adopt the strategy of explaining responsibility 
by modelling the knowledge/ignorance distinction on the conscious/unconscious 
distinction. So how would the pragmatist account deal with issues of knowledge/
ignorance for assessing responsibility? It assumes that the self-knowledge that is central 
to epistemic responsibility is not a binary issue, as the conscious/unconscious vocabulary 
implies, but an ambiguous issue. I start by suggesting three different levels at which 
we may understand people’s self-knowledge as being ambiguous. At one level, we may 
understand knowledge in general, and self-knowledge more specifically, in various modes. 
Brandom’s explicit/implicit distinction, for example, suggests that people have knowledge  
 
31 The Roma people, for example, have been denied in different ways good education. See Greenberg 

(2010).
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in two or maybe three different ways: either explicit in what people say or think (in  
inner speech), implicit in what they do, or even a mixture of both. These two modes can 
be contrasted as knowing-that and knowing-how. However, I think we may distinguish 
even more modes of knowledge in a way that moves beyond Brandom’s distinction but 
remains consistent with his account of inferential rationality. In the previous section, I 
have argued that people may understand the material deontic incompatibilities in social 
practices. We do not need to think of this ‘understanding’ as a Paulinian conversion 
or a ‘decision’ in the sense of rational choice theory. It may be more gradual. Neither 
do we need to think of it as explicit in what is said, or implicit in what is done. We 
might imagine how a person starts to grasp the social injustices done to her: in this 
sense, exercising her ability to understand what is deontically incompatible. However, 
she might not undertake any practical commitment and, for example, perform a secret 
act of resistance. She might not even make this grasp fully explicit in her ‘inner speech’. 
Instead, I suggest that we recognise this pre-deliberative, pre-pragmatic understanding 
as a distinct mode of knowing that we may call implicit understanding. It would be 
interesting to explore this proposal in more detail, but for now, it suffices that I have 
made it plausible that (self-)knowledge may have different modes (even if we accept only 
Brandom’s explicit/implicit distinction).32

 At another level, knowledge may be ambiguous because having knowledge about 
a concept (even within one modus) admits of gradation. Brandom sometimes talks 
about understanding as either mastering or integrating the inferential relations between 
concepts. Learning a concept is therefore learning new inferential consequences. But 
various factors may hinder people in the integration of their concepts, for example, 
because a reason for revising their concepts is absent, or because it is unclear how they 
may settle certain tensions between concepts. Below I will suggest various senses and 
degrees in which people may experience obstacles to mastering or integrating their 
concepts:  

1. They do not know about the consequences of their prejudiced actions for people 
from social groups X-Z.

2. They know about the consequences, but they believe these consequences to be 
justified, in part by what they believe to be facts about people from social groups 
X-Z, and they do not know about counterevidence to these facts.

3. They know about counterevidence to these facts, but they do not know what is 
the turning-point for this counterevidence: when does it decisively show these 
facts to be false? 

 

32 One interesting point that deserves more attention is the transition of one mode of knowing into 
another. My suspicion is that every such transition by itself activates the discovery of yet new 
inferential roles of a concept, simply because performing an act or articulating an idea introduces a 
person into a web of inferential relations that she may not have mastered. 
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Each of these suggestions, considered by itself, already allows for various gradations. For 
example, in the case of suggestion (1), when people buy clothes, they may not know 
about any of the consequences of their purchases for those who work in sweatshops.33 
But when they are white employers of African American domestic workers, they do have 
knowledge of some of the consequences of their actions for African Americans.34 
 Knowledge may be ambiguous also because of an ability that I have discussed 
before (chapter 5, section 7) and that Brandom (2008:81) describes as ‘the capacity to 
ignore some factors one is capable of attending to’. For Brandom exercising this capacity 
is a normal part of people’s condition as knowers. As knowers and agents, people may 
follow many different paths to explore inferential relations between all kinds of concepts: 
‘my left little finger and Bach’s second Brandenburg concert are not only different in 
countless ways, but are similar in that neither is a window-shade, nor a prime number, 
neither existed before 1600, and both can be damaged by the careless use of stringed 
instruments’ (Brandom 2008:81). But we will not usually devote our abilities to tracing 
in detail these kinds of similarities. Brandom does not provide any further explanation, 
but we may conjecture that people do not have the resources of rationality, time and 
energy to consider all possible relations between concepts. Instead, we will privilege (as 
the counterpart of ignoring) only some aspects of some concepts to understand their 
similarities and differences. The twin abilities to privilege and ignore certain aspects of 
concepts are constitutive of our ability to master inferential relations. What we privilege 
and what we ignore will be determined by the relevance of those concepts that concern 
us. While Brandom introduces the twin notion of privileging/ignoring for an account 
of human cognitive processes in general (he does not focus on any specific category of 
concepts), it should also be able to explain how people proceed epistemically in social 
contexts:

People know about counterevidence to facts they believe about people from 
social groups X-Z but ignore it. 

It might be claimed that cases of ignoring are suspect. At the same time, as already 
suggested, people may not have the resources to consider and weigh what is presented 
as counterevidence.
 The notion of epistemic responsibility that I have sketched so far, still leaves a 
lot of room for guessing what discriminating people ‘really’ know about their hidden 
prejudice. The three levels of having knowledge, including the various gradations of 
knowledge on each level, account for many ambiguities in our understanding of the 
knowledge/ignorance distinction. In each case, it is not immediately obvious what it 
implies for our attributions of knowledge/ignorance to people and therefore of their  
 
33 For this example: see Iris Marion Young (2011, chapter 5).
34 For this example: see Kelley (1994).
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epistemic responsibility. Therefore, I propose a second version of epistemic responsibility, 
one that is less open to ambiguity as it is understood in terms of certain practices: 
practices of silencing.
 The earlier pragmatist notion of the veil of prejudice presupposes a situation 
in which, very much simplified, people from one social group perform practices of 
discrimination against people from another social group. Not only a sociological 
Interpreter, but also the discriminated people themselves can understand these practices 
by attributing to the discriminating people commitments of prejudice. But practices of 
silencing may license them also to attribute to discriminating people an attitude of 
epistemic refusal. To explain this, I will pick up again on some of Brandom’s notions.
 Earlier, we have seen that, in Brandom’s analysis, reasoning as a social practice has 
a default and challenge structure. People within a community may attribute to each other 
entitlements by default. And they may also, for themselves, ‘inherit’ the entitlements they 
attribute to other people: whenever some people make specific claims (‘commitments’) 
and claim they are entitled to making this specific claim, other people may take over 
these specific claims. We might call this a ‘default inheritance’. But this ‘inheritance’ of 
each other’s claims and entitlements is valid if the original claim-makers can justify their 
specific claim whenever it is challenged by others, if they, to put it yet differently, not 
only take authority for their specific claim, but are also able to take responsibility for it. 
 The social practice of reasoning is basically an ‘egalitarian practice’ (Brandom 
1994:241) in which, all participants are basically equals: for the social practice of 
reasoning to work, each claim-maker has in principle the opportunity of giving reasons 
to other claim-makers (taking responsibility their own claims) or asking others for 
reasons (holding them responsible for their claims). While Brandom tries to explore the 
logic underpinning the game of reasoning, he does not yet offer a sociological or political 
theory of reasoning: he does not, for example, engage in analyses of social disruptions 
of this game.35 I will make a small step in transforming his theory into a sociological or 
political theory by introducing the notion of socially structured default inheritance. 
 My suggestion would be to understand the practice of ‘default inheritance’ as a 
socially structured practice: whether people will inherit (i.e. authorise) other people’s 
commitments, will at least partly depend on their assessment of the social status of those 
other people. While each person may be described in many ways, any description that 
has consequences for how that person is valued or treated differently from other people, 
is a social status that is embedded within a web of inferential understandings of society. 
Relevant to my current analysis is that the attribution of a socially significant description, 
a specific social status (a certain ethnicity, for example) may have consequences for the 
way a person, because of the ascribed social status, is treated as a claim-maker. Default 
inheritances may be connected to certain social statuses in a positive or negative way:  
 

35 He does pay some attention to practices that has the structure of superiors and subordinates.
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positive, if people inherit by default certain commitments/ entitlements from people 
having certain social statuses; negative, if people refuse to inherit certain commitments/ 
entitlements from people having certain social statuses. 
  The default and challenge structure of social reasoning has the effect that many 
of people’s collective commitments are part of their (unchallenged) background 
commitments and, in this sense, are taken for granted. Hidden prejudices, too, are part 
of a community’s collective commitments (chapter 6, section 5). These remain in place as 
long as they are not challenged (chapter 6, section 2). Of course, they may be challenged. 
Reasons may be brought forward, by or on behalf of discriminated people, that question 
the commitments of prejudice held by discriminating people (which may also include 
discriminated people themselves!). Discriminating people may respond by taking these 
reasons into consideration and authorise them. Or they may take responsibility for 
their commitments of prejudice by providing counter-reasons. Any description of a 
community, or part of it, as performing practices of discrimination does not yet imply 
how practices of challenging commitments of prejudice will proceed. It would not be 
inconsistent, for example, to describe a community’s practice as discriminating some of 
its members, while at the same time granting every member the same right to challenge 
anyone else’s claims.
 Practices of silencing suggest a different situation. While they presuppose practices 
of discrimination (not necessarily the other way around) and are also discriminating, they 
are analytically distinct from these. Once discriminating people are being challenged for 
their commitments of prejudice, they may engage in practices that have the effect of 
ignoring the challenging practices of discriminated people. In short: they silence them. 
Practices of silencing can be made sense of by describing them in terms of socially 
structured (positive and negative) default inheritance. Practices of silencing are therefore 
epistemic structures. They license that we attribute to discriminating people an attitude of 
epistemic refusal, expressing their claim that they are entitled, in response to reasons that 
challenge their commitments of prejudice, either to refuse to authorise these reasons or 
to refuse to being held responsible, i.e. to give reasons for their challenged commitments 
of prejudice.36 
 Another way of understanding practices of silencing is to understand them as 
practices that persistently prevent discriminated people from effectively exercising their 
freedom to disagree with commitments of prejudice. This might seem like a problematic 
claim. If they are understood as a response to practices of ‘giving reasons’, then surely 
discriminated people have succeeded in exercising their freedom to disagree. But I think 
this argument is too hasty. At this point, it is important to understand in what sense 
the second version of epistemic responsibility is different from the first version. The 
attribution of an attitude of epistemic refusal should not obfuscate that this attribution  
 
36 I think this ‘attitude of epistemic refusal’ might be integrated in, or is at least compatible with, 

Fricker’s account of epistemic injustice (2007).
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is licensed by a certain kind of practice that I conveniently call ‘silencing’ but which  
covers a wide range of very different, often non-verbal practices. If their commitments 
of prejudice are challenged, people may say: ‘What you are saying, is nonsense’.37 But 
verbal forms of silencing may also take other forms: 

‘Interviewers, recruiters, and job search committees carefully research the 
applicant’s references and look for any past history of “troublemaking.” During 
the interview, seemingly innocuous questions like “Why did you leave your last 
job?” or “Why do you want to work for us?” are sometimes slyly used to further 
probe a minority candidate’s potential for raising claims of discrimination. 
Through this process of screening, qualified minority candidates are denied jobs 
based on their potential for challenging racist prejudices and racist corporate 
cultures’ (Marvasti and McKinney 2007:71–72). 

And people may also choose to simply ignore what their antagonists are saying.38 Or they 
may even prevent their antagonists from challenging their commitments by persistently 
using violence any time against them. This suggests – although I will not further analyse 
this hypothesis – that effective practices of silencing should be analysed in relation to 
certain relations of power. In other words, the exercise of a freedom to disagree is not 
something a person can perform on her own. While many actions can be performed 
unilaterally, disagreeing is a social act. Effectively disagreeing requires other people to 
respond in the right way.
 Practices of silencing indicate that discriminating people are not ignorant of 
their practices of discrimination, as they function to keep commitments of prejudice 
unchallenged and, therefore, to let practices of discrimination persist. From this second 
version of epistemic responsibility, it would follow that, while practices of discrimination 
might still be understood in terms of ignorance and therefore still leave room for a 
benign judgement about prejudiced people, practices of silencing exclude such an 
interpretation: a retreat to ignorance as an excuse is not possible. 
 The attribution of an attitude of epistemic refusal, which itself presupposes 
social structures of positive/negative default inheritance, provides a novel addition to 
standard definitions of prejudice. As I have remarked before, having commitments and 
entitlements is, in Brandom’s view, not only an intercontent, intrapersonal relation, but 
also an interpersonal relation. Standard definitions of prejudice are defined in terms of 
a person having faulty generalisations or stereotypes. They are analysed, therefore, in  
 

37 Fricker (2007:9) provides an example of verbal silencing from Minghella’s screenplay of The Talented 
Mr Ripley.

38 Sartre’s account of bad faith (mauvaise foi) may be considered as an attempt to understand interpersonal 
situations of epistemic ignoring without invoking any notion of the unconscious (Sartre 1943). Also 
see the discussion by Waibel (2005).
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terms of faulty intercontent relation between various notions one person holds (in that 
sense ‘intrapersonal’). What the attribution of an attitude of epistemic refusal may add 
to such definitions, is that it opens the possibility of understanding prejudices not just 
as a faulty epistemic relation between concepts held by one person, but also as a faulty 
epistemic relation between people holding different concepts. As practices of silencing 
have the effect of ignoring other people’s practices of challenging, they provide the 
interpersonal equivalent of what previously was discussed as the intrapersonal ignoring 
of counterevidence. When people present us with counterevidence to facts we hold 
dear, with reasons that challenge our convictions, we are forced to either privileging or 
ignoring. If we think it is relevant for concepts that concern us, for example, because we 
are committed to egalitarian ideals, we may privilege this counterevidence and explore its 
implications for our commitments. Or if we do not, we may ignore the counterevidence. 
 I have now argued for an understanding of people’s knowledge/ignorance of 
prejudices that is more ambiguous than the notion of implicit bias in a mentalist 
approach. While the veil of prejudice is a veil of ignorance for the mentalist notion of 
responsibility, for the pragmatist notion, it is a veil of knowledge as well, but a veil that 
allows some sight. 

7.5. Non-deliberative action as non-manipulative influencing

In the preceding sections, I have argued that people can in principle be claimed to be 
responsible for their practices of hidden prejudice if these include practices of silencing. 
This fulfils at least one epistemic condition for holding people responsible for their 
practices of hidden prejudice. In this and the next sections, I will address the second 
epistemic condition of my research question, namely whether holding responsible 
may take the form of non-deliberative actions, or whether, instead, non-deliberatively 
influencing other people should be viewed as violating people’s epistemic autonomy, 
perhaps because it is manipulative. Earlier we have seen that lying and brainwashing 
illustrate two different types which, understood within the liberal-mentalist framework, 
violate reflective epistemic autonomy: the first was called reason-deceiving and the 
second reason-bypassing. While actions of the first type activate deliberative epistemic 
dispositions, actions of the second type activate non-deliberative epistemic dispositions 
(also see 2.4.). As the pragmatist framework starts from a different notion of rationality 
and a different notion of epistemic autonomy, it should have a different notion of 
manipulation.
 In this section, I will explain, from within a pragmatist framework, what it means 
that people influence other people in a non-deliberative way and whether, or when, it 
would count as manipulative. Obviously, the category of ‘non-deliberative influencing’ 
is defined in opposition to deliberative influencing and therefore includes forms of verbal 
influencing that do not involve any deliberation in the usual sense, such as storytelling. 
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But I should mention here, as I indicated already in the general introduction, that I am 
interested in this category, especially for the non-verbal influencing it includes. So, my 
discussion below will mainly focus on non-verbal influencing as a subcategory of non-
deliberative influencing.39 
 The pragmatist framework takes use as more basic than meaning or, which amounts 
to the same, practices as more basic than vocabularies, what is done as more basic than 
what is said (also see 5.6.). In a world where people are no longer ‘proto-hominids’ but 
have evolved into beings that are able to make explicit what is implicit in doing, in a 
human world therefore where verbal acts – either spoken or written – have gained such 
prominence in shaping our understanding of the world, it may be a challenging task to 
claim priority for practices, in a non-deliberative, or even in a non-verbal sense. While 
in some social-scientific disciplines the importance of non-deliberative (non-verbal) 
actions has been recognised (as we will see in the next sections), it seems that in most 
social sciences and also in philosophical theories, human rationality is still exemplified 
in deliberative action, which really comes down to treating ‘speech’ as the centrepiece 
of human communication and human rationality, not because of ‘speech’ as a form of 
doing (i.e. as talking), but because of what it is said in the talking, and even more so, not 
just any talking, as in storytelling, but talking as deliberating, as setting up an argument. 
And yet, non-deliberative (non-verbal) action is the most normal thing in our human 
world. Non-deliberative actions can be as small and innocent as a smile or nudge, or 
also as small and discomforting as ‘stares, vocal inflections, hostile laughter’ (Ellison 
1989:821). They may include keeping physical distance, but also touching (embracing, 
patting or slapping). In these various senses non-deliberative actions are the object of 
study of such disciplines as communication theory.40 Non-deliberative actions may also 
include the use of objects, such as clothing. 
 Non-deliberative actions may be understood as a form of rational influencing, i.e. 
influencing that appeals to people’s rational capacities. According to a traditional view 
on rationality, non-deliberative action cannot be rational because, obviously, it does not 
involve deliberation: smiling, slapping or any other example of non-deliberative action 
is not usually perceived, by ordinary people, or analysed, by scientists and philosophers, 
as giving an argument in a conventionally recognisable way. According to a pragmatist 
view on rationality, however, they can be understood as a form of communicating 
commitments and entitlements. First of all, non-deliberative actions are comprehensible 
to other people, in the sense that they allow them, as ‘scorekeepers’, to attribute certain 
commitments to the agents.41 Second, as a further elaboration of the previous feature,  
 
39 Admittedly the verbal/non-verbal distinction has been criticised by social scientists. For references and 

some discussion: see Payrató (2009). Using instead the deliberative/non-deliberative distinction may 
still not solve all ambiguities in identifying specific cases of cases, but it may perhaps be more distinctive.  

40 See e.g. Knapp et al. (2014).
41 Non-deliberative actions function, as Brandom would say it, as a ‘discursive entry’ (2000:83). They 

enable observing people to make a ‘non-inferential report’ (2000:47).



Ch
ap

te
r 

7

275

A pragmatist notion of  responsible agency

those other people may use the attributed commitments as having an inferential structure: 
they may decide to treat the attributed claim as correct and accept what follows from it 
or what it assumes (‘she smiled at me, so she must like me’). And finally, to understand 
non-deliberative action as influencing other people requires also that the performer of a 
non-deliberative action in her turn knows what commitments will be attributed to her 
based on her non-deliberative action and what the observers of her action will likely 
infer from it. These three features together show how non-deliberative actions may be 
understood as a form of rational influencing. The performer of a non-deliberative action 
may then be described as an influencer and the observer of that action as an influencee.
 Once non-deliberative actions are described as influencing, it raises the question 
of how to distinguish, from a pragmatist perspective, between non-deliberative actions 
that are manipulative from those that are non-manipulative. For this we need to turn 
to the influencees and analyse what knowledge they have, or do not have, about the 
non-deliberative actions influencing them. As I commented earlier (in section 2.4.), 
manipulating other people requires that influencers have a certain knowledge of the 
methods or techniques to influence people. Of course, this holds for any influencing, 
manipulative or not. My proposal is that we distinguish between the general and the 
actual use of techniques of influencing. The first type refers to what people know of the 
general use of a specific technique of influencing, for example about how it generally 
works and in what contexts it is usually applied. The second type of knowledge refers to 
what people know of the actual use of a specific technique of influencing, i.e. whether 
they know that, and when, a specific technique of influencing is applied to them. 
 Using the distinction between the general and the actual use of a specific technique 
of influencing allows me to explain the difference between a mentalist and a pragmatist 
approach to manipulation. Mentalist analyses of manipulation, as we have seen (e.g. 
section 2.6.), have a fascination with introspective self-knowledge as a special kind of 
knowledge. Therefore, they usually assume that using a technique of influencing counts 
as manipulative if the influencee lacks knowledge of the actual use of this technique. 
A pragmatist analysis of manipulation is quite different. As the pragmatist framework 
understands all knowledge, including self-knowledge, as basically inferential (see section 
7.2.), it leaves little room for analysing manipulation in terms of some special sort of 
self-knowledge. My proposal would be that, from a pragmatist perspective, using a 
technique of influencing counts as manipulative if the influencee lacks knowledge of 
the general use of this technique. As such, this claim is acceptable to both a pragmatist 
and a mentalist analysis of manipulation. What divides them is the interpretation of 
the case in which an influencee does have knowledge of the general use of a technique 
but lacks knowledge of its actual use. The mentalist analysis would treat this case as 
manipulative. But here, the pragmatist analysis, as I propose it, is less demanding: it 
would treat it as non-manipulative. Suppose that subliminal advertising has become 
a standard way of advertising in the cinema when movies are played and that this is 
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public knowledge for everyone in society: they have sufficient general knowledge about 
how subliminal advertising works and in what context they may reasonably expect to 
be subjected to it. It allows them to make a reasonable guess in what actual situations 
subliminal advertising is likely to be applied to them. In such cases, people in some sense 
know they are being manipulated. This will give them the opportunity to act on it: not 
go to the cinema, protest subliminal advertising or simply to resign in it.42

 Following my previous discussion, I now propose the following, pragmatist 
definition of manipulation: 

Manipulative non-deliberative influencing is an influencer’s knowing use 
of techniques that activate one or more of the influencee’s non-deliberative 
epistemic dispositions and which result in the influencee adopting incorrect 
commitments which in their turn induce the influencee to perform certain 
actions, while the influencee has no (sufficient) general knowledge about 
these techniques.

As you may have noticed, this definition follows the structure of my earlier definition 
of manipulation, but with a few exceptions. First the class of manipulative actions 
is narrowed down to non-deliberative influencing as this is the focus of my current 
discussion (and therefore, ‘lying’ is excluded from this discussion). Second, the mentalist 
vocabulary has been replaced by a Brandomian terminology that should be understood 
according to an inferential notion of knowledge.
 As I suggested before, theorists on manipulation have difficulties in drawing the 
appropriate boundaries to distinguish various kinds of manipulation. In a way, this is 
inherent to any attempt to come up with a taxonomy. One of the struggles for theorists 
on manipulation is to filter out what some have called ‘benign manipulation’.43 I think 
my definition provides a solution to some extent. Using perfume on a date might count 
as a form of benign manipulation. The proposed definition makes clear that we do not 
require to treat the use of perfume as a form of manipulation at all, if it is part of our 
public knowledge that people will use perfume when they go on a date. At the same 
time my definition is not intended to obviate all kinds of ambiguities. Analysing people’s 
knowledge of their hidden prejudices admits of various degrees of knowledge, as we have 
seen. So, analysing their knowledge of the general use of techniques of influencing also 
admits of various degrees.
 It might seem that the proposed definition already provides sufficient guidance  
 
42 My point here is not that the self-attribution of knowledge (‘I know I am being subjected to subliminal 

advertising’) in such cases counts as knowledge in the strict sense that philosophers usually analyse 
‘justified true belief ’. It may be the case that a person enters a cinema where people are not exposed, 
for whatever reason, to subliminal advertising. The point is that people in such cases are justified to 
surmise they will be exposed to subliminal advertising.

43 See e.g. Greenspan (2003); Todd (2013).
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in assessing whether non-deliberative action is manipulative or not. My proposal 
is to add yet another ingredient: trustworthiness. Theorists on manipulation usually 
seem eager to explain manipulative action by analysing its impact in terms of an 
influencee’s intrapersonal features (beliefs, desires, et cetera), features therefore that 
have no necessary reference to either the influencer or to the relation between the 
influencer and the influencee. In other words: mentalist analyses of manipulation tend 
to be non-relational. Instead, I propose that we move towards a relational approach to 
manipulation. Explaining manipulation should also include a reference to the relation 
between the influencer and the influencee in terms of trustworthiness: to what extent 
is the influencee justified or not in trusting the influencer?44 The earlier definition may 
then be adjusted as follows: 

Manipulative non-deliberative influencing is an influencer’s knowing use 
of techniques that activate one or more of the influencee’s non-deliberative 
epistemic dispositions and which result in the influencee adopting incorrect 
commitments which in their turn induce the influencee to perform certain 
actions, while the influencee has no (sufficient) general knowledge about 
these techniques and has sufficient reason to trust the influencer for not applying 
these techniques to the influencee.

This definition implies that manipulation cannot be defined independently of how 
people value one another in terms of trust. Adding to Brandom’s theory of reasoning 
as a social reasoning, it would mean that people are also scorekeepers on each other’s 
trustworthiness. 
 Despite the differences in understanding manipulation, both the mentalist 
and pragmatist approach seem to agree roughly on ‘reason-deceiving’ as a general 
characterisation of manipulation. One difference would be that ‘seduction’, which 
for a mentalist approach counts as a subtype of ‘reason-bypassing’, would from a 
pragmatist perspective also count as ‘reason-deceiving’. But where does that leave that 
other subtype of ‘reason-bypassing’ within the pragmatist approach? So far, I have 
not included this subtype in my pragmatist analysis of my manipulation even though 
brainwashing, hypnosis and similar actions have been treated, in the previous chapters, 
as exemplary of manipulation and as essential to the mentalist analysis. First of all, the 
distinction between ‘reason-deceiving’ and ‘reason-bypassing’ makes sense only from 
within a mentalist approach, as it starts from a notion of introspective self-knowledge. 
Brainwashing for example counts as manipulation because it shows the failure of our 
introspective self-knowledge. The pragmatist approach that I propose starts from a  
 
44 To my knowledge Brandom does not use the notion of trustworthiness, but it may easily be integrated 

into his pragmatist framework for which again I can draw on his distinction between the intercontent, 
intrapersonal and the interpersonal dimension of having commitments and entitlements.
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different notion of knowledge, one that is inferential, social and interpersonal. It seems, 
therefore, that it cannot analyse, for example, brainwashing as manipulation in some 
other sense. 
 Theoretically the pragmatist approach can make sense of brainwashing and related 
forms of non-deliberative actions. Even such techniques as hypnosis and brainwashing 
can be understood as introducing commitments.45 To understand what is special about 
such actions as manipulative, compared to ‘normal’ cases of manipulation, would 
be to assume that the manipulee is somehow prevented from integrating the new 
commitments within her original commitments. But this raises various questions that 
indicate a problem not so much with my pragmatic approach, but with our notions 
themselves of what we take to be brainwashing. Here I follow the argument that was 
already put forward by Dennett (1973). Apart from this philosophical argument, 
there is yet an empirical and a socio-cultural argument. Hypnosis, brainwashing or 
even subliminal persuasion have proven to be of great value for making great exciting 
stories in literature and moving pictures. But they should probably be viewed as mostly 
cultural or social fantasies.46 So far, no experiment has made it plausible that hypnosis, 
brainwashing or even subliminal persuasion has the far-reaching impact that is usually 
attributed to it.47 As these famous examples of manipulation have no philosophical or 
empirical plausibility, my suggestion, therefore, is that we stop talking about them as 
if they were plausible, even more so, that we stop using them as the material for our 
philosophical thought experiments. Thought experiments and metaphors derive their 
plausibility from the real world. But if nothing matches this type of manipulation, what 
plausibility remains for the thought experiments that make use of it? 
 The previous discussion now allows me to answer my research question from a 
pragmatist view: non-deliberative actions may count as a form of holding responsible, 
even those that from a mentalist perspective would count as manipulative (various 
forms of seduction) if people have sufficient general knowledge about the techniques of 
influencing involved in these non-deliberative actions.

45 If we did not make this assumption, we would have to assume that the hypnotised or brainwashed 
manipulee was acting like a zombie. But this does not seem to be implied in standard analyses of 
hypnosis or brainwashing.

46 More specifically on the cultural and ideological context of hypnosis: Andriopoulos (2000) and 
(2011). On brainwashing, particularly its cultural and ideological context: Carruthers, S.L. (1998); 
Melley (2008); Selisker (2016). 

