


Abstract 
 
 
 
 
 
Building on a detailed philosophical basis, this thesis offers visitor orientation as an 
alternative perspective on human-computer interaction with a focus on visitors and 
places. In our modern world we see that computers are no longer exclusively used 
as tools, but they also allow for the experience of being visitors in a large variety of 
places. Some examples of such places are online chat sites, web sites, online 
communities and 3D games. The work builds on Visitor Orientation in Human-
Computer Interaction [Hedman ‘01] where the visitor oriented perspective was first 
established and a series of studies were performed in 3D digital environments. Here 
the main task is to further refine visitor orientation against the background of an 
extended examination of the history of philosophy and an ethnographic study of a 
mixed reality museum exhibition, Re-tracing the Past, which was conducted as part 
of the SHAPE project funded by the European Community. Against this 
background, a design philosophy is developed that suggests sensitivities for visitor 
oriented design in human-computer interaction. The thesis also provides many 
discussions of topics related to human-computer interaction in relation to positions 
discussed in the history of philosophy, in particular with respect to questions of 
place. It serves as a guide for anyone interested in understanding visitors and places 
within human-computer interaction in a philosophically informed way.  
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Glossary 
 

ACCOMMODATION 
How a person finds himself (feels at home) in a place.   
AUGMENTATION 
An extension of one’s capacities, either mental or physical or a combination 
thereof, through technology.  
AVAILABLENESS 
Used to describe smooth coping with tools as part of background coping without 
conscious reflection. Originally from Heidegger. 
CORPOREAL 
Having to do with the body or tangible things. 
CYBERNETICS 
Field of research that examines process and control structures in biological, 
mechanical or electronic systems or any combination of such systems. 
DESIGN SENSITIVITY 
A concept to keep in mind and reflect upon when engaging in research and design. 
DIALECTIC 
1. A truth seeking conversation (Socratic method). 
2. A way of looking at the unfolding of history as evolving through conflicting 
forces (Hegel). 
DIRECT MANIPULATION 
Interface style allowing a person to directly manipulate objects that are represented 
graphically such as folders and files. 
EPISTEMOLOGY 
Branch of philosophy concerned with the nature of knowledge. 
ESEMPLASTIC 
The capacity to combine widely different elements into a unified whole. 
INCORPOREAL 
Refers to elements that are not of the body or tangible. 
LANGUAGE GAME 
A way to look at communication through language as a game, invented by 
Wittgenstein. 



METAPHYSICS 
Branch of philosophy that deals with the nature of reality. 
NEGATION 
How consciousness transforms what is encountered in individual and dynamic 
ways. Originally from Sartre.  
OCCURENTNESS 
Used to describe a way of encountering things reflectively. Originally from 
Heidegger. 
ONTOLOGY 
About what exists or the nature of being.  
PARSIMONY 
Adoption of the simplest assumption in order to explain or interpret something. 
PHENOMENOLOGY 
Philosophy that concerns itself with how we experience thing. 
PLACE GAME 
A way of looking at visitor activities in a place in terms of games similar to language 
games. 
SOFT PLACE 
A place produced through human-computer interaction. 
SUB SPECIE AETERNITATIS 
A perspsective from eternity, detached without human involvement.  
UNAVAILABLENESS 
Used to describe a breakdown in our coping with tools. 
VERACITY 
Conformity to fact or truth, truthfullnes. 
 
 
 
 
Stylistic note: 
I follow the advice of feminist sociologist Dorothy Smith and gender my text as I 
myself am gendered.  
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1. Place and space in human-computer interaction 
A time for place 

Place, too, not less than time, pervades everything; for everything that happens is in a place. 
[Simplicius, In Aristotle’s Categories Commentarium] 

 
Places and environments come as corporeal (i.e. material, see Glossary) or 
incorporeal. Computers have, allowed the development of incorporeal places in 
many forms: web sites, chat places, communities, and most visually 3D worlds. 
Human-computer interaction is evolving into a discipline concerned with the 
experience of being-a-visitor of incorporeal environments in addition to being-a-
user of corporeal (e.g. mouse and keyboard) and incorporeal tools (such as software 
utilities). Here a field of possibilities is opening up for human-computer interaction 
since place is of great consequence to us. Corporeal places hold the power to shape 
our thoughts, emotions, and actions [Gallagher ‘93]. That this applies also to 
incorporeal places becomes apparent when we examine research on net related 
communities [Rheingold ‘93, Cherny ‘99, Hafner ‘01], 3D environments, and 
computer supported collaborative work [Harrison & Dourish ‘96].  

In computer supported environments people have what can be termed placial 
experiences, where people treat computer environments as places [Reeves & Nass 
‘96]. We can also turn to the everyday language of human-computer interaction to 
gain a sense of the power of place. We speak of being part of communities, surfing 
the web, hanging out at chat places and being in virtual worlds. When we work we 
say that we do so in operating systems and applications. So we say things like 
“Where do I change the screen saver in Windows?” and “I am in Word now, in the 
spell checker. How do I get out of this?” Why is that we use so many place-related 
metaphors in everyday talk about computers? The answer lies, I believe, in that we 
always place ourselves (willfully or not) in some place or other. Indeed the self can 
be seen as a locative system [Benson ‘01], i.e., a system that strives to continuously 
place itself whether in corporeal or incorporeal worlds and places. One might 
compare it to the VOR (vestibulocular reflex), which allows vision to remain stable 
through compensating eye movements when the head moves) in its stability and 
dedicated autonomous tracking. One might say that there is a self-locative reflex 
system: the SLR. This behavior is part of our psychology and fundamental 
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groundedness in life [Benson ‘01 p10]. Being placed is one of life’s constants on 
par with heartbeats and breathing. Mental life is so dependent on being placed that 
we can only loose our sense of it under the most unusual circumstances.  

To the extent that we are not experiencing ourselves as being physically placed, 
e.g. in a city, a room or a garden, we experience ourselves as incorporeally placed, 
e.g. in cultural worlds, digital places or in the incorporeal realities of our 
imagination. When we become immersed in a good book or a movie we experience 
fictive places. Similarly, when we become immersed in human-computer 
interaction we experience digital environments or soft places. Soft places depend on 
the interaction between people, machines and software; they emerge out of human-
computer interaction.  

In my licentiate thesis [Hedman ‘01] I reported from a set of visitor-oriented 
studies and delineated how visitor orientation could be a viable field of research. In 
this work, while continuing the visitor-oriented studies, I have also attempted to 
broaden the theoretical treatment of place. As in any discipline with subjective 
overtones, such as in what has been popularly (and sometimes scathingly) referred 
to as the soft sciences, a prerequisite of the practitioner is an interpretive sensibility 
for the subject at hand. Such a sensibility should allow the rendering of perspectives 
and conflicting arguments through a clearly structured and written text. I have 
aimed at crafting such a text. The reader will have to judge for himself whether I 
have succeeded or not. My hope is that enough dust has been raised over the 
question of place in human-computer interaction to spur further dialogue and 
work by others.  

This work indicates alternative descriptions of persons interacting with computer 
technology, that bring the duality of place and person to the foreground and 
indicates accommodative aspects of soft places. Two central questions are: How is 
that soft places can arise? Why do we find ourselves at home or not at home in soft 
places? I have chosen ‘person’ as the unit of analysis and not ‘subject’ or ‘user’ for 
reasons that I hope will become clear as the reader works his way through the 
thesis. Here I would just like to bring out the issue into the open rather than 
thoroughly explain those reasons (which is one of the main challenges of this 
work). For now, let us just ask ourselves naively if it matters much if we think of 
people interacting with computer technology as users, subjects or as persons? 
Naturally the question cannot be answered out of context. Still, the unit of analysis 
in human-computer interaction is often held to be some sort of generic user in a 
generic setting [Hedman ‘01 p15-25, Cooper and Bowers ‘95]. There is nothing 
wrong with such a characterization per se. Students of psychology are often taught 
that we are all like no one else in some respects, like some in other respects and like 
all others in some ways. The generic user description does not capture our 
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uniqueness, but like any scientific construct, is meant to be used to capture 
regularities. However, when the stance is shifted away from that of tool use, i.e. 
away from the homo habilis stance [Hedman ‘01] to other aspects of human-
computer interaction, the user description feels awkward and strained.  

Moreover, authors who bring in alternate descriptions (of the H in HCI) that 
stem from fundamental aspectual shifts such as thinking about human-computer 
interaction along the lines of drama or architecture [Laurel ‘91, Winograd & Tabor 
‘97], have to argue for these descriptions diligently. What I mean here by aspectual 
shifts are fundamental changes in ways of directly seeing the world. So for example, 
Laurel brings about an aspectual shift in human-computer interaction from the 
default position (of computers seen as tools) when seeing computers as theatre 
[Laurel ‘91]. I will have more to say about such aspectual shifts when I examine the 
later Wittgenstein's writings on seeing aspects and I will also touch on the subject 
at various other places throughout this thesis. For now let me just say a few things 
about what I mean by seeing aspects. It is, roughly, referring to our capacity to 
unreflectively just see the world or a part thereof from a point of view. One could 
of course talk about perspectives as well, but perspectives are often associated with a 
reflective mode of reasoning and the expression 'seeing aspects' indicates that what 
is experienced is done so immediately without conscious reflection and that what 
we have is a more fundamental phenomenon, that we may also think of as a stance 
that we take on the world or a disposition. Another way of putting this is to say 
that the world comes to us under certain aspects and not other aspects because we 
have a certain background.  

Why is it not perfectly natural that human-computer interaction is endlessly 
aspectually pluralistic with respect to the human, the computer and finally the 
interaction between? At this point I would like to make a strong statement without 
much of an argument for the moment. I believe that mainstream human-computer 
interaction is heavily influenced by our modern scientific world view [Hedman ‘01 
p15-25, p62-64], according to which we are biological machines living in a 
physical world through a space-time continuum. In the dominant perspective of 
human-computer interaction it is often common to build on this in order to arrive 
at an overly simplistic view of humans as information-processing machines that 
operate in physical space. 

The reason for not talking as much of place as of space in human-computer 
interaction stems from a modern world view of space as being somehow primary, 
more real in a scientific sense than place. Place, in a modern scientific world view, 
is merely seen as some soft and cosy aspect of human culture. Culture, in turn, is 
held to emerge from a capacity of certain type of biological machines. The proof of 
the supremacy of space seems simple, if you take away all those biological 
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machines, i.e. the humans, then place would not exist anymore, but space would. 
In this sense space is thought to be more real and enduring. Place is thought to be 
secondary and fleeting, not an intrinsic feature of the physical universe. What is 
forgotten, however, is that we did not form our conception of space in space. As 
humans we begin our journey as placed. So in this sense place is more primary for 
us since it is where thought begins, our social world opens up and our personality 
forms. Any discussion of space, machines or science in general can only be held 
against this background of being-in-place. This is why I believe that our relation to 
place is important to explore in human-computer interaction. The turning to place 
and people is a going back to basics. Thus, in this thesis, I will be examining 
primary parts of human-computer interaction, how we as human beings relate to 
soft places, rather the more abstract notions of users and spaces.  

This task warrants a pluralistic approach that draws on literature in different 
fields. Admittedly pluralism can be a double-edged sword that offers perspective 
but no singular unifying model such as that offered by a cognitive approach to 
human-computer interaction and the human as information processor model [Dix 
et al ‘98]. However, wide-scope analysis excludes neither a thorough synthesis nor a 
focused thesis. While the analytic challenge of this work is to provide for multiple 
views of human-computer interaction in soft places, the synthetic challenge is to 
show how those perspectives can be used in explaining the phenomenon of soft 
places.  

Questions investigated in the thesis 

• How do soft places emerge out of human-computer interaction? It is this 
question of emergence that is the central issue of consideration here. 

• How is it that we place ourselves in the digital world?  
• What aspects come into play in the generation of place?  
• What are some central features of soft places?  

These are main questions that I try answer in this work with the aim of arriving at 
a design philosophy and a set of design sensitivities that can guide visitor oriented 
research and design.  
 
 
 



2. Overview and reading directions 
Thesis disposition 

The next chapter provides a thorough philosophical background from Plato to 
Searle. In chapter three, Place in the western intellectual tradition, I attempt to 
explain, in plain and simple language, some of the more influential philosophers in 
the Western tradition and their thoughts related to place and space. Why on earth 
engage in such a tour of philosophy? I believe that philosophy is for everyone and 
that it can be especially useful to the human-computer interaction community 
because it is facing some philosophical questions such as what are we to make of: 
mixed reality, virtual reality, virtual communities and cyberspace? Traditionally 
such questions have been intellectually tackled outside of, or on the fringes of, the 
human-computer interaction community. I believe that the philosophy of 
computer science naturally belongs to the human-computer interaction community 
just as much as to the community of philosophers, because of the complex ways in 
which human-computer interaction is about both humans and computers. In his 
attempt to understand both parts of the human-computer interaction equation the 
researcher naturally arrives at a philosophically privileged point of marginality, on 
the border between human psychology and technology.  

Rather than to select one philosopher or theory as the right one I try to provide a 
philosophical backdrop against which questions can be tackled. You do not need to 
start with reading accounts of all the philosophers to make sense of this thesis. I 
have provided short remarks at the end of each account that say something about 
how they relate to questions of place in general and soft places in particular. The 
reader can pick and choose between philosophers based on these remarks. So, for 
example, the philosophers Wittgenstein and Sartre lend themselves especially well 
to social and existential perspectives on place while Descartes has more natural 
affinity with a metaphysical perspectives such as those traditionally associated with 
virtual reality and cyberspace. If you are doing research on net communities you 
will probably find Wittgenstein or Sartre to be more relevant that Descartes.  

One way to read this thesis, after having read chapters one and two, is to look at 
the resulting design philosophy in chapter six, then read chapters four and five and 
then turn to chapter three.  

Chapter four, Visitor orientation in practice, is where you will find my empirical 
work and it was done at the Hunt museum in Limerick, Ireland. I had the 
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opportunity to conduct a study of visitors in a mixed reality exhibition. My study is 
one concrete example of how visitor orientation can be applied. It was an 
ethnographically inspired study and I undertook it from a naive and non-
theoretical standpoint. I wanted to know more about how mixed reality worked 
and in my mind that amounted to how places were produced by the visitors.  

The fifth chapter, Visitor Orientation and the digital dialectic, contains a 
discussion of visitor orientation and how it fits in within human-computer 
interaction and the public debate on information technology. There is a strong 
tradition in Scandinavia of discussing computers and technology in relation to the 
quality of workplaces, as in participatory design. Today it seems to me that the 
question of design of computer technology can be expanded into a larger debate 
about not just workplaces, but places in general that arise in relation to computer 
technology. 

In chapter six, Conclusions and directions, the results are summarised and a design 
philosophy is presented as developed against the background of the empirical 
research and the literature study. This design philosophy offers a set of design 
sensitivities to be used for visitor oriented research and design. It centers on the 
finding from the empirical study, that visitor activities can be understood in terms 
of place games. 
  
 



3. Place in the Western intellectual tradition  
A brief historical guide 

Philosophy, in one of its functions, is the critic of cosmologies. It is its function to 
harmonise, refashion, and justify divergent intuitions as to the nature of things. It has to 
insist on the scrutiny of the ultimate ideas, and on the retention of the whole of the evidence 
in shaping our cosmological scheme. Its business is to render explicit, and - so far as may be 
- efficient, a process which otherwise is unconsciously performed without rational tests. 
[Whitehead ‘29 pix-x] 

Preliminary investigations concerning the question of place 
We live in an age where places of all sorts (e.g. natural, social, city and urban) are 
in a state of flux. Large scale environmental transformations occur rapidly as 
modernity expands its reaches. Who does not worry about these changes? The 
tragedies brought about by e.g. pollution, war and wasteful use of natural resources 
are as we all know profound. Thus the biosphere, that thin layer, where life has its 
place is threatened. The biosphere is not the only threatened sphere. Much has 
been written about the effects of modernity on our experience of place from 
philosophical, cultural and psychological perspectives. The topic of modernity is, 
for example much discussed in philosophical and critical theory. A landmark text is 
Marshall Berman’s All that is solid melts into thin air [Berman ‘82], a title with a 
phrase borrowed from Marx.  

Berman follows Marx in emphasizing both positive, utopian aspects, as well as 
violent catastrophic aspects of modernity in equal measure [Berman ‘82]. Marx saw 
early on that with modernity, we find ourselves in a world that is largely 
experienced in terms of a greater unity that cuts across many traditional 
boundaries: geographical, class, national, ethnic, religious and ideological. We are 
no longer forced to find ourselves in fixed places, whether incorporeal or corporeal, 
but in a sense the whole world lies open to us and is at the same time subject to 
radical transformation through collective action. However, this unity of the 
modern world is also the source of disunity for when boundaries evaporate between 
cultures and nations, we find ourselves in an ever increasing state of flux: of new 
ideas, of cultural transformation, of struggle and contradiction, and of renewal and 
ambiguity. We find ourselves in a world were as Marx said "everything melts into 
air" and our sense of place is consequently undergoing radical change.  
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There are many books dedicated to illustrating the adverse effects of modernity 
on our sense of place. Most books focus on how we have become dislocated, i.e., 
detached and alienated to the environment were we live [Kunstler ‘94, Meyrowitz 
‘86, Augé ‘97]. Why is there such a concern over feeling uprooted? It is not easy to 
say. Not because answers are difficult to find, but because there are so many 
answers. However, at a very general level, most of the problems are portrayed as 
occurring because of our modern way of life, i.e., as a result of what has been 
referred to as modernity (that loosely defined period of rationalization and 
industrialization with a hiatus somewhere between the 17th and 19th century). 
Thus, e.g. the person who works in the city and lives in suburbia is generally less 
involved in the local community than the person who works and lives in one 
community. Moreover, modern suburbia is said to not foster social interaction 
among local inhabitants and have few places were people socialize [Oldburg ‘77]. 
Our lives are increasingly lived in supermarkets, airports, hotels, cars, and in front 
of various machines (e.g. ATM:s, computers and TV sets) where social interaction 
is lacking entirely or present, but limited and superficial. Modernity, with its many 
modes of transportation has also led to such development of transportation 
infrastructure so as to commonly dominate the urban and suburban scene. People 
spend so much time in these non-places [Augé ‘00] where anonymity goes hand in 
hand with instrumental efficiency and what Heidegger termed technological 
thinking that organic social life is becoming a threatened form of life. Many also 
hold the view that social life in the real world is threatened by the net. Social 
interaction on the net, they argue, can not make up for social interaction in “real 
life”. Interaction on the net, they say, competes with social interaction in “real life” 
and makes for a poor trade-off. Others blame media at large and say that we spend 
too much time watching TV and too little with the real world around us, i.e., the 
local community. Hence, not only the biosphere seems threatened but the cultural 
sphere also (in particular the everyday social part thereof).  

While the net has been seen as part of the general force of modernity, it has also 
been characterized as a way of taking care of the problems of modernity. Some of 
those who claim advocacy to “postmodernism” have seen the net as a postmodern 
response to modernism that allows us to come to terms with many perils. The term 
postmodernism refers to a philosophical as well as cultural movement and it is not 
so easy to define. It has throughout history been used in many different ways 
[Hassan ‘01]. One common way to think of postmodernism is in terms of its 
rejection of modernism, the faith in progress and the belief that the world can be 
comprehended along the lines of universal frameworks or unifying theories or what 
postmodernists sometimes refers to as "meta-narratives". Although such a 
comparison would in turn be open for attacks since it gives only a rough 



Place in the Western intellectual tradition 21 
 

characterization of modernism it still gives, in my view, a good indication of what 
postmodernism is reacting against. It is a rejection of not only a unified view of the 
world, but also of the self. So for example Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes 
speaks of the "death of the author" [Foucault ‘69, Barthes ‘84] in a way of 
indicating to us that books are not to be understood as they have been traditionally, 
but we must look at them from a wider cultural context against which books are 
written. Moreover, we can also read what they are saying as direct attack on the 
Cartesian tradition and the idea that there can be such a thing as unified, culturally 
separated self that writes a book about reality. For Barthes, the writer can never 
exist outside of language and it is writing that makes him the author that he is. So 
we see a radical reversal of priorities here from the role of individuals to culture. 
Whatever notions we have of authors, selves or things that think, must come from 
our culture and language and hence we can not step out of this background. There 
is no such thing as a unified self that writes a book, but a book is ultimately a 
cultural product. So, in the view of Barthes, Descartes was all wrong in starting out 
with the ideas of a unified self that ponders the nature of reality, because these are 
ideas that he gets from language and culture and he failed to take this into account. 
If we look at the origins of postmodernism, we find philosophical origins in 
Nietzsche who stressed the importance of human interpretation and its role in 
epistemology, our view of the world and of ourselves. I will have more to say about 
Nietzsche and postmodernism later on as I think that he ought to receive far more 
credit within the postmodern tradition.  

Many of the postmodernist are guided by Marshall McLuhans’ slogan “the 
medium is the message” and the argument that “the new media”—a catchall term 
lacking definite reference—has brought about more direct ways for people to 
interact. So e.g. the net allows for people to come together and form social ties all 
over the world and even break down nationalistic systems of thought so as to (in 
the spirit of McLuhan) form the “global village” where we are brought back to the 
immediacy of living in tribal culture where everyone can communicate with 
everyone else. The net, on the global village perspective, is depicted as opening up 
social places that somehow are the new third places [Oldburg ‘77] outside of work 
and the home where people come together to socialize and engage themselves in 
recreational chat as well as intellectual discourse. Postmodernism is popular as an 
intellectual tradition among those who see the net as our panacea. Moreover, its 
historical facticity—its paradigm character—is often given carte blanche 
affirmation by those who think of the net and related technologies as making up 
“cyberspace”. Without going into the veracity of the ontologies inherent in the 
postmodern writings and the complex of assumptions behind the term cyberspace, 
these presumptive metaphysical ontological models reflect a strong concern with 
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our sense of place and how we find ourselves in an ever more complex, abstract and 
technologically driven world. One prominent writer is Mark Poster [Poster ‘01] 
who in his book What’s the matter with the Internet examines the Internet as a 
vehicle for social change and examines questions about the subject, identity and 
structures of power against the background of postmodernist writers such as Michel 
Foucault, Jean Baudrillard and Jacques Derrida. Modernity, as a cultural 
phenomena, has given rise to what Michael Heim terms the cyberspace dialectic 
[Heim ‘01], an ongoing discourse about virtuality whatever ontological status we 
assign to cyberspace.  

Modernity and place 
In many a writer’s view it is capitalism gone awry, the human-made environment 
and technology that ultimately causes dislocatedness [Castell ‘91]. Our sense of 
place, however, did not start to change with the rise of such driving forces of 
modernity. After all, humans have always altered their living environments and 
dramatically so long before the hiatus of modernity. Our sense and conception of 
place have always been in flux for humans have always tried to understand were 
they are and how they fit in with some larger scheme of things—it is in our nature 
to be place seeking. Today, this question of place, in the ontological sense, happens 
to be largely a question of technology.  

Technology is increasingly supporting, enabling and determining our placial 
experiences. In my opinion Martin Heidegger is the philosopher who has informed 
philosophy more than any other about the nature of place and technology. Much 
of his philosophy can be seen as an effort to depict how we as human beings are 
grounded in the world through our bodies and what we do. He has also written on 
the philosophy of technology and about what he terms the essence of technology. 
While Heidegger's Being and time [Heiddegger ‘62], has a lot to do with place and 
how we find ourselves at home in the world and his The Question concerning 
technology [Heidegger ‘77] is a penetrating work on technology from a humanist 
perspective, he seems aspectually blind to how place can be produced through the 
very activity of coping with technology as a phenomenologically emerging unity. 
His writings on technology often highlight a central danger, i.e., that we will find 
ourselves enslaved by technology, but from a phenomenological standpoint he does 
not bring in technology as a means of supporting incorporeal places and artifacts. 
Heidegger died in 1976 so there were no personal computers around and no 
mobile phones, but there was plenty of other technology around that supported 
incorporeal places and on my reading of William Gibson, the foundations of 
Gibsonian cyberspace were all around Heidegger. Why did not Heidegger think of 
technology in incorporeal placial terms? The answer I think lies in that he sees 
technology as equipment. Of course the essence of technology is not for Heidegger 
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anything technological. So the kinds of equipment that we use are only expressions 
of something that he thinks of as the essence of technology. This essence, while not 
subject to a short definition is revealed in our actions and how societies evolve. So 
if we look at how technology is being used we can see that much of it has to do 
with conquering nature and looking at the world as a collection of resources for our 
use. In Heidegger’s jargon the essence of technology has to do with enframing 
which roughly put is a kind of ordering of things for our purposes. This picture is 
simplistic for Heidegger would want to say also that it is something like the spirit 
of our age which does this enframing and that we are enframed also. Thus we have 
forgotten what it means to not be enframed and live as e.g. a farmer who is self 
sustaining. Heidegger’s world is grounded in activities and our bodies and so it is 
very far from the Cartesian world picture with the self as steersman of a ship, but 
Heidegger does not differentiate between encountering technologies under the 
aspect of equipment and under the aspect of places.  

An ordinary day in the Western world involves work, as well as recreation and 
social interaction in and through communications networks as they blend 
increasingly with the physical environment. So, e.g. to talk to someone over a 
phone is a mundane yet powerful way of achieving a placial experience outside of 
physical space. Television and movies let us immerse ourselves into places of the 
widest variety. Computers (most importantly as interconnected on the net) open 
up soft places (desktop environments, word processors, web sites, chat places etc) 
that are interactive. Through such experiences we come to understand ourselves 
(largely in a phenomenological, pre-reflective sense) as living in incorporeal worlds. 
How important those places are to us would perhaps best be seen if all placial 
technologies (i.e., capable of supporting placial experience) suddenly vanished. It 
would be a quiet world where our sense of place would be dramatically disrupted. 
In this sense technology, as a substrate for placial experiences, reflects a belief 
system that reality can be objective, publicly accessible and non-physical. In past 
times our placial experience was more commonly shaped by (other) belief systems 
and traditions, e.g. religion and cosmology.  

The incorporeal turn 
With the rise of modernity and in particular with that of postmodernity we see that 
place is losing some of its importance. Or is it? Prima facie it seems so, for we have 
seen that public places have largely disappeared or been transformed in public 
spaces with functional mappings. Moreover, the sense of place provided by religion 
and culture appears similarly degenerated. Thus everywhere we look or try to 
analyze our relation to place it seems that it has been weakened. Yet at the same 
time place appears to be so fundamental to us. If place, as has been argued, is one 
of life’s constants on par with heartbeats and breathing then where have we gone in 
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our age? The answer is soft places in all their varieties. The computer is more of a 
dwelling place than the airport, the highway or the supermarket. It has an 
environment which can be personalized and it has my personal documents and 
folders. It is not only a private place, however, for we can socialize and 
communicate through it (e.g. by email, chat or discussion groups). Similarly the 
television provides social places with familiar characters that much of the city or 
urban environment can not compete with. Thus we find ourselves increasingly in 
the networked realities of soft places. The question of place is taking an incorporeal 
turn. The shared Western world-picture becomes less corporeally based the more 
time that is spent with incorporeal worlds, e.g. the media, computers and networks. 
How can this incorporeal turn be understood? What are the forces behind it? It is 
difficult to analyze the incorporeal turn within itself. A turning to is also a turning 
away from something else. By examining the history of place it is possible to put 
the incorporeal turn in perspective. Such an examination could be a great 
undertaking and indeed warrant a thesis on its own. However, by focusing on the 
larger issues it is possible to trace how the very question of place has been framed 
throughout history.  

Tracing out world-pictures 
While transformations in the physical environment have been important to our 
modern experience of place, changes in cultural beliefs and practices have been so 
also. Such changes, i.e., deep historical changes in our world-picture form a series 
that we can analyze in order to make sense of how place is produced today in 
human-computer interaction. The analysis that follows attempts to provide a rough 
map of the series of world-pictures from a placial perspective. How has place been 
construed and produced in earlier times? It is a rough map and it brings nothing 
new (analytically speaking) to the subject of history, but it can serve as a reminder 
of how place is an evolving notion and of its central importance to our world-
picture and thereby has some synthetic value. How does human-computer 
interaction fit in with our modern world-picture from a placial perspective? Against 
the background of evolving world-pictures it is possible to give some indications of 
how human-computer interaction has become one of the strongest determinants of 
place. Still, human-computer interaction is just one way of producing incorporeal 
places and it can be better understood if we contrast it to other ways of such place 
production. 

Some preliminary cautions are suitable before we embark on a journey of how 
the question of place as been historically framed. First, whenever one attempts to 
give a historical account of intellectual traditions there is always the danger of 
misrepresentation and this writer is the first to admit that the accounts given here 
are lacking in many respects. I believe that it is in fact an impossible task to fully 
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reconstruct what was thought throughout history. At best we are left with rough 
characterizations and hints as to what actually happened intellectually. It has been 
said, e.g. about the philosopher Hegel that at the time of his writing only he and 
God knew what he was thinking and now God only knows. In a sense, this might 
be true of all philosophers and intellectuals. The following exposé of the question 
of place is not meant as revelatory of particular systems of thinking, but only as a 
mere map of the dialogue regarding the question of place in the context of history; 
a delineation of historically instantiated language games that serve as a rough 
indication of our relation to the question of place throughout history.  

Other writers such as Eward Casey provide more analytically incisive accounts of 
how the question of place has been framed [Casey ‘97]. The purpose here is much 
different from Casey’s however. Here the aim is not so much analytic precision as 
praxiological grounding, i.e., how has the term been framed to form part of world-
pictures that are tone setting and that determine aspectual seeing in the 
Wittgensteinian sense as being dependent on cultural systems of thought. 
Moreover, the focus is on the incorporeal-corporeal distinction so at heart to the 
question of soft places in human-computer interaction. The aim is to characterize 
how thinkers have found themselves, i.e., understood themselves to exist in a very 
fundamental and concrete sense within this duality of the incorporeal and 
corporeal with respect to place: the duality of place. Thus what is provided here are 
notes on some of the major aspectual shifts that have occurred with respect to 
place. The benefit of staying on the level of such aspectual shifts rather than 
providing detailed analysis within these shifts is that they can be contrasted to the 
placial aspectual shifts that human-computer interaction involves today. The model 
of analysis adopted here is to be thought of as conversational, the aim is to capture 
the evolution of placial accounts with an emphasis on cultural grounding and 
current standards of justification rather than veracity and privileged insight.  

If we see knowing not as having an essence, to be described by scientists or philosophers, 
but rather as a right, by current standards, to believe, then we are well on the way to seeing 
conversation as the ultimate context within which knowledge is to be understood. Our focus 
shifts from the relation between human beings and the objects of their inquiry to the 
relation between alternative standards of justification, and from there to the actual changes 
in those standards which make up intellectual history. [Rorty ‘80 p389-390] 

On this view, placial accounts occur within cultural traditions and are seen 
relative to historically ruling standards. We turn away from the question of veracity 
and truth to the culturally instantiated world-pictures in which arguments and 
systems of thought are enmeshed. This turning is a turning to the plurality of 
perspectives and aspectual seeing occurrent throughout history. Rather than seeing 
intellectual traditions as evolving into ever more refined, sophisticated and 



26 Visitor Orientation in Context 

veracious, this turning suspends judgment and stresses the importance of plurality 
and diversity. By doing so, it is possible to juxtapose belief systems in flexible ways 
and find resonances with current standards of philosophical conversation in the 
Rortian sense.  

Place in the Western world-picture 
Where should one start to trace out the conversation that has brought about major 
aspect-seeing shifts in the chain of evolving Western world-pictures? How can one 
reconstruct these shifts in a way which has pragmatic implications for human-
computer interaction? Alfred North Whitehead (and many others, e.g. Richard 
Rorty [Rorty ‘80]), emphasized the role of Plato in shaping philosophy in Europe. 

The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it 
consists of a series of footnotes to Plato. I do not mean the systematic scheme of thought 
which scholars have doubtfully extracted from his writings. I allude to the wealth of general 
ideas scattered through them. [Whitehead ‘29-2 p63] 

My analysis represents, to a degree, an affirmation of Whitehead’s position which 
at the same is a position that sees philosophy in its widest sense as being taken up 
in Western culture at large. This process of assimilation of philosophy manifests 
itself in various ways through systems of thought outside the strict philosophical 
discourse. It must be kept in mind that the distinctions we have today of such 
systems of thought such as science, philosophy, religion, and mysticism are largely 
reconstructions of modernity [Rorty ‘80, Foucault ‘70, Foucault ‘72, Shapin ‘98]. 
Behind these labels there is after all the general quest to make sense of the world 
and our place in it—there is the continuing dialogue that we today sometimes refer 
to as philosophy [Rorty ‘80 p389-394].  

Plato (428-348 BC) 
As Whitehead noted, Plato is arguably the philosopher who has dealt with the 
widest range of philosophical issues. The fact that he did this at such an early time 
in the history of philosophy makes him especially important in the philosophical 
tradition. He is an excellent starting point for anyone interested in learning more 
about philosophy not only because of him having such a tremendous influence on 
philosophy, but also because he writes in a clear and engaging style. Plato is a real 
philosopher if we think of real philosophers as those who take on big questions 
such as what is reality? Reality, on Plato’s account is split into two worlds. We live 
in one of these worlds, the earthly world, but there is also the other world of the 
forms. The earthly world is imperfect and we find ourselves trapped in it. Our 
minds are trapped here through our bodies. In essence we are pure minds and we 
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long for the perfect world of the forms. Life can be seen as a preparation for death 
at which point our souls can be set free.  

Corporeal life is at best a manifestation of the world of forms and it is full of 
confusion. We go about in life constantly being distracted by our passions and 
negative emotions so that our mind’s rationality is hindered severely. Our bodies 
steer us away from the good life of contemplation. For example, we get hungry, feel 
pain and have sexual desires. On top of this our bodies are not always working as 
they should because of, e.g. disease, old age or injuries. Because of all this we can 
never really be fully rational and our minds are constantly distracted from 
contemplating what is important, i.e., what Plato calls simply the good and equates 
with truth. We are always constrained and confused by our bodies. So earthly life is 
very confusing and it is difficult for us to keep our focus on what is best for us and 
what is in our most essential nature: the life of contemplation. On Plato’s account, 
the answer to the question of place is that we, in essence (as minds and reasoning 
beings seeking truth), are marooned on earth and long for a world without physical 
distractions. Plato is, in his philosophical writings, producing for us an incorporeal 
place without the confusion of the earthly world: the ideal world.  

Plato and his teacher Socrates were, in a sense, early critics of information 
technology. They saw books as dehumanizing and detrimental to memory. This 
critical stance is expressed in the Phaedro by Plato where Thoth, the mythical God 
of writing is rebuked: 

Thoth: Writing will make people wiser and improve their memories.  

Thamus: O most ingenious Thoth, the inventor is not always the best judge of his creation's 
worth. And in this instance what you say isn't true. Your invention will cause forgetfulness 
in learners because they will no longer cultivate their memories; they will rely on writing 
rather than remember themselves. Your discovery fosters reminiscence, not memory. Your 
disciples will hear many things and learn nothing; they will seem omniscient, but know 
nothing; with a mere semblance of wisdom they will make tiresome company. And answers 
will be the same always, without any concern for circumstance or audience.  

Writing is here seen as enslaving people into the rehashment of static texts which, 
everyone of them, always go on saying the same things. Plato was also critical of 
symbolism and representation (including most art and poetry) for a different 
reason. In Plato’s view, representation is always a step or two removed from the 
perfect forms of the ideal world he believed in so strongly. So for example, a bed 
made by a carpenter is an imitation of the perfect form of a bed. If an artist 
produces a painting of the bed then that is an imitation of an imitation and as such 
is distant from ultimate reality [Shepard ‘87 p5]. Thus in Plato’s view, all 
representation is, in some sense, contributing to what is described in the Vedas as 
the veil of Maya—that which conceals and hides ultimate reality. Although 
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representation in artifacts such as books can cloud reality according to Plato, he was 
still an avid writer. Plato died with a manuscript under his pillow (he was making 
improvements on the Republic). Plato’s mixed attitude to “information technology” 
shares much with the modern dialectic of information technology or what Peter 
Lunefeld terms the digital dialectic [Lunefeld ‘01]. For Plato philosophical 
development is something which comes about through active engagement and 
personal discoveries. Thus ultimately philosophy has little to do with simply 
memporizing or learning facts. His teacher Socrates once seduced him into 
becoming a philosopher and Plato is trying to seduce us in turn, to fall in love with 
wisdom (phil-sophia).  

What we see in Plato’s critique of writing is different from later critiques of 
particular genres of writing such as that raised against novels in the 18th century 
[Shields ‘03 p112]. In the 18th century, novels were often perceived as morally 
detrimental, partly because of content issues (the sex and violence in them), but 
also because people became absorbed in them. This immersive experience was 
thought to be a waste of time. Young people were held to degenerate by reading 
romantic novels that led them astray into fantasy worlds. For Plato, the danger of 
books does not have so much to do with content or immersiveness as with 
technology.  

