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1 

Editorial 
 

Philosophy is often described as the quest for truth and closely 
related to the faculty of wonder: To discover truth and be receptive 
to it, one requires a curiosity that generates questions that incite one 
to inquire and discover. This issue of the Oracle offers five essays 
that are well in keeping with this simple understanding of 
philosophy. They trace a spirit of wonder that inspire journeys that 
their authors have taken into deep topics. For instance, in the first 
essay, “The Role of Free Speech in a Democracy: A Critique of 
Rawls’s Political Theory,” Jeremy D’Souza critically inquires into 
John Rawls’s defense of free speech. While Rawls claims seditious 
libel and subversive advocacy are justified acts of free speech in 
society, D’Souza finds Rawls’s account of the latter vulnerable to 
criticism since there are conceivable cases in which subversive 
advocacy is not motivated by visions of justice but by destructive 
political agendas. Restraints applied to avoid such situations involve 
principles other than equality. Thus, D’Souza claims, Rawls’s 
argument for free speech in a democracy is flawed, and, having 
broader implications, renders his theory of a justice of fairness 
unconvincing.  
     In the essay “Is Prenatal Diagnosis Discriminatory Towards 
People with Disabilities?” Yaman Khattab questions the ethics of the 
use of genetic techniques to locate disability in the fetus and of 
abortions of fetuses with disabilities. Upon careful examination of 
popular arguments advanced to justify such abortions, Khattab 
concludes that the use of many screening procedures and the 
execution of abortions that prevent the birth of the disabled are 
significantly motivated by negative, fictitious views shaped by 
society and are discriminatory.  
     Michael Burton wonders deeply about the issue of death, 
particularly Thomas Nagel’s view that death is evil because it 
deprives the individual of future possibilities. He examines Nagel’s 
responses to three of the main criticisms against his view and 
concludes that Nagel’s thesis is untenable: An individual’s future 
possibilities do not mean much if they cannot be actualized. Burton, 
in adopting a stoic approach, proposes that death is neither good 
nor evil. 
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     In “The Moral Functions of Resentment,” Artour Rostorotski 
investigates the moral significance of the resentment. In detail, he 
explicates and provides a comparative analysis of the views 
Nietzsche, Butler, Oakley, and Strawson hold on this human 
emotion.  How these philosophers, by connecting this emotion to 
their understanding of free will, determinism, justice, and 
objectivity, arrive at a conclusion about the moral status of 
resentment is studied. Rostorotski finally remarks that each 
philosopher’s understanding of resentment is informed by his 
general worldview. 
     In the final paper, “Polishing a Crystal: Understanding Plato’s 
Allegory of the Cave,” Nick Purdy examines carefully Plato’s 
allegory of the cave as presented in The Republic and offers an 
insightful interpretation of what it reveals about the nature and role 
of a philosopher. Purdy interweaves in his interpretation 
explanations of distinctions and concepts that are central to Plato’s 
philosophy.  
     Hopefully, you will find that the essays featured here furnish 
answers and, if not, at least, more questions that feed your faculty of 
wonder. 
     Finally, I would like to express much thanks to certain groups 
whose participation has been vital to this project: To all those 
writers who took the time to write, polish, and submit their essays; 
to key supporters including Diana Sargla, the Administrative 
Assistant to the Master of Vanier College, who on behalf of the 
college provided our club with office space and most of the funding 
for the journal this year and the Philosophy Department who shows 
us great support—including financial—every year; and to all the 
editors for your careful selection of the final papers published here. 
Thank you also to Professor Henry Jackman, who, as Philosophia’s 
faculty liaison, has supported at every level our association’s efforts. 
Without all of your care Philosophia would not be able to place this 
issue in your hands. 

 
Geeta Raghunanan 
Editor-in-Chief, The Oracle 
York University, 2009  
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The Role of Free Speech in a Democracy: A 
Critique of Rawls’s Political Theory 

 
JEREMY D’SOUZA 

 
In The Basic Liberties and Their Priority (1993), John Rawls 
attempts to supply a robust political theory that answers 
the criticisms leveled at his earlier work, A Theory of Justice 
(1971). Central to Rawls’s arguments is his conception of 
the person and the implications it has on the two principles 
of justice made famous in Theory. Yet answering these 
criticisms leads Rawls to make some questionable 
arguments regarding the priority of the basic liberties and 
how they may be made to cohere with one another. In 
particular, section 10 sees Rawls advocate a near absolute 
right of free speech by drawing on his theory of the person 
and attempting to illustrate how the basic liberties may be 
adjusted at later stages. Thus, this essay will be devoted to 
critically discussing Rawls’s views on his perceived right 
of free speech. Particularly, it will be argued that Rawls 
takes an approach to free speech that is far too narrow and 
seemingly tailored to his general theory and conclusions. 
Free speech is not a pure good as Rawls seems to suggest, 
but rather entails consequences with which any well-
governed society must be concerned. Rawls inexplicably 
ignores this possibility. This argument will be fully 
developed in the subsequent sections, but first a more 
careful explanation of Rawls’s ideas is warranted.  
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     Rawls’s defense of free speech depends on his general 
theory of the person. In section 3 Rawls offers the two 
powers of moral personality: the capacity to be reasonable 
and the capacity to be rational.1 With respect to the two 
principles of justice, Rawls states that they are the most 
desirable to those in the original position, for they best 
promote the two moral powers (Rawls 1993, 306). Further, 
the basic liberties facilitate social conditions necessary for 
the exercise of the moral powers in the “two fundamental 
cases.” 2 For the purposes of the present discussion, we 
should be concerned only with the first fundamental case: 
the application of one’s moral power of reason to the basic 
structure of society and its social policies. Free speech, 
states Rawls, falls under the basic liberty of thought and is 
significant3

     To demonstrate the significance of free speech in a 
democratic society, Rawls provides the examples of 
seditious libel and subversive advocacy. The aim here 
seems to be to justify the priority and significance of liberty 
and thought. Rawls purports to show how liberty of 
thought may be “adjusted at later stages so as to protect its 
central range,” which is “the free public use of our reason 
in all matters that concern the justice of the basic structure 
and its social policies” (Rawls 1993, 348).  In achieving this 

 because its priority protects the use of reason 
in the first fundamental case (Rawls 1993, 340).  

                                                 
1. The former refers to a capacity for a sense of justice and the latter 
refers to the need for people to pursue their own unique conception of 
the good (Rawls 1993, 302). 
2. According to Rawls, the idea of a fundamental case will help us 
recognize the significance of a liberty, and allow us to further specify it 
at later stages (332). 
3. For Rawls, the significance of a liberty depends on how well it 
protects the expression of a moral power (335). 
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end, Rawls first argues that a society that criminalizes 
seditious libel infringes on the basic liberty of thought. 
Seditious libel is necessary for the full exercise of reason in 
the first fundamental case. Further, this is a valuable 
exercise of the first moral power for prohibition on this 
type of speech allows for the possibility of self-
government, insofar as it censors critical or dissenting 
views and prevents the electorate from a fair and balanced 
discussion of the current government administration.  
     Repression of subversive advocacy similarly violates 
liberty of thought in the first fundamental case. Here, free 
speech is valuable even if it promotes lawlessness or 
revolutionary doctrines, for it indicates a more 
“comprehensive political view” (Rawls 1993, 334). If this is 
the case (that it indicates such a political view), free speech 
coupled with a just political procedure can provide an 
alternative to forcefulness or revolution that can be 
injurious to the basic liberties. Subversive advocacy gives 
vent to social unrest and injustice and forces political 
leadership to acknowledge such problems. Thus, 
subversive advocacy and seditious libel serve legitimate 
purposes in democratic societies and are further justified 
on the grounds that they represent a public use of our 
reason in the first fundamental case. To suppress such 
opinions would result in a violation of the basic liberty of 
thought (Rawls 1993, 346).  
     But Rawls notes that an adequate scheme of liberties 
(guaranteed by the first principle of justice) implies that 
the liberties must be subject to some restraint if they are to 
be fully realized. Rawls states that “the basic liberties not 
only limit one another but they are also self-limiting” 
(Rawls 1993, 341). This means that we must work out a 
workable scheme for the exercise of the liberties. In the 
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case of free speech, everyone must accept restrictions to 
time and place so as to ensure that their political views are 
heard. To understand the value of this, we may observe 
the opposite: if everyone demanded a right to free speech 
at the same time, it would greatly reduce the ability of one 
to have their voice heard amidst the competing views. 
Thus, this feature of a scheme of liberties, says Rawls, 
implies that we must observe restrictions of time and place 
if everyone is to enjoy equally the right of free speech 
(Rawls 1993, 341).  
     The preceding sections have outlined Rawls’s defense of 
free speech and the restrictions it implies. The balance of 
this essay will be devoted to the core arguments of this 
essay. It will be argued that Rawls’s account of free speech 
is far too narrow and does not account for possible 
consequences of a right of free speech. Rawls’s examples of 
seditious libel and subversive advocacy seem to be 
included strategically, so as to make his overall theory 
more coherent and persuasive. Further, it would seem as if 
Rawls justifies only certain types of speech, and his 
reasoning cannot advocate a right for free speech in 
general. Lastly, it will be suggested that if the preceding 
comments are true, it may render his approach to 
democracy much less convincing.  
     The aspect of Rawls’s argument for free speech that 
seems to be most vulnerable to criticism is his argument 
for the legitimacy of subversive advocacy in a democracy. 
Simply, the premises that allow Rawls to reach his 
conclusion are questionable. First, implicit in this 
argument is the assumption that all subversive advocacy is 
legitimate, in the sense that it necessarily reflects injustice 
in the “basic structure and policies” (Rawls 1993, 346) of 
society. Rawls seems to concede this assumption by 
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stating, “persons are capable of a certain political virtue 
and do not engage in resistance and revolution unless their 
social position in the basic structure is seriously unjust” 
(Rawls 1993, 347). This assumption seems far-fetched and 
Rawls devotes little space to proving that such political 
virtue exists. Though it is sometimes the case that 
revolution and widespread injustice give rise to subversive 
advocacy and lawlessness, this need not always be the case. 
In fact, it would not be difficult to conceive of a scenario in 
which subversive advocacy is motivated by something 
other than the need for righting injustices. For example, a 
particular faction in society may wish to use subversive 
advocacy to overthrow the government and further their 
agenda. In such a case, most reasonable people would 
agree that the government would do well to censor such 
destructive speech. Further, if one concedes the plausibility 
of the aforementioned example, one has to concede that 
there are instances where subversive advocacy is 
illegitimate and justifiably restricted. This example has 
been left purposely vague to account for the reality that 
there are other possible reasons and other potential groups 
in society that may use subversive advocacy for its 
instrumental purpose, none of which necessarily have to 
be fighting injustice.  The possibility of this scenario casts 
doubt on the existence of such political virtue but, more 
importantly, on the idea of unfettered subversive 
advocacy.  
     But this possibility has greater implications and leads to 
the broader argument being advanced: On Rawls’s view, 
only specific types of free political speech are justified.  
Recall that Rawls derives a right of free speech from his 
conception of the person and the priority of the liberties. 
Specifically, he justifies free political speech by stating that 
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liberty of thought is necessary to protect the exercise of our 
public use of reason in the first fundamental case. So far 
this is agreeable. However, what does not follow from this 
reasoning is a justification of all types of political speech. 
That is, Rawls’s reasoning may convince us that public use 
of our reason is legitimate in a democratic society but 
provides no evidence to suggest that this is the case with 
all types of political speech. In fact, this was precisely the 
reason why we saw earlier some types of subversive 
advocacy are justifiably restricted. Similarly, Rawls does 
not account for seditious libel that is not grounded in an 
expression of our sense of justice (seditious libel that is the 
result of unfounded accusations against the government, 
for example).  
     If this is true, then it means that Rawls has 
mischaracterized the appropriate restraints on free speech 
as well. In addition to accepting limitations on time and 
place, citizens may be forced to accept restrictions on the 
content on their speech if it is harmful to the liberties of 
others.4