47 On subliminal persuasion: Pratkanis (1992) and Epley, Savitsky and Kachelski (1999). On hypnosis: 
Orne (1972); Spiegel (1981); Rieber (2006); Murray (2016). Brain engineering is in full development 
for example for medical purposes. There seems to be no device so far that could function for mind 
control: see Foster (2006).
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7.6. Non-deliberative action as narrative performance

In the previous section, I have concluded that, briefly summarised, non-deliberative 
actions may sometimes count as holding people responsible for their hidden prejudices 
without interfering with their epistemic autonomy. But the Brandomian-pragmatist 
notion of non-deliberative action is still too abstract and too far removed from the 
socio-political contexts of practices of hidden prejudice. It cannot therefore offer any 
‘feel’ for what specific kinds of non-deliberative actions, within actual social contexts, 
might reduce practices of hidden prejudices. The mentalist framework, on the other 
hand, can provide such concrete proposals, such as administering an anti-prejudice 
pill or performing some type of brain-engineering, even if these proposals might 
be unsatisfactory and perhaps morally unjustified. I think my research question has 
burdened me with showing, however minimally, what it means, in a less abstract way 
and closer to actual socio-political contexts, to unravel the veil of prejudice and confront 
discrimination in a non-deliberative and non-manipulative way. In this section, I will 
therefore suggest a strategy for adapting this notion to socio-political contexts: it will 
consist in understanding inferential rationality, as what underpins non-deliberative 
actions, more specifically as narrative rationality and therefore to understand non-
deliberative action as narrative performance. And it will be just that: suggesting a 
strategy. It will not provide a detailed theory as this would go beyond the purpose of my 
overall argument and, perhaps, probably, should be the object of a different research. 
My aim then will be modest: I will merely provide a preliminary and explorative account 
of integrating inferential and narrative rationality. It will result in the notion of non-
deliberative action as narrative performance. This notion will be used in the next section 
to analyse some actual cases and explore whether non-deliberative actions might have 
the potential to unravel the veil of prejudice and confront discrimination.
 Brandom uses a merely general idea of people as scorekeepers: he does not suggest 
that people may focus on certain types of scorekeeping, nor does he even distinguish 
between various types of scorekeeping. In contrast, my pragmatist account starts with 
the idea that we should understand people as having, in their attitude towards their life-
world, a heightened sensitivity to any appeals to agency (either their own, or somebody 
else’s) or, to put in a Brandomian terminology: they are scorekeepers on social-political 
norms for agency. In socio-political contexts, this means that people will tend to focus 
on keeping scores on people’s agency, for example, their opportunities or their ambitions 
to do certain things. 
 The idea that people are scorekeepers on agency is rather meaningless if agency 
is understood just in reference to agency itself: as an isolated concept. Once agency is 
related to certain goals and actual situations, does it make sense to assess people’s agency. 
I assume that goals might be described in at least two distinct ways: as interests or as 
values. Following Fisher (1987), I will assume that the narrative view starts from the 
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premise that people are oriented towards goals as values. Values, whatever they are taken 
to be, present the ideals for the life-world. But they may turn up just to be ideals, as they 
fail to be realised in current, actual situations. At this point, values can be understood, in 
a normative-psychological sense, as a motivating force. When people authorise certain 
values, are committed to them, it means that they recognise the possibility of an appeal 
to agency: to take up the task of realising those values.
 Whenever a gap occurs between an actual situation and a value, people will 
understand it as an appeal to agency. But this appeal might not be urgent, for example, 
because this value is viewed as less important than certain other values that people are 
working on. Or, if the value is viewed as important, people know that the responsibility 
for realising this value can be assigned to particular people or institutions who have the 
appropriate agency to realise that value. This might be called role responsibility. I assume 
that any society or community is familiar with certain structures of responsible agency. 
These represent what people, as a community, understand as the distribution of role 
responsibility, which answers questions as to who in what role, or which institution, 
ought to be responsible for realising which values. In whatever way we think of such 
structures as being embedded in a society, for example, as formalised in laws or protocols, 
it is important that we think of them as more or less effective to realise a society’s values 
and as belonging to people’s implicit social intentionality (section 6.5.). Whenever 
people perceive an appeal to agency, they will therefore not necessarily understand it 
as an appeal to their agency. Instead, they will understand it according to their society’s 
structures of responsible agency, which means that first of all, they hold those agents 
responsible who have role responsibility. 
 The gap between a situation and an important value does pose a problem whenever 
it raises an appeal to agency that cannot be met. Structures of responsible agency tend 
to be ambiguous or flawed, often when a society is confronting complex or sudden, 
large-scale challenges, such as climate change or an epidemic. In such cases, people will 
perceive that appeals to agency cannot be met because agents with role responsibility 
either deny their role responsibility or because, while in principle affirming their role 
responsibility, they claim to be excused from their responsibility in this specific case, 
usually because they lack the ability (resources for example) to solve the situation. The 
first type of reason may indicate a crisis in a society’s structures of responsible agency: 
if the agents having role responsibility deny their responsibility for this situation, then 
who has? The second type of reason suggests a crisis in the quality of a society’s abilities, 
as when hospitals are no longer capable of providing proper health care as they are 
confronted with a large number of many patients with an epistemic disease. 
 Problems with structures of responsible agency can be solved either by reorganising 
the structure of how responsibility is distributed between roles or by reshaping the 
abilities of agency underlying structures of responsibility. Or they might simply be 
ignored. My suggestion is that, once such problems arise, people tend to suffer from 
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a lack of motivation either to understand or to solve them and that, therefore, their 
standard response will be one of ignoring them. This tendency might be understood 
as a psychological phenomenon. But for my account it is important to understand it 
as an epistemic phenomenon, i.e. as a problem of epistemic agency. This problem may 
be understood at a general level and at a more specific level. As I already indicated, my 
pragmatist account assumes that, in general, people have a heightened sensitivity to 
appeals to agency. But their understanding of agency and appeals to agency is embedded 
within their understanding of structures of responsible agency, which to a large extent 
is the result of socialisation and internalisation, processes which might be understood 
according to Bourdieu’s notion of ‘habit’ or along the lines of my pragmatist notion of 
implicit, social intentionality. Therefore, when people confront problems with structures 
of responsibility, this exceeds, by definition, their ‘habituated’ epistemic agency. Instead, 
they will, in the absence of an understanding of a new, better structure, tend to think 
and act within the limits of their current understanding of structures of responsible 
agency and the roles they have within these structures. And so, they will tend to ignore 
the problems with structures of responsible agency.
 It might be argued that this explanation is insufficient. As long as people ignore these 
problems, they must suffer from them. This by itself provides a source of motivation to 
try and solve them. To understand why people nevertheless lack motivation, we should 
turn to a more specific level of analysis: people’s tendency to ignore these problems may 
be explained by their positions in society – the social group to which they belong, certain 
social characteristics they have, the place where they live, the jobs they have – and how 
their positions are related towards those problems with structures of responsible agency. 
It might be claimed, for example, that people, due to their social positions, will tend to 
lack motivation because they do not personally suffer from these problems or because they 
do not even personally observe them. 
 The previous analysis allows for the possibility that some people have the social 
positions to make a difference – i.e. to address problems with structures of responsible 
agency and change them –, but also lack the motivation of taking up that responsibility 
of making a difference. The next issue I will now turn to, is how these people may be 
addressed and motivated to take their responsibility. To understand how these people 
may be motivated – and again, in an epistemic, not necessarily a psychological, sense 
– into understanding and solving problems with structures of responsibility, I propose 
a narrative view. Adopting a narrative view on people means to understand people as 
understanding their life-world according to a narrative structure.48 Their understanding  
 
 

48 The ‘life-world’ is a technical term that has been used by a variety of philosophers, often working 
within a phenomenological tradition. For a discussion of this notion, especially in relation to notions 
of ‘everyday life’: see Sandywell (2004). 
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as having a narrative structure is what I call a ‘narrative’.49 A narrative is a form of 
epistemic agency because it offers people an understanding of their responsible agency. 
But this epistemic agency should not be understood within a mentalist framework. 
The narrative understanding is not an ‘internal’, ‘mental’ epistemic structure. Instead, 
a narrative requires what I call ‘narrative performances’: a narrative performance will 
be any action having a narrative structure that is either explicit in what people say or 
implicit in what they do.
 I will assume that, whenever people perceive a problem with responsible agency, 
they already try to make sense of it as a narrative. Whenever people perceive a problem 
with structures of responsible agency, this is different, as I already suggested: they will not 
necessarily make sense of it with any new narrative performance but will keep to their 
old narratives on responsibility. To this extent narrative performances have a preservative 
function as they preserve already existing structures of responsible agency. However, my 
hypothesis is that people may be motivated into understanding and solving problems 
with structures of responsibility if they understand them as a narrative, at least more 
easily than when they are offered merely technical arguments. To the extent that narrative 
performances are successful in this sense, they will have an emancipatory function as they 
will emancipate people from old structures of responsible agency.50 First, I will further 
explain what I mean by ‘narrative’.
 The twentieth century has witnessed, especially in its last decades, what has 
been called a ‘narrative turn’ (or: ‘narrative paradigm’).51 It provided new, interesting 
perspectives for doing research in a broad spectrum of disciplines, ranging from 
communication theory to literature, psychology and sociology. This required developing 
and specifying a narrative theory as a background for empirical research. Whatever the 
differences between the narrative theories that have been proposed and used in these 
various disciplines, the common starting point seems to be that people are viewed 
as storytellers and that this provides an important, perhaps even essential key to 
understanding a broad range of human actions, individual and collective, institutional 
and non-institutional. The implication for research is that what people do, is analysed as 
a form of storytelling. As storytelling requires an audience, it is also analysed as a form 
of communication between people. 
 For the narrative view that I will present here I will take my starting point from 
MacIntyre (1981, chapter 15) and Fisher (1987), who himself was partially inspired by 
MacIntyre. They both were discontent with certain dominant analyses of human action.  
 
49 In formalist or structuralist theories of narrative a distinction is made between what is told (what 

happens, the events) and how it is told, expressed in terms of either ‘fabula’ versus ‘sjuzhet’ (Russian 
narrative theory), or ‘histoire’ versus ‘discours’ (French narrative theory) or ‘story’ versus ‘discourse’ 
(Anglo-American narrative theory). See McQuillan (2000) and Kernan (2010). For my discussion I 
will not treat this distinction as relevant.

50 For an analysis emphasising this function, especially for racial reform: see Delgado (1989).
51 See e.g. Czarniawska (2004; chapter 1); Hyvärinen (2006); Krizek (2017).
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The first introduced the idea of people as storytellers in opposition to atomistic analyses 
that explain human actions in terms of ‘basic actions’. Fisher in his turn transferred 
MacIntyre’s idea into communication theory and used it to oppose what he called 
the ‘rational-world paradigm’ (1987, chapter 3), which analyses human action from a 
restricted notion of rationality that I take to be similar to what earlier in my argument 
has been termed ‘deliberative rationality’. Their own proposals are particularly useful, 
more than Brandom’s still highly abstract proposal, to understand human action in 
social contexts. At the same time, I find their accounts of what it means that people 
are storytellers, unsatisfactory, as they succeed insufficiently, I think, to move beyond 
the metaphor of ‘storytellers’ and explain how narrative performances may have an 
emancipatory function. Below I will briefly discuss some of their comments on the 
narrative view and to what extent narratives are different from, and similar to, stories 
and arguments. Next, I will propose, drawing on the notions of inferential rationality 
and the freedom to disagree, how we may understand narrative performances as non-
deliberative and having an emancipatory function. 
 The idea of people understanding their own lives as storytellers might suggest 
that ‘story’ is transferred from the domain of fiction where it has its original place, 
to a domain, people’s non-fictional life-world, where this term is applicable only in a 
metaphorical sense. MacIntyre, however, seems to suggest a reversed order: ‘Narrative 
is not the work of poets, dramatists and novelists reflecting upon events which had no 
narrative order before one was imposed by the singer or the writer’ (1981/ 1985:211). In 
other words: people understand their life-world already as having a narrative order, even 
before their narratives were transformed, in the hand of dedicated, trained storytellers, 
into stories. In telling narratives people use, and have always used, some of the techniques 
of storytelling that we now consider to be the tools of poets, dramatists and novelists. 
 The idea also suggests that narratives are somehow different from arguments, for 
example, scientific, philosophical, bureaucratic or juridical ones. Especially Fisher is 
adamant on stressing the difference between narratives and arguments. While arguments 
express deliberative rationality, narrative and stories express narrative rationality. 
Explaining this difference, Fisher claims that ‘[t]he operative principle of narrative 
rationality is identification rather than deliberation’ (1987:66). For this identification to 
be successful Fisher distinguishes two criteria that should be met: probability and fidelity. 
As he explains these criteria, they seem to be largely relevant to both narratives and 
stories. ‘Probability’ for example refers to the coherence of the narrative/ story at various 
levels: structural, material and characterological coherence. Whenever an audience 
assesses the material coherence of a narrative/ story, it will compare and contrast it to 
other narratives/ stories they are familiar with. Central to both narratives and stories 
are also the characters: are they sufficiently consistent and coherent to be ‘probable’? A 
different criterion is fidelity which refers to the truthfulness of the narrative/ story.
 These explanations still leave the question as to what extent narratives differ from 
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stories. It might be claimed that stories deal with the fictional while narratives deal with 
the non-fictional. Or it might be claimed that stories have a beginning, a middle and 
an end, while it might be debatable whether narratives also have an end.52 MacIntyre 
briefly discusses this distinction but rejects it.53 Here I wish to emphasise another 
difference. Storytelling usually presupposes a basic dual model, according to which the 
story is told by a storyteller to an audience: the storyteller/ audience model. In the 
case of narratives, however, it is important to understand that this distinction is usually 
blurred: the audience itself is also active in shaping the story. Both MacIntyre and Fisher 
recognise that people may be authors of their narratives.54 But I think their accounts 
do not yet sufficiently bring out why the storyteller/ audience model is problematic 
for understanding narratives. MacIntyre, for example, mainly discusses narratives as 
applicable to the relation that people have towards their own lives. But I am more broadly 
interested in the use of narratives for how people relate to large social and political issues. 
Fisher does show interest in such issues. However, as he is adamant about demarcating 
narrative rationality from deliberative rationality, he is in danger of insufficiently 
explaining the difference between narratives and stories. I think this happens when he, 
as we have seen, introduces the notion of ‘identification’. Without further explaining to 
what extent the identification of an audience with characters in narratives is different 
from the identification with characters in stories, he risks reintroducing the dual model 
of storyteller/ audience. The audience of a narrative would then be in much the same 
position as the audience of a book, a movie or a spoken tale: just reading, watching and 
listening. But while people may end their reading, listening or watching a story any 
time they want, it is not clear how, from the perspective of identification, how they can 
escape society’s narratives in which they are caught up. To this extent, Fisher’s notion 
of identification only helps to explain why narrative performances have a preserving 
function, i.e. contribute to maintaining the dominant narratives.
 While MacIntyre’s and Fisher’s comments may still raise various questions on the 
similarities or differences between narratives, stories and arguments, for my account of 
the narrative view it is important to analyse narrative performance, first, as both rational 
and non-deliberative and, second, as having an emancipatory function. The first issue 
requires that we need to hone in on what notion of rationality underlies that of narratives. 
While Fisher explicitly chooses to talk about narrative rationality, as we have seen, he 
does not explore any notion of rationality that mighty underly and link both narrative 
rationality and deliberative rationality, perhaps because he is too much concerned with 
demarcating narrative rationality as a notion in its own right. At this point, I think, it 
would be fruitful to bring in Brandom’s notion of inferential rationality. Both Fisher and 
Brandom agree that a view of rationality in some deliberative, formal sense is too limited  
 
52 For the view that stories have a beginning, middle and an end: see e.g. Krizek (2017).
53 MacIntyre (1981/ 1985:212).
54 See Fisher (1987:18).
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and misrecognises a kind of rationality that is more basic than deliberative rationality. 
They also agree that this more basic rationality is really a communicative, social practice. 
Fisher is already content with calling this more basic notion ‘narrative rationality’. I am 
not sure whether Brandom would agree. He might agree that narrative rationality is more 
basic than deliberative rationality in terms of how people develop their rationality. But 
he might claim that inferential rationality is still more basic than narrative rationality. I 
will choose this strategy and suggest that we accept his notion of inferential rationality 
as what narratives, stories and scientific arguments presuppose: while arguments consist 
of so many argumentative steps, each of which functions as an inferential antecedent 
to the following and as an inferential consequence to the previous, with each chain of 
argumentative steps pushing the overall argument further, stories and narratives consist 
of so many situations, each of which functions as an inferential antecedent, as what 
characters need to respond to, and as inferential consequences, as what results from 
earlier responses of characters, with each sequence of situations propelling the overall 
plot. Central to the inferential rationality that underpins narratives and stories are the 
commitments to values, which may be viewed as a specific type of claims. Narratives and 
stories are premised on the idea that commitments to values have inferential antecedents 
and inferential consequences. They have this idea in common with ethical theory. But 
while ethical theory will try to understand and formulate the basic rules that should 
underly people’s actions when they are oriented towards values, narratives and stories 
can be viewed as exercises in understanding responsible agency: they explore what may 
happen when the values to which characters are committed, are somehow disrupted, 
for example, because they fail to provide guidance for action, because they are thwarted 
(by circumstances, fate, other characters), compete with other commitments. Narratives 
and stories explore, one might say, what people will do when they experience a problem 
with the inferential roles of their commitments to values. 
 So far, I have indicated how narrative performances may be understood as a kind 
of rational yet non-deliberative action. I also suggested how narrative performances have 
a preservative function. But we still have not seen how they may have an emancipatory 
function. A narrative performance may have an emancipatory function if it succeeds in 
releasing a person from a deadlock she has or experiences in her responsible agency. But 
how may we understand a narrative performance as emancipatory if, as was suggested 
previously, people identify with current, dominant narratives and if we cannot explain 
what it means that they can escape this identification? I will make three suggestions for 
explaining this.
 My first suggestion is that people should be understood as having the ability to 
disagree with current narratives. This builds on the notion of epistemic notion I proposed 
earlier. Its significance in moral-political contexts is the freedom to disagree (see sections 
7.2. and 7.3.). Whatever narratives dominate people’s lives, people still have their own 
experiences. It would be misleading to call such experiences ‘personal’, because in a way 
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they are always personal, social and political at the same time. They can fulfil a critical 
role, because they provide people with the epistemic resources for tracing certain deontic 
incompatibilities within the dominant narratives. The idea of the freedom to disagree 
therefore suggests that dominant narratives in a society are not all-determining. People 
may identify with their society’s dominant narratives, but it does not mean that they 
cannot escape them: they may disagree with them.
 My second suggestion is that people should be understood as having the ability 
to move beyond merely disagreeing and to imagine alternative narrative performances. 
The idea of a narrative inferential rationality allows for the possibility of distinguishing 
between people’s narrative ability – their ability to identify with the characters of any 
narrative/ story – and their actual narrative performances. It implies that no narrative, 
however it is constructed, can absorb or monopolise all other narratives. Narratives 
are open-ended accounts of responsible agency. Whatever narrative actions people 
perform in support of society’s dominant narratives, this still leaves room for people 
to imagine alternative narrative performances. Their own experiences, but also those of 
others, again provide an important source, this time for experimenting with alternative 
narrative structures.
 My third suggestion is that the identification within narratives implies a normative 
force that the identification within stories lacks. Identification within narratives is in 
many ways similar to identification within stories. When an audience identifies with the 
characters of either narratives or stories, it means that they understand to what values 
the characters are committed, but also what action should follow from those values and 
what sacrifice, benefit, pain or happiness will follow from performing that action. But 
identification within narratives is different from identification within stories in at least 
one important sense. When an audience identifies with the main characters, it will not 
only understand their values but also value the characters’ values as theirs. This may 
mean that the audience will either adopt new values which it had not before or value 
certain values as more important as before. In both cases, the identification implies that 
the narrative has normative force. In Brandom’s vocabulary: identification in narratives 
implies that the audience authorises the main characters’ commitments to certain values. 
This is not necessary for identification within stories. We may identify with characters 
in stories even if we do not share their values or even if their values seem alien to us. 
If we do not share the values of a character in a story or do not even understand those 
values, we may nevertheless identify with this character in the sense that we are able to 
understand what a certain person, having such values, might do, might be afraid to do, 
might be unwilling to do, et cetera.
 The imagination of alternative narrative performances, as either an adaptation 
of or a substitution for current narratives, may at first be limited to what people say 
or think. As such it fails to motivate them to act according to the values embedded 
in these narrative performances. Even then, the identification creates the potential for 
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motivating people. As long as people only imagine alternative narrative performances, 
perhaps secretively, and still perform narrative actions, publicly, according to current 
narratives, they must grapple with an epistemic dissonance between the dominant and 
the new, imagined narrative. Whenever this happens, this is the source of a ‘tension’, in 
a psychological, moral, but also socio-political sense because the tension is something 
that needs to be resolved.
 My discussion has been rather abstract. I will conclude this section with a brief 
discussion of an interesting example that illustrates both that people understand their 
life-world as a narrative and how narrative performance can be used as a source of (new) 
understanding problems with responsible agency. The example is taken from a research 
on marital woman battering. For this research Hydén (1994) had an interview with a 
man who had created his own narrative about his use of alcohol and what it means for 
his marriage: ‘When I come to again, I have often done something violent. Hit Pia (his 
wife) or trashed the apartment’ (1994:58). This elicited the following response from 
Hydén: ‘Then it must be unbelievable luck that Pia is still alive’ which she then further 
explains: ‘when you get mad at her and it short-circuits in your head, your body takes 
on a life of its own and becomes violent. It’s lucky that you haven’t stuck the bread 
knife in her, or scissors, or hit her even worse than you have’ (ibidem). Interestingly 
the man immediately denies that this risk would exist: ‘I would never hurt her that 
bad’ (ibidem). His narrative tries to make sense of his own responsible agency: as he 
understands it, whenever he experiences a black-out from the alcohol, his responsibility 
is suspended. Telling the narrative this way, as Hydén understands him, provides him 
with an excuse for beating his wife. What is interesting about Hydén’s intervention is 
that in her response, she shows him the implications of this narrative: if he really believes 
that having a black-out would suspend his responsible agency, this will excuse any act 
that he would perform during a black-out, even killing his wife. In not accepting this 
implication, the man shows his commitment to a more complex narrative. 
 While this example suggests how a narrative performance may help people in 
addressing and solving problems with their responsible agency, it does not yet show how 
narrative performances may have the potential to motivate people into addressing and 
solving problems with social structures of responsible agency. I will turn to this issue in 
the next section.

7.7. Narrative performance as confronting discrimination

With this section, I will conclude my argument that the performance of non-deliberative 
actions may count as holding people responsible without interfering with their epistemic 
autonomy. So far, my argument has mostly involved conceptual analysis. In the previous 
section, however, I expressed the ambition to show what it means, in a less abstract 
way and closer to actual socio-political contexts, that non-deliberative action may 
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have an emancipatory function, more specifically: may be capable of unravelling the 
veil of prejudice and, ultimately, may confront practices of hidden prejudice. In this 
section, therefore, I will explore a case study on African Americans and how narrative 
performances might be understood as part of the civil rights movement in the 1960s. 
But my aim in exploring this case is limited: my aim is not to show that non-deliberative 
action will reduce practices of prejudice. Instead, my aim is to illustrate how we may 
think of non-deliberative action in a less abstract way and how it may be argued that 
they do, or do not, contribute to reducing practices of prejudice. Furthermore, I aim to 
make plausible that such actions require more analysis from social scientists and political 
philosophers. Before moving on to my case study, I want to comment briefly on my 
methodological approach.
 The struggles of African Americans for their civil rights involve a broad and 
complex range of literature. Exploring this for my present purpose raises numerous 
methodological problems that I cannot solve within the limits of my research. I will 
therefore demarcate my case study in various ways. First, I will analyse it by using the 
narrative view that was developed in the previous section. Second, I will frame my 
discussion on how non-deliberative actions might reduce practices of prejudice as a 
discussion on how social protest might influence public opinion. Third, I will choose 
photography as the ‘focal point’ for identifying what might count as non-deliberative 
action and, as such, might influence public opinion. These choices are open to discussion. 
Below I will briefly explain my choices.
 Applying the narrative view can be done in several ways. Here I will assume that 
the African American’s struggle for civil rights indicates a problem with structures of 
responsible agency in their societies, at least when it comes to effectively warranting the 
civil rights of these groups. I will call this the ‘inequality problem’. I will also assume 
that African Americans, at the time of the civil rights struggles of the 1950s and 1960s, 
were often in social positions that provided them with fewer opportunities to solve the 
inequality problem than other groups of people. Finally, I will assume that this required 
African Americans to make appeals, using the most effective techniques available for 
them to exert influence in the public debate, to those other groups. If we think of this 
‘appeal’ as a narrative, it places African Americans in the role of storytellers and those 
other groups in the role of ‘audience’.
 To link ‘non-deliberative actions’ conceptually to ‘reducing practices of prejudice, 
I take two intermediate steps: first, that non-deliberative actions can take the form 
of narrative performances and, second, that narrative performances in their turn can 
function as social protest. Both steps will help me focus the discussion of my case study: 
once non-deliberative action is explained in terms of social protest, I can make the next 
step and explore whether social protesters could influence their audience.
 Both steps also have their limitations. For several decades now, narrative theory 
has entered the social sciences. However, the idea that storytelling might function as 
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social protest, as what has the potential of changing social structures in society, has 
received little attention as a domain of research: ‘[sociologists] have treated stories more 
as texts to be analyzed for the meanings they express than as social performances that are 
interactively constructed’ (Polletta et al. 2011:110).55 Second, while the media coverage 
of the civil rights movement has often been claimed to greatly impact the ‘northern 
white liberals’, detailed and critical analyses of this claim, specifically when it comes to 
the impact of civil rights photography, seem scarce.
 Narrative performance is about telling stories. This will usually be understood 
literally: telling stories, i.e. as verbal acts. Although verbal acts of storytelling already count 
as non-deliberative, I am interested more specifically in non-verbal acts of storytelling. 
I will choose photography to explore the possibility of non-verbal storytelling56 and 
more specifically on non-verbal storytelling as social protest because storytelling might 
perform its emancipatory function as social protest. And I mean to discuss photographs 
in a broad sense: not just what the photographs show, but also the context in which they 
function. The photographs are not to be equated simply with the image itself, but they 
include the actions needed for taking the picture and for getting the picture published 
in press media. Strictly, a distinction should be made between the non-verbal narrative 
performances that are being photographed and the performance of photographing itself 
as another type of non-verbal performance. Although this distinction is relevant, my 
discussion is to analyse how the combination of both performances may strengthen 
the narrative implicit in the photographed performance. To put it differently: press 
photographs may function as the amplifier of that narrative. 
 Again, this choice for using photography too has its limitations for my case study. 
First, even researchers who have used narrative theory to study the power of storytelling, 
for example, in social protest, have mostly focused on ‘language-based storytelling, 
either verbal or written’ (Goodnow 2020:266), i.e. on telling rather than showing 
stories.57 Second, even researchers who do acknowledge the transformative power of 
social movements and their protests tend to display what McAdam calls an ‘ideational 
bias’, i.e. the tendency to ‘focus on the speeches, writings, statements, or other formal 
ideological pronouncements by movement factors’ (McAdam 1996a:341), in this way 
giving priority in their research to ‘words’ over ‘actions’. 
 The approach, as explained above, is limited to analysing the effects of narrative 
performance on an audience. This would assume that getting this audience to identify  
 

55 Also see J.E. Davis (2002b); Polletta (2006). While these sources seem to comment mostly on 
sociological research, the lack of attention for the transformative power of social protest also holds 
for social psychology. While the perpetuation of injustices and how their victims experience them has 
been the focus of social psychological research, the ‘analysis of resistance has occurred in many forms, 
largely on the sidelines of mainstream social psychology’ (2018a:13).

56 Fisher (1987) allows for the possibility of non-verbal storytelling, but he does not further explore it.
57 This observation has especially been made by those working in visual communication theory: see 

Goodnow (2020). 
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with the narrative, with the African American’s struggle for civil rights, is enough to 
motivate them into addressing and solving the inequality problem. In short: to reduce 
practices of prejudice. This assumption would be too optimistic. A more inclusive 
analysis than I can offer here should specify what it means that practices of prejudices 
are reduced – new laws on equality? – and whether a change in the public opinion of a 
powerful audience has had any effect on this. Again, my aim here is much more modest. 
I only want to show how we may understand ‘non-deliberative action’ less abstractly. 
 One final note on choosing my case study. I had wanted to add a case study on 
narrative performances in the Roma civil rights movement. But this did not prove 
to be easy. While much has been written on the civil rights movement as an African 
American struggle for equality, Roma struggles for equality seem less developed and at 
least less well documented. Still, in 2010 Greenberg concluded, reporting his findings 
on segregated Roma education, that ‘there is no Roma civil rights movement’ (2010:920, 
original emphasis). This is too pessimistic.58 Even so, the litigation strategy still seems 
to dominate efforts to realise equal rights for Roma people.59 At the same time, Roma 
people have not yet been part of a civil rights movement that received as much media 
attention as did the African American civil rights movement. While the case Brown v. 
Board of Education was important, the African American struggle for equal education 
reached a wider, white audience and became national news when a small group of 
African American students wanted to claim the rights, approved of by the Supreme 
Court, and registered for what was still a white school. Among them was Elizabeth 
Eckford. The Ostrava case has not achieved this same impact. Very different from the 
case Brown v. Board of Education, the Ostrava case has to offer only two initials of an 
otherwise anonymous child, H.D., and no powerful photographic image is available 
that might show an ongoing struggle for equality of education or illustrate, for my 
purposes, a narrative performance. Nevertheless, if we look on a more local scale, we do 
find examples of narrative performances.60

Case study: Photographic moments in the African American civil rights movement
My first case study is concerned with the African American struggle for civil rights in the 
1950s and 1960s. For this, I will limit my examples to public actions that were captured 
in photographs that nowadays are thought to be the most powerful and representative 
images of the civil rights movement. I will specifically focus on the role of photographs 
in the coverage of the Birmingham campaign. My aim is to explore to what extent civil 
rights protesters succeeded with their actions in influencing their audience.
 The context for the civil rights movement in the United States was a society that 
is founded on a commitment to the idea ‘that all men are created equal, that they are  

58 Various studies show how, after the Second World War, Roma people became activists: see Donert 
(2017); Knesebeck (2011); Beck and Ivasiuc (2018). 

