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No two scholars have done more in the past half a century to bring contem-

porary European thought into dialogue with Anglo-American philosophy

than Charles Taylor and the late Hubert Dreyfus. For years they planned to

write a book together, defending their shared commitment to realism, and in

2015 the project came to fruition in this accessible, but also rich and stimulat-

ing volume.

As philosophers know all too well, there are about as many realisms as

there are realists. Two things make Dreyfus and Taylor’s position distinctive.

The first is that it is firmly grounded in a phenomenological critique of a

cluster of deeply rooted assumptions that have defined mainstream philoso-

phy since the seventeenth century (about which more presently). The second

is that their realism aspires to be, as they put it, ‘robust’ yet pluralistic: it is

robust—which is to say, not merely deflationary—because it insists on the

intelligibility of the idea that the world just is a certain way ‘in itself ’, that is,

independently of us and our ways of experiencing and understanding it; but

it is pluralistic because it does not privilege empirical scientific concepts and

theories over common sense, moral, or religious beliefs. Their realism applies

in principle as much to beauty, justice, and God as to atoms and molecules.

The scientific approach to reality is, after all, one approach among others.

Indeed, the authors maintain, the very idea that nature has intrinsic objective

features wholly independent of us and our perspective is unique to Western

science since Galileo. Prescientific and non-scientific cultures, they argue, do

not draw the distinction, so familiar to us, between essential causal properties

and mere appearance, common sense, and conventional classification.

And yet that distinction, in one form of another, has dominated debates

about realism and idealism since Kant, who most famously and most radic-

ally drew a line between appearances and ‘things in themselves’. I think

Dreyfus and Taylor are right to insist on the origins of that division in

early modern science, but I also think that doing so puts them in an awkward

position. Specifically, as I argue below, it forces them to equivocate between

two different senses of the phrase ‘in itself ’ and so between two different
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species of realism—one robust, but firmly grounded in the scientific approach

to reality; the other pluralistic, but (alas) merely deflationary.

For Dreyfus and Taylor, the metaphysics of realism is inextricably bound up

with the epistemological image of the subject and subjectivity that has domi-

nated Western thought since Descartes. I say ‘image’ because Wittgenstein’s

memorable remark, ‘A picture (Bild) held us captive’ (2009, §115, emphasis in

original), is both the title and the opening sentence of the first chapter of

Retrieving Realism (hereafter RR). The quotation is well chosen, for it is crucial

to their argument that the most deeply entrenched and intractable obstacle to

robust realism is not a single thesis, theory, belief, or assumption, but some-

thing more like a Gestalt or a way of seeing ourselves and our place in the

world. Elements of the image have occasionally been articulated and defended

by philosophers, but the image itself both underlies and exceeds theoretical

commitments typically made explicit in philosophical discourse.

Simply put, the image is of a deep, sharp division between the ‘inner’

sphere of subjectivity and the ‘outer’ objective world. Also crucial to the

very division between the inner and the outer is what is supposed to connect

them, namely, the thoughts and experiences that, we find it natural to say,

‘mediate’ between us and the world. This is the central image of what the

authors call the ‘mediational’ tradition, which is committed to an ‘inside/

outside’ (or ‘I/O’) account of our place in the world.

More specifically, the image is composed of four interwoven elements (RR,

pp. 10–11, 15, 64, et passim). The first is the idea, prominent in early modern

philosophy, that it is only through some mediating features of the mind (or

organism)—be they ideas, representations, beliefs, or sentences in a lan-

guage—that we have access to the world at all. And the interface goes both

ways: the mind receives input in perception and delivers output in action.

The second element of the I/O picture is the idea that the medium or filter

between us and the world is analysable into clearly defined, explicit units—be

they atomic impressions, innate ideas, primitive beliefs, or protocol sen-

tences. Third, the mediating filter is supposed to be uncircumventable.