     This leaves us with a critical question for Rawls’ 
approach to democracy. That is, if it can be proven that 
certain considerations deny the liberties priority, does this 
necessarily condemn justice as fairness as a political 

 Certain types of speech are destructive to a society 
and, therefore, may justifiably be restricted. This is 
contrary to Rawls’s assertion that the liberties are self-
limiting, as it seems to be the case that the liberties may be 
restricted for reasons other than equality concerns. In the 
case of free speech, it seems to be the case that we limit 
offensive public speech to secure social cohesion or 
possible danger to society.  

                                                 
4. There may be other situations as well; this is only one possibility. 
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theory? This seems to be too strong an argument to make. 
What the preceding remarks imply, however, is that there 
may be principles other than equality that we appeal to 
when making certain decisions. If this is true, then Rawls’s 
advocacy for the two principles of justice over the other 
options in the original position (utilitarianism and 
perfectionism) loses some appeal. Justice as fairness cannot 
explain why we would restrict one’s liberty in a manner 
described earlier. Yet the utilitarian school of thought can 
provide an appropriate explanation: that we restrict one’s 
liberty to secure a greater net benefit of liberties. Even a 
perfectionist justification would suggest that the 
government seeks to restrict destructive speech because it 
is inherently unethical and contrary to a pursuit of virtue. 
Thus, we need not condemn Rawls’s approach to 
democracy altogether, but we have sufficient reason to be 
skeptical of the claim that his two principles of justice are 
the best options available.   
     It has been argued that John Rawls’s argument for a 
right of free speech is partially unfounded. Additionally, it 
was suggested that this renders his approach to democracy 
less convincing as a result. This is not to say, however, that 
his theory is necessarily inferior to other schools of 
thought. Rather, it may afford an opportunity for 
improvement. Fairness is an ideal that should be chief 
amongst our concerns, but we should give way to other 
principles when it is appropriate. It may be most 
appropriate to suggest that we must expect a political 
theory to provide only ideals for a society, but not be 
bound to them when the situation is not amenable as such. 
Justice as fairness fails in a way many theories do—
namely, that it purports to do much more than a theory 
can conceivably do.  
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 Is Prenatal Diagnosis Discriminatory 
Towards People With Disabilities? 

 
YAMAN KHATTAB 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The recent dialogue on abortion, largely implicating the 
life of the child-to-be, has been a fiery one—but little has 
been said about possible effects on the living, an oft 
overlooked locus of interrogation in this debate. While 
recent genetic techniques that locate disability in fetuses 
have been frequently proclaimed as opportune 
advancements in our culture, it has been argued by those 
in the disability rights community that such procedures 
have discriminatory effects on the currently disabled 
members of our society. It is argued that restricting a 
potential life due to the presence of a disability directly 
sends a message that the lives of those living with the same 
disability are of marginal value.  
     I plan to show that many abortions which aim to 
prevent the birth of a disabled child can indeed be 
regarded as discriminatory. When abortions are acts that 
are based on uninformed societal views of the 
undesirability of a specific disability, then those who opt 
for an abortion may be implying that their disabled fetus 
has no right to life. In utilizing such unenlightened views 
to categorically prevent a fetus’ prospective life, a prima 
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facie form of discrimination directed towards those 
currently living with a similar disability is expressed.  
 

PRENATAL DIAGNOSIS PROCEDURES 
 
Current screening procedures can test for disorders and 
diseases such as Down’s syndrome, Fragile X syndrome, 
Turner’s syndrome, Alzheimer’s disease, hemophilia, 
muscular dystrophy, cystic fibrosis, and diabetes. In 
preimplantation genetic diagnosis (PID), embryonic cells are 
cultured outside the womb (in vitro) by allowing sperm to 
inseminate a female ova cell and are subsequently 
screened for genetic abnormalities. There also exist in utero 
diagnoses: Through amniocentesis, which involves 
examining a withdrawn sample of the amniotic fluid after 
the 15th week of pregnancy, fetuses already developing 
inside a mother’s uterus are tested for any prevailing 
diseases or genetic abnormalities. Mothers with positive 
tests are given the option of genetic abortion or, 
alternatively, of preparing for a handicapped child if they 
decide to bring the child to term.1

 
  

DISCRIMINATION DEFINED 
 
Lynn Gilliam, author of the article “Prenatal Diagnosis and 
Discrimination Against the Disabled,” defines 
discrimination as “making judgments about people purely 
on the basis of their membership of a group, which is seen 

                                                 
1. Gregory E. Pence, The Elements of Bioethics, (New York: McGraw Hill, 
2007), 196–197. 
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by the dominant part of society as inferior in some way.”2 
Wordnet, Princeton University’s dictionary, defines 
discrimination as acting based on a biased belief,3 while the 
Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary regards discrimination 
similarly, as a specific act of making a distinction 
“categorically rather than individually.” 4

 

 It is not 
surprising that a common denominator in the previous 
definitions of discrimination is the presence of a specific 
act. One will notice that the definitions stated here work 
well as many historical cases of discrimination fall under 
their purview. Nineteenth century slave owners in the 
United States, for example, exhibited prejudiced mindsets 
when they viewed African-Americans as inferior and acted 
on this mindset by taking them as slaves. In other words, 
discrimination requires manifestation of a prejudiced 
mindset through physical actions—necessarily giving an 
action more weight in accounting for discrimination than 
one’s beliefs. Accordingly, an acceptable, far-reaching 
definition of discrimination could be as follows: Action 
usually based on an unfounded preceding judgment of an 
individual or group. 

THE PROSPECT OF A FUTURE 
 
Issues regarding the moral personhood of fetuses, when  
                                                 
2. Lynn Gillam, “Prenatal Diagnosis and Discrimination Against the 
Disabled,” Journal of Medical Ethics, no. 25 (1999), doi: 
10.1136/jme.25.2.163, http://jme.bmj.com/cgi/content/abstract/25/2/163. 
3 . Wordnet, s.v. “discriminatory,” http://wordnetweb.princeton.edu 
/perl/webwn?s=discriminatory (accessed January 15, 2009). 
4 . The Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, s.v. “discrimination” 
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/discrimination (accessed 
January 15, 2009). 
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they actually start to “live,” and whether they should be 
regarded as persons have dominated the abortion debate 
for years. An important point to make, though, is that in 
coming to a conclusion about genetic abortions’ 
discriminatory effects on the disabled, we do not need such 
a completely sufficient assay of a fetus’ moral status. 
Regardless of the moral implications on the embryo, the 
living remain affected by genetic abortions because it is 
often the prospect of disability in a fetus which leads to its 
termination. This implies that life with disability is not 
worth living. Hence, our locus of concern remains fixed on 
actual people who have full moral rights and may feel 
offended by such abortions. 
     Prevailing views have often excluded embryos and 
developing fetuses from membership within the moral 
community of persons. Such views imply that fetal and 
embryonic life prior to gestation are undeserving of moral 
rights, and thus discarding such life via abortion is as 
morally neutral as “cutting one’s hair.”5

                                                 
5. Gregory E. Pence, Classic Works in Medical Ethics: Core Philosophical 
Readings, (New York: McGraw Hill, 1998), 170. 

  Such a position, 
though, regardless of its popularity, fails to elucidate why 
some abortions can be viewed as non-discriminatory in 
nature. It is worth repeating that whether the fetus is or is 
not a person is of little importance here—what is of 
concern is the specific act that is lending to the 
discrimination, for discarding a fetus that is (arguably) not 
a person yet, implies at least some prima facie 
undesirability of its future life when it does come into what 
we can all define as personhood. Otherwise, why would 
some be aborting these fetuses at all? Discrimination can 
be viewed as an intrinsic aspect of PID and genetic 
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abortions, if abortion is chosen, since fetuses are being 
deprived of a potential life namely due to their disability; 
and, knowingly or unknowingly, we are thus implying 
judgments about the value of that future life.6

 

 In this way, 
genetic abortions can be seen as holding similar moral 
weight to, say, actually telling a disabled person that you 
might come across at a local mall or gym that he or she 
does not deserve to live. Those who, countering this point, 
claim that some abortions are carried out to salvage the 
quality of a mother’s life or in order to avoid probable 
economic hardship, may be unaware that they are still 
portraying some lack of desirability for the fetus’ life 
simply based on its prospect of disability. This distinction 
would bring some transparency to the debate if accepted.  

DISABILITY AND QUALITY OF LIFE 
 
The number of genetic abortions carried out in North 
America continues to climb.7

                                                 
6. I have been most influenced in this matter by Don Marquis. For an 
interesting discussion on the “future like ours” argument, see Gregory 
E. Pence, Classic Works in Medical Ethics: Core Philosophical Readings, 
(New York: McGraw Hill, 1998), 183–200. 

 While the reasons for genetic 
abortions vary, mothers may choose abortion in order to 
avoid any harm to their potential child or to evade any 
harm of themselves. Some mothers opt for abortions due 
to the potentially spiteful effects the disabled individual 
may have on family life, such as major financial 
implications or divorce. Although couples have a point in 

7. David Mutton, “Trends in Prenatal Screening for, and Diagnosis of, 
Down's Syndrome” British Medical Journal, no. 3 (1998), 
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/content/full/317/7163/922.    
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thinking this way, it behooves us to inquire into these 
views and give them a fair hearing. 
     T. S. Petersen, author of the article “Just Diagnosis? 
Preimplantation Genetic Diagnosis and Injustices to 
Disabled People,” contends that disabled children are 
harmed by being brought into existence and that, with the 
help of PID, it would be more beneficial if healthy children  
instead would take their place. 8  But who can tell? 
Petersen’s judgment here is a somewhat a priori 
assumption. In fact, others maintain that the idea of 
disability results from a lack of awareness and reflection 
that prevents some from realizing that the quality of life of 
disabled people can be as rich and rewarding as those 
without disabilities.9  Many philosophers, such as Asch, 
hold the view that most persons with a disability are not 
truly “sick.” Terms like “health” and “normality” are all 
relative terms—a product of the perceptions of society at a 
particular time, and not as largely based in fact as some 
believe. The majority of people with Down’s syndrome, for 
example, exhibit relatively high IQs and even perceive 
themselves as healthy. 10  Plus, studies have shown that 
people with parentally diagnosed abnormalities, such as 
cystic fibrosis, can live up to the age of 70 and thrive in 
society.11

                                                 
8.  T.S Petersen, “Just Diagnosis? Preimplantation Genetic Diagnosis 
and Injustices to Disabled People,” Journal of Medical Ethics, no. 31 
(2005), doi: 10.1136/jme.2003.006429, http://jme.bmj.com/cgi/content 
/extract /31/4/231.   