59 See Open Society Foundations (2016).
60 See Harper (2012) Orosz (2016).
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endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness’ (quoted in Kluger 1975/ 2004:28), but denied 
these rights to African Americans, first by recognising slavery as a lawful practice, and 
later, after the civil war, when slavery was abolished, by creating all kinds of obstacles, 
both legal and practical. From an early moment, African Americans had challenged, 
on their own or by organising themselves, the formal segregated and informal racist 
practices of their society. The narrative that motivated whatever actions they performed 
might be described like this: we African Americans are prepared to challenge society, 
even to the point of disobeying its laws, and to demand recognition of our humanity so 
that we too may enjoy the rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.61

 In the 1950s and 1960s, various organisations and citizens were involved in the 
American civil rights movement. To address and solve the equality problem, they explored 
various strategies. Initially, the most dominant was the litigation strategy, selecting potentially 
powerful cases and bringing them to court.62 It may be considered as a form of influencing 
that consists of deliberative, specifically highly technical, juridical modes of reasoning, 
aimed at persuading an audience of judges. Sometimes this strategy was successful. But as 
Elizabeth Eckford had to experience, juridical victories did not prove to be enough. Even 
after the Supreme Court had decided the case Brown v. Board of Education (1954) in favour 
of the African American cause, separate public schools remained to exist. African American 
students now had to enforce what was juridically already their right. It required a change of 
strategies. As the years went by, protesters began to shift their attention towards strategies that 
aimed at influencing different audiences, such as public opinion, at both a national and an 
international level, and politicians and policymakers.63 
 African American protesters wanted to influence various audiences. For this case  
study, I will focus on white people from the northern states.64 It might be wondered  
 
61 For statements by leaders from the Civil Rights Movements: see, e.g. King (1963). King does not explicitly 

refer to the rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness or to the Declaration of Independence. I 
nevertheless think that these rights are key ingredients of this narrative, in whatever way it is formulated. 
Even as slavery had ended, African Americans still had to fear for their life and liberty: see McGuire 
(2010). Also, President John F. Kennedy picked up on such rights as he reflected on the position of African 
Americans in society, for example when he says: ‘he cannot enjoy the full and free life which all of us 
want’ (Roberts and Klibanoff 2006:333; also see: https://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/radio-
and-television-report-to-the-american-people-on-civil-rights/, accessed on 31 December 2020). For now, my 
proposal for the underlying narrative is intended as a guide for my further discussion. 

62 See Kolb (2007), Chapter 6.
63 For a discussion of various strategies that were employed within the civil rights movement: see Kolb 

(2007), Part II.
64 As white people from the northern states were more moderate than those in the southern states, King 

(1963/ 2000:97) seems to hint at this audience when he remarks that ‘the Negro’s great stumbling 
block in the stride toward freedom is not the White Citizens Councillor or the Ku Klux Klanner but 
the white moderate who is more devoted to order than to justice; who prefers a negative peace which is 
the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says, “I agree 
with you in the goal you seek, but I can’t agree with your methods of direct action”; who paternalistically 
feels that he can set the timetable for another man’s freedom; who lives by the myth of time; and who 
constantly advises the Negro to wait until a “more convenient season.”‘
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why African American protesters might have wanted to win the sympathy of this 
audience. Did white northerners not know about the segregation and other obstacles 
in the southern states that prevented African Americans from being first-class citizens? 
Or if they did, why they did not do help their fellow citizens? The answer is a complex 
combination of both. People may sometimes be in social positions, as I suggested earlier, 
to solve certain problems with structures of responsible agency, but at the same time may 
lack motivation because they do not personally suffer from these problems, or because 
they do not even personally observe them. It also holds for white northerners: they knew 
something, but they lacked the motivation to explore what they knew, so they remained 
ignorant. The problem was not that northern white people could not have known about 
the situation of African Americans in the southern states, but rather what they wanted 
to learn from it: as Myrdal wrote, ‘The Northerners want to hear as little as possible 
about the Negroes, both in the South and in the North [...] The result is an astonishing 
ignorance about the Negro on the part of the white public in the North’ (Myrdal 1944/ 
1962:48). But once Myrdal published in 1944 his An American Dilemma, with the 
subtitle: The Negro Problem & Modern Democracy, a very extensive study of race in the 
United States,65 white northerners could no longer deny having any access to what was 
going on in the southern states. But while it may have helped the white northerners 
to develop liberal ideas on race issues,66 nearly two decades later, they still seemed 
indifferent: ‘Whites in the North had the luxury of holding more progressive attitudes 
on race than did whites in the South, because they were born into a society that erected 
fewer visible barriers to nonwhite advancement and because they had few opportunities 
to observe the material conditions of black life’ Berger (2011:61). Therefore, it seems 
plausible that if the Implicit Association Test had already existed, at the beginning of the 
1960s, white northerners might have been tested as having an implicit bias.
 A broad range of different kinds of actions helped African American protesters 
to reach their audience. Some of them can be considered at the nexus of rhetorical 
deliberation and verbal narrative performance, such as Martin Luther King’s letter 
from the Birmingham jail.67 But others consisted of what I would consider as non-
verbal narrative performances: actions whose narrative significance was clear to anyone 
directly involved in the situation and to the public who was informed of those actions in 
newspapers and, later, on television. A well-known and prominent example is the action 
performed by Rosa Parks when she got on the bus and sat down in the section which she 
knew was perceived as reserved for white people.68 The Greensboro sit-ins provide yet 

65 It was commissioned to him by the Carnegie Corporation.
66 See Kolb, who observes, in an analysis of changes in American public opinion on equal treatment: 

‘A sea change in racial attitudes regarding the principles of equal treatment in a twenty-year period 
between the early 1940s and the early 1960s’ (2007:156).

67 See, e.g. Fulkerson (1979) and Watson (2004). For more recent references: see Johnson (2007:21–
22, note 2).

68 See McGuire (2010). For a discussion of how the act by Rosa Parks may be understood to influence 
(white) public opinion: Blaakman (2012).
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another example.69 I would even claim that every protest march by African Americans 
in those days should be counted as a non-verbal narrative performance. Even while they 
held up signs voicing their disagreements with segregation, what mattered was the mere 
fact that they showed up in large numbers and marched through the streets holding up 
signs: even without reading the signs, it would have been clear to bystanders what the 
protest march was all about. 
 As I already indicated, I will focus on non-verbal narrative performances which 
the audience of northern white liberals could see through the photographic eye. The 
coverage of the civil rights movement offers many examples. Those that proved to be 
influential were not necessarily the result of a carefully planned strategy of influencing 
public opinion. Such was the case with the photograph of Elizabeth Eckford.70 It was 
the result of an unhappy coincidence. It had never been a strategic goal to leave her all 
by her own, at the mercy of the crowd near the entrance of Little Rock High School. In 
fact, she and her African American fellow students were supposed to gather at a certain 
meeting time and place from where, as it has been advised, not their parents but white 
and African American ministers would accompany them to Little Rock High School. 
While her fellow students were informed in time, Elizabeth Eckford did not know about 
this and arrived at the High School all alone.71 And it had never been a strategic goal 
that some photographer would capture her in her most vulnerable moment. Even the 
young woman whom Will Counts’ photograph shows as immediately walking behind 
Elizabeth Eckford, shouting ‘Nigger!’ at her (Jacoway 2007:6), appeared in the crown 
only by accident. She was later identified as Hazel Bryan. As Jacoway describes her 
perspective, she and a girlfriend got ‘swept up into the spirit of the moment, joined 
the heckling’, but without ‘awareness of the issues involved’ (Jacoway 2007:8).72 Hazel 
Bryan ‘knew immediately she had made a mistake, and as the Civil Rights Movement 
unfolded and she understood increasingly the depth of her error, she called Elizabeth 
and apologized in 1962’ (Jacoway 2007:7–8).
 Once African American protesters chose to influence public opinion, this was no easy 
strategy. The audience of northern white liberals was mainly informed by an equally white 
press. Whatever press photographs were published were taken by white photographers. To 
understand how African American protesters made a shift in their strategy, moving from 
litigation towards influencing a variety of white audiences, I will turn to a discussion of the  
 
 
69 See Polletta (2002) and Abel (2010, Chapter 8).
70 For the impact the photograph and the story of Little Rock High School had in the media: see 

Roberts and Klibanoff (2006, Chapter 11).
71 See Roberts and Klibanoff (2006, Chapter 11).
72 Yet another example of photographs that impressed audiences were the images of Emmett Till, a 

14-year-old African American boy who was tortured and murdered in 1955 after talking to a white 
woman. Interestingly, in this case, the white audience saw other images than the African American 
audience: ‘While the white press did not publish images of Till’s body itself, it did publish searing 
images of the rituals of mourning that surrounded his death’ (Pool 2012:20).
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so-called Birmingham campaign.73 
 The Birmingham campaign was an initiative of one of the national African American 
civil rights organisations in the United States, the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (SCLC), which was then led by Martin Luther King, its first president. It was 
set up in 1957 to support local groups of African Americans in their protest actions against 
segregation. In its first years, it had difficulties in finding the rights ways of effectively 
supporting local protesters. Its first major opportunity to get involved in a large-scale 
protest movement was offered by the Albany Movement, a cooperation of the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The Albany movement had chosen the city 
of Albany in the state of Georgia as the location for large-scale protest actions against 
segregation it wanted to support and organise. As the Albany Movement lacked a major 
strategy, its president, William Anderson, decided to ask for the help of the SCLC.74 
 In the Albany Movement, the SCLC, SNCC and NAACP combined forces 
to organise in Albany a series of actions for which they employed the strategy of a 
community-wide protest campaign which was ‘not a single new protest technique, but a 
way of combining previously successful tactics that had become insufficient in themselves 
to provoke crisis’ (Kolb 2007:118).75 Another strategy was that these actions, whatever 
form they took, had to be non-violent, for principled reasons, but also for yet another 
reason. By this time, African American organisations had noticed that mainstream 
media began to take an interest in African American protest actions and that media, 
also due to the increasing importance of television in the 1950s, were gaining influence 
in shaping national public opinion. And they began to understand the basic logic of 
media coverage: ‘The more sensational an event, the more likely the national coverage’ 
(Eskew 1997:23).76 Another strategic goal was, therefore, to provoke policemen to take 
recourse to violence in suppressing and ending protest actions, as this would create a 
dramatic contrast with the non-violent character of these actions. Protesting for the 
right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness peacefully while being hindered by 
‘bad guys’ using violence. What more powerful narrative was needed? If these strategies 
succeeded, it would provide the bargaining power the Albany Movement needed for 
overturning segregation policies and practices. The Albany Movement, however, failed 
to realise its ambition, partly because Albany’s police chief, Laurie Pritchett, was not 
provoked in letting his policemen use violence but instead instructed them to arrest  
 
73 Kolb (2007) distinguishes between the Disruption Mechanism and the Public Preference Mechanism. 

While the second strategy assumes that ‘social movements can influence and mobilize public 
opinion in order to impact public policy’ (2007:140), the first strategy assumes that they ‘can obtain 
bargaining power by creating institutional disruption through the massive use of direct action tactics’ 
(2007:115). The Birmingham campaign is illustrative of both strategies.

74 See Eskew (1997).
75 Also, see McAdam (1983).
76 For a discussion of the importance of specifically television news for the civil rights movement: see 

Bodroghkozy (2012).
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protesters who then were taken away to locked up in jails, not those of Albany itself, but 
of neighbouring counties and cities.77

 Circumstances in the city of Birmingham in the state of Alabama provided a 
second opportunity for the SCLCC to organise a campaign. One important difference 
with circumstances in Albany was that Birmingham had as its ‘Commissioner of Public 
Safety “Bull” Connor, a notorious racist and hothead who could be depended on not to 
respond nonviolently’ (Hubbard 1968:5, original emphasis). This held the promise of 
realising their strategic goals and showing to a national white audience their narrative 
of people who had the courage and determination to challenge violent brutes, denying 
them what every human being’s right was. 
 But things were not that simple. The Birmingham campaign was carefully planned 
to avoid the failure of the Albany campaign: the main goals, strategies and tactics were 
being revised. Detailed plans were made to prepare for sit-ins. Beforehand lunch counters 
were selected, even their seats counted, to plan for the most effective sit-ins. Finally, on 
3 April 1963, the campaign started with various sit-ins at different cafeterias. Soon the 
first protesters were arrested. But as the sit-ins continued in the following days, they 
were losing impact as managers of lunch counters stopped calling the police and instead 
closed their stores. Meanwhile, the press lost interest in covering the protest events. Plans 
for alternative protest actions also ran into problems. A temporary injunction raised a 
legal blockade for street parades and marches. Even when the campaign engaged in new 
protests, they lacked sensation to attract the attention of the media as “Bull” Connor 
had resisted provocations to use violence in arresting protesters. What could help the 
campaign move forward was planning new, somehow more sensational, protests. But for 
these, the Birmingham campaign needed volunteers. But their human resources began 
to deplete: ‘We had run out of troops. We had scraped the bottom of the barrel of adults 
who could go [to jail]’ (quoted in Eskew 1997:261), as Wyatt Tee Walker, a strategist for 
the campaign, recalled.
 The campaign began to falter. But the turning point was what one newspaper would 
call the Children’s Crusade. Facing what seemed to be a new failure, the Birmingham 
Campaign shifted to recruiting children: mostly high school students, but even younger 
children would join the new protests. A march of school children was planned for 2 May 
1963. On the morning of that day, thousands of children skipped school and gathered in 
the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church and other churches. In the early afternoon, children 
began to leave the churches and walk, in small groups, towards different targets. Towards 
the end of the afternoon, 959 children had been arrested, peacefully however.78 In this 
way, the Birmingham campaign picked up on a tactic that has been part of the Albany 
campaign: filling the local jails. The next day, 3 May, the children would again set out 
to march. But this time, “Bull” Connor was determined to stop the march. He had  
 
77 See Eskew (1997:346, note 53).
78 See Kasher (1996:95). Also, see Tougas (2011).
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assembled a troop of policemen, including a squad of six German shepherds, and he 
had also forced firefighters to be present and bring with them their hoses and tankers: if 
necessary, they were to spread the crowd. The policemen and firefighters were positioned 
on the eastern edge of Kelly Ingram Park. As marching children began to show up, a 
police captain warned them to turn back, but most children kept on walking. Then 
the firefighters were ordered to use the water hoses. They started to blast water on the 
children, gradually increasing the water pressure. As Tougas explains: ‘When a fire hose 
is turned on half strength, the water can knock a person to the ground. At full strength, 
it can strip the bark off a tree and tear a brick from a building’ (2011:6). It kept on 
for two hours. As African American bystanders were watching what happened, some 
of them began to throw bricks and bottles at the firemen. “Bull” Connor ordered his 
policemen to use their dogs to control the crowd. The demonstration ended around 
15.00 o’clock when the leaders of the Birmingham campaign decided to call off the 
protest actions.
 The events of this day were widely reported in national and international media, 
both in newspapers and on television. In the following days, protest actions continued 
– successfully, even if this meant getting the jails filled with children – kept receiving 
media attention. Finally, the Birmingham campaign had succeeded in winning the 
public opinion’s sympathy.
 The extent to which the children’s crusade meant a successful turning point in 
the Birmingham campaign was due in part, as it is often claimed, to the photographs 
that were taken and published in the white press. One of them shows a (white) police 
officer having his right hand in a firm grip on the shirt and sweater of a neatly dressed 
young African American, while the police dog he is holding on a leash has jumped 
up and is trying to bite the young man above the waist.79 In the foreground, on the 
right side, another police officer can be seen, also holding a police dog on a leash. In 
the background, African American bystanders pass along: those that are closer to the 
scene have turned their heads to see what is happening. The photograph, taken on 3 
May 1963 by Bill Hudson, was published ‘the next day on the front pages of dozens of 
northern papers’ (Berger 2011:36): ‘If there was any single event or moment at which 
the 1960s generation of ‘new Negroes’ can be said to have turned into a major social 
force, the appearance of that photograph was it’ (quoted in Berger 2011:64). The young 
man was afterwards identified as Walter Gadsden.
 This was not the only image that impressed the northern white audience. Another 
photograph was taken by Charles Moore.80 It shows three African American people, one 
young woman and two young men, their clothes soaking wet: all three have turned their 
back against a strong jet of water coming from the right that presses the young woman  
 
79 The photograph by Bill Hudson is printed both on the front cover of Berger (2011) and as figure 24 

(2011:36).
80 For this photograph: see Tougas (2011:32, also printed on the front cover) and Moore (1991:99). 
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and a tall young man against a facade, a young man in between them attempts to move 
away and holding his hand to the left of his face to shield it off from the jet of water.81

 Did photographs like these help the northern white liberals to understand the 
African American narrative and to identify with them? Did they pick up on the narrative 
performances, as pictured by these photographs, as expressing a problem with America’s 
structure of responsible agency towards warranting equality between white and African 
American people? And finally, did it motivate them to address and contribute to solving 
the equality problem? These are hard questions.
 The standard view is that the photographs had an enormous impact that helped 
change public opinion in various audiences: white northerners, but also, to some extent, 
audiences in the southern states,82 politicians in Washington and audiences in many 
countries around the world.83 The images had succeeded in creating a dramatic tension 
between African Americans and their white opponents as one between good citizens and 
bad citizens, between civilisation and barbarism.84 The responses of various audiences 
were emotional: ranging from shock and remorse to shame.85 They seemed particularly 
strong in the case of some white northerners because, as Berger makes clear, ‘[s]ome 
of the most forceful and pained to the Birmingham violence came from white liberal 
intellectuals in the North’ (Berger 2011:60). Whatever the impact on other audiences, 
‘[f ]or white northerners, the cameras provided incontrovertible evidence of American 
unfairness, inhumanity, and brutality. Any suggestion by southern whites that their Jim 
Crow laws and lifestyle were moral, legal, or practical, or that the South’s Negroes were 
fundamentally happy, was demolished by the images’ (Roberts and Klibanoff 2006:321). 
In their turn, these emotions seemed to motivate various audiences into addressing and 
solving the inequality problem, not the least of them was President John F. Kenney 
who, on 11 June 1963, who said, in a televised speech: ‘The events in Birmingham 
and elsewhere have so increased the cries for equality that no city or state or legislative 
body can prudently choose to ignore them’ (Eskew 1997:310). These events were the 
reason for him to announce legislation that would banish racial discrimination: ‘I am, 
therefore, asking the Congress to enact legislation giving all Americans the right to be 
served in facilities which are open to the public – hotels, restaurants, theaters, retail 
stores, and similar establishments’.86 One year later, this promise was fulfilled when the 

81 For a detailed analysis of this photograph and of yet another photograph by Moore, again picturing 
African American people being the target of firemen: see Johnson (2007).

82 Southern newspapers were reluctant to report about the use of dogs and fire hoses against African 
American children: see Roberts and Klibanoff (2006); Tougas (2011).

83 See, e.g. Durham (1991); Kasher (1996); Roberts and Klibanoff (2006); Johnson (2007); Tougas 
(2011).

84 See Johnson (2007). One journalist, for example, Ralph McGill, summarised the actions of policemen 
and firemen succinctly as ‘Birmingham’s barbarism’ (Roberts and Klibanoff 2006:323).

85 For various examples of such emotional responses: see Roberts and Klibanoff (2006, Chapter 19); 
Johnson (2007); Berger (2011, Chapter 2).

86 See https://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/radio-and-television-report-to-the-american-
people-on-civil-rights/ (accessed on 31 December 2020).
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Civil Rights Act was enacted.87 
 President Kennedy already warned against assuming new legislation would solve 
the problem: ‘legislation, I repeat, cannot solve this problem alone. It must be solved in 
the homes of every American in every community across our country’.88 The legislative 
change may have been the result of the political leverage the civil rights movement 
created with their large-scale actions, rather than of successfully influencing public 
opinion and creating majority support: ‘the price for the lack of majority support has 
been the weakening of enforcement mechanisms, which largely determine the real-
world impact of legislation’ (Kolb 2007:157).89  
 Various commentators seem to halt at observing the emotional responses that 
photographic images elicited, perhaps because they consider them as sufficient evidence 
for assuming a change in attitudes or because they consider the introduction of new, anti-
discrimination legislation by itself as an important landmark. An interesting exception 
is Berger (2011), who offers a more detailed analysis of white northerners’ epistemic 
agency. While, for example, Johnson (2007) claims that the Birmingham campaign 
succeeded in addressing white people’s conscience and in shifting the national debate 
over the inequality problem from political to moral vocabularies, Berger provides a more 
nuanced analysis.
 Berger explains how white people, particularly white northerners, were not a passive 
audience in viewing the photographic images of the civil rights events. The photograph 
of, for example, Walter Gadsden, the young man being attacked by a police dog, was 
generally interpreted by northern reporters as showing, as Berger summarises it, ‘the 
youth’s innocence and composure in the face of unwarranted violence’ (2011:36).90 
He was described with words like ‘saint’ or ‘passive’, indicating that white reporters 
and their audience wanted to see a young man that, calm and resigned (look at his 
downward gaze!), was walking (look at his left knee!) into the hands of a brute policeman 
and the jaws of an aggressive police dog. While this interpretation was consistent with 
the narrative that the Civil Rights Movement, and particularly the SCLC, wanted to 
convey to white audiences, it was not consistent with what had happened and made the 
photograph possible. It is right that Birmingham protesters had been trained to remain 
passive towards brutal acts by the police. But Walter Gadsden, whose family did not 
sympathise with the Birmingham protest, was only a bystander who had come to look 
at the protest marches. It was a coincidence that he got caught up in a manoeuvre from 
the dog squad. While the white northern audience chose its own interpretation, readers 

87 See Tougas (2011).
88 See https://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/radio-and-television-report-to-the-american-

people-on-civil-rights/ (accessed on 31 December 2020).
89 Kolb (2007) analyses the ‘evidence for the influence of public opinion on civil rights legislation’ but 

makes clear that it is difficult to interpret.
90 For examples of how reporters and other (white) people responded to this photograph: see Berger 

(2011); Roberts and Klibanoff (2006).
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of African American newspapers were better informed.91 They succeeded in identifying 
and interviewing the young man who commented: ‘When [the policeman] whirled me 
around, jerking me toward the dog, I automatically threw my knee up in front of the 
dog’s head’ (quoted in Berger 2011:37) because this was the way his father had taught 
him to protect him from aggressive dogs. The white audience had also overlooked that 
small gesture of active resistance: Gadsden’s left hand holding the wrist of the policeman 
as tight as the policeman holds his sweater.92

 Berger also tries to explain the feelings of shame that white felt and expressed in 
viewing the photographs. In his analysis, it becomes clear that this shame prevented 
them from being motivated to address and solve the inequality problem. White public 
responses on the Birmingham events referred in various ways to ‘conscience’ (‘conscience 
of America’, ‘conscience of the whole people’93). It would indicate that the photographic 
images succeeded in making white northerners identify with the narrative of African 
Americans. But it does not explain why they also felt shame. Berger suggests that white 
northerners still valued their own whiteness (as a moral-political category) or, as I 
would like to put in my pragmatist vocabulary, that they had not fully integrated their 
commitments to being white and to ideals of equality. If white northerners did in fact, 
as Berger suggests, tacitly identify with ‘brutal white policemen’ whose actions they 
nevertheless condemned, it would explain their feelings of shame which also include 
a sense of ‘complicity in the crime of segregation’ and therefore of ‘personal failing’ 
(Berger 2011:63). But that shame prevented white northerners from articulating ‘their 
own stake in the matter [of racial injustice]’ and from performing ‘the kind of self-
examination needed to build empathy and create a coalition of advocates for meaningful 
social change’ (Berger 2011:75). A self-analysis of their shame, which would mean 
to uncover they were still committed to their whiteness, was apparently too painful. 
Therefore, whatever impact their identification with African Americans might have had 
on their moral motivation, it was attenuated by the impact of their identification with 
other white people. In short: the voice of their conscience was muffled by their shame. 
 It is difficult to assess whether the narrative performances of the Birmingham 
campaign were effective in motivating white northerners to address and solve the 
inequality problem. My brief discussion of this case study does not support any clear, 
unambiguous conclusion. But my aim was not to settle this issue. Instead, I wanted to  
 
91 As education and many other institutions were segregated, newspapers too had been segregated. 

From an early date, African American newspapers had been used to report on segregation and 
injustices committed against African Americans. See Roberts and Klibanoff (2006). Even when 
white newspapers also began to report on civil rights struggles, differences remained in how African 
American and white newspapers reported on them. 

92 Critically analysing the civil rights struggle from the perspective of how the press dealt with it, Roberts 
and Klibanoff (2006) also pay attention to the Gadsden photograph. But even their description fails 
to observe this detail: ‘[Gadsden] seemed passive, even limp, and stunned to find himself in the 
clutches of a policeman’s grip and a dog’s jaws’ (2006:318). 

93 For these examples, see Berger (resp. 2011:60 and 2011:12).
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highlight the possible importance of non-deliberative actions, particularly non-verbal 
narrative performances, for unravelling the veil of (hidden) prejudice, confronting 
discrimination and making a case for the need to engage in more detailed analyses of 
case studies on narrative performances.