In Plato’s view, the book is a problematic piece of information technology. So 
even his works, while aiming at the truth, never reach it and inevitably involve 
falsehood and confusion. Also, and more to the point, the book does not do justice 
to the dialectical method of teaching and learning. When compared to the dynamic 
learning that takes place in a dialogue between master and student, the book is 
static and lifeless indeed. Plato can only try to capture the dynamic of dialectics 
through a simulation, an imaginary dialectic: the book becomes a simulation of 
what goes on in places of philosophical dialectics. Plato has often been praised as a 
writer and it seems to me that at least one of the reasons is the remarkable way in 
which one as a reader can come to experience oneself as being part of the scenes 
that Plato depicts through writing. What we get from Plato is a mixed message 
with respect to the incorporeal places of books. His very engagement in writing 
dialogues ought to be seen as an affirmation of incorporeal places and his criticism 
is a calling for us to reflect on the dangers of them. Some of these issues on writing 
and memory raised by Plato with respect to writing are taken up again by Jacques 
Derrida [Derrida ‘72] and the relationship between writing and speech are Platonic 
topics at the centre of Derrida’s thought. It is no accident that Derrida himself 
discusses Plato’s ideas on writing. They be seen as starting out a critique of writing 
that is still going on albeit in different forms. Much of this critique is directed 
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against electronic media and a key text is Michael Heim's Electric Language [Heim 
‘99] were he revisits Plato in his critique of word processing and hypermedia.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
Plato is, in contrast to Aristotle, through and through concerned with the question 
of locating himself in different worlds: in our everyday life world, in worlds of fact 
and fiction, in art, and in the ideal world. Moreover, he wonders about the 
relations between these places and what they are like. As he engages himself in 
philosophy he is ever more drawn into what Nietzsche came to call the 
otherworldly. Philosophy as literature becomes a simulated world that expresses a 
longing for yet another other worldly realm, i.e., the ideal world. Plato comes to 
think of himself as essentially without a body, i.e., as a pure metaphysical subject 
moving in and between different worlds.  

It is this basic metaphysical inheritance from Plato, transformed to some extent 
over time, that has enabled the coming of cyberspace as a modern otherworldly. 
Plato and Socrates were both attracted to the Parmedian assumption that there is 
an underlying unity to reality, a unity that seemed threatened by writings of pre-
Socratic philosophers such as Heraclitus, stressing change and dynamism. The 
solution for Plato was to think of this world as a plurality and then postulate the 
existence of another world of unity as the reality behind the appearances. In sum, 
and crudely put, the Platonic world-picture is that of the life world as copy of the 
ideal world. If we accept this sort of production we can never find ourselves quite 
comfortable here in this earthly world and are always looking and longing beyond 
it. In a sense Plato’s production and approval of the world of ideas, i.e., of the 
forms, is at the same time a rejection of life. A rejection of life that he shared with 
his master Socrates who claimed on his deathbed that “to live that means to be a 
long time sick” [Nietzsche ‘68 p29-34]. For Plato the corporeal world is illusion 
and the incorporeal is real and true.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
Plato's ideal world of the forms share some similarities with what can loosely be 
referred to as the world of soft places. In these digital worlds, e.g. chat places, 
virtual reality worlds, and web sites brute physical reality is replaced by 
computation. The cyberpunk genre is essentially about reality as form rather than 
matter and as such echoes the Platonic vision of an incorporeal world. While 
Plato’s world is ideal, eternal and immutable, however, cyberspace is either a matter 
of what we make of it or what technology (as a force in the context of history) 
dictates. Moreover, cyberspace, as originally conceived, is seen as an ongoing 
simulation where we are in constant danger of loosing our sense of what is real. 
However, while much of the cyberpunk literature is negative in tone and stresses 
the danger of losing touch with real life, it also poses some philosophical questions. 
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What is reality? What is illusion? These are questions that Plato is first and 
foremost concerned with. For Plato we have to lose our sense of what seems real to 
us, i.e., what the cyberpunks would call real life, in order to win access to the ideal 
world of form. What are we to make of the contrast between life in the real world 
and life in cyberspace? In the cyberspace debate there are those who are optimistic 
and those who are pessimistic regarding the prospect of the future of cyberspace, as 
William Gibson and Bruce Sterling put it during a public talk on cyberspace 
[Gibson & Sterling ‘93]:  

The future is unwritten. There are best-case scenarios. There are worst-case scenarios. 
[Sterling]  

Dreaming in public is an important part of our job description, as science writers, but there 
are bad dreams as well as good dreams. We're dreamers, you see, but we're also realists, of a 
sort. [Gibson] 

There are these worst case scenarios, best scenarios, good dreams about cyberspace 
as well as bad dreams, and cyberpunk literature leaves us with the possibility of a 
new form of utopianism at one extreme and utter human demise at the other. 
Cyberspace as utopia is an incorporeal perfect world and as such a modern version 
of Plato’s ideal world. Could such a world be real? On Plato’s account it would be 
since what is good for Plato is also real. The real is the good. Another common 
conception of cyberspace is that it is a mirror of the real world. Sterling takes on 
this position: 

Cyberspace is the funhouse mirror of our own society. Cyberspace reflects our values and 
our faults, sometimes in terrifying exaggeration. Cyberspace is a mirror you can edit. It's a 
mirror you can fold into packets and send across continents at the speed of light. It's a 
mirror you can share with other people, a place where you can discover community. But it's 
also a mirror in the classic sense of smoke-and-mirrors -- a place where you might be robbed 
or cheated or deceived, a place where you can be promised a rainbow but given a mouthful of 
ashes. [Sterling]  

For Plato, what we normally think of as the real world is akin to a reflection of the 
ideal world. On this account, cyberspace would be a double mirror image—a 
mirror image of a reflection of the ideal world. As such it would have even less 
reality than the physical world.  

Plato constructs a view of reality that came to have a great influence on the 
Western world. He postulates that there is an ultimate reality which is not what we 
see around us, but is of another kind. This reality is the ideal world and the world 
we see and experience around us is only fleeting and illusory. In setting things up in 
this way, he sets the scene for thinking about different realities and alternate 
worlds. He is giving a background against which it is possible to make sense of 
heaven and hell in Christianity, and also modern versions of alternate realities in 
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human-computer interaction. Plato is the starting point for anyone who wishes to 
examine our modern day metaphysic of mixed reality, virtual reality and 
cyberspace.  

Plato's philosophy also captures a way of thinking about knowledge that came to 
be very influential for the Western intellectual tradition and that is the idea that in 
order for us to have any knowledge we need veracious definitions of concepts. So 
we can see in Plato’s dialogues how, for example, he has Socrates struggling with 
the definitions of terms such as justice, virtue and knowledge. There is an 
assumption here that knowledge, in any field, is to be understood in terms of 
adequate definitions. The question of whether there are any concepts that meets 
these, now intuitive Platonic demands, resurfaced in the 1960:s with the birth of 
cognitive science as early cognitive scientists sought such concepts and attempted to 
encode them into computer programs [Bechtel ‘88 p6]. Similarly, there are also a 
number of linguists and philosophers who, in their studies of semantics, have 
assumed that our concepts can be clearly defined.  

There are also clear connections between cognitive science and Plato’s more 
elaborated theory of ideas or forms. For Plato the perfect forms to which our 
concepts aspire are to be found in the ideal world. Moreover, for Plato we have also 
gained knowledge of the forms in the ideal world before we were born. So the ideas 
are still with us, it is just that it is difficult to bring them to our full awareness. This 
idea of innate knowledge came also to influence the Western tradition at large 
through the rationalist school of philosophy and with cognitive science we see it 
surfacing in the work of Noam Chomsky [Chomsky ‘59] who argues that we have 
innate knowledge of syntactic rules, because there is no way that a child could 
arrive at such rules by induction. Fodor also makes a similar argument and claims 
that a majority of our concepts must be innate [Fodor ‘75]. In contrast to this 
basically Platonic tradition of thinking about concepts, the work of Wittgenstein, 
and in particular his later philosophy, is critical to the idea that our concepts can be 
grounded in the way that Plato suggests and urges us instead to take a look at how 
words are used in actual practice.  

Aristotle (384–322 BC) 
Aristotle was Plato’s student for many years. He came to disagree with Plato on a 
number of issues and the two philosophers can be seen as representing two 
different approaches to philosophy. While Plato thought of the world around us 
illusory and fleeting, Aristotle came to take on a view much closer to that of 
modern empirical science. For Aristotle there is an order to the natural world 
around us, but to discover that order we must pay close attention to it and make 
careful observations. Moreover, for Aristotle there is no ideal world of forms or any 
other such entities.  
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Aristotle's philosophy 
The cosmology of Aristotle is one of a spherical, finite universe. It is structured like 
an onion with a great number of different layers. Within this spherical universe 
each thing has its place. Aristotle sees it as made up of the four elements (earth, 
water, air and fire) first proposed by Empedocles (490-430 BC). Where a thing 
goes, its natural place, is determined by its physical makeup. The heavier elements 
belong at the center of the universe and the lighter near the periphery. So 
depending on its makeup, each physical thing would tend to move towards its 
place on a continuum from the center to the periphery. The Aristotelian view is a 
teleological view, i.e., a view were everything has its purpose. Any account of why 
something exists must involve the purpose for which it exists or was produced. In 
this sense we find ourselves in a world of purpose and meaning. Modern science, in 
contrast, views the universe as devoid of meaning. Thus the question of place, on 
the Aristotelian account, can be answered directly. We live at the center of the 
universe in a world full of purposes. Moreover, the teleological account can be 
followed up also on a political and social level. Thus people can be said to find 
their natural places on these cultural levels. The question of place is a question of 
were we naturally belong. For Aristotle our place is on earth because we are human 
beings and the place for human beings is on earth. Philosophy should rightfully 
concern itself with understanding this world that we live in, not some incorporeal 
world of forms. Aristotle does not abhor life on earth. He can be said to find 
himself at home on earth, not marooned as Plato. This discrepancy is beautifully 
illustrated by Raphael in his fresco the School of Athens.  
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Fig. 1Plato and Aristotle, fresco detail from School of Athens by Raphael 

Here we see Plato pointing upward to the ideal world and Aristotle (his student) 
pointing to the world and the phenomena around them. For Plato the earthly 
world is not real, but a world of appearances and it is essential that we see through 
the illusion of life. We do this by paying attention to the nature of our minds. We 
reason our way to the ideal world. Aristotle on the other hand finds truth in the 
world around him. He can be seen as representing the scientist that seeks to 
discover nature through experience and reason combined. In Aristotle’s view we are 
far from marooned in an illusory world, we live right were we belong.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
For Aristotle we live in a world which is real and subject to empirical and 
philosophical analysis. It is a world which has a natural order and a world that we 
can find ourselves at home in and understand. There is no separate reality of forms, 
rather form is immanent in nature. Form is everywhere for us to discover. The way 
in which we find out what these forms are, and the way in which we find ourselves 
at home (in the most general sense) is by classifying each and every instance of form 
(as constitutive and manifest in nature) in terms of genera and specie. Thus it is by 
taxonomy, and an analysis of nature that we can locate ourselves and discover our 
place in nature, not in relation to some ideal world. This is one reason why 
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Aristotle spends so much time with endless classifications, because taxonomy is 
making nature perspicuous. When we see the world perspicuously we can locate 
ourselves in an ordered and harmonious totality.  

Aristotle gives us a place-based cosmology and a realist view of reality. If Plato 
can help us to understand some of the attraction to and roots of thought about 
alternate worlds or realities then Aristotle is the one to bring us back to earth. 
Aristotle represents to us the mindset of an early scientist who is taking the natural 
world to be a source of wonderment and who is examining it empirically. Aristotle 
is doing practical philosophy of the here and now. Aristotle is best applied in 
analyzing different mindsets with respect to the notion of reality. For Aristotle 
there is only one reality for us to explore and that is the here and now. Thus he is 
skeptical to Plato and his talk of ideal worlds. If we can understand the dialectic 
between Plato and Aristotle then it seems we can also understand something about 
visitor orientation.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
The dialogue depicted between Aristotle and Plato in the School of Athens by 
Raphael is a dialogue concerned with reality, form and matter. For Plato it makes 
sense to think of pure form as having reality without matter while Aristotle holds 
that form is to be thought of as always manifest in and inseparable from matter. 
Form is on the Aristotelian view a configuration of matter, but is not isolatable in 
the Platonic sense, i.e., as existing in a separate world or realm. Aristotle thus 
represents, what has been termed the realist (or naive realist) view in philosophy, 
i.e., a view that holds reality to be physical. While Plato can be seen as an anti-
realist, i.e., the physical world is not what makes up reality. These two views make 
up fundamental dispositions in the cyberspace dialectic. For if we hold the realist 
view of Aristotle, cyberspace can never be anything but a simulation no matter how 
real it may seem. On the antirealist view of Plato, however, physical reality is not a 
condition on what counts as real and cyberspace could, depending on the account 
given, hold an ontological status of being real or illusory.  

Aristotle's account of forms gives us a picture of how we come to perceive objects 
in the world that is fundamentally the same as that of modern cognitive science 
[Bechtel ‘88 ]. For Aristotle, to perceive objects entails that we must somehow 
represent them in our minds. What happens, on Aristotle’s account, when we 
perceive an object is that its form gets transferred to our minds so as to reflect the 
object in the world. For example, when we see an object such as a tree the form of 
the tree is mirrored in our mind.  

Not only did Aristotle develop a representational theory of the mind close to the 
standard account given in cognitive science, but he also provided a formal account 
of reasoning. His work on syllogisms, or patterns of reasoning, was an early attempt 
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to codify reason. So here to we see another connection with cognitive science in its 
attempts to find formal models for the operation of the mind. Moreover, Aristotle 
also emphasized that we deliberate about means rather than ends and the same line 
of reasoning became central to much research in cognitive science and artificial 
intelligence. The most famous example of an early computer system built on this 
principle of choosing between means is the "general problem solver" [Newell & 
Simon ‘72] and it came to have significant impact on the development of cognitive 
science. 

Early Christianity 
The basic classical Greek cosmology with a finite universe lived on in early 
Christianity. Moreover, the idea that earthly life is somehow illusory is taken up 
from Platonism. Christianity also makes a distinction between an ideal world, i.e., 
heaven and the earthly world. This religion also sees life as a school or a preparation 
for the other world much as Socrates and Plato did.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
The ontology of early Christianity is basically a Platonic ontology of the corporeal 
and the incorporeal. Life on earth is a life in a corporeal world which is fleeting and 
illusory. There lies a better beyond in the heavens above which is incorporeal. As 
for Plato, life is preparation for a better incorporeal world. By seeking truth and 
contemplating the good we may reach this world. If we fail in this task, we will not 
be liberated from our bodies and have to suffer the consequences of torment in 
hell.  

With Christianity, comes the message of their being different worlds and realms 
and it makes the follower question Reality with a capital R. This questioning is also 
fostered by miracles. If Reality as understood under normal conditions can be 
disrupted by God then how are we to think of the world around us? At least under 
some circumstances it seems that anything is possible, i.e., it seems that anything 
imaginable might happen (subject to God’s wisdom). If anything can happen, as in 
miracles, then this world—this earthly world—must ultimately be seen from the 
human standpoint as being a matter of what is thinkable. On the assumption that 
we can not always understand God’s ways, as when e.g. Abraham is asked by God 
to slay his son, we must be open to the possibility that anything might happen. 
Thus even here on earth we find ourselves living in a world of possibility limited by 
God’s wisdom and our human capacities of comprehension. Whatever is thinkable 
is also possible, even here on earth. It would be preposterous to claim that we 
understand God. Some could perhaps reach a state of enlightenment and a higher 
understanding, but in what ways this would limit actuality from possibility is 
unclear. 
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Moreover, even this sense of Reality being what is thinkable made actual is 
questioned in the debates on God’s omnipotence. Thus the questions of whether 
God could do things beyond what is logically possible is part of a debate which 
leaves us with a conception of our consciousness and thought as being severely 
limited and perspectival. The upshot is that we are seen as limited physically as well 
as mentally. This yields a picture of humans as being able to make no claims at all 
to understanding reality apart from faith and religion, a theme that Descartes 
elaborates on during the 17th century. It is God, father all mighty, who can inform 
his children about reality. It is not until, Descartes that we are offered a way of 
understanding reality through mathematics (as also a way of understanding God) 
in a more autonomous fashion.  

The open-endedness to possibilities with respect to different realities also leaves 
us with a conception of there being possible worlds that may or may not become 
actualized, each being unique and with different governing laws. Thus when God 
created the world God choosed one such possibility among infinitely many. Later 
on e.g. Leibniz attempts to substantiate the claim that we live in the best of such 
possible worlds. This possible world that we live in is also based on abstraction for 
in the beginning there was the "word". Thus there was no matter, but only 
thought. A theme echoing Aristotle’s mystical saying that God spends eternity in 
thinking about thinking. 

Early Christianity brings about a mindset which encompasses the possibility of 
thinking in terms of different realities. Our reality, the earthly world can only by 
fully understood in terms of the incorporeal spiritual reality and vice versa. This 
juxtaposition of different realities represents a conditioning of thought with respect 
to the incorporeal and the corporeal. Since the human condition is such as to be 
able to make no knowledge claims on Reality we find ourselves living in virtual 
reality in the sense of it being "reality for us" as far as we try to make sense of the 
world around us. The natural world is a virtual reality world and our task is to find 
out about the higher reality—Reality— beyond the natural world. Again this 
echoes Plato in his conception of the Real as being the Good if we think of the 
Good and Reality as synonyms for God. 
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Aspect-seeing and soft place 
Our conception of virtual reality is found partly in our culturally (i.e., as in e.g. 
religion) grounded disposition to conceive of the interplay between different order 
of realities. The word avatar comes from Indian philosophy/religion and refers to a 
spiritual being that descends into our world taking on the shape of a human 
character. But, this theme occurs also in Christianity if we think of Jesus Christ 
along the same lines of thought.  

The world we live in is a possible and actualized world with roots in abstraction, 
i.e., the word. It is a world in which not only Jesus had the privilege of being an 
avatar, but we also since our spirits are only animating our bodies here temporarily. 
We are all avatars in this earthly world. To create a virtual reality world is a 
rehashing of this same theme. It is to play God; we chose to, out of thought (i.e., 
the word) actualize a possible world and populate it with avatars. Moreover, we do 
this from an encompassing reality to which access is at best mediated.  

Middle Ages (500-1500) 
Again the same basic Greek cosmology is at play. The universe is spherical and 
finite with sharply delimited levels or spheres. At the lowest level of perfection we 
find the terrestrial sphere where humans live. Here all things and human beings 
have their places as ordained by a constantly observing God [Foucault ‘86]. As in 
the Aristotelian view, the question of place can also here be answered directly. We 
live in a universe made by god and in order to understand our place we must study 
scripture. When we study scripture we learn that earthly, corporeal life, is just one 
part of reality. There are also the incorporeal realities of purgatory, heaven and hell. 
The Italian poet Dante (1265–1321) takes us on a virtual tour through the 
different stages of the afterlife as he visits souls in purgatory, hell and heaven.  
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Figure 2 Bottecellis depiction of Hell in Dante’s Divine comedy  

Dante’s divine comedy is a manifestation and evidence of how the alternate realities 
of Christendom had reached a stage of remarkable complexity.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
By the time of the Middle Ages, Christianity has been fully transformed to 
Christendom and we are provided with an incorporeal world with many different 
places as depicted in Dante. This incorporeal world (in so far as it exists in the 
minds of people), in all its intricacy is meditated upon so as to become fully 
incorporated. It orients believers through maps and tales from various places. 
Dante's depiction represents a journey into a virtual world with the theme of good 
and evil. Since this world can only be experienced, at least by earthly beings, in the 
abstract it is mental. Without making any judgments of veracity, it is reminiscent 
of the abstract worlds depicted in the cyberpunk literature. We are provided with a 
definite world of meaning that we can journey into through imagination. Contrary 
to the worlds of fiction in general, this world is unitary and exists in its own space. 
There is one ontology of the world after death just as there is one ontology of 
cyberspace. 
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Copernican revolution  
Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543), arguably the father of modern astronomy, 
brought about a gestalt-like shift in cosmology when he claimed in The revolutions 
of the heavens that the earth was revolving aground the sun. The infusion of this 
heliocentrism into a world picture meant that our place in the universe came to be 
viewed differently. The earth lost its centrality and was relegated to a peripheral 
position.  

 Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) managed, through his novel use of the telescope to 
substantiate the heliocentric view of Copernicus. With Galilei we see a further 
dissolution of the place of the Middle Ages also in another important sense.  

. the real scandal of Galileo's work lay not so much in his discovery, or rediscovery, that the 
earth revolved around the sun, but in his constitution of an infinite, and infinitely open 
space. In such a space the place of the Middle Ages turned out to be dissolved. as it were; a 
thing's place was no longer anything but a point in its movement, just as the stability of a 
thing was only its movement indefinitely slowed down. In other words, starting with Galileo 
and the seventeenth century, extension was substituted for localization.  

In an infinite universe there is no center relative to which we can place ourselves. 
The comfort and stability of absolute location is done away with.  

Galilei also struck another fatal blow to the cosmology of his age in discovering 
imperfections in the heavenly spheres in noting that the moon’s surface was not 
smooth and that there were moons revolving around Jupiter. After Galilei it 
became evident that the universe was homogenous and without perfect spheres. 
Galilei’s universe is a material universe that is everywhere the same. He also 
challenged the Aristotelian idea of natural places, i.e., places were things naturally 
tended to move to and then to rest. His picture of the universe is that of dynamism 
and constant motion. How are we to make sense of all this flux without the order 
given by the classical Greek cosmology? Galilei’s answer is by mathematics: 

Philosophy is written in this grand book -- I mean the universe -- which stands continually 
open to our gaze, but it cannot be understood unless one first learns to comprehend the 
language and interprets the characters in which it is written. It is written in the language of 
mathematics, and its characters are triangles, circles, and other geometrical figures, 
without which it is humanly impossible to understand a single word of it; without these, one 
is wandering about in a dark labyrinth. [Il Saggiatore] 

Thus Galilei’s universe is no less well ordered than that of Aristotle, but his views 
of its structure is closer to that of Plato and the Pythagoreans in terms of its reliance 
on the pure ideas of mathematics.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
We find ourselves within an infinite, dynamic and uniform universe with neither a 
center nor perfect spheres, but governed by mathematical laws. The structure of 
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this universe is mathematical and it is ultimately through mathematics that we can 
make any sense of it. As we discover these laws we at the same time brought closer 
to God for it is God who has written the laws of the universe.  

René Descartes (1596–1650) 
While Copernicus and Galilei brought about a view of a placeless infinite universe, 
Descartes worked out the conceptual foundations [Lefebvre ‘00 p1] of such a 
universe in his treatment of space. Descartes’ formulation of abstract space is one 
that is largely with us today although challenged by Einstein and his idea of a 
space-time continuum. The Cartesian notion of space came to set the stage for 
science and mathematics and had a strong impact on Newton.  

Descartes’ dualism, i.e., that of mind and body is also relevant to understanding 
how we think of ourselves as placed. On Descartes’ view our first emplacement is in 
the body and our minds are found anchored in the body at the place of the pineal 
gland. The body operates on principles of mechanics just as the rest of the material 
world. So we find ourselves as incorporeal minds in a corporeal mechanical world. 
And on this view we are also alienated from this mechanical/material world for how 
the two substances of mind and body can interact is a mystery on Descartes’ view. 
There is a strong tension here between mind and matter. The history of philosophy 
after Descartes is to a large extent a history of attempts to resolve this tension 
[Rorty ‘80].  

Another important aspect of Descartes’ philosophy of mind is that knowledge has 
a rational foundation. It is through rationality that we come to know the world. 
Descartes reaches this conclusion after contemplating the situation that we find 
ourselves in with regards to the mind and the senses. Since the external world is 
always mediated through our senses there is always the possibility that our senses 
are inaccurate. Moreover, we might (if we engage ourselves in a gedanken 
experiment) be deceived by an evil genius, a powerful daemon of sorts, who 
provides us with complete sensory feeds. This situation has been given a more 
recent characterization in another gedanken experiment. We may for all we know, 
be brains in vats and not have any sensory organs or bodies. In order for such 
gedanken experiments to make any sense we must be able to think of our minds as 
being able to, at least in principle, exist as isolated entities. Whatever feeds these 
minds with impressions is another question.  

Although we might be deceived about external reality we can still know 
something, namely that we exist. For in order for there to be deception, there has 
to be some entity being deceived. Moreover, Descartes asserts, it is not in God’s 
nature (God being perfect) to be deceiving us. God then guarantees the veracity of 
our sense perception in a fundamental sense, i.e., although our senses are imperfect 
they do mediate between a uniform external reality that is knowable for us.  
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Aspect-seeing and place 
Descartes gives us a picture of clock work universe where everything that happens 
does so for a mechanical cause. This is in a way a comforting picture because if the 
universe is a machine then of course it seems like it can be fully comprehended. We 
are in essence, minds that are isolatable and qualitatively different from the physical 
world around us. There is in principle no qualitative difference between inner 
worlds, i.e., incorporeal worlds and physical worlds for at the level of phenomena 
all experience is inner or mental. We live in representations of mind wherever those 
representations stem from. Outside of us there lays the vastness of Cartesian space 
in which we are located as points of consciousness.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
The clean separation between mind and body yields a picture of our place in the 
world as being dependent on continual sensory feeds that could be substituted and 
transmuted in various ways. The source of what we experience as reality is not 
fixed. It could well be a virtual reality technology as Coyne points out: 

VR is a literal enactment of Cartesian ontology, cocooning a person as an isolated subject 
within a field of sensations and claiming that everything is there, presented to the subject. 
[Coyne, 1994, pp.68] 

The assumption that minds are separable from bodies is arguably an axiom of the 
assumptions of the whole cyberpunk literature. The movie the Matrix is basically 
elaborating the Cartesian theme of the evil genius (with the modern gedanken 
experiment of brains in vats). It is perhaps given its strongest affirmation by a 
growing number of extropians who believe that the mind could be migrated to 
computers [Regis ‘94]. Once the Cartesian duality between mind and body is given 
carte blanche affirmation it is only natural to think of ways in which mind can 
transcend the body in this way. Place becomes what we make of our minds. 

Descartes’ emphasis on thinking as the essence of the ‘I’, that is, as the “thing 
that thinks” and can do so independently of the body, also opens up for a way of 
looking at human psychology and intelligence from a disembodied perspective. 
One can of course argue that such a view was already present in Plato’s philosophy, 
but Descartes’ characterization of space and his mechanical philosophy is of a more 
modern sort. All in all, it is this modern view of the mind and reality that is very 
much still with us today and is part of our world picture and how we tend to see 
ourselves. That is why it is not so strange that some of our centuries foremost 
intellectuals express strong sympathies with Descartes. For example, Sir John Eccles 
(an eminent neurophysiologist) and Karl Popper (a distinguished philosopher of 
science) maintain that Descartes’ conception of the mind is fundamentally correct 
[Popper & Eccles ‘77]. Moreover, famous linguist Noam Chomsky goes so far as to 
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call his linguistic theories Cartesian linguistics [Chomsky ‘66] and he argues that 
how we think about the mind, language, and intelligence today are essentially ways 
of thinking that we have inherited from Descartes. Chomsky is one of our foremost 
intellectual figures of this century and has become influential in many different 
areas, but one area stands out where he has had (and continues to have) especially 
great impact and that is cognitive science [Gardner ‘87]. One of the most 
distinguished cognitive scientists Jerry Fodor refers to Chomsky as having started a 
“rationalist revival” in cognitive science [Fodor ‘98] and this is of course a reference 
to Chomsky’s Cartesianism. Moreover from reading The Mind's New Science: A 
History of the Cognitive Revolution, a key text on the evolution of cognitive science 
by Howard Gardner, it becomes clear that Cartesianism is essential to 
understanding the cognitive sciences. Howard Gardner refers to Descartes as “the 
prototypical philosophical antecedent of cognitive science” and “virtually a 
contemporary figure” [Gardner ‘87 p50].  

What is forgotten, however, is that Descartes himself appears to reject one of the 
most fundamental assumptions of cognitive science “that central to any 
understanding of the human mind is the electronic computer” [Gardner ‘87 p6]. 
This becomes clear when we examine what Descartes has to say about the prospects 
of machines being able to act on par with human reason.  

Although such machines could do many things as well as, or perhaps even better than men, 
they could infallibly fail in certain others … For while reason is a universal instrument 
which can be used in all sorts of situations, the organs of a machine have to be arranged in a 
particular way for each particular action. From this is follows that it is morally [i.e., 
practically] impossible that there should be enough different devices in a machine to make it 
behave in all the occurrences of life as our reason makes us behave. [Descartes 1637 quoted 
in Dreyfus ‘92 p 235] 

Descartes thought that no mechanistic account would be sufficient to explain the 
mind, because for him the mind can cope elegantly with an indefinite set of 
situations whereas a machine can not. Any machine is limited in terms of what 
states it can be in and therefore can not respond as we do. Would Descartes change 
his mind with respect to this question if we could bring him back to life and show 
him modern computers? Would he be impressed by modern cognitive science and 
the centrality of the computer? It is difficult to say, but in my view it is not clear 
that he would become convinced that the computer can explain the mind. 
Descartes’ world is a world of souls (minds) and material things and our essence 
belongs to the mind. The role that machines take in explaining the mind as a 
thinking thing is not that they throw light on its workings, but rather that they, by 
contrast, make the mind appear as something utterly different from them.  
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John Locke (1632-1704) 
Locke’s characterization of our emplacement in the world has its foundation in 
empiricism, i.e., we come to know the world around us through our senses. We are 
seen as born with minds that are blank slates upon which the hand of experience 
writes. In contrast to Descartes, reason has in a sense become dethroned. We find 
ourselves in the same basic duality between mind and external world however.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
For Locke the question of place has turned into an empirical question and place is 
derived from our senses in much the same way as space. 

2. Idea of Space. I shall begin with the simple idea of space. Ihave showed above, chap. V, 
that we get the idea of space, both by our sight and touch; which, I think, is so evident, that 
it would be as needless to go to prove that men perceive, by their sight, a distance between 
bodies of different colours, or between the parts of the same body, as that they see colours 
themselves: nor is it less obvious, that they can do so in the dark by feeling and touch.  

The idea … of place we have by the same means that we get the idea of space, (whereof this 
is but a particular limited consideration,) viz, by our sight and touch; by either of which we 
receive into our minds the ideas of extension or distance. 

[An essay concerning human understanding, book 2, chpt 13, no2]  

Place is thus given a fundamentally spatial account. Places are seen as geometric 
and concerning positions in space. For Locke, the basic duality between mind and 
body is inherited from Descartes. The main difference lies in his epistemological 
account. For Locke much less can be ascribed to the mind in terms of innate 
structure and much more to experience. Thus we find ourselves in an empirical 
setting that largely determines the evolution of the mind and its comprehension of 
its place in nature. This has far reaching consequences for Locke's conception of 
self since he argues that we are, to an important extent, our memories. Take away 
memories and you destroy the self.  

We learn about space and place through experience. Out of this experience the 
self emerges as a collection of memories. Since all experience occur in places we 
must conclude that on the Lockean account given, place is of utmost importance to 
who we are and how we think of ourselves. Without placial experiences our minds 
are nothing but blank slates. 

On the assumption that memories form our sense of self, different selves will 
evolve in soft places than in corporeal places to the same extent that these two 
kinds of places differ. Moreover, for someone who undergoes an incorporeal turn, 
i.e. comes to spend more time in soft places, this will involve a tension between the 
old self (the memories from corporeal worlds) and the new self (memories from the 
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soft places). Thus this person is likely to encounter a situation of estrangement as 
the self is becoming fragmented into two histories of memories. 

John Locke came to set the pattern for empiricist analysis in philosophy and what 
has been known as British empiricism. He traced the emergence of ideas to sensory 
experience and also attempted to analyze how simple ideas such as that of redness 
and round could combine into more complex ideas such as red apple through 
mechanisms of association. Although most cognitive scientists reject the idea of a 
Lockean a priori empty mind [Zerubavel ‘97], this line of work on how concepts 
arise is generally recognized and well known within cognitive science as 
associationism [Bechtel ‘88 p12].  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
Moreover, for the past two decades associationism has seen a revival within 
cognitive science through the development of connectionist computer systems. 
This form of connectionism refers to computational models that are based on 
principles derived from neurophysiology and they are sometimes said to be 
neuronally inspired (connectionist systems are also often called neuronal networks). 
What is interesting about these systems from an associationist perspective is that, 
conceptually, they function very differently from traditional computer programs. 
Traditional computer modeling of cognition has relied on symbolic representations 
and rules of processing.  

Some key questions has been how to represent knowledge and formalize rules for 
problem solving, but in many connectionist systems such questions fall by the 
wayside. Instead what one attempts to do is to mimick the neuronal workings of 
the brain on a low level. Connectionist systems typically consists of a large number 
of units or ‘neurons’ that are interconnected in networks so as to mimick the 
structure of the brain. Each unit can receive input and can, based on mathematical 
functions operating on the inputs, give output to other units. There is no central 
unit of control in a neuronal network, but the network operates as a whole. 
According to connectionism we should not attempt to model cognitive process in 
terms of symbol manipulation, but in terms of the dynamics of neuronal networks 
(activities and patterns). Connectionism has come to challenge the assumption of 
innate abilities in cognitive science such as Chomsky’s idea of innate language 
abilities. Instead our linguistic abilities on the model of connectionism are seen as 
arising against associationistic principles.  

  
Our linguistic capabilities are acquired from what the network is exposed to: when a furry 
feline is seen at the same time as the sound 'cat' is heard, a link between the two is 
established. [Yang ‘00] 
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All in all, connectionist systems share at least two important similarities with 
Locke’s ideas on learning. Firstly, they are in sense like blank slates without any 
“innate knowledge” and secondly they learn from experience according to 
principles of association. This is perhaps why famous cognitivist scientist Jerry 
Fodor claims that modern cognitive science (and connectionism) constitutes a 
retreat back to the classical associationistic thought of Locke and Hume: 

Most cognitive scientists still work in a tradition of empiricism and associationism whose 
main tenets haven't changed much since Locke and Hume. The human mind is a blank slate 
at birth. Experience writes on the slate, and association extracts and extrapolates whatever 
trends there are in the record that experience leaves. The structure of the mind is thus an 
image, made a posteriori, of the statistical regularities in the world in which it finds itself. I 
would guess that quite a substantial majority of cognitive scientists believe something of 
this sort; so deeply, indeed, that many hardly notice that they do. [Fodor ‘98] 

As I noted earlier, Fodor also claims that Chomsky started a rationalist revival in 
cognitive science that goes all the way back to Descartes so it is interesting to note 
how very influential these perspectives of Descartes and Locke have been on 
cognitive science and the debates within it. The debate over how the mind works is 
still very much a debate that can be understood in terms of empiricism (Locke) and 
rationalism (Descartes). The questions are framed differently now, however than 
they were in the times of Descartes and Locke for they gravitate around the 
computer as a model of the mind. Consequently, how we conceive of ourselves in 
the world has to a great extent become a question of our relation to computers. 
The Lockean view of the mind as well as our modern cognitive science view share 
one fundamental similarity, however, they both involve the latest piece of 
information technology as a fundamental ingredient, be it computer technology or 
writing technology. The question of whether the mind is a clay tablet has been 
replaced by one that involves computers. 

George Berkeley (1685–1753) 
Berkeley finds the belief in an external world of material objects existing in 
themselves as untenable since the senses never point to anything outside of 
experience as real. We perceive through the senses and perception is reality as far as 
we can know. This is not to say that he claims that there are no physical objects, 
only that they exist as perceptions of the mind. Another way to put this is to say 
that to be is to be perceived. Thus it is impossible to conceive of that which does 
not exist for as we try this act we perceive of it. Objects that no one perceives must 
still be perceived in order to exist. If we, i.e., earthly conscious beings do not 
perceive of them then there must be some other mind that guarantees their 
continual existence, i.e., God. For Berkeley then we find ourselves living in God’s 
mind, for God is constantly thinking about the natural world in which we live. The 



46 Visitor Orientation in Context 

view of Berkeley may seem esoteric, but Berkeleyan idealism can be seen as a way of 
resolving the mind-body problem [Shaffer ‘72] that arises in the Descartes 
philosophy of mind [Shaffer ‘84]. If we assume, as Descartes did, that there are two 
substances in the world: mind and matter, then how do they interact? If mind is 
not material then how can it interact with material things? What is the connection? 
How can the immaterial cause changes in the material world, such as when I raise 
my arm? And how does the material world cause changes in the immaterial world 
such as when I experience the pain of hitting my thumb accidentally with a 
hammer? According to modern philosophy Descartes can not coherently answer 
these questions. 

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
The question of place on this account becomes a question of finding ourselves at 
home with God. We are living in God’s mind. On Berkeley’s account this implies 
that we live in the best of possible worlds.  