This point, defended by Richard Rorty and Donald Davidson, is often put

in such a way as to sound virtually tautological, for example, by saying that

we can’t jump out of our skins or, as Nietzsche put it, ‘look around our

corner’ (2001, §374). Davidson’s version of this is his insistence that beliefs are

justified not by the world itself, but only by other beliefs. Fourth, the I/O

picture draws a fateful distinction between mind and body, between quali-

tative self-conscious experience on the one hand, and blind physical mech-

anism on the other. Although most philosophers have long since abandoned

what Descartes called the ‘real’ or substantial distinction between res cogitans

and res extensa, many still cling to the conceptual distinction, which is what

makes both dualism and monism intelligible as competing answers to a single

question: the still widely celebrated (so-called) ‘mind-body problem’.
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In chapter 5, ‘Embodied Understanding’, Dreyfus and Taylor add a fifth

item to their account of the mediational tradition, namely, the idea that

agents, by being as it were carved off from their external environments,

can be described as self-contained subjects, with no reference to the worldly

contexts in which they act. This internalism has been a prevailing prejudice of

the Cartesian tradition, and although various forms of externalism have been

developed in recent decades, it was taken for granted in philosophy of mind

and language for most of the twentieth century and remains influential in

cognitive science. It was also the core commitment of Husserl’s phenomen-

ology, against which subsequent generations of existential thinkers rebelled.

Readers familiar with their work will know how Dreyfus and Taylor have

enlisted Hegel, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, and Merleau-Ponty against these

elements of the mediational tradition. Those new to the subject will find in

this book an engaging introduction to the critique they have been elaborat-

ing, by different means and from different angles, for more than half a cen-

tury. Of course, in philosophy no question is ever finally settled: not everyone

reads those four thinkers as Dreyfus and Taylor do, nor does everyone agree

that one or more of them managed to render the I/O picture obsolete. In any

event, it is worth pausing to remind ourselves how hard it can be to free

ourselves from philosophical images that, as Wittgenstein said, hold us

captive.

Heidegger was the most radical opponent of the I/O picture in twentieth-

century philosophy, arguably even more so than Wittgenstein. Whether he

managed to break out of that paradigm altogether, it is beyond dispute that

doing so was among his central ambitions, especially in what he called the

‘existential analytic’ of Dasein (Heidegger’s word for human being) in Being

and Time. Although it is less obvious what kind of realist Heidegger was, I

think the authors are right to include him in the ranks of those who have

insisted that nature has its own ontic structure, radically independent of us

and our experience and understanding of it. (See Carman 2003, ch 4.) In any

case, we will certainly never understand how Heidegger could have been a

realist if we imagine that his analytic of Dasein is simply a theory of subject-

ivity, or that ‘being-in-the-world’ is just another name for a kind of mediat-

ing filter or interface that connects us to—but also separates us from—the

world.

Peter Gordon’s recent study of Adorno provides an instructive illustra-

tion of the difficulty. Gordon cites with sympathy Adorno’s dubious con-

tention that Heidegger’s existential phenomenology is, in Gordon’s words,

‘a species of idealism precisely because it locates the Being of entities on the

near side of the subject-object divide’ (2016, p. 153, emphasis in original).

Indeed, he goes on, paraphrasing Adorno, ‘Heidegger does not break free

of traditional subjectivity […] On the contrary, he confirms the dominance

of the subject over the object […] and even claimed that the deworlded

realm of nature is “the unintelligible [unverständlich] pure and simple”’
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(2016, p. 154). Gordon insists, moreover, that Heidegger affirms this ideal-

istic implication of the analytic of Dasein when he says in his 1927 lectures

that ‘the world is something “subjective”’ (Heidegger 1988, p. 168; Gordon

2016, p. 154).

But this cannot be right. First, the scare quotes in that last remark indicate

that the term ‘subjective’ is at best a crude approximation and that Heidegger

regards it as inadequate to an account of worldliness, as he says elsewhere ad

nauseam. Second, Gordon seems to suppose that by saying that purely oc-

current (‘deworlded’) nature is ‘unintelligible’, Heidegger means that it could

not be present to Dasein at all under any interpretation or description,

including the (necessarily intelligible) contents of a scientific theory. But

that was not Heidegger’s view. To say that nature is unintelligible is not to

say that it is cognitively inaccessible, but that it is devoid of significance and

indifferent to our ordinary intuitions, expectations, and values. One could

infer the cognitive inaccessibility of nature from its unintelligibility, as

Gordon does, only by following Descartes and Kant inter alia in assuming

that the world can be disclosed to us only by somehow corresponding to our

thoughts. But that is precisely what Heidegger denies.