7.8. Responsibility for hidden prejudices: criticising the mentalist approach

In chapter 5, I have compared the mentalist and pragmatist frameworks at a metaphysical 
level. For now, I ignore my earlier transcendental argument against mentalism (see 
section 5.7.) and assume that the mentalist framework may still provide a meaningful 
view on (responsible) agency. In this section, I will then contrast both frameworks at a 
moral-political level: how do they compare in analysing people’s responsibility for hidden 
prejudices (here, I use ‘hidden prejudice’ in a sense that is neutral to any framework)? 
As the mentalist framework dominates debates on responsibility and hidden prejudices, 
I choose to argue against mentalism and in favour of pragmatism. I will proceed as 
follows. First, I will argue that the mentalist view on people’s responsibility for their 
hidden prejudice is too narrowly conceived due to features of the mentalist framework 
itself. Second, I will argue that the mentalist view on holding people responsible for 
their practices of hidden prejudice is equally narrowly conceived. Third, I will argue 
that the results of implicit bias tests, such as the Implicit Association Test, whenever 
they indicate the presence of a hidden prejudice in the tested person, do not force a 
mentalist interpretation of hidden prejudice as implicit bias. This will provide room for 
a pragmatist interpretation of ‘implicit bias’ test results.
 Mentalism understands the epistemic conditions of agency in terms of mental states, 
both conscious and unconscious, and those of responsible agency as conscious, deliberative 
and individual. The basic mentalist argument for assessing people’s responsibility for 
hidden prejudices is as follows:

1. People may have hidden prejudices (in the sense of ‘implicit biases’). 
2. If they have them, these may cause them to perform discriminatory actions.94

3. If they have them, they can have no introspective knowledge of them.

A mentalist analysis of responsibility for hidden prejudice, based on this argument, 
implies that people are not responsible for their implicit biases. It presents the starting 
view for those who are committed to the mentalist notion of (responsible) agency 
and the mentalist notion of hidden prejudice (‘implicit bias’). Anyone who has these 
commitments but claims that people do have responsibility for their implicit biases 
is therefore on the defensive: on her rests the burden to show in what way the basic  
 
94 They may also influence conscious beliefs. As I am interested only in those implicit biases that have 

an impact beyond a person’s own (conscious) mind, I will ignore this option in my discussion.
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argument is incorrect or should be adapted. It might be that the third claim of the basic 
argument is somehow watered down, for example, by arguing that people might have 
some control over the effects of their hidden prejudices.95 Even then, this will result only 
in some form of indirect responsibility.96 But whatever her suggestions for correcting or 
adapting the basic argument, her proposal for revising responsible agency for hidden 
prejudice will remain tied to the contours of the mentalist notions. And this will have 
the risk that even mentalist reinterpretations of responsibility for hidden prejudices will 
be too narrowly conceived. To show this, I will first turn to the pragmatist interpretation 
of hidden prejudice.
 Pragmatism understands the epistemic conditions of responsible agency in terms of 
rational, normative and social practices. I would like to propose the following pragmatist 
argument, based on my previous pragmatist analyses, for assessing people’s responsibility 
for hidden prejudices:

1. People may perform practices of discrimination. 
2. If they do and if they are publicly committed to norms of equality (norms of 

non-discrimination), a hidden prejudice (in the sense of ‘ignorance’) may be 
attributed to them.97

3. To the extent that they also perform practices of silencing, their ignorance 
persists.

Based on this argument, a pragmatist analysis might propose that practices of silencing 
mark the boundary for responsible agency: people are responsible for their hidden 
prejudice (ignorance) if, next to practices of discrimination, they also perform practices 
of silencing.
 Perhaps implicit bias may also be viewed as a form of ignorance. But whatever 
propositional content is hidden in implicit biases and other unconscious mental states, 
it is not available to the conscious, introspective ‘self ’. From the perspective of this ‘self ’, 
a hidden prejudice is the absence of knowledge. Instead, in the pragmatist interpretation, 
ignorance is the presence of (self-)knowledge. Ignorance is always tied to knowledge: 
this is the basic condition for every person. Acquiring knowledge can be a process of 
mastering and integrating one’s concepts/commitments based on some form of a Test-
Operate-Test-Exit cycle. Any concept a person has mastered can therefore be described 
from two perspectives: as what she has already learned and as what she is still ignorant  
 
95 This strategy is pursued by Kelly and Roedder (2008) and Holroyd (2012). 
96 See Banaji, Bhaskar and Brownstein (2015), who interpret a variety of philosophical essays (see 

Faucher 2016; Glasgow 2016; Sie and van Voorst Vader-Bours 2016; Washington and Kelly 2016; 
Zheng 2016) as expressing this sense of indirect responsibility via a responsibility for remedying the 
harm: ‘though harm due to implicit may be unintended, responsibility for remedying the harm lies 
firmly with the agent’ (2015:184). 

97 At this point, their practices may be called practices of hidden prejudice.
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about. It means that assessing what people know or do not know also requires an analysis 
of the context in which people perform their actions.
 To analyse hidden prejudice, it is convenient to describe what people know about 
their practices of discrimination as ignorance. But this ‘ignorance’ is a rather ambiguous 
term. Ignorance comes in many varieties. To show this, I will suggest various cases of 
ignorance:

• The classic liberal: This person might be someone from the late eighteenth or 
nineteenth century, familiar with the rights of man vocabulary, and committed 
to norms of non-discrimination as implying equal freedom (but still in a negative 
sense), for example, between men and women.

• The progressive liberal: This person might be someone from the 1950s; she 
is familiar with norms of non-discrimination as implying equal rights but 
understands that this is not enough; she understands that such norms also imply 
some kind of support, for example, to warrant good education for people that in 
her society are treated as second-class citizens. Unfortunately, she is not always 
kind to people of a certain minority and tends to treat them unfavourably in 
small ways (making jokes about them, interrupting them). In short: she performs 
what we might call micro-inequities.98

• The willing but inexperienced liberal: This person resembles the previous person 
but differs from her in understanding the importance of these micro-inequities. 
Well, in theory, at least. While she tries hard to change her behaviour, she does 
not always know how to do this. 

• The self-deceiving liberal: This person is publicly committed to norms of equality 
(norms of non-discrimination) but, due to her various social positions, lacks the 
motivation to explore what change this would imply for her.

• The lonely liberal: This person has grown up in a community that usually refrains 
from using discriminative language while talking about certain minorities, as 
it is familiar with norms of non-discrimination. Nevertheless, this community 
tends to treat people from these minorities condescendingly. Our protagonist 
recognises this behaviour but feels uncomfortable with it. She is reluctant to 
find out about this uncomfortable feeling as she fears it might bring her into 
trouble and risk the good relations she has with her family and friends. 

• The hypocrite liberal: This person is publicly committed to norms of equality but 
is secretively committed to norms of inequality (believing, for example, in the 
importance of the group she identifies with).

98 See Brennan (2013). For examples, some of which I use here: see Brennan (2016).
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All these people can be claimed to be ignorant about their prejudices in some sense, but 
not the same sense.99 What ignorance consists of is different for each case. People may 
be ignorant of certain aspects of norms of equality (the classic liberal). Or they may be 
ignorant of the impact of their practices (the progressive liberal). Or even be ignorant 
about how to perform practices of non-discrimination, and so, while still practising, 
continues to perform practices of discrimination (the willing but inexperienced liberal).
 These various cases indicate that ‘ignorance’ may be used in a descriptive sense – 
what a person happens to know, and what not –, but also in a normative sense: what 
people should have known. It might be claimed, for example, that the self-deceiving 
liberal should know and understand the discriminative effects of her actions. From the 
perspective of assessing responsibility for practices of discrimination, it may also matter 
whether people are familiar with a certain norm of equality. To what extent can, in 
retrospect, the classic liberal be claimed to be responsible for some of her discriminatory 
behaviour? But it may also matter to which norms of equality people are committed 
who are in a position of assessing (‘attributing’) prejudice to certain other people, as 
researchers are when they interpret the test results of their test person.
 Each of the cases is formulated as if what is morally relevant is only that specific 
individual and her own actions. But I should stress that, from the perspective of my 
pragmatist approach, the action of each individual should be understood in the context 
of social practices. In assessing responsibility for practices of discrimination, the social 
context may be morally relevant in various senses. One might ask, for example, to what 
extent the social context in which an individual performs her actions may function as 
an excuse for holding her responsible (the lonely liberal). But one might also wonder to 
what extent a certain action can be attributed to one individual. This holds especially 
for those who work within organisations and may, in some cases, be pressured towards 
performing discriminatory actions.100 
 Having sketched the two basic arguments for assessing responsibility for hidden 
prejudice, I now turn to a criticism of the mentalist basic argument. My aim is to criticise 
three assumptions of this argument, namely that, in assessing responsibility for hidden 
prejudices, it suffices that we analyse practices of discrimination as (1) those of an 
individual, as (2) what is morally blameworthy because of the content of the implicit 
bias, and as (3) in principle excusable to the extent that they are caused by biases that are 
unconscious. 
 The first assumption concerns the methodological individualism that characterises  
 
99 In recent years an interesting field of research has centred on analysing racism and other forms of 

prejudices in terms of epistemologies of ignorance. Contributions in this field show how the ignorance 
of people belonging to social groups that are relatively privileged (in economic, social, cultural terms) 
keeps intact and even reinforces existing patterns of societal, discriminatory practices. See Sullivan 
and Tuana (2007); Gross and McGoey (2015); Kidd et al. (2017).

100 For research that indicates how important an employer’s (discriminatory) preferences can be: see 
Brief et al. (2000). 
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research on implicit bias. The mentalist argument pushes the debate on responsibility 
for hidden prejudices in focussing on individual actions in at least two senses. First, 
practices with a discriminatory impact are analysed only to the extent that they are 
reducible to one person. Second, their discriminatory impact is analysed in terms of its 
epistemic conditions only to the extent that they are reducible to the mental states of 
that individual. And that is where the analysis stops: ‘even if our attitudes and beliefs 
come from our culture, they are still in our own minds’, as Harvard researchers on 
Implicit Bias answer in their FAQ.101 Of course, the reason for these reductions is that the 
mentalist argument chooses implicit bias as the principal explanation of discrimination. 
My pragmatist criticism would be that it ignores the social nature of practices of 
discrimination.102 For example, discriminatory practices cannot always be reduced to 
one single individual.103 The issue to whom a discriminatory act can be attributed is 
relevant for a correct assessment of responsibility. Here it is interesting to have another 
look at the Swedish research on implicit bias of employment recruiters, this time to see 
how it was set up.104 The researchers had sent application letters in response to various 
job ads for two fictional applicants, having the same age, the same work experience, 
both born in Sweden, but one with a Swedish name, another with a non-native Swedish 
name (an Arab/Muslim applicant). The researchers then compared how often each of 
the two fictional applicants was invited for a job interview. The next step was to find for 
each firm who had been ‘the person who was responsible for selecting whom to invite 
for interview for exactly the job we applied for in the field experiment’ (2007:6). Finally, 
these people were asked to take an IAT test. It shows how psychological individualism 
works in specific research. The procedure to approach firms and select one individual 
assumes that the results of the application procedure (discriminatory or not) can be 
ascribed to one individual. It misrecognises, however, that the outcome of an application 
procedure may also be, and very probably is, the result of the interaction between 
various individuals within a firm. Matching the result of a firm’s application procedure 
with only one individual and his or her IAT score, therefore, obfuscates whatever 
social mechanisms within the firm may have determined the result of the application 
procedure. This would require, however, a basically other, non-individualist approach. 
 

101 See https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/faqs.html (accessed on 6 January 2021). The quote is part of 
their answer to the question: ‘Where do implicit attitudes come from? Is it me or my culture?’ Also, 
see Leboeuf (2020). 

102 For a similar criticism: see Ngo (2016:854), who comments that ‘framing [implicit bias] in terms of 
the unconscious makes it difficult to give an account of the uptake involved in such racist orientations. 
That is, there is little room for asking how racist stereotypes and attitudes come to be embedded or 
for clarification of the role or the participation of the bias-holder in this process; unconscious or 
implicit bias confirms that these biases exist but says little about the way they come to be actively 
embedded in our ways of being’.

103 See Marvasti and McKinney (2007).
104 Rooth (2007): it was already mentioned in 1.2. and discussed in 6.4.
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 The mental argument also ignores the issue of how practices of hidden prejudice, 
and therefore of how hidden prejudices themselves, persist. This is an issue that can 
be only analysed by treating practices of discrimination as a social phenomenon. In 
chapter 4, I have suggested that the notion of ‘practices of silencing’, analytically distinct 
from practices of discrimination, might help to gain more insight into issues of the 
social ‘reproduction’ of practices of discrimination.105 A closer analysis of practices of 
silencing might also reveal that the motives people have to persist in their practices 
of discrimination may be more complex than a straightforward ‘negative association’ 
regarding people from minorities.106 
 Next, the mentalist argument ignores how the social dimension of practices of both 
discrimination and silencing already operates from within people’s minds (and of course, I 
mean this in a pragmatist, not a mentalist, sense!) in a more complex way than the notion 
of ‘implicit bias’ is able to reflect. In this notion, the social dimension is captured only in 
terms of an associative or propositional link between a certain group and certain negative 
characteristics. But the content of an implicit bias does not seem to refer, in any way, to 
the person having the bias: researchers and theorists on implicit bias do not assume that 
the content of an implicit bias in terms of ‘I have a negative association...’. It means that 
when, for example, they discuss implicit biases against African Americans and analyse 
cases of both white people and African Americans having such implicit biases, they will 
assume that the content of this ‘implicit bias’ is the same. My pragmatist approach would 
suggest that we understand the social dimension of a hidden prejudice in terms of implicit, 
social intentionality: as we-commitments (see sections 6.4. and 6.5). It would allow an 
understanding of prejudices as both hidden (as ignorance) and as referring to themselves: it  
 
105 To my knowledge, the research on implicit bias is missing any notion that resembles ‘practices of 

silencing’ and any explanation of the persistence of hidden prejudices.
106 Some social psychologists have explored how people might acquire their implicit biases. For brief 

discussions of research: see Olson and Fazio (2002); Rudman (2004a); Rudman (2004b). Also see: 
Nosek and Hansen (2008). One of the suggestions has been that people’s implicit bias might be 
influenced by ‘cultural biases’. But this research usually focuses on statistical relations between groups 
(for example, their status) and their tested implicit attitudes (for example, implicit bias). Such research 
suggests that ‘cultural biases inform implicit attitudes more than explicit attitudes’. The problem with 
such research is that it ignores the issue of which practices, and how, may have contributed to the 
conveyance of prejudices. But social psychological researchers will not likely look for such practices 
as their mentalist framework pushes them towards understanding the acquisition of cultural biases in 
terms of cultural conditioning. For a description of such research: see Olson and Fazio (2002). Such 
conditioning experiments, like the Implicit Association Test, consist of showing the test subjects a 
series of words and images. It reveals, on a more subtle level, that social psychologists are committed 
to the mentalist framework and its ocular metaphors, singling out ‘seeing’ as the most important 
way to how we ‘acquire knowledge’ (if ‘being conditioned’ deserves this name). Also, see my chapter 
1, note 51. (For a brief discussion on this view of ‘perception as continuous with cognition’: see 
Durrheim 2012.) Interestingly, while I could find research on implicit biases against blind people, 
I could find no research on blind people having implicit biases. In research on how blind people 
acquire their racist prejudices, Obasogie (2010) concludes, in my view going against the grain of 
research on implicit bias, that ‘[t]he significance that society attributes to visual aspects of race comes 
less from any obvious or self-evident physical differences and more from how social practices train 
individuals to look differently on certain bodies’ (2010:597). 
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would imply that, even when African Americans themselves have certain hidden prejudices  
against African Americans, these hidden prejudices would have a different structure. Once 
we understand hidden prejudices as part of people’s identities, we may better understand 
how they may fulfil an epistemic function in preserving a certain social structure.
 These pragmatist criticisms join wider criticisms against methodological 
individualism in social psychology. For example, Henriques (1984) has criticised social 
psychological research on racism because it remained committed, in its theoretical frames, 
to an individual-society dualism.107 The basic strategy of social psychology has been, he 
explains, to start from psychological individualism and to treat prejudice as only a problem 
with the ‘rational mechanisms of the mind’.108 It allowed social psychologists, on the one 
hand, to ignore the issue of the socio-historical (re)production of racist prejudices, on the 
other hand, to make a sharp boundary between process (the ‘mechanisms’ of the mind, 
those that underlie for example perception and memory) and content (prejudice). The 
consequence, however, was that practices of discrimination were theorised as only the 
result of individuals in terms of ‘individual aberration and ‘irrational behaviour’ while 
society itself was ‘assumed to be basically unproblematic’ (1984/ 1989:60). This denies the 
complex relations between an individual having prejudices and her social context.109 
 Proponents of the notion of ‘implicit bias’ have not been deaf to criticisms of 
ignoring the social dimensions of practices of hidden prejudice.110 For example, Brownstein 
responds to criticisms that research on implicit bias ignores the non-psychological, i.e. 
institutional-structural features of society as possible causes of practices of discrimination. 
Although he welcomes structural criticisms as an invitation to explore the interaction 
between social structures and psychological attitudes, he argues that proponents of a 
social-structural approach have nevertheless difficulties with explaining cases of inequality 
in which psychological attitudes (for example, high or low levels of racial bias) have an 
explanatory role, independent from structural features of those cases.111 But this response  
 

107 Although his analysis dates to the early 1980s, when the research on implicit bias still had to start, I 
think the analysis still holds. See this section, note 98. For a more recent criticism: see Adams et al. 
(2008b).

108 While Henriques claims that this basic strategy underlies social psychological research at least as 
early as the 1950s, Stroebe and Insko (1989) suggest that ‘the watershed came with Tajfel’s (1969) 
paper, “Cognitive Aspects of Prejudice,” in which he formulated what were to become the basic 
postulates of the “cognitive approach” to stereotypes and prejudice. The role of motivational biases 
was minimized, and stereotypes were conceived of as categories that bring coherence and order to our 
social environment. The biases and exaggerations characteristic of stereotypes were seen as the result 
of limitations of the human capacity for processing information’ (1989:5). For critical comments like 
Henriques’s criticism of the individual-society dualism: see Bader (1995:16–20).

109 To my knowledge, this criticism is not discussed within the research literature on implicit bias. More 
recently, Leach (2002) has observed that Henriques’s criticism still holds, also for the newer research 
on implicit bias. Also, see Salter and Adams (2013).

110 See, for example, Jost (2018), although he does not address the specific criticisms that I mentioned 
against methodological individualism.

111 Brownstein (2020) is specifically referring to the findings of research by Chetty and colleagues. For a 
recent publication: see Chetty et al. (2020).
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ignores other social dimensions of practices of discrimination. Contrasting individual and 
social approaches is not just about contrasting psychological and structural explanations, 
but also, for example, of finding out why and how certain attitudes persist (see my earlier 
remarks). It also ignores that social circumstances (‘outside the head’) are a source not 
only of explaining (namely, where prejudices in one’s head come from) but also of holding 
responsible or excusing.
 The second assumption concerns the basically empirical approach of the mentalist 
argument. It is problematic on a meta-ethical level. Researchers and ethicists generally 
agree that the content of an implicit bias by itself represents what is ethically problematic 
and that if the implicit bias causes a person to perform a discriminatory action, this action 
too should count as ethically problematic. Consequently, the assessment of responsibility 
becomes an issue of whether she has control over her hidden prejudices (reflective volitional 
autonomy) or whether she (consciously!) knows about her hidden prejudices (reflective 
epistemic autonomy). Plausible as this reasoning seems, it risks reducing assessments of what 
is morally problematic and of responsibility to factual assessments, namely of uncovering 
whether any implicit bias was at work. This would ignore possible other causes (social 
pressure, for example, as in the case of the lonely liberal). But this would also, to borrow 
an argument from Smiley, ‘not only conflate causation and blameworthiness into a single 
moral term but treat the two as part of one moral fact about an individual’s moral agency’ 
(1992:75). While Smiley makes this point in a different, broader context – in an argument 
against the modern (in my view: mentalist) notion of moral responsibility –, her criticism 
also applies here, namely that we cannot disconnect (moral) norms from the community 
that is committed to these norms.112 I do not mean to claim that (moral) norms are ‘relative’, 
but simply to draw attention to at least two implications of this idea. First, it implies that 
the content of an implicit bias cannot be described independently from the norms of 
those who describe that content. Second, it implies that a person may perform practices 
of discrimination, not necessarily because she is prejudiced (although she may have been 
tested for having an implicit bias), but because the community to which she belongs does 
not agree on norms of non-discrimination113 or because people are familiar with norms 
of non-discrimination but fail to understand what it implies for their own actions.114  
 
112 I want to remind of MacIntyre’s diagnosis that ‘[c]ontemporary analytic philosophers [...] often 

take themselves to be representing the timeless form of practical reasoning as such, when they are 
in fact representing the form of practical reasoning specific to their own liberal individualist culture’ 
(1988:340). I think this may also hold for social psychologists.

113 See Eidelson (2013).
114 The pragmatist view on the use of norms of non-discrimination (even their failed use) is, of course, 

one of application and alteration (see my analysis in section 7.4.). It would be interesting to know, for 
example, how researchers on implicit bias understand applications of norms of non-discrimination 
(and other concepts): as application-and-alteration or as a ‘two-phase story’? This is morally relevant 
because the application-and-alteration is one allows to think of (moral) norms as involving a learning 
process. This is not clear in analyses of implicit bias: does it allow for the possibility (as in the case 
of the willing but inexperienced liberal) that a discriminative action may be the result of a learning 
process rather than of a hidden prejudice.
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My pragmatist account proposes to reject an understanding of the blameworthiness of 
discriminatory practices in terms of an underlying implicit bias, and instead to favour a 
broad, contextual understanding of these practices, which takes into account, for example, 
norms about what people should know and possible disagreements on (moral) norms.
 The third assumption concerns the view on ‘hidden’: this is important both for 
explaining what makes prejudices ‘hidden’ and for assessing responsibility for hidden 
prejudices. As with the other assumptions, the mentalist and pragmatist approaches 
have fundamentally different views. While the mentalist view denies that people have 
introspective access to their hidden (‘unconscious’) prejudice,115 the pragmatist view claims 
that people have inferential self-knowledge. Such knowledge is mediated by the actions a 
person and people from her community perform in various contexts. These actions help 
people to gain insight into the meanings and the norms of the community’s actions, also 
those of discrimination or non-discrimination. The mentalist and pragmatist approach 
may, in some cases, agree that prejudices are hidden from people themselves and that 
people are not responsible for them. But they will disagree on the reasons for not being 
responsible. For the pragmatist view, the attribution of ‘hidden prejudice’ (ignorance) is a 
convenient tool for what might be very different cases, both in how the ignorance should 
be described and in how responsibility for this ignorance should be assessed. Earlier I 
provided various cases that represent a selection of these shades of ignorance. It allows 
the attribution of responsibility in varying degrees. The mentalist view, however, cannot 
account for what might be morally relevant differences between these cases. Instead, the 
mentalist view offers only two possibilities: having an implicit bias or not. And therefore, 
the liberals from my cases, depending on how they would test on implicit bias, would 
count as implicitly biased or not.116 The mentalist view is therefore too narrow and excludes 
too many cases of possible responsibility.117

 The conceptualisation of ‘hidden’ as ‘unconscious’ is problematic in yet another 
sense, especially if we look at the research on implicit bias in its American context. The 
technique of implicit measures, as in the Implicit Association Test, is generally assumed 
to bypass the problem of socially desirable answers provided by test subjects. But it also 
has led researchers on implicit bias to assume that the responses, which test subjects 
cannot control, warrant a mentalist interpretation and therefore indicate the presence of 
unconscious mental states in the test subjects’ heads. Considering that much of the work 
on implicit bias has been performed by social psychologists in the U.S.A. and has included  
 
 
115 As Holroyd (2012:292) explains, this is the whole point of implicit biases: ‘Were we able to detect 

implicit biases by means of introspection, we would not need such sophisticated indirect measures to 
discern the presence of such biases’.

116 For a similar criticism of this binary logic: see Kahn (2018). Of course, the underlying problem is 
the mentalist division of mental states into either conscious or unconscious. I will get back to this in 
chapter 8.

117 For a similar criticism: see Selmi (2018), although he is referring specifically to legal responsibility. 
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research on implicit bias on race, this interpretation is surprising.118 Earlier I referred to 
observations that, during the second half of the twentieth century, prejudices changed 
in the U.S.A. (and in other countries), transforming from old into new prejudice, from 
overt into covert prejudice. Was this also a change from ‘conscious’ into ‘unconscious’ 
prejudice? Might it be the case that prejudiced people have learned to adapt to a society 
that condemns certain talk about other races?119 If that were true, then instead of treating 
people as non-responsible for their implicit bias, we should treat them as bigots.
 The mentalist argument can also be criticised for the view it implies on holding 
responsible. As we have seen, the starting view is that people are not responsible for their 
hidden prejudice. It raises the question of what intervention is morally justified to reduce 
practices of hidden prejudice. May prejudiced people be forced to swallow an anti-
prejudice pill? Answering a question like this depends on our assessment of the relation 
between people and their practices of discrimination. We have already concluded that they 
are not responsible for these actions. Therefore, whatever intervention we choose to reduce 
their practices at least does not count as holding them responsible. But how then should we 
understand the relation between these people and their actions and, consequently, what 
intervention would it justify? We may compare this relation to the relation between people 
having Tourette’s syndrome and, in some cases, their cursing behaviour.120 Even if we think 
that cursing is inappropriate for moral or other reasons, we do not hold them responsible 
for it because we think, in their case, it is an involuntary action.121 While we cannot hold 
people responsible for involuntary actions, we might nevertheless be justified to intervene 
if the impact of their involuntary actions interferes with other people’s wellbeing. This 
might be the case if, for example, a person turns into an involuntary murderer while 
sleepwalking. Murder, or the risk of murder, would morally justify an intervention.122 
If the case of the sleepwalking murderer is analogous to the case of an unconsciously 
discriminating person, then practices of hidden prejudice would also morally justify an 
intervention to prevent that person from further discrimination. This would still leave 
many other questions. Would any intervention be justified? Would force be justified?  
 

118 For a similar observation: see Banks and Ford (2009:1058), who comment that ‘the IAT could 
defensibly be viewed as a subtle measure of conscious psychological processes, of attitudes and beliefs 
that are known to oneself yet intentionally concealed from researchers. This empirical ambiguity has 
been practically eclipsed by the unconscious bias account. Why?’

119 See Blum (2002); Billig (2012).
120 See Kushner (1999).
121 See Buss (2012), who comments on their responsibility (here: autonomy) for their involuntary 

behaviour: ‘People with Tourette’s syndrome, for example, compare their motor and vocal tics to a 
sneeze. Even though they have some control over when they stop resisting the urge to move or shout, 
this urge eventually overpowers their resistance. It is precisely for this reason that the Tourette’s tics 
shed no light on what is special about autonomous action: they are not under the agent’s control 
because they are not even voluntary; they are not autonomous actions because they are not actions at 
all’ (2012:681, note 76).

122 This is no thought experiment. For cases of violence during sleepwalking and a nuanced analysis of 
legal responsibility for such acts of violence: see Popat and Winslade (2015).
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 The basic argument allows for yet another option: if we adjust it in certain ways, we 
might conclude that people are, under certain circumstances, responsible for their practices 
of discrimination. In these cases, an intervention might count as holding responsible. But 
not any intervention would be justified, for example, an intervention that would violate 
people’s epistemic autonomy. If administering an anti-prejudice pill would be justified, at 
least it would not be justified to manipulate them into taking this pill.
 Whatever any mentalist account would claim on people’s responsibility for hidden 
prejudices or on what intervention would be morally justified, its mentalist assumptions 
would force them to focus on those kinds of interventions that target the implicit bias 
by either weakening, disrupting or controlling it.123 And it would force the design of 
the intervention to focus on influencing intrapersonal, i.e. biological, neurological 
mechanisms of a person’s body or brain.124 The reason for this is that the mentalist 
argument leads to an epistemic stalemate. While acquiring knowledge has traditionally 
been viewed as important for moral development, this road has been cut off because, 
from the mentalist perspective, acquiring knowledge, to the extent that it is deemed 
relevant to being responsible,125 is identified with deliberative rationality, while the 
impact of implicit biases on people’s conscious mental states is not understood in terms 
of deliberative rationality. It means that acquiring (self-)knowledge has no emancipating 
force. One tendency, therefore, is to design interventions – what Brownstein (2017) calls 
‘change-based interventions’ – that ‘condition’ people in losing negative associations. 
 In recent years such interventions have been widely criticised for ‘medicalising’ 
the approach towards discrimination.126 But apart from such criticisms, my pragmatist 
approach calls for analysing practices of prejudices as social practices and for identifying 
yet other types of practices, such as practices of silencing, that might explain the 
persistence of practices of prejudices. If this social approach is correct, then we may 
suspect that individual, medicalised interventions will fail to work as long as practices of  
silencing (or practices with a similar function) continue to exist. Even more so, I suspect  
that administering an anti-prejudice pill, during the second half of the 1990s, to the  
 

123 For examples: see Brownstein (2017, Section 4.2).
124 As a result, social psychology is marked by a tendency to view racist (and more broadly, prejudiced) 

people as forms of disease or as pathological cases. Exemplary for such views is the title of the 
TedxTalk, given by Sylvia Terbeck (earlier mentioned as one of the ‘inventors’ of the anti-prejudice 
pill, in chapter 1, section 1): Prejudice: Can We Cure It? 

125 In the mentalist view, it is possible that people acquire knowledge in a non-deliberative sense, but this 
would have no relevance for the assessment of their responsibility.