 The truth is that many disabled people live with 
a quality of life that is on par with non-disabled persons, 

9. Gillam, “Prenatal Diagnosis and Discrimination,” 165–166. 
10. Bonnie Steinbock and others, Ethical Issues in Modern Medicine, 7th 
ed. (Toronto: McGraw Hill, 2009), 678. 
11. Bonnie Steinbock and others, Ethical Issues in Modern Medicine, 6th 
ed. (Toronto: McGraw Hill, 2003), 528.  
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or even better. 12

     While disability is partly a biological condition, many 
negative views of the disabled may be ultimately seated in 
social arrangements and constructs that turn disabilities 
into “handicaps.” A person with an abnormal gait due to 
Tay-Sachs disease, for example, only becomes 
handicapped when a shopping mall fails to provide ramp 
access onto the premises and, therefore, contributes to the 
person’s inability to maneuver in public places. It is 
through overlooking such factors, while putting emphasis 
on the biological reasons that make it seem as if disabilities 
bring much “harm” and render life with disability as 
inherently undesirable. Thus, Petersen’s claim of disabled 
peoples being “harmed” by being brought into existence 
may be misguided and limited to only those with severe 
disabilities, in which death is imminent directly after birth. 
Acting on such a relative criterion to categorically abort 
most disabled fetuses can, then, be seen as at least some 
prima facie form of discrimination, in that prevailing (yet 
largely misguided) societal views are being used to 
categorically abort fetuses found to have any form of 
disability.  

 While some individuals with Down’s 
syndrome or Fragile X syndrome may exhibit a decreased 
level of mental or physical capacity, this does not imply 
that their overall quality of life is somehow compromised.  

 
THE “LACK-OF-EVIDENCE” ARGUMENT 

 
Some keep their opposition simple by rightfully claiming 
that no empirical evidence exists to show that 

                                                 
12. Ibid., 529. 
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discrimination is occurring.13

 

 This is indeed a fact, but the 
conclusion based on this fact is deceiving. Phrased in this 
manner, this assertion implies that research has been 
carried out, and researchers have concluded that there is 
no positive relationship between PID and any 
discriminatory effects. What these advocates are actually 
implying, though, is that there is a lack of research in this 
field, and thus no conclusions can be made. But, if this is 
truly the case, then claims of the neutrality of genetic 
abortions must also be refuted since no research has been 
done to assess these views either. Surely, few scientists 
have studied such discrimination with t-distributions or 
ANOVA tests, not only because it would be quite difficult 
to demonstrate this specific type of discrimination in a 
scientific manner, but perhaps because many do not 
believe it exists, or because some believe that any 
discriminatory implications are outweighed by other 
societal values (such as reproductive autonomy, for 
example) and thus opt not to conduct research. Thus, the 
“lack-of-evidence” claim is actually grounded in the 
inexistence of any evidence on the connection between 
genetic abortions and discrimination, rather than actual 
evidence showing that discrimination is not taking place. 
In essence, this argument ought to serve as an indicator 
that further understanding of the issue is required; it 
certainly does not end moral deliberation. 

THE “WHAT-WE-DON’T-KNOW-WON’T-HURT-US” 
ARGUMENT 

 
Gregory Pence has asserted that if genetic abortions and  

                                                 
13. Bonnie Steinbock and others, 2009, 693.  
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PIDs are carried out privately, then, technically speaking, 
parents cannot possibly be sending the “wrong message” 
to people with disabilities since no one will ever know 
about the abortion taking place. In Pence’s view, such 
abortions have little or no social implications. 

 
 “If you don’t know that I’ve ever had a 

first-term abortion, how can my 
abortion send a message to you?...the 
earlier the abortion, the more private it 
is. And the more private and earlier it is, 
the less realistic it is to claim that it 
sends any message at all to people with 
disabilities.”14

 
 

Even those new to the field of philosophy may be familiar 
with Pence’s argument, which sounds strikingly similar to 
the popular question, “If a tree falls in the forest, and no 
one is around to hear it, does it make a noise?” Similar to 
the saying, Pence’s argument here is somewhat 
elementary. One might wonder whether proponents of this 
family of argumentation might, for example, also come to 
the conclusion that enzymatic activity occurring in our 
bodies does not exist because we cannot necessarily 
perceive it occurring in real time. Such a conclusion, of 
course, is far from the truth, as it has been proven that 
enzymes and proteins are largely responsible for bodily 
growth and tissue regeneration. What about the person 
who regularly slanders and spreads rumours about his 
best friends—can we truly label this person as virtuous 

                                                 
14. Pence, The Elements of Bioethics, 199–200. 
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simply because we do not know about his immoral habit? 
Ultimately, the argument that discrimination must be 
announced for it to be present leads inescapably to the 
conclusion that any bona fide discrimination that takes 
place behind closed doors cannot be categorized as 
discrimination. Reducing one’s actions to being 
unimportant, strictly because they are unknown by others, 
strikes me as being unduly imprudent, and leaves 
something to be desired.  
 

THE “GOOD INTENTIONS” ARGUMENT 
 
Some, opposing our previous definition of discrimination, 
may assert that the lack of a discriminatory mindset can on 
its own reduce an action to being morally neutral, if not 
commendable. Put another way, it is the mother’s intention 
of a “better” life for herself or her future child that 
predominantly motivates her to choose abortion, and thus 
it is argued that only one’s intentions must be used to 
judge the vices or virtues of one’s actions. After all, if a 
mother doesn’t intend for her choice to be discriminatory, 
why label it so?  
     While this argument has some intuitive appeal, it does 
not follow that just because a mother does not mean to be 
discriminatory, any form of discrimination, however much 
unwilled, does not take place. It may be obvious, but an 
important point to make is that some of the most devious 
acts can be done with the best intentions, or, perhaps, with 
no intention at all. Hoping to help his sister who is in 
financial difficulty, for example, one might take into 
consideration robbing a local bank and providing any 
stolen money to his poverty stricken kin. Surely, his 
intention is in the right place—helping out a family 
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member is a commendable path to take—but it is one’s 
actions that matter most. Rational reflection leads us to find 
that an ulterior motive is not a necessary requirement for 
an act to be truly labeled as reprehensible, as it would 
surely be this man’s actions that would lead us to abhor 
his decision to steal, regardless of his well-minded 
intentions. Similarly, discrimination is largely manifested 
through actions—regardless of morally neutral intentions. 
If discrimination can be accepted as action based on 
unsubstantiated prejudgments, then many genetic 
abortions express at least some prima facie form of 
discrimination since, as we have shown, the reasons some 
give for choosing abortion may be largely based on 
unfounded quality of life judgements. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Nazis massacred the “inferior” homosexuals and Jews 
based on biological criteria that were really a “behind-the-
scene” social judgment of their value as human beings. 
Furthermore, researchers in North America in the mid-
twentieth century conducted research that helped affirm 
that women were inferior to men, a prevailing social view 
at the time. Our views towards disabled fetuses as inferior 
and unproductive members of society, largely based on 
our social constructs of disabled peoples, seem to be based 
on similar routes of measuring worth. What I am 
proposing should not be mistaken—I am not speculating 
that abortions have the same reading on the “repugnant 
metre” as the Nazi sterilizations. What I am implying is 
that the criteria that made those acts discriminatory, and 
many like them for that matter, are ironically similar to the 
criteria some hold today for choosing genetic abortions. 
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One underlying point in my argument is that what makes 
some genetic abortions and PIDs wrong is that they may 
influence people to act on a largely fictitious and socially 
constructed belief that life with disability is inherently less 
valuable than what we erroneously define as “normal” life. 
Utilizing beliefs pertaining to the undesirability of 
disability, whether inaccurate or correct, to categorically 
group fetuses under one heading, and then subsequently 
using this grouping to justify their termination can be 
regarded as discriminatory.  I regret using such harsh 
comparisons to prove my point, but while some 
comparisons may not fit flawlessly with the topic of 
genetic abortions, I feel the connections made here do have 
the advantage of being true.  
     The desire for a healthy child is in no way imprudent. It 
is not unreasonable to assume that the majority of parents, 
and perhaps even some who live with a disability, desire a 
disability-free boon. Yet there is some importance in 
acknowledging that PID and prenatal diagnosis may be 
sending a discriminatory message, while concurrently 
accepting that abortion ought to be an option all women 
should be allowed to exercise; the two positions are not 
mutually exclusive. Conceivably, through maintaining such 
an outlook, some may become increasingly aware of, and 
question, any personal uninformed views of disabled 
people as exhibiting abnormally low, and unworthy, 
qualities of life. As a possible solution to the problem, 
society may even strive towards recognizing and breaking 
down the social barriers and misconceptions that disabled 
people face. Rather than implementing some sort of knee-
jerk anti-abortion legislation, public health representatives 
should instead focus on shifting social arrangements and 
prevailing societal outlooks that marginalize the disabled. 
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     In the end, we may not be justified in opposing abortion 
unless we can show that a mother’s autonomy is somehow 
less important than discrimination and so permissibly 
forfeitable in order to defend ideals more significant than 
autonomy—which, many would argue, is hardly the case. 
While the discrimination that may be taking place is 
unfortunate, abolishing its method of transmission may 
not be the most prudent option. Perhaps re-examining the 
very source of the discrimination (as mankind has done for 
verbal discrimination), and judging it in terms of its 
validity and rationality may be best. Still, we must not 
trivialize disability advocates’ claims or push their 
arguments under a proverbial carpet. 
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Life is pleasant. Death is peaceful. It's the 
transition that's troublesome. 
—Isaac Asimov 

 
Thus that which is the most awful of evils, death, 
is nothing to us, since when we exist there is no 
death, and when there is death we do not exist.  
—Epicurus 

 
Not to live as if you had endless years ahead of 
you. Death overshadows you. While you’re alive 
and able—be good.  
—Marcus Aurelius 

 
INTRODUCTION 

  
Is death the greatest of all the evils that man can 
experience, or can one perceive the end of her existence in 
a neutral way? For Thomas Nagel, death is an evil because 
it brings to an end not only the goods of life but also the 
future possibilities of an individual. He attempts to prove 
this thesis by responding to three main criticisms of his 
position. First, how can anything be bad if it is not 
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experienced as bad? If something is bad doesn’t there have 
to be a subject of experience? Secondly, if death is bad who 
is it bad for—that is, who is the subject who experiences 
death? Finally, if we don’t find the billions of years of non-
existence before our birth disturbing, why do we find the 
billions of years after our death worrying? This paper will 
briefly summarize Nagel’s argument that death is the 
greatest of evils, while also arguing that his position is 
implausible because the responses he proposes to the 
above-mentioned criticisms do not satisfactorily answer 
the critiques. This paper will also advocate the stoic view 
that the nature of our reality is such that everything decays 
with time; nothing lasts forever, and therefore death is a 
natural part of life with no essentially good or bad 
qualities.  
 