Building on their Wittgensteinian-cum-Heideggerian critique of the media-

tional tradition—especially its Cartesian incarnation, which persists in con-

temporary epistemology, philosophy of mind, and cognitive science—Dreyfus

and Taylor devote the later chapters of the book to distinguishing their own

‘pluralistic robust realism’ (RR, p. 154, emphasis in original) from the scientific

realism of essentialists like Kripke on the one side (RR, p. 149), and from the

deflationary or internal realism of Rorty and Putnam on the other (RR, p. 132).

For deflationists like Rorty, the only plausible formulations of realism are

mere platitudes of common sense. For them, the classical concept of truth as

correspondence of belief or language to the world is better understood as the

strict redundancy that p is true if and only if p. The world itself doesn’t have a

language (or shadow language, as it were) of its own, with which ours might

hook up, or fail to hook up. We are left, not with the world on one side and

language on the other, but only with our own language, our own beliefs, and

our own practices. We cannot get outside the web of our beliefs, jump out of

our skins, see around our corner, and so on. Again, such assertions can sound

like truisms, but taken as statements of a priori principle, Dreyfus and Taylor

reject them as false. On the contrary, they insist, ‘a privileged description of

the universe in its own terms makes sense’ (RR, p. 140, emphasis in original).

However,

whether there actually exists such a privileged description […] is not a metaphysical

or a rhetorical question, but an empirical one. Much of the apparent plausibility of

the deflationary realist view comes from the a priori claim that a description of the

universe in itself is an incoherent idea and from the subsequent evaluation of

scientific claims from that perspective. (RR, p. 141, emphasis in original)
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One way in which the universe could, as they put it, ‘have its own intel-

ligibility with respect to which our description would be merely our contin-

gent mode of access’ (RR, p. 141) would be for it to contain natural kinds with

essential properties to which we could refer with rigid designators—as

opposed to terms defined by descriptions, some of which would have to be

analytically true in order for the terms to refer to their objects at all, as Kripke

famously argued. (If ‘Homer’ just means, say, the author of the Iliad, then it is

analytically true that Homer wrote the Iliad, which seems absurd.) Of course,

this is not the same kind of ‘intelligibility ’ that, as we have seen, Heidegger

denies is an intrinsic feature of the universe: the causal structures of natural

kinds are not meaningful or significant; they ’re just occurrent, or factually

real. If there is any sense in which our true theories mirror those causal

structures, it cannot be anything like the way in which two people or two

beliefs can agree with each other. The kind of intelligibility Dreyfus and

Taylor attribute to natural kinds is not the intelligibility of sense or purpose,

but simply the fact that they have real ontic features of their own independ-

ently of us.

It is crucial to Kripke’s theory of rigid designation that proper names and

natural kind terms refer not just to their objects, but to those objects as

defined by their essential properties. My name would still refer to me after

I lost a limb, but not after I (so to speak) lost my DNA. But which properties,

either of individuals or of kinds, are the essential ones? Kripke takes it for

granted that they are properties identified by science: gold is the element with

atomic weight 79; water is H
2
O. Dreyfus and Taylor are not wholesale anti-

essentialists, but they do reject the scientistic essentialism of Kripke’s theory.

And they are surely right to do so, for one of the theory ’s most troubling

implications is that reference tracks properties defined by advanced science,

even when speakers are utterly ignorant of those properties and identify the

object (or class of objects) in a completely different way. Are current refer-

ences to Santa Claus in fact references to Saint Nicholas of Myra, who lived in

Asia Minor in the fourth century? If the Aztecs or ancient Egyptians revered

gold because of its radiance and indestructibility, did their words for it refer

exclusively to things composed of atoms with 79 protons, regardless of their

manifest appearance? For Dreyfus and Taylor, the essences identified by

physics and chemistry are just several among the many possible essential

features of things:

[H]aving an atomic number of 79 need not be considered to be the essential property

of gold. It is essential only relative to our way of questioning nature so as to reveal its

independent properties. The Egyptians might well have revealed properties of gold

only accessible through their religious practices. (RR, p. 151, emphasis in original)

Dreyfus and Taylor are therefore pluralists about essences: ‘[I]t is only

relative to our disenchanted way of questioning natural events that having

an atomic weight of 79 is taken to be the essential property of gold. More
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generally, there is no single essential property of gold. […] [W]here essences

are concerned one has to be a pluralist’ (RR, p. 153, emphasis in original).