For Berkeley, matter has no independent existence outside of our impressions or 
ideas of matter. God guarantees the continuing existence of physical objects that we 
do not perceive by his constant awareness of them. Analogously, soft places are 
experienced as continuing impressions, guaranteed by computer technology. Thus 
God is replaced by the computer in the soft places. The computer is the God of 
soft places. When I first thought about this analogy I did not know that so many 
people had written about it already. For example, French cyberspace metaphysician 
Leo Scheer affirms that the Internet is an imitation of God’s mind: 

The mind of God is imitated by the virtual structure of the Internet, where the difference 
between physical actuality and real existence has at last been breached. [Quoted from Starrs 
‘97 p1] 

We can compare this to Berkeley’s view of God for whom there is no difference 
between thought and reality. But apart from Scheer there are also a large number of 
other intellectuals who seem to repeating the same basic vision of the computer as 
God. Literary theorist Mark Slouka finds after reviewing cyberspace theory that a 
large number of people were on an evangelical mission:  

. people argued with positively evangelical fervor for their vision of the computer as God: 
omnipotent, omniscient, gravid with a New Creation. [Slouka ‘95 p27] 

As I said, I was very surprised that this idea of the computer as God has such 
currency among intellectuals and I think it is difficult to explain. One could say of 
course say that our relation to technology in general and computers in particular 
has often been of standing in great awe. Many people within cognitive science, for 
example, have been so impressed by computers so as to make the computer central 
to any serious investigations into the nature of our minds [Gardner ‘87 p6] and 
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many believe that in some sense our minds are computer programs and that our 
brains are computers. That is why for instance famous technology inventor and 
book writer Ray Kurzweil says that: 

Within 30 years, we will be able to scan ourselves--our intelligence, personalities, feelings 
and memories--into computers. [Kurzweil ‘00 p1] 

Well if this the case then the analogy with God as the computer makes a lot of 
sense for the computer becomes that upon which our entire existence depends. 
What Raymond goes on to suggest immediately after the quoted sentence is also 
something like a salvation: “Is this the beginning of eternal life?” and indeed the 
title of his article, “Live Forever”, goes beyond suggesting this. On the most 
fundamental level of analysis, the explanation for why people hold such radical 
views about computers as have here been discussed may well be as Berkeley says 
that “Eternal life is the ultimate end of all our views.” [Berkeley ‘48 v7.105].  

David Hume (1711–1776) 
For Descartes, Locke and Berkeley there are two substances in the world, there is 
the mind and then there is the external world. Hume does away with this way of 
looking at things in claiming that all we ever come into contact with are 
perceptions. Thus for Hume, the mind becomes something without unity and it is 
not a kind of entity among other kinds of things. He uses the metaphor of a theatre 
to express this position. 

The mind is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions successively make their 
appearance; pass, repass, glide away, and mingle in an infinite variety of postures and 
situations. There is properly no simplicity in it at one time, nor identity in different, 
whatever natural propension we may have to imagine that simplicity and identity. The 
comparison of the theatre must not mislead us. They are the successive perceptions only, 
that constitute the mind; nor have we the most distant notion of the place where these 
scenes are represented, or of the materials of which it is composed. [Hume ‘78 Sec. IV] 

This characterization, not only applies to the mind, but also to the world at large. 

We are placed in this world, as in a great theatre, where the true springs and causes of 
every event are entirely concealed from us; nor have we either sufficient wisdom to foresee, 
or power to prevent those ills, with which we are continually threatened. We hang in 
perpetual suspence between life and death, health and sickness, plenty and want; which are 
distributed amongst the human species by secret and unknown causes, whose operation is 
oft unexpected, and always unaccountable. [Hume ‘1898 Sec. III] 

Our world is a world of perceptions behind which we can never look. The question 
of place is a question of coming to terms with this situation. We must accept the 
limitations imposed on us as human beings. Now it ought to be pointed out that 
Hume is being very provocative in his philosophy of mind and he looked at some 
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of the results he arrived at as being (on the common sense level of interpretation) as 
absurd.  

On my interpretation of Hume (and that of many others), he is someone who 
critiques the sorts of abstract metaphysical philosophies that came before him in 
the tradition. At least one aim of his philosophy of mind is to put an end to 
metaphysical enquiries concerning the mind and external reality and to direct 
philosophy to practical concerns instead such as those of ethics and empirical 
inquires into human nature. When Hume claims famously that "reason ought to 
be the slave of the passions" this is telling of his view of philosophy. He is not 
saying that we should all just go wild and live out our desires in some Dionysian 
frenzy. The word passion meant something different to Hume than what it means 
to us today. Passion for Hume means something similar to what we think of as 
desires. What Hume wants to say is that philosophers have assigned far too much 
importance to reason and its ability to explain reality and far to little to the role of 
our natural inclinations and desires. He wants to say that we are essentially 
creatures with emotions, desires and habits that guide us through life and if we try 
to deny this fundamental nature then we are making a serious mistake. So, in 
Hume’s view, the whole Western philosophical tradition is mistaken all the way 
from Parmenides and onwards in claiming that rational reflection will tell us about 
such things as the ultimate nature of the mind and reality at large. When we engage 
in metaphysical reflections about mind and reality we end up with absurdities such 
as that the mind is a bundle of ideas, that there is no order to the world and so 
forth and that can not be right according to him in the sense that it reveals that we 
have overextended ourselves.  

For Hume, philosophy is an inductive experimental science of human nature that 
we ought to direct to practical concerns. It is from the standpoint of practical 
affairs that philosophy is to do its work. All in all, Hume’s practical empirical 
philosophy is very much in tune with that of Wittgenstein in the 20th century and 
in particular the later Wittgenstein. They both share a fundamental common 
objective: to eliminate metaphysics from philosophy [Ambrose & Lazerowitz ‘84 
p11] and to direct our attention to intelligible discourse and practical affairs. It is 
arguably no accident that Gilles Deleuze, a writer well known for his monographs 
on philosophers of everyday life, published as his first work a sympathetic study of 
David Hume [Mullarkey ‘99 p68].  

Aspect-seeing and place 
Hume gives us a naturalized view of human beings and the world we live in. For 
him, no theory of reality is possible because we can never attain knowledge of 
anything beyond experience. We must accept the fact that we are essentially 
animals and that we cope with the world through passions and habits.  
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Aspect-seeing and soft place 
On the Humean account, we can not know about anything beyond experience. 
This view can be contrasted with the metaphysical view of reality inherent in talk 
about virtual reality, mixed reality or cyberspace. All such talk, it seems to me, 
presupposes metaphysical views. So, e.g. on one common interpretation of the 
expression virtual reality it refers to an alternate computer generated reality, but for 
Hume this can not be right, because we have no means of knowing about anything 
apart from what we find in our experience. For Hume we might say that whenever 
we speak of reality as something in the metaphysical sense then we are always 
engaging in idle talk.  

If we interpret virtual reality as meaning instead "as if reality" or along the 
metaphor of virtual images (from optics) then we are no better off because when we 
talk this way we are talking about real Reality (physical reality) with a capital R as a 
sort of metaphysical yard stick against which to measure virtual reality. So we are 
making the same mistake again in painting this picture of our human-computer 
interaction as being somehow dependent on a metaphysical account of reality. We 
can make the same sort of arguments with regards to mixed reality. It can be seen 
as either a mix of two different realities each with absolute metaphysical statuses or 
a mix between Reality and virtual reality as something less than real.  

Moreover, the term cyberspace is commonly seen as referring to a unique kind of 
space and an alternate reality or a simulated virtual reality, but however we choose 
to look at the expression it appears that we are caught in a vocabulary with deep set 
metaphysical assumptions about reality. All in all, Hume would be foreign to the 
metaphysical assumptions behind virtual reality, mixed reality and cyberspace. 
What is the right way then, on a Humean account, to think about what is going on 
in human-computer interaction when we talk about virtual reality, mixed reality 
and cyberspace? What we need to do is to get back to a common sense place based 
account of the human in human-computer interaction.  

If we accept Hume’s premise that philosophy is an empirical study of human 
nature then we can see that the metaphysical questions fall by the wayside. What 
we ought to concentrate on is how we experience ourselves as beings largely guided 
by emotions, passions and habits in different environments and places. There is 
nothing beyond place, nothing like an ultimate reality or any other kind of reality 
that we can speak of intelligently or meaningfully. What we ought to do is to study 
is the nature of human-computer interaction as we experience it and since all of our 
experiences occur in one place or another this means that we can study the variety 
of places that we experience and how those places are produced against the 
background of human nature.  
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Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 
Copernicus dislodged the earth from the center of the universe. Kant does 
something analogous in analyzing the mind, the natural world and the universe at 
large. With Descartes, Locke, Berkeley and Hume, the picture given of the mind is 
one of it as existing in space and time, i.e., time and space are taken for granted in 
the sense that these philosophers do not examine time and space as conditions of 
experience. Kant sets out to show that this is a naïve and mistaken view. The 
problem with philosophies of mind that take space and time for granted is that 
they leave out what Kant refers to as imagination. This is not imagination in the 
ordinary sense.  

What Kant means by imagination (in this context) is that the mind has 
constructive abilities: a set of categories through which the world is given to us. 
Without these categories there could be no understanding of space and time (two 
of the categories) nor of causality and so any explanation of empiricism without 
understanding the mind’s imaginative or constructive powers must be idle. Kant 
calls his turning away from the objects of experience themselves to the innate 
structures of the mind determining experience a Copernican turn. Roughly 
speaking, the world revolves around us since we posses the conditions of 
experiencing that world. Earlier philosophers had failed to understand the full 
ramifications of the way that reality comes to us as already made sense of, as 
coherent, law-abiding and structured. Now reality can surely seem chaotic and 
indeed sometimes is chaotic, but the very fact that we can speak of such chaos is 
evidential of our pre-structuring, sense-making capacities. For example, we can not 
think of a world without time and space. Time and space are conditions on our 
understanding. Moreover, categories such as time, space and causality are necessary 
preconditions on empirical science and so we see that it is the mind’s innate 
capacities that determine our scientific discoveries.  

What we end up with, with regards to our place in the world, is a situation in 
which reason can not help us understand Reality with a capital R. We can not 
know the things outside of ourselves in any ultimate sense, the things in themselves 
as Kant puts it, because our experience of them is determined by innate conditions 
of experience. Ultimate reality, the things-in-themselves, whatever lies behind the 
natural world remains, and must remain, in mystery. With regards to the natural 
world, i.e., the knowable world, human-beings are put at its metaphysical center.  

The general view of the mind as having cognitive structures against which 
sensory input becomes organized is a view that has been taken up by cognitive 
science. Kant can, no doubt, be seen as one of the most important precursors of 
cognitive science. Indeed we find, for example, from the Proceedings of the sixteenth 
annual conference of the cognitive science society that Kant’s views of the mind have 
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had “huge influence on cognitive science” and he is even referred to as its “god-
father” [Brook ‘94 p66].  

One central issue in cognitive science is how representations are formed. The 
standard account given is that they arise in the interplay between perception and 
concepts. Thus representation requires an application of concepts. Kant formulated 
this situation eloquently in saying that "Concepts without intuitions are empty, 
intuitions without concepts are blind". In modern vocabulary this is to say that we 
need information in order to be able to discriminate between one thing or another, 
but we must also be able to impose patterns on information if it is to make any 
sense. Thus perception and conception enable representation of an external world. 
This general representation view of the mind is perhaps the most fundamental 
assumption of cognitive science. 

Another central issue for cognitive science is to attempt to discover the cognitive 
abilities of the mind in terms of functions. This stance evolved after a series of 
problems within the behaviorist tradition had been surfacing in intellectual 
discourse. When researchers such as Chomsky and Tolman put forth arguments 
that were incommensurable with the behaviorist tradition, cognitivism in 
particularly in the flavor of functionalism soon after became the dominant new 
paradigm of the new psychology of the mind. Much of the work came to center 
around modeling the mind in terms of necessary functions that must be in place 
for a theory of the mind to make any sense. Thus when Chomsky argues that the 
mind has a set of innate language abilities and Tolman that the mind forms 
cognitive maps of physical environments we are in the ballpark of figuring out how 
the mind works in terms of functions. It is important to note that neither 
Chomsky nor Tolman give anything but functional accounts, i.e., not accounts 
depending on neurology or any other such reductive attempts.  

Earlier, philosophers such as Locke, Berkeley and Hume had also analyzed how 
the mind operates and their works can also be seen as being, to some extent, about 
mental functions and discovering the principles according to which the mind 
operates. However, Kant is more systematic in this functional account and even 
uses the terminology of functions to describe the mind. He also introduces the 
notion of a transcendental argument or transcendental deduction which enables us 
to infer functions that must be present in the mind (while not directly analyzable) 
in order for us to make sense of a wide range of phenomena. Thus there must be a 
structuring of time and space although we can not directly analyze how this occurs.  

Similarly for Tolman and Chomsky the fact that there must be something like 
cognitive maps and innate language abilities is an interesting finding in itself 
whether or not we are able to flesh out in detail how these abilities occur. This 
transcendentally inspired line of research is important in cognitive science [Brook 
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‘94 p66]. The difference between research in cognitive science and the philosophy 
of Kant is largely that cognitive science is much more optimistic about our ability 
to understand what is transcendentally deduced. Thus in cognitive science there is a 
strong belief that the functions of the mind can ultimately be fleshed out in terms 
of neurology and/or computation or information processing. Moreover, the gap 
between neurology, information processing and computation is often seen as minor 
since neuronal processes are generally held to be essentially computational.  

The strongest optimism is expressed in one branch of cognitive science, the field 
of artificial intelligence (AI) and in particular in one of its variants: what has been 
termed strong AI [Searle ‘80]. Strong AI is founded on the belief that the mind can 
not only be simulated by using computers (weak AI), but that it can be understood 
completely in terms of computational process of the same kind found in traditional 
(Von Neumann) computers. On this view, the mind becomes transparent to us 
and we do not have to wait for neuronal science or biology to tell us how it 
operates, because in a sense we already know: it is a computer. Some advocates of 
the strong version of AI claim that this characterization is false, since a correct 
analysis of the mind must involve new models of computation such as parallel 
processing and neuronal networks. Still these models of computation can all be 
reduced to standard computational processes in the end. 

Kant has also been the source of inspiration for a line of research within cognitive 
science in general and artificial intelligence in particular that centers on the 
organization of everyday experience in terms of schemas. Although Kant’s work on 
schemas is multifaceted and complex, for our purposes here we can think of 
schemas roughly as general patterns that help us recognize everyday objects. This at 
any rate is one way in which Kant’s notion of a schema comes into play. This line 
of thinking goes back to Plato who said that we must have within our minds 
certain perfect ideas that constitute our understanding of things in the everyday 
world. So for example, we recognize that there are circles in the real world although 
we have never encountered a perfect circle in the real world. Plato argues that we 
have to have some sort of idea within us that helps us to organize our experience 
and to identify circles even if they are imperfect and the same goes for all kinds of 
everyday objects such as books, lamps tables and so forth. In the view of Plato we 
recognize a more or less open-ended set of artifacts as chairs because we have a 
general idea of a chair.  

Kant makes a similar argument when he puzzle’s over how it is that we can come 
to recognize everyday objects such as a “dog” since dogs as most everyday objects 
differ so widely in appearance. The conclusion he reaches is that we must be in 
possession of a general schema that organizes our experience so that we directly see 
the dog without reference to any determinate figure either that we imagine or have 
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experienced. For no number of exposures to dogs would in itself explain our 
capacity to recognize them as dogs. Since Kant, this general idea of schemas as 
being necessary in organizing our everyday experience has been further elaborated 
within cognitive science and especially within artificial intelligence by researchers 
such as Marvin Minsky and Roger Schank.  

Marvin Minsky proposed in an MIT laboratory note from June 1974 a theory 
about a structure that could be useful in representing knowledge about everyday 
situations: 

Here is the essence of the theory: When one encounters a new situation (or makes a 
substantial change in one's view of the present problem) one selects from memory a 
structure called a Frame. This is a remembered framework to be adapted to fit reality by 
changing details as necessary. [Minsky ‘74]  

This theory was a response to the problem of common sense in artificial 
intelligence. It appeared to many researchers that one of the main challenges for 
artificial intelligence was to build systems that would exhibit common sense based 
reasoning. Minsky’s theory of frames was an attempt to grapple with this situation 
by using structures that would encapsulate a general understanding of specific 
situations. Much like Kant’s schemas for representing everyday objects such as 
dogs, Minsky’s frames would allow for representing everyday situations.  

A frame is a data-structure for representing a stereotyped situation, like being in a certain 
kind of living room, or going to a child's birthday party. [Minsky ‘74] 

The idea common to both Kant and Minsky here is that when we cope with the 
everyday world we do so in terms of adaptive cognitive structures that are specific, 
but yet flexible enough to work within a wide spectrum of situations. This is 
something that Roger Shank is also sensitive to in his work on scripts as 
standardized generalized episodes that we bring to bear on everyday situations 
[Schank & Abelson ‘77 p19] such as going to restaurants.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
Reality is knowable only in so far as it confirms to the format given by our minds. 
This means that we must accept that we can never know, in any ultimate sense, our 
place in the universe at large. We are limited creatures with a limited view of 
Reality. Roughly put, we filter Reality so that it is experienced in a human format. 
Our task is to determine the conditioning character of this filter so that we can 
discern the limits of reason and thereby the limits of possible knowledge. In this 
limiting project Kant also opens up questions of spirituality for as he put is "I have 
… found it necessary to deny knowledge, in order to make room for faith". The 
picture of the world that Kant gives us is of a world where faith lies at the boundary 
of rational reflection.  
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Aspect-seeing and soft place 
Soft places do not impose the same metaphysical restrictions on our knowing as do 
the corporeal world. They are human artifacts and as such do not pose the same 
limitations on our understanding of them. The metaphysics of soft places is a 
metaphysic of computation wherein computation becomes essential. Computation 
is the thing-in-itself of soft places. In this sense soft places are places that we can 
know metaphysically in toto.  

What is more, on the classical cognitive science view of the mind, its abilities are 
also modeled on computation. The essence of cognition is generally held to be 
information processing cashed out as computation. On this view, human-computer 
interaction becomes a matter of computer-computer interaction for on both parts 
of the equation we find information processing entities that operate in terms of 
computation. We are left with the most perspicuous account of soft places since the 
thing-in-itself is replaced by computation and the mind on the other side of the 
equation is understood in terms of computation as well. What we end up with is 
computational monism.  

While Kant’s philosophy can ultimately be seen as being about faith at the limits 
of possible knowledge, cognitive science yields a picture of the world were 
knowledge is not held as being limited and in which there are no things in 
themselves. As such it attempts to make the relation between mind and external 
world completely perspicuous. We find ourselves in a universe of particles in fields 
of force (on the account of modern physics) that is understood by information 
processing entities such as humans that are themselves part of this universe. It is a 
view of the universe observing itself through its own powers of information 
processing. A view where nothing is held to be ultimately hidden beyond our grasp.  

George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) 
Kant had, according to many critics that followed him, run into some insolvable 
problems of dualism and Hegel develops in response a monistic philosophy that 
centers on what he terms absolute spirit: an organic totality. Hegel gives a view of 
history based on the assumption that history is essentially the evolution of the 
absolute spirit. Now this suggestion has made many shy away from Hegel’s 
philosophy for it sounds mystical. Indeed Hegel has often been criticized for being 
a mystic that speaks of lofty things such as the absolute spirit. However, if we trace 
the philosophical dialogue after Kant and the efforts to come to terms with the 
Kantian dualism we see that Hegel is grappling with some clearly defined problems 
that have haunted us since Descartes. At each point the philosophers are providing 
solutions on the basis of carefully thought out arguments. They are trying to work 
out problems of epistemology by rational reflection and in that sense they are not 
mystics appealing to lofty unfounded principles. If we start out with Kant and 
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accept the basic Cartesian framework then the dialogue that follows through Hegel 
is sensible and far from mysticism.  

So what is the absolute spirit? What are we to make of it? The answer that Hegel 
gives us is that we should not try to define the absolute spirit in terms of a thing 
with features. This may seem strange for has he not defined it as an organic whole 
and as such it must surely have some features? What peculiar ontological status can 
the absolute spirit have? In order to make sense of Hegel we can turn to Aristotle’s 
conception of categories and existing things. Hegel adopts this Aristotelian 
distinction so we need to spell it out clearly in order to make sense of the existence 
of the absolute spirit. For Aristotle a category is abstracted from observing the 
world of existing things. So for example, the category of animals can be abstracted 
from observing the world around us. We see such things as dogs, frogs and so fort, 
and in observing their common features we can reach an understanding of the 
category animal. However, the category animal, while having explanatory power 
does not exist in the same sense as any individual animal. Aristotle’s way of putting 
this is to say that the things, i.e., particular animals, come first in order of existence 
while the category animal comes first in the order of explanation. So if we are going 
to explain what an animal is, we can appeal to the category animal and in doing so 
we know what we mean. For the category animal is meant to encapsulate and sum 
up our knowledge of animals. But, the category animal is no where to be found in 
nature or anywhere else as a separate entity. The most definitive analysis of 
categories would be to see them as encapsulating forms in nature. But these forms, 
i.e., of horses, animals and even souls do not exsist as separate things. Plato had 
thought so in relegating forms to the ideal world and as having real existence in 
themselves. For Hegel, the absolute spirit is an Aristotelian inspired conception 
rather than a Platonic.  

So how is Hegel going to investigate the absolute spirit? Remaining true to the 
idea that categories can not be thought as primary in terms of existence Hegel takes 
on a methodology which starts out with what has actual existence. It is from the 
examination of the world around us that we can come to see that we can reach the 
explanatory device of the absolute spirit. The way that the absolute spirit is going 
to be fleshed out for Hegel is by focusing on how systems of culture and systems of 
thought enmeshed within cultures evolve throughout time. Why does Hegel have 
this focus? He thinks such a focus is necessary because conscious thought exhibits 
the highest level of organization in nature. If we wish to study the evolution of 
spirit then we must turn to an examination of how this highest level evolves. 

For Hegel the evolution of spirit, at its highest levels, is to be found within 
cultures. At each point in time there are various cultures that exist in parallel. Some 
are more advanced than others. Spirit is most actualized, at any point in time, in 



56 Visitor Orientation in Context 

the cultures that are the most advanced. What does Hegel hold to be an advanced 
culture? From a Hegelian perspective, a culture can be seen as more or less 
advanced depending on the level of freedom that each individual has. For Hegel, 
human beings are essentially free. However, he does not hold as the writings of the 
young Sartre (see Sartre p135) did that each and every human is always utterly free 
to shape his own reality. Freedom is not an exclusive matter of individual 
subjectivity along the lines of the young Sartre. Thus humans can not just go 
around and instantaneously liberate themselves by some act of recognition, i.e., we 
can not just say (after reading some novels of Sartre perhaps) “Aha! I am free to 
create my own world, I must be authentic and not live in bad faith, here I come.” 
Freedom does not work like that for Hegel, but freedom is always relative to a 
culture. Some cultures are more advanced than others and depending on what 
culture one lives in, one attains a certain level of freedom. Thus for Hegel the 
concept of freedom is not a concept which can be decoupled from culture, but 
rather is enmeshed with culture.  

In order to gain a better sense of how Hegel sees the evolution of spirit as an 
evolution towards freedom of human beings through life in the state it is helpful to 
analyze his radical redefinition of philosophy. For Hegel the philosopher is 
someone who strives to capture his own age in thought, “Philosophy is its own age 
comprehended in thought”. Thus for Hegel, it is impossible even for a philosopher 
to transcend his own time. Philosophy is like all other human practices always done 
from within a social nexus, from within a certain culture and in relation to a certain 
world picture. This means that philosophy can not be what Plato thought, i.e., a 
search for grasping eternal truths and formulating a systematic theory of such 
truths. Indeed for Hegel, the search for eternal truths and absolute foundations in 
philosophy prevalent through the history of Western philosophy is founded on the 
mistake of not seeing philosophy as a practice on par with other cultural practices 
such as literature, art and politics.  

Philosophy is a culturally grounded and historically rooted practice. In one word, 
what Hegel does to our conception of philosophy is to thoroughly historicize it. 
Philosophy, if it is to gain some traction, must be seen as it is, i.e., fully 
historicized. Unless we accept the fact of historicism with respect to philosophy, 
philosophy will not be able to transcend the position of the religious dogmatist 
with claims of God-given eternal truths and an eternal natural law. Thus for 
example, the Cartesian project of creating a presuppositionless philosophy is in vain 
for no matter how much Descartes attempted to transcend his cultural background 
his philosophy can still be seen as an expression of the culture of 17th century 
France. The way in which he sets up his problem of philosophy as being grounded 
in epistemology and the relation between a knower and the external world, i.e., as a 
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problem of knowing that internal representations correspond to external objects is 
just one approach to find a foundation for philosophy. It is a philosophy that is 
based on the indubitably of the cogito. However, this whole picture of the ‘I’ as a 
distinct entity existing as a separate substance apart from an external world is part 
of a cultural world picture.  

 What the philosopher needs to do is to accept the fact that he does live within a 
culture with a world picture. In order for any philosophical system to gain some 
traction, i.e., be useful, it must unearth and lay bare the world picture out of which 
it arises. At the same time it is not possible to make the current world picture 
completely transparent for philosophy to itself for that would require a perspective 
from outside of this world picture. Philosophy can only articulate this world 
picture to some degree. It can reflect and bring forth the essential values and beliefs 
of a world picture, but it can not raise itself completely above the current world 
picture. So philosophy, on Hegel’s account turns out to be something of a cultural 
therapy that aims to raise the awareness of one’s culture. Hegel follows Kant in 
accepting that metaphysics should not concern itself with speculating about 
transcendent entities (along e.g. the lines of Plato), but must remain within the 
limits of possible experience. In contrast to Kant, however, Hegel views the role of 
the philosopher as simply analyzing possible experience as an attempt at something 
ahistorical and problematic.  

For Hegel experience has a wider historical scope. His domain of analysis is all of 
history, past, present and future. Thus while Kant starts out with empirical sense 
experience as something ahistorical and builds his metaphysics, Hegel starts out 
with history and attempts to build a metaphysics. By analyzing history in toto 
Hegel acknowledges that it develops according to certain patterns, i.e., he discerns a 
certain schematism. Thus history does not simply unfold randomly, but is 
governed by a certain progression. Moreover, he finds that this progression is a 
progression towards greater human freedom. However, Hegel did not invent 
historicism. Historicism seen as the general stance that affirms the importance of 
recognizing that human belief systems are historically grounded had been 
expounded by earlier writers such as Montesquieu, James Steuart, and Herder and 
Schelling. What the does the Hegel historicist account contribute? 

Hegel makes historicism central to philosophy in a way that is radical. He asks 
himself what it means to do philosophy at a particular point in time from a 
particular vantage point. As it turns out, philosophy for Hegel becomes a culturally 
grounded self-critical, self-conscious activity. Now, philosophers prior to Hegel 
would surely have claimed to be self-critical and self-conscious also, but Hegel takes 
his task to be done from an unearthing of cultural dispositions and belief systems 
and philosophy as being a cultural product, fully historicized. While earlier 
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philosophers strove to liberate themselves from cultural dispositions by some sort of 
transcendence, Hegel does not think this is possible, nor desirable.  

Instead there is this opposite move to affirm the world picture of the philosopher 
whether past, current or future. There is then an element of conservatism in Hegel. 
For he recognizes that culture is not simply something to be transcended, but 
something to be affirmed. Each philosopher, by exposing his culture, i.e., his world 
picture can raise the consciousness of that culture and in doing so make changes 
possible. Philosophy can lead to positive change then, but only if by recognizing 
that culture is not something to be overthrown, but rather modified in steps. In 
philosophy, there has often been this focus on giants, individuals of great genius 
that are capable of transcending culture, but for Hegel it is rather the other way 
around. It is really culture that is truly great and it transcends us and defines our 
thought in what he calls the spirit of a nation. For Hegel each society forms a 
unique connected whole. What is this whole? It is the collective practices and belief 
systems of a society. So religion, art, politics, philosophy and language are not 
simply social phenomena in some sort of hurly burly of society, but are phenomena 
enmeshed with each other to form an organic unity. It is against this background 
that thought and acting makes any sense, i.e., is grounded and gains some measure 
of traction. So the very possibility of thought depends on this social background 
and the philosopher must come to see himself as enmeshed within this 
background.  

What we find then in Hegel is a phenomenological perspective on philosophy. 
This idea of philosophy as cultural phenomenology is novel about his historicism 
and distinguishes it from other kinds of historicism. Why is this? What is so special 
about the philosopher? As we have seen Hegel does not think that the philosopher 
is in a privileged position with respect to grasping eternal essences. He does not, 
e.g. think that the kind of philosophy that Plato attempted yields the results he 
hopes for, i.e., a transcendent system of eternal truths. So if the philosopher is 
going to reach any valuable results it is not going to be from a perspective beyond 
time, but from a perspective within time, within history. The philosopher needs to 
work within a culture to unearth its characteristic manner of thinking and acting. 
But, we might object then and say that this is really the job of the historian. What 
is it then left for the philosopher to do?  

The classical conception of philosophy as inherited by Plato and Socrates is that 
philosophy is the love of wisdom (philo-sofia). As it turned out for Plato and 
Socrates this became the search for eternal essences or truths by means of dialectical 
thinking. For Hegel it is really thinking in itself that is the subject of philosophy. 
By focusing on how belief systems evolve through history, the philosopher gains a 
privileged position and a unique subject of analysis. The job of the philosopher is 
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to analyze, through a phenomenological stance, the thoughts and belief systems of 
his culture that he has inherited. However, the philosopher must also do something 
more than to simply analyze an inherited tradition and make it explicit.  

It is not enough for the philosopher to assimilate the world picture of a society 
and try to explicate it, but the philosopher’s assimilitation must also lead to a 
creative contribution in that he provides a unique analysis. The situation is similar 
to that of an artist who is sensitive to and filters the cultural milieu of his time in 
order to produce art. However, what the philosopher produces is not art but a 
refinement of thought itself. For Hegel thinking evolves through time and the 
philosopher is in a privileged position in that he can facilitate the growth of 
thought. If we think of thought as a tradition, then the philosopher’s job is not 
simply to pass on this tradition but to take an active part in its evolution and keep 
it vital. This idea may seem abstract and we may wonder more precisely what it 
means to keep the tradition of thought vital. We can compare philosophy to 
science in order to make the situation and role of the philosopher more concrete. 
In science it is commonly acknowledged that there is this evolution and progression 
in terms of theories. So theories of science do not simply materialize in a vacuum, 
but build on each other, i.e., form a chain of connected systems. Each scientist 
works within a tradition of science to bring science forward.  

The philosopher must similarly work within a tradition to bring philosophy 
forward, The difference between the scientist and the philosopher is that the 
subject of the scientist is relatively fixed (in the widest sense, the natural world 
under empirical investigation) while that of the philosopher is open-ended, the 
thoughts, ideas and concepts by which we think about the world. This corresponds 
with a sort of everyday view of philosophy and might seem simplistic. However, if 
we keep in mind Hegel’s insistence on philosophy as fully historicized within the 
whole of society we get a novel view of philosophy.  

On this view thought is never fixed but constantly changing as it evolves through 
culture. Moreover, there is this natural progression of thought from confusion to 
clarity through the activity of thinking. As all activities thought takes place 
throughout time and it is therefore necessary that thought must be historical. Again 
we can contrast this position with Plato’s. 

 For Plato the forms, the objects of his thinking are held to be fixed in terms of 
meaning. The forms are these eternal essences that are independent of the activity 
of thought, they are complete in terms of meaning before the philosopher attempts 
to gain an understanding of them. The philosopher then attempts to grasp them 
through some sort of timeless eternal contemplation. The philosopher on Plato’s 
account is this passive entity that is ready to receive the forms and perceive their 
essence. Hegel argues that it is wrong to think of the philosopher as being this 
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passive for thinking is an activity that makes ideas clear and distinct against a 
background of other ideas. Since an idea is only grasped through thinking, i.e., 
given sense through thinking there can be no sharp distinction between thought 
and the object of thought. The object of thought then has its genesis in thought, 
i.e., in the activity of thought.  

The history [of philosophy] that we have before us is the history of the self-discovery of 
thought; and with thought it is the case that it discovers itself, indeed it exists and is 
actualized only through its discovery. [Hegel, Lectures on the history of philosophy  XVIII, 
23 as quoted in Beiser ’99 p276]   

We are now in a position to see more clearly the role of the philosopher. The 
philosopher partakes in a philosophical debate that takes place over great time 
spans and this debate is ultimately grounded in culture. Philosophy is as much part 
of history as any other art or science. Throughout time philosophical systems come 
and go. One system is followed by others that make up the chains of systems that 
we call philosophy. The job of the philosopher is to work within culture and make 
refinements to the tradition of philosophy that has been handed down. Ultimately 
what makes one philosophical system more compelling is that through such 
refinements it becomes a better system, e.g. more consistent.  

For Hegel history is about the evolution of freedom, but freedom is only possible 
within the state. Thus human freedom becomes a matter of the evolution of the 
state. Some states allow more freedom than others and we might naturally object 
that some states really oppress their subjects, e.g. totalitarian regimes and 
monarchies from the past. Hegel would not object to this line of analysis and 
argues that the minimal requirement for a state to, in any substantial way, get 
started on the path to freedom is that it has some sort of representative 
government. In Hegel’s philosophy there is room both for change and 
conservatism. In holding that human freedom depends on the state there is this 
element of conservatism, but there is also this possibility that we can change the 
state.  

This change should not be revolutionary, however, but stepwise. If, as in the 
French revolution, an attempt is made to simply abandon the current state, i.e., 
overthrow it, then for Hegel this inevitably results in humans losing their cultural 
groundedness. For Hegel the state progresses in the direction of greater freedom by 
means of evolving culture, but we cannot simply create a utopian state from 
scratch. Thus e.g. Plato’s attempt to create the ultimate state is misguided. Hegel 
does not think that we have access to the constitution of some transcendent perfect 
state by means of philosophy. What the philosopher must do is to acknowledge 
that each state is a result of history and as such part of a necessary path towards 
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freedom. We should make use of our cultural inheritance rather than try to 
overcome it.  

From the description given of Hegel’s concern for the state one might still raise 
the question of whether or not Hegel has some ideal state in mind with his 
philosophy? The answer is both yes and no. Human freedom progresses through 
the history of states, i.e., the progressive evolution of states. For Hegel history is 
progressive and consists in the evolution of freedom—there is no stopping to this 
progression of history. Humans might make bad decisions according to Hegel, i.e., 
they might e.g. become too revolutionary and attempt to change things too quickly 
(as in the French revolution) or become too conservative and hinder change. In the 
end, however, history goes on and newer and better states develop, each allowing 
their members more freedom. In contrast to utopian accounts of the state such as 
Plato’s, Hegel does not spell out any details, but by extrapolating from Hegel’s 
assumption (that the states progresses towards freedom over time, i.e., makes it 
possible for each individual to recognize his own freedom and fully actualize his 
freedom) one is lead to some interesting conclusions. Firstly, Hegel conceives of 
freedom for all on equal conditions. He does not think of freedom as some sort of 
privilege for a particular class or group of people. This means that the maximally 
free state shares important similarities with Marx’s idea of the free state in which 
classes with conflicting interests have disappeared. Both Hegel and Marx think of 
the state as progressing towards a classless society in which everyone has equal 
rights.  

Thus Hegel does provide a sort of minimalist account of how to rank states in 
terms of better and worse. In doing so he walks a fine line between transcendent 
idealism and naturalism and escapes relativism. Hegel does not want to spell out 
the exact constitution of the ideal state for reasons discussed (i.e., it does not exist 
as an eternal idea to be grasped by a passive intellect along the lines of, e.g., Plato’s 
ideal state) nor does he want to say that all states are equally good (complete 
relativism). His position is rather that the state that allows its subjects to realize and 
actualize their own freedom more is better than one that allows less of such a 
realization and actualization. Hegel claims that sprit as manifest in the state and the 
expression of the world as an organism, evolves naturally towards greater freedom.  

Hegel represents a retracing of steps to the time when thinking in terms of 
demonstrative reasoning became applied in philosophy with the purpose of making 
final statements within such areas as the philosophy of mind and epistemology. He 
starts out instead with the Pre-Socratics who represent for him a different kind of 
thinking, i.e., their form of dialectics which emphasizes dynamism, change and 
contradiction. For Hegel the history of the world can be seen as an unfolding 



62 Visitor Orientation in Context 

dialectic. There is no way we can escape this dialectic, we are part of it and as such 
can not create a system such as Kant.  

Kant is a thinker in a particular time, in a particular culture and his world is a 
world for him, not for all of eternity. Kant’s project would only be possible in a 
static universe where nothing changed and it would be possible to take on a sub 
specie aeternitatis perspective, i.e., a perspective from eternity. The closest we can 
get to a totalizing system of philosophy is one which attempts to characterize the 
dialectical character that systems of thought takes on as part of the unfolding of 
history. History, philosophy, science and culture are all phenomena that 
continually evolve throughout time and as they do our conditions of life as well as 
our world pictures change radically,  

Thinkers such as Hegel, Darwin and Marx give up the image of the eternal in 
order to concentrate on history and evolution. Darwin shows that we are enmeshed 
with the rest of nature, i.e., continuos with it or as Rorty once put it in a lecture: 
"temporal and contingent through and through", but no worse off in being so. 
This giving up of the sub specie aeternitatis perspective has been interpreted by 
some as a giving up of philosophy—a recognition that there are no eternal truths in 
philosophy is taken as a fatal blow to it. When time and historicity is taken 
seriously we find ourselves in a world were the crystalline logic of totalizing 
philosophical systems lack traction. However, this recognition as Rorty points out 
need not be fatal, but it points to the pragmatic stance of philosophy as being more 
meaningful:  

philosophers have to give up the priority of contemplation over action. We have to agree 
with Marx that our job is to help make the future different from the past, rather than 
claiming to know what the future must necessarily have in common with the past. We have 
to shift from the kind of role which philosophers have shared with priests and sages to a 
social role which has more in common with the engineer or the lawyer. Whereas priests and 
sages can set their own agendas, contemporary philosophers, like engineers and lawyers, 
must find out what their clients need. [Rorty ‘94] 

Hegel together with Darwin are part of a trend of thinking that replaces questions 
about who we are to with questions about what we may become [Rorty ‘94]. It is 
with respect to this question of becoming that Hegel has inspired futuristic thinkers 
such as Marx and more recently writers in the cyberpunk genre.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
In a world that unfolds according to the dialectic of history we must be open to the 
continuing development of new world pictures on the basis of which our sense of 
place is radically transformed over time. Any system that tries to account for place 
along the lines of a totalizing philosophy is bound to fail. Place, our understanding 
and sense of it arises in and through time. The place of Aristotle is radically 
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different from place as experienced in the Western world of the 21st century. Place 
can not be understood from a perspective outside of time, but must be seen as a 
historical phenomenon. Our understanding of place is to be seen as arising out of a 
dialectic in which different forces of culture clash with each other and in doing so 
produce ever new world pictures that are not commensurable with each other.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
Marx, being inspired by Hegel, constructs a dialectical system centered on the 
opposing forces of different classes in society, i.e., he frames history as a class 
struggle. Capitalism is held to be a cultural force in history that rapidly transforms 
our world by means of technology. For Marx, it is not enough to characterize and 
understand this situation, but abstract philosophical contemplation must also give 
way to action so that society can be transformed. 