NAGEL’S ACCOUNT OF THE NATURE OF DEATH 
 
To begin, let us first examine Nagel’s argument that death 
is the worst thing that can happen to an individual. He 
begins by stating that if death is an evil, it is not because of 
its positive features; instead, death is a bad because of 
what it deprives us of. The truth of this rests on his claim 
that despite whether the conditions of an individual’s life 
are positive or negative, baseline existence is itself positive: 
 

There are elements, which, if added to one’s 
experience, make life better; there are other 
elements which, if added to one’s 
experience, make life worse. But what 
remains when these are set aside is not 
merely neutral: it is emphatically positive. 
Therefore life is worth living even when the 
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bad elements of experience are plentiful, 
and the good ones too meager to outweigh 
the bad ones on their own. The additional 
positive weight is supplied by experience 
itself, rather than by any of its contents.1

 
 

Similarly, for a life to be considered valuable it must 
consist of more than just organic survival for Nagel. He 
feels that there is little difference between immediate death 
and death following a coma, which might last years. 
Likewise, more is better than less when considering 
existence. 
     Nagel continues by asserting that “if death is an evil, it 
is the loss of life, rather than the state of being dead, or 
nonexistent, or unconscious, that is objectionable.” 2  He 
points to the fact that most people would not regard a 
temporary suspension of their life (as long as it did not 
mean of reduction of conscious life) as bad and the fact 
that we do not feel that it is a misfortune that we did not 
exist before we were born as evidence that we do not 
object to death because of its positive features.3

     If the argument that death is evil because of the 
desirability of what it removes (desire, action, thought) is 
true, then it must be able to withstand criticism. Thus, 
Nagel considers three questions that present a problem to 

 In addition, 
he argues that it is logically impossible to imagine oneself 
as dead and that those who fear death because they 
attempt to visualize themselves in such a state are acting 
irrationally. 

                                                 
1. Thomas Nagel, “Death,” in Mortal Questions. (Cambridge, England: 
Cambridge University Press, 1979), 2. 
2. Ibid., 3. 
3. Ibid. 
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his thesis. The first of these questions is how can anything 
be bad if it is not experienced as bad? If something is bad 
doesn’t there have to be a subject of experience? 
Essentially, this objection questions whether misfortune 
can befall an individual who is unaware that he or she has 
been wronged. In this case, how can death be a misfortune 
if the individual it has apparently wronged is unable to 
experience its consequence?  
     In response, Nagel first observes that all three of these 
questions are based on particular relations with time. He 
points out that there are simple goods and evils that an 
individual may possess at a given time in her life; 
however, this is not the case with all the goods and evils 
that can be attributed to her. He believes that in order to 
identify whether a person has suffered a misfortune we 
must first assess this person’s history. He states: 
 

Most good and ill fortune has as its subject a 
person identified by his history and his 
possibilities, rather than merely by his 
categorical state of the moment—and that 
while this subject can be exactly located in a 
sequence of places and times, the same is 
not necessarily true of the goods and ills 
that befall him.4

 
 

To prove this claim, he points to the example of an 
intelligent person who is the victim of an accident which 
leaves her severely brain-damaged to the point where she 
has been reduced to having the mental capacity of a 
contented infant. He points out that as long as this 

                                                 
4. Ibid., 5. 
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individual’s needs are met in terms of care, we should not 
pity her, for if we didn’t pity the victim when she was 
actually an infant, why pity her now? The fully functioning 
adult as she was before the accident no longer exists. All 
the goods and evils in the former adult’s life no longer 
apply.  
     Yet we do pity this individual, Nagel argues, despite the 
fact that she no longer exists. He argues that if “instead of 
concentrating exclusively on the oversized baby before us, 
we consider the person he was, and the person he could be 
now, then his reduction to this state and the cancellation of 
his natural adult development constitute a perfectly 
intelligible catastrophe.”5

 

 Nagel points to this example as 
proof that we should not solely view the goods and evils 
that can befall an individual in terms of a particular time. 
With regard to this argument, he concludes: 

There are goods and evils, which are 
irreducibly relational; they are features of 
the relations between a person, with spatial 
and temporal boundaries of the usual sort, 
and circumstances, which may not coincide 
with him either in space or time. A man’s 
life includes much that does not take place 
within the boundaries of his body and his 
mind, and what happens to him can include 
much that does not take place with the 
boundaries of his life.6

 
  

                                                 
5. Ibid., 6. 
6. Ibid. 
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     Moving on, Nagel argues that a similar answer can 
dissolve the third question that challenges his thesis, 
namely, if we don’t perceive the billions of years of non-
existence before our birth as a misfortune, why do we view 
the billions of years after our death in such a way? He 
contends that there is a difference between the time before 
we come to exist and the time after we cease to exist. The 
difference is that the time after our life is time that death 
has robbed us of experiencing, whereas the time prior to 
our birth is different because had we been born earlier 
than we were, we would not be the same person. Nagel 
infers:  
 

The direction of time is crucial in assigning 
possibilities to people or other individuals. 
Distinct possible lives of a single person can 
diverge from a common beginning, but they 
cannot converge to a common conclusion 
from diverse beginnings. (The latter would 
represent not a set of different possible lives 
of on individual, but a set of distinct 
possible individuals, whose lives have 
identical conclusions).7

 
 

     These criticisms aside, Nagel now sets out to answer the 
second and final major objection to his thesis: If death is 
bad who is it bad for? Who is the subject who experiences 
death? He first makes the observation that we generally 
view the death of individuals who pass away at a younger 
age as more tragic than those who die much later in life. 
He responds, “Perhaps we record an objection only to evils 

                                                 
7. Ibid., 7. 
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which are gratuitously added to the inevitable; the fact that 
it is worse to die at 24 than at 82 does not imply that it is 
not a terrible thing to die at 82, or even at 806.”8 The main 
problem that this question poses is how can we regard 
mortality as a misfortune if it is a natural condition of the 
human race? He points out that “blindness or near-
blindness is not a misfortune for a mole, nor would it be 
for a man, if that were the natural condition of the human 
race.”9

     Despite this, however, Nagel argues that death is 
different in that it robs us of aspects of life which we have 
become familiar with. We may have a natural lifespan, but 
“A man’s sense of his own experience, on the other hand, 
does not embody this idea of a natural limit.”

  

10 In this 
sense, we view our existence as a set of open-ended 
possibilities. We do not experience ourselves as having a 
finite span; instead, we view life as indeterminate and not 
bounded; we do not perceive our future as something that 
shrinks with time. With this in mind, Nagel concludes, “If 
there is no limit to the amount of life that it would be good 
to have, then it may be that a bad end is in store for us 
all.”11

 
 

RESPONSE TO NAGEL’S ACCOUNT OF DEATH 
 
To continue, let us now consider some responses to 
Nagel’s argument that death is the greatest of evils that can 
befall an individual. One apparent response to Nagel’s 
argument is to take issue with his claim that baseline 
                                                 
8. Ibid., 9. 
9. Ibid. 
10. Ibid. 
11. Ibid., 10. 
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existence is a good in and of itself. He seems to state this 
argument as a given and yet it is open to various 
counterexamples which provide evidence to the contrary. 
For instance, one can imagine a set of particular 
circumstances in which it would be better not to exist—for 
example, a life full of torture and physical and mental 
deprivation. Similarly, one can take issue with the value of 
the “possibilities” granted to individuals whose mental 
and physical capacities are such that they deteriorate 
rapidly over time due to age or illness—think of cancer 
patients who when faced with long drawn out pain and 
suffering view death as a release.  
     Nagel may respond to these objections in different 
ways. In the case of the first example, he may argue that, 
although a life filled with torture and deprivation would 
be undesirable, we must acknowledge that a person’s 
future (as long as the person exists) is open to infinite 
“possibilities.”12

                                                 
12. Although it is possible to refute this claim by acknowledging the 
very real threat deterministic doctrines pose, in the interest of space, this 
paper will assume a libertarian approach. 

 This being the case, it is possible that an 
individual leading such a life would have the opportunity 
to escape this misfortune and lead a better life (however 
unlikely this may be). Also, even if this person were not 
able to escape the mere fact of her existence is positive 
enough to outweigh any evils she may experience during 
the course of her life. In regard to the second example, 
Nagel may argue that, although it is true that individuals 
who experience drawn out pain and suffering view death 
as a release, this is only a psychological way for them to 
deal with and accept the inevitability of their impending 
death. If they thought about their situation more 
thoroughly and rationally, he may argue, they would 
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realize that it is better to exist than to not exist. Despite 
these replies, however, Nagel’s claim that existence is in 
and of itself sufficient to justify the positivity of existence 
over nonexistence is unsubstantiated. Likewise, the nature 
of these responses is such that they illustrate why 
nonexistence may be negative; however, they do not 
explicitly show that existence itself is positive. 
     A second way in which one may refute Nagel’s thesis is 
to take issue with his responses to the criticisms he poses. 
In the case of his response to the first and third objections, I 
would argue that he makes the mistake of valuing an 
individual’s death in relation to others. He makes the claim 
early in his paper, “I shall not discuss the value that one 
person’s life or death may have for others, or its objective 
value, but only the value it has for the person who is its 
subject.”13

     With regard to his example of an intelligent individual 
who, because of an unfortunate accident, is left in the same 
condition as a contented infant, he acknowledges that the 
person as she existed before the accident is no longer 
present. Yet, he makes the claim that the person can still be 
a subject of misfortune independent of what anyone else 
may say. The flaw in his argument comes in his inability to 
illustrate this claim outside of reference to another 
individual’s perceiving the loss. I reiterate from above, 

 Yet is this really the case? It may be argued that 
as long as I am alive, I have infinite future possibilities (if 
we accept Nagel’s argument). However, the moment I die 
these possibilities disappear, as I am neither able to 
actualize these possibilities into being nor can I 
comprehend them. Only someone other than myself can 
feel sorrow for my inability to pursue future possibilities.  