126 For criticisms: see Wellman (2000); Thomas and Brunsma (2014); Kahn (2017) and (2018). Also, 
see Gilman and Thomas (2016), who sustain their criticism with an extensive reconstruction of the 
history of how racism began, from the nineteenth century onward, to be pathologised. Scheffler (1992) 
suggests a relation between this pathologisation/ medicalisation and political liberalism. Interestingly, 
also outside the psychological research on racism, psychologists, philosophers, and others have been 
tempted to use notions from pathology and apply them to ‘normal’ people, as we can see for example 
in the literature on introspective self-knowledge where ‘confabulation’ is used to explain the failure of 
introspective self-knowledge in non-pathological cases (also see chapter 4, note 77).
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heads of schools and the psychologists of Ostrava would not have prevented the Ostrava 
case (see chapter 1, section 1). The anti-prejudice pill is effective because it may reduce 
amygdala activity in the brain and therefore reduce the negative emotions that a person 
experiences in looking at faces from people who are the target of her hidden prejudices 
(see chapter 1, section 2). The problem, however, is that what caused the discrimination 
of the 18 (and probably many other) Roma children of Ostrava were dispositions of 
prejudice that had solidified – not merely, perhaps not even mainly – in habits of 
emotional association, but also in inferential habits of thinking about Roma – habits of 
making uncritical assumptions about their culture, their living conditions, their abilities 
–, furthermore in social, habitual practices of silencing and, finally, in the externalised 
(institutionalised, formalised) ‘products’ of such habits: rules, procedures, protocols, 
psychological tests that – viewed by themselves, i.e. in abstraction from the context in 
which they are in fact used – are neutral, i.e. do not bear any mark of discrimination. 
But, once they are applied in certain contexts, they turn out to have a discriminating 
effect.127 Therefore, when prejudiced people experience emotions that have become less 
negative, for example, in taking a psychological test or deciding on placement for a 
special school, it will not alter the discriminative effect because inferential habits and 
the externalised products of prejudiced habits will have remained intact. What it takes 
to confront such patterns of prejudice is that prejudiced people are motivated to change 
their inferential habits, being open to criticism, and change their rules, psychological 
tests, et cetera. For this challenge, mentalist interventions, such as the administration of 
an anti-prejudice pill, fall short. They may reduce negative emotions, but they cannot 
motivate prejudiced people into unravelling their veil of prejudice.
 Or can they? Of course, we can think of thought experiments in which anti-
prejudice pills do motivate prejudiced people into critically exploring their habits of 
prejudice and their products. Only empirical research can reveal whether, someday, pills 
can have that effect. But if it would, again, we would stumble upon the moral problem 
of manipulation. Would it morally be justified to manipulate people, to secretively 
administer this new kind of anti-prejudice pill, if this would reduce their practices of 
prejudices? If we think it is not morally justified, we might instead recommend people, 
persuade them, into taking this pill. But what if persuasion does not work?
 Drawing on fundamental differences between the mentalist and pragmatist approaches, 
I have now offered various reasons for rejecting the mentalist account of responsibility for 
hidden prejudice. Very briefly, its problem is that it understands both hidden prejudices and 
responsibility too narrowly. For this reason, it is at risk of ignoring what might be relevant 
moral dimensions or aspects of specific cases of discriminatory practices.
 It might nevertheless be claimed that, despite these criticisms of the mentalist  
 
127 I understand such ‘institutionalised products of emotional and inferential habits’ in a broad sense. 

Such a product may even be the location of people’s homes within a certain region or city – people 
from different social groups living in different neighbourhoods. See, e.g. Rothstein (2017).
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account, the concept itself of implicit bias still holds. Whatever interpretation my 
pragmatist approach has to offer for hidden prejudices, it is already well behind as the 
mentalist interpretation is backed up by a growing body of empirical evidence. But that 
claim would be premature. We should not confuse what functions as an explanation and 
what needs explanation. I want to make a sharp distinction between having an implicit 
bias, in the mentalist sense of having an unconscious prejudice, and having an implicit 
bias test result (abbreviated as: IB test result), as having one’s test indicating a hidden 
prejudice. In the discussion on implicit bias, both popular and academic, having an 
implicit and having an IB test result are usually conflated and treated as interchangeable 
phrases. My claim will be that having an IB test result does not necessarily imply that 
people have an implicit bias: an IB test result does not force a mentalist interpretation of 
hidden prejudice. I will discuss two different cases.
 The first case is that a person has participated in a test for implicit test, for 
example, the Implicit Association Test, and that her test indicates an IB test result. 
The attribution of an implicit bias based on an IB test result has mostly been driven by 
theoretical concerns intrinsic to the mentalist framework to which social psychologists 
are committed. And although the theoretical construct of an ‘implicit bias’ has helped 
them to explain their test results, the IB test result does not, by itself, force a mentalist 
interpretation. I want to home in for a moment what it means that, according to the 
research on implicit bias, someone ‘has an implicit bias’. If a person has a mental state 
that is called ‘implicit bias’ (as indicated, for example, by an IAT-test), this does not 
mean that this person, for that reason, has a hidden prejudice. Strictly, what an IAT-
test (and other similar tests) is testing, is a person’s behaviour: the time it takes her 
to respond to associating various words and pictures with each other. If a person is 
faster in associating Good/European Americans than she is in associating Good/African 
Americans, this is supposed to indicate a mental state that is called ‘implicit bias’ and 
which exists, consistent with the mentalist view, within the person’s head. So, this is 
the mentalist notion of implicit bias. Of course, this mental state is not really an implicit 
bias. The research on implicit bias attempts to predict discriminatory behaviour. Unless 
it is claimed that these predictions are faultless, it implies that sometimes people will 
have a mental state that is called ‘implicit bias’, and not perform discriminatory actions, 
while sometimes people will not have a mental state that is called ‘implicit bias’, and 
still perform discriminatory behaviour. What decides whether the IAT-test is good at 
predicting discriminatory behaviour? For this, yet another experiment is needed that 
somehow shows whether people perform, or do not perform, discriminatory behaviour. 
Comparing the results in a statistically relevant sense will then show the statistical value 
of IAT scores. Having a certain IAT score does not imply that one has (or has not) an 
implicit bias. It only implies that one has a mental state that represents a statistical 
tendency to perform a discriminatory action. This is, therefore, the statistical notion 
of implicit bias. It does not require that we understand the mental state that is called 
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‘implicit bias’ as really representing an implicit bias. 
 What research on implicit bias shows is that we are unconscious of our reaction 
time in making certain associations. What it does not show is that hidden prejudices 
are unconscious. That implicit biases are unconscious is part of the definition of the 
explanans: the notion of implicit bias. And second, if my earlier remarks are correct, it 
is not even clear how we may attribute to a specific individual an implicit bias because 
ascribing a mental state that is called ‘implicit bias’ is not yet ascribing an implicit bias. 
Once we shift from a mentalist towards a statistical notion of implicit bias, we might still 
claim that the implicit bias that certain people are likely to have will be unconscious. But 
for what reason? It is sometimes claimed that the IAT-test is resistant to faking. But if 
implicit biases really are unconscious, it would not be necessary to construct a test that 
has this insensitivity. Why do researchers on implicit bias not claim that their research is 
able to ‘unmask’ the hypocrisy of certain prejudiced people?128 
 The problems with possibly conflating the mentalist and statistical notions of 
prejudice and of interpreting prejudice as either conscious or unconscious indicate, in 
my view, a problem with the theoretical position of social psychology itself. Bourdieu 
would analyse its position as one of taking a stance of objectivism towards its subjects 
(chapter 6, section 3). It means that social psychologists must meet the challenge of 
how to move from the statistical regularities in their observations to an explanation of 
those regularities. According to Bourdieu’s analysis, they are at risk of sliding from the 
model of reality to the reality of the model: of moving from measuring ‘reaction time 
responses’, as indicating an implicit bias, towards taking the mental states which are 
called ‘implicit bias’, as what really represents an ‘implicit bias’. 
 A second case is a person, again with an IB test result, but also with a test result from 
a different kind of experiment that does not test on associations but on actual behaviour. 
I have already referred several times to the Swedish experiment that combined both tests 
(Rooth 2007). But would the combined test results of such experiments finally warrant 
the attribution of an implicit bias? Yes, it would allow the mentalist interpretation of a 
hidden prejudice, but, as I hope to have shown so far, it would not force it.129 And this is 
all the room I need for claiming that an IB test result might also allow for a pragmatist 
interpretation of a hidden prejudice.

128 ‘Do Implicit Measures Provide A Window to the Unconscious?’ In answering this question, Gawronski 
(2009) acknowledges that the methodologies for assessing implicit bias do not unequivocally confirm 
that they are unconscious. 

129 For a similar criticism that IB test results do not force a mentalist interpretation: see Selmi (2018).
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7.9. Conclusion

I have shown that the Brandomian-pragmatist framework is able to sustain alternative 
notions of self-knowledge, freedom and responsibility. First, self-knowledge is inferential 
rather than introspective: people have self-knowledge to the extent that they grasp 
the implications of their actions, that they can understand these implications from 
other perspectives and that their understanding is implicit or explicit. It follows that 
inferential self-knowledge is not the opposite of ignorance. On the contrary: ignorance 
is always already intrinsic to having inferential self-knowledge. For the liberal-mentalist 
notion of responsibility, authorising presupposes self-knowledge of one’s ‘real’ self. For 
the Brandomian-pragmatic notion, this order is reversed. Acquiring self-knowledge 
(again: in a broad, social sense) is first a matter of authorising. One implication is that 
uncovering one’s self cannot precede one’s position in society but is already a product 
of, and a response to, that position. What helps the Brandomian-pragmatist framework 
in avoiding the pitfall of social determinism is to take deauthorising as central to the 
notion of freedom at the moral-political level. It enables people to adopt a critical 
stance towards the socio-political order. The two notions of inferential self-knowledge 
and deauthorising can next be used, as I argued, to sustain the claim that people are 
responsible, in various degrees, for their hidden prejudices. Although this responsibility 
cannot be assessed without considering specific social contexts, at least it may be claimed 
that in some contexts, people are responsible for their hidden prejudices. 
 As the Brandomian-pragmatist notion of non-deliberative action was still too 
abstract and too far removed from the socio-political contexts of practices of hidden 
prejudice, I suggested a strategy for adapting this notion to socio-political contexts: it 
will consist in understanding inferential rationality, as what underpins non-deliberative 
actions, more specifically as narrative rationality and therefore to understand non-
deliberative action as narrative performance. To show how this strategy might work, I 
discussed a case study on the news photographs in the civil rights movement.
 With this chapter, my aim has been fulfilled to present an alternative, non-mentalist 
framework that sustains a different, what might be called a liberal-pragmatist, notion of 
responsibility. This notion promises to provide a different answer to my research question 
because it draws a different, more ambiguous boundary between self-knowledge and 
agential self-ignorance and because it implies a somewhat different view on authorising 
at the socio-political level. While people may be claimed to be responsible for their 
implicit biases, depending on the context, this does not yet answer my research question. 
In the next and last chapter, I will turn back to the research question and evaluate what 
the liberal-mentalist and the liberal-pragmatist notions of responsibility imply for it.
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8.1. One research question...

The photograph of Elizabeth Eckford should remind us that being a citizen in our 
western, pluralist democracies is no guarantee for enjoying equal treatment. Not in the 
past. And not even now. Sadly, it seems that in recent decades the desegregation for 
which African Americans struggled is being reversed by developments of resegregation.1 
In Europe, specifically in the European Union, various audiences do not even seem to 
be aware of any struggle for equality by the Roma people.2 What should we do to reduce 
practices of prejudice?
 The municipality of Amsterdam has expressed ambitions to reduce practices of 
hidden prejudice. In 2019 it announced a strategy to promote awareness of diversity 
and inclusion among its personnel, especially its higher management. As part of 
this strategy, the higher levels of management would receive a training, including an 
Implicit Association Test: ‘The training provides insight into one’s own prejudices and 
contributes to awareness and opportunities to recruit without (unconscious) prejudices’ 
(Amsterdam 2019:10). What will be the next step?3 A policy for letting them swallow 
an anti-prejudice pill? Moreover, what if managers refuse to take a pill, perhaps for 
health reasons, or perhaps simply because they disagree? Will they be obligated to – or 
worse: be manipulated into – taking an anti-prejudice pill? However, what would be the 
alternative? Situations and questions like these motivated me to explore the following 
research question:

What are the conditions for non-deliberative actions to count as holding 
responsible those people who perform practices of hidden prejudice?

My attempt to answer this question led me into domains that are far removed from the 
struggles of those who experience practices of prejudice: manipulation, determinism, 
rationality, et cetera. I think it was nevertheless a necessary detour because answering my 
research question depends, as I suggested in the first chapter, on what framework one 
chooses for understanding responsible agency. In the previous chapters, I have addressed 
and contrasted two different frameworks for understanding responsible agency: a 
mentalist and a pragmatist framework. Each of them carries different assumptions on 
what rationality means and what it implies for agency and responsibility. My discussion  
 
1 See e.g. Orfield (2001); Pettigrew (2008). For current segregation in other domains of society: 

Alexander (2010/ 2012); Quillian et al. (2017).
2 Let me put it this way: the interest in research into implicit bias against Roma people has not been 

overwhelming.
3 As the strategy of the municipality of Amsterdam makes clear, the next step would be a consciousness-

raising training (Amsterdam 2019:10). However, this step is inconsistent with the findings of 
research on implicit bias. See Woods (2017:640): ‘if racism is so deeply ingrained as to constitute the 
unconscious, then why would we expect a program of rational consciousness-raising about implicit 
bias to effectuate changes in the unconscious?’ 
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has been critical of the mentalist framework. It functions as the dominant theoretical 
background for epistemological and psychological assumptions in debates on people’s 
responsibility (for their implicit biases and, more generally, for their desires, their 
reasons and their actions) but also, largely implicitly (or should I say: unconsciously?), 
in liberal-political debates on (in)justice, discrimination and exclusion. My discussion 
has been constructive in explaining the pragmatist framework because it is lesser 
known and still underdeveloped. I also assumed that the pragmatist framework is able, 
whereas the mentalist framework is not, to make conceptual room for understanding 
non-deliberative, influencing actions as holding people responsible for their practices 
of hidden prejudice. It is time now to evaluate whether I succeeded in realising my 
research aims. I will first briefly answer the research question from the two perspectives I 
discussed: the mentalist and pragmatist perspectives. As these perspectives are based on 
two frameworks, I will next compare and evaluate both frameworks. Finally, I will make 
suggestions for future research.

8.2 ...and two answers

Exploring two frameworks has resulted in two different answers to the research question. 
Before summarising them, I will briefly explicate the basic reasoning that guided my 
search for answers.
 The reasoning is as follows. People are moral-political beings. A notion of responsible 
agency should help us to understand what the conditions for actions are to count as ones 
for which people are responsible (in a moral or political sense). Such a notion could then 
function, first, as a norm for assessing in what cases people are responsible for their actions 
and therefore may be held responsible, and second, as a norm for assessing what forms 
of holding responsible are justified and which are not. The first function seems to be 
disturbed by hidden prejudices in a sense explained to us by social psychologists, i.e. by 
influencing certain processes in the brain: if people act under the influence of hidden 
prejudice, they may not be responsible for their actions. Administering an anti-prejudice 
pill might solve the problem of hidden prejudices. But this type of action seems to be 
disturbing the second function. As such, a pill would influence the person in the same way 
as hidden prejudice does, i.e. by influencing certain processes in the brain, should we not 
describe such an action as manipulation. However, describing this action as manipulation 
is tendentious: it would preclude, by definition, that administering an anti-prejudice pill 
would count as holding responsible. Usually, people are thought to be morally justified to 
perform actions of deliberative rationality as a means of influencing each other. Therefore, 
I decided to distinguish non-deliberative actions as a distinct class of actions and isolate 
manipulative actions as a species of the genus ‘non-deliberative actions’. It gave me the 
conceptual room I needed to explore whether administering a pill or any other non-
deliberative yet non-manipulative actions might count as holding responsible.
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 To focus my analysis, I made an epistemic turn. The best way to analyse how 
responsible agency is disturbed by hidden prejudices and possibly by non-deliberative 
actions, I assumed, is to treat it as an epistemic problem. It required two lines of reasoning. 
On the one hand, I needed to narrow down my analysis from agency, as an umbrella 
notion, towards epistemic autonomy, as a specific, epistemic condition of responsible 
agency.4 Exploring this notion would help us understand what the epistemic conditions 
for actions are and count as ones for which people are responsible. I distinguished two 
key features of epistemic autonomy: authorising and having self-knowledge (reflection). 
On the other hand, I needed to understand hidden prejudices and non-deliberative 
actions as epistemic phenomena, for example, by describing their influences on people 
in epistemic terms. Both lines of reasoning enabled an analysis of practices of hidden 
prejudice as rooted in a veil of prejudice: the boundary that divides people’s self-
knowledge and self-ignorance. Do people have (self )knowledge of their practices of 
prejudice as practices of prejudice? And: do people have knowledge of the effects of non-
deliberative actions as the effects of these non-deliberative actions? Once we succeed in 
understanding responsible agency as epistemic autonomy and understanding hidden 
prejudices and non-deliberative in epistemic terms, we might also understand their 
interaction in epistemic terms and what this implies for being and holding responsible 
for practices of hidden prejudice.
 Below I will summarise how the mentalist and pragmatist approaches understand 
the notions of epistemic autonomy, hidden prejudice and non-deliberative actions, 
second, how they conceptualise responsibility for practices of hidden prejudice, and, 
finally, how they answer the research question. I will start with the mentalist approach.
 Mentalism understands the epistemic conditions of agency in terms of mental states, 
both conscious and unconscious, and those of responsible agency as conscious, deliberative 
and individual. From here, we can pursue two strategies. The first strategy is provided 
by the starting view: people are not responsible for their hidden prejudices. Epistemic 
autonomy is defined in terms of conscious, deliberative introspection. Hidden prejudices 
influence people’s beliefs and actions in a way that bypasses their conscious, deliberative 
introspection.
 Consequently, they cannot be held responsible. Here we get stuck in answering the 
research question. We do not arrive at the point at which we can answer the question 
‘under which conditions’ because there is no ‘holding responsible’. Another strategy 
would be to work out a view in which people are responsible for their prejudice. But as 
this cannot change the basic logic of ‘responsible = conscious’ and ‘hidden prejudice = 
unconscious = bypassing introspection’, this can only be an indirect responsibility. Even 
so, this might still open ways of holding people responsible, for example, by performing  

 
4 Further analysis of responsible agency, of which epistemic agency is only one condition, might show 

that other conditions consist of certain forms of self-governing, for example, in a Frankfurtian sense.
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non-deliberative actions. But as non-deliberative actions bypass introspection, by 
definition, it seems that they will always violate the norm of epistemic autonomy.
 Pragmatism understands the epistemic conditions of responsible agency in terms of 
rational, normative and social practices. The strategy I have pursued is as follows. Epistemic 
autonomy turns on inferential (self-)knowledge, which should be understood as a 
continuum of more and less knowledgeable, of less and more ignorant, about one’s actions. 
It means, for example, that having hidden prejudices is also, depending on the context, a 
mixture of knowledge and ignorance. This allows for claiming, again depending on the 
context, that people are responsible for their hidden prejudices in various degrees and in 
various forms. This brings us to the next question: would non-deliberative actions, which 
are aimed at reducing their hidden prejudice, violate their epistemic autonomy? If they did, 
they would not count as holding responsible. In my pragmatist analysis, I proposed that 
we understand epistemic autonomy as the freedom to disagree. Whatever non-deliberative 
intervention we choose to hold prejudiced people responsible, it should not violate their 
freedom to disagree. Manipulative actions offer a type of non-deliberative actions that 
violate this norm because, for such actions, it is essential that people do not recognise the 
effects of manipulation as the effects of manipulation. In discussing mentalism, I suggested 
administering an anti-prejudice pill as a non-deliberative action. From a pragmatist 
perspective, it might also count as a non-deliberative action. But I have a different reason 
for dismissing this type of action. From a pragmatist perspective practices, of hidden 
prejudice are social phenomena. Whatever interventions we can think of should therefore 
address these practices as social phenomena. An anti-prejudice pill fails to do just that. As 
an alternative, I proposed and explored narrative performance as an alternative type of non-
deliberative action. Whether people have epistemic autonomy also depends on the question 
of whether a certain kind of epistemic balance exists between various social groups within 
in society: whether people from some social groups have, compared to people from other 
social groups, sufficient knowledge of how specific techniques or tools of non-deliberative 
action work (also see section 7.3.). In the case of my case study on news photographs, 
it implies that people have sufficient knowledge of how photography works, how it is 
used in the context of newspapers, et cetera, and of how the strategies of the civil rights 
movement work (their use of non-violent resistance). In my case study, I have assumed that 
the relevant audiences had sufficient knowledge of how these techniques work, compared 
to people from other social groups.5 People may disagree with this assumption. But one 
aim of my case study was only to illustrate how we may conceive of non-deliberative  
actions in social contexts. So, if people disagree with certain assumptions in my case study,  
 

5 The relevant audiences at least had a familiarity with photographs. They had less familiarity with 
television which was, in those days, still a new medium. While the photographs of Elizabeth Eckford 
had not been manipulated, the television registration did. See, e.g. Roberts and Klibanoff (2006:160) 
on how a television crew noticed it had been too late in filming the screaming mob surrounding her 
and organised an ‘artificial retake’.
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they may think it is possible to find more plausible cases of people who have sufficient 
knowledge of how non-deliberative actions work. It is possible, theoretically at least 
and, as I think, in my case study as well, to think of non-deliberative actions that are 
not manipulative, i.e. do not violate the norm of the freedom to disagree. Therefore, 
what defines the epistemic conditions for non-deliberative actions to count as holding 
responsible, according to the pragmatist answer to the research question, is the freedom to 
disagree.
 From this discussion, I conclude I achieved my research aim: the pragmatist 
perspective can make conceptual room for understanding non-deliberative actions as 
holding responsible; the mentalist perspective cannot.

8.3. Evaluating both frameworks

It might still be an open question whether achieving my research aim is of any significance. 
We might think of these two answers as simply two alternative answers to one research 
question, which cannot be compared for their strengths or weaknesses as they derive 
from perspectives that are based on two entirely different frameworks. After all, every 
notion that I proposed to answer the research question – responsible agency, epistemic 
autonomy, hidden prejudice, non-deliberative action – has a different meaning for each 
perspective. The choice between frameworks is one between paradigms. When you 
choose one framework, it means seeing different things than when you choose another.6 
I nevertheless think that both frameworks can be compared and that their relative 
strengths can be assessed, for example, in terms of how nuanced their analyses are.
 My analysis has tried to unravel the differences between the mentalist and 
pragmatist frameworks at a very basic level. One difference, which I proposed in the 
first chapter, is that the basic object of analysis for the mentalist framework is the 
thought process (thought as mental states that are either conscious or unconscious), 
while for the pragmatist framework, it is action. Another difference, which I discussed 
in chapters 4 and 5, is, very succinctly, that the pragmatist framework considers 
rationality and freedom (and its corresponding notion of responsibility) – or, to put it 
somewhat differently: knowledge (people as knowers) and agency (people as agents) – as 
closely connected while the mentalist framework treats rationality (in a broad, not just, 
deliberative, sense) and freedom/responsibility as analytically distinct features of being 
human.7 Instead, the mentalist framework connects freedom (and its corresponding 
notion of responsibility) only to a reduced notion of rationality: deliberative rationality. 
My analysis indicated that the mentalist framework has problematic implications  
 

6 Johnson (2020:22), for example, refers to the mentalist methodology of psychology as a ‘paradigm’.
7 In section 1.4, I have briefly suggested that both frameworks start from two different approaches to 

agency: the mentalist from a ‘metaphysical’, the pragmatist from a ‘stance’ approach. Also, see Lance 
and White (2007).
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for responsible agency. This is because it uses the conscious/unconscious distinction 
to conceptualise responsible agency without giving up on the assumption that 
rationality and freedom/responsibility are analytically distinct features. The logic of 
the dichotomous distinction between conscious and unconscious forces theorists to 
make the same dichotomous decisions, again and again, for other concepts. It results 
in aligning ‘conscious’ with for example ‘deliberative’, ‘slow’, ‘System 2’, ‘responsible’, 
‘intentional’ and aligning ‘unconscious’ with ‘non-deliberative’, ‘fast’, ‘System 1’, ‘non-
responsible’, ‘non-intentional’.8 Therefore, responsibility agency consists of conscious, 
intentional, deliberated, controlled choices for actions that are, to this extent, one’s 
own. But the notion of responsible agency that results from these alignments is a very 
unstable one. While ‘being deliberative’ is intimately connected to ‘being conscious’ 
– the two basic ingredients for ‘being responsible’ –, it is not intimately connected to 
‘being transcendentally free’ as this is an analytically distinct feature. Consequently, the 
mental states that explain responsible actions – again: the conscious, deliberative, et 
cetera, ones – do not constitute a domain of entities that is immune to being explained 
in terms of unconscious states.9 Psychologists will continue to explain thought processes 
that qualify as ‘conscious’ and ‘deliberative’ in terms of thought processes that qualify 
as ‘unconscious’ and ‘non-deliberative’. The domain where people count as responsible 
agents (and therefore as agents acting from conscious/ deliberative reasons) is merely 
a transitory domain, a domain of actions whose roots in the human brain have not 
yet been sufficiently explained. In short: the mentalist notion of responsible agency is 
steadily dissolving as psychological and neurological research advances.
 The strategy of the Brandomian-pragmatist framework was to distinguish between 
a transcendental and a moral-political level of analysis. At a metaphysical level, it argued 
for a notion of rationality that is practical (being rational is using concepts), inferential 
(using concepts is understanding inferential antecedents and inferential consequences: 
understanding when to use a concept and, if one uses a concept, understanding what will 
follow from that), normative (understanding a concept correctly means understanding 
that using this concept excludes the use of certain other concepts) and social (being rational 
is being rational in the company of others). These features combine to a development 
model of rationality – briefly: being rational is a matter of becoming rational, i.e. of 

8 Some philosophers may disagree with this. They may claim, for example, that rationality can be 
unconscious (such views can be mostly found in the literature on dual-processes; see, e.g. Evans 
(2008) who distinguishes between ‘evolutionary rationality’, in the domain of System 1, and 
‘individual rationality’, in the domain of System 2). But that would miss the point. Even in those 
cases that theorists acknowledge that not all rational processes need to be deliberative, the basic logic 
remains preserved: once it is claimed that rationality can be an unconscious process, that process 
at least cannot be deliberative (I do not know of any theorist who defends the claim that rational 
processes can be both unconscious and deliberative). And not giving up on the assumption that 
freedom and rationality are analytically distinct features is what allows mentalist theorists to explore 
the possibility of theorising rational processes as unconscious processes.

9 See Johnson (2020:23): ‘The hope is that we eventually arrive at an analysis constituted entirely by 
simple, elementary states’.



Ch
ap

te
r 

8

325

Conclusion

acquiring knowledge, of learning to use concepts. It means that knowledge/rationality 
and agency/freedom are tightly connected. The pragmatist transcendental argument was 
used to criticise the mentalist framework because it cannot explain the conditions that 
enable the acquisition of scientific knowledge or, broader, how people can develop their 
rational abilities. 
 The pragmatist criticism of the mentalist framework may not persuade all 
philosophers or social psychologists. It may seem to them that I have presented a 
simplified version of the mentalist framework. Philosophers and researchers on implicit 
bias sometimes recognise that our self-knowledge of implicit biases is not as rigid as 
earlier research has suggested.10 But these developments have not yet led to questioning 
or even exploring the mentalist framework itself. Many of them continue to work and to 
write as if their mentalist vocabulary is unproblematic. Some sociologists seem interested 
in adopting the ‘dual-process’ model for their theories, also accepting the underlying 
conscious/unconscious distinction.11

 My discussion at the metaphysical level of rationality and freedom may not have 
decided the case in favour of the pragmatist framework and against the mentalist 
framework. But perhaps we may find the tipping point once we evaluate both frameworks 
at the moral-political level by applying them to the urgent, social-political issue that 
started my research question: practices of prejudice. In this respect, my analysis has 
shown, I think, that the pragmatic approach offers various advantages over the mentalist 
framework, not only in describing or explaining the underlying moral-psychological 
features but also in suggesting what we still need to address in our analyses if we want 
to design new, successful strategies for reducing discrimination. I will briefly summarise 
my main criticisms: 
 1. Individual versus social. From a mentalist perspective, analysing the epistemic 
conditions of practices of hidden prejudices means identifying and assessing individuals’ 
actions. From a pragmatist perspective, it means interpreting social practices in terms 
of (implicit) social intentionality, which is implicit and reproduced in various kinds of 
social practices. From a pragmatist perspective, the mentalist perspective can be criticised 
for ignoring why or how people, perhaps from certain social groups or in certain social 
positions, continue to have (hidden) prejudices. In short: the mentalist perspective 
narrows practices of discrimination down to individual actions of discrimination.
 2. Empirical versus normative. To identify what is morally problematic with practices 
of hidden prejudice, it suffices, from a mentalist perspective, to describe the content of 
those implicit biases. Instead, the pragmatist perspective assumes that what is morally 
problematic with them depends on various norms that are shared in a community and  
 

10 See, for example, Gawronksi (2009:144), who addresses this issue by answering the question ‘Do 
Implicit Measures Provide a Window to the Unconscious?’. In his answer, he also discusses research 
findings that ‘are quite difficult to explain by the unconsciousness account’.