Writers in the cyberpunk genre, similarly stresses the evolution of culture and the 
coming of future societies. The dialectical emphasis on the clashing of classes and 
the political enframing of Marx is not inherent to the cyberpunk literature, but 
instead technology itself is seen as a dialectical force that clashes with human 
nature. In this sense the cyberpunk literature is a dialectic that lends itself to an 
interpretation along the lines of Hegel and Darwin.  

The idea of historicity and the development of radically new conditions of life 
and culture incommensurable with the past is Hegelian in nature. The emphasis on 
the transformation of human beings in writings on cyborgs is essentially a 
Darwinian account with the added twist of what has been termed human 
engineering. The human genome project, serving to map out all human genes, is 
our most powerful example of what this practice might hold for the future. A 
number of applications of human engineering have already been reported to in the 
press, e.g. examples of cloning and various examples of genetic manipulation.  

What would Darwin have thought of this situation? Would he have taken such 
manipulations to be part of his theory of evolution? I think not. The cyberpunk 
literature reveals a hiatus which can not be enframed readily in the Darwinian 
system. It is rather part of an ongoing Hegelian dialectic. For when evolution 
becomes a matter of intention, i.e., genetics becomes subject to our intentions, we 
rise above the Darwinian scheme of things. We are able to engineer evolution and 
we get a picture of the mind as going from consequence to cause. Mind arose as 
result of matter, i.e., as caused by matter, but has now turned the tables around on 
matter. The situation is also recursive for mind, in transforming genetics, i.e., 
matter, is also capable of transforming itself. It is this picture in which genetics 
determines mind which determines genetics in an ongoing dialectic within a 
cultural setting.  
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Apart from genetic manipulation as being capable of transforming the human 
condition, there is also the question of how technology might change it apart from 
genetic engineering. Thus when Licklider states that man and computer will enter 
into a kind of symbiosis [Licklider ‘60] this is an affirmation of technology as 
transforming mind by technological means and in an enmeshing integrated 
fashion. Other writers have been less dramatic and stress the augmentation of the 
mind by using computer technology [Bush ‘45, Engelbart ‘63, Nelson ‘72]. 
Engelbart also stresses the social integrative implications that technology can have 
[Engelbart ‘63] as do others [McLuhan ‘64]. 

Moreover, there is also the field of simulation and virtual reality which opens up 
the possibility of creating illusory worlds. Thus the field of virtual reality has been 
seen as holding open-ended possibilities for the future. Largely, cyberpunk 
literature is about future life in a world of simulation; a dialectic between the 
virtual and real. 

The cyberpunk literature constitutes a series of thought experiments, attempting 
to delineate possible future worlds that might arise out of human engineering 
whether in its genetical or technologically augmentive forms. There is also, as with 
Marx, an active political agenda in the cyberpunk literature. In the general debate 
over cyberspace there are those who are opposed to the developments (imagined, 
possible or actual) and those that are against them. Not all people fall within these 
two categories, but these polarizations seem to be dominating the discussions of 
cyberspace.  

On one side of the debate we find the technolibertarians [Borsok ‘94] who often 
give carte blanche approval to technological development and on the other, the 
realists or naive realists [Heim ‘01] who advocate the importance of being 
grounded in nature and unmediated social reality. Both of these groups are 
concerned over the sort of future society that technology could bring about. This 
involvement shares much similarity with Marxian thought for both groups tend to 
see the evolution of society as materially governed by technology, yet steerable 
through collective human action. It also shares some important characteristics with 
Heidegger’s conception of technology as being a mode of revealment. I will have 
more to say about Heidegger’s view on technology later in this work.  

The cyberpunk literature, as well as the debate over cyberspace, can similarly be 
thought of as an effort to reveal, through an extrapolation of our current 
technological society, what may come. If technology was merely the technological 
such an interpolation would merely be an amplification of technology today, i.e., a 
simple application of Moore’s law. What we see however, is transcendence beyond 
such amplification. There is an acknowledgement that future society, along 
Hegelian lines of thought, could be radically different from our current society. 
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Soft places are ultimately historical products that have arisen out of a set of 
cultural phenomena. They represent an important way in which our sense of place 
is being continually transformed. We must also recognize them as part of a 
transformation of our world picture and as such they are part of a hiatus shift. As 
we can not step out of time to capture the transformation from a perspective of 
eternity we must also recognize that the future of soft places is a future that cannot 
be understood through a totalizing philosophy. The cyberspace debate is struggling 
to capture the possibilities of the evolution of soft place, yet our human historical 
perspective is unequal to this task. What lies ahead involves changes to our sense of 
place that can not be foreseen. However, if we recognize the fundamental ways in 
which our world pictures evolve, i.e., through a continuing dialectic we are in a 
position to grasp the limitations as well as the possibilities of analyzing the 
evolution of soft place. By seeing this evolution as a dialectic involving the human 
nature, technology and culture, our task is to try to characterize the current 
situation from which we may be able to extrapolate into the future. One natural 
way of trying to come to terms with the issues raised in the cyberspace debate is to 
view it as an essential Marxist effort. We leave behind the desire to form a total 
philosophical system purporting to capture and explain soft places and instead 
focus on the possible actions that we might take to change our future. By 
restraining our search for knowledge outside of time we turn philosophy into a 
pragmatics in the Rortian sense that attempts to discern the current conversation in 
philosophy, science and culture at large with respect to soft places as well as to 
place in general (these two conversations being mutually dependent).  

The question of soft places then becomes both a question of what soft places are 
today and what they might be tomorrow. However, if we take Hegel’s historical 
philosophy seriously, it also becomes a question of how place was conceived earlier 
in history. For Hegel the question of place is a question which cannot be 
understood outside of time, outside of history. By tracing our steps backward in 
time we can attempt an archaeology of place that could serve as a backdrop of 
analysis for the current debates over place.  

Karl Marx (1818–1883) 
We can apply Hegel’s view of philosophy in a recursive manner to his own 
philosophy and see that it sprouted Hegelian schools of philosophy. Marx seen in 
this light came to be part of the left Hegelian school and came to criticize Hegel’s 
philosophy of the state. He came to see himself as a “pupil of that mighty thinker” 
and along with Engels came to adopt the dialectical method while rejecting the 
Hegelian system. What does this mean?  

For Marx and Engels there was a practically useful core in Hegel’s philosophy, 
i.e., the dialectical method, but the philosophical system in toto had, for them, 
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some metaphysical implications that went beyond anything practically useful. 
Moreover, they were not convinced that the Hegelian system was veracious in all its 
parts, to put it bluntly, that it was true to the facts and gave an accurate picture of 
the world. Over time, even the dialectical core of the Hegelian system came to lose 
its influence so that Marxists of the Second International (1889-1914) moved away 
from the philosophical roots of Marxism and closer to neo-Kantianism and 
positivism. However, there were those who still affirmed these roots even after the 
Second International, such as Karl Korsch in Marxism and Philosophy [Korsch ‘72] 
and most notably Georg Lukacs in History and Class Consciousness [Lukacs ‘71]. 
Moreover, Russian Marxism remained faithful to the Hegelian core and Lenin 
criticized Marxists of the Second International in his Philosophical Notebooks for 
diverging from the philosophical roots of Marxism. In this work Lenin praises 
Hegelian thought and is concerned with questions of its further development along 
materialist lines of thinking.  

All in all twentieth century Marxism came to preserve some of the Hegelian core 
in its insistence on dialectical thinking. More recently contemporary writers such as 
Sean Sayers in Marxism and Human Nature [Sayers ‘98] have also written about the 
importance of Hegel for the Marxist tradition. The lasting influence of Hegel on 
Marxism then can be understood in terms of its assimilation and adoption of 
Hegel’s dialectical method. What did such an adoption amount to? Would Hegel 
have been pleased with it? Without going into the details of Hegel’s dialectic one 
can provide a rough sense of the general aims associated with it.  

Much of Hegel’s philosophy concerns a program to reform logic. He wanted 
nothing less than to provide a new program of logic that was to replace Aristotelian 
logic and his notion of the dialectic was part of this effort. Hegel’s speculative logic 
was to provide a new metaphysical basis for philosophy and thinking in general. 
Now although Marx and Engels can be seen as being positive to Hegel’s general 
project of speculative logic, they operate on a higher level of abstraction. On the 
most basic level, Marx came to formulate the dialectic as the view that the world is 
a complex of processes with contradictions that resolve themselves over time in a 
progressive manner. Moreover, they often came to deploy organic metaphors and 
holistic views of societies and social change.  

Both Hegel and Marx recognize the evils imposed on the poor class in civil 
society. They both agree on that their situation is indeed very unfortunate and that 
they are the target of a great injustice done to them. They differ, however 
considerably in  how they perceive the ramifications of this situation. Hegel thinks 
that the problem lacks a clear solution and does not see the poor class as any great 
danger to civil society. For Hegel the poor class arises as an unfortunate, but 
unavoidable consequence of civil society. Moreover, in the larger scheme of things 
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it is a consequence that we can live with and that will not keep civil society from 
prospering. Marx on the other hand ascribes far more significance to the poor class 
within the larger scheme of the civil state. He sees the poor as a stronger more 
important force in society, as a potentially powerful revolutionary class. Marx 
thinks of the poor class as destined to overthrow civil society along with the 
institution of private property and create a society with freedom for all. Beneath the 
two dispositions of the philosophers regarding the poor class there is a fundamental 
difference with regards to ethical values. For both philosophers the poor class 
comes to develop a mind-set which is hostile to civil society. This mind-set 
develops naturally as the poor class do not see themselves as having a stake in the 
ethical life of civil society.  

For Marx this mind-set is a positive starting point for revolutionizing society, but 
for Hegel it is only detrimental to civil society. While Hegel recognizes that the 
poor class develops its mind-set on a rational basis he still sees it as an unfortunate 
development that will not solve the problems of civil society. For Hegel the poor 
are turned into an alienated group that he terms the rabble. The rabble is 
characterized by a certain disposition and this disposition is not simply that of 
being poor, but it has some definite psychological characteristics. The rabble clearly 
see that they are not able to enjoy the cultural benefits of civil society and at the 
same time they see themselves as being free. Thus a conflict arises between the sense 
of freedom that the individual has and his actual existence with all its imposed 
limitations. The poor are mocked and excluded by society.  

Moreover, while the individual of the rabble experience great injustice it is not 
any particular injustice, but a general injustice. This means that the individual 
really lacks a starting point from which to work out his problems. He is without 
rights and without dignity and finds himself in a state where his sense of self is 
virtually non-existent. His existence is outside of the ethical life since he is not 
integrated in society through his vocation and social position. In order to be part of 
ethical life and live as persons in society an individual must be able to sustain 
himself through honorable labor, but this option is not open to the rabble. Since 
the rabble is not grounded in ethical life they come to develop a host of negative 
feelings and attitudes that are in Hegel’s view detrimental.  

They experience hatred and indignation, but have no sense of honor, dignity or 
self-respect. Civil society has revealed to the rabble a world in which they can never 
live, but to which their sense of freedom demands acces, and consequently they are 
left with feelings of envy and hatred. This leads the rabble to finally accept their 
situation, but also become disillusioned and conclude that civil society with its 
ideas of freedom and personhood are a sham. Since the individual experiences no 
recognition of themselves as persons they cease to view others as persons.  
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The world of civil society along with its ideas of universal freedom and justice is 
not a world for the rabble, but is a world grown out of the interests of the 
bourgeois. As Marx was later to put it in the Communist Manifesto from 1848 
“Law, morality, religion, are to him so many bourgeois prejudices, behind which 
lurk in ambush just as many bourgeois interests.” in refence to the poor person of 
the proletariat. All in all then, the rabble find themselves in a contradiction 
between the values of civil society and their factual existence. Hegel holds that the 
way they resolve this, by destroying the ethical values of civil society, makes 
complete sense. They face a great injustice in not being able to find their 
subsistence in a society which is supposed to guarantee this as a right. Moreover, if 
the rights of others threaten one’s own well being, then one can not be blamed for 
violating the rights of others since one acts out of the right of necessity. The 
problem for the rabble is that their whole situation is governed by this law of 
necessity. They live a life of constant despair and threat to their existence and this 
forces them into a position where no one has any rights. The rabble then exists on 
the periphery of society where they live beyond sanctioned standards of right and 
wrong. As such Hegel sees them as a dangerous ill with neither rights nor duties. 

At this point we are in a position to see just how Hegel and Marx differ on their 
views of that unprivileged class of the poor, Hegel’s rabble and Marx’s proletariat. 
For Hegel collective agency cannot be ascribed to the rabble since he views such 
agency as a function of the ethical life. The rabble, for Hegel, are not seen as a 
cohesive group capable of developing their own rights movement. They simply do 
not have the social standing to do such a thing, but are driven by necessity to live a 
life which is not concerned with rights or ethical considerations, a life beyond any 
ideals. Marx, however, sees in the proletariat a fundamental drive to class solidarity. 
The proletariat is indeed seen as capable of uniting and struggling for universal 
rights and human emancipation. What we find then are what seems like two 
radically different conceptions of the poor class in civil society with respect to 
collective action. However, if we take Hegel’s account of history into consideration, 
the two philosophers may not be so far apart after all.   

 Hegel basis his account of world history on his speculative logic, the 
metaphysical fundament of his philosophy. Marx takes this project of Hegel to be 
philosophical speculation without traction in the real world and instead develops 
his account of historical materialism as a framework for historical evolution. For 
Marx history is not driven by, what he takes Hegel to be saying, philosophical and 
religious ideas. So for Marx Hegel makes the mistake of being too philosophical in 
trying to discover a set of core ideas and principles that will govern historical 
evolution. He sees him as someone who comes up with ideas about how history is 
to unfold and that these ideas then are to be seen as dictating the course of history.  
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For Marx, such a project could not work. Why not? The problem seems to be 
that he does not think that history could be determined by human ideas, i.e., ideas 
of a philosopher no matter how well thought out. As a philosopher reflecting on 
the conflicts among classes in society Marx can make certain predictions about the 
future. He deems it realistic, e.g. to predict that the capitalist society is going to be 
overthrown by the proletariat and that a new society is going to emerge. However, 
he is careful about making predictions regarding post-capitalist society. Moreover, 
his take on history is tied to concrete relations of production and not to any 
abstract ideas, logic or something like the Hegelian spirit.  

For Hegel, the fall of the civil state is more likely to come from within itself than 
from the struggle of a united working class. Why would it come from within? Why 
would the civil state produce its own downfall? To see this we need to examine the 
path that spirit takes throughout history more thoroughly. Hegel’s view of history 
is essentially the history of spirit as it rises to level of consciousness and intentional 
action through social groups. This view is a view of progression towards higher 
consciousness, i.e., spirit rises to higher levels of consciousness and self awareness 
within individuals and social settings. However the path that spirit takes is not 
linear, but cyclical and involves leaps into the unknown. Thus spirit does not 
simply move forward along a path of increased self awareness, but also moves 
through periods of confusion, i.e., periods when spirit does not rise to a high level 
of awareness of itself because it is actively creating new sets of conditions for itself, 
conditions that it has not fully grasped, but is only dimply aware of.  

One way to put this is to say that there is this interplay between confusion and 
self understanding. Again we can think of this occurring at the individual level. 
Thus a person may go through these sorts of cycles in his path of self development. 
At one point in time, he might gain a good sense of who he his and where he is 
going and experiences some measure of self-transparency. He might then start to 
reflect on himself. He is at a point in life where such self reflection has become 
possible, but once he examines himself in this way something peculiar happens. 
Once transparent rational reflection on himself has gained a foothold, a field of self 
critique is opened up. This self critique along with the self transparency 
experienced leads to a situation in which he becomes unsatisfied with himself 
because the self is now seen from a rationally perspicuous view. The moral self is 
resolved into a rational view of himself and he becomes dissatisfied with himself as 
being to rigidly guided by rationality. Out of this is born a desire for change and a 
leap into unknown territories.  

The individual has come to face a crisis which is resolved by a leap into new ways 
of being and as he creates himself anew he finds himself in a state of confusion, i.e., 
of being less aware of his motivations and who he is. Thus the process of self 
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actualization, of attaining greater self awareness, is not a process of linear but 
cyclical progression. A person self actualizes himself through cycles of increasing 
self awareness that reaches hiatus points, characterized by loss of self awareness and 
a plunge into the unknown, i.e., new ways of being, then periods of increased 
awareness as a result of self reflection. Another way of putting this is to say that 
there is interplay between self awareness and action. Sometimes this interplay is 
characterized by great self awareness, i.e., actions are performed out of a high level 
of understanding of oneself and why one performs those actions, at other points 
our actions leap ahead of us and we need time to understand why we act the way 
we do. This is not to say that out actions are not intentional when our actions leap 
ahead of us, but the intentionality involved is less perspicuous to us, because we are 
in a process of creating ourselves anew and we need time to understand our new 
ways of being.  

Thus the person who experiences a midlife crisis, e.g. seeks new ways of being 
and his new conception of himself has not yet stabilized, he moves from a position 
of self transparency and self awareness into the unknown through acting in new 
ways and after a period of confused self awareness finds himself once again through 
reflecting on his new ways of being. Now, of course he might within his midlife 
crisis formulate a picture of who he wants to be and it might be arrived at through 
rational reflection, but his new picture of himself needs to be worked out in action 
and will have consequences that he can only know through living and reflecting on 
his new ways of being. Moreover, some people just stop developing, stagnate and 
fade away, a kind of slow death to the individual.  

Now, as the individual, under adequate conditions, can progress along the lines 
of higher states of self awareness or fade out so can collectives such as the state. 
Each state develops through periods in which they blossom, but then comes a 
downfall. The downfall of states can happen in different ways. Either states may 
stagnate and continue on by mere habit or they might come to a more abrupt end. 
World history develops through the rise and fall of nation-states. The human spirit 
comes to form a definite conception of itself throughout each historical epoch, a 
conception comes to express itself in national principles that are in turn realized in 
political constitutions, i.e., in these social structures.  

The ruling nations are, according to Hegel, the ones that best realize the self 
conception of spirit within their epoch. Some nations form rational political 
constitutions out of the national principle and thus make the national principle 
perspicuous. The nation that does this becomes aware of itself and attains a very 
high level of self consciousness by means of this perspicuity. They are like the 
person who has become perspicuous to himself through rational reflection. 
Moreover, they face similar consequences on a national level.  
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As the rational eye turns its gaze to a perspicuously laid bare political state, the 
nation comes to a point where the principles stands in demand of increasing 
scrutiny. The nation becomes transformed from a nation that simply follows its 
principles to one that criticizes them and demands ever more rational justifications 
for following them. It has fallen into a state of rational self reflection which does 
not bottom out, but digs ever deeper into its fundaments. Eventually, the 
weaknesses of the national principle are laid bare and the universal validity sought 
for is no where to be found. Instead the national principle is revealed as being 
conditionally true and the ground of it is seen as a ground of contingency. With 
the realization of this contingency and the absence of universal validity comes a 
moral decline. Ethics and morality come to be seen as being grounded in 
contingency and rational grounds and the upshot is a rejection of traditional ethical 
values. Thus the rational inquiry into the national principle as expressed in the 
political state leads to a state of disillusionment. Since people are motivated by 
ethical concerns they are then justified in turning away from current situation.  

Spirit, having cultivated itself inwardly, has outgrown its world and is about to pass beyond 
it; self-consciousness no longer finds satisfaction in this world, but this kind of 
dissatisfaction has not yet found what it wills–for this is not yet affirmatively at hand–and 
so it stands on the negative side. [Hegel Lectures on the philosophy of world history as 
quoted in Wood 99 p430]  

This is a point of ethical upheaval, the old ethics is rejected in favor of something 
new which lies latent and still unexpressed. A new ethical principle is on the rise 
but this ethical principle can not be grasped yet. Only much later, in the coming 
epoch, will it come to be manifest, i.e., actualized in history. At this point we may 
ask just how history is to advance?  

For Hegel the new principle is to emerge through the actions of powerful 
individuals, i.e., political or military leaders. They serve the cause of a higher 
universal, but are not motivated by it. As a rule, they are guided by self interests 
and glory. Spirit uses these men for its own advancement and they arise when time 
calls for them. Military leaders such as Napoleon are instruments of spirit. Since 
they are active in bringing about a new social order, they are difficult to judge 
ethically. We can not say that their actions are good or bad, because, for Hegel, 
such judgments can only be made within an ethical order. These “great men” act 
out of a higher right in situations where current ethical orders are in flux and so act 
beyond ethics and values. They are not to be thought of as great in terms of their 
qualities, but in so far as they allow spirit to advance to higher states of freedom, 
something which they are unaware of. This advancement, typically through war 
and havoc brings about suffering and many evils, but the end result, is an 
advancement of spirit and the forming of a new national principle. Hegel thus asks 
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us to suspend moral judgment and look to the greater historical significance and 
meaning of what the great men do.  

What does all this mean? How are we to understand history according to Hegel? 
First of all world history is the history of nation states. World history is to be 
understood as a history of how these states develop. Moreover, when great men 
drive history forward in periods of radical change they do it as unconscious tools of 
spirit. Thus in periods of radical change there is little room for any human 
awareness of how history develops. In periods of radical change humans become 
animated puppets without any means to grasp what is going on. We can make an 
analogy with Thomas Kuhn here to get a better sense of what Hegel has in mind. 
For Kuhn, history is characterized by paradigms that are largely produced by 
science [Kuhn ‘62]. Science gives us a certain picture of the world and along with it 
comes concepts and language practices which enable us to make sense of the world. 
The mechanistic world picture brought about by figures such as Galilei and 
Newton constitutes such a paradigm. That of quantum mechanics and Einstein 
brought about another paradigm that is incommensurable with the Newtonian 
paradigm.  

These two paradigms are incommensurable because concepts such as mass and 
gravity do not mean the same things in these two paradigms. We need paradigms 
in order to make sense of the world. So for Kuhn history can be seen as the 
evolution of paradigms. Each paradigm, such as the Newtonian, works for a while, 
under periods of normal science, i.e., we accept it as capturing and explaining the 
phenomena we want to explain and thus we understand the world from within the 
paradigm. There comes a point in time however, when we discover that some 
phenomena can not be adequately explained within the current paradigm and a 
new paradigm is developed that can account for these phenomena. In analogy with 
Kuhn’s idea of paradigms, Hegel’s idea of an ethical order can be seen, roughly, as 
an ethical paradigm.  

Thus societies have these ethical orders that give meaning to our actions and that 
follow one another throughout history. When such an ethical paradigm breaks 
down we find ourselves without ethics for there is no accepted ethical order no 
framework for understanding our ethical statements. The great men then appear 
within this period of ethical estrangement and they do so because the period of 
ethical estrangement and disillusionment give them this opportunity. In such 
periods our whole background of ethical practices, beliefs and dispositions have 
been pulled off under our feet and what is left is this crisis period where anything 
goes ethically or so it seems to the ones living in such periods.  

On Hegel’s account it is difficult to see how wars and periods of suffering and 
despair are to be avoided. These periods are seen as naturally occurring as sprit 
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develops through history. The problem is that ethical orders come to be outgrown 
and this outgrowing process leads to disillusionment and radical abandonment. 
When this happens we find ourselves marooned on an historical island without 
ethics and without self awareness because there is no accepted paradigm, no ethical 
order, which can support such awareness. Is this bleak picture of humanity 
accurate? Is there no way in which history could be guided by humanity in a more 
sensible way? After all when we examine the development of a person we find that 
not all persons actualize themselves through a series of crises. Some do and some do 
not. Thus when sprit rises to the level of intentionality and conscious awareness in 
the individual it seems that the freedom to develop and actualize oneself could be 
harnessed in a somewhat sensible way. Surely it is true that we do not always fully 
realize the impact of our intentional acts and strivings as they occur, but this does 
not exclude that we could live sensibly and with some measure of continuing self 
awareness and sense of purpose. Moreover in science, we might search for a new 
theory under which a cure for cancer could be found or the laws of physics could 
be unified and we might have a good sense of what such theories could lead to even 
though we are unaware of what the theories might look like. Thus we might strive 
for a new paradigm in a guided manner. Why could we not similarly strive for a 
new ethical paradigm in a similarly guided manner? Thus even if we accept that 
paradigms are incommensurable and that we outgrow them we might still ask if the 
transitions between paradigms, whether ethical or scientific, need to be unguided 
by a high level of awareness and sense of direction?  

Let us push this question a bit further. The problem that we encounter with 
Hegel’s account of history is ultimately a problem of self awareness and self 
transparency. The state moves between the poles of low self awareness to high self 
awareness. It reaches a hiatus point and collapses because it has become maximally 
self transparent it has reflected on itself and becomes disillusioned. Self 
transparency is thus a key issue for Hegel and he sees it as being ephemeral. With 
maximal self transparency comes the death of the state, either a slow fading or rapid 
implosion. Self transparency then can never be maintained throughout history. To 
think that such self transparency is possible is to radically underestimate the higher 
ground against which spirit develops and not see its natural cycles. This view is 
similar to the Leibnizian view of us living in the best of possible worlds and Hegel 
is obviously attracted to a view which involves a higher order of the world, an order 
which cannot be grasped in time, but through history. Another way of putting this 
is to say that we live in a semantic time lag. Thus the meaning and significance of 
acts performed within history gradually become available to us after they occur. 
Spirit must move forward through our social actions before we can see the meaning 
of its movement and this may take several generations.  
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We are now in a position to see an important difference between Hegel and 
Marx. This difference is going to have to do with their conceptions of self 
awareness and our potential for historical change. First of all let us note some 
similarities between the philosophers. They both have a view of history as 
developing against the background of social practices. Moreover, both of them 
recognize the modern state with civil society as being a bourgeois society in the 
sense that it is a state for the bourgeois and a state run by the bourgeois. The 
difference between them has to do with what they choose to focus on within the 
modern state. Hegel views the modern state under the aspect of enabling an ethical 
order while Marx views the state under the aspect of economics and relations of 
production. For Hegel the ethical order allows people to actualize themselves and 
become individuals with a sense of freedom and dignity. For Marx it is an 
oppressive state that involves a class struggle. The owners of the means of 
production, the bourgeois, oppress the poor class or the proletariat. Marx insists 
that world history can be understood against the background of economics and 
production. World history is a series of class struggles between those who own the 
means of production and those who are without such ownership and who are 
exploited because of their economic standing. Thus while Hegel has a broad view 
on social action in the development of history, Marx social analysis is intimately 
tied to and focused on social relations of production. Marx comes to see Hegel's 
civil society as a purely economic structure on top of which other forms of social 
life such as the state can only exist as a shell or a superstructure, i.e., as essentially 
built on economic relations.  

Marx gives a concrete picture of society as being grounded fundamentally in 
productive powers and relations of production. As is revealed through history our 
productive powers change over time and with this change comes social change in 
society. The ways in which productive powers come to materialize over time 
determines the nature of society for each mode of production stands in need of 
modes of cooperation between people. The sort of cooperation required leads to 
development of social relations such as ownership of property, control of 
production, and distribution of wealth. As productive powers grow over time they 
sooner or later come to require a social reorganization of cooperative labor and 
consequently a reorganization of society at large, i.e., the economic structure of 
society.  

This is a periodic change that according to Marx is to be understood as a social 
revolution from which both political, philosophical and religious changes are 
brought about (for a more detailed exposition of the interplay between the relations 
and the forces of production see Karl Marx’s theory of history [Cohen ‘78]). Marx 
further characterizes this situation by identifying the mechanism of social 
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revolutions as being the class struggle. It begins with people being divided 
according to the social relations of production. These people find themselves in a 
common situation and with common interests. At first they do not recognize 
themselves as a class, but over time they come to cooperate and strive for common 
interests. As they organize themselves through political actions and ideologies they 
develop a sense of class consciousness. They can be seen as rising to the level of 
collective intentionality and collective consciousness. At this level they act as a 
unified group with class interests and goals that go beyond individual needs. They 
become part of a class movement. We can note some similarity here between 
Hegel’s conception of ethical life and life within a class. Both these notions refer to 
social groups that rise to the level of collective intentionality and consciousness and 
promote goods for the group as a whole.  

For Marx, the struggle of the classes will go on as long as there are classes. In a 
class-based society there will always be those who benefit and those who are 
exploited. There will be this opposition between classes that have conflicting 
interests. The dominant class in a class based society is benefited by the modes of 
production and this spurs the uprising of a revolutionary class whose interest lies in 
overthrowing the production relations and establishing new ones. In the time of 
Marx, he foresees the downfall of the bourgeois class and the holds the proletatariat 
as the new rising class. The capitalist mode of production characterized by: free 
enterprise within the market economy, their control of the means of production 
and the workforce, private property ownership and accumulation of wealth in the 
hands of the rich capitalists, the demand for a cheap unskilled labor that live at or 
below the poverty line, the strong competition within the bourgeois leading to the 
emergence of the big capitalists and the downfall of the smaller capitalists, the 
consequent sinking of the small capitalist into the class of the poor, all these things 
have to go.  

The capitalist economy, i.e., the bourgeois economy or what Marx claims is the 
same as Hegel’s civil state has come to outgrow itself. The proletariat will then 
bring with it a new socialist or communist mode of production. Here we see a 
different take on a single phenomenon, that of a state outgrowing itself by Marx. 
What does it mean for a state to first grow then blossom and finally to outgrow 
itself? What are we to make of this growth process? How do the two philosophers 
conceive of it? For both of them the growth process is a social process through 
which objective social practices develop. History is human history characterized by 
development of social structures and evolution depends on the alteration of these 
structures.  

Moreover, history should be understood as a progression in terms of human 
liberation and our capacities and means to satisfy human needs. Throughout time 
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we find the development of social structures that come to stabilize for a while and 
in some way take themselves to extreme levels, hiatus points, after which they 
disintegrate and people are left more or less unguided by an existing and 
perspicuous social order during these times. In a Kuhnian sense we get these 
paradigm shifts and each paradigm develops a certain order that is far reaching. For 
both Hegel and Marx each social order comes to define our place, not only in 
society, but in the world at large. Thus each social order tells us what philosophy is 
about, about religious matters and art and how we are to live, i.e., it comes to 
define ethics. Another way to put this is that each social order enables the 
development of a certain world-picture—a background against which our thoughts 
and actions make sense. When such a world-picture breaks down people find 
themselves without a sense-making world-picture and consequently marooned on 
an island of chaos. Thus both Hegel and Marx do not see the actions involved in 
moving history forward from such a state as falling within ethics, but outside of it. 
Hegel’s great man is not a man to be judged morally, there is no ethical order 
against which he acts, only a disintegrated society whose members have become 
disillusioned.  

Similarly Marx’s revolutionaries act outside of ethics for they too are seen as 
acting without an established background of moral practices and ethical values. 
Thus for both philosophers there is a sense of a higher right involved in periods of 
radical social breakdown that goes beyond ethics and this right is ultimately seen as 
serving human liberation. For Hegel it is the great man of political or military 
origin who exercises this right and for Marx it is the revolutionaries. This 
conception on the evolution of freedom also highlights a key demographic 
difference between the philosophers.  

For Hegel the higher right is exercised by military or political leaders of nations, 
for Marx it is exercised by classes. Moreover, Marx also holds that the proletariat as 
a class is in a unique historical situation, because it is the class that will bring about 
the end of classes. This agenda is key to understanding the deeper differences 
between Marx and Hegel. For Marx, the proletariat is in a unique position in 
history. It is in a position to bring about the end of classes and in doing so it acts 
out of a higher awareness. For Marx the class based societies had fostered a false 
sense of freedom. The ruling class experienced themselves as free, but there was no 
genuine freedom for there was no freedom for all.  

The class based society is inherently contradictory for while freedom is affirmed 
as something good it is also denied. Once the proletariat can gain a sense of the 
contradictions involved in class based societies they can raise themselves to a higher 
consciousness of freedom of genuine freedom for all. What we come to experience 
with this rise of consciousness of genuine freedom is a new form of self 
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transparency. For Hegel self transparency is cyclic because once a self-reflective 
society becomes self transparent it falls into self criticism and disillusionment, 
rejects itself, disintegrates and loses its self transparency. Self transparency can only 
be obtained within an ethical order, a working paradigm, and within an accepted 
world picture. When the background of human interpretation disintegrates so does 
human self understanding and consequently all venues to self transparency are 
blocked. Marx agrees with all of this in so far as it relates to the past. However, 
Marx sees himself as standing on the verge of a hiatus shift in history, a shift that 
will involve qualitative changes and a radical break with the past. This break can 
bee seen as a break between the kind of self transparency attained according to 
Hegel, a false sense of self transparency for Marx, and a new genuine self 
transparency. Once this genuine sense of self transparency has been attained, this 
higher consciousness of freedom and social life, once it has gained a foothold it will 
enable history to unfold through a collective intentionality and a collective 
consciousness liberated from the illusions of pre-socialist societies.  

Our analysis of Marx so far, might lead us to think of Marx as someone who 
attempts to delineate the structure of a future society, i.e., as a utopian thinker with 
a well defined goal in mind. Marx, however do not belong with the group of 
thinkers who like Plato attempts to describe future societies in a detailed manner. 
Marx is critical to any form of idealism and seeks to remain within his materialist 
dialectical account of history. Marx dialectical account of history is an account that 
radically limits our knowledge of future societies. 

 We can no more know what future societies will be like than we can travel into 
the future. History will transform our social background, our ways of thinking and 
being in such a radical manner that we have no epistemic access to future societies. 
Future societies are epistemically sealed off through the dialectic nature of history 
that transforms human life. Since we have no epistemic access to future societies we 
must avoid idle utopian speculations or what he calls “recipes for the cook shops of 
the future”. Thus the sort of collective consciousness involved with socialism is a 
sort of negative or critical consciousness that has to do more with an awareness of 
problems and irrationalities inherent in capitalism. Socialism, for Marx, constitutes 
a search for genuine freedom on the basis of a conscious rejection of the illusions 
and contradictions of capitalist society and this in itself points to possibilities that 
Hegel curiously did not concern himself with.  

We might ask ourselves why Hegel did not want to leave room for this sort of self 
transparency? For Hegel self transparency can never be maintained on the level of 
collective consciousness. For Hegel there is no room for self-transparent world 
historical action and for Marx there is. All in all then, Hegel attributes far less to 
the power of man kind to be aware of itself in transforming history and it is 
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somewhat of a mystery why he does this. Nothing in Hegel’s dialectics seems to 
exclude this possibility. What we have then with Marx is a more optimistic account 
of human nature as having a capacity to drive history forward against the 
background of an informed and critically aware collective social consciousness. 
What drove Hegel into his pessimism is unclear.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
Marx builds on Hegel’s work in philosophy to produce a grand theory which is to 
account for a large set of phenomena that are social and placial. Marx gives us 
nothing less than an account of the unfolding of social reality throughout history. 
World history and social reality is to be understood from the stance of economics 
and at rock bottom concrete relations of work and production. To understand 
things such as social reality, collective intentionality and consciousness we must 
engage ourselves in an analysis of the current productive powers and relations of 
production for here we find the economic basis of societies. This economic basis is 
intimately connected to our world picture since it leads to the development of 
ideologies, belief systems, stances, and ways of being that become constitutive of 
politics, religion and philosophy. All in all, the economic basis of society gives rise 
to the general background against which thought and action are made possible. 
Thus we find ourselves living in social reality entirely constructed against the 
economic workings of society. The social reality of any class based society leaves us 
with contradictions and irrationalities that stem from the conflicting interests of 
social classes. In a class based society, freedom is an empty term for genuine 
freedom can only be achieved when everyone is free.  

For Marx and Hegel, social reality is to be seen as an organic whole which is 
epistemically sealed, i.e., to live in social reality is to live within a shared historical 
background that we can think of e.g. in Kuhnian terms as a paradigm or in 
Wittgensteinian terms as a world picture. Our social reality is not something we 
can transcend so as to gain a background free stance, but we are caught in the social 
reality of our time and must take seriously what this means.  