                                                 
13. Ibid., 2. 
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“[If] instead of concentrating exclusively on the oversized 
baby before us, we consider the person he was, and the 
person he could be now, then his reduction to this state and 
the cancellation of his natural adult development 
constitute a perfectly intelligible catastrophe.”14

     Similarly, it can be shown that the response to the third 
problem, in regard to the temporal asymmetry between the 
time before our birth and the time after our death, falls 
short for the same reason. I may perceive it as a great loss 
that a friend of mine is no longer around to experience the 
joys and sorrows of life; however, my friend 
independently of my judgments is no longer a subject of 
experience. Without reference to an outside body, it is 
difficult to illustrate how death is evil, especially when one 
acknowledges that the nature of possibilities is such that 
they are only present when they can be actualized. 

 Nagel fails 
to show how the individual, who no longer exists by his 
own admission, suffers a loss. As illustrated, only by 
appeal to how others perceive this situation can Nagel 
argue that the victim of this accident has suffered a 
misfortune. 

     Nagel may respond to this objection by maintaining that 
death is an evil that is perceived by others and has no exact 
location in space and time in the subject’s life. His 
argument is not necessarily dependent on the fact that an 
individual’s death may not be experienced subjectively as 
evil. However, it is not clear how this argument could be 
maintained. 
     Nagel’s response to the second criticism that our 
experience is such that we do not experience the idea of a 
limit to human lifespan is also open to refutation. I would 

                                                 
14. Ibid., 6. (Bold italics mine.) 
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argue that anyone who does not experience her life as 
finite and shrinking is in denial or lacks perspective. A 
person may cope with the idea of death by not 
acknowledging that it is ever present, but attitude says 
more about the individual than it does about death, and it 
flies in the face of reality.   
     Nagel’s response is also inadequate because of the 
negative consequences that would hold and confront our 
everyday experience if it were true. To be specific, if we 
don’t consider the temporal limit of lives and if our sense 
of mortality is not part of the nature of our existence, then 
we would believe that time is not a factor in our lives. It 
would become increasingly easy to justify a life of severe 
laziness and inaction, to put off our daily projects because 
they will still be waiting for us tomorrow. My experience 
has led me to believe that human beings want to make an 
impact on the world; we take on various projects and 
develop skills in the hope of making a difference. Death 
reminds us all that our time on this earth is precious and 
so we should not squander the time we have. If Nagel’s 
view holds true in regard to this criticism, then our lives 
would lack the motivation which death inspires.    
 

A STOIC ACCOUNT OF THE NATURE OF DEATH 
 
My account of the character of death adopts the stoic 
position that the nature of our reality is such that 
everything decays with time; nothing lasts forever; and 
death is a natural part of life. Because of these 
observations, I perceive death as neither good nor bad. I 
find that Nagel’s insistence on the loss of future 
“possibilities” as evil is inconsistent. As I have mentioned 
above, I feel that a necessary condition of a possibility is 
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that it has the opportunity to be actualized. It is impossible 
for an individual to continue to actualize possibilities 
when she has died; therefore, the only loss one can sustain 
is in the present. As the stoic thinker Marcus Aurelius so 
eloquently puts it: 
 

Even if you’re going to live three thousand 
more years, or ten times that, remember: 
you cannot lose another life than the one 
you’re living now, or live another one than 
the one you’re losing. The longest amounts 
to the same as the shortest. The present is 
the same for everyone; its loss is the same 
for everyone; and it should be clear that a 
brief instant is all that is lost. For you can’t 
lose either the past or the future; how could 
you lose what you don’t have?15

 
 

One cannot help feel a sense of wonder at the clarity and 
simplicity of Aurelius’s ideas. If one adopts the view that 
death is neither good nor evil, then, upon a careful reading 
of his Meditations, one can find a response to all three of the 
problems posed by Nagel.  
     In response to the first and third problems Nagel 
proposes, one only needs examine Aurelius’s claim, 
“When we cease from activity, or follow a thought to its 
conclusion, it’s a kind of death. And it doesn’t harm us. 
Think about your life: childhood, boyhood, youth, old age. 
Every transformation is a kind of dying. Was that so 
terrible?”16

                                                 
15 . Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, trans. Gregory Hays. (New York: 
Random House, 2002), 21.  

 In other words, the nature of life is such that an 

16. Ibid., 122.  
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individual experiences many transformations; therefore, it 
is irrational to fear the last of these transformations—
death. One may point to Nagel’s response to the second 
problem he poses as a counterexample to this claim; 
however, I believe that Aurelius’s argument is closer to the 
truth of the matter:  
 

What humans experience is part of human 
experience. The experience of the ox is part 
of the experience of oxen, as the vine’s is of 
the vine, and the stone’s what is proper to 
stones…Nothing that can happen is 
unusual or unnatural, and there’s no sense 
in complaining. Nature does not make us 
endure the unendurable.17

 
 

I find the stoic approach appealing because it 
acknowledges that death is a natural process and, 
therefore, cannot be evil, despite our independent 
perceptions or judgments.   
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The purpose of this paper has been to examine Nagel’s 
account of death, to critically respond to his account, and 
finally to advocate the stoic position that death is a natural 
process that is neither good nor bad. I have argued that 
Nagel’s thesis fails because it does not adequately answer 
the charges brought against it and because the claim that 
existence itself is positive remains unsubstantiated. In 
dismissing Nagel’s account of death, I have advocated my 

                                                 
17.  Ibid., 110. 
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own position, which is part of a larger stoic tradition. I 
have argued that stoic thought provides one with the best 
account of death, which is that of a natural process, which 
is essentially neither good nor evil. I have cited the work of 
stoic thinker Marcus Aurelius not only as evidence of this 
argument but also as a source of possible responses to the 
questions posed by Nagel. I close with a final thought of 
Aurelius’s on death, which I believe to be of the highest 
importance:  
 

You’ve lived as a citizen in a great city. Five 
years or a hundred—what’s the difference? 
The laws make no distinction. And to be 
sent away from it, not by a tyrant or a 
dishonest judge, but by Nature, who first 
invited you in—why is that so terrible? Like 
the impresario ringing down the curtain on 
an actor: “But I’ve only gotten through three 
acts…!” Yes. This will be a drama in three 
acts, the length fixed by the power that 
directed your creation, and now directs 
your dissolution. Neither was yours to 
determine. So make your exit with grace—
the same that was shown to you.18
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The Moral Functions of Resentment 
 