But what is pluralism about essences? The idea is not that a thing has many

essential properties rather than just one, or even that the various essential

properties of something might be accessible only though a variety of concepts

or vocabularies. Dreyfus and Taylor maintain that different interests, differ-

ent practices and perspectives, different vocabularies or frames of references

can carve things up in such different ways that all the true beliefs about them

cannot simply be combined to yield a single, comprehensive account of their

nature. They agree with Rorty that ‘there is no one language for correctly

describing nature’, but they also insist

that there could well be many languages each correctly describing a different aspect

of reality. Our position could then be characterized as pluralistic robust realism.

That is, there may be (1) multiple ways of interrogating reality (that’s the ‘plural’

part), which nevertheless (2) reveal truths independent of us, that is, truths that

require us to revise and adjust our thinking to grasp them (and that’s the robust

realist part), and where (3) all attempts fail to bring the different ways of

interrogating reality into a single mode of questioning that yields a unified picture

or theory (so they stay plural). (RR, pp. 153–4, emphasis in original)

Dreyfus and Taylor do not, I think, say enough about this prospect of

failure to unify the various approaches to reality in a single picture or theory.

Although they do not go so far as to suggest that two logically contradictory

perspectives could both be true, they must have in mind a kind of tension or

limit on inquiry more constraining than mere exigencies of time and effort.

Judging in part from their past work, I take it they favour something like

Kuhn’s conception of the incommensurability of paradigms in science, or the

way in which two teams can’t play football and baseball on the same field at

the same time, or the way two very different cultural styles of negotiating

might necessarily fail to reach agreement (or, for that matter, even mutually

intelligible disagreement). A pluralism along these lines might be plausible

enough, but it remains underdeveloped in the book’s argument.

More problematic, it seems to me, is the second of the three points in the

passage above. What the authors call ‘the robust realist part’ of their view is

the idea that different ways of interrogating reality ‘reveal truths independent

of us, that is, truths that require us to revise and adjust our thinking to grasp

them’ (RR, p. 154, emphasis added). Perhaps few readers will see much, if

any, difference between entities being a certain way, independently of us, and,

as the authors say, ‘truths independent of us’, but I think the difference is

deep and important.

Simply put, the independence of truths relative to our believing them says

nothing about whether or not the objects of those beliefs—the entities of

which the truths are true—are themselves dependent on us and our beliefs.

There might well be theoretically or practically inescapable truths that are

nevertheless true of phenomena that are entirely dependent on and peculiar
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to our experiences and attitudes. One needn’t be a moral or a mathematical

realist, for example, to accept that there are necessary and undeniable moral

and mathematical truths, truths that one simply cannot but accept as true.

The truths may be undeniable, and yet it might still be the case that, for

whatever reasons, without human beings, there would be no moral or math-

ematical phenomena at all, hence a fortiori no moral or mathematical truths.

A truly robust realism, that is, requires more than just truth; it requires

reality. Perhaps there are (as yet undiscovered) necessary and undeniable

truths in aesthetics, or in more broadly ethical matters such as the nature

of love and friendship. Robust truths in those domains, being constituted

(even if only in part) by our experiences and attitudes, could still be perfectly

compatible with their metaphysical dependence on us, our feelings, our com-

mitments, our judgments, and our beliefs.

Precisely by trying to go beyond the modern scientific conception of bru-

tely occurrent nature to include non-scientific domains of inquiry, Dreyfus

and Taylor’s position threatens to devolve into the deflationary realism they

try so strenuously to avoid, which pretends to nothing beyond the (redun-

dant) affirmation of truths as true. For deflationists, any more robust asser-

tion of realism just amounts to, as Arthur Fine has said, ‘a desk-thumping,

foot-stamping shout of “Really!” So, when the realist and antirealist agree,

say, that there really are electrons […] what the realist wants to add is the

emphasis that all this is really so. “There really are electrons, really!”’ (Fine

1986, p. 129). If the authors’ ‘pluralist robust realism’ is just a commitment to

the resilience or inescapability of some bunch of truths, it’s hard to see how it

can claim to be more than that vacuous desk-thumping that everyone, realists

and antirealists alike, could happily agree to append to whatever they take to

be (really) true.

Another way to put this is to say that Dreyfus and Taylor equivocate on the

notion of reality or the world—or more simply entities—being a certain way

‘in themselves’. One sense of that phrase emerges only with the realization,

arguably unique to modern science, that the way things figure in our ordinary

experience and understanding of the world often differs radically from their

real intrinsic properties. As they very plausibly observe,

ours may be the only culture that claims that, if true, our theories concerning the

kinds of entities in the universe correspond to those kinds as they are in themselves.