One consequence of this is that we must refrain from idle speculations about 
future societies for we have no epistemological access to them. Another 
consequence is that radical change, i.e., social revolutions that transform social 
reality should not be thought of in ethical terms for in periods of radical change we 
dislodge ourselves from the background against which ethics is made possible. 
While the nature of future social realities can newer be predicted, i.e., we have no 
epistemological access to the them, we can maintain a transparent critical awareness 
of the current social reality and this leaves room for guided positive changes. In 
contrast to Hegel we find an optimism that urges us to become maximally aware of 
our social reality, to dig deep into the fundaments of social reality and to make 
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social reality transparent. Marx urges us to move beyond confusion and 
contradictions inherent in social reality so that we can transform our social reality 
for the better by weeding out what is bad. He suggests that we must move from a 
state of unconsciousness to a state of consciousness and try to remain at this latter 
level so that we can engineer social reality properly, i.e., towards a social reality with 
freedom for all. In this sense he is offering something like a psychoanalysis of social 
reality.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
Soft places can be understood as socially constructed against the backdrop of world 
economics. Despite the hopes of Marx, we still live in a largely capitalist world with 
its prevalent modes of production and social classes that are defined in relation to 
those modes. Many have argued, however, that the online world is characterized as 
being less concerned with social standing and more with freedom of expression. So 
when one participates in an online forum, one’s social standing need not become 
visible. However, as we have seen, Marx is critical to any account of freedom which 
is relative, i.e., the freedom of Hegel’s bourgeois in the civil state is not genuine 
freedom, but only of an illusory sort.  

On a Marxian view of freedom, i.e., of genuine freedom for all, the freedom of 
the online world can only be genuine if it is grounded in a classless society. In other 
words freedom is not to be thought of as a local phenomenon that can be 
decoupled from the prevailing modes of production. However, soft places, in so far 
as we see them as making freedom of expression possible could be thought of as 
social realities in which discussion and reflection about social reality in general can 
blossom. They may open up forums for a social critique to occur and raise class 
consciousness. Yet, this picture is perhaps overly simplistic for in our age, which 
has been characterized as the information age, work, and not only social discourse 
has gone soft. Many people today are soft workers, i.e., they work essentially in soft 
places and their products are soft. Thus we have a large proportion of workers who 
work with various kinds of information services, i.e., the media industry, the 
financial sector and IT.  

We see a continuing increase of soft work and soft products (incorporeal, 
intangible products). What are we to make of this situation on a Marxian account 
of social reality? One way to think of this situation is to try to analyze how the 
Marxist view might accommodate soft work environments and soft production. 
More accurately, how it might accommodate the mixing of corporeal and soft work 
and production in our current world? Thus on the one hand, we live in a largely 
capitalistic world and class based society, but on the other hand the modes of 
production appear to have changed. However, on a Marxian view, modes of 
production come and go so while we may find ourselves working in soft places 
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according to new modes of production this, in itself, does not touch the Marxian 
assumption of the ongoing class struggle inherent in class based societies. What is 
going to matter then for our analysis of the social reality of soft places along 
Marxian lines, is the extent to which the digital age is supportive of the Marxian 
enterprise of human liberation and the raising of class consciousness. How can we 
answer this question? It is not an easy question, but at least it can be broken down 
into a set of simpler questions.  

To begin with we might ask what is the nature of social reality in soft places? 
Here we find a set of diverging opinions. There are those who think that soft places 
can allow for self-contained realities. Writers of the cyberpunk genre such as 
William Gibson [Gibson ‘84] and Neal Stephenson [Stephenson ‘92] are often 
expressive of such a view that we may baptize the strong theory of soft social reality 
or strong SSR for short. But we need not remain within the world of science fiction 
in order to find advocates of strong SSR. There has been an enormous optimism 
for the possibilities of creating digital self-contained worlds within the field of 
virtual reality [Benedikt ‘91]. From a wider angle such optimism can be seen as 
part of the general optimism regarding the potentials of computer technology. 
Other examples of this optimism includes the possibility of creating: artificial 
intelligence [Searle ‘80, ’84], artificial life [Steels ‘95], sentient robots and to 
organize all human knowledge in one giant database [Bush ‘45, Nelson ‘72]. Ever 
since the inception of computer technology and long before it, humanity has stood 
in absolute awe of the potentials of calculating machines.  

Writers within the humanities, e.g. philosophers, sociologists, most recently post 
modernists, have taken upon themselves to analyze these potentials and how they 
might cash out in the future. Much of their work concern how strong SSR might 
come to be realized or as some think is realized today. All in all it is easy to identify 
the writers that hold the strong SSR view in terms of the terminology that they 
invent in order to make their general disposition clear. Thus anyone who relies 
heavily on terms such as cyberspace, virtual reality, virtual communities, virtual 
space, virtual geography and expressions involving cyber and virtual tend to be of 
this disposition.  

They seem to think that this sort of lingo is necessary to describe the phenomena 
at hand because the phenomena, i.e., the social reality of soft places, stands in need 
of new terminology that reflects a qualitative leap inherent in social reality gone 
soft. Intellectually they tend to align themselves with postmodern thinking which 
in its more extreme forms holds that not only social reality is constructed, but that 
all of reality is socially constructed. But, they need not do this. Some simply think 
that technology in itself can support strong SSR and they make little or no cultural 
analysis. Those who accept strong SSR can also be divided in optimists and 
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pessimists. Some of the pessimists, most typically of a post modernist inclination 
are also expressive of a sort of cynicisms and engage themselves in a bombastic 
doomsday-like rhetoric. These writers take it upon themselves to show firstly that 
strong SSR is inevitable and then to point out how human life is heading towards 
social estrangement and deterioration. It is often very difficult to assess their 
arguments or views for they write in a dark poetic style that leaves little room for 
any clear exegesis. What are we to make of such provocations and scare tactics 
other than dark cynicism? What is the point of it? One way of analyzing this 
situation is to say that we must look for psychological reasons. The writer who 
accepts a cynic’s view can soar above in a higher consciousness than those who do 
not accept a pessimistic view for, while cynical, he holds that he is realistic and 
authentic. There is, on a Nietzschean interpretation both a will to power at work 
and a desire to experiment with radical views. Moreover, on Marx (and Hegel’s) 
view the pessimistic strong SSR advocate can be seen as having turned disillusioned 
and as rejecting the current social order. He finds himself living beyond ethics and 
morality for he rejects the social background against which ethics and morality can 
exist as a mere sham. As both Marx and Hegel make clear there are times in history 
when ethics, morality, philosophy, religion and all other such human realms of 
discourse and practices lose their grounding.  

In contrast to strong SSR we also find a group of writers who hold that SSR 
stand in a mirroring relation to social reality in the corporeal world and we may for 
ease of discourse think of them as expressing a weak theory of SSR or weak SSR. 
These writers use the words virtual and cyber more sparingly (if at all) and as 
relational terms, i.e., they are to be understood against the backdrop of life in the 
corporeal world. On this view cyberspace, e.g. is a mirror universe that reflects 
what is going on in the corporeal world and can not stand on its own but stand in 
need of corporeally grounded social life. Soft places on the weak theory of SSR can 
only arise against the background of a corporeal social reality. Writers within this 
genre tend to use more ordinary vocabulary, i.e., net communities, chat sites and 
discussion groups.  

They tend to think of social reality on the net as complementing social reality in 
the physical world and not as creating qualitatively different social realities. On the 
view of weak SSR we can think of SSR as filling a gap in the modern lifestyle were 
communal social interaction has deteriorated to the point at which we have weak 
or no social ties to the place where we live and many do not even know their 
neighbors. They commonly think that net communities is a way that our longing 
for social life expresses itself in a world were communal interaction between 
physically collocated individuals has become less frequent. They also idenity some 
new possibilites for enriching people’s social lives. There are for instance those who 
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live in isolated locations and those who, becuase of their physical condition cannot 
meet other people in a colocated manner. Weak SSR can open up new social 
realms for these people. Writers of the weak SSR view also tend to discuss critically 
what impact SSR has on social life in general. Some typical questions are is SSR 
just as good as colocated social reality (CSR)? Can SSR enrich our lives or is it 
detrimental? The discussion tends to be constructive and express a general concern 
for assessing how SSR can be used to serve humans in a positive manner.  

A third group of writers hold that social reality is a phenomenon that only arises 
against the background of collocated individuals in corporeal places. For our 
purposes here, we can think of them as advocating the view of corporeal SR. They 
emphasize the role of the body and typically take on a phenomenological stance to 
social reality. Philosophically, they tend be realists or as has been more common 
lately: naive realists. Within philosophy naive realism is the view that reality is 
ultimately physical and that we can come to know this reality through 
representation. Most people in our current scientifically informed world are naive 
realists. People do tend to think that there is a material reality that can be 
understood through science and that this reality is a brute basic reality that exists 
apart from our thoughts about it. One very clear example of a naive realist would 
be Descartes who holds that while our senses may deceive us we can gain 
knowledge of an independently existing physical reality. Science came to inherit 
this picture from Descartes and it was promulgated through Newton and onwards. 
Indeed the modern scientific view of the world is based on naive realism in the 
sense that we find ourselves living in a physical universe of brute particles within 
fields of force. The view of naive realism is not compatible with radical 
postmodernist accounts of reality since reality (for the naive realist) is thought to 
exists apart from language and other representations. Thus for the naive realist 
reality can not be a social construct.  

Lastly there are those who emphasize the enmeshing of soft SR with corporeal 
social reality. In contrast to the early days of computer technology, today’s use of 
technology has become ubiquitous so that wherever we go in modern Western 
society we interact with computer technology. We work, are entertained by, and 
socialize through digital artifacts. Thus we find ourselves in a world of ubiquitous 
computing. This has far reaching consequences for our lives since computers are 
everywhere enmeshed with our everyday activities. We live in a world were 
technology blends in with reality to form mixed reality. To describe social reality 
on this view implies that the description given takes into account the nature of this 
mixed reality. We can refer to such views of corporeal and soft social reality as 
mixed SR.  
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Altogether then we find, within the literature, at least four different ontological 
accounts: strong SSR, weak SSR, corporeal SR, and mixed SR. Now how does 
Marx’s notions of class consciousness and human liberation fit in with these 
accounts? For ease of exposition I will sometimes refer simply to Marx or Marx’s 
philosophy instead of these specific notions. Let us analyze Marx with respect to 
each of the ontological accounts one at a time and begin with strong SSR. What 
would Marx think of the possibilities of strong SSR? In order to answer this 
question we need to take into account Marx’s general view of society as an organic 
whole. He inherits a Hegelian view of society as this organic unity. Thus it is 
impossible to decouple politics, economics, philosophy, religion, science and the 
arts from social practices and social reality in toto. These domains all hang together 
enmeshed with each other and inseparably interwoven in the fabric of society. This 
assumption of the organic unity of society is difficult to reconcile with strong SSR 
for as we have seen strong SSR holds that SSR could be self-contained and have an 
existence independently of corporeal SR. The problem is that if we conceive of SSR 
as existing independently of corporeal SR then the notion of society as organic 
unity falls apart. In order to preserve the notion of the organic unity of society, SSR 
and corporeal SR must both be part of a societal whole and cannot exist in a 
heterogeneic fashion.  

The assumption of strong SSR, i.e., that SSR can be self contained blocks this 
move however. Thus on an organic view of society we must choose between 
corporeal SR and strong SSR. Here we find another possibility of reconciling 
strong SSR with Marx and Hegel that can be spelled out briefly. Let us start by 
noting that there is no logical impossibility in asserting that strong SSR could be 
experienced as an exclusive form of SR. Thus we might engage ourselves in a 
Matrix-like gedanken experiment where all of our social reality is SSR. Further, we 
go on doing the same things as we do in corporeal SR, but as it turns out all of 
reality is really a simulation. As a further gedanken experiment, let us suppose then 
that Marx and Hegel did not live in a physical world but in a perfect simulation.  

On such a view, their theories would hold to the same extent as they hold against 
the background of a physical world. Thus strong SSR is compatible with Marx and 
Hegel, on the assumption that reality can be simulated perfectly or more precisely 
that the simulation is sufficient to support their theories and SSR as an organic 
whole. Moreover, strong SSR needs to be taken somewhat seriously and not just as 
some crazy pipe dream. Now, I don't mean that we should all start now to break 
out of the Matrix and that we are living in a total simulation.  

Nor do I want to say that there this sort of situation is likely to occur in the 
future, but the very fact that strong SSR as a theory of social reality has made its 
way into Hollywood mainstream is itself indicative of a certain willingness among 
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the general public to entertain the thought that computer technology can be placial 
in profound ways. Earlier movies brought the idea of strong artificial intelligence to 
public discussion through science fiction movies such as 2001 with HAL as an 
early striking example and AI as a more carefully worked out example. What we see 
with the movies such as the Matrix and its predecessor The Seventh Floor is a new 
trend in science fiction that essentially asks us to consider not only AI as a 
possibility, but also strong SSR. There is something that is very telling about our 
current dispositions to computer technology within the arising of these two trends 
in science fiction movies, i.e., that of AI and strong SSR: we take them as somehow 
more than pipe dreams for if they were only thought to be pipe dreams they would 
neither be provoking nor leave us with a feeling of unease. The very fact that these 
genres have sprouted debate over such things as intelligence and reality is indicative 
of our disposition to technology.  

To spell this out more clearly, 2001 came to be seen as provocative because it was 
produced against a cultural background in which people were already disposed to 
think of computers as intelligent. More recently the Matrix has sprouted 
considerable debate since there is a cultural background in place against which it is 
reasonable to think of computer technology as enabling soft places. Soft places such 
as chat sites and communities on the net are part of this background against which 
strong SSR comes to be seen as a possibility of the future and as something more 
than simply mad speculation.  

Another way to put this is to say that the ideas of strong SSR becomes plausible 
against the view of weak SSR as being in some sense occurring today. Thus if weak 
SSR is possible then why should not strong SSR be plausible? It seems that we can 
get to strong SSR by extrapolation, i.e., by a historical transformation of weak SSR 
into strong SSR. We can make the same sort of argument between the relations 
between weak AI and strong AI. If it is possible to simulate intelligence as is 
commonly done in the cognitive sciences, then why could we not create it? It seems 
that at some point our ways of simulating intelligence could become so refined that 
there is no way of distinguishing weak AI from real intelligence, i.e., the point at 
which the Turing test fails and strong AI succeeds.  

The point here is not to argue for strong versions of AI or SSR, but to lay bare 
some prevailing cultural dispositions to computer technology. We find ourselves 
living within a cultural background where computer technology has opened up a 
space for these dialogues about intelligence and place as being capable of arising 
from a technological substrate. Other works have tried to make sense of technology 
as a substrate for intelligence and there is a large body of work on AI. There are 
critics and proponents within this body of work. The aim of this work is to further 
the debate on the possibilities of technology as a substrate for place. We find 
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ourselves in the beginning of a debate over SSR and it is within this debate that 
Marx and Hegel can help us make sense of some of the possibilities. 

At this point in time, the most prevailing view of SSR is that of weak SSR. Thus 
SSR is seen as being dependent on our groundedness in corporeal social life. SSR 
can thus extend our social reality by means of substrate technologies, but on the 
view of weak SSR we can not jump into self contained SSR as socially sealed off 
worlds. Marx and Hegel have gone to great lengths in their writings to give us a 
picture of social reality as an organic whole and any Marxian or Hegelian 
interpretation of weak SSR would need to remain within such a unitary account.  

What does this conception bring to the debate over weak SSR? While it might 
seem plausible that social reality is grounded in society as a whole it is not clear 
how this could inform the debate over weak SSR. We need to get clear about how 
this assumption of the organic whole can better our understanding of SSR or 
provide some novel perspective on SSR. In a sense the sheer assumption of society 
as an organic whole is somewhat informative for it points out that SSR must not 
only be seen as a sort of mirror of corporeal society, but as integrated with society. 
Thus corporeal society is a mirror of SSR just as much as SSR is a mirror of 
corporeal society.  

Moreover, the whole idea of a mirroring relation seems misleading for it suggests 
that there are these two distinct worlds that influence each other through 
reflections, but any organic account of society as a whole would mean that this sort 
of division is artificial and constructed. Rather we must think of SSR and corporeal 
SR as ultimately inseparable and aspects of the same underlying unified social 
reality.  

Now this seems contrary to fact for we do find people who live a life more or less 
exclusively on the net. Early writers on the Internet pointed out that it is possible 
to live a life of digital cocooning [Graham ‘97 p41], i.e., a life in which contact 
with corporeal SR is minimized in favor of SSR. There is also a body of literature 
that treats of the phenomena of Internet addiction and its detrimental effect on 
social life. Moreover, there are those who argue that SSR is not for everyone and 
that society is being divided between those who experience SSR and those who do 
not. These latter writers often come from a political or economic perspective and 
tend to argue that there are class differences between those who venture into SSR 
and those who do not. Thus, e.g. not everyone can afford a computer and an 
Internet connection and the general argument is that SSR is a privilege of the 
educated rich.  

Then there are those who claim that SSR brings about a certain kind of liberation 
and egalitarianism. There has been times, e.g. during the Gulf war and the student 
revolt in China when the Internet worked to unite people and helped them develop 
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a group consciousness that proved to be of no little consequence. What we find 
then is a debate over whether or not SSR works to unite people within the 
framework of social reality as a whole. History has then revealed to us that there are 
cases when SSR can serve this function, but also that there are cases when this 
integration fails. In sum then we are left with a picture of SSR that is largely 
inconclusive with respect to its effect on society as a whole. I want to suggest 
however, that there is an alternative way of thinking about the debate over SSR 
that stems from a careful reading of Hegel and Marx.  

Firstly, if we take the assumption of society as an organic whole seriously then the 
debate over SSR and its relation to corporeal SR can not even get started for these 
labels do not strictly speaking, refer to different "realities" but signify aspects of 
society reality as a whole. Secondly, and this follows more or less from the first 
point, we need to get back to the core issues of social reality. What sense can we 
make of this notion against the background of Hegel and Marx? So far we have 
seen that, on the accounts of both philosophers, we need to see social reality as an 
organic whole.  

Moreover, from an ontological standpoint, the two philosophers remain fairly 
close in their analysis. Each philosopher offers a picture of society as determining 
the background against which our thoughts and actions take place. I want to 
suggest now, that the essential difference between Hegel and Marx with respect to 
social reality has little to do with social ontology. They were both clear about how 
our ways of being and acting are determined by a social background that is to be 
cashed out in terms of a wide array of interconnected areas such as politics, 
religion, philosophy, science and economics. If we want to find strong differences 
between them we need to look instead at their regard for the social reality of the 
modern state.  

Hegel held this social reality in a positive regard while Marx did not. The key 
issue that divides a Hegelian perspective on social reality from a Marxian is not the 
question of how social reality works, but who social reality should be for. For Hegel 
social reality, in the modern state, is and should be for an elite, i.e., the bourgeois. 
Marx agrees on that social reality is for the elite bourgeois, but he thinks that it 
should be for all. To spell this out more clearly, Hegel holds that not everyone can 
be truly integrated in the social reality of the modern state, i.e., not everyone can 
find honorable work and acquire a high social standing. In order to do that one 
needs to be somewhat educated and develop a professional career.  

Thus while the uneducated and unskilled poor live in the same state, i.e., 
experience the same underlying social reality as the bourgeois the civil state is only a 
state for the bourgeois. As the poor come to see that the social reality of the civil 
state is not for them, they reject its values and find themselves living without 
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grounds. Moreover, without this groundedness in social reality they become a sort 
of mob without much sense of themselves as social beings, i.e. as persons, but mere 
tools. For Hegel such degenerated people can never rise to the level of collective 
consciousness and transform society. This is where Marx and Hegel differ radically 
on their accounts of social reality. Firstly, Marx does not think of the bourgeois as 
being liberated for the social reality that they experience does not, on his account, 
give rise to anything but an illusory sense of freedom. Genuine freedom in any 
society must be for all and not just an elite group. Secondly, he holds that such 
freedom is indeed possible and that the poor, i.e., the proletariat can attain a sense 
of collective consciousness that will eventually lead to genuine freedom for all.  

Let us get back now to the question of SSR and its relation to social reality as a 
whole. From the analysis of social reality against the background of Hegel and 
Marx we can discern two fundamental dispositions. The Hegelian elitist position 
would allow us to affirm SSR as an exclusive realm for educated professionals in 
society. Hegel’s account of the civil state is consistent with such a view. On a 
Hegelian account it could well turn out that the best of all possible states, in our 
time at least, is a state that allows the poor no access to SSR. Thus it is consistent, 
on a Hegelian view, to think that we live in a good state that allows freedom and a 
social reality for some people, but not for others. If one takes this argument a step 
further, SSR could be seen as something positive in this regard.  

We can think of SSR as harboring social places or clubs, similar to the estates of 
civil society, were the educated professionals could meet and bond together without 
the interference and disgruntlement of the poor. In other words SSR could be a 
way of furthering the Hegelian elitist society. Moreover, if the poor have no access 
to SSR, then how would they know what they are missing? On a Marxian 
interpretation, such as situation would inevitably lead to social realities based on 
illusory freedom. Freedom is, for Marx simply not compatible with any elitist view 
of SSR. Moreover, on a Marxian interpretation what we see then with SSR is a 
dangerous possibility and at the same time an opportunity.  

It must be remembered that Marx saw himself as first and foremost as an activist 
with great sympathy for the working class. However, he was also an intellectual that 
believed that theory could have some use in furthering the interests of the working 
class. He worked diligently to integrate theory with action through communicating 
to a large audience. In his time, this communication took place largely through 
journals, pamphlets, books and endless meetings. He saw it as troubling that the 
media of his day, e.g. news papers and radio were owned by the bourgeois and he 
made every effort to provide venues of communication for the working class. With 
respect to the media of our time the situation is much the same, i.e., it is largely 
owned by the bourgeois of today. If we look to one of our latest communicative 
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spheres, that of SSR we find that there is a movement that strives for open access to 
all. Thus there are those who think that everyone in modern society should be 
entitled to free net access. On a Marxian interpretation this could be seen as a 
commuinicative route to achieving freedom for all within a unified organic social 
reality.  

Now let us turn to Hegel and Marx from the perspective of a naïve realist view of 
SSR. Could it not be that Marx developed a naïve realist response to Hegel’s more 
abstract philosophy. After all, Marx is often thought of as someone who took 
Hegel’s dialectic and transformed it into a more concrete material dialectic without 
a complicated metaphysics.  

It is true that Marx’s philosophy is oriented to something concrete: the class 
struggle within all class based societies. Moreover, his aims are very concrete, to 
make the proletariat aware of itself as a class and become, not just a class in itself, 
but a class for itself and thus capable of, in the long run, radical social reform. 
Indeed Marx’s philosophy is even more concrete than the received view tells us for 
it was Engels and not Marx who developed the theory of a material dialectic. Marx 
himself did not attempt to form such a grand theory of history. With Hegel, we do 
find a relatively clear basic metaphysical position with respect to ontology, i.e., he is 
a monist and shares some basic beliefs with Spinoza in this regard. His organismic 
account of reality reveals matter and consciousness as different levels of 
organization in nature.  

Marx did not share Hegel’s view of metaphysics and it is difficult to place him 
within a clear metaphysical framework. He has often been described as a materialist 
and atheist, but it is still an open question as to how we are to interpret his 
atheism. It is clear that he did think that religion could be a source of delusion and 
lead people into false beliefs about reality. However, it is not equally clear that he 
was entirely without spiritual beliefs or a materialist in the philosophical sense. 
What is common to both Hegel and Marx is a marked interest in the workings of 
social reality.  

Both Hegel and Marx holds culture as something radically determining our ways 
of conceiving the world and our ways of acting. For both philosophers, our social 
worlds are both regulated and constituted by philosophy, religion, economics, art, 
science and a host of other cultural belief systems and artifacts. For both Hegel and 
Marx, we find ourselves within an historically instantiated background of belief 
systems that the philosopher can bring forth and make explicit in writing. In this 
sense they can be seen as culturalists with respect to reality, i.e., it is through 
cultural worlds that we develop our picture of the world. Moreover, there is no way 
for us to obtain a vantage point outside of our cultural background for it is only 
against this background that our thoughts and actions make any sense. Moreover, 
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in the modern world this background is not a geographically localized 
phenomenon, but is spread out over national boundaries and even across 
continents. Thus, e.g. for Marx the proletariat exists, not as localized isolatable 
groups, but as a global fraternity bound together by common interests and a 
common collective consciousness. Similarly, for Hegel, nation states develop in 
relation to world historical trends and shared social structures. For both Hegel and 
Marx then social reality can not simply be understood as a phenomenon arising in 
relation to localized geographical regions, but as a global phenomenon that 
depends on global communication. Thus world politics, world religions, global 
economics, science, art and philosophy serve as part of an international social 
background against which some measure of global awareness, collective 
consciousness and collective intentionality becomes possible,  

For both Hegel and Marx then, one aspect of social reality is that it can arise as a 
global communicative phenomenon. In this view, SSR becomes a late means that 
allows a shared global social reality to arise. It is a late medium that serves the 
realization of global social reality. Earlier, other means of communication served 
this purpose in a less immediate way, such as news papers, books, journals and 
radio. There is however, a deeper question concerning social reality, i.e., a 
phenomenological question. This is the question of the meaning of SSR as 
something experienced without the body. Thus we can ask ourselves, if it is correct 
to speak of a social reality without bodily grounding. Neither Hegel, nor Marx 
attempts to tackle this issue and it is not until Heidegger that we get a rich 
philosophy that treats of what it means to be embodied in the world.  

At this point, let us now turn to the perspective of mixed SR. Can a Marxist 
perspective enable us to interpret the meaning of mixed SR in our society? Prima 
facie this question appears odd perhaps since the notion of ubiquitous 
computing—the assumed ubiquitous substrate of mixed reality—appears to be part 
of some sort of computing revolution with far reaching implications. Indeed as a 
shift, not only in computing but in social reality at large. Thus ubiquitous 
computing is thought to change our ways of living and acting in radical ways. Now 
other forms of ubiquitous technologies such as indoor plumbing and electricity also 
came to make up for radical changes that had far reaching consequences in society. 
So what is so special about ubiquitous computing? Why does the notion of mixed 
SR fit so well with ubiquitous computing and not with indoor plumbing or 
electricity?  

One way to try to answer these naïve questions is to say that in order to be able 
to produce some sort of mixed reality we need technologies that allow the artificial 
to blend with the real. Let us suppose then that mixed reality is a blending of the 
real with the artificial. On such a view ubiquitous computing would allow for a 
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sort of artificial reality supported by computing to blend with physical reality. Now 
indoor plumbing, while being a ubiquitous technology, does not have this quality 
of being artificial. Thus when I fill my cup with water I do not fill it with artificial 
water, but simply with water. If I asked anyone for artificial water they would not 
know what to give me. Similarly I do not have artificial electricity in my house, but 
real electricity. However, when I turn the light on I do get artificial light. 
Moreover, if I build a waterfall and a small lake in my house then surely I am 
constructing an artificial environment. Moreover, on a larger scale, the 
construction of man made lakes, amusement parks, and whole modern 
communities are all artificial as opposed to natural.  

At this point we might object and say that this sort of distinction between the 
artificial and the real is not sufficient to account for the mixed reality enabled by 
ubiquitous computing. For one thing it seems that ubiquitous computing opens up 
this possibility of transforming social reality. But, do we not find a transformation 
of social reality as our ways of building artificial environments evolve? Let us take 
an extreme example. There is now in the US a gated community which is modeled 
on life in the fifties. Let us call it the fifties world. Now this fifties world is 
constituted by both a social reality and a physical reality radically diverging from 
that of mainstream US culture. It is a simulation of the fifties, but without 
computers.  

It seems to me that anyone who lives in such a community and works outside of 
it lives in a mixed reality. There is this attempt to create a unified social world 
within another, but the end result is inevitably a blend between these two worlds, 
that of the inside and outside. Not only temporally, that is not only as a result of 
working in the outside world and living in the fifties world, but in so far as the two 
worlds influence each other. Thus if we try to pin down what is unique about 
ubiquitous computing as a substrate for mixed reality we need to get another angle 
on the role of computing technology. Mixed reality can not be understood in terms 
of the artificial and the natural.  

Suppose then that we think of computing technology as information technology. 
We can e.g. think of digital IT as opening up worlds of information and ways for 
people to communicate. It is against this general background of digital IT that we 
can discern the possibility of soft places and a mixed social reality as involving both 
the corporeal and incorporeal worlds of sense making and social life. On such a 
view digital IT becomes the latest technological shift in the enabling of incorporeal 
places and the mixing of the incorporeal with the corporeal. In Marx’s and Hegel’s 
time, the rise of modernity, there were other technological means of enabling 
incorporeal places such as mail, the telegraph, radio and books.  
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Thus “IT”, in the time of Hegel and Marx was a substrate of a mixed reality, to 
the extent that it allowed for people to participate in incorporeal realities. There is 
nothing about digital technology per se that is essential for mixed reality as being 
enabled by IT. It is true that the inception of digital technology was a great shift in 
the history of technology, but this shift did not bring about IT, nor did it bring 
about mixed reality. The simple pencil on this view is IT just as much as the 
computer, i.e., they are both technologies that allow us to work with information. 
Now one might object to this characterization and claim that the expression 
information technology was not used until late in the history of computing and 
therefore has no life outside of recent discourse. So e.g. the word information as we 
use it only has a life within a picture of the world that has computers, not only 
doing data processing, but information processing and where human beings are 
also conceived of as information processors. We can go on in this way to point to 
various language games that were never played until recently. Therefore, the 
argument goes, expressions such as IT can not be analyzed outside of our time.  

This is a powerful argument, and surely to apply our notion of IT to earlier times 
in history through a process of conceptual excavation is, to say the least, 
problematic. There is no doubt that when we apply the expression to earlier times 
we run into the problem of cultural disentanglement. Can we really disentangle, 
i.e., decouple the notion of IT from our cultural background and apply it to an 
earlier culture? Can we even decouple the concept of ‘information’ in this way? The 
answer is that in so far that we can speak of IT as having a history we must be able 
to. The position that IT materialized from a vacuum is much less useful than seeing 
it as having historical roots. In this sense, the rise of modernity is an important 
stage in history for understanding both our information society and our relation to 
technology. For a more detailed historical account of the concept of information 
and its use in relation to computer technology see The modern invention of 
information: discourse, history and power [Day ‘01].  

The suggestion here is that we analyze mixed reality, not as being essentially 
digital, but as something with a phenomenology that can surface in different ways. 
To daydream, to take in a painting, to read a book, to surf the web, to engage in a 
discussion, to read a letter—are all mixed reality experiences in so far as they 
constitute incorporeal excursions from within a corporeal setting that never recedes 
completely, but remains on the periphery of consciousness. In a phenomenological 
perspective of mixed reality, IT becomes a nexus of digital artifacts that triggers the 
phenomenological disposition to engage in places with a mix of the corporeal and 
incorporeal. On a fundamental level, there is both a physical and a 
phenomenological thesis to IT as ubiquitous computing. The physical thesis simply 
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says that IT is everywhere. The phenomenological thesis says that our world 
changes so that we experience a mixed reality on account of IT.  

In the days of Hegel and Marx there was also a nexus of IT in the form of written 
texts for not just hypertext is associative. Any single text and any single word has 
connections to other texts and words and means nothing in itself. For Hegel this 
nexus of texts was for the educated with a higher social standing. In Hegel’s civil 
state the printed word becomes a powerful tool in the hands of e.g. politicians, 
scientists, artists, religious leaders and philosophers to communicate with those of 
higher social standing. The printed word opens up a world of literature for this 
elite in society. The printed word becomes a ubiquitous technology, but only for 
the elite. The poor class has virtually no access to it. Thus the printed word, 
becomes in the Hegelian state, a technology that allows the formation of a division 
between those who live in the world of literature and those who remain outside of 
it, a division that coincides with that between the elite and the poor. If we turn to 
Hegel’s philosophy we can also see that Hegel wrote for the educated and those of a 
higher social standing. Marx on the other hand is a philosopher that writes for the 
people. He strives to bring the printed world to the proletariat so that they are 
brought into it. In a sense Marx saw the need to for the printed word to become a 
ubiquitous technology for all. In our age we can see the same need transformed 
into a need to make computing technology ubiquitous in so far as we want to 
enable mixed reality for all and not just for the elite.  

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) 
Kant leaves us in a situation where we remain without access to Reality with a 
capital R. Our knowledge is knowledge of what Kant calls the phenomenal world 
and not knowledge of the noumenal world, i.e., the word of things-in-themselves. 
Kant takes it for granted, however, that ultimate reality is the noumenal world 
made up of entities of some sort. Schopenhauer takes on a radically different 
perspective which is not geared to things, but to processes. He argues that what 
drives the world is will. Will is for Schopenhauer ultimate reality--Will is the thing-
in-itself. This view may seem mystical, but if we look around us we see that every 
living thing appears to be driven by some force to develop in various ways. Life 
involves a struggle in which organisms strive to survive individually and as a 
species. Darwin had earlier cashed out the rough outlines of such a world of 
struggle for survival. In many respects the Darwinian picture is not pretty. The fact 
that Darwin was vegan is telling of his attitude to his findings. Schopenhauer is also 
disconcerted by it and in fact so much as to become self proclaimed pessimist. Still 
this position in Schopenhauer is according to some more authentic than claiming 
as Leibniz had done, that this world is the best of possible worlds. The fact, 
according to Schopenhauer, that we live in a world of struggle as caused by the 
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endless hunger of the will to express itself, drives most people into a situation of 
denial. Indeed most of Western philosophy is seen as constituting such a denial. A 
philosophy that affirms the will as a fundamental force opens up our eyes to the 
true brutish character of life and the reality of the will as the proper subject of 
metaphysics. 

Prior accounts of metaphysics had relied on what Schopenhauer terms 
representation as being the subject of inquiry. Schopenhauer makes a distinction 
between seeing the world as will and the world as idea (representation). The world 
comes to us as represented through our senses and is objectified, i.e., we perceive it 
as a world of objects through our ideas. However, behind this world of 
representation lies the will, for the represented world is a manifestation of the will. 
Representation is not a force, but a manifestation and as such merely an effect of 
the will. Will causes representations and is prior to it. 

In all fairness, Schopenhauer’s account is not entirely pessimistic and shares 
important similarities with Buddhism. Schopenhauer was one of the first Western 
philosophers to be inspired by Buddhism and is sympathetic to its basic premise of 
coming to terms with suffering. He argues that happiness lies, not in being able to 
fulfill each and every desire of the will, but instead to give these desires up. The 
happy life is basically a life without pain. There is also a Platonic ingredient in 
Schopenhauer because he emphasizes the role of contemplation in reaching this 
state of happiness. We must learn how to contemplate the world without seeing 
ourselves as part of it. Thus, e.g. the aesthetic experience of contemplating a work 
of art is a detached way of contemplating life as an observer. Think for example of 
an experience where one completely loses oneself in a work of art and becomes fully 
immersed in it, there are no worries about one’s own faith in such a situation. 
There is also some sense of complete annihilation of the self, a person becomes one 
with the work of art. But, abstract contemplation in, e.g. the form of philosophy 
also has this character of being a process not concerned with oneself (at least not 
consciously), but with the world at large (‘sub specie aeternitatis’ ).  

But, we need not go as far as to contemplate the world from a perspective of 
eternity by means of art or theoretical philosophy in order to lose ourselves in 
subject-free (to varying degrees) contemplation. Schopenhauer claims that 
everything can be a subject of aesthetic contemplation. The world at large and 
everything in it can be contemplated as an aesthetic object.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
For Schopenhauer the world is a terrible place of struggle over life and death as the 
manifestation of the will. The only way to come to terms with this struggle is to 
adopt an aesthetic attitude of contemplation. By contemplating the world from a 
detached standpoint we can free ourselves from the wheel of life. The preferable 
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way to be emplaced for Schopenhauer involves an annihilation of the subject as a 
struggling being with desires, wants and needs. In this sense, it represents what 
Nietzsche thought of as a denial of life itself and who we really are. A denial of life 
as part of the world of animals. This denial of the biological grounding of humans 
is an attempt to escape this world and our emplacement in it. We are asked to deny 
the body and seek a world of contemplation and aesthetic experience. Thus 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy constitutes an analysis by which we are to see the evils 
of life as engaged embodied beings in a ruthless Darwinian world. Once we have 
come to see the world as Schopenhauer does, we are to understand that the only 
way out is to leave the body behind as far as possible. We escape into our exclusive 
realm of being in the animal kingdom, the realm which soars above life’s struggle: 
the life of art and contemplation. 

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
Prima facie, soft places appear to be a modern way of escaping many of the perils 
associated with the Darwinian world of life, death pain and struggle. After all there 
is no blood in soft places, nor disease or physical violence. It seems then that 
Schopenhauer, if he lived today, would most likely be a cybernaut. Soft places are 
like books, plays and other placial representations removed from the physical 
Darwinian world that Schopenhauer was so troubled by. In general such works 
allow us to contemplate the world from outside of it and experience emotions in 
ways that are cathartic/therapeutic rather than painful or destructive. As far as soft 
places allow us to reflect on the world, by being a representations of it, soft places 
do seem have the same character. 

The net has important roots in thoughts concerning making information 
available through associative pathways [Bush ‘45, Engelbart ‘63] and thereby 
amplifying our capacities for abstract contemplation. In the most extreme variants 
there has been talk of man and computer to enter into symbiosis [Licklider ‘60]. 
Moreover, the cyberpunk literature represents a force in literature which concerns 
itself with purely representational worlds along the lines of cyberspace. These 
efforts depict ways in which the Darwinian world might be escaped to varying 
degrees. 

Most critical accounts of cyberspace have been about social issues and 
phenomenology with respect to human beings and their embodiment in the 
physical world. Schopenhauer opens up another line of criticism that has to do 
with needs, desires, pains, pleasures and emotivity in a physical world. It is related 
to the problem of embodiment, yet not equal to it. Schopenhauer’s pessimism with 
regards to being embodied in a physical world as governed by the Will lends itself 
to an analysis which is positive to cyberspace as a possible venue of escape.  
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Do soft places allow us to escape the Darwinian world of physical pain and 
struggle? Schopenhauer’s philosophy invites us to contemplate this question. There 
have e.g. been discussions of “rape” [Dibbell ‘93] and “death” [Hafner ‘01] in soft 
places. Thus even when we move out of the world of Darwin we seem to find 
ourselves in a world of pains that stem from moral and ethical concerns. The real 
importance of Schopenhauer’s work with respect to soft places lies in bringing to 
focus how the struggle of life might be conceived of in them, not just with respect 
to physical pains. It also allows us to contemplate the philosophical question of 
what life as part of the animal kingdom means to us. It allows us to better 
understand the full ramifications of escapist thought and the desire to leave the 
body.  

There is nothing logically impossible about attempting to create soft places of art 
and contemplation, but even if such places could be created would we want this to 
happen? They would be places were the subjective self is eliminated. To engage in 
them would involve experiencing without personal involvement and as such we 
might ask ourselves what would happen with social life? It seems that purely 
contemplative and artistic soft places would leave no room for a connected social 
life. Social life can indeed be seen as painful. Sartre’s character in one of his plays 
expresses it as follows: "Hell is other people”.  

As it has turned out, social reality has not fallen by the wayside in soft places so 
far. Indeed the net abounds with chat places and communities that can bee seen as 
a longing to socialize. However, there is still the question of what the relation 
between this form of socializing has to traditional collocated socializing. In so far as 
it is mediated and takes place in abstract worlds it is a detached form of socializing 
where body languge and tone of voice are often lacking. Even when technologies 
such as video conferening or even gadgets of the most advanced virtual reality are 
adopted it is doubtful whether what Martin Buber terms the I-Thou experience 
between two physically colocated individuals, an experience of profound intimacy, 
could be fully captured. Thus to some extent, soft places, seem, whether we prefer 
this or not, to be escapist worlds. Still they are open-ended with respect to possible 
experiences. Against the backdrop of Schopenhauer’s philosophy we are posed with 
the question of what we want to make of this open-endedness. At the one extreme 
lies the possibility of creating soft places where we become insulated from human 
nature and social life and at the other lies the possibility of an affirmation of what it 
means to be human.  

Sören Kierkegaard (1813-1855) 
For Kierkegaard, there is no clear hierarchy between poetry, philosophy, social 
critique and spiritual writing. Moreover he is not concerned with creating any 
unified system of unshakable truths. This does not mean that he is opposed to 
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philosophy nor to philosophical systems, but he has a clear conception of the limit 
of philosophy as a useful activity. Perhaps the best way to get a feel for exactly 
where Kierkegaard places the limit on philosophy is through comparing him to 
Hegel. Kierkegaard has often been interpreted in relation to Hegel. Some 
interpreters have seen him as essentially building on Hegel, while others have seen 
him in terms of how he rejects Hegel. The underlying issue has to do with the 
possibilities of philosophy. Hegel aimed to raise philosophy to the status of being a 
science. So, e.g. in “The preface on scientific cognition” in The phenomenology of 
spirit Hegel writes: 

The true shape in which truth exists can only be the scientific system of such truth. To help 
bring philosophy closer to the form of science, to the goal where it can lay aside the title 
"love of knowing" and be actual knowing—that is what I have set myself to do … To show 
that now is the time for philosophy to be rasied to the status of a Science would therefore be 
the only true justification of any effort that has as this aim, for to do so would demonstrate 
the necessity of the aim, would indeed at the same time be the accomplishing of it. 

Hegel touches on an issue that we find latent in the early philosophy of Socrates 
and Plato. It concerns the stance of the philosopher and the limits of philosophy. 
While Socrates would be happy with the idea that philosophy is the love of 
knowledge, he was skeptical of systematizing philosophy beyond live dialectics 
between involved participants. Plato on the other hand, set himself the task of 
capturing dialectics in written works and to bring philosophy further through his 
academy. Plato is by far more inclined to making philosophy into a systematic 
venture that aims to give a total picture of reality through theory. Philosophy after 
Plato came to be what Rorty calls a mirror of nature. The philosophical traditions of 
empiricism, idealism and rationalism in their various forms and combinations are 
all expressions of this quest of veraciously describing reality through formal 
theories. Many philosophers such as Descartes, Kant and Hegel took it upon 
themselves to bring philosophy closer to science and to find an epistemological 
bedrock of indubitable knowledge on which philosophy could stand firmly. 
Kierkegaard is critical to such approaches to philosophy and rejects the idea of 
making philosophy into a systematic science in the Hegelian sense, because as he 
says “Existence itself is a system—for God, but it cannot be a system for any 
existing spirit”. 

What we find here is in this brief attack on Hegel can be unpacked as a 
theological, existential and metaphysical argument. The invocation of God 
indicates that we are limited creatures in a reality which is only fully known by 
God—It is only God who can gain a total picture of reality. From a metaphysical 
point of view we should expect limitations on our knowledge. Also Kierkegaard 
brings to our attention the sheer condition of existence, i.e., of human existence as 
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requiring some degree of uncertainty and freedom. This is an existential point that 
appeals to intuition. To see this we might try to think of what it would be like to 
live in a world that was to us fully perspicuous through some sort of systematic 
framework. To exist, for Kierkegaard, as a human being is contrary to such 
systematicity. To be human is to face challenges and live in confusion, joy, surprise, 
despair and struggle as the limited creatures that we are. Moreover, from an 
existential standpoint we are subjective beings that through our thoughts, actions 
and emotivity create our own subjective reality. A life of predictability and 
certainty, a life without this involvement of existence, would not be a fully human 
life. When we try to go beyond the conditions of human existence through 
philosophy we end up in the sphere of comedy: 

If a dancer could leap very high, we could admire him, but if he wanted to give the 
impression that he could fly—even though he could leap higher than any dancer had ever 
leapt before—let laughter overtake him. Leaping means to belong essentially to the earth 
and to respect the law of gravity so that the leap is merely the momentary, but flying means 
to be set free from telluric conditions, something that is reserved exclusively for winged 
creatures, perhaps also for inhabitants of the moon, perhaps—and perhaps that is also 
where the system will long last find its true readers [Kierkegaard Concluding Unscientific 
Postscript  p124] 

Kierkegaard is not against philosophy per se, but only the kinds of philosophizing 
that tries to go to far so as to frame the individual in an existential straight jacket. 
Moreover, he seems to suggest that Hegel is the greatest philosopher so far, i.e., he 
has leapt higher than any other philosopher. It is only when he attempts the 
impossible that Kierkegaard finds him comical. For Kierkegaard, Hegel’s project is 
doomed from the start since it leaves to little room for human freedom and 
subjectivity. In a sense Kierkegaard is echoing the Kantian mantra in The Critique 
of Pure Reason of limiting reason in order to make room for faith, as well as the 
much later Wittgensteinian concern with subjectivity in the Tractatus. Within the 
history of Western philosophy we find those philosophers who have tried to 
delineate total systems of philosophy in attempts to systematize human life to the 
point at which human subjectivity, freedom, and faith becomes defined holistically, 
i.e., as part of some system outside of the individual. Hegel is among this group of 
philosophers as well as Plato and a host of other philosophers. Socrates, St. 
Augustine, Kierkegaard. Kant, Nietzsche and Wittgenstein are among those who 
took another path in opposition to such attempts. As shown earlier, for Hegel 
ethical life is a product of society as is religion, philosophy, science and art. In a 
sense society becomes the measure of all things for it is exclusively against the 
background of the cultural practices, dispositions and values of society that the 
human becomes intelligible.  
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We can remind ourselves of where Hegel is coming from if we go back in time 
and sit beside him as he once watched Napoleon’s armies in the battle of Jena. He 
sat from afar and could watch the hundreds of thousands of soldiers in brightly 
colored uniforms in one of history’s major battles. Huge numbers of soldiers run to 
attack, then retreat, only to attack again. At other positions armies are preparing for 
attack and the battle goes on for many days. What we see looks like an animated 
painting in the pointillist style—red and green dots forming various emergent 
patterns according to the battle as a total system. It is this total system of war that 
determines the emerging pattern.  

This system goes beyond the will of each soldier and beyond that of the military 
leaders. We might ask ourselves where we are sitting with Hegel safely on a hill 
from afar what the significance of each soldier is in the overall scheme of things? It 
doesn’t matter much if one or a handful of soldiers dies. Any single soldier is, 
within the game of war, dispensable and it is only the collective efforts that matter. 
So from the point of history and the evolution of nation states, the life of any 
individual is radically determined by forces much greater and well beyond him.  

What is more, military leaders such as Napoleon are no less determined by 
historical forces than the soldiers. Hegel argues that they are in no position to know 
what they are doing or what the outcome of their efforts will be. Rather, it is 
historical time—master of puppets—that calls forth military/political leaders to 
enact radical change. The puppet leaders bask in the glory of the show, but are (as 
is their audience) ignorant of the strings to which they are attached. It is only 
someone like Hegel who can discern this state of affairs in virtue of gaining some 
privileged philosophical position—the perspicuous view of theoretical philosophy. 
What Hegel’s perspicuous view of theoretical philosophy amounts to is a working 
out of various systems within systems on different levels of abstractions and within 
historical time. All human action occurs within systems to the point at which 
human life is systematically sealed, i.e., thought and human action have no traction 
outside of social systems. The philosopher, however, can in Hegel’s view gain a 
privileged point of marginality from which a certain degree of transcendence can be 
attained. Hegel can, through philosophical analysis manage to bracket out his social 
background, so as to reach a marginal point of observation on the borders of 
possible thought. To further explain this, Hegel must, in order to develop his 
dialectic be able to reflect on historical development from a privileged philosophical 
point of view by suspending his social background. Philosophy then becomes the 
true mirror of the social background, not only of his society, but of past societies. 
Hegel’s quest is to make historical evolution transparent by means of reflecting the 
social backgrounds of societies in the mirror of systematic philosophy. However, 
this raising of the evolving social backgrounds to the level of systems is for Hegel 
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more than simply a mirroring activity for it also reflects the evolution of spirit—its 
clockwork. Sprit does not evolve haphazardly, but towards higher levels of 
organization according to Hegel’s conception of logic. On Hegel’s view of the 
historical evolution as the evolution of sprit, human subjectivity and freedom 
becomes little more than the foam that rides on top of the waves of the ocean.  

While Hegel saw the development of a person as made possible against the 
background of a harmonious social system, i.e., the ethical life is at bottom enabled 
by the conditions of the civil estate, Kierkegaard holds a radically different view of 
what it means to develop as a person. He holds that when we simply act as the 
public around us, in accordance with a social system, we are not fully alive because 
we live life without truly reflecting on our existence. Rather it is when we are 
experiencing precisely the sort of contradictions and challenges that the poor class 
faces that we can engage in a more profound development. To further explain this, 
it is helpful to examine Kierkegaard’s view on Christianity and Christendom. For 
Kierkegaard Christianity is something very different from Christendom. 
Christendom, for Kierkegaard, is mainly based on dogmatism and observable 
external behavior. Thus to be part of Christendom, it is sufficient to go to church 
and follow the practices and rules dictated by the churchmen. However, this sort of 
religious behaviorism leads no one closer to God. To come closer to God 
something more is needed. One can not spot a Christian from overt behavior, 
rather to be a Christian one must engage in a more intimate relationship with God. 
Indeed Kierkegaard thinks that this is much more difficult for someone who has 
been raised according to religuos dogmatism. Thus it is not simply enough to have 
acquired a set of beliefs taught by Churchmen to become a Christian rather one 
must engage oneself in a subjective personal search for God. Kierkegaard even says 
that it is better to be a pagan engaging in an authentic spiritual quest with false 
beliefs about God, rather than someone with the right beliefs but not engaged in an 
authentic spiritual search for God. The fundamental assumption at work here is 
that God’s providence is of a kind that lends itself to authentic spiritual search 
according to the dictum thou who seeks will find. Moreover, spiritual 
enlightenment must according to Kierkegaard necessarily involve passion and full 
engangement. Without a passionate engagement there is no way of coming closer 
to God since faith necessarily must go beyond rational reflection and involve the 
whole of one’s being.  

Kierkegaard is sensitive to the teachings of Christianity as being the source of 
tremendous puzzlement and contradictions. So, e.g. he notes that while God is 
supposed to be infinite and eternal. Jesus, in his appearance on earth as God 
incarnate is finite and limited. He finds this descent of God to be contradictory, 
essentially a mixing of the infinite with the finite and the time dependent with the 
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time independent. Another contradiction he finds, and perhaps a more serious 
contradiction is the problem of evil. If God is all good and all powerful then why 
does God allow evil in our world?  

The Leibnizian answer to this question is that God created the best of all possible 
worlds, but in the end this does not fully satisfy Kierkegaard for he is still left with 
a sense of deep puzzlement. Similarly, the story of Abraham is a story of 
contradiction. Abraham is asked by God to slay his son, but what for? To prove his 
faith? Even after he has proven his faith to God, i.e., formed the intention and 
engaged himself in the action of killing, at the point when God stops him, 
Abraham is no longer a happy man and neither is Isaac. How could he ever be 
happy again after having set out to kill his son?  

What is Isaac to make of what happened? For Kierkegaard the Christian bible is 
full of contradictions and puzzles that cannot be resolved through rational 
reflection. Rather we must engage ourselves passionately with the contradictions 
with the whole of our being for rational reflection will not by itself lead to us to 
spiritual enlightenment. On this view, to curse God is not so much a crime as a 
passionate spiritual engagement. Thus Kierkegaard does not set out to resolve the 
conflicts within the bible through some clear rational exegesis along the lines of 
Leibniz and many intellectuals of his day, rather he senses that contradiction as 
experienced by humans is only natural on the journey towards God for God is 
infinite and humans finite.  

The contradictions arise not because the bible is corrupt or because God is trying 
to mislead us, but because we are trying to grasp the infinite with the finite. In the 
end then, as limited beings, we must rely on faith as something not subject to 
rational explanation. Moreover, faith can never be given to us through something 
like a social background or Hegel’s civil state. Whatever societal background we 
find ourselves living in is ultimately not going to provide us with faith. We have to 
seek it in relation to the contradictions that we encounter in our quest to 
understand the infinite. So, in a way, a harmonious social system, such as Hegel’s 
take on the civil estate can even be seen as a hindrance to spiritual development in 
so far as it attempts externalize not only ethics but also define the cultural system 
against which personal development takes place.  

Kierkegaard, in contrast, affirms the need for subjective personal development in 
a way that goes beyond the referential cultural sandbox of the civil estate. For 
Kierkegaard, the Christian is empathically an individual that finds his own answers 
through passionate engagement. That is why the pagan is better off than the one 
caught in the dogmatism of Christendom. In the end what counts is the passionate 
search for a better life in the face of contradictions. It is irrelevant whether there are 
any other Christians around or whether there has even been a true Christian 
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because to be a Christian has nothing to do with being part of a religious 
community.  

The disagreement, however, between Kierkegaard and Hegel on what it means to 
actualize oneself as a person is not so much about Hegel’s conception of ethics. 
Kierkegaard remains close to the Kantian conception of ethics as something which 
can be understood along the lines of moral maxims. Thus Kierkegaard is not 
hostile to the view that morality is something that be understood as having an 
explicable normative basis. What Kierkegaard is opposed to has more to do with 
what Hegel leaves out of his account of personal development than with what he 
includes.  

With Hegel we get a picture of personal development as an activity within a 
cultural system, i.e., a cultural background that can in principle be made explicit, 
not perhaps to anyone, but at least to someone like Hegel himself. This is not to 
say that Hegel himself or anyone else will ever be able to reach a position of perfect 
perspicuity for from a hermeneutical stance the project of making the cultural 
background fully explicit is ultimately doomed to fail. Hegel is well aware of that 
thought is only made possible against a social background and thought can never 
completely transcend this background. However, this problem is epistemological 
and it leads us to a certain conception of truth as something that arises objectively 
against a shared social background. Now, it is true that for Hegel, since the cultural 
background is always in flux, what is true at one time may not be true at another. 
However, the historicity of truth does not dethrone it from its status as being 
objective within any given cultural background.  

What Kierkegaard is after is another kind of truth. Truth as something which 
cannot be understood against a culture and which cannot be made objective. To 
sum up, he is not primarily interested in the sort of truth that can be explained 
through the cultural epistemology that Hegel advocates nor truth as something 
with a rational basis. What kind of truth is he after? It is a kind of subjective truth: a 
truth for the individual.  

Against the background of the relatively recent developments in philosophy of 
language, Kierkegaard can be seen as someone who is sensitive to the limitations of 
the scientific view of truth. The time in which he lived, i.e., the age of 
enlightenment was a time of great scientific optimism. Kierkegaard was not against 
this optimism, indeed as he held science in high regard. However, he, as Kant, 
thought that certain areas of human life such as religion, ethics and morality should 
be left out of scientific accounts. Truth within these areas is for him something very 
different from the truths of science.  

Thus e.g. when John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) suggest a picture of morality and 
ethics as being essentially questions of psychology this does not sit well with the 
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division that Kierkegaard wants to make. Nor does Hegel’s scientific philosophy 
which suggests that God can be mirrored within a philosophical system. He is 
similarly opposed to any attempts to prove God’s existence. If we borrow a term 
from Wittgenstein, what is involved when we speak of truth in religion and science 
are really different language games. The word truth does not mean the same thing 
in religion as in science.  

Consequently we must not confuse the language of science with that of religion. 
So e.g. to prove God’s existence by appeals to miracles opens up for a particular 
scientific discourse. It is for instance said in the exodus that the Red Sea was parted 
so that Moses could cross over, but recent scientific analysis has shown that during 
that time there were significant planetary disturbances that perhaps could have led 
to a low water level in the Red Sea. Thus it could have been the case that anyone 
on foot could have crossed during that time, but that heavy metal wagons got stuck 
and so on. However, there is also another way of reading miracles, i.e., as not being 
proofs of God’s existence but merely meaningful stories which make sense not 
against a scientific world view, but in terms of religious meaning, a fundamentally 
different language game.  

Moreover today we see the efforts of creation science to account for religious 
truths within science as yet another attempt to prove religious truths. Kierkegaard 
would be opposed to such attempts. The subjective truth that he is after is 
something that is based on what might roughly be termed the dimension of 
existence rather than that of objective truth. Subjective truth is something that 
cannot be understood in terms of proofs or rationality, but rather against the 
human condition of existence. To understand subjective truth we need to take a 
closer look at how Kierkegaard characterizes human existence as involving passion, 
engagement, commitment and faith. So what can we say about these conditions of 
existence? Why are they so important to existence? Moreover, in what sense or 
senses are they important? First of all, Kierkegaard holds that it is possible to live a 
life largely without strong engagement, commitments, passion and faith. Thus, 
e.g., someone might for instance be religious without being passionately involved. 
It is e.g., possible to be brought up as a Christian and go to church every Sunday 
without being passionately involved and without living in faith. One might just go 
to church and look at what the others do and participate in a detached way. This 
could also happen in life at large.  

Thus a person might live a detached life without personal involvement and 
passion. Kierkegaard along with Nietzsche, Heidegger and other existentialists is 
critical of this sort of life were ones simply does what others do without any deeper 
engagement. For Kierkegaard, to live a religious life without active engagement can 
be compared to watching a couple make love. In Kierkegaard’s day making love 
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had a different meaning and referred roughly to courting rituals, i.e., the successive 
building of a romantic relationship. We might watch a couple being engaged in 
such activities and there is a sense in which the whole thing becomes empty to us. 
It does not mean much to us until we ourselves have been actively involved. In 
order to understand what it means to love someone we need to do something more 
than simply read about love or observe people in love. Now, what could this mean?  

Naturally there are many different answers. One answer or one feature of love 
that Kierkegaard stresses is that it involves a commitment. This commitment may 
not come all at once, but as a love relationship develops there is this gradual 
development of a commitment that grows stronger. Moreover, there is this 
willingness to overcome difficulties and remain faithful to one another. Thus one 
may speak of true love as lasting and stronger than anything else. One can be 
convinced of that a love relationship is true, but it is a kind of truth that is based 
on faith and conviction rather than some objective states of affairs. One might say 
that there is a kind of subjective truth involved in a love relationship which goes 
beyond truth as gained by rational analysis. To be true to someone need not only 
mean that one is faithful in the sexual sense, but in terms of an unshakable 
commitment to that person that goes beyond practical matters as well as the 
biological drives. Rather it can imply a sort of total commitment based on faith.  

Similarly any religious lifestyle must rely on commitment and faith in order to be 
true. It is not enough to simply have a set of beliefs and/or engage in a set of 
practices. The true religious lifestyle involves much more than knowledge and 
behavior. Kierkegaard makes a distinction between the ethical lifestyle and the 
religious lifestyle in order to highlight this difference. One who lives according to 
the ethical lifestyle is someone who lives according to a set of moral rules and 
behaves ethically. However such a life does not necessarily involve any active 
engagement with religion or faith. This is not to say that the person is mistaken in 
any way. Kierkegaard holds that it is possible to live ethically correct, but without 
the kind of subjective truth that develops out of a true relationship with God. It is 
only the one who adopts the religious lifestyle who builds a relationship with God 
who is able to reach a subjective truth. What is more, in order for this sort of 
relationship to unfold God can not be conceived of as something without objective 
existence.  

Moreover, God must somehow be conceived of as a part of personal relationship 
that subjective truth can arise from. We must in some sense be able to have an 
intimate personal relationship with God. Now someone might argue that such a 
relationship is simply a form of subjective therapeutic engagement. If one cannot 
prove God’s existence objectively and lives with only a subjective awareness of God 
in an intimate personal relationship then what is this but a form of existential 
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therapy? Again, this is a problem if one takes on something like a scientific view of 
truth. Kierkegaard would be quite content with admitting that the truth he is after 
is subjective, but it is no less worthy of our attention for that matter, quite the 
contrary. The kind of truth that arises out of our subjective awareness of God fills a 
sort of gap and a hunger that reveals itself in our existence. It’s subjectivity in no 
way degrades it but gives meaning to our lives. 

To get a better sense of what Kierkegaard is after, we can examine a third lifestyle 
that he offers as an alternative to the religious and the ethical: the aesthetic style of 
life. This is basically a lifestyle that revolves around personal satisfaction. This need 
not be a hedonistic lifestyle that centers around pleasure although it could be. It is a 
lifestyle which could involve an appreciation of art or of finding amusing and 
interesting things in life. One chief concern of anyone living an aesthetic lifestyle is 
to avoid boredom. One rather goes around doing things that keeps one occupied 
and amused. One might say that today’s consumerism lifestyle is a sort of aesthetic 
lifestyle. Many people in our age consume things to keep themselves from 
boredom. Thus to watch TV is an activity which fits into this picture. There is 
always something on TV for one’s amusement.  

All in all the media industry seems geared to satisfying the aesthetic lifestyle of 
continual amusement. Similarly the travel industry can take us to amusing places 
and give us constantly new impressions in prepackaged ways. If we become bored 
with one place, then we can easily go to another. What we think of as a social 
lifestyle also fits with the aesthetic lifestyle. There are those who amuse themselves 
within a wide social sphere to the point at which no intimate relationships are 
developed and people are seen largely as a source of amusement. But, Kierkegaard 
wants to say that it is not simply enough to live a life without boredom. This is 
something which has been picked up by many writers coming from various 
traditions. So e.g. in music we have singers such as Janis Joplin who gives a critique 
of what is essentially an aesthetic lifestyle within consumer society: 

Oh Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz? My friends all drive Porsches, I must make 
amends.I’ve worked hard all my lifetime, no help from my friends. Oh Lord, won’t you buy 
me a Mercedes Benz?  

Oh Lord, won’t you buy me a color TV? "Dialing for dollars" is trying to find me. I’ll wait for 
delivery each day until 3. Oh Lord, won’t you buy me a color TV? 

Oh Lord, won’t you buy me a night on the town? I’m counting on you Lord, please don´t let 
me down. Prove that you love me and buy the next round. Oh Lord, won´t you buy me a 
night on the town? 

Janis Joplin gives a picture of consumerism as a sort of religion of amusement and 
something that has come to govern our lives to the point of absurdity. What makes 
it absurd is that there seems to be something missing. Roger Waters does a good 
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job of spelling the sort of exclusion involved in a gedanken experiment in the song 
“Amused to death” from the album with the same title: 

And when they found our shadows. Grouped ‘round the TV sets. They ran down every lead. 
They repeated every test. They checked out all the data on their lists. And then, the alien 
anthropologists. Admitted they were still perplexed. But on eliminating every other reason. 
For our sad demise. They logged the only explanation left. This species has amused itself to 
death. No tears to cry, no feelings left. This species has amused itself to death. 

 
The problem with the aesthetic lifestyle, whatever its flavor, is that it leads to a sort 
of degeneration with respect to our emotional life something which Kierkegaard 
also stresses. For Kierkegaard we need something more than amusement in order to 
live a full life. We can not get this from the ethical or the aesthetic lifestyles. It is 
only an emotionally involved lifestyle such as the religious lifestyle which can offer 
us any deeper satisfaction in life. Once again such a lifestyle centers on faith and 
commitment and it gives us truth on a subjective level. In a sense it gives us true 
lives that go beyond any rational analysis. Now at the same time, Kierkegaard does 
not aim to prove that something like the religious lifestyle is the right one, because 
no such proofs can be made. What he found was that in his life, the religious life 
was the only style of life worth living. By depicting the various kinds of lifestyles he 
is prompting us to make a choice. In a sense he is luring us to think like he does. In 
relational terms this can be thought of as a kind of seduction.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
We live in a world created by God and in a reality which is a system for God. God 
can have a perfect view of reality—a completely perspicuous view. As human 
beings, we come to realize both the objective existence of God and of a mind-
independent reality, but our human condition limits us from having any objective 
knowledge of this reality. There is a gap between us and God in the sense that God 
is not limited. It is this Gap that keeps us from having knowledge of reality as a 
system. Only God who is the infinite master of reality can have any such 
knowledge. To try to grasp our place in reality, to try to spell out how we find 
ourselves in the world and reality at large in terms of a system is what many 
philosophers such as Hegel have attempted. All such efforts are necessarily in vain 
since our limited human condition does not allow for the success of such projects. 
To understand our place in the world must rather involve an examination of our 
human condition as something that can be spelled out, not only in terms of us 
being rational beings, but as being existential beings. When we engage in such an 
examination we come to see our true nature.  

To exist in an authentic way involves being true to the facts of existence, i.e., our 
human nature. When we live authentically we come to see that we are faced with 
the possibility of creating our own lives and our own subjective reality, i.e., our 
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own life worlds. The fact that we are a species called Homo Sapiens does not entail 
that we live in this way. Any human life entails the possibility of authentic 
existence, but we must work in order to live authentically, i.e., in ways which are 
true to ourselves. Depending on how we live, we create ourselves and subjective 
reality. Kierkegaard offers three different lifestyles; the aesthetic, ethical, and 
religious. From the standpoint of existence we also live in existential spheres that 
each give rise to different social realities.  

In the aesthetic sphere social reality is characterized by a search for things that 
interest us or amuse us. Thus we would be inclined to live a life with a social reality 
that keeps us from boredom. One way to do this is to surround us with people that 
are amusing or interesting and to seek stimulating conversations. Within the ethical 
sphere we find a social reality that is characterized by a focus on living according to 
moral rules. Thus the one who lives according to an ethical lifestyle is trying to act 
and live justly. His social reality can be seen as normative. The religious sphere 
gives rise to a social reality that arises from a concern for living according to ones 
faith in God. Our relationship to God and other people is characterized by a search 
for God. Social reality becomes largely defined in terms of how we commit 
ourselves to God and to people that we form relationships with.  

From the existential position of Kierkegaard then social reality is not something 
that needs to be completely given to us, but it is also something that we create. Life 
involves an existential dialectic through which we can choose how to live. As we 
live we can form our own lifestyles that each shapes our social reality. It is easy to 
simply follow along and live as everyone else does, i.e., to adopt a certain lifestyle as 
a way of conforming to social expectations and Kierkegaard is of the opinion that 
this is what most people do. He saw Christendom as something that people were 
simply born into and adopted without reflection. Moreover, he was also critical of 
the media of his age, i.e., news papers as having an equalizing influence on people. 
For Kierkegaard the news papers were largely filled with content that was of poor 
quality. He thought that what was in the news was largely selected in terms of its 
potential to increase profit for the media giants of his day.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
Kierkegaard gives us ways of looking at soft places as incorporeal realities from an 
existential standpoint. His characterization of subjective truth opens up a 
perspective on soft places as being subjective realities in which we can think of 
ourselves along the dimensions of how we live. So for example, one way to engage 
in soft places is through the aesthetic lifestyle. Thus someone might venture into 
soft places in order to find amusement or things that keeps one’s interest. Soft 
places along the aesthetic lifestyle serve the purposes of keeping one from boredom. 
Thus one may seek interesting, amusing or otherwise stimulating conversations in 
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soft places. One may also immerse oneself in game like aesthetic soft places in order 
to kill time or simply have a good time. A soft place that is conducive to the 
aesthetic lifestyle can be thought of as an aesthetic soft place.  

Another way to engage in soft places is through the ethical lifestyle. The object 
would be to act in accordance with absolute moral laws or to further such behavior. 
Thus we see the possibility of ethical soft places. On a Kierkegaardian view, the 
possibility of such places arises when people interact on the basis of ethical rules 
without taking a subjective stand on them. Thus a religious or ethical discussion 
group could be seen as an ethical soft place in so far as it centers on the objective 
truths of moral laws. There are plenty of ethical soft places on the net and many of 
them arise in response to wars or political struggles. So for example, we saw ethical 
soft places arising in response to the Gulf War and the September 11 incident.  

What then about the religious lifestyle? Does it make any sense to think of soft 
religious places? The religious lifestyle is about forming a relationship with God, 
i.e., of coming to know God. The clearest example would perhaps be a religious 
discussion group that goes beyond the ethical lifestyle. It needs to concern itself 
with the absurdities of religion, i.e., the contradictions that arise from e.g. reading 
the bible. Thus to discuss the problem of evil would be something that would lend 
itself to a religious soft place.  

Thus Kierkegaard gives us three different perspectives on soft places, but he also 
gives us something more. It is the idea that as we engage in social places we can do 
so from our own subjective point of view and as a matter of choice. So for example, 
we might find that in our everyday life in corporeal reality there is something 
missing. We are part of a social reality which is not conducive to our overall 
development as individuals. With the rise of soft places another lifestyle could be 
explored by visiting a soft place. Thus soft places seem to open up this possibility of 
experimentation with different lifestyles. Moreover, to live from an existential 
standpoint is ultimately about relations, either to God or to other people. Our 
physical location may make it difficult to find the kind of deep relationships with 
other people that we would find truthful. We might e.g. live in a small community 
with few people. If we venture into soft places we have the possibility of developing 
relationships that are more true to who we are and who we wish to become.  

With soft places comes the possibility of enabling us to choose more freely how 
to live, but on a Kierkegaardian view there is also a danger with soft places. As we 
saw Kierkegaard was critical to the mass media of his day which he thought had an 
equalizing function, On Kierkegaard’s view the press served something like a 
generic reader that was likely to buy papers. Are there soft places that serve a similar 
function? Most obviously we find profit driven media giants behind many of the 
net’s information places. The Kierkegaardian criticism of media is relevant in our 
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time. Moreover, to get online is less of a choice and more of a necessity these days 
when our banks and postal services close down their offices and public service and 
educational institutions are moving online. The truth is that we no longer simply 
have some incentives to move online, but we are being coerced by the public sector, 
business, education, and media to do so. Thus the online lifestyle is forced upon us. 

In a way of concluding this section I would like lastly to draw attention to a 
question that arises against a Kierkegaardian inspired way of looking at human-
computer interaction. What does human-computer interaction as a field of research 
and practice mean to us from an existential perspective? In our age this question 
presses upon us, because the world is turning digital and our emplacement in it 
depends ever increasingly on human-computer interaction. At the same time we are 
just experiencing the beginnings of a journey that we do not know where it is 
going. How far can reason and reflection guide us on this journey? Can a 
passionate engagement steer us in a positive direction? It seems to me that a 
Kierkegaardian suggestion as to answer these sorts of questions would be to 
examine different ways of relating to human-computer interaction as a field of 
research. If we examine, e.g. the history of human-computer interaction we do find 
some people who have indeed been very passionate such as Douglas Engelbart who 
deliberately set out to find a field of work were he could have the greatest positive 
impact. An existentialist approach would cater for an analysis of human-computer 
interaction as a field of research and design in terms of lifestyles and commitments. 
One might for example imagine a book on human-computer interaction that gave 
a treatment of the lives of key figures and their engagement. It would be a book 
about perspectives, but as seen existentially, perhaps even without theories or 
methodologies. Such a book would work as a source of inspiration and prompt the 
reader to reflect on his own commitment to human-computer interaction.  

Friedrich Nietschze (1844–1900) 
Nietzsche follows to some extent in the trail of Schopenhauer and found his 
writing to be a great source of inspiration. In Nietzsche’s work “Schopenhauer as 
Educator” he describes the commonly purported pessimist as someone with a 
“cheerfulness that really cheers” and portrays the man himself as a role model in a 
general sense and not only a great genius. What prompted Nietzsche to say such 
things about a man who thought of himself as a pessimist and is more or less 
received as the pessimist par excellence throughout the entire history of philosophy? 
Schopenhauer’s world, as we have seen, is largely a world of pain and suffering.  

Our human condition is such that we are driven by an insatiable will that can 
never be fully satisfied. Moreover, the living world, to which we belong is 
characterized by a struggle to survive as the will as manifest in each living thing 
expresses itself. Our world then is a world of fierce competition along a Darwinian 
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account. Humans are, in Schopenhauer not exempt from this fierce competition 
except for their aesthetic nature. We can, for brief periods escape the cruelty of the 
world when we engage ourselves in aesthetic contemplation. Thus when we 
perceive a work of art we can forget about the cruel reality around. Thus when we 
say that we lose ourselves in a work of art, what we really lose is our sense of being 
in this world and our sense of being a contingent entity.  

We are able to contemplate a work of art as something outside of the dualism of 
perceiver and object perceived (from a perspective of eternity). The comfort we 
derive from this perspective is the comfort of being disconnected from the world. 
Thus we are thrown out of our cruel world into a world of art that can be 
experienced purely aesthetically, i.e., without reference to our own contingent 
existence. Thus on Schopenhauer’s view the world of our existence is a cruel world 
and our only escape is listening to music and experiencing works of art. Aesthetics 
is the only comfort in an otherwise cruel and painful existence. Now how can 
Nietzsche find Schopenhauer cheerful? Perhaps he finds some irony in his writings? 
Perhaps Schopenhauer has some hidden agenda that only Nietzsche sees? This 
however, would entail that virtually the rest of the philosophical community has 
been in the wrong about Schopenhauer. His sister would also be giving a false 
picture of Schopenhauer in claiming that she could not stand his dark moods and 
relentless complaints about the world. There is a far more plausible interpretation 
of Nietzsche’s reaction to Schopenhauer. First of all, when he writes about 
Schopenhauer as educator we can see him as reflecting on education from a certain 
moral perspective. For Nietzsche morality is something closely tied to what one 
makes of one self.  

This is an existential take on morality that is not so far from Kierkegaard. As we 
have seen for Kierkegaard, there is a how and what question to religious truth. The 
‘what’ question can be fleshed out in terms of objective truths, i.e., truths about 
God and moral laws. The how question has more to do with sincerity in one’s 
overall search for truth. That is why the sincere pagan is better off than the phony 
Christian of Christendom.  

For Nietzsche then, Schopenhauer is a good teacher partly because he thinks of 
him as being honest and sincere. Thus Schopenhauer fulfils this moral 
requirement. He is not simply someone who follows the herd, someone with a 
“herd mentality” in Nietzsche’s own terminology. Again we find the same emphasis 
in Kierkegaard’s writings on individual development. Nietzsche thinks of 
Schopenhauer as someone who is a self made man. His view of morality is that of 
being a great person in this sense of making oneself. There is also another 
dimension to Schopenhauer’s philosophy that is appealing to Nietzsche and that is 
a certain kind of acceptance that Schopenhauer expresses.  
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It is an acceptance of this world that we live in. Now, as we have seen 
Schopenhauer is pessimistic about this world. Indeed he is disconcerted by the facts 
of human life. Still if Schopenhauer is correct about the world then even to develop 
his sort of pessimism can be seen as refreshing. One could say that to deny the facts 
of human life would be far more depressing. However far Nietzsche’s acceptance of 
Schopenhauer goes, it is clear that he finds in Schopenhauer someone who is 
honest to himself and who has philosophical insights. To find such a friend is 
perhaps what is the most cheerful for Nietzsche and within “Schopenhauer as a 
great Educator” what we really find is more of an account of Nietzsche himself 
than Schopenhauer. In a way he sees himself in Schopenhauer. 

Nietzsche also shares with Schopenhauer a concern for the here and now, for the 
life of human beings in this world. Along with Schopenhauer he holds that the will 
is more fundamental to us than our capacity to know. Nietzsche is critical of the 
sort of developments that renders the here and now as some sort of illusion and 
posits another reality as being more real. He largely blames Socrates for the 
development of a perspective on this world as fleeting and illusory and of an eternal 
other world which is real. Nietzsche claims that Socrates was so disappointed with 
his life that he posited another world as some sort of escape route.  

Although Nietzsche finds much to admire in Socrates, he is also critical of him. 
He surprisingly makes an ad hominen and claims that “Socrates was ugly”. To be 
ugly in the greek world of aestethic admiration is in some sense equal to a 
refutation. Now ad hominen attacks are usually not taken seriously in philosophy, 
but Nietzsche has a deeper point also. He is not simply being flippant. If we take 
into account the importance that Nietzsche gave to the kind of person that a 
philosopher is we can see that his attack is really an attempt to get at philosophy 
through psychology. In modern lingo, Nietzsche is providing a rough 
psychoanalysis of Socrates in order to understand his philosophy through hidden 
motivations.  

We normally think of philosophy as in some sense being a struggle with ideas 
and theories about the world or on a classical note as the love of wisdom. Nietzsche 
is provoking us to see it as something very different. For Nietzsche philosophy is 
really an expression of the philosophers own concerns and struggles in life. To 
decouple the philosopher from his philosophy and try to analyze philosophy as 
something independent of the philosopher is for him problematic. What he sees 
behind the philosophy of Socrates is someone who is disappointed with himself 
and with life. So disappointed that he comes to dream of another better world. For 
Nietzsche this is a great disservice to philosophy and to humanity.  

For what happens is that Socrates manages to fool us into thinking that this 
world is no longer real and that there is another higher reality behind this world. 
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Socrates thus manages to alienate ourselves to our world and our lives as human 
beings. What is more he gives rise to a certain distinction between appearance and 
reality which, in Nietzsche’s view leads down a troublesome path in philosophy. 
Much of Western philosophy after Socrates can be seen as efforts to work out the 
relations between what is real and what is illusory. Nietzsche rejects this entire 
strand of thinking in terms of appearance and reality. For Nietzsche there is only 
the reality in which we live and we are experiencing it in our daily lives.  

Moreover, the idea of another world—the otherworldly—is something that 
Nietzsche sees as beeing taken up, reified and spelled out in great detail by 
Christianity and other religions. It is through Christianity that this idea comes to 
have, in his view, some profoundly devastating effects. In Nietzsche’s view 
Christianity and Socratic philosophy share important similarities. He thinks of 
Jesus and Socrates as being alike in many ways. Both are in fact figures that he 
admires in terms of their characters. Both of these figures managed to transcend 
their current cultures. What Nietzsche is critical of is the kind of world views that 
develop first in Socratic philosophy and then in Christianity.  

It is a world view for Nietzsche is overly critical of life in this world that we live 
in and which is founded on castles in the air. He thinks of Christianity as 
continuing the Socratic urge to despise the body and the earthly world. Since 
Nietzsche does not think that there is any other world or any other reality than the 
earthly world he sets out to lead us back to the body and this world. His 
philosophy is driven by a quest to reveal to us our groundedness in the body and 
the earthly world.  

The Socratic view of the body and the longing for the other worldly is 
epitomized in Christianity in terms of morality. The Christian lives in a constant 
danger brought about by his bodily desires. The Christian must learn how to deny 
the body and earthly life, to see it as an illusion in order to gain redemption in the 
after life. To Nietzsche this is a tragic situation. It not only leads to a confused state 
of mind in terms of ontology, i.e., to deny the reality we live in, in favor of a 
figment of imagination, but the upshot is that on the illusory view of Christianity 
we can not actualize ourselves as the beings that we truly are; beings that live on 
earth and who are fundamentally driven by the will of the body. Thus 
Christendom for Nietzsche comes to deny humanity itself.  

What is more Christianity leads to development of a certain paranoid state of 
mind. People become paranoid about themselves and others because everyone is 
thought to be a sinner. Now it is true that on the view of Christianity some are 
thought to be less sinful than others, but in despising the body as something 
dangerous and full of evil desires no one can relax. There is always the possibility 
that the desires of the body will overtake us and that our earthly nature will take 
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over. Thus on Nietzsche’s view Christianity fosters a mentality of suspicion. People 
go around being suspicious of themselves and of others because people believe that 
deep down the human condition and earthly life is somehow evil. All in all, 
Nietzsche’s provocative style of writing and his philosophy is largely geared to do 
away with this sort of suspicion and develop a new conception of morality. It is in 
this sense diametrically opposed to Christianity and this view becomes expressed in 
many of his works. 

Another point of conflict with Christianity is that Nietzsche thinks it fosters a 
kind of herd mentality. His view of Christian morality is as something that is 
cashed out in terms of universal absolute imperatives in the form of “thou shall”. 
Thus on the Christian view morality is the same for everyone. Nietzsche in contrast 
thinks that morality is ultimately to be spelled out in terms of how one lives and 
the kind of person one is. Thus what is right for one person in a moral sense might 
not be right for another. In stating moral absolute rules, in providing a universal 
system of morality the individual is forced into what Nietzsche holds to be a 
detrimental situation. A situation in which the individual can not truly develop as a 
unique moral being and he simply becomes part of the herd and does whatever 
everyone else does in order to be a true Christian. He also argues that Christianity 
makes no fuzz about this view and points out that it explicitly refers to followers as 
a flock.  

In an effort to debunk the idea of morality as something absolute and dictated as 
divine law Nietzsche instead offers something akin to a naturalized view of 
morality, i.e., morality as something evolving within a social context. He gives two 
examples from such a naturalized perspective. He holds that within society there is 
a tendency for a certain power relation to develop between people of different 
social standing. Nietzsche thinks of society as being divided between those who 
have power and rule and those without power. The rulers rule in virtue of their 
power and are able to live very differently from the rest of society, e.g. they have a 
greater sense of freedom and they can live a more comfortable life, they gain wealth 
and so on. The rulers come to develop their own sense of morality as a sort of 
justification for what they do. This morality Nietzsche terms master morality.  

The others, i.e., those ruled over come to despise their rulers, largely as a result of 
envy. This envy however is soon replaced by resentment against the rulers as the 
ruled realize that the life of the rulers is not for them, nor can it ever be. 
Psychologically they resolve their envy for a life unobtainable by turning it into 
hatred and despise. Everything that the rulers do and all they represent come to be 
seen as evil. This psychological stance is materialized in slave morality. Nietzsche 
holds that Christianity fosters slave morality in its emphasis on living and ascetic 
lifestyle and denying earthly life and its pleasures.  
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Nietzsche comes to see that with the rise of modernity the influence of 
Christianity was weakened. The enlightenment along with its scientific and 
rationalistic tendencies brought about a secularized society. However, Nietzsche 
was as much for science as against it for he came to see a danger with science. This 
danger was that it would ultimately come to replace religion as a belief system, i.e., 
the scientific world view. The problem with the scientific world view for Nietzsche 
is that it too, if taken too seriously, can dislodge us from our groundedness in 
earthly life and the body. The scientific world view for Nietzsche is a rationalistic 
world view that stresses the importance of reason and knowledge over that of the 
will and the body. To see what he is after it is useful to briefly look at his early 
work The birth of tragedy from the spirit of music. In this work Nietzsche defends a 
theory of early Greek tragedy as involving two essential themes: the Apollonian and 
the Dionysian. The Apollonian can roughly be described as being based on order, 
beauty and clear boundaries while the Dionysian is in some sense it’s opposite and 
stresses chaos frenzy and the collapsing of boundaries. These themes are seen as 
standing in direct relation to the human condition. The world from an Apollonian 
perspective is seen as separate from us and allows us to reflect in a detached manner 
about reality. In contrast, from a Dionysian perspective we live passionately in a 
world of flux that we are integral to. Our individuality on this latter view is 
enmeshed with the world at large. For Nietzsche a healthy life involves both the 
Apollonian and the Dionysian stance in balance.  

To sum up Nietzsche is against certain world pictures that arise within 
Christianity, Western philosophy and science. Christianity teaches us that this 
earthly life is not worth much. Its value lies mostly in that it prepares us for the 
afterlife. It urges us to despise the body and earthly life and to prepare ourselves for 
the afterlife. It also gives a false ontology along the lines of their being another 
world: the otherworldly. Moreover, the faith of Christianity is for Nietzsche empty 
since Christianity is for him fostering a kind of herd mentality against which there 
can be no true faith. Rather what Christians call faith for him is simply following 
dogma. Nietzsche is well known for having said that God is dead. This is a 
provocative statement that has often been taken as thoroughly atheisthic.  

Nietzsche is not trying to make a theological statement, i.e., to say that there 
once was such a being as a God who is now dead. This would be a truly odd 
statement since the notion of God is that of an eternal all powerful being, i.e., one 
who cannot die. However, on another reading Nietzsche is simply saying that the 
state of Christianity is such that faith is no longer possible. This idea is similar to 
Kierkegaard’s view of Christianity in its corrupt form, i.e., Christendom. In 
contrast to Kierkegaard who sought to revive Christianity, Nietzsche is less 
optimistic and urges us to leave it behind us and to seek faith elsewhere, i.e., in 
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one’s own life and development of oneself as a person. This does not entail 
something like an egotistical self serving stance, but it is rather a recognition that 
human life is something which is to be lived according to one’s destiny. We are all 
unique human beings and how we live must take this fact into account. It may turn 
out for instance that one’s destiny is to sacrifice oneself for the sake of a better 
future for others.  

Western philosophy and science on the other hand urges us to seek absolute truth 
and get behind the appearances of things to the things themselves. But what this 
amounts to is for Nietzsche just another kind of false faith and science turns into 
something like a religion. For Nietzsche there are no absolute truths. Rather truth 
is found within different contexts. Thus the idea that there are eternal truths ready 
to be discovered through rational reflection or science is really an illusion. Truth is 
in Nietzsche’s view something human and can only be understood within a human 
context. To illustrate this point we can make a brief analysis of what has been 
thought to be the cornerstone of empirical science, i.e., the assumption that the 
future will resemble the past.  

Consider the following thought experiment. We have two different tribes who 
live at different places. One tribe believes that the future will resemble the past and 
the other that the future will not resemble the past. Every now and then 
thunderstorms pass over the villages of the tribes. Whenever the inhabitants of the 
first tribe see lightening strike somewhere they then avoid that place, the second 
tribe, however, runs to the very spot where the lightening struck. It is easy to see 
the faith of these two tribes. What comes to be taken as true then is a matter of 
what works or survival on a Darwinian analysis. Nietzsche’s position is that science 
must be understood in such a practical context and that its quest for absolute truths 
beyond a human context is ultimately untenable.  

In his work The Gay Science he urges us to not take a too serious perspective on 
science, but as a human activity to be done through joyful experimentation from 
within the limited human condition. Another way to look at Nietzsche’s stance on 
science is as someone who recognizes the work of Kant as being essentially true. For 
Nietzsche Kant clearly shows that scientific knowledge depend on the kind of 
beings that we are, i.e., with human cognitive functions and that we in a sense 
create our own worlds: a spatial and temporal world that insulates us from reality in 
itself or absolute knowledge of things-in-themselves. Thus Nietzsche advocates a 
humanized perspective of science as something to be understood against the kind of 
embodied earthly beings that we are.  

What is Nietzsche’s own view then of reality? As we have seen he makes a leap 
out of the entire debate concerning the appearance reality distinction. What he 
stresses is the here and now, this earthly life which for him is the only life and the 
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only reality. He even goes beyond Kant in rejecting something of existence beyond 
us, i.e., things as they really are. Any attempts to go beyond this world through 
reflection is futile since there is no other reality. If we want to go beyond this world 
we really need to transform it through our active involvement. Thus our existence 
and the way we live our lives become central issues for Nietzsche. Nietzsche’s 
affirmation of human life as something that has a faith in itself and as something 
worth living apart from philosophical and religious dreams of something behind 
appearances is given a clear expression in one characterization that he makes of 
reality. In his doctrine of eternal recurrence Nietzsche suggests that time is really 
cyclical and that the life that we live is bound to recur eternally in the precise same 
way. He asks us would you want to live you life over and over again eternally? Now 
for Nietzsche if one has lived according to one’s faith or destiny this answer could 
rightfully be answered yes. We can discern that Nietzsche’s question is an 
existential question. It suggests that we pay attention to our lives and how we live 
because there is no escape from our lives eternally recurring. Whether or not 
Nietzsche wants also to make a cosmological point is uncertain. In some of his 
unpublished writings he did work on a sort of pseudo scientific theory of eternal 
recurrence in terms of energy and matter.  

For Nietzsche we have a remarkable capacity for interpretation and sense making. 
This capacity becomes pivotal in his philosophy and in this respect Nietzsche has 
been claimed to have been the first postmodernist. It is statements made by 
Nietzsche such that “There are no facts, but only interpretations.” that make 
advocates of postmodernism exited about Nietzsche. Without going into a debate 
about whether Nietzsche is in fact a postmodernist or not it is fair to say that 
Nietzsche’s point is not to express an epistemological despair about reality, that it is 
completely indeterminate. His point is more commonsensical: that facts must be 
understood within a context.  

Nietzsche follows in the tradition of earlier German philosophers who are against 
the kind of philosophizing that followed in the trails of Plato and Socrates. He is 
like Heidegger attracted to the pre-Socratic philosophers who emphasized change 
and contradiction. He writes in aphorisms and does not seek to create a total 
system of philosophy such as those produced starting with Plato and ending with 
Kant before him. He describes his philosophical method as being experimental and 
like a scientist he takes on various propositions which he elaborates, but then 
suddenly drops in favor of something new to experiment with. His philosophy is 
largely a working out of many different positions which he takes to their extremes 
then abandons sometimes temporarily, sometimes finally.  

He works out large scale perspectives, and emphasizes our ability to see the world 
differently. He is not so interested in analytical precision as in working out general 
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perspectives and does philosophy “with a hammer”. There has been a fair amount 
of writing on what is termed Nietzsche’s perspectivism that delineates the 
importance on seeing the world from different vantage points in his philosophy. 
Nietzsche’s perspectivism makes it difficult to sort out what standpoints he actually 
would be affirming himself. At the same time it is also telling of how he views the 
role of the philosopher. It is as someone who is able to liberate himself from 
current standards of reasoning and not be hindered by common ways of viewing 
the world. It is also as someone who is able to show us that such liberation is 
possible and that we can transcend the current states of affairs by means of being 
visionary. As such he has, needless to say, been used in ways that are unfortunate. 
Thus the Nazis thought of Nietzsche as the most important philosopher in their 
envisioning the future of Germany during the Second World War. In particular it 
was his writings on the overman who they took to be inspiring. The truth is that 
Nietzsche would never have identified himself with Nazism. His sister was involved 
with a something like an early Nazi and this caused Nietzsche to break all contact 
with her.  

Later in our time, the writings on the overman have been taken up by certain 
writers within the cyberspace debate. They see cyberspace as a new frontier for the 
overman. Within the cyberspace debate there is a strand of thinking that sees 
cyberspace as being about transcending the human condition through such means 
as genetic engineering, technological augmentation of man and the creation of 
virtual reality. Combined these technological efforts seem for them to hold the 
promise of transforming human beings and the human world so that we can 
transcend our bodies.  

Being inspired by Nietzsche’s perspectivism they question culture and the 
Darwinian account of evolution. Culture, on this account, is what we make it and 
the Darwinian world is no longer valid on the basis of human engineering, i.e., as 
genetically and technologically understood. Thus seemingly affirming Nietzsche’s 
writings on transcendence, they suggest that we can cast off our groundedness in 
evolution and the current cultural setting in order to create a new world: 
cyberspace. The strongest statement of this strand of thinking is found among 
those who call themselves extropians. The following indicates how they interpret 
Nietzsche as supporting their views. 

I teach you the overman. Man is something that is to be overcome. What have you done to 
overcome him? [Nietzsche]  

Why seek to become posthuman? .Certainly, we can achieve much while remaining human. 
Yet we can attain higher peaks only by applying our intelligence, determinationi, and 
optimism to break out of the human chrysalis . Our bodies . restrain our capacities. 
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[Nietzsche citation and response by Max More, founder of the Extropian institute, from 
Dreyfus ‘01 p1] 

However, as Dreyfus makes clear [Dreyfus ‘01] this support is not grounded in a 
fair reading of Nietzsche. Nietzsche would have been abhorred by Nazi Germany 
and he would, as will be argued, not have been happy with the picture painted by 
the extropians. Whatever weight we put on Nietzsche’s writings on the overman it 
is impossible to read them as indicating a transcendence of our biology and 
embodiment in the physical world. He affirms in his writings just the opposite. He 
stresses the importance of seeing ourselves as being grounded in the animal 
kingdom and being engaged in the world. Indeed he affirms the reality of the 
earthly world rather than denying it. This becomes evident in his criticism of Plato 
and Socrates for, in a sense having denied life and affirmed an abstract world of 
contemplation without the body. Both these philosophers saw the body as a source 
of confusion and place where the mind was held captive. They longed for liberation 
from the body and attaining a state of being pure mind [Dreyfus ‘01 p5]. As Plato 
reports Socrates saying: 

“In despising the body and avoiding it, and endevouring to beomce independent — the 
philosopher’s soul is ahead of all the rest.” [Plato ‘54]. 

In fact the extropian view is closer to Plato’s and far from any views of Nietzsche’s. 
Nietzsche takes decisive steps away from the Platonic view of the mind and the 
body as Dreyfus makes clear: 

In a section called ‘On the dispisers of the Body’ Nietzsche has Zarathustra say, as if in 
direct response to the Extropians: ‘I shall not go your way, O despisers of the body! You are 
no way to the overman! And he continues ‘I’ you say, and are proud of the word. But greater 
is that in which you do not have faith — your body and its great reason: that does not say 
‘I’, but does ‘I.’ . Behind your thoughts and feelings, my brother, there stands a mighty ruler, 
an unknown sage — whose name is self. In your body he dwells; he is your body. [Dreyfus 
‘01 p5] 

Nietzsche’s view as indicated by his writings on the overman is not about 
transcending the body and escape into a world without it, but an affirmation of the 
body. His criticism of Plato and Christianity for neglecting the true value of the 
body is further evidence for this position. What lies at the bottom of his 
philosophy, apart from his writings on the overman, is not a strong affirmation of 
the intellectual capacities of man, but rather of intuition and emotions as these are 
seen as being bodily phenomena.  

His writings on the overman are of someone who is capable of accepting our 
bodies as enabling rich and profound ways of being through intuition and 
emotions. He thinks that Plato’s position of wanting to liberate oneself from the 
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body is both untenable and undesirable, for even if it was possible to liberate 
oneself from the body, this would mean that one liberated oneself from what is 
truly profound. As such he is part of a tradition that explores the phenomenology 
of embodied being. A tradition with later followers such as Heidegger and 
Merleau-Ponty. Nietzsche’s position can also be seen as existential position. 
Nietzsche would claim that his position is more honest and reflecting greater 
authenticity than Plato’s. For it is not only a phenomenological recognition, i.e., 
that the body is intertwined with emotions, intuitions and thought, but it is also a 
recognition that we are finite mortal beings. It is an existential position being 
worked out, not as an escape into an eternal immutable world of ideas, but as an 
acceptance of the human condition. 

Admittedly our world picture today is much different from that of Nietzsche so 
one might pose the question: what would Nietzsche have said of the extropian 
position today? If he had seen the developments of human engineering and modern 
technology would he have revised his position? I think not. In being attracted to 
the pre-Socratics and their kind of thinking which stresses change, conflict and 
oppositional thinking that evolves in unforeseeable ways; a kind of thinking which 
is not totalizing and closed, but open-ended and subject to constant revisions, he is 
favoring a different mindset from that which developed after Socrates, Plato and 
Aristotle. This school of philosophy came to shape Western philosophy up until 
Hegel who, to some, extent ventured back to the pre-Socratic school. The formal 
proof based philosophy, which was given its strongest impetus with Aristotle’s 
conception of logic and syllogistic reasoning, i.e., technological reasoning brought 
about an end to the kind of philosophy that Nietzsche is attracted to. Extropian 
thought is based on this sort of technological thinking and constitutes one of its 
latest manifestations.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
Our place in the world is to be understood as being grounded first and foremost 
through our bodies. We can try as much as we want to escape this groundedness 
and venture into philosophical worlds of formal, rational reflection, but in doing so 
we neglect what is most profound about us and we are adopting an inauthentic 
stance to our own being. The correct stance is to accept our human condition as 
being emotional beings guided by bodily phenomena such as intuition, feelings, 
desires, needs and reasons which reason itself cannot grasp in formal, proof based, 
technological thinking. Thus life here and now is our condition, no matter what 
we think of it. However, by being true to this situation we are in a position to 
change our world by constantly challenging current standards of thinking. The 
question of place on a Nietzschean account resolves itself into a question of the 
capabilities of transformation that humans possess. By constantly challenging our 
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belief systems and culture we come into a position to change our cultural worlds by 
transcending them.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
The prospect of soft places, as far as it is a disembodied prospect, is on a 
Nietzschean interpretation both untenable and undesirable. The phenomenology 
of the body is such that it cannot be decoupled from our fundamental ways of 
being in the world. Moreover, to try to escape from the body reflects an existential 
stance of inauthenticity. In order to be true to ourselves we must recognize the 
human condition as being embodied finite creatures as part of the animal world. 
This means also that Nietzsche would be foreign to any metaphysical account of 
human-computer interaction. I argued earlier that Hume would be foreign to such 
accounts and the same basic critique applies for Nietzsche also. As human beings 
we are in no position to speak of anything like an ultimate reality against which 
talk about virtual reality, mixed reality or cyberspace derives meaning. 

According to Nietzsche the ecstatic Dionysian aspects of life have been 
downplayed in the Western intellectual tradition in favor of the rational 
Apollonian. In my view, we see something like “Dionysian human-computer 
interaction” in the ecstatic, energized engagement that many experience when 
playing computer games. One can also view techno music and raves (all night 
dancing) as a form of human-computer interaction where there is a perfect blend 
between the Apollonian (highly structured and perfect computer generated music) 
and the Dionysian (the ecstasy of dancing all night). Not surprisingly from a 
Nietzschean perspective both of these forms of interaction have fallen into a bad 
light in many circles. In my own opinion we ought to question this rejection. After 
all, not all who play computer games are addicted to them and not everyone who 
goes to raves uses drugs. It is common among those who go to raves e.g. to get a 
healthy physical workout without drugs or damage to their ears, because many of 
them (especially experienced ravers) wear earplugs. From a Nietzschean perspective 
we might ask ourselves if the Dionysian ought to be avoided or if there is room for 
more Dionysian experiences and if so how we can design for them? If it is the case, 
as Nietzsche holds that we need Dionysian experiences as human beings then it 
seems that human-computer interaction has little to offer in terms of deliberate 
attempts to support them. 

It seems to me also that Nietzsche’s perspectivism, his urge to experiment with a 
wide range of perspectives, could help inform human-computer interaction more 
generally. Human-computer interaction is an interdisciplinary field of research 
where people experiment with many different perspectives. Indeed, two of the 
foremost researchers in the field: Stephen Draper and Donald Norman [Draper 
and Norman ‘86] put together an entire book with articles centered around 
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perspectives and they emphasized there the need for experimenting with a wide 
range of perspectives, because as they said in the introduction “we are not within 
sight of a grand synthesis or a unifying theory” [Draper & Norman ‘86 p2]. From 
a Nietzschean standpoint, however, we might ask ourselves whether such a unifying 
theory is ultimately possible or even desirable. Moreover, even though the authors 
write about human-computer interaction in general and the first sentence of the 
book reads “What is this field of human-computer interaction?” the title of their 
book is User Centered Systems Design and this of course is a way of configuring the 
researcher to look in a certain direction: that of tools and users. Why should we 
look in this direction? Why should we, necessarily, think of human-computer 
interaction in terms of users? The answer that John Bowers and James Pycock give 
in one research paper [Bowers & Pycock ‘94] is that the user notion constitutes a 
perspective within itself and that it has gained the status of generality it has because 
of a series of political events within human-computer interaction. So when Draper 
and Norman say “We are prepared to take on board any discipline, any approach 
that helps. It is a pluralistic field, so this is a pluralistic book.” it seems to me that it 
is not pluralistic enough and that we could be still more radical. One possibility of 
conceiving of human-computer interaction is to see it as allowing for a continual 
overthrowing and mixing of perspectives without any aim of unification.  

Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) 
Martin Heidegger brought the question of being, i.e., ‘what is being?’ to the 
philosophical dinner table of the 20th century. To inquire into the meaning of 
being is likely to, at least prima facie, seem perplexing to most of us. For how are 
we to understand this question? What does Heidegger mean when he inquires into 
the meaning of being? What indeed are we to make of this question? Is Heidegger 
referring to the being of natural physical things such as rocks and clouds? Is he 
referring to living entities such as animals? Maybe it is a question of logic, i.e., one 
thing cannot be and not be at the same time etc. It could also be an existential 
question so that he is inquiring into the human condition in a similar way to Sören 
Kierkegaard and Jean-Paul Sartre. As it turns out Heidegger is interested in being 
in a general sense and what he poses is, in his view, the most fundamental of all 
philosophical questions.  

Heidegger notes that the question of being was of great importance to the Pre-
Socratics, but then fell out of the philosophical debate. For Pre-Socratics such as 
Heraclitus (540-480 BC) and Parmenides (515 BC - ?) the question of being was 
central to their philosophies. To better see how these philosophers could be so 
excited about being and how they interpreted the question of being we must try to 
recover their sense of wonder about the world and the star filled universe above 
them. By some effort of imagination we can try to cast off the modern conception 
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of the universe as being made up particles in fields of force, quantum mechanics, 
evolutionary theory, modern genetics and all those other explanatory scientific 
schemes that we have today of explaining reality. We can then with some effort on 
out part still, as they did, wonder about being and ask questions such as why is 
there anything at all and not nothing? Is the universe endlessly changing, or is there 
some unity to it? Is it made of infinitely many things or is it made up of some 
fundamental building blocks? Heraclitus came to think of the universe as endlessly 
changing. Being was a matter of flux or endless changes so that nothing remained 
the same over time. Thales held that everything was made up of water and his 
writings has been interpreted as an early totalizing, unifying metaphysics. However, 
we only have fragments of his writings so this might be a construction that Western 
thought has imposed in an interpretative effort. 

Plato came to interpret Heraclitus as saying that there is no unity to the universe, 
that there is no order in it. In one of his dialogues he has Socrates mock Heraclitus 
for this position. For if everything is always changing, if all there is, is a giant flux 
of things, then this situation appears to make philosophy impossible. We find 
ourselves in a situation where all we can do, in trying to explain the universe is to 
say that it is changing, but we cannot even say that for if there is no order to it, 
then saying this is to make a characterization of it which is supposedly not without 
truth, we have made an absolute statement about something for which we lack 
epistemological leverage. What we can do at most is to is perhaps to wave our 
finger in the air as some sign of insight regarding the utter impossibility of 
describing the flux around us.  

However, Plato’s interpretation of Heraclitus is a rhetoric that sets up a straw 
man. Heraclitus did find some way to describe the flux of the universe in his 
conception of the logos. How are we to understand this logos? It appears to be 
connected to some abstract principle such as logic. The logos is described by 
Heraclitus as a universal principle that relates all things and through which all 
natural events occur. He argued that most people fail to see how things are actually 
interconnected in the universe and that there is, through the logos, a unity and a 
harmony to the universe and everything in it. We must not, however, be mislead 
into thinking that there is a close correspondence between our modern conception 
of logic and the logos. What is indicated is something more akin to logic in the 
sense of expressing a harmony in the universe, .i.e., that there is some higher order 
that most people do not see because they are not open to it. People are rather going 
about everyday matters in a dream-like state of being and are not paying attention 
to the underlying harmony of the universe, they are caught up rather in the 
manifestations of the logos, the flux of things.  
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So while Heraclitus does say that everything is always changing there is also some 
underlying logic to that change. Thus both Plato and Heraclitus share the belief 
that the there is an underlying order behind the reality we experience, for Plato it is 
the forms and for Heraclitus it is the logos. Heraclitus eloquently expresses his 
observation of there being a unity to the world in a beautiful metaphor by which 
life is compared to a river “Upon those who step into the same rivers different and 
ever different waters flow down.” Life involves endless change, the changing of the 
river, but it is after all the same life, it is the same river that we step in. So our lives 
as well as the universe is to be understood in relation to an underlying unifying 
logos. In order to further understand being Heraclitus attempts an analysis of this 
logos, this reason or logic according to which our world and the universe at large 
unfold over time. 

Heraclitus observes that something central to the constant change that the 
universe undergoes is that it can be characterized in terms of opposites. So 
something might change from hot to cold and a person can change from being sick 
to being healthy. Heraclitus’ universe is a polarized universe characterized by 
change between opposites. Moreover, there is a harmony in this change for changes 
in one direction are ultimately balanced by changes in another direction.  

Heidegger is attracted to the sense of openness that Heraclitus maintains in his 
analysis of being. It is open-ended in the sense that the course of being, while 
having some underlying unity, i.e., the logos, it is also a course which is not 
mapped out in any way final, that is although there is unity to the logos, there is 
room left for a constantly changing universe and of a constantly changing life 
world, i.e., constantly changing societies and cultures. In order to better appreciate 
this open-endedness in Heraclitean thought, we can compare his philosophy to that 
of Plato.  

For Plato, our world is a mirror world (a poor copy) of the perfect world of the 
forms. The world of the forms, in being perfect, is eternal and without change. 
Philosophy, on Plato’s view, becomes a quest for understanding this perfect world. 
We might not get very close to understanding this perfect world fully, but we 
should at least try as best as we can. By moving towards this higher understanding 
of the world of the forms, i.e., the ideal world we can grow spiritually and reach 
higher insights. Our life on earth then becomes modeled on this static view of the 
ideal world. So when Plato writes about politics he is trying to approximate the 
perfect state as a form existing in the ideal world. This focus on perfect forms and 
the ideal world can be seen as masking the questions that Heraclitus was interested 
in, i.e., the more fundamental questions of what it means for something to be and 
the dynamics of being. Positing an ideal world is, on the Heraclitean and later 
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Heideggerian view contrary to state of affairs, i.e., the constant change against 
which being is to be understood.  

There is also a sense in which Heraclitus and other Pre-Socratics were content 
with letting things be they way they were, in a somewhat poetic sense letting the 
phenomena of being speak to them. In assuming a position of openness to change, 
contradictions and oppositions, they do not strive to impose a philosophical theory 
that is to go beyond questions of being and treat of things outside of the changing 
universe. Heraclitus and the Pre-Socratics remain faithful to being. We to are apart 
of the constant change in the universe and as little as we can step in the same river 
twice as little can we step out of it. Plato does attempt to take this step out of the 
river and into a world without change—to soar above the river of life. But, for 
Heraclitus and Heidegger it is not possible to do this. We cannot, as it were gain a 
perspective on the world as existing side by side with it our above it. We are 
enmeshed in the life world and the universe at large, we are enmeshed in being and 
are unable to transcend being. Plato speaks of this world and the ideal world as if 
he had some sort of reference point outside of being. As if he had a God’s eye view 
of things. 

Heidegger holds that much of Western philosophy has had this character of 
striving to gain a perspective outside of being. What he wishes to do instead is to 
gain a sense of being from a vantage point which is close to being. This leads him 
to reject systems of philosophy and indeed philosophy as whole as he sees it as 
always ending up in a situation where belief systems are formed to characterize the 
world from a background free vantage point, as giving a total picture of reality.  

If Heidegger is right about being then what we may ask, is it that have led the 
whole of Western philosophy down the wrong path? If being is so fundamental an 
issue then why did this question fall out of treatment in the Western world? Why 
did the Western world, in Heidegger’s words, give up thinking (the grappling with 
being) and engage themselves in what he thinks of as philosophy? To answer these 
questions we must try to understand how Heidegger contrasts thinking with 
philosophy. Philosophy in the west represents for Heidegger a kind of thinking—
so it is in some sense thinking—but is a derivative form of thinking that is 
ultimately made possible through our understanding of being.  

We can not engage in philosophy unless we already have an understanding of 
being. But, now another question is raised. If we already have an understanding of 
being, then what are we to make of the suggestion that the Western world needs to 
get back to questions of being. Heidegger’s answer is that our ways of being in the 
world reveal an understanding of being. Thus e.g. the way in which we cope with 
the life world around us, in our everyday life reflects an understanding of being. 
Yet, being is not adequately dealt with for we stopped directing our attention to 
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being. More can be said about being. Heraclitus was, for Heidegger, just a start on 
a path that could ultimately bring us closer to understanding the meaning of being. 

Philosophy is a derivative mode of thinking that derives from an understanding 
of being. But this understanding is, roughly put, taken for granted and instead 
philosophy focuses on things that occur for us in our experience. What he calls the 
occurrent. The occurrent can only be understood against the backdrop of being 
however. Philosophy is an activity that treats of reality as it occurs for us, i.e., we 
analyze and try to make sense of the phenomena of the world from various 
perspectives, depending on the philosopher at issue. Each philosopher forms his 
own conception of reality from a unique perspective, but such unique perspectives 
only represents attempts to escape from being, i.e., to a higher plane were things 
can be made sense of for that particular philosopher as he operates within the 
culture of his time and place.  

Thus philosophy, on Heidegger’s view is always philosophy for someone. This is 
an important recognition for if we take note of this situation of philosophy as 
always being for someone having a particular perspective we find ourselves in a 
situation were there is not simply reality out there to be understood and made sense 
of, but there is also an ‘I’ that engages in philosophy. Thus we find ourselves in a 
dualistic mode of thinking. There is the ‘I’ and then there is reality. Descartes is 
perhaps the strongest expression of this dualistic thinking. He bases his metaphysics 
on an indubitable ‘I’ which thinks about reality. In our modern world this 
conception is taken for granted and so the man on the street thinks of himself as a 
Cartesian subject, i.e., an individual that goes around with a mind through which 
he interacts with the world around him.  

This situation works fine in our everyday life, but not if we wish to understand 
being. For as soon as we accept the premise of a mind existing alongside the world 
outside we find ourselves in a situation were the world is a world for us and not a 
world of being. To think about being is not possible from this perspective for we 
are part of being and there can be no clean separation along between an ‘I’ and an 
independently existing external world. Another way of putting this is to say that 
being is everywhere and must be understood as prior to conceptions of the ‘I’ and 
an external world. The Cartesian conception is a philosophical conception from 
which being cannot be given an adequate treatment. Moreover, Descartes was not 
the first philosopher who made a clean separation between a thinking ‘I’ and a 
world to be understood through a philosophical perspective. He is just a 
particularly clear example of the general philosophical stance that can be traced all 
the way back to Parmenides. 

At this point we might ask ourselves how Heidegger is going to attempt to 
understand being. For if he finds Western philosophy to have gone down the 
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wrong path and rejects the entire tradition in such a fundamental way as to deny 
the ‘I’ that engages in philosophy about an external world, then from what stance 
can he do his philosophy? How could it be possible to engage in thinking without 
an ‘I’ that thinks about the experience of the external world? This stance seems so 
integral to Western thought. How is one to escape it? In order to answer this 
question it is helpful to understand his relation to another philosopher that he was 
in correspondence with: Edmund Husserl (1859-1938). Husserl was dissatisfied 
with traditions of philosophy that based themselves on, in his view, problematic 
conceptions of the relation between the external world and the mind. He rejects 
both rationalism and empiricism. Husserl sees both rationalism and empiricism as 
being ultimately untenable ways of understanding an independently existing reality 
existing outside the mind. Instead he directs the philosopher’s attention to 
consciousness and experience. His philosophy is to be thought of as being a 
phenomenological approach, in that the phenomena as consciously experienced are 
to be given central importance, i.e., the phenomena of consciousness.  

Husserl attempts to create a new philosophy which is stringent enough to be 
called a science. He attempts this by what he calls a reduction. The existence of the 
world must be bracketed out of philosophical analysis, not because its existence is 
doubtful or not real, but for the sake of being able to have a science of philosophy. 
In this sense he builds on the methodology of the structuralist school of psychology 
where the relation between the external world and conscious experience is not 
central. Instead the emphasis is put on the inner phenonomena of conscious 
experience. He is offering phenomenology as the scientific way of doing 
philosophy. However, while having declared that the emphasis of phenomenology 
is to be on the contents of consciousness, Husserl wishes to do something beyond 
what the structuralists attempt and he is not merely interested in structure.  

He seeks to establish something more than a blueprint of consciousness and go 
beyond a structural description. The theme of phenomenology is not to gain 
knowledge of the external world, but rather discover the conditions under which 
knowledge about that world becomes possible. In this sense his philosophy 
represents a further elaboration of Kant. He thinks however, that philosophers have 
traditionally neglected the way in which our mental representations are formed and 
how the mind can direct itself to the external world. One concept that is often 
discussed in relation to Husserl, that characterizes this sort of directedness, is 
intentionality, a concept which he gets from Brentano. It is possible to gain a sense 
of the ballpark of issues that Husserl was fascinated with by trying to understand 
what this concept means for Husserl. Husserl calls intentionality “the fundamental 
property of consciousness” the “principle theme of phenomenology” [McIntyre 
and Woodruff Smith ‘89 p147].  
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Husserl take on intentionality is different from Brentano’s and we can get a 
better sense of Husserl’s philosophy by examining how they differ from each other. 
Brentano is famous for having advanced a particularly strong version of 
intentionality that is known as Brentano’s thesis. According to Brentano all mental 
phenomena are intentional and only mental phenomena are intentional.  