ARTOUR ROSTOROTSKI 
 

Resentment is a much more complex emotion than it may 
appear at a first glance. It may play a crucial role in 
determining how a victim reacts to a wrong done to him or 
her. As it impacts human choice and judgment, it may 
influence the lives of the victim and the wrongdoer alike. 
Because it is manifested in actions that affect others, its 
significance cannot be underestimated, and its nature and 
moral function must be understood. Although resentment 
is commonly attributed to a list of negative or “evil” 
emotions, a further analysis must be made before it is 
dismissed as being absolutely morally wrong. This essay 
will examine and juxtapose several alternative views of 
resentment, as presented by Nietzsche, Butler, Oakley, and 
Strawson in their respective works. First, it must be made 
clear that these philosophers have differing conceptions of 
the limits of what kinds of emotion can be called 
resentment. Their views of the moral functions of 
resentment diverge as well. Based on these views, 
resentment may be regarded as a fundamentally good, bad 
or neutral emotion. 
     Friedrich Nietzsche bases his conception of resentment 
(or ressentiment, as he calls it) on relationships between the 
“weak” and the “strong” in society. For Nietzsche, this 
emotion has definite negative connotations, as being 
resentful for long may poison a person’s mind (Nietzsche 
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1994, 23). The weak and the strong react to ressentiment 
quite differently: While the weak may brood over what 
they perceive as an injury to themselves for a long time, 
the strong are much quicker to recover. As Nietzsche 
writes, in the strong, “it is consumed and exhausted in an 
immediate reaction” (Nietzsche 1994, 23). Where the weak 
feel resentment, the strong often feel no resentment at all. 
Nietzsche also considers ressentiment to be central to 
understanding how the weak attempt to elevate 
themselves falsely and deceitfully above their masters. 
When the weak resent their enemies (e.g., the strong), they 
automatically ascribe the label of evil to them, making 
them “evil enemies.” Because their enemies are “evil,” the 
weak then label themselves as “good” (Nietzsche 1994, 24). 
This is how ressentiment clouds the weak ones’ idea of 
morality. It is “a creative way of saying ‘no’ on principle to 
everything that is ‘outside’” that directs the weak ones’ 
attention away from accurate moral introspection 
(Nietzsche 1994, 21). Conversely, the strong begin with 
forming a “good” idea of themselves, and then proceed to 
call those things that deserve it “bad” (not the same as 
“evil”). There is little ressentiment in the strong ones’ 
understanding of the world: While the categorization of 
something as “evil” automatically calls for hatred, the idea 
of “bad” merely calls for objectivity in distinguishing right 
from wrong. The weak, under the constant effect of 
ressentiment, have formed a system of justice based on 
reactionary attitudes (Nietzsche 1994, 31). This system is 
dedicated to supporting passive emotions (ressentiment 
among them) and opposing any signs of active emotions 
that involve attaining greater power (Nietzsche 1994, 52). 
This system, created by the weak, would clearly oppose 
the actions or intentions that Nietzsche would consider 
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virtuous.  The weak have contempt not only for the strong 
but for the values of the strong as well (Nietzsche 1994, 
167). It should be clarified, however, that according to 
Nietzsche, the strong normally enjoy engaging in such 
“virtuous” activities as murder, rape, arson, and torture 
(Nietzsche 1994, 25).  
     Nietzsche proceeds to compare the relationship 
between the weak and the strong to that of sheep and birds 
of prey, respectively. This metaphor serves to emphasize 
that each human being has a nature that cannot be altered. 
Some are weak by nature, while others are strong and 
destined to dominate. If birds of prey would feed on the 
sheep, the sheep might consider this to be unfair or evil 
(Nietzsche 1994, 28). If a sheep would be killed by a 
natural disaster, the surviving sheep would not be 
resentful, as they would understand that it could not be 
helped. The difference between natural events and 
predators is that the latter actually choose to kill, or so the 
sheep believe. In other words, the weak can only feel 
ressentiment towards their masters if they prove that these 
are moral agents with moral responsibilities. On the other 
hand, if it is assumed that it is in the nature of the strong to 
be strong, they cannot be blamed (or praised for that 
matter) for their actions. Therefore, the only way for the 
weak to ensure that the strong bear moral responsibility is 
to promote the idea of free will. Nietzsche emphasizes that 
the weak use this idea to blame the strong for choosing to 
be strong and “evil” when they could be weak and “good” 
(Nietzsche 1994, 29). Hence justice and free will are both 
ideas created by the weak to make continuous ressentiment 
for the strong possible. It is nothing but a veil of lies 
surrounding the weak, so that they may never see that 
they are weak and inferior. 
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     Through free will and blame, the weak also attempt to 
pollute the minds of the strong. Since (according to the 
weak) the strong are morally responsible for their actions, 
the strong should feel guilty for taking advantage of the 
weak. In fact, Nietzsche believes that the weak can, by 
their mere existence, produce guilt in the minds of their 
masters.  When the strong look down at the weak, they see 
that strength brings happiness, while weakness brings 
infinite misery. They might then think to themselves, “It’s 
a disgrace to be happy. There is too much misery!” 
(Nietzsche 1994, 97). Due to the idea of free will and the 
imbalance of happiness, the strong are constantly made to 
question the moral value of their lives. At the same time, 
the weak feel better and more confident in their moral 
worth due to ressentiment. Therein lies the logical paradox 
of ressentiment: The weak find it fulfilling and satisfying, 
while it poisons their minds and prevents them from 
becoming stronger. Nietzsche calls it “a dissidence which 
wills itself to be dissident” leading to the satisfaction of 
“failure, decay, pain, misfortune, ugliness, voluntary 
deprivation, destruction of selfhood, self-flagellation and 
self-sacrifice” (Nietzsche 1994, 91). At its root, ressentiment 
is a natural instinct to anaesthetize pain through emotion. 
When the weak are wronged, a feeling of ressentiment 
reduces their feeling of pain and loss by redirecting their 
attention towards the wrongdoer (Nietzsche 1994, 99). 
     Joseph Butler approaches the question of the moral 
value of resentment from a very different angle. While for 
Friedrich Nietzsche God is dead, for Butler he is still very 
much alive. Butler believes that it is God who has 
implanted human beings with all of their emotions. As 
God is necessarily a good being and is incapable of 
morally bad action, Butler faces the dilemma of explaining 
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the positive moral significance of seemingly negative 
emotions (Butler 1804, 137). It must therefore be made 
clear why God would implant the feeling of resentment 
into human beings. Butler begins by distinguishing 
between two kinds of resentment: hasty and sudden as 
opposed to settled and deliberate. Hasty anger is a quick 
reaction to an unfavorable situation, and Butler sees it as a 
“self-defense” mechanism against a direct assault from 
another person (Butler 1804, 140). In a quick bout of anger, 
the victim does not consider the true moral merit of the 
offender. This lack of objectivity of what Butler calls “hasty 
resentment” seems only to serve as a very rough and 
indiscriminate mechanism for punishment of wrongs. 
Settled anger serves a similar purpose but involves a more 
calculated reaction to a wrong committed. Butler’s 
interpretation of resentment seems to suggest that 
different kinds of anger are initiated by different kinds of 
offence. While getting punched in the face might instigate 
a bout of hasty anger in a peasant, that same peasant might 
feel settled resentment for their vassal who systematically 
robs them of their harvests. It seems then that more 
calculated crimes call for more calculated feelings of 
resentment. This dichotomy of resentment may be 
paralleled with Nietzsche’s view of resentment in the 
strong and the weak. As described above, Nietzsche 
believes that settled anger is common among the weak, 
while hasty anger is more common among their masters. 
Nietzsche would favor Butler’s idea of “hasty anger” over 
“settled anger” because the latter would poison a person’s 
mind over time. Hasty anger would provide for a quick 
release of emotion, settling the issue of the injury instantly. 
     For Butler, the moral purpose of resentment is to deal 
properly with injury and wickedness. In this capacity, it 
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may be used as “righteous rage” to assert good moral 
principles and reduce the likeliness of a wrong being done 
by another. In order to explain further the practical 
benefits of resentment, Butler argues that resentment 
against wrong would ensure that justice is upheld (Butler 
1804, 140). When a criminal contemplates committing a 
crime, he or she has to take into account the possible 
resentment that the victim would feel towards him or her. 
A fear of retaliation may prevent the criminal from 
committing a crime in the first place (Butler 1804, 148). In 
the same way that fear of a legally sanctioned punishment 
may discourage violations of the law, a fear of morally 
established resentment may discourage one from violating 
the moral code of conduct. Here, the moral function of 
resentment may be interpreted based on one’s moral 
understanding of justice. Butler presumes that a system of 
justice that prevents injury is morally sound, and, 
therefore, resentment is a morally good emotion by virtue 
of the fact that it serves to preserve justice. Nietzsche, on 
the other hand, believes that justice (insofar as it is 
understood by Butler) is a morally unsound system 
because injuries to others are a part of the natural order of 
things, and should not, therefore, be prevented. Because 
the weak ones’ idea of justice is morally wrong for 
Nietzsche, resentment is morally wrong for him as well. 
     Butler concludes his sermon on resentment by stating 
that resentment may not only assist justice, but balance out 
pity (Butler 1804, 146). If pity and compassion would be 
the only emotions guiding people in passing judgments, 
all wrongdoers would be immediately pardoned without a 
question. As a result, resentment serves to control the 
manifestation of other human vices. There are many 
similarities between Butler’s and Nietzsche’s accounts of 
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resentment. Both philosophers distinguish between 
“hasty” and “settled” resentment and consider the role of 
resentment in enforcing justice; however, Nietzsche’s 
system of moral values is almost directly opposed to that 
of Butler’s. Where Butler sees virtue, Nietzsche sees vice, 
and vice versa. This juxtaposition serves well to illustrate 
that even with identical arguments, the moral 
“background” of different philosophers may influence 
how they judge the moral value and function of an 
emotion.  
     In his book entitled Morality and the Emotions, Justin 
Oakley makes a clear distinction between rational and 
moral justification. According to Oakley, human emotions 
might be analyzed from either a moral or a rational 
viewpoint, and the fact that an emotion is rationally sound 
does not necessarily imply that it is also morally sound 
(Oakley 1992, 41). This approach to the analysis of emotion 
may call for a reevaluation of the arguments presented by 
Nietzsche and Butler. For Oakley, resentment belongs to a 
group of emotions that are morally significant. Oakley 
attributes this significance to an emotion based on the 
emotion’s ability to instigate morally significant action 
(Oakley 1992, 57). As resentment may cause a moral agent 
to have his or her revenge through reciprocal injury, it 
bears moral significance as an emotion. As was discussed 
earlier, while Nietzsche seems to see resentment as a 
profoundly bad emotion, Butler instead concentrates on 
the good that it may bring. Justin Oakley considers both 
sides of resentment in his book: According to him, its 
moral value is dependent on the circumstances. Oakley 
states that resentment may be morally justified at times; 
for example, when we resent our friends for participating 
in morally wrong acts (Oakley 1992, 63). In these cases, just 
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as Butler suggested, resentment may help to improve 
another individual by warning him or her against doing 
wrong. On the other hand, mere rational (and utilitarian) 
justifications for resentment do not equate to moral worth. 
Oakley believes that under certain circumstances, 
rationally justified resentment may deter love and 
friendship (Oakley 1992, 63). An opportunity to blame 
someone is not reason enough to resent them (Oakley 
1992, 169). As Butler considers resentment to be a “blunt” 
tool of justice, he would not consider resentment unsound 
as long as there were rational reasons for it. Unlike Butler, 
Oakley thus places a greater responsibility on a moral 
agent to be “selectively resentful.” 
     Oakley further argues that resentment is morally wrong 
when it undermines our sense of self-worth. This happens 
when a moral agent resents someone for being more 
successful (Oakley 1992, 68). This argument may be 
paralleled with Nietzsche’s ressentiment, because in this 
meaning it is almost synonymous with envy. In this 
capacity, resentment will work to destroy relationships 
between people (Oakley 1992, 79). In order to justify his 
dichotomy of moral and rational worth, Oakley explains 
why human beings are responsible for their emotions, and 
how they are manifested. Resentment, and many other 
emotions, cannot be summoned at will. When a person 
attempts to recollect a painful experience of being injured 
by another, he or she will still not necessarily feel 
resentment towards the wrongdoer. Instead, emotions “act 
on us,” as if of their own accord (Oakley 1992, 126). When 
one is punched in the face, one at times cannot help but 
feel resentful. However, being punched in the face does 
not guarantee that a certain emotion will be summoned. 
This argument may be explained by the assumption that 
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various emotions compete for dominance over a human 
being at the same time. For example, an injury that may 
cause resentment may also cause fear, pain, or distress. 
These competing emotions might overtake a person’s 
mind, preventing the individual from being resentful at 
that moment. Either way, according to Oakley, when a 
person is influenced by emotions, he or she is in a “state of 
passivity” (Oakley 1992, 126). This statement inevitably 
leads to a question of free will: If a person loses control of 
his or her actions whenever he or she is under the 
influence of emotions, how can the person still be regarded 
as a moral agent? Oakley responds to this dilemma by 
arguing that this effect of emotions does not diminish the 
“blameworthiness” of human actions (Oakley 1992, 95). 
Although people cannot control an emergence of an 
emotion, they may always train themselves to be more 
compassionate and peaceful. This reduces the strength of a 
negative emotion when it appears and may prevent it from 
appearing in some situations. Oakley concludes that it is 
“creditworthy” to try to reduce feelings of resentment by 
being more compassionate in general (Oakley 1992, 165). 
Oakley’s argument seems to be more objective than 
Nietzsche’s and Butler’s, as it takes into account the 
negative and the positive aspects of resentment. Just like 
Nietzsche, Oakley believes that the existence of free will 
plays an important role in explaining resentment. Both 
philosophers see free will as a reason to consider 
resentment a “blameworthy” emotion. However, 
Nietzsche sees this concept of free will as an illusion put 
forth by the weak to elicit guilt in their masters, while, for 
Oakley, free will is quite real, and may be exercised by 
controlling one’s emotions. 
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     In order to better understand the connection between 
free will and resentment, it would be useful to examine 
Peter Frederick Strawson’s essay entitled “Freedom and 
Resentment.” In this essay, Strawson contemplates the 
effect of determinism on moral responsibility and 
resentment. Just like Oakley, Strawson emphasizes the 
ability of a moral agent to stand outside of the effects of his 
or her emotions and take a more objective, impartial look 
at an injury done to him or her (Strawson 1974, 9). He also 
covers several factors that might attribute resentment to 
the realm of causation. Strawson distinguishes between 
two ways to “modify” resentment. The first way is to 
justify the wrongdoer’s action by presuming that it was 
caused by unrelated events. Statements such as “he had a 
bad day” or “he didn’t mean it” fall into this category 
(Strawson 1974, 7). According to Strawson, statements 
such as these deprive actions of moral significance but 
leave the moral agents intact. On the other hand, 
justifications like “he wasn’t himself” or “he is outright 
crazy” target the moral agent specifically. Statements such 
as these imply that the agent is morally undeveloped and 
is, therefore, incapable of making moral actions that can be 
morally evaluated (Strawson 1974, 8). Just like Butler, 
Strawson sees a connection between the injury and the 
resentment that it generates. Strawson believes that the 
degree of resentment depends on the degree of the injury 
caused, so that an injury of a greater (perceived) 
significance will generate a greater feeling of resentment 
(Strawson 1974, 21). 
     The central question of Strawson’s paper is whether the 
moral significance of resentment may be preserved in 
determinism. Throughout the essay, Strawson considers 
possible arguments that may be put forth by an “optimist” 
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and a “pessimist” of determinism. Strawson argues that an 
optimist would miss the “human factor” in explaining 
crime, i.e., he would neglect the emotions and reactions 
that the victim and the wrongdoer would have, and how 
these would manifest themselves in actions. However, 
Strawson concludes that the optimist’s position is in the 
end the sounder one (Strawson 1974, 25). Resentment may 
have moral significance in determinism insofar as it may 
correct the wrongdoers and prevent further wrong from 
being done. However, Strawson states that the optimist 
could only prevail in this argument if he or she was to 
accept the human role in injury, as described above. 
     This essay has examined several key aspects of the 
moral significance of resentment. The connections between 
resentment and objectivity, justice, determinism and free 
will may all play a role in determining whether and when 
resentment is a morally bad or good emotion. It is very 
important to recognize that this assessment further 
depends on the system of moral values used: One 
philosopher’s vice is another’s virtue. Both Nietzsche and 
Butler have had to defend general theories of the world in 
their analyses of resentment. Butler had to agree with 
Christianity in all of his arguments, and, as a result, 
concentrated on the positive aspects of resentment (as God 
would not give us a morally bad emotion). Nietzsche, on 
the other hand, checked his arguments against his theory 
of the weak and the strong. Perhaps because of this, 
Nietzsche’s definition of resentment was limited to envy. 
     Despite their differences, all of the philosophers 
mentioned above would agree that resentment is a morally 
significant emotion that may have an important impact on 
moral assessment in the aftermath of a crime. Furthermore, 
these scholars all agree that resentment cannot be 
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objective. At its best, the feeling of resentment may play 
the role of “righteous rage” and aid us in prosecuting 
criminals and punishing wrongdoers. At its worst, 
resentment may play the role of envy or explosive anger 
and cause us to commit crimes against others. As Oakley 
argued, it is not always possible to prevent the feeling of 
resentment from emerging in one’s mind; however, we can 
learn to control it, either by suppressing or cultivating it. 
Whether we want to satisfy our will to power or uphold 
justice in the world, resentment is a powerful tool that can 
be used to achieve our ends as moral agents, as long as we 
are careful about when and how we use it. 
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Allegory of the Cave 
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Behold! He was born into chains and constrained to a 
chair. His head was held still, looking forwards. The world 
flickered as shadows on the wall in front of him. These 
shadows were life as he understood it; but he is being 
released. He is now being dragged out of this shadowy 
reality and into the light of actual objects. His eyes must 
adapt to the painful sunlight. And, once they have and he 
can see clearly the world as it is around him, he must 
return to the world of shadows. This is the philosopher. 
 Plato’s allegory of the cave, summarized above, 
expresses Socrates’ understanding of the philosopher, his 
role in society, and the experience one needs to become a 
philosopher. Here, we will offer an interpretation of this 
famous allegory from Plato’s Republic to uncover the 
nature of the philosopher according to Socrates. To do so, 
we will examine the life experiences of the philosopher; his 
guiding principles and how he must come to arrive at 
them; and the practical use of philosophy within the polis. 
Moreover, we will examine these points with careful 
reference to the allegory of the cave and thereby reveal the 
allegory’s powerful ability to express Socrates’ notion of 
the philosopher. 
 The philosopher is a lover of knowledge. There is a 
difference, Socrates explains, between knowledge and 
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opinion. Knowledge aims at the truth of a thing; to know 
“nothing short of the most finished picture.” 1