Other cultures do not ask about the universe as it is in itself, in the sense of modern

Western science. They have no notion of a view from nowhere. (RR, p. 150)

Keeping in mind the historical origin of the very idea of an ‘independent’

reality ought arguably to restrict all debate about realism to the domain of

scientific knowledge that Dreyfus and Taylor rightly say is just one context of

inquiry and discourse among others. To put it bluntly, when it comes to

atoms and molecules, geological history and biological evolution, gravitation

and spacetime, we have some notion of what it means to say that they just are

what they are, independently of us. Scientific knowledge, in those domains at
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least, aspires to be knowledge ‘of what is there anyway ’, as Bernard Williams

very nicely put it (2005, p. 48, emphasis in original).

In other domains, however, what the independence or ‘in itself ’ status of

entities is supposed to amount to is much less clear. Numbers and obligations

are mysterious enough as putative entities. Dreyfus and Taylor, however, ask

us to be open-minded about the transcendent reality of things posited in an

even broader range of contexts of inquiry in which we might find ourselves

committed to seemingly unassailable truths, for they want to defend not only

the scientific search for intrinsic, essential causal properties of mind-inde-

pendent objects, but also religious and metaphysical beliefs in moral, sacred,

and otherwise mysterious aspects of the world that seem, and might forever

seem, foreign to or even incompatible with the scientific image of the world.

Those aspects, too, they insist, have their own legitimate claim in principle to

reality ‘in itself ’.

Dreyfus and Taylor concede, of course, that just as any scientific theory can

turn out to be false, so too moral and religious beliefs can collapse. Their

realism is not a question of which particular theories or beliefs are true, but

whether scientific, moral, and religious claims to transcendent truth and

reality are all equally intelligible in principle, a priori. One might reasonably

object, however, that in the absence of concrete examples of discoveries

of genuinely intrinsic features of the world in itself, such as the natural

sciences have provided in recent centuries, we are in no position to concede

even the sense of assertions of independent reality on behalf of (so to speak)

non-natural things: God, spirit, morality, meaning, for example—things

that appear to be deeply, perhaps inextricably enmeshed in the experiences,

the practices, and the understandings in which they are disclosed to us. In

short, it is hard to avoid the suspicion that, pace Dreyfus and Taylor, no

genuinely robust realism can be ‘pluralistic’ in their desired sense, just as no

genuinely pluralistic realism can be more than merely deflationary.
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Because Without Cause: Non-Causal Explanations in Science
and Mathematics, by Marc Lange. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017.

Pp. xxii + 489.

With a surge of recent interest in exploring the range of explanations that do

not invoke causation, there has nevertheless been something of a paucity of

new or fully developed examples of such explanations. Lange’s book single-

handedly remedies this. It is a lush, sprawling survey of the vastness that

comprises the heterogeneous category of non-causal explanation. It exempli-

fies the methodology of integrating history and philosophy of science to full

effect. Almost every example, of literally dozens, is new to the discussion and

shows both careful attention to historical detail and impressive familiarity

with the finer points of the relevant mathematics and physics. No matter how

plausible or implausible one finds the conceptual framework Lange develops

for non-causal explanation, the book is an immersive tour of case studies. It

is a fully prepared feast of new material for philosophers, especially but not

only philosophers of science, to dive into, argue against, add to, refine, or

apply to further discussions.

I begin with some notes about how the book as a whole hangs together and

what each of the major parts contributes. I then make some points about

individual parts to highlight some ideas of interest. While there is much in

the book with which one can take issue, I leave the more critical points aside

in order to urge the conclusion that Lange has set a clear example we would

do well to follow of how we ought to proceed in discussions of explanation.

Lange’s expansive book is extremely multi-faceted. It is not a single sus-

tained argument for a particular view. Rather than convince the reader of a

single viewpoint, Lange’s project is, in his own words, to ‘botanize’ non-

causal explanation in such a way that it moves from being merely the neg-

ation of causal explanation to comprising a fully articulated subfield in its

own right. The book thus breaks into semi-autonomous ‘chunks’ in ways

that are useful for incorporating different parts of it into a wider range of
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