11 For an overview and discussion: see Leschziner (2019).
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are open to debate, which are explicit in what is said and implicit in what is done. These 
norms include norms of non-discrimination and norms on having knowledge of the 
(possibly) discriminatory effects of one’s actions and norms on what counts circumstances 
that exonerate individual responsibility. This perspective, therefore, requires not only to 
describe what people do know (either consciously or unconsciously), but also to assess 
whether, and to what extent, people ought (a) to have knowledge of norms of non-
discrimination, (b) ought to have knowledge of the possibly discriminatory effects of 
their actions and (c) ought to acquire more knowledge about discrimination (norms and 
effects). Therefore, the pragmatist perspective might criticise the mentalist perspective 
for including the violation of norms of non-discrimination into the content of implicit 
biases. In short: the mentalist perspective narrows descriptions of morally problematic 
(prejudiced) practice down to descriptions of certain (supposedly) factual mental states.
 3. Unconscious versus ignorant. Responsibility for practices of (hidden) prejudice 
means, from a mentalist perspective, that people have conscious knowledge of their 
actions as discriminatory actions. Therefore, the assessment of responsibility turns on the 
dichotomous application of a conscious/unconscious distinction, resulting in an equally 
dichotomous division between responsible and non-responsible (not: irresponsible) 
actions. For assessing responsibility for implicit bias, it means that, according to the 
starting view (section 7.8.), any one who has an implicit bias test result is not responsible 
for actions caused by her implicit biases. The pragmatist perspective understands having 
hidden prejudices on a continuum between more and less knowledgeable, between less 
and more ignorant, about one’s actions: in terms of the effects of one’s actions (performed 
as an individual, but also as belonging to certain social groups), also in terms of the 
norms for assessing actions and their effects. Therefore, assessing responsibility requires a 
contextual analysis: to analyse to what extent people had knowledge of their discriminatory 
actions as discriminatory actions, to what extent they could be expected to have certain 
knowledge (of norms or effects) and what might count as exonerating responsibility. 
From a pragmatist perspective, the mentalist perspective can be criticised for its rigid 
conscious/unconscious logic. It is at risk of subsuming cases of hidden prejudices under 
the heading of ‘unconscious, therefore not responsible’ that from a pragmatist perspective 
could have been analysed in terms of responsibility. Especially when research on implicit 
bias seems to show that hidden prejudice is a pervasive phenomenon in society, it raises 
the question to what extent its scientific insights, in their mentalist interpretation, are 
helpful to reduce practices of discrimination. In short: the mentalist perspective narrows 
the assessment of responsibility for hidden prejudice down to blunt simplifications.
 4. Administering an anti-prejudice pill versus narrative performance. We might ignore 
how the mentalist perspective assesses moral responsibility for implicit biases, and we 
might assume that the mentalist perspective can somehow justify the administration 
of an anti-prejudice pill. From a mentalist perspective, it would still make sense to 
confront discrimination by administering an anti-prejudice pill: this might reduce 
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the negative emotions that prejudiced people feel about the person affected by their 
hidden prejudices. It assumes, as should be clear by now, that practices of prejudices 
are rooted in the unconscious, negative associations prejudice people have. However, 
from a pragmatist perspective, the ‘causes’ of practices of prejudices are multi-faceted. 
These ‘causes’ may refer to, for example, epistemic features – the extent to which 
people have knowledge, or are ignorant, of the facts and norms about discrimination 
–, to moral features – the extent to which people are committed to the value of 
non-discrimination –, to interests – the extent to which people, committed to non-
discrimination, knowledgeable about the discriminative effects of their practices, still 
have an interest in not changing their practices –, to social practices of silencing or even 
to the products of these practices: laws, housing policies, psychological tests, et cetera. 
From a pragmatist perspective, the mentalist perspective may be criticised for designing 
simplified solutions – the administration of an anti-prejudice pill or similar interventions 
– for complex causes. It may be criticised, therefore, for designing solutions that will 
be relatively unsuccessful in confronting discrimination. What can the pragmatist 
perspective offer as an alternative to the anti-prejudice pill? I have argued that the 
pragmatist perspective offers conceptual room for designing non-deliberative yet non-
manipulative interventions for which the mentalist perspective does not offer any room. 
Illustrative for such pragmatist interventions are narrative performances. While these 
have an equally hard job in confronting discrimination effectively, in the long term, they 
hold the promise for unravelling, thread by thread, the veil of prejudice. But I concede 
that this is also a matter for further research (see next section).
 Comparing the mentalist and pragmatist frameworks in how they analyse, at 
the moral-political level, the practices of hidden prejudice, has made it plausible, at a 
minimum, that the pragmatist framework provides an alternative, consistent analysis 
of practices of hidden prejudice and of responsibility for them. But I think comparing 
them also has made it plausible that the pragmatist perspective is able to provide a 
more fine-grained analysis than the mentalist perspective: it allows for the possibility to 
analyse practices, not just of one individual, but as social practices (in various senses of 
‘social’), as practices that are also practices of norms, finally, as practices for which people 
have a responsibility in various ways.
 The comparison at the moral-political level cannot settle the comparison on the 
metaphysical level. Nevertheless, I would like to make one last suggestion for rejecting 
the mentalist framework. On a metaphysical level, the mentalist strategy for both 
conceptualising and naturalising responsible agency turns on, amongst others, the 
dichotomy between conscious and unconscious. To the extent that this dichotomy does 
not hold, this strategy is undermined. In the end, the discussion on the unconsciousness 
of implicit biases turns on the question of whether we accept the conscious/unconscious 
distinction as the founding distinction, which also underlies and informs parallel 
distinctions such as rational/non-rational, responsible/non-responsible. My pragmatist 
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analysis was intended to put into doubt the claim that (hidden) prejudices can be 
described in a dichotomous, simplifying vocabulary of conscious/unconscious. And it 
proposed a more nuanced assessment of responsibility. If my analysis has persuaded any 
of my readers, I suggest they should start considering the rejection of the underlying 
mentalist framework.

8.4. Suggestions for future research

In different ways, I have tried to push my research as far as my research question would 
allow me. But I have not pursued and explored all the possible lines of argument that 
might have bolstered my analysis. As a result, my argument still suffers from various gaps 
and weaknesses. Below, I will suggest future research from three different perspectives: a 
historical, methodological, and thematic perspective.
 Historical perspective. In my research, I have not necessarily assumed that liberal 
political philosophers are committed to a mentalist framework. Instead, I have chosen 
a weak claim: their notions of autonomy and deliberative rationality can be assimilated 
into a mentalist framework. The strong claim would be that liberal philosophers, at least 
those committed to notions of autonomy and deliberative rationality, are committed to 
a mentalist framework. Defending this claim requires a detailed argument that would 
have been too far beyond the scope of my research.12 Nevertheless, I think it would be 
constructive to investigate more systematically, from a historical perspective, whether 
and to what extent liberal, political philosophers took notice and used insights from 
psychological research.
 Methodological perspective. While I have frequently suggested that assessing 
responsibility for hidden prejudice requires a contextual approach from a pragmatist 
perspective, I have not shown how this works in particular cases. This is really a gap 
in my argument. But it is also suitable for future research. Working out a pragmatist 
methodology for analysing cases of prejudice would also require, I think, a more 
developed theory of responsibility. I have assumed, rather than made explicit, that 
holding people responsible may cover a wide range of different actions which do not 
need to have a punitive function but perhaps may have a dialogical or conciliatory 
function. Furthermore, it would be interesting to explore the conceptual links between  
 
12 I think it would require, amongst others, a historical reconstruction of how Anglo-American liberal 

philosophers relied for their notions of agency (autonomy) on psychological ideas or how they 
responded more generally to developments in psychology. Such studies seem to be scarce. But see, 
e.g. Daston (1978), who describes how (amongst others) late nineteenth-century British philosophers 
responded to the new psychological ideas. Historical overviews of ‘introspection’ in philosophy at 
least suggest that ‘introspection’ was important to the Anglo-American tradition of philosophy while 
it was much less important, for example, to the German philosophical tradition (also, see chapter 
2, section 6). I think that Frankfurt (1971) provides an important key to unravelling liberalism’s 
commitment to the mentalist framework. More about this in chapter 2, section 3, although I will not 
provide any detailed argument.
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pragmatism and phenomenology in more detail, especially because both are used for 
developing social notions of habit.13

 Thematic perspective. Various thematic issues require more detailed analyses, but 
one of them would certainly be: non-deliberative action as social-political action. I have 
tried to conceptualise it as narrative performance and discussed some cases of news 
photographs. But this analysis was still too underdeveloped. I think this should be further 
examined. For example, the idea of non-deliberative action as narrative performance 
suggests conceptual links with rhetoric: although rhetorical analysis has traditionally 
focussed on speech, it has often been interested in its non-deliberative dimension to 
influence people. Exploring these links might help to further develop the notion of 
narrative performance. And in whatever way this notion is further explored, it should 
again be closely connected to a case study. 
 As a final note, I want to remind my readers that I pursued my research in the context 
of liberalism as a political philosophy and of how scientific insights into responsible 
agency inform it. In my view, it provides a powerful source for African Americans, Roma 
people and many other groups of people to develop and articulate emancipatory appeals 
for equality. For these appeals and the efforts of politicians, institutions, and ordinary 
citizens, to be effective in confronting discrimination practices, scientific insights may 
prove to be valuable and essential. At the same time, the lesson that I hope we might 
learn from my analysis is that assumptions at a deep theoretical level, one that I have 
called ‘framework’, already steer our understanding – of responsible agency, of ways to 
confront discrimination – in certain, sometimes unhelpful, directions. I recommend a 
pragmatist framework.

13 See, e.g. Ngo (2017).
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Summary

Confronting discrimination and the veil of  prejudice
Modern liberal democracies hold dear the value of non-discrimination. But it may be 
difficult for them to confront practices of discrimination. One difficulty is that people 
may, unknown to them, perform practices of discrimination even if they truly believe 
that equality is an important ideal. In principle, this may affect everyone, as a citizen, 
as a representative of a company, or as someone performing a public role (a teacher, a 
civil servant). Psychological research indicates, for example, that employment recruiters 
may reject some applicants for job interviews on a discriminatory basis even if they do 
not realise this. I call this phenomenon the veil of prejudice, one that is hanging between 
what people know about their own practices – which does not include knowledge about 
their prejudices – and what they do not know about the discriminatory influences on 
their own practices: a veil that somehow prevents people from acquiring knowledge of 
the hidden prejudices that turn their practices into discriminatory ones. And therefore, 
the veil of prejudice indicates a boundary between agential self-knowledge and agential 
self-ignorance.
 If the veil of prejudice makes sense, no attempt to deliberate with such people 
and persuade them is likely to reduce their discrimination practices. After all, these 
people are already committed to ideals of equality. There is no need to worry. Some 
scholars are already working on solutions: one of them would be administering an 
anti-prejudice pill. Such a solution is an example of what I call non-deliberative actions: 
they influence people having hidden prejudices in a way that escapes their ‘knowing’ 
(epistemic) abilities but succeeds in diminishing their discriminating behaviour. As I am 
interested in non-deliberative actions that might solve discrimination as a moral issue, 
I have explored the following question: What are the conditions for non-deliberative 
actions to count as holding responsible those people who perform practices of hidden 
prejudice? Identifying these conditions makes it possible to assess which actions are 
morally justifiable to confront discrimination and which are not, for example, to assess 
whether we may hold people responsible for their discrimination by administering an 
anti-prejudice pill to them. 
 In this thesis, I have argued, very briefly summarised, the following. I have 
examined what it could mean to hold people responsible for their hidden prejudices and 
what it could mean to hold them responsible in a non-deliberative way. I have explored 
these issues from two different theoretical perspectives: mentalism, as the standard 
perspective, and pragmatism, as a new perspective that I propose. From a mentalist 
perspective, knowing your prejudices is a binary matter: you know your prejudices, 
or you do not. And increasing your self-knowledge (for example, about your hidden 
prejudices) is an internal (i.e. reflective), factual and brain-based process. The starting 
view in mentalism is that people are not responsible for their hidden prejudices simply 
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because hidden prejudices belong to a special type of mental state to which people cannot 
have any reflective access. For that reason, people cannot be held responsible for them. 
However, the mentalist perspective fails in theorising self-knowledge because it ignores 
that having self-knowledge is deeply embedded within external (i.e. social), normative 
and practical processes. To put my criticism more concretely and somewhat simplified: 
a mentalist framework for theorising hidden prejudices induces philosophers and social 
psychologists to trace the origin of discriminatory practices to mental, more specifically 
unconscious, and ultimately neurological processes in the brain of one employment 
recruiter, thus ignoring that decisions on inviting applicants take place within a social 
context in which everyone knows the hidden, implicit norms that they communicate 
through ‘brief impersonal encounters, stares, vocal inflections, hostile laughter, or public 
reversals of private expectations’ (Ellison 1989:821). From a pragmatist perspective, self-
knowledge is a social, normative and practical matter because it is embedded within the 
epistemic practices of a community. What does it mean to have prejudices? It depends 
on a community’s understanding of discriminative practices, the norms to which that 
community is committed and the extent to which that community is responsive to 
whatever challenges her understanding and norms. Knowing your prejudices is a matter 
of degree. Having hidden prejudices is only partly a matter of self-ignorance: it does 
not by itself preclude responsibility because communal practices offer all kinds of 
opportunities of getting to know one’s prejudices. It opens the possibility of holding 
people responsible for their hidden prejudices. I have explored how we might do this 
in a non-deliberative way. These explorations have been tentative, discussing a case 
study on how news photographs have influenced public opinion. But they indicate the 
potential for influencing people in a non-deliberative yet moral way. In short: to hold 
them responsible for their hidden prejudices.

Unravelling the veil of  prejudice: mentalism and pragmatism
To answer my research question, I needed various key notions: not only ‘hidden prejudices’ 
and ‘non-deliberative actions’, which I already mentioned, but also ‘responsible agency’, 
‘epistemic autonomy’, ‘rationality’ and ‘freedom’. I will briefly explain why I needed them.
 First, my research question requires a moral criterion to assess the moral 
justifiability of any type of action to count as holding responsible. For this, I chose 
the notion of ‘responsible agency’: any type of action is not morally justifiable if it 
interferes with people’s responsible agency. As my example of administering an anti-
prejudice pill suggests, a non-deliberative action might be problematic exactly because it 
influences people in a way that bypasses people’s epistemic abilities. Therefore, I decided 
to focus more narrowly on the epistemic dimension of responsible agency and carve out 
within this notion the more specific notion of ‘epistemic autonomy’. Next, I needed an 
analysis of what non-deliberative actions mean. Only then could I assess whether non-
deliberative actions, perhaps by definition, interfere with epistemic autonomy and thus 
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with responsible agency.
 Second, analysing ‘responsible agency’ and ‘epistemic autonomy’ was also required 
for a moral assessment of people’s responsibility for hidden prejudices. My initial 
description of the veil of prejudice seems to imply that people are not responsible for 
their hidden prejudice because hidden prejudices bypass people’s epistemic abilities. If 
this is correct, a non-deliberative action may still be performed as an act of confronting 
discrimination, not, however, as an act of holding them responsible for their hidden 
prejudices. So, as it turned out, both non-deliberative actions and hidden prejudices are 
conceptually connected because they both seem to interfere with epistemic autonomy.
 I decided to explore these notions from two different frameworks: mentalism and 
pragmatism. As I understand a framework, this is not a specific theory but a conceptual 
architecture that functions as a deep background to a family of theories. The reason for 
discussing both frameworks is that mentalism presents the dominant but, in my view, 
deeply problematic framework for many contemporary views on responsible agency. In 
my view, pragmatism holds the promise of providing a better framework for views on 
responsible agency. 
 I have explored both frameworks at two different levels of analysis: a metaphysical 
and a moral-political level of analysis. My primary interest was with the moral-political 
level: to see how each framework explains to what extent either non-deliberative 
actions or hidden prejudice interferes, or not, with people’s epistemic autonomy. More 
specifically: to see how each framework would qualify, in epistemic terms, the influence 
that both non-deliberative actions and hidden prejudices exert on people’s actions; to see 
if this influence can somehow be qualified as part of people’s agential self-ignorance.
 However, to better understand the differences between mentalism and pragmatism 
as explanatory frameworks at the moral-political level, more fundamental analysis was 
required at what I called the metaphysical level. At this level, I analysed their notion 
of epistemic autonomy as a notion that tells us what it means to act as epistemically 
free beings. I wanted to know whether their notion of epistemic autonomy is rooted 
in fundamentally different assumptions: on what it means to have knowledge (which 
I connected with the notion of ‘rationality’), to act freely (which I connected with the 
notion of ‘freedom’ in a metaphysical rather than a political sense), finally, to how 
rationality and freedom are related. 
 I briefly sketch both frameworks.
 Mentalism is a framework for understanding responsible agency in terms of 
internalist, i.e. intra-subjective features of people’s mind/body. As a result, rationality 
is understood as the primary feature of an individual (brain). Mentalism is therefore 
committed to a methodological, perhaps even ontological, individualism. Its basic 
strategy in offering an epistemic explanation of the mind consists in analysing the mind 
in terms of mental states and qualifying these states as either conscious or unconscious. 
What distinguishes conscious states from unconscious states is that the first must be 
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described by including the epistemic first-person perspective of the knowing agent while 
the second can be described as mental but without referring to her epistemic first-person 
perspective. It means that beliefs are subject to a dichotomous categorisation: they are 
either conscious, and in that sense deliberate, or unconscious. It suggests that hidden 
prejudices would count as unconscious beliefs. This does not yet indicate the nature 
of the boundary between agential self-knowledge and agential self-ignorance; in other 
words, how difficult or how easy it is for the knowing agent to acquire knowledge about 
what she is self-ignorant about.
 The pragmatist framework that I have presented is based on Robert Brandom’s 
normative pragmatism. In this version, pragmatism understands responsible agency in 
terms of externalist, i.e. inter-subjective features. It is understood in terms of claim-
making as a practical, normative and social phenomenon. First, claim-making is 
basically practical. Pragmatism distinguishes between knowing-that and knowing-how, 
i.e. between saying and doing or, in Brandom’s vocabulary, between explicit and implicit 
meaning. From a pragmatist view, it is possible to make a claim by either saying or doing 
it. In the first case, the claim is explicit in what people say; in the second case, it is implicit 
in what people do. The traditional view is that claim-making in saying is more basic 
than claim-making by doing. Pragmatism reverses this order. Claims implicit in doing 
form the baseline for claims explicit in saying. Second, claim-making is normative: it is 
understood as an inferential phenomenon. To understand a claim means to understand 
how this claim functions in a correct inferential relation to other claims, which means: 
as either a premise or a conclusion. Third, claim-making is a social practice: it consists 
in mutual ‘scorekeeping’. Members of a community treat each other as claim-makers, as 
beings that make certain claims of what are correct inferential relations between claims. 
Having claims, in a practical, normative and social sense, is not a static status. Whoever 
is born and raised in a community needs to master the claims of her community. And 
even adults continue to master claims. Being a claim-maker, therefore, is always a process 
of mastering new claims. One implication of this idea is that the attribution of a claim 
to a person is a contextual matter. What claims a person is exactly committed to, for 
example, whether she is prejudiced, depends on that person’s context: her mastery of 
various concepts and the social context that allows her to master various concepts. It 
means that the attribution of claims (Brandom’s technical term for beliefs), for example, 
that someone has hidden prejudices, cannot be subjected to any binary categorisation. 
In the case of hidden prejudices: what makes prejudices ‘hidden’ can have very different 
meanings. 
 In first exploring the mentalist perspective on my key notions, I started identifying, 
at the moral-political level of analysis, the standard liberal notion of responsibility. As 
I argued, it relies on a notion of autonomy (chapter 2): people are responsible for their 
actions which they performed autonomously. It is a mentalist notion of responsibility 
because it understands reflection as a psychological process, as introspection. Standard 
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notions of reflective autonomy usually provide a criterion for what counts as the proper 
source of autonomous actions, namely some version of a reflective will. Such notions, 
therefore, belong to the family of reflective volitional autonomy. As I am interested 
in epistemic autonomy, I suggested a model for reflective epistemic autonomy. It was 
defined in terms of conscious, deliberative introspection. It means that a person is 
epistemically responsible for her actions to the extent that she has (or could have had) 
conscious beliefs of whatever influences her motivations and actions. If this is not the 
case, then at least, for this reason, she cannot be said to be responsible for her actions. I 
also proposed that we understand non-deliberative actions as interfering with people’s 
epistemic autonomy if they are manipulative. Next, I examined the conditions for non-
deliberative actions to count as manipulative; and I proposed that this is the case if 
non-deliberative actions bypass people’s normal capacities for deliberative, conscious 
reasoning. 
 Next, I explored the mentalist perspective on the veil of prejudice (chapter 3). 
My starting point was as follows. In recent decades, the research that a group of social 
psychologists has performed indicates the plausibility of the veil of prejudice: people 
perform practices of discrimination because they are influenced by what they call 
‘implicit biases’, which is the social-psychological version of hidden prejudices. I have 
argued that a mentalist framework underpins the theory that informs this empirical 
research. 
 I then turned to the question of how implicit biases might also be understood 
as a social phenomenon. I discussed two different approaches: a mentalist-epistemic 
one (Fricker) and a pragmatist one (Bourdieu). While the notion of (hidden) prejudice 
is usually invoked to explain discriminatory practices, both approaches try to move 
beyond it and understand hidden prejudice as accounting also for practices of silencing 
(what Fricker calls ‘epistemic injustice’ and Bourdieu calls ‘censorship’). In a critical 
discussion of both approaches. I made some suggestions for an improved notion of the 
veil of prejudice as a social phenomenon. I have not, however, attempted to integrate 
them as they start from basically different starting points. The epistemic-mentalist 
approach defines prejudices in internal terms, i.e. in terms of unconscious states, and 
as the product of psychological, equally unconscious processes. Bourdieu has explicitly 
criticised the mentalist approach (in sociology). Instead, his pragmatist approach 
understands prejudices in external terms, i.e. what people do and as the product of social 
processes.
 Now that I had explained the veil of prejudice in mentalist terms, I wanted 
to put to the test the liberal-mentalist of responsibility, and more specifically, the 
notion of reflective epistemic autonomy (chapter 4): are people responsible for their 
implicit biases? Using the notion of reflective epistemic autonomy, the answer to this 
question seemed clear: people are not responsible for their implicit biases because they 
are unconscious. But this does not yet settle the issue. We need to solve yet another 
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question: whether people can acquire knowledge about their hidden prejudices. In other 
words: how porous is the boundary between agential self-knowledge and agential self-
ignorance? Can people somehow access their unconscious mental states and turn them 
into conscious mental states? I argued that implicit biases provide an example of what 
might be called a local problem of agential self-ignorance. People can usually acquire 
knowledge about their agency through reflection and discover their motivations for 
what they previously did not know. Sometimes they cannot, for example, when they 
have implicit biases because these seem to belong to a class of unconscious mental states 
which people cannot become conscious of by definition. It poses a challenge to holding 
people responsible for their hidden prejudices.
 Then I shifted my mentalist analysis towards the metaphysical level because I 
wanted to show that the notion of reflective epistemic autonomy is vulnerable to an 
even greater threat (still chapter 4). Discussing the standard debate on responsibility 
for implicit biases and its underlying mentalist assumptions led me to explore what 
poses a more radical challenge to the liberal-mentalist notion of responsibility: the global 
problem of agential self-ignorance, better known as the problem of determinism. It 
arises once liberal theorists accept a naturalising account: i.e. once they understand the 
conscious/unconscious distinction as an ontological (or, as I explored it here, neurological) 
distinction. The threat is best illustrated in the standard debate on free will and 
determinism, a debate in which thought experiments centring on manipulation provide 
an important argument against the claim that people have freedom and, therefore, 
responsibility: the Manipulation Argument. In the epistemic version of the problem of 
determinism, human rationality, which is understood as the process of acquiring beliefs, 
is explained in terms of two distinct epistemic processes: those that are fast, automatic 
and unconscious (System 1) and those that are slow, deliberative and conscious (System 
2). In philosophical psychology, this has been called the dual-process or dual-system 
view. Epistemic autonomy consists of only the second type of process. The ambition 
of a naturalising account of human rationality is to explain, eventually, all conscious 
processes in terms of unconscious processes. Starting from this naturalising account of 
human rationality, I argued that the notion of reflective epistemic autonomy cannot 
explain how the knowing agent might overstep the boundary between her conscious 
mental states and her unconscious mental states. 
 After my discussion of mentalism at the metaphysical level of analysis, I shifted 
towards introducing and discussing pragmatism while remaining at the metaphysical 
level (chapter 5). Here I introduced Robert Brandom’s normative pragmatism. To 
develop a criticism against the mentalist framework itself, I explained two ideas: that 
freedom is a two-level notion and that rationality is inferential. The first idea helped 
to open space for an alternative not yet considered option in the standard debate on 
determinism: performing free actions but not being responsible for them. The second 
idea of rationality as inferential was further spelt out in terms of modality. At the most 
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basic level, rationality is practical in a non-deliberative way (‘meaning is use’). Even 
at this basic, practical level, rationality is inferential in the sense that people’s actions 
display their grasp of certain concepts, of what can be inferred from what, what is a 
reason for what (the space of reasons). From a young age onwards, people learn to 
master many concepts because they can practice their concepts by trying, trying again 
and making mistakes (the Test-Operate-Test-Exit cycle). This implies that modality is a 
feature, not just of people’s reasoning but of their practices and of the world itself. The 
idea of inferential rationality was then aligned with the idea of freedom as a two-level 
notion. 
 My aim was then to show how this alignment and the idea of people as knowers (in 
a normative-modal-practical sense) undermines the mentalist framework to the extent 
that this framework implies the determinism thesis (which I think it does). The basic 
problem for mentalism, as I understand it, is that it understands rationality and freedom 
as distinct issues. It implies, as I argue in my thesis in more detail, that mentalism 
cannot explain what it means that people are knowers. Instead, pragmatism understands 
rationality as intimately connected with what I called transcendental freedom. I argued 
that pragmatism, because of this intimate connection between rationality and freedom, 
can explain its own theoretical foundations, while mentalism cannot: mentalism can be 
used for a naturalist account of human reasoning, but this account cannot explain how 
this naturalist account itself is possible.
 Moving back from the metaphysical to the moral-political level of analysis, I began 
to explore the pragmatist perspective on the various moral-political notions that are 
important to my research question: the veil of prejudice (chapter 6), epistemic autonomy 
(chapter 7) and non-deliberative actions (chapter 7).
 For the pragmatist notion of the veil of prejudice, I picked up on two ideas from 
Brandom’s normative pragmatics: first, that practices of rationality are intrinsically social 
practices and, second, that rationality is explicit in what we say and implicit in what we 
do (chapter 6). Each of these notions, by themselves, do not suffice to explain hidden 
prejudice. My strategy was to combine them in the sense that the veil of prejudice is 
explained in terms of implicit social practices. To avoid an explanation of ‘implicit’ in 
terms of ‘unconscious’ I then explored Bourdieu’s meta-theoretical considerations for 
his notion of ‘habitus’. I argued for an explanation of hidden prejudices as incorrect 
inferences based on commitments that people do not recognise as their commitments, 
not even as commitments. To explain hidden prejudice as a social phenomenon, I 
chose to reinterpret Brandom’s idea of mutual scorekeeping. I argued that we should 
distinguish – next to scorekeeping as the attribution to others of commitments that are 
different from mine – a more basic kind of scorekeeping consisting in the attribution of 
collective commitments to others they share with me. The first type takes place against 
the background of the second. Both strategies combined resulted in a notion of the veil 
of prejudice whose description requires the inclusion of the epistemic perspective of the 
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knowing agent, not as an individual, atomist perspective, but as a social perspective.
 Next, I have argued for a pragmatist notion of responsible agency, more specifically 
epistemic autonomy, in relation to hidden prejudices (chapter 7). Central to the notion 
of epistemic autonomy is inferential rather than introspective self-knowledge. People 
have self-knowledge, for example, because they understand the implications of their 
actions from various social perspectives. This notion of epistemic autonomy has several 
implications. First, ignorance is not the opposite of inferential self-knowledge but is 
already intrinsic: agential self-ignorance is part of people’s agential self-knowledge. 
Second, the acquisition of knowledge is not an individual, atomistic, epistemic act but 
one which is already part of a process of socialisation. Third, these epistemic processes 
of socialisation do not absorb epistemic autonomy. Instead, the inferential nature of our 
knowledge allows the freedom to disagree. It also enables people to adopt a critical stance 
towards the socio-political order. Based on this notion of epistemic autonomy, it can be 
claimed that people are responsible, in various degrees, for their hidden prejudices. 
 Next, I considered whether, from a pragmatist perspective, holding people 
responsible for their hidden prejudices may consist in taking non-deliberative actions 
against them (still chapter 7). I argued for a notion of non-deliberative action that 
may influence people without manipulating them. Furthermore, I suggested a strategy 
for adapting this notion to socio-political contexts: it consisted in understanding 
inferential rationality, as what underpins non-deliberative actions, more specifically as 
narrative rationality, and therefore to understand non-deliberative action as narrative 
performance. To show how this strategy might work, I discussed a case study on news 
photographs in the civil rights movement and their non-deliberative impact on white 
audiences and their public opinion. I suggested that this case study illustrates how the 
pragmatist framework might support the idea of non-deliberative actions that are not 
manipulative, i.e. do not violate the norm of the freedom to disagree.