  

 In 
understanding the whole of that thing, knowledge, Socrates 
argues, is always of being, of things as they are in their 
absolute form; that is, in accordance with the allegory, of 
the actual objects outside of the cave. Ignorance is of the 
“utterly unknown,” and therefore takes the opposite 
extreme: It is always of non-being, of that which we do not 
know. Opinion falls in the intermediary, into the shadows 
within the cave: 

Since beauty is the opposite of ugliness, 
they are two? 
     Certainly. 
     And inasmuch as they are two, each of 
them is one? 
     True again. 
     And of just and unjust, good and evil, 
and every other class, the same remark 
holds; taken singly, each of them is one; but 
from the various combinations of them with 
actions and things and with one another, 
they are seen in all sorts of lights and 
appear many? 
     Very true.2

 
 

Opinion sees things in many different ways; it is the 
understanding that “beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” 
It designates to a thing opposites: According to opinion, 
beauty and ugliness can be referred to the same object; that 
                                                 
1. Plato, The Republic, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Mineola, New York: 
Dover Publications, Inc., 2000) 169. 
2. Ibid., 143.  
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is, a thing under opinion is both this and not this. Like 
judging shadows, opinion is of things that are not non-
beings, but equally as much of things that are not beings. 
Socrates concludes that the subject matter of knowledge is 
being, of ignorance non-being, and of opinion, therefore, 
the space between them both. While hopelessly being 
constrained in the cave, one can never know what the 
shadows really are: one can only hypothesize, be of the 
opinion that they are so and so. As such, there is no 
absolute beauty, according to opinion.  
     On the other hand, the lover of knowledge, Socrates 
insists, “recognizes the existence of absolute beauty and is 
able to distinguish the idea from the objects which 
participate in the idea.”3 What Socrates means by this is 
that there is an idea or form of beauty, which all things are 
capable of participating in, and that it is therefore the 
philosopher’s task to understand this form, which is 
knowledge proper: “The many, as we have said, are seen 
but not known, and the ideas are known but not seen.”4

 The difference between the two is as such: The 
philosopher knows that an object is capable of both beauty 
and ugliness; he understands what beauty is; when an 
object thus participates in beauty, he knows why the object 
is beautiful. When one arrives armed with opinion, on the 
contrary, he, not sure as to why, merely sees an object as 
being beautiful—an object that another can just as easily 

 
Hence, one who sees the many finds that some things are 
beautiful while others are not, whereas the philosopher 
knows the form of beauty and, therefore, how the many can 
be beautiful in their particular ways. 

                                                 
3. Ibid., 143. 
4. Ibid., 171. 
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see as being ugly, for neither sees the thing in its entirety: 
Like seeing the shadows on the wall, they miss the 
absolute, the form of beauty itself, which is separate from the 
object at which they look. In short, the philosopher sees 
beauty and then things that can participate in it, the actual 
and then the shadows. 
 Following opinion, one easily finds a comfortable 
resting place, a position to stand that can be both easily 
protected and easily fled from: “Persons are too apt to be 
contented and think that they need search no further.”5 
Knowledge is far more demanding of its subject; the 
philosopher, who must take a long and grueling path 
towards the “highest of all knowledge”: “Little things are 
elaborated with an infinity of pains…how ridiculous that 
we should not think the highest truths worthy of attaining 
the highest accuracy!”6

 In the allegory, it is the sun that is the “highest of all 
knowledge.” Socrates explains that when the philosopher 
exits the cave and enters the world above it, his eyes will 
need to become accustomed to the light and will slowly 
open to allow the objects of the world to take their shape. 
After many struggles and at long last, he will finally be 
able to look at the source of the blinding light itself, the 
sun. Upon reflection, he will conclude that it is the sun 
“who gives the season and the years, and is the guardian 
of all that is in the visible world, and in a certain way the 

 Indeed, it is quite easy for one to 
remain constrained in the cave and form opinions of the 
shadows on the wall, but, as Socrates’ allegory shows, it is 
quite painful for one to make the trip out of the cave and 
into the blinding light of the sun. 

                                                 
5. Ibid., 169. 
6. Ibid. 
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cause of all things.”7

 The aim of philosophy, according to Socrates, is 
therefore to know the Good: “The idea of the good is the 
highest knowledge…all other things become useful and 
advantageous only by their use of this.”

 Indeed, what the philosopher will 
come to understand is that the sun is what is good, for 
without the sun nothing could exist, and that which 
provides existence must be good. 

8

 This is what, according to Socrates, sets the 
philosopher apart from others: Others begin with a 
particular object, briefly inspect it, and then form an 
opinion; the philosopher inverts this process by beginning 
with a universal concept (such as the Good), meticulously 
examining it, and then applying the concept to a particular 
thing to draw a conclusion about it. This is why those who 
leave the cave are capable of becoming philosophers: The 
cave is the world of particular things, void of all concepts; 
whereas the outside world is the place of absolutes, of 

 What good are 
the shadows to the prisoners in the cave? One might say 
that they are a good source of entertainment; but this can 
only be a superficial semblance of the Good, especially 
when considering that the prisoners have no other choice 
of entertainment. Objects can only become useful and 
advantageous when one can see them for what they really 
are—not as shadows of things but as things themselves, 
brought to visibility by the light of the sun. An object can 
be useful and advantageous to me only if I understand 
what good the object can do for me, that is, only if I 
understand how the object can participate in the Good, 
which, of course, requires me to understand the Good first. 

                                                 
7. Ibid., 178. 
8. Ibid., 169. 
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universal concepts, of the forms of things. This, therefore, 
is what the philosopher must have experience with: 
absolute forms. 
 Socrates outlines “two parts [to his] scheme of 
education”9 for the development of the philosopher. The 
first part takes place within the cave when the prisoner is 
released from his constraints. He is for the first time able 
“to stand up and turn his neck round and walk and look 
towards the light”;10

 

 this refers to gymnastics and music—
particularly, first, the health of the body and,  second, 
harmony and rhythm, which establishes “habit” (one 
might even say here, “feeling,” as when one musician says 
to the other, “Oh, ya man: I don’t know what you just did, 
but, whatever it was, that felt good!”; or as in death when it 
feels good to move “towards the light,” in which case 
music can be understood as supplying “direction”). The 
second part of the “scheme” has the philosopher move 
through four disciplines and five stages of development: 
arithmetic, geometry (first, plane geometry, which is 2-
dimensional and then solid geometry, which is 3-
dimensional), astronomy, and dialectic. This, in turn, 
corresponds to the prisoner’s liberation from the cave:  

He will require to grow accustomed to the 
sight of the upper world. And he will first 
see shadows best [arithmetic], next the 
reflections of men and other objects in the 
water [2-dimensional geometry], and then 
the objects themselves [3-dimensional 
geometry]; then he will gaze upon the light 

                                                 
9. Ibid., 184. 
10. Ibid., 173. 
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of the moon and the stars and the spangled 
heaven [astronomy]….Last of all he will be 
able to see the sun…and he will 
contemplate him as he is [dialectic].11

 
 

In their own ways, these disciplines all deal in absolutes: 
arithmetic in absolute numbers; geometry, absolute shapes 
and proportions; astronomy, absolute movement (of the 
sun, stars, and earth); and dialectic, the analysis of 
absolutes. This is why the second part of the “scheme” 
occurs where one can find the absolutes: outside of the cave.  
     Arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy merely serve as a 
“prelude” to the final discipline, dialectic, because, while 
they do indeed deal in absolutes, “they only dream about 
[absolutes], but never can they behold the waking reality 
so long as they leave hypotheses which they use 
unexamined, and are unable to give account of them.”12