So what is intentionality? At first we must take note of the fact that intentionality 
is to be thought of as a technical notion that cannot be understood simply as being 
based on the term intending as used in everyday English. The philosopher John 
Searle makes this clear in his treatment of the subject by sometimes capitalizing the 
term and spelling it Intentionality. While it is a technical term, the general 
meaning is intuitive. To understand this term we can start out by thinking of it as a 
property of consciousness. One important job of consciousness is that it allows us 
to be aware of things, abstract as well as physical. Thus we are not simply affected 
by what impinges on us from the outside, things in the environment, but we 
become conscious of these things. Physical objects and events, ourselves and other 
people, abstract objects such as numbers and propositions, and whatever is brought 
into our minds come to us in such a way that we are conscious of these things.  

Much of our mental life is inseparable from this quality of being about or of 
something. Thus thoughts, desires, hopes, fears and beliefs serve a purpose of being 
about or of something. As Searle puts it, they have a quality of ‘aboutness’. So for 
example, when I contemplate that the Berlin wall fell down in the fall of 1989 it is 
about a historical state of affairs or when I look at the sun rising my perception is 
of this sunrise. I can also direct my attention to future states of affairs and hope for 
example that the Lakers will win the NBA finals. But being ‘about’ or ‘of’ is not a 
quality of mental life which is restricted to physical things, physical events or states 
of affairs. I can also think of abstract things such as logical propositions and 
mathematical expressions. So, e.g. when I think that 1+1=2 I am thinking about 
numbers and arithmetical relations. So the characteristics of being about or of 
apply to a rich set of mental phenomena.  

It is so fundamental to everyday conversations that when we cannot understand 
what someone is saying we tend to equate this with not understanding what the 
person is talking ‘about’. Thus all conscious representation has this quality of being 
about or of something. In technical lingo all mental states or experiences are also 
representations of something beyond the states or experiences themselves. It is as if 
they reached out into the world of physical reality, imagination or other 
abstractions. The word intentionality is intended to capture this representational 
character of the mind; the quality of being about or of something. 

 Husserl, along with most philosophers, does not agree with this strong thesis of 
intentionality and it is easy to find counterexamples. So e.g., one might just feel 
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anxious or happy for no apparent reason. We tend to look for reasons so when 
someone is happy we may ask what made them happy, but we do accept answers 
such as “I don't know I am just happy today”. Similarly one might feel anxious or 
depressed without there being some object that one is anxious or depressed about. 
Moods do not seem to be intentional along the lines of necessarily having to be 
about or of something. Searle gives the example of existential angst as not being of 
or about something. One may also, as Husserl points out, feel pains such as 
headaches or experience dizziness without them being about or of anything. 
Husserl is not interested in these cases where the phenomena do not provide us 
with a sense of an object. His focus is on mental phenomena that has the character 
of being directed to an object or more precisely that give us such a sense. These 
mental phenomena he calls "acts of consciousness". 

Heidegger was originally attracted to Husserl’s philosophy and, in at least 
Husserl’s mind, was thought of for some time as being his protégé. In Western 
philosophy Husserl and Heidegger are often characterized as having formed a 
school of thought referred to as continental philosophy and both of them are seen 
as having developed phenomenology as an approach to philosophy. In adhering to 
the dictum of getting "back to the things themselves", the abiding patterns of 
consciousness and experience, both of them saw themselves as doing 
phenomenology albeit only Husserl thought of himself as doing philosophy. 
Husserl’s scientific philosophy was too theoretical in Heidegger’s mind. As 
indicated earlier, Husserl takes on his scientific philosophy against the academic 
backdrop of having a Ph.D. in mathematics and this training appears to shape his 
philosophy, to give it an emphasis on exactness and a focus on the domain of 
intentionality as a universal domain with universal laws.  

Heidegger, with a background in Catholic theology, classics and philosophy is 
more attuned to questions of culture, history and spirituality. Indeed, Husserl 
worried a great deal about Heidegger being somewhat of a covert Catholic 
dogmatist. At any rate they way in which Heidegger carried out his ‘philosophy’ 
was very different from Husserl’s way of doing philosophy. While Husserl was a 
cosmopolitan creating a universal philosophy that, along the lines of the 
enlightenment project and thinkers such as Kant, was accessible to the Western 
world in plain German, Heidegger praised the early Greeks and their language, 
German culture to some extent (in particular certain poets), and his writings also 
have some spiritual if not religious connotations.  

Heidegger saw himself as a thinker doing phenomenology something far from a 
scientific philosophy. In his phenomenology, Heidegger is part of the tradition of 
philosophers who became interested in what is means to be embodied, i.e., how we 
cope through our bodies. For ease of discussion we may think of these philosophers 
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as background philosophers for they attempt to characterize those background 
capacities, capabilities, general stances and dispositions that are resistant to 
intentionalistic accounts of human action. This task is especially cumbersome since 
our language is basically intentionalistic, i.e., roughly put (and somewhat 
incorrectly) we lack a vocabulary to describe and talk about what lies prior to 
intentionality. Some gedanken experiments can be used here to clarify the 
situation.  

Try for example to give an account of how you tie your shoes without going 
through some bodily motions. This knowledge seems to be located in the body 
somehow and has often been identified as knowing how in opposition to knowing 
that. So, e.g. we know that our birth date is so and so, but we do not know that 
tying our shoes is anything in the same sense; we know how to tie our shoes as a 
bodily process. There are many examples of such skillful behavior which appears to 
not involve mental representations, but yet knowing. To further explain the 
difference between knowing that and knowing how, there are examples of athletes 
who have suddenly started to perform much below their usual level because they 
started to analyze their game at a low level (e.g. how to hit the ball) instead of 
letting their bodies take care of the game and focus on higher level goals (e.g. how 
to make the opponent work harder and become exhausted). Thus common to most 
background philosophers is the assumption that philosophical analysis must end 
with coping, ie., skills and behavior. Heidegger is different in this sense, because 
Heidegger claims that there is an ontology to being. His phenomenological 
framework centers on this ontology of being which he calls fundamental ontology. 
Now, how are we to think of this ontology? Moreover, why are we to think of it as 
fundamental and in what sense is it fundamental?  

To begin with, we can understand the framework as being existential. Human 
coping is for Heidegger purposeful and can always be located within an existential 
framework. As human beings we are thrown into the world. We come into 
existence, we live for a while and then we die. The tradition of philosophy has 
largely been an attempt to try to make sense of this situation and to try to find our 
place in a larger scheme of things. Thus according to Plato “the unexamined life is 
not worth living”. For Plato this examination works itself out as a philosophical 
system that delineates an ontology of things such as the ideal world, the body and 
the mind. Plato’s philosophical system is a way of making our existence 
comprehensible by making the ontology of things perspicuous and by explaining 
how we fit into this picture of things. There is perhaps a little bit of Plato in all of 
us for most of us tend to ask questions about how we fit into the big picture. For 
Heidegger, however, this way of setting up the question of being is a derivative 
mode of questioning being. It is a mode of questioning that starts from an existing 
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‘I’ that attempts to relate itself to an external world of things. We are doing 
ontology as Cartesian subjects that interact with things. However, in doing this, we 
are not doing ontology at the most fundamental level. There is in his view of things 
a deeper, primordial ontology. 

In Heidegger’s view Descartes defines and makes clear the derivative way of 
doing ontology. Indeed he makes this way of doing ontology so clear that we 
become convinced that it is the only way to set things up. However, in thinking 
that Descartes’ way of doing ontology is concealing a more fundamental way of 
doing ontology he sets out to take it apart and show how it is detrimental. Why 
does Heidegger think that the Cartesian mode of doing ontology is so bad? What 
are his objections to it? Let us examine Descartes’ cogito, i.e., ‘cogito ergo sum’ or 
‘I think therefore I am’. Descartes is the first thinker who discovers the ‘cogito’ as 
an indubitable and most certain foundation and in this way liberates philosophy 
from theology. He is a subjectivist philosopher who finds a ground for his 
subjectivity in epistemology.  

For Descartes the subject (i.e., the ‘ego’, ‘I’ or ‘res cogitans’) is a thinking entity. 
Thinking is in turn fleshed out as perceiving, representing, judging, having desires, 
striving and so on. In Cartesian lingo these modes of behavior are called 
cogitationes. These cogitationes are thought of as belonging to the ‘I’. So we say 
things such as ‘I think’, ‘I represent’, and ‘I perceive’ in a manner which suggest 
this possessive character of the ‘I’. In Heidegger’s analysis [Heidegger ‘82 p126] 
Descartes’ definition of the ‘res cogitans’ is as a reality of representations. We can 
see this in the way that Descartes sets up his gedanken experiment with the evil 
genius as manipulating his reality of representations so as to deceive him 
completely. We can also see this in Descartes’ analysis of dreams. There is nothing 
illogical, for Descartes’ in experiencing a world of illusion completely in terms of 
internal representations.  

Descartes’ analysis of the ‘I’ turns out to be this thing that exists alongside 
representations and that thinks, a thinking substance that exists without the body 
and the world. This Cartesian setup results from a disposition that makes 
epistemology a central issue. Kant and Husserl can both bee seen as having the 
same basic epistemological disposition, i.e., how is knowledge possible. These 
philosophers are all attempting to understand being with respect to conditions of 
knowledge. However, Heidegger suggests that this is not the only way to 
understand being.  

In Heidegger’s view knowing is a founded mode of being. It is a particular way of 
conceiving of our relation to the world, but it is not a fundamental way of relating 
to the world. When we focus on knowing as the primary way of relating to the 
world, we turn our attention away from more primary ways of relating to the 
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world. For Heidegger, this founded mode of being, i.e., being as knowing arises 
against the backdrop of already, in his jargon, Being-in-the-world. Thus when we 
set up the problem of a subject attempting to understand an external world, when 
we set up this division between subject and object, we are already in-the-world.  

What are we to make of this claim? What does the expression Being-in-the-world 
mean? In order to answer this question we can first note what the Cartesian 
epistemological question of knowing the world entails. It entails that we step out of 
the world of everyday living where we engage ourselves in concernful coping. We 
must step out of the world in which we dwell into some background free higher 
plane of analysis. Moreover, we must ask ourselves what this entails. Can we 
understand being fully from such a perspective? Heidegger’s expression Being-in-
the-world is an expression that is meant to capture what is left in a characterization 
of being without this background.  

To further clarify this situation, Heidegger introduces the term Dasein which is 
to capture the way of being of human beings. Dasein’s mode of being is essentially 
as Being-in-the-world. We must not think of Dasein’s being as that of some 
isolatable object such as a thing. Dasein is not in the world as an object such as an 
eraser on a table, nor is Dasein in the world primarily as a Cartesian subject. Dasein 
is in-the-world in a more fundamental way and Dasein is always aware this 
fundamental way of being. There is also, and this is something, that was largely 
neglected in Western philosophy up to Heidegger, an existential element to Dasein 
for Heidegger claims that Dasein is a being whose being is an issue for it. So if 
Dasein is to be thought of as the kind of being that we are then it should not strike 
us as peculiar that Dasein should take being to be an issue for it. We as humans 
often look at life such as to make it an issue for us.  

There is this existentialist concern that goes deep in Heidegger. He is not simply 
interested in how we cope with a world that we are always in along the lines of 
mindless coping. That is just one way in which Dasein reveals its being. We must 
keep in mind that the way that Descartes does philosophy is another way for 
Dasein to reveal itself. So Dasein can reveal itself as an agent with representations 
trying to figure out things in the world. Dasein can reveal itself as the philosopher 
or scientist who looks at the world as a world of things ready to be represented by 
some system or other. This mode of interacting with the world is not impossible. 
What Descartes is doing obviously works and there is nothing wrong with building 
on his account of philosophy and mathematics in order to create scientific theories. 
After all, we have this tradition of science that operates within a framework that is 
very much Cartesian. There is nothing wrong with that if we want to achieve what 
science achieves, i.e., if we are pleased with he consequences of such thinking. It 
works! Modern science has proved that it works! We see the results around us as 
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Heidegger did in his time. So must of us are thankful for advances in medicine and 
modern technology that bring us such comforts as running water, central heating 
and in general a standard of living that was in previous times only available to 
higher classes in society. However, from Heidegger’s existential standpoint, i.e., if 
we take being to be an issue for us, which seems very reasonable, then we must also 
ponder the consequences of our ways of being. The Cartesian way of being, must 
then be questioned just as other ways of being. Indeed we must on Heidegger’s 
view attempt to map out all possible ways of being so that we can understand this 
aspect of Dasein as being, being an issue for us. We cannot just take one way of 
being as the way of being. Dasein can be in many ways and it is this recognition of 
Dasein that leads us to question our being. What Heidegger is up to in analyzing 
Dasein is really an attempt at a philosophy without any presuppositions (although, 
in all fairness, he is attracted to the pre-Socratic mode of inquiry into being) as to 
what being is or what is the right way of being. Heidegger is, initially at least in 
Being and Time, his most influential work, not going to tell us from the start how 
we should live, i.e., how we should be. It is only after he has engaged himself in a 
phenomenology of Being that he is going to get at some problems that we 
encounter in our being, i.e., in Dasein’s being in modern society.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
In Heidegger’s view Dasein is the kind of being that takes a stand on itself, or 
better perhaps, relates to its being. Who we are is revealed through our coping with 
the world. It is through our coping with the world that we take this stand on 
ourselves. On most occasions we simply act, i.e., we don’t think much about how 
we take a stand. We do whatever comes natural to us. So, we work, play and live 
our life through acting. Not necessarily in a dramaturgical sense, but just various 
kind of everyday practices and this sort of engagement is what constitutes taking a 
stand on ones being. Then of course we might sense that there is something wrong 
about our lives and our ways of being. This sort of worry can take the form of an 
existential crisis. We question were we find ourselves and wonder what went 
wrong? How did we get where we are? How did we get into such a mess? We were 
coping with the world going about as usual and now we feel lost. How did this 
happen? What in the world went wrong? In Heidegger’s view things go wrong 
when we fail to take an adequate stand on ourselves and do not face up to the task 
of authentic being. If we act just like anyone else in our society without thinking 
about it then we are taking a stand on ourselves, but we are not authentic about it. 
To live authentically involves more than simply inheriting the cultural practices of 
one’s society and to copy role models. There is nothing wrong with inheriting a 
cultural world. For obvious reasons we must do so, but if we don’t add something 
to the mix then we are not true to ourselves. So we may find ourselves doing all the 
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things that you are supposed to do in a society and even become successful, but in 
the end we are not happy about were we end up.  

And you may find yourself living in a shotgun shack  
And you may find yourself in another part of the world  
And you may find yourself behind the wheel of a large automobile  
And you may find yourself in a beautiful house, with a beautiful wife  
And you may ask yourself-Well.How did I get here?  
… 
And you may ask yourself How do I work this?  
And you may ask yourself Where is that large automobile?  
And you may tell yourself This is not my beautiful house!  
And you may tell yourself This is not my beautiful wife! 
… 
And you may ask yourself What is that beautiful house?  
And you may ask yourself Where does that highway go?  
And you may ask yourself Am I right?.Am I wrong?  
And you may tell yourself MY GOD!.WHAT HAVE I DONE? 

- David Byrne in Talking Heads from the album Remain in Light 

A person may find himself in beautiful houses with a beautiful spouse and a nice 
car, but feel existentially lost. One gets the feeling that person here has not reflected 
much, but just lived according to expectations in society. In Hedeigger’s 
terminology his life is lacking in authenticity. David Byrne’s lyrics also reflect a 
strong placial disposition to life: whatever crisis one is facing it is being 
characterized in terms of place relations. It is not that one is having feelings of 
anxiety and dislike, but those feelings arise out of the particular place that one finds 
oneself in. What is more this place is not really a place at all since one has become 
so alienated to it as to not even recognize it as a place. 

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
From a visitor orientated perspective Heidegger is important because his task is to 
provide an analysis of how we do find ourselves in the world phenomenologically. 
His analysis is partly existential and partly related to the role of the body as it 
guides us in life. When we interact with computers we still do so using keyboards, 
mice, monitors and other physical artifacts. It seems to me then that Heidegger is 
informative in understanding something like the preconditions for the production 
of soft places, i.e., the conditions for coping with equipment that allow for higher 
level experiences of soft places. However, he leaves us with the question of how to 
understand what happens when the coping conditions are met and we find 
ourselves falling through the interface into soft places.  

In his later years Heidegger comes to spend more time with writing about 
technology. He seeks to characterize and understand the essence of technology. Not 
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as something technological per se, e.g. as machines, industry, gadgets and so on. 
His task is not to understand technology as systems (e.g. mechanical, electric or 
electronic). Instead he sees the technological as a manifestation of technology and 
technology as a way of revealing something that goes deeper and has to do with 
human purposes. Nature is seen as standing in reserve as a resource totality ready to 
be utilized. Technology is a way of supporting and continuing the use of nature for 
our purposes. Modern technology in its various forms are expressions of 
technological thinking for Heidegger.  

Once we recognize that technology is driven by technological thinking we can 
also see it as form of revealment of being. Technology as such is a way of enframing 
things for our purposes. Technological thinking, is way of ordering the world and 
as such it is not dependent on what we normally think of as technology, but rather 
a stance that we take in reasoning about the world. The syllogism of Aristotle is an 
example of this kind of thinking. In a sense we can think of this logical device as a 
technology. Moreover, computer programs can basically be seen as being based on 
rules that are very much based on logic. Technological thinking is a stance which 
sets up the world as serving human ends. Philosophical systems are set up to serve 
our needs of ordering and structuring the world for us. Technological thinking is 
about concepts and as such brings us closer to the concepts themselves than to 
being. Heidegger saw the German nation as a nation that had been uprooted by 
technological thinking; being had become obscured by technological thinking.  

Many writers claim that Heidegger can help us to understand the role of 
computers in our modern society. Hubert Dreyfus, a distinguished Heidegger 
scholar, has provided us with a critique of artificial intelligence since the mid 
1960’s [Dreyfus ‘65, ‘72, ‘86] . Dreyfus has argued that much of the work within 
artificial intelligence is guided by the rationalistic tradition of philosophy that 
Heidegger rejects. In common with this rationalistic tradition the artificial 
intelligence program tends to view the mind as essentially rational, representational 
and rule governed. Dreyfus holds that later developments within the philosophical 
tradition (Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and Wittgenstein) show that the rationalist 
tradition and consequently the program of artificial intelligence are radically 
mistaken about these assumptions and conceptions.  

Terry Winograd (a distinguished computer scientist at Stanford) and Fernando 
Flores (business man and politician) have also relied heavily on Heidegger in 
attempting to build a new foundation for the design of computer technology 
[Winograd and Flores ‘86]. In many ways their work is similar to the earlier 
writings of Dreyfus. They are critical of what they call the rationalistic tradition 
and its influence on our conceptions of computers and they also provide a critique 
of artificial intelligence. They also discuss Heidegger in relation to using computers 
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and discuss how we cope with them from a tool perspective. However, their 
approach to design of computer technology also suggests that this design activity 
ought to be seen as something nothing less than profound. Their naming of their 
design approach as “ontological design” suggests something about what is at stake. 
Their view is that when we interact with and through computer tools we generate 
the world were we live.  

In ontological designing, we are doing more than asking what can be built. We are engaging 
in a philosophical discourse about the self - about what we can do and what we can be. Tools 
are fundamental to action, and through our action we generate the world. The 
transformation we are concerned with is not a technical one, but a continuing evolution of 
how we understand our surroundings and ourselves-of how we continue becoming the beings 
that we are. [Winograd & Flores ‘86 p179]  

This is the ending paragraph of the book and it offers a dense Heideggerian style 
philosophical summary. How is then that they come to see the design of computer 
technology as being intimately related to our conception of ourselves and the world 
that we live in? To begin with, it can be noted that the authors mention early in the 
book that they work with computer systems and the management of complex 
organizations and from such a perspective it is not so difficult to see how 
computers can come into play as part of the organizational social reality. Moreover, 
the authors also offer a perspective on computers which centers around language 
use with a view to the future: “our understanding of the computer centers on the 
role it will play in mediating and facilitating linguistic action as the essential human 
activity” [Winograd & Flores ‘86]. They developed this language perspective on 
computer technology against the background of philosophy of language and in 
particular the work of the philosophers John Austin and John Searle. As it turned 
out it came to be further developed later on in the language action perspective on 
computer supported cooperative work (in human-computer interaction). My 
reading of Winograd and Flores is that they are suggesting that computers ought to 
be seen as part of our language use and consequently of our social reality.  

How does the work of Heidegger filter into the ontological design process? As we 
have noted Heidegger’s work in Being and time is on the ontology of being 
something which he claims to be the most fundamental ontology of all ontologies.  
Winograd and Flores are similarly claiming to do something very fundamental:   

The most important designing is ontological. It constitutes an intervention in the 
background of our heritage , growing out of already existing ways of being in the world, and 
deeply affecting the kinds of beings that we are. [Winograd & Flores ‘86 p163] 

Thus Winograd and Flores suggests that as we design new computer systems these 
system come to change our ontology in a Heideggerian sense and consequently our 
sense of being in the world and who we are. Central to their understanding of 
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ontological design is also the notion of breakdown which they derive from 
Heidegger and introduce as a design concept. They suggest that we should try to 
anticipate breakdowns in the use of computers and especially from a 
communicative perspective. This is not only because of phenomenological reasons 
it seems, because the notion of breakdown as they argue is more neutral than the 
word problem which is more negative [Winograd & Flores ‘86 p165]. 

 With Winograd and Flores we see an attempt to remain faithful to Heidegger in 
their approach to computers as being part of our social reality through language 
and communication. In doing so they attempt to tackle questions of how 
computers come to change our sense of being in the world and of our selves. We 
might ask ourselves, however, just how far this sort of analysis will take us. As I 
mentioned earlier, it seems to me that Heidegger imposes a limit on our thinking 
about technology as equipment or tools. However, soft places are not tools. Just as 
little as a corner café, a flower or a painting is tool. When someone finds himself in 
the soft place of a computer game he is not using a tool or any equipment. We 
ought to trust our common everyday experiences. The kid who is playing a 
computer game has a placial experience that is full of excitement, but it is not an 
experience that has anything to do with tools.  

I want to say rather that is a direct placial experience that in some sense arises 
against the background of the computer as a tool, but not through using it as a 
tool. The computer as tool is as removed from the placial experience as the nail that 
a painting hangs on is removed from my aesthetic experience of the painting.  
 

Jean-Paul Sarte (1905-1980) 
This French philosopher was a man of many talents and a man who wrote 
prolifically within several disciplines. His scope of writings includes philosophy, 
psychology, politics and fiction. Although he engages himself in different writing 
styles and disciplines, he sticks to a common theme: to bring to awareness our 
human condition or more precisely our human existence. Sartre is the philosopher 
who systematically sets out to form existentialism as a program that spans not only 
philosophy but as something that is seen as a practical tool for solving human 
problems as they arise in everyday life and politics. Sartre’s existentialist position 
can be seen against the background of the Nazism and the Second World War.  

In contrast to Heidegger (the other leading phenomenologist of the 20th century) 
who was at one point a member of the Nazi party, Sartre was openly opposed to 
Nazism and took an active stance against the Nazis. Sartre came to form his view of 
human nature during the horrible years of German occupation. He fought the 
Nazis as a POW and also became an active member of the French resistance. What 
came to bother Sartre during those years of German occupation was the 
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complacency he encountered and the way in which people simply wanted to go on 
with their lives and even collaborate with the Nazis. So for example when he and 
his life companion Simone de Bouvoir went to see the great anti fascist of the 
prewar years André Malraux about developing the French resistance he responded 
that such efforts were surely futile.  

What he found was that people were making up all kinds of excuses for not 
getting involved. So people were saying things such as “I can’t do anything about 
it”, “I didn’t start it”, “no one else is doing anything”, “I need to look out for 
myself” or “I am afraid”. Now all these statements all express different 
psychological dispositions. So the one who says “I can’t do anything about it” is 
appealing to his impotency to act, “I didn’t start it” is an appeal to innocence, “no 
one else is doing anything” is an appeal to social conformity and “I need to look 
out for myself” is an appeal to instinct and self preservation. What all these 
different excuses and appeals amounts to however is ultimately a denial of oneself 
as a free human being capable of courageous action. What Sartre wants to do is to 
turn against all of this sort of denial. Against what he sees as cowardice, he comes to 
argue in his early philosophy that we are absolutely free. This does not mean that 
we can succeed in doing anything. Sartre clearly recognizes that we live in a world 
with constraints. He is not saying anything absurd. What he is saying is that while 
our options are limited, we do have options and we are free to choose among those 
options. We might look at some extreme examples of when our options might 
seem very limited. Thus e.g. even someone faced with a death sentence has a lot of 
choices. Will he die thinking of himself as rightfully accused? Is he a martyr? Is he 
going to try to escape? Is he going to die courageously? We have all seen examples 
of courageous death in war movies. Perhaps the most classic example is the prisoner 
who does not want to be blind folded but wants to face the shooting squad.  

On the one hand we might think so what, he is going to die anyways so what 
difference does that make? On the other hand we can see him as recognizing his 
freedom to die a courageously and stand up for himself. We see this in Western 
movies also there is this emphasis on that how one dies, i.e., with one’s boots on 
somehow defines ones character and gives meaning to one’s life. Thus when faced 
with death there is this possibility of still recognizing one’s freedom. A freedom 
that involves settings one’s attitude if nothing else. In some cases how one dies can 
also come to have a great impact on the world. Thus we can think of Socrates and 
Jesus in this sense.  

Sartre also wants to reverse a common view of our emotions. It seems to make 
sense that our actions are determined by our emotions. There is this line of 
reasoning that says that one can not help how one feels and our emotional life is 
somehow taken as being what drives us, in a sense determines our actions. We are 
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fundamentally seen as rational beings with emotions or rational animals in the 
Aristotelian sense and we are often encouraged to rely on how we feel and gut 
instinct. There is this idea that we are overly rational in Western society and that 
we need to get in touch with our emotions and not deny them. Sartre would agree 
that emotions are part of what makes us human, but he wants to say that if we 
want to really understand emotional life then we need to see that freedom is even 
more fundamental.  

From Sartre’s point of view we choose our emotions. To see this we can look at 
anger. We often excuse ourselves when we become angry and we say such things as 
I am sorry I got angry I didn’t really mean what I said and so on. What Sartre 
wants to say is that this is often all wrong. When we do get angry we are usually 
being truthful and we express something that has been hidden for perhaps social or 
psychological reasons. He wants to say that when we get angry we are not generally 
overcome with something like madness but we choose to become angry and let 
things out. We can of course go into a rage and that would certainly warrant some 
sort of remedy and consolation, but typically we are simply being honest. Sartre 
also wants to reverse the picture of us as having a set of determining motivations, 
i.e., dispositions that limit our freedom. Again he wants to say that our freedom is 
fundamental. Our freedom comes before our motivations and we can choose our 
motivations. The message that Sartre wants to give is us that we always have 
choices.  

Sartre’s inheritance 
Sartre is not the founder of existential analysis, one would have to grant 
Kierkegaard if anyone this fatherly role. Curiously, while Sartre recognizes the 
influence of Heidegger, Husserl, Nietzsche and Camus (who was his friend) on his 
philosophy, he is completely foreign to the idea that Kierkegaard should have had 
any influence on his philosophy. Sartre attempts to spell out what an existentialist 
philosophy would entail and, in contrast to Kierkegaard, Sartre aims to transform 
existential analysis into a full blown program. Kierkegaard would be highly 
suspicious to such ideas. Indeed Kierkegaard’s writing style and his use of 
pseudonyms is meant to conceal himself as a thinker with a particular agenda. 
Thus, e.g. it is only towards the end of his career that he admits (in his 
autobiography) to having been a religious thinker all along. However, Sartre in 
refusing to accept the Nobel prize is perhaps not so far from Kierkegaard. Sartre 
motivates his decision by saying that the importance of his work clearly lies in his 
writings, i.e., that they should stand by themselves and not as supported by some 
sort of social status.  

Curiously enough the thinkers with existentialist concerns prior to Sartre, not 
only Kierkegaard, but also Camus, Heidegger and Nietzsche did not attempt to 
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create anything like an existentialist movement. Heidegger is perhaps the one who 
comes closest to proposing an existentialist system in his quest to find an ontology 
of being. Still his philosophy differs widely from Sartre. 

What Kierkegaard, Camus, Heidegger and Nietzsche all have in common with 
Sartre is the concern for human existence. Moreover, they stress the importance of 
individual development as something of central concern. There is behind their 
philosophies, the assumption that truth can be found in the ways we live. They all 
share a common concern regarding how to live. This concern over existence and 
how to live is something which radically comes to determine their method of 
philosophy: phenomenology. Much of Western philosophy has been about 
building philosophical systems, but phenomenology is often done without such 
systems although some writers such as Husserl adopt a systemic view of 
phenomenology and Heidegger also to some extent. One problem the 
phenomenologist faces is whether or not to remain within a systematic account of 
phenomenology. Husserl takes a systematic route in characterizing phenomenology 
as a system of intentionality and Heidegger in some of his works aims to build an 
ontological system of being against which phenomenology is to be rightfully 
understood. Sartre also comes to build a system that delineates the ontology of 
being. Kierkegaard and Nietzsche on the other hand take a route to understand 
existence without the delineation of some overall system within which existence is 
to be understood.  

Phenomenology as method 
Although both Heidegger and Sarte do give systematic accounts in the form of 
ontologies based on phenomenological analysis, this analysis itself starts out with a 
kind of philosophy that is done from what can be thought of as a sort of pre-
reflective stance. Thus for Sartre, if we wish to understand existence we really have 
to examine what goes on in our conscious lives without any preconceived picture of 
how consciousness works or what existence is. Rather we have to examine what 
shows up in our experience from a first person point of view. We have to try to 
examine human experience as a sort of territory to be explored without 
presuppositions.  

Now Sartre was much impressed with Heidegger and can be seen as 
incorporating some aspects of his philosophical approach. One indication of this is 
the title of his main phenomenological work Being and Nothingness which is close 
enough to Heidegger’s phenomenological marvel Being and Time so as suggest that 
we associate them. What are the similarities then between these two works? For one 
thing Sartre along with Heidegger empathically rejects the dominating idea of 
consciousness as some sort of container for beliefs and other representations that 
stand in some relation to an external world, i.e., Cartesian dualism. Cartesian 
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dualism leads as we have seen to the problem of how to explain how the mental as 
one kind of substance, can relate to another kind of substance, matter.  

Then there is the idea that phenomenology, while starting out as a sort of pre-
reflective assumption free analysis can lead to a sort of fruition in terms of 
ontology. Thus in contrast to someone like Wittgenstein who views human life as 
something ultimately grounded in a hurly burly of human activities, we find 
instead an underlying ontology against which human life can be understood. Thus 
phenomenology is done with the ultimate purpose of rendering human life as 
something which has a definite structure to it.  

This structure does not determine our actions in the sense of leaving no room for 
freedom, but works as a sort of frame of reference or a ground against which 
human action takes place. It is also clear that both Sartre and Heidegger find 
phenomenology to be something which is to be done for its own purposes and that 
it is a mode of inquiry that stands in contrast to other kinds of inquiry such as the 
scientific mode. Roughly put phenomenology leads to an ontology of the world 
that stands in contrast to something like a scientific ontology. These ontologies are 
qualitatively different and therefore should not be mixed up in philosophical work.  

Sartre’s way out of the Cartesian problem is to adopt the position of monistic 
materialism. For Sartre consciousness is something which arises in a material 
universe and in its most developed form in the grey wet matter of the human brain. 
However, this is Sartre speaking from a scientific point of view and this sort of talk 
is not to be found within his phenomenology. Why not? Again the language of 
science is not the language of phenomenology. The scientific world view is just 
that, a view of the world. What Sartre is interested in is phenomenology as a view 
of the world. A view that is to be understood from a first person perspective and an 
analysis of consciousness. Still one might find this puzzling. How can Sartre be 
both a phenomenologist and a hard core materialist? I will have more to say about 
this later on. For now let us just affirm that for Sartre phenomenology is a kind of 
separate inquiry.  

Consciousness as nothingness 
For Sartre, phenomenology is to be spelled out in terms of intentionality, but not 
as intentional states existing within consciousness as some sort of container. 
Consciousness for Sartre is not a thing, but rather nothingness. What does this 
mean? How can consciousness be nothingness? We can appreciate this curios 
proposition by a simple analysis. Just as Hume had failed in his attempt to find the 
‘I’ within the mind as something isolatable, i.e., some thing, Sartre failed to locate 
consciousness as such a thing. The truth is that whenever we speak of consciousness 
we always speak of it as being about something. Thus, e.g. I am conscious about 
the text that appears on the screen as I am typing it and to some extent the room in 
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which I am sitting, but I don’t perceive my very consciousness in this way. Rather 
there is the sense that consciousness is this process through which things are 
experienced. This is in fact Sartre’s view of consciousness as a process. Thus while 
consciousness has this quality of being intentional it is not some thing that has 
content. It is a nothingness and can not be found as a thing.  

We might make a rough analogy which is going to be very imprecise, but also in 
some sense telling of what Sartre is after in more concrete terms. We can think of 
consciousness as a sort of radar beam. The radar beam is a process through which 
things show up and without it the radar system would be useless. But, the beam is 
not a thing in itself it is not a representation of what is out there in the world, 
rather it is a process through which what is out there is revealed. Now we might of 
course build some sort of representation of the world through the use of a radar 
and store it in some sort of computer program that displays this information. 
Moreover, we can think of many ways in which to build many other 
representations. Perhaps we could transform the radar waves into a pattern of 
music or some work of art or whatever. Nevertheless, the active part of the radar, 
i.e., the sweeping beam is the process which enables this representation to be built, 
but it is not something which contains representations rather it is fleeting process 
of electromagnetic waves. Similarly our consciousness surely allows us to represent 
things in different ways, i.e., to form beliefs about the world and to think about the 
world, but strictly speaking these beliefs are not to be found within consciousness 
for consciousness is just this active process and not a containing thing. Rather our 
beliefs and how we represent the world can not on Sartre’s view be dislodged from 
the world but are part of it.  

Now the analogy with the radar is telling of the way in which Sartre views 
consciousness as process and not a thing in itself. However there is also a sense in 
which it is misleading and I am going to have more to say about this shortly. So far 
we have seen that consciousness as a nothingness has at least one concrete meaning 
and that is that while consciousness is the sort of background processes against 
which things show up, it does not seem to be anything in itself. Rather for Sartre 
we are to think of it as a process. Sartre also points out another aspect of 
consciousness and that is as a sort of negation, i.e., as of becoming aware of what is 
not directly within our experience. To some extent he is under the influence of 
Husserl who claimed that we have this propensity to fill in what is missing in our 
awareness.  

Thus e.g. if I see a coffee cup, then I look at it from a particular angle and my 
seeing it is very restricted, yet I directly see it as the whole coffee cup and not just 
part of it. Thus in a sense our conscious awareness is such that it negates the raw 
experience and fills it in with a much richer picture. Thus what I see is really more 
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than what I see through a sort of negation that denies what I see and adds 
something to it, i.e., in our example, the whole coffee cup along with innumerable 
features as its approximate weight, its temperature and so on. Thus consciousness is 
not simply something like a radar beam which enables things to show up, but the 
“beam of consciousness” also transforms itself according to what is expected.  

We can take another concrete example to illustrate this point. Suppose someone 
goes to a social dinner in order to meet someone that the person has a romantic 
interest in. As the person enters the house of this festivity and steps into the dinner 
room he feels a certain rush of adrenalin going to his heart. Why? The beloved is 
not there! This sort of conscious awareness of the person comes as fast as lightening 
and is not the result of some systematic ruling out. Thus our enamored friend does 
not need to look at each person to determine that his beloved is not there by means 
of some principle of exclusion. No he sees this directly as a function of 
consciousness. He sees what is not there even before he sees what is there. We can 
also see a sort of negation going in response to feelings. Thus e.g. when one 
experiences a tooth ache one might simply try to ignore it. One can deny it. This 
might not work so well. Still a common approach is to try to not think about it. 
Another approach might be to think of it in various ways and thereby transform it 
into something which it was not from the beginning. I might say to myself e.g. that 
the pain is good, it might be character building.  

Consciousness as part of the world 
What we get from Sartre is a view of consciousness as a creative process not simply 
a passive receiving one. In other words consciousness works so as to in some sense 
create our world. Thus when we are examining consciousness along Sartre’s 
account, we are not only examining something like the objects of consciousness, 
but we are at the same time examining the world. Here we find an important 
similarity with Heidegger. Heidegger in his analysis of Dasein does not want to 
make a clean separation between Dasein and the world, but rather thinks of them 
as being a unity.  

Now Sartre is saying something similar about consciousness, there is really no 
clean separation between consciousness and the world. What we have is really a 
unity. Consciousness and the world is a unified phenomenon. What separates 
Sartre from Heidegger is that while Sartre attempts to overcome dualism his 
language remains dualistic. Thus we find in Sartre’s writings a lot of talk about 
consciousness and the world so in some sense he is still talking like a Cartesian. He 
was brought up with this Cartesian inheritance and it is in some sense still with 
him. Heidegger on the other hand develops a novel philosophical (or in the view of 
some mystic) language just to be able to get away from the Descartes and dualistic 
thinking. Another way of putting this is to say that Sartre is really trying to solve 
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the Cartesian problem of how to link the external world with consciousness and 
what he comes up with is one type of relation, one of identify.  

Heidegger, in contrast, does not want to set up such a problem or to talk as a 
Cartesian. In this sense his conception of ontology and phenomenology is very 
different. It does not even start with a dichotomy to be resolved into a unity. He 
rather wants to take a further step back and abandon Cartesian talk altogether as a 
basis for phenomenology. We can also see this tendency of taking a further step 
back in Heidegger