Mentalism and pragmatism: unravelling their differences
For my research question, mentalism and pragmatism provide two plausible but very 
different answers. The simplified mentalist answer is that people are not, and cannot 
be, responsible for their hidden prejudices because these influence people’s beliefs and 
actions in a way that bypasses their conscious, deliberative abilities. Consequently, they 
cannot be held responsible. Here we get stuck in answering the research question. We 
do not arrive at the point at which we can answer the question ‘under which conditions’ 
because there is no ‘holding responsible’. 
 The simplified pragmatist answer is that, based on a notion of inferential self-
knowledge, people can be claimed to be responsible, in various degrees and in various 
forms, for their hidden prejudices. I proposed that non-deliberative actions may count as 
holding responsible if they do not violate people’s autonomy as the freedom to disagree. 
To explain this type of autonomy, I specified that a certain kind of epistemic balance 
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should exist between those who perform the non-deliberative action and those whose 
epistemic autonomy is at stake. 
 Apart from the differences in assessing responsibility for hidden prejudice, 
differences between mentalism and pragmatism also arise in theorising non-deliberative 
actions. The administration of an anti-prejudice pill provides an example of what is, for 
mentalism, a typical non-deliberative action. The pill is effective by affecting people’s 
brains, but without addressing people’s conscious, deliberative abilities: and therefore, 
it interferes with their epistemic autonomy. For pragmatism, what I suggested might 
illustrate a non-deliberative action is the publication of news photographs. The impact of 
such photographs on audiences bypasses – from the theoretical perspective of mentalism 
– people’s deliberative abilities. But from the theoretical perspective of pragmatism, it 
does not. Such photographs can have an impact precisely because people are claim-
makers. To what extent people can make explicit the impact news photographs have 
on them is a different question. Difficulties they might have to express this impact does 
not imply that the news photographs manipulated them or bypassed their epistemic 
abilities.
 Mentalism and pragmatism represent two different paradigms: depending on which 
paradigm you choose, it means seeing different things, such as what happens to people 
as epistemic beings when they are manipulated or when they perform discriminatory 
practices. Their differences run deep. They seem to resist a simple comparison and the 
rejection of one or the other framework. I nevertheless suggest that we reject mentalism 
and opt for pragmatism as a framework for unravelling the veil of prejudice and morally 
assessing actions to confront discrimination. Very briefly, I criticise the mentalist 
framework: it ignores prejudices as a social and normative phenomenon; it ignores 
the many intermediate forms of knowledge that people may have mastered of their 
discriminatory practices and, therefore, ignores the many degrees to which people can 
be held responsible for them; finally, it does not give conceptual room for understanding 
non-deliberative actions as holding responsible, whereas the pragmatist framework can. 
To conclude, pragmatism provides a framework that is more sensitive to epistemic, 
normative and social nuances. It can help analyse the complexities of hidden prejudices 
and the challenges of confronting discrimination.
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands

Discriminatie bestrijden en de sluier van vooroordelen 
Moderne liberale democratieën hechten veel waarde aan non-discriminatie. Maar het 
bestrijden van discriminerende praktijken kan moeilijk voor ze zijn. Eén moeilijkheid 
is dat mensen, zelfs als ze vinden dat gelijkheid een belangrijk ideaal is, discriminerend 
kunnen handelen zonder dat ze het weten. Dit kan in principe iedereen overkomen: 
als burger, als vertegenwoordiger van een bedrijf, of als iemand met een publieke 
functie (een leraar, een ambtenaar). Uit psychologisch onderzoek blijkt bijvoorbeeld 
dat wervingsfunctionarissen sollicitanten soms op discriminerende basis afwijzen en 
zich dit niet realiseren. Ik noem dit fenomeen de sluier van vooroordelen, een sluier die 
hangt tussen wat mensen weten over hun eigen handelingen – en dit omvat geen kennis 
over hun eigen vooroordelen – en wat ze niet weten over discriminerende invloeden op 
hun eigen praktijken: een sluier die op de een of andere manier voorkomt dat mensen 
kennis verwerven van de verborgen vooroordelen die hun praktijken tot discriminerende 
praktijken maken. De sluier van vooroordelen markeert daarom een   grens tussen 
zelfkennis en zelfonwetendheid over het eigen handelen.
 Mocht zo’n sluier van vooroordelen werkelijk bestaan, dan zal geen enkele 
poging om met zulke mensen te delibereren, hen met redenen te overtuigen, erin 
slagen hun discriminatiepraktijken te verminderen. Veel mensen met verborgen 
vooroordelen, lijkt het psychologische onderzoek te suggereren, zijn immers al overtuigd 
van gelijkheidsidealen. Maar sommige wetenschappers werken aan oplossingen: 
bijvoorbeeld het toedienen van een anti-vooroordeelpil. Een dergelijke oplossing is 
een voorbeeld van wat ik niet-deliberatieve handelingen noem: handelingen die mensen 
aanzetten tot aanpassing van hun gedrag door ze te beïnvloeden op een manier die 
aan hun zelfkennis ontsnapt. In niet-deliberatieve handelingen die discriminatie zouden 
kunnen oplossen, ben ik geïntereseerd als een morele kwestie. Daarom heb ik de 
volgende vraag onderzocht: Wat zijn de voorwaarden voor niet-deliberatieve handelingen 
om mensen verantwoordelijk te houden voor hun praktijken van verborgen vooroordelen? 
Het expliciteren van deze voorwaarden maakt het mogelijk om te beoordelen welke 
handelingen moreel verantwoord zijn om discriminatie te bestrijden, en welke niet, om 
bijvoorbeeld te beoordelen of we mensen verantwoordelijk mogen houden voor hun 
discriminatie door het toedienen van een anti-vooroordeelpil.
 Kort samengevat, heb ik in dit proefschrift het volgende betoogd. Ik onderzocht 
wat het kan betekenen om mensen verantwoordelijk te houden voor hun verborgen 
vooroordelen en om ze op een niet-deliberatieve manier verantwoordelijk te houden. 
Ik heb deze kwesties onderzocht vanuit twee verschillende theoretische perspectieven: 
mentalisme, als het standaardperspectief, en pragmatisme, als een nieuw perspectief 
dat ik voorstel. Vanuit een mentalistisch perspectief is het kennen van je vooroordelen 
een binaire zaak – of je kent je vooroordelen, of je kent ze niet – en het vergroten 
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van je zelfkennis (bijvoorbeeld over je verborgen vooroordelen) is een intern (d.w.z. 
reflectief ), feitelijk en hersengerelateerd proces. De basisopvatting van het mentalisme 
is dat mensen niet verantwoordelijk zijn voor hun verborgen vooroordelen, simpelweg 
omdat verborgen vooroordelen tot een speciaal soort mentale toestanden behoren 
waartoe mensen geen reflectieve toegang hebben. Om die reden kunnen mensen er niet 
verantwoordelijk voor worden gehouden. Het mentalistische perspectief schiet echter 
te kort in het theoretiseren van zelfkennis: het miskent dat het hebben van zelfkennis 
diep verankerd is in externe (d.w.z. sociale), normatieve en praktische processen. Om 
mijn kritiek concreter en enigszins vereenvoudigd te verwoorden: een mentalistisch 
denkkader voor het theoretiseren van verborgen vooroordelen zet filosofen en sociaal 
psychologen ertoe aan de oorsprong van discriminerende praktijken te herleiden tot 
één wervingsfunctionaris, namelijk tot de mentale, meer specifiek onbewuste, en 
uiteindelijk neurologische processen in haar brein. Maar ze miskennen daarmee dat 
beslissingen over het uitnodigen van sollicitanten plaatsvinden in een sociale context 
waarin iedereen de verborgen, impliciete normen kent die worden gecommuniceerd 
door ‘korte onpersoonlijke ontmoetingen, starende blikken, stembuigingen, vijandig 
gelach of publieke omkeringen van persoonlijke verwachtingen’ (Ellison 1989:821). 
Vanuit een pragmatisch perspectief is zelfkennis een sociale, normatieve en praktische 
aangelegenheid, omdat ze ingebed is in de epistemische praktijken van een gemeenschap. 
Wat vooroordelen betekenen, hangt af van wat een gemeenschap begrijpt van 
discriminerende praktijken, van de normen waaraan die gemeenschap waarde hecht 
en van de mate waarin die gemeenschap reageert op alles wat haar begrip en normen 
uitdaagt. Het kennen van je vooroordelen is een kwestie van gradatie en het hebben 
van verborgen vooroordelen is slechts gedeeltelijk een kwestie van zelfonwetendheid: 
het sluit op zichzelf verantwoordelijkheid niet uit, want gemeenschappelijke praktijken 
bieden allerlei mogelijkheden om de eigen vooroordelen te leren kennen. Dit biedt de 
mogelijkheid om mensen verantwoordelijk te houden voor hun verborgen vooroordelen. 
Ik onderzocht hoe dit op een niet-deliberatieve manier kan worden gedaan. Dit 
onderzoek had grotendeels een verkennend karakter. Het bestond onder meer uit een 
kleine studie naar de manier waarop de invloed van nieuwsfoto’s op de publieke opinie 
kunnen worden begrepen als non-deliberatief. Hoezeer deze studie ook vragen openliet, 
het liet zien dat hier kansen liggen om mensen op een niet-deliberatieve, maar morele 
manier te beïnvloeden. Kortom: hen verantwoordelijk te houden voor hun verborgen 
vooroordelen.

De sluier van vooroordelen ontrafelen: mentalisme en pragmatisme
Om mijn onderzoeksvraag te beantwoorden had ik verschillende kernbegrippen 
nodig: niet alleen ‘verborgen vooroordelen’ en ‘niet-deliberatieve handelingen’, die ik al 
noemde, maar ook ‘verantwoordelijk handelingsvermogen’, ‘epistemische autonomie’, 
‘rationaliteit’ en ‘vrijheid’. Ik zal kort toelichten waarom ik ze nodig had.

Samenvatting in het Nederlands
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 Ten eerste vergt mijn onderzoeksvraag een moreel criterium om te beoordelen wanneer 
een handeling moreel te rechtvaardigen is als een daad van ‘verantwoordelijk houden’. 
Hiertoe koos ik de notie van ‘verantwoordelijk handelingsvermogen’: een handeling is 
moreel niet te rechtvaardigen als zij dit verantwoordelijk handelingsvermogen ondermijnt. 
Zoals mijn voorbeeld van het toedienen van een anti-vooroordeelpil suggereert, kan een 
niet-deliberatieve handeling problematisch zijn, juist omdat het mensen beïnvloedt op 
een manier die de zelfkennis van mensen omzeilt. Ik besloot daarom om te focussen op 
de epistemische dimensie van verantwoordelijke handelingsvermogen en binnen dit begrip 
de meer specifieke notie van ‘epistemische autonomie’ af te bakenen. Vervolgens had ik 
een analyse nodig van wat niet-deliberatieve acties betekenen. Alleen dan zou ik kunnen 
beoordelen of niet-deliberatieve handelingen, misschien per definitie, iemands epistemische 
autonomie en dus ook diens verantwoordelijk handelingsvermogen ondermijnen.
 Ten tweede was het analyseren van ‘verantwoordelijk handelingsvermogen’ en 
‘epistemische autonomie’ ook vereist om te beoordelen of mensen verantwoordelijk zijn 
voor hun verborgen vooroordelen. Mijn beschrijving van de sluier van vooroordelen lijkt 
te impliceren dat mensen niet verantwoordelijk zijn voor hun verborgen vooroordelen 
omdat verborgen vooroordelen ontsnappen aan de zelfkennis van mensen. Als dit 
juist is, kan een niet-deliberatieve actie nog steeds worden uitgevoerd als een daad om 
discriminatie te bestrijden, maar niet als een daad om hen verantwoordelijk te houden voor 
hun verborgen vooroordelen. Hiermee bleek dat zowel niet-deliberatieve handelingen 
als verborgen vooroordelen conceptueel verbonden zijn omdat ze allebei epistemische 
autonomie lijken te ondermijnen.
 Ik besloot deze begrippen te onderzoeken vanuit twee verschillende denkkaders: 
mentalisme en pragmatisme. Zoals ik een ‘denkkader’ begrijp, is dit niet zozeer een 
specifieke theorie, maar een conceptuele architectuur die fungeert als een diepe 
achtergrond voor een familie van theorieën. De reden om beide denkkaders te bespreken 
is dat mentalisme het dominante, maar naar mijn mening zeer problematische denkkader 
vormt voor veel hedendaagse opvattingen over verantwoordelijk handelingsvermogen. 
In mijn visie belooft pragmatisme een   beter denkkader te bieden voor opvattingen over 
verantwoordelijk handelingsvermogen.
 Ik heb beide denkkaders op twee verschillende niveaus van analyse onderzocht: 
een metafysisch en een moreel-politiek niveau. Mijn eerste interesse ging uit naar het 
moreel-politieke analyseniveau: ik wilde zien hoe elk denkkader een verklaring kan 
bieden voor het eventueel ondermijnen van iemands epistemische autonomie door hetzij 
niet-deliberatieve handelingen, hetzij verborgen vooroordelen. Meer specifiek: ik wilde 
zien hoe elk denkkader een verklaring biedt, in epistemische termen, van de invloed die 
zowel niet-deliberatieve acties als verborgen vooroordelen uitoefenen op handelingen 
van mensen; ik wilde zien of deze invloed op de een of andere manier kan worden 
begrepen als onderdeel van de zelfonwetendheid van mensen over hun eigen handelen.
 Om echter de verschillen tussen mentalisme en pragmatisme op moreel-
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politiek niveau beter te begrijpen, was een meer fundamentele analyse nodig op wat 
ik het metafysische niveau heb genoemd. Op dit niveau analyseerde ik hun notie van 
epistemische autonomie als een notie die laat zien wat het betekent om te handelen 
als epistemisch vrije wezens. Ik wilde weten of hun notie van epistemische autonomie 
geworteld is in fundamenteel verschillende veronderstellingen over wat het betekent om 
kennis te hebben – een kwestie die ik verbond met de notie van ‘rationaliteit’ – en om 
vrij te handelen – een kwestie die ik verbond met de notie van ‘vrijheid’ in metafysische 
in plaats van politieke zin –, en tot slot over hoe rationaliteit en vrijheid met elkaar 
samenhangen.
 Beide denkkaders schets ik kort.
 Mentalisme is een denkkader om verantwoordelijk handelingsvermogen te begrijpen 
als internalistische, d.w.z. intra-subjectieve, kenmerken van de geest/het lichaam van 
mensen. Als gevolg hiervan wordt rationaliteit begrepen als het primaire kenmerk 
van een individu. Mentalisme accepteert daarom een methodologisch, misschien zelfs 
ontologisch, individualisme. Zijn basisstrategie om een   epistemische verklaring van 
de menselijke geest te bieden, bestaat erin deze te analyseren in termen van mentale 
toestanden en deze toestanden te kwalificeren als bewust of onbewust. Wat bewuste 
toestanden onderscheidt van onbewuste toestanden, is dat de eerste moeten worden 
beschreven vanuit iemands eerstepersoonsperspectief, terwijl de tweede kan worden 
beschreven als mentaal, maar zonder te verwijzen naar haar eerstepersoonsperspectief. 
Het betekent dat overtuigingen binair kunnen worden ingedeeld: ze zijn ofwel bewust, 
en in die zin opzettelijk, ofwel onbewust. Dit zou betekenen dat verborgen vooroordelen 
als onbewuste overtuigingen gelden. Maar dit geeft nog niet aan wat de aard is van de grens 
tussen zelfkennis en zelfonwetendheid over het eigen handelen, met andere woorden, 
hoe moeilijk of hoe gemakkelijk het is voor een persoon om kennis te verwerven over 
iets waarover zij nog zelfonwetend is.
 Het pragmatische raamwerk dat ik heb gepresenteerd, is gebaseerd op het 
normatieve pragmatisme van Robert Brandom. Pragmatisme in deze versie begrijpt 
verantwoordelijk handelingsvermogen als een vermogen-om-te-beweren en dit wordt op 
zijn beurt begrepen in termen van externalistische, d.w.z. intersubjectieve kenmerken, 
anders gezegd: als een praktisch, normatief en sociaal fenomeen. Ten eerste is het 
vermogen-om-te-beweren in wezen praktisch. Pragmatisme maakt onderscheid tussen 
weten-dat en weten-hoe, tussen ‘zeggen’ en ‘doen’ of, in Brandoms vocabulaire, tussen 
expliciete en impliciete betekenis. Vanuit een pragmatisch perspectief is het mogelijk om 
iets te beweren door het te zeggen of het te doen. In het eerste geval is de bewering 
expliciet in wat mensen zeggen, in het tweede geval impliciet in wat mensen doen. De 
traditionele opvatting is dat beweren door te zeggen fundamenteler is dan beweren door 
te doen. Pragmatisme keert deze volgorde om. Beweringen die impliciet zijn in het doen, 
vormen de basis voor beweringen die expliciet worden gezegd. Ten tweede is beweren 
normatief: het wordt opgevat als een inferentieel fenomeen. Een bewering begrijpen 
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betekent begrijpen hoe deze bewering functioneert in een correcte inferentiële relatie 
tot andere beweringen, wat betekent: als een premisse of een conclusie. Ten derde is 
beweren een sociale praktijk: het bestaat uit wederzijds ‘scores bijhouden’. Leden van 
een gemeenschap behandelen elkaar als ‘beweerders’ (‘claim-makers’), als wezens die een 
standpunt innemen over wat correcte inferentiële relaties tussen beweringen zijn. Een 
‘beweerder’ zijn, in praktische, normatieve en sociale zin, is geen statische status. Wie 
is geboren en getogen in een gemeenschap, moet ingewijd worden in de overtuigingen 
(beweringen) van haar gemeenschap en deze leren beheersen. Dit is een kwestie van 
meesterschap (‘mastery’). En zelfs volwassenen blijven oefenen in wat beweringen 
betekenen. Een ‘beweerder’ zijn is daarom altijd een proces om nieuwe beweringen 
onder de knie te krijgen. Dit betekent onder meer dat het toeschrijven van een bewering 
aan een persoon een contextuele aangelegenheid is. Welke bewering precies aan iemand 
kan worden toegeschreven, bijvoorbeeld of zij bevooroordeeld is, hangt af van de context 
van die persoon: van haar beheersing van verschillende concepten en van de sociale 
context die haar in staat stelt verschillende concepten te beheersen. Het betekent dat 
het toekennen van beweringen (‘claims’, dit is Brandoms technische term voor ‘beliefs’, 
overtuigingen), bijvoorbeeld van een bewering dat iemand verborgen vooroordelen 
heeft, niet binair gecategoriseerd kan worden. Wat vooroordelen ‘verborgen’ maakt, kan 
heel verschillende betekenissen hebben.
 Bij het verkennen van het mentalistische perspectief op mijn kernbegrippen, begon 
ik met het identificeren, op het moreel-politieke niveau, van de liberale standaardnotie 
van verantwoordelijkheid die steunt op een notie van autonomie (hoofdstuk 2): 
mensen zijn verantwoordelijk voor hun handelingen die zij autonoom verrichten. Ik 
suggereerde dat het in wezen een mentalistische notie van verantwoordelijkheid is, omdat 
reflectie op psychologisch niveau wordt opgevat als introspectie. Standaardbegrippen 
van reflectieve autonomie stellen vaak dat het criterium voor een autonome handeling 
inhoudt dat zo’n handeling gebaseerd moet zijn in een reflectieve wil. Dergelijke 
begrippen behoren daarom tot de begrippenfamilie van reflectieve wilsautonomie. Omdat 
ik geïnteresseerd ben in epistemische autonomie, heb ik een model voorgesteld voor 
reflectieve epistemische autonomie. Dat werd toen gedefinieerd in termen van bewuste, 
deliberatieve introspectie. Het betekent dat een persoon epistemisch verantwoordelijk is 
voor haar acties in de mate dat ze bewuste overtuigingen heeft (of had kunnen hebben) 
over alles wat haar motivaties en acties beïnvloedt. Als dit niet het geval is, kan zij 
althans om deze reden niet verantwoordelijk worden gehouden voor haar daden. Ik 
stelde ook voor dat niet-deliberatieve handelingen te begrijpen als ondermijnend voor 
de epistemische autonomie van mensen als ze manipulatief zijn. Vervolgens heb ik 
onderzocht wat de voorwaarden zijn om niet-deliberatieve handelingen als manipulatief 
te beschouwen, en stelde ik voor dat dit het geval is als niet-deliberatieve handelingen de 
normale capaciteiten van mensen voor deliberatief, bewust redeneren omzeilen.
 Vervolgens verkende ik het mentalistische perspectief op de sluier van vooroordelen 
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(hoofdstuk 3). Ik nam als uitgangspunt het onderzoek dat een groep sociaal psychologen 
de afgelopen decennia heeft verricht en dat de plausibiliteit van de sluier van vooroordelen 
aangeeft: mensen voeren discriminatiepraktijken uit omdat ze worden beïnvloed door 
wat zij ‘implicit biases’ noemen. Een ‘implicit bias’ is de sociaalpsychologische versie 
van wat ik in mijn betoog ‘hidden prejudice’ heb genoemd. Ik heb betoogd dat de 
theorie die ten grondslag ligt aan dit empirische onderzoek, is ingebed in een breder, 
mentalistisch denkkader.
 Vervolgens ging ik in op de vraag hoe impliciete vooroordelen ook kunnen worden 
opgevat als een sociaal fenomeen. Ik besprak twee verschillende benaderingen: een 
mentalistisch-epistemische (Fricker) en een pragmatische (Bourdieu). Hoewel de notie 
van (verborgen) vooroordelen meestal wordt gebruikt om discriminerende praktijken 
te verklaren, proberen beide benaderingen verder te gaan en verborgen vooroordelen 
te begrijpen als een verklaring voor praktijken-van-verzwijgen (‘practices of silencing’). 
(Fricker spreekt over ‘epistemisch onrecht’ terwijl Bourdieu over ‘censuur’ spreekt.) In 
een kritische bespreking van beide benaderingen heb ik enkele suggesties gedaan voor 
een beter begrip van de sluier van vooroordelen als sociaal fenomeen. Ik heb echter 
niet geprobeerd ze te integreren, omdat ze uitgaan van fundamenteel verschillende 
uitgangspunten. De epistemisch-mentalistische benadering definieert vooroordelen in 
interne termen, d.w.z. in termen van onbewuste toestanden, en als het product van 
psychologische, evenzeer onbewuste processen. Bourdieu heeft expliciet kritiek geuit 
op de mentalistische benadering (in de sociologie). In plaats daarvan begrijpt zijn 
pragmatische benadering vooroordelen in externe termen, d.w.z. van wat mensen doen, 
en als het product van sociale processen.
 Toen de sluier van vooroordelen eenmaal in mentalistische termen was uitgelegd, 
wilde ik de liberaal-mentalist van verantwoordelijkheid op de proef stellen, en meer 
specifiek de notie van reflectieve epistemische autonomie (hoofdstuk 4): zijn mensen 
verantwoordelijk voor hun impliciete vooroordelen? Met behulp van de notie van 
reflectieve epistemische autonomie leek het antwoord op deze vraag duidelijk: mensen 
zijn niet verantwoordelijk voor hun impliciete vooroordelen omdat ze zich er niet van 
bewust zijn. Maar hiermee is het probleem nog niet opgelost. We moeten nog een andere 
vraag oplossen, namelijk of mensen kennis kunnen verwerven over hun eigen, verborgen 
vooroordelen. Met andere woorden: hoe doordringbaar is de grens tussen zelfkennis en 
zelfonwetendheid over het eigen handelen? Kunnen mensen op de een of andere manier 
toegang krijgen tot hun onbewuste mentale toestanden en ze veranderen in bewuste 
mentale toestanden? Ik betoogde dat impliciete vooroordelen een voorbeeld zijn van 
wat een lokaal probleem van zelfonwetendheid kan worden genoemd. Hoewel mensen 
over hun eigen handelen en hun eigen motivaties gewoonlijk door introspectie te weten 
kunnen komen wat zij daarvoor niet wisten, kunnen ze dat soms niet, bijvoorbeeld 
wanneer ze impliciete vooroordelen hebben, omdat deze tot een klasse van onbewuste 
mentale toestanden behoren waarvan mensen zich per definitie niet bewust kunnen 

Samenvatting in het Nederlands



404

Appendices

worden. Mensen kunnen dus niet verantwoordelijk worden gehouden voor hun 
verborgen vooroordelen.
 Daarna verschoof ik mijn mentalistische analyse naar het metafysische niveau 
omdat ik wilde laten zien dat de notie van reflectieve epistemische autonomie 
kwetsbaar is voor een nog grotere bedreiging (nog steeds hoofdstuk 4). Toen ik het 
standaarddebat over verantwoordelijkheid voor verborgen vooroordelen (‘implicit 
biases’) en de onderliggende mentalistische veronderstellingen besprak, ben ik gaan 
onderzoeken wat een radicalere dreiging vormt voor het liberaal-mentalistische idee 
van verantwoordelijkheid: het omvattende (in onderscheid van: lokale) probleem van 
zelfonwetendheid, beter bekend als het probleem van determinisme. Dit ontstaat zodra 
liberale filosofen een naturalistische uitleg van het bewuste/onbewuste onderscheid 
accepteren als in wezen een ontologisch (of, zoals ik het hier heb onderzocht, neurologisch) 
onderscheid. Deze dreiging wordt het best geïllustreerd in het standaarddebat over 
vrije wil en determinisme, een debat waarin gedachte-experimenten rond manipulatie 
een belangrijk argument vormen tegen de bewering dat mensen vrijheid en dus 
verantwoordelijkheid hebben: het Manipulatieargument. In de epistemische versie van 
het probleem van determinisme wordt menselijke rationaliteit, uitgelegd als de processen 
van het verwerven van overtuigingen, begrepen in termen van twee verschillende 
epistemische processen: de processen die snel, automatisch en onbewust zijn (Systeem 1) 
en de processen die langzaam, deliberatief en bewust zijn (Systeem 2). In de filosofische 
psychologie wordt dit de opvatting van het duale-proces of het duale-systeem genoemd. 
Epistemische autonomie bestaat alleen uit het tweede type processen. De ambitie van 
een naturalistische beschrijving van de menselijke rationaliteit is om uiteindelijk alle 
bewuste processen te verklaren in termen van onbewuste processen. Ik betoogde dat, 
als we uitgaan van een naturalistische verklaring van de menselijke rationaliteit, het hele 
idee dat iemand door introspectie de grens tussen haar bewuste mentale toestanden en 
haar onbewuste mentale toestanden zou kunnen overschrijden, onderuitgehaald wordt 
en dat, kortom, het hele idee van reflectieve epistemische autonomie onmogelijk wordt.
 Na mijn bespreking van mentalisme op het metafysische niveau van analyse, 
verschoof ik naar het introduceren en bespreken van pragmatisme, terwijl ik op 
het metafysische niveau bleef (hoofdstuk 5). Hier introduceerde ik het normatieve 
pragmatisme van Robert Brandom. Om kritiek op het mentalistische raamwerk te 
kunnen ontwikkelen, heb ik twee ideeën uitgelegd: dat vrijheid een begrip op twee 
niveaus (‘two-level notion’) is, en dat rationaliteit inferentieel is. Het eerste idee hielp om 
ruimte te maken voor een alternatieve, nog niet overwogen optie in het standaarddebat 
over determinisme: vrije handelingen verrichten, maar er niet verantwoordelijk voor 
zijn. Het tweede idee (rationaliteit als inferentieel) werd verder uitgewerkt in termen van 
modaliteit. Op het meest basale niveau is rationaliteit praktisch op een niet-deliberatieve 
manier (duiding is doen, ‘meaning is use’). Zelfs op dit basale, praktische niveau is 
rationaliteit inferentieel in die zin dat de handelingen van mensen hun begrip van 
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bepaalde concepten laten zien: wat kan worden afgeleid uit wat, wat is een reden voor 
wat. Mensen leren van jongs af aan veel concepten te beheersen doordat ze hun concepten 
kunnen oefenen: door te proberen, opnieuw te proberen en fouten te maken (de ‘Test-
Operate-Test-Exit’-cyclus). Dit impliceert dat modaliteit (in het geval van ‘beweerders’: 
kunnen oefenen) niet alleen een kenmerk is van beweringen of redeneringen, maar ook 
van menselijke praktijken en van de wereld zelf. Het idee van inferentiële rationaliteit 
verbond ik vervolgens met het idee van vrijheid als een notie op twee niveaus.
 Mijn doel was toen om te laten zien hoe deze verbinding en het idee van mensen 
als ‘beweerders’ (in normatief-modaal-praktische zin) het mentalistische raamwerk 
ondermijnt voor zover dit denkkader ook het determinisme impliceert (en volgens mij 
is dat inderdaad het geval). Het fundamentele probleem van mentalisme, zoals ik het 
begrijp, is dat het rationaliteit en vrijheid als afzonderlijke kwesties ziet. Het impliceert, 
zoals ik in mijn proefschrift in meer detail betoog, dat menatlisme niet kan verklaren wat 
het betekent dat mensen ‘beweerders’ zijn. In plaats daarvan beschouwt pragmatisme 
rationaliteit als nauw verbonden met wat ik transcendentale vrijheid noemde. Ik 
betoogde dat pragmatisme, vanwege deze nauwe samenhang tussen rationaliteit en 
vrijheid, zijn eigen theoretische grondslagen kan verklaren terwijl mentalisme dat niet 
kan: mentalisme kan worden gebruikt voor een naturalistische verklaring van menselijke 
rationaliteit, maar deze verklaring kan niet verklaren hoe deze naturalistische verklaring 
zelf mogelijk is.
 Daarna keerde ik van het metafysische terug naar het moreel-politieke analyseniveau 
en begon ik te verkennen wat het pragmatische perspectief is op de verschillende moreel-
politieke noties die belangrijk zijn voor mijn onderzoeksvraag: de sluier van vooroordelen 
(hoofdstuk 6), epistemische autonomie (hoofdstuk 7) en niet-deliberatieve handelingen 
(hoofdstuk 7).
 Voor de pragmatische notie van de sluier van vooroordelen heb ik twee ideeën uit 
Brandoms normatieve pragmatiek verder uitgewerkt: ten eerste dat rationaliteitspraktijken 
intrinsiek sociale praktijken zijn en ten tweede dat rationaliteit expliciet is in wat we 
zeggen en impliciet in wat we doen (hoofdstuk 6). Elk van deze begrippen is op zichzelf 
niet voldoende om verborgen vooroordelen te verklaren. Mijn strategie was om ze te 
combineren in die zin dat de sluier van vooroordelen wordt verklaard in termen van 
impliciete, sociale praktijken. Om een   uitleg van ‘impliciet’ in termen van ‘onbewust’ 
te vermijden, verkende ik Bourdieu’s metatheoretische overwegingen voor zijn notie 
van ‘habitus’ en pleitte vervolgens voor een uitleg van verborgen vooroordelen als een 
praktijk van onjuiste gevolgtrekkingen op basis van overtuigingen (hier als vertaling 
van, in Brandom’s vocabulaire, ‘commitments’) die mensen niet erkennen als hun 
overtuigingen, en zelfs niet als overtuigingen. Om verborgen vooroordelen uit te leggen 
als een sociaal fenomeen, heb ik gekozen voor een herinterpretatie van Brandoms idee dat 
mensen elkaars overtuigingen bijhouden als een vorm van ‘scores bijhouden’. Ik betoogde 
dat we – naast ‘scores bijhouden’ als toeschrijving aan anderen van overtuigingen die 
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anders zijn dan de mijne – een meer basaal type van ‘scores bijhouden’ zouden moeten 
onderscheiden, een die bestaat uit het toeschrijven van collectieve overtuigingen aan 
anderen die zij met mij delen. Het eerste type speelt zich af tegen de achtergrond van 
het tweede. Beide strategieën gecombineerd resulteerden in een notie van de sluier van 
vooroordelen waarvan de beschrijving het epistemische perspectief van de ‘beweerder’ 
vereist, maar niet als een individueel, atomistisch perspectief, maar als een sociaal 
perspectief van de ‘beweerder’.
 Vervolgens heb ik gepleit voor een pragmatische notie van verantwoordelijk 
handelingsvermogen in relatie tot verborgen vooroordelen (hoofdstuk 7). Deze begon 
bij een notie van epistemische autonomie waarin inferentiële, in plaats van introspectieve, 
zelfkennis centraal staat: mensen hebben zelfkennis in de mate dat ze de gevolgen van 
hun handelingen (kunnen) begrijpen, dat ze deze gevolgen vanuit andere perspectieven 
kunnen begrijpen en dat hun begrip impliciet of expliciet is. Deze notie van 
epistemische autonomie heeft verschillende implicaties. Ten eerste is zelfonwetendheid 
niet het tegendeel van inferentiële zelfkennis, maar is daarvan een inherent onderdeel: 
zelfonwetendheid over eigen handelen maakt deel uit van de zelfkennis over eigen 
handelen. Ten tweede is het verwerven van kennis geen individueel, atomistisch, 
epistemisch proces, maar een proces dat deel uitmaakt van een socialiseringsproces. Ten 
derde wordt epistemische autonomie niet volstrekt opgeslokt door deze epistemische 
processen van socialisering. In plaats daarvan biedt de inferentiële aard van onze kennis 
de vrijheid om het oneens te zijn. Het stelt mensen ook in staat een kritische houding 
aan te nemen ten opzichte van de sociaal-politieke orde. Op basis van deze notie 
van epistemische autonomie kan worden beweerd dat mensen in verschillende mate 
verantwoordelijk zijn voor hun verborgen vooroordelen.
 Vervolgens overwoog ik of, vanuit een pragmatisch perspectief, niet-deliberatieve 
handelingen moreel te rechtvaardigen zijn als een manier om mensen verantwoordelijk 
te houden voor hun verborgen vooroordelen (nog steeds hoofdstuk 7). Ik pleitte voor 
een notie van niet-deliberatieve handeling die mensen kan beïnvloeden zonder ze te 
manipuleren. Vervolgens stelde ik een strategie voor om dit begrip aan te passen aan 
sociaal-politieke contexten: het bestond uit het begrijpen van inferentiële rationaliteit: 
als iets wat ten grondslag ligt aan niet-deliberatieve handelingen, meer specifiek als 
narratieve rationaliteit, en daarom om niet-deliberatieve handeling te begrijpen als 
narratieve handeling. Om te laten zien hoe deze strategie zou kunnen werken, gaf ik 
een beperkte analyse van enkele nieuwsfoto’s in de burgerrechtenbeweging en hun 
niet-deliberatieve impact op het blanke publiek en hun publieke opinie. Ik suggereerde 
dat deze analyse illustreert hoe het pragmatische denkkader het idee zou kunnen 
ondersteunen van niet-deliberatieve acties die niet manipulatief zijn, d.w.z. niet in strijd 
zijn met de norm van de vrijheid om het oneens te zijn.
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Mentalisme en pragmatisme: het ontrafelen van hun verschillen
Op mijn onderzoeksvraag leveren mentalisme en pragmatisme twee plausibele maar 
heel verschillende antwoorden op. Het vereenvoudigde mentalistische antwoord 
is dat mensen niet verantwoordelijk zijn, en niet kunnen zijn, voor hun verborgen 
vooroordelen omdat deze de overtuigingen en handelingen van mensen beïnvloeden op 
een manier die hun bewuste, deliberatieve vermogens omzeilt. Zij kunnen dan ook niet 
verantwoordelijk worden gehouden. Hier lopen we daarom vast bij het beantwoorden 
van de onderzoeksvraag. We komen niet toe aan het beantwoorden van onderzoeksvraag, 
omdat er geen sprake is van ‘verantwoordelijk zijn’ voor verborgen vooroordelen.
 Het vereenvoudigde pragmatische antwoord, gebaseerd op een notie van 
inferentiële zelfkennis, is dat mensen in verschillende mate en in verschillende vormen 
verantwoordelijk zijn voor hun verborgen vooroordelen. Ik stelde voor dat een niet-
deliberatieve handeling moreel gerechtvaardigd is als een daad van ‘verantwoordelijk 
houden’ als zij de autonomie van mensen, dus hun vrijheid om het oneens te zijn, niet 
schendt. Om dit soort autonomie uit te leggen heb ik aangegeven dat er een bepaald soort 
epistemische balans moet bestaan   tussen degenen die de niet-deliberatieve handeling 
uitvoeren en degenen wiens epistemische autonomie op het spel staat.
 Afgezien van de verschillen in het beoordelen van verantwoordelijkheid voor 
verborgen vooroordelen, doen zich ook verschillen tussen mentalisme en pragmatisme 
voor bij het theoretiseren van niet-deliberatieve handelingen. Het toedienen van een anti-
vooroordeelpil is een voorbeeld van wat voor mentalisme een typische niet-deliberatieve 
handeling is. De pil is effectief dankzij het beïnvloeden van de hersenen, maar zonder de 
bewuste, deliberatieve vermogens van mensen te activeren: en daarom ondermijnt deze 
pil hun epistemische autonomie. Wat vanuit het pragmatisme zou kunnen illustreren 
wat een niet-deliberatieve handeling is, suggereerde ik, is de publicatie van nieuwsfoto’s. 
De impact van dergelijke foto’s op het publiek omzeilt – bezien vanuit het theoretische 
perspectief van mentalisme – het deliberatieve vermogen van mensen. Maar bezien 
vanuit het theoretische perspectief van pragmatisme is dit geen probleem. Zulke foto’s 
kunnen impact hebben juist omdat mensen ‘beweerders’ zijn. In hoeverre mensen 
expliciet kunnen maken welke impact nieuwsfoto’s op hen hebben, is een afzonderlijk 
vraagstuk. De moeilijkheden die ze zouden kunnen hebben om deze impact in woorden 
uit te leggen, betekent niet dat de nieuwsfoto’s hen hebben gemanipuleerd of hun 
epistemische vermogens hebben omzeild.
 Mentalisme en pragmatisme vertegenwoordigen twee verschillende paradigma’s: 
afhankelijk van welk paradigma je kiest, zie je andere dingen, bijvoorbeeld in wat er met 
mensen als epistemische wezens gebeurt wanneer ze worden gemanipuleerd of wanneer 
ze discriminerende praktijken uitvoeren. De verschillen tussen beide denkkaders zijn 
diepgeworteld. Het lijkt daarom niet mogelijk om ze simpelweg te vergelijken en 
daarna het ene of het andere te verwerpen. Ik stel niettemin voor dat we het mentalisme 
afwijzen en kiezen voor het pragmatisme als denkkader voor het ontrafelen van de sluier 
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van vooroordelen en voor de morele beoordeling van handelingen in de bestrijding van 
discriminatie. Heel kort samengevat bekritiseer ik het mentalistische denkkader voor het 
miskennen van verborgen vooroordelen als een sociaal en normatief fenomeen, voor het 
miskennen van de vele tussenvormen van kennis die mensen zich hebben eigengemaakt 
van hun eigen discriminerende praktijken, en daarmee voor het miskennen van de vele 
gradaties waarin mensen verantwoordelijk kunnen worden gehouden, en ten slotte, voor 
het ontberen van conceptuele ruimte om niet-deliberatieve handelingen te begrijpen als 
daden van ‘verantwoordelijk houden’ terwijl het pragmatische denkkader dat wel kan. 
Kortom, pragmatisme biedt een epistemisch genuanceerder, een normatief gevoeliger 
en een sociaal realistischer denkkader waarmee we de complexiteit van verborgen 
vooroordelen en het verantwoord bestrijden van discriminatie kunnen analyseren.



A
pp

en
di

ce
s

409

Curriculum Vitae

Martin Jacobus Blaakman (1973) received his Master’s degree in Philosophy from 
Radboud University, Nijmegen. He then worked for the Immigration and Naturalisation 
Service (1999–2007), mainly as a staff advisor, and after that for the National 
ombudsman of the Netherlands, primarily as a strategic (senior) advisor (2007–2019). 
In between, he worked for a brief period for the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom 
Relations. Since 2019 he works as a lecturer for the University of Utrecht, teaching 
ethics and political philosophy for bachelor students and supervising students in the 
Applied Ethics Master for their theses and internships. For his thesis, he was supervised 
by prof. dr. Veit-Michael Bader, from the University of Amsterdam, and later by prof. 
dr. Bert van den Brink, from the University of Utrecht (based at University College 
Roosevelt), and dr. Joel Anderson, from the University of Utrecht.

Curriculum Vitae



410

Appendices

Quaestiones Infinitae 

PUBLICATIONS OF THE DEPARTMENT OF PHILOSOPHY 
AND RELIGIOUS STUDIES

volume 21 D. van Dalen, Torens en Fundamenten (valedictory lecture), 1997. 
volume 22 J.A. Bergstra, W.J. Fokkink, W.M.T. Mennen, S.F.M. van Vlijmen, 

Spoorweglogica via EURIS, 1997. 
volume 23 I.M. Croese, Simplicius on Continuous and Instantaneous Change 

(dissertation), 1998. 
volume 24 M.J. Hollenberg, Logic and Bisimulation (dissertation), 1998. 
volume 25 C.H. Leijenhorst, Hobbes and the Aristotelians (dissertation), 1998. 
volume 26 S.F.M. van Vlijmen, Algebraic Specification in Action (dissertation), 

1998. 
volume 27 M.F. Verweij, Preventive Medicine Between Obligation and Aspiration 

(dissertation), 1998. 
volume 28 J.A. Bergstra, S.F.M. van Vlijmen, Theoretische Software-Engineering: 

kenmerken, faseringen en classificaties, 1998. 
volume 29 A.G. Wouters, Explanation Without A Cause (dissertation), 1999. 
volume 30 M.M.S.K. Sie, Responsibility, Blameworthy Action & Normative 

Disagreements (dissertation), 1999. 
volume 31 M.S.P.R. van Atten, Phenomenology of choice sequences (dissertation), 

1999. 
volume 32 V.N. Stebletsova, Algebras, Relations and Geometries (an equational 

perspective) (dissertation), 2000. 
volume 33 A. Visser, Het Tekst Continuüm (inaugural lecture), 2000. 
volume 34 H. Ishiguro, Can we speak about what cannot be said? (public lecture), 

2000. 
volume 35 W. Haas, Haltlosigkeit; Zwischen Sprache und Erfahrung (dissertation), 

2001. 
volume 36 R. Poli, ALWIS: Ontology for knowledge engineers (dissertation), 2001. 
volume 37 J. Mansfeld, Platonische Briefschrijverij (valedictory lecture), 2001. 
volume 37a E.J. Bos, The Correspondence between Descartes and Henricus Regius 

(dissertation), 2002. 
volume 38 M. van Otegem, A Bibliography of the Works of Descartes (1637-1704) 

(dissertation), 2002.
volume 39 B.E.K.J. Goossens, Edmund Husserl: Einleitung in die Philosophie: 

Vorlesungen 1922/23 (dissertation), 2003. 
volume 40 H.J.M. Broekhuijse, Het einde van de sociaaldemocratie (dissertation), 

2002. 



A
pp

en
di

ce
s

411

volume 41 P. Ravalli, Husserls Phänomenologie der Intersubjektivität in den Göttinger 
Jahren: Eine kritisch-historische Darstellung (dissertation), 2003. 

volume 42 B. Almond, The Midas Touch: Ethics, Science and our Human Future 
(inaugural lecture), 2003. 

volume 43 M. Düwell, Morele kennis: over de mogelijkheden van toegepaste ethiek 
(inaugural lecture), 2003. 

volume 44 R.D.A. Hendriks, Metamathematics in Coq (dissertation), 2003. 
volume 45 Th. Verbeek, E.J. Bos, J.M.M. van de Ven, The Correspondence of René 

Descartes: 1643, 2003. 
volume 46 J.J.C. Kuiper, Ideas and Explorations: Brouwer’s Road to Intuitionism 

(dissertation), 2004. 
volume 47 C.M. Bekker, Rechtvaardigheid, Onpartijdigheid, Gender en Sociale 

Diversiteit; Feministische filosofen over recht doen aan vrouwen en hun 
onderlinge verschillen (dissertation), 2004. 

volume 48 A.A. Long, Epictetus on understanding and managing emotions (public 
lecture), 2004. 

volume 49 J.J. Joosten, Interpretability formalized (dissertation), 2004. 
volume 50 J.G. Sijmons, Phänomenologie und Idealismus: Analyse der Struktur und 

Methode der Philosophie Rudolf Steiners (dissertation), 2005. 
volume 51 J.H. Hoogstad, Time tracks (dissertation), 2005. 
volume 52 M.A. van den Hoven, A Claim for Reasonable Morality (dissertation), 

2006. 
volume 53 C. Vermeulen, René Descartes, Specimina philosophiae: Introduction and 

Critical Edition (dissertation), 2007. 
volume 54 R.G. Millikan, Learning Language without having a theory of mind 

(inaugural lecture), 2007. 
volume 55 R.J.G. Claassen, The Market’s Place in the Provision of Goods 

(dissertation), 2008. 
volume 56 H.J.S. Bruggink, Equivalence of Reductions in Higher-Order Rewriting 

(dissertation), 2008. 
volume 57 A. Kalis, Failures of agency (dissertation), 2009. 
volume 58 S. Graumann, Assistierte Freiheit (dissertation), 2009. 
volume 59 M. Aalderink, Philosophy, Scientific Knowledge, and Concept Formation 

in Geulincx and Descartes (dissertation), 2010. 
volume 60 I.M. Conradie, Seneca in his cultural and literary context: Selected moral 

letters on the body (dissertation), 2010. 
volume 61 C. van Sijl, Stoic Philosophy and the Exegesis of Myth (dissertation), 2010. 
volume 62 J.M.I.M. Leo, The Logical Structure of Relations (dissertation), 2010.
volume 63 M.S.A. van Houte, Seneca’s theology in its philosophical context 

(dissertation), 2010.

Quaestiones Infinite



412

Appendices

volume 64 F.A. Bakker, Three Studies in Epicurean Cosmology (dissertation), 2010.
volume 65 T. Fossen, Political legitimacy and the pragmatic turn (dissertation), 

2011.
volume 66 T. Visak, Killing happy animals. Explorations in utilitarian ethics. 

(dissertation), 2011.
volume 67 A. Joosse, Why we need others: Platonic and Stoic models of friendship and 

self-understanding (dissertation), 2011.
volume 68 N. M. Nijsingh, Expanding newborn screening programmes and 

strengthening informed consent (dissertation), 2012.
volume 69 R. Peels, Believing Responsibly: Intellectual Obligations and Doxastic 

Excuses (dissertation), 2012.
volume 70 S. Lutz, Criteria of Empirical Significance (dissertation), 2012
volume 70a G.H. Bos, Agential Self-consciousness, beyond conscious agency 

(dissertation), 2013.
volume 71 F.E. Kaldewaij, The animal in morality: Justifying duties to animals in 

Kantian moral philosophy (dissertation), 2013.
volume 72 R.O. Buning, Henricus Reneri (1593-1639): Descartes’ Quartermaster in 

Aristotelian Territory (dissertation), 2013.
volume 73 I.S. Löwisch, Genealogy Composition in Response to Trauma: Gender and 

Memory in 1 Chronicles 1-9 and the Documentary Film ‘My Life Part 2’ 
(dissertation), 2013.

volume 74 A. El Khairat, Contesting Boundaries: Satire in Contemporary Morocco 
(dissertation), 2013.

volume 75 A. Krom, Not to be sneezed at. On the possibility of justifying infectious 
disease control by appealing to a mid-level harm principle (dissertation), 
2014.

volume 76 Z. Pall, Salafism in Lebanon: local and transnational resources 
(dissertation), 2014.

volume 77 D. Wahid, Nurturing the Salafi Manhaj: A Study of Salafi Pesantrens in 
Contemporary Indonesia (dissertation), 2014.

volume 78 B.W.P van den Berg, Speelruimte voor dialoog en verbeelding. 
Basisschoolleerlingen maken kennis met religieuze verhalen (dissertation), 
2014.

volume 79 J.T. Berghuijs, New Spirituality and Social Engagement (dissertation), 
2014.

volume 80 A. Wetter, Judging By Her. Reconfiguring Israel in Ruth, Esther and 
Judith (dissertation), 2014.

volume 81 J.M. Mulder, Conceptual Realism. The Structure of Metaphysical Thought 
(dissertation), 2014.

volume 82 L.W.C. van Lit, Eschatology and the World of Image in Suhrawardī and 



A
pp

en
di

ce
s

413

His Commentators (dissertation), 2014.
volume 83 P.L. Lambertz, Divisive matters. Aesthetic difference and authority in a 

Congolese spiritual movement ‘from Japan’ (dissertation), 2015.
volume 84 J.P. Goudsmit, Intuitionistic Rules: Admissible Rules of Intermediate 

Logics (dissertation), 2015. 
volume 85 E.T. Feikema, Still not at Ease: Corruption and Conflict of Interest in 

Hybrid Political Orders (dissertation), 2015.
volume 86 N. van Miltenburg, Freedom in Action (dissertation), 2015.
volume 86a P. Coppens, Seeing God in This World and the Otherworld: Crossing 

Boundaries in Sufi Commentaries on the Qurʾān (dissertation), 2015.
volume 87 D.H.J. Jethro, Aesthetics of Power: Heritage Formation and the 

Senses in Post-Apartheid South Africa (dissertation), 2015.
volume 88 C.E. Harnacke, From Human Nature to Moral Judgement: Reframing 

Debates about Disability and Enhancement (dissertation), 2015.
volume 89 X. Wang, Human Rights and Internet Access: A Philosophical 

Investigation (dissertation), 2016.
volume 90 R. van Broekhoven, De Bewakers Bewaakt: Journalistiek en 

leiderschap in een gemediatiseerde democratie (dissertation), 2016.
volume 91 A. Schlatmann, Shi’i Muslim youth in the Netherlands: Negotiating Shi’i 

fatwas and rituals in the Dutch context (dissertation), 2016.
volume 92 M.L. van Wijngaarden, Schitterende getuigen. Nederlands luthers 

avondmaalsgerei als identiteitsdrager van een godsdienstige minderheid 
(dissertation), 2016.

volume 93 S. Coenradie, Vicarious substitution in the literary work of Shūsaku Endō. 
On fools, animals, objects and doubles (dissertation), 2016.

volume 94 J. Rajaiah, Dalit humanization. A quest based on M.M. Thomas’ theology 
of salvation and humanization (dissertation), 2016.

volume 95 D.L.A. Ometto, Freedom & Self-Knowledge (dissertation), 2016.
volume 96 Y. Yaldiz, The Afterlife in Mind: Piety and Renunciatory Practice in the 

2nd/8th- and early 3rd/9th-Century Books of Renunciation (Kutub al-
Zuhd) (dissertation), 2016.

volume 97 M.F. Byskov, Between experts and locals. Towards an inclusive framework 
for a development agenda (dissertation), 2016.

volume 98 A. Rumberg, Transitions toward a Semantics for Real Possibility 
(dissertation), 2016.

volume 99 S. de Maagt, Constructing Morality: Transcendental Arguments in Ethics 
(dissertation), 2017.

volume 100 S. Binder, Total Atheism (dissertation), 2017.
volume 101 T. Giesbers, The Wall or the Door: German Realism around 1800, 

(dissertation), 2017.

Quaestiones Infinite



414

Appendices

volume 102 P. Sperber, Kantian Psychologism (dissertation), 2017.
volume 103 J.M. Hamer, Agential Pluralism: A Philosophy of Fundamental Rights 

(dissertation), 2017.
volume 104 M. Ibrahim, Sensational Piety: Practices of Mediation in Christ Embassy 

and NASFAT (dissertation), 2017.
volume 105 R.A.J. Mees, Sustainable Action, Perspectives for Individuals, Institutions, 

and Humanity (dissertation), 2017.
volume 106 A.A.J. Post, The Journey of a Taymiyyan Sufi: Sufism Through the Eyes 

ofʿImād al-Dīn Aḥmad al-Wāsiṭī (d. 711/1311) (dissertation), 2017.
volume 107 F.A. Fogue kuate, Médias et coexistence entre Musulmans et Chrétiens 

au Nord-Cameroun: de la période coloniale Française au début du XXIème 
siècle (dissertation), 2017. 

volume 108 J. Kroesbergen-Kamps, Speaking of Satan in Zambia. The persuasiveness 
of contemporary narratives about Satanism (dissertation), 2018.

volume 109 F. Teng, Moral Responsibilities to Future Generations. A Comparative 
Study on Human Rights Theory and Confucianism (dissertation), 2018.

volume 110 H.W.A. Duijf, Let’s Do It! Collective Responsibility, Joint Action, and 
Participation (dissertation), 2018.

volume 111 R.A. Calvert, Pilgrims in the port. Migrant Christian communities in 
Rotterdam (dissertation), 2018.

volume 112 W.P.J.L. van Saane, Protestant Mission Partnerships: The Concept of 
Partnership in the History of the Netherlands Missionary Council in the 
Twentieth Century (dissertation), 2018.

volume 113 D.K. Düring, Of Dragons and Owls. Rethinking Chinese and Western 
narratives of modernity (dissertation), 2018.

volume 114 H. Arentshorst, Perspectives on freedom. Normative and political views 
on the preconditions of a free democratic society (dissertation), 2018.

volume 115 M.B.O.T. Klenk, Survival of Defeat. Evolution, Moral Objectivity, and 
Undercutting (dissertation), 2018.

volume 116 J.H. Hoekjen, Pars melior nostri. The Structure of Spinoza’s Intellect 
(dissertation), 2018.

volume 117 C.J. Mudde, Rouwen in de marge. De materiële rouwcultuur van de 
katholieke geloofsgemeenschap in vroegmodern Nederland (dissertation), 
2018.

volume 118 K. Grit, “Christians by Faith, Pakistani by Citizenship”. Negotiating 
Christian Identity in Pakistan (dissertation), 2019.

volume 119 J.K.G. Hopster, Moral Objectivity: Origins and Foundations 
(dissertation), 2019.

volume 120 H. Beurmanjer, Tango met God? Een theoretische verheldering van 
bibliodans als methode voor spirituele vorming (dissertation), 2019.



A
pp

en
di

ce
s

415

volume 121 M.C. Göbel, Human Dignity as the Ground of Human Rights. A Study in 
Moral Philosophy and Legal Practice (dissertation), 2019.

volume 122 T. van ‘t Hof, Enigmatic Etchings. True Religion in Romeyn de Hooghe’s 
Hieroglyphica (dissertation), 2019.

volume 123 M. Derks, Constructions of Homosexuality and Christian Religion in 
Contemporary Public Discourse in the Netherlands (dissertation), 2019.

volume 124 H. Nieber, Drinking the Written Qurʾan. Healing with Kombe in 
Zanzibar Town (dissertation), 2020.

volume 125 B.A. Kamphorst, Autonomy-Respectful E-Coaching Systems: Fending Off 
Complacency (dissertation), 2020.

volume 126 R.W. Vinkesteijn, Philosophical Perspectives on Galen of Pergamum: Four 
Case-Studies on Human Nature and the Relation Between Body and Soul 
(dissertation), 2020.

volume 127 L.J. Joziasse, Women’s faith seeking life; Lived Christologies and the 
transformation of gender relations in two Kenyan churches (dissertation), 
2020.

volume 128 M. Kramm, Balancing Tradition and Development. A deliberative 
procedure for the evaluation of cultural traditions in development contexts 
(dissertation), 2020.

volume 129 N. Myles, Communality, Individuality and Democracy: A Defense of 
Personism (dissertation), 2020.

volume 130 A. Oegema, Negotiating Paternal Authority and Filial Agency: Fathers and 
Sons in Early Rabbinic Parables (dissertation), 2021.

volume 131 A.A. Goudriaan, ‘Seit ein Gespräch wir sind’: Language and dialogical 
experience in Hegel (dissertation), 2021.

volume 132 E.H. Meinema, Regulating Religious Coexistence. The Intricacies of 
‘Interfaith’ Cooperation in Coastal Kenya (dissertation), 2021.

volume 133 K.D. Timmer, Thresholds and limits in theories of distributive justice 
(dissertation), 2021.

volume 134 M.J. Blaakman, Confronting Discrimination and Unravelling the Veil of 
Prejudice. The epistemic conditions of responsibility for hidden prejudices  
(dissertation), 2021.

Quaestiones Infinite



θπ

Confronting Discrimination and
Unravelling the Veil of Prejudice 

Martin Blaakman

θπ

C
O

N
FR

O
N

TIN
G
 D

ISC
R

IM
IN

A
TIO

N
 A

N
D

 U
N

R
A

V
ELLIN

G
 TH

E V
EIL O

F P
R

EJU
D

IC
E   M

A
R

TIN
 B

LA
A

K
M

A
N

   V
O

LU
M

E 134  2
021


	Lege pagina