                                                 
11. Ibid., 178. 

 
Arithmetic is beneficial to the philosopher’s education 
because, as Socrates points out, it leaves particulars behind 
(in the cave), that is, the mathematician does not need 
apples and oranges to prove that 2 + 2 = 4; and, even if he 
does use apples and oranges to demonstrate the equation, 
these apples and oranges are understood to be standing in 
for absolutely anything; they are merely tangible objects 
taking place of the absolute forms (of 2 and of 4). This 
math, though, is based upon a presupposition: Two things 
can be one; that is, a 2 and a 2 can be a 4. Why can one 
thing be many or many things be one? This is something 
that the mathematician is not concerned with; he, rather, is 
concerned with how two things become one. Arithmetic 

12. Ibid., 195. 
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shows how groups can come together and how they can be 
divided—the implication being that things can be grouped. 
What is a group? Can a group not contain its own sub-
groups? And can a group not be part of a larger group 
still? Why make a group? These are questions that the 
mathematician leaves behind; he presupposes their 
answers: “Dialectic, and dialectic alone, goes directly to the 
first principle and is the only science which does away 
with hypotheses in order to make her ground secure.”13

     Dialectic is discussion; the back and forth of ideas and 
perspectives that turn the thing under inspection into a 
crystal with all the sides in view. The philosopher finds the 
“most finished picture” here because dialectic questions 
understanding, opposes it with all its strength, and does 
this until there are no more questions of the thing to be 
asked—until there is no longer an understanding of the 
thing but only knowledge of it, until there are no more 
sides of the crystal to be polished. Indeed, now the 
philosopher knows why the crystal is beautiful. With dialectic, 
the philosopher can uncover “the highest truths worthy of 
attaining the highest accuracy.”

 

14 These “truths” are the 
virtues of courage, temperance, justice, and wisdom, 
which the philosopher will find to be all sides of the same 
crystal: the Good. Each virtue participates in the Good; for, 
when one acts according to the virtues, one acts towards 
the Good. These “truths” are each an aspect, a side of this 
crystal. Being each a side, the virtues, then, are the subject 
of the philosopher’s dialectic.15

                                                 
13. Ibid. 

 

14. Ibid., 169. 
15. Ibid., 112–113, 168–169. 
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 Of the Good, Socrates says, “Every soul pursues and 
makes the end of all his actions.” 16  Armed with the 
opinions from the cave, though, each prisoner can only see 
one side of the crystal, and they dispute, therefore, which 
side is more beautiful, more good. The philosopher, on the 
other hand, armed with dialectic can demonstrate how 
each side seen by the various prisoners are all good from 
their own perspectives (demonstrating how each prisoner 
is correct); and, in seeing the whole crystal, the 
philosopher can also see how each side can be united, 
brought together. He now arrives at complete knowledge, 
that is, knowledge of the Good in its entirety. Indeed, we 
all act according to various understandings of the Good, 
and can offer a perspective on the Good that a certain 
action aims towards. What we fail to do, however, is really 
examine other perspectives; we “are too apt to be 
contented and think that [we] need search no further.”17

 

 In 
turning the crystal around and inspecting all of its sides, 
the philosopher is able to determine the act that is capable 
of achieving the most Good; he begins with the universal 
in order to apply it to a particular: 

To compel the best minds to attain that 
knowledge which we have already shown 
to be the greatest of all—they must continue 
to ascend until they arrive at the good; but 
when they have ascended and seen enough 
we must not allow them to do as they do 
now. 
 What do you mean? 

                                                 
16. Ibid., 170. 
17. Ibid. 
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 I mean that they remain in the upper 
world: but this must not be allowed; they 
must be made to descend again among the 
prisoners in the den, and partake of their 
labors and honors, whether they are worth 
having or not.18

 
 

What good is knowledge of universals if one never applies 
this knowledge to particulars? In fact, can one even be said 
to have knowledge if he never uses it? Socrates is quite 
adamant about sending the philosopher back into the cave 
because one who uses a thing will always have the most 
knowledge of it.  
 Socrates makes clear that “there are three arts which 
are concerned with all things: one which uses, another 
which makes, a third which imitates them.”19 Employing 
the example of flutes, Socrates explains that it is the flute-
player who is most knowledgeable about flutes. The player 
knows which flutes play best (which is, of course, the 
flute’s purpose—to be played), so the flute-maker will ask 
for the player’s advice. Thus, the maker “will only attain to 
a correct belief”;20

                                                 
18. Ibid., 181. 

 his knowledge is secondhand, given to 
him by the flute-player. The imitator, moreover, is the 
artist who paints a picture of (perhaps, the player playing) 
the maker’s flute, and is therefore the farthest of the three 
from knowledge of the flute; he is only able to form 
opinions or impressions. In order to know, one must use; 
hence, the philosopher’s knowledge will be worthless to 
him if he does not put it to use, and, indeed, his 

19. Ibid., 258. 
20. Ibid., 259. 
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knowledge will remain incomplete until he does put it to 
use. 
 According to Socrates, this is the final stage of the 
philosopher’s development: putting knowledge—
knowledge of the Good to use. So, when we had said at the 
outset that the philosopher is a lover of knowledge and 
that knowledge aims at the truth of a thing, what we 
therefore mean by this is that knowledge is always of how 
to put a thing into good use, how to use that thing for the 
Good; indeed, that is the true way to use a thing. To do so, 
one must, therefore, return from the universal forms to the 
particulars; one must head back to the cave: 

 
When you have acquired the habit, you will 
see ten thousand times better than the 
inhabitants of the den, and you will know 
what the several images are, and what they 
represent, because you have seen the 
beautiful and just and good in their truth.21

 
 

The philosopher returns to the cave armed with truth; that 
is, “truths.” Guided by the principles of courage, 
temperance, justice, and wisdom, the philosopher must 
practice the Good. The above quote is taken from Socrates’ 
explanation to the philosophers that they must return to 
the cave to be “kings”; that is, he is arguing for the rule of 
philosophers: From this position, the philosopher’s 
knowledge is put to the greatest use. The point here being 
that the head-of-state, above all others, has the greatest 
ability to spread knowledge: Philosophy is practical in the 
polis when its knowledge is shared, when the crystal is 

                                                 
21. Ibid., 182. 
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polished so that others can see it more clearly and act 
accordingly. Even if what they gain from this only 
manages reflections in the water, this is certainly a clearer 
visibility than mere shadows. And we here and now have 
come to such an understanding of Socrates’ notion of the 
philosopher: He is one who is patient and determined 
enough to map the terrain, judge the soil, dig into dirt, sift 
the earth, polish a crystal and return home with it to share 
its wealth. This is a lover of knowledge. 
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Plato. The Republic. Translated by Benjamin Jowett.  
     Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 2000. 



 

65 

Notes on Contributors  
 

MICHAEL BURTON, specializing in philosophy with a minor 
in history, has just completed his Honors B.A. at York 
University. Michael hopes to one day teach at the high 
school level and introduce his students to the wonderful 
world of philosophy. He would like to thank Michael 
Bowman for introducing him to the works of Marcus 
Aurelius, which started him on his own philosophical 
journey. 

 
JEREMY D’SOUZA is a fourth year law and society major and 
philosophy minor at York University. His primary areas of 
interest are political philosophy, business ethics, and the 
philosophy of law. Jeremy will be attending Queen’s 
University Faculty of Law in fall 2009.  

 
YAMAN KHATTAB is a third year Honours student in the 
Kinesiology and Health Science program. When he is not 
tackling contentious bioethical issues, Yaman serves as an 
executive member in various health advocate clubs at York 
University, enjoys practicing Muay-Thai, and plays 
competitive basketball in his spare time. One of his 
favourite books includes Mad in America by Robert 
Whitaker. 
 
NICK PURDY, studying philosophy, is a part-time student at 
York University. He graduated from Bishop's University in 
2008 with honours in liberal arts and has just accepted an 
offer to the University of Guelph for graduate studies in 
philosophy. His interests include continental philosophy 
and critical theory, in particular, Heidegger, Merleau-



The Oracle 
 

66 

Ponty, Marx, Marcuse, and Zizek; he is also a music 
aficionado and serious lover of hockey. 
 
ARTOUR ROSTOROTSKI holds an Honours Bachelor's 
degree in philosophy from York University. His 
academic interests include existentialism, ancient 
Greek philosophy, and philosophy of justice. Artour 
is an active member and treasurer of Philosophia. 



 

67 

How to Submit to the Oracle 
 

The Oracle: York University’s Undergraduate Philosophical Review, is 
always accepting submissions for its upcoming issue. Anyone 
interested in submitting a paper for consideration is encouraged 
to do so. All manuscripts must be the original, unpublished 
work of an undergraduate student and should pertain to a topic 
of philosophical interest. 

 
Manuscript Format 
Essays should be typed, double-spaced, and paginated. They 
should not exceed 4000 words. All personal information should 
be removed from the essay itself in order to allow for a blind 
review. Please send on a separate page a cover letter including 
your name, address, phone number, e-mail address, the name of 
your school and your major. Also include a small biographical 
note of about three sentences in your letter. Upon publication, an 
author’s biographical note will be included in the “Notes on 
Contributors” section, which appears at the end of each issue.  
     Please prepare your submission as a Word document and 
send it electronically as an attachment to Philosophia at 
philclub@yorku.ca. The subject heading should clearly signify 
that the message includes a submission to the Oracle. 
Submissions may be sent anytime throughout the year; however, 
the deadline for an upcoming issue is around mid-February. 
Papers submitted past the deadline will be considered for the 
following issue. Simultaneous submissions are encouraged. 

 
Editing Process 
Essays are evaluated in terms of their style, organization, quality 
of writing, and originality. Every essay will be read by each 
member of the editorial committee. Of all the submissions, each 
editor then selects his or her top papers (between five or ten, 
depending on the amount of submissions received) and submits 
this list of papers to the Editor-in-Chief, who then using a point 
system scores every paper that was considered as a top paper. 
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Upon the final approval of the editorial committee, those papers, 
usually five, with the highest scores will be accepted for 
publication.  
     Please note that, to ensure fairness, if an editor does submit a 
paper, he or she does not evaluate it, and all other members of 
the editorial committee, except the Editor-in-Chief, remain 
oblivious to the authors of the submissions throughout the 
editing process.   

 
Response Time 
Because of the many submissions we receive, only those writers 
whose essays have been selected for publication will receive a 
response from the editors around early to mid-March.  

 
Payment 
At this time, since we have a low budget, we are unable to 
reward our writers monetarily. We do hope this will change in 
the near future. For now, as payment, writers receive two copies 
of the issue in which they are published. 

 
Queries 
If you have queries, please contact Philosophia at 
philclub@yorku.ca. We also welcome you to visit us in person in 
our office: 

 
          Philosophia 
          101D Vanier College 
          York University 
          4700 Keele Street 
          Toronto, Ontario 
          M3J 1P3 
          Canada 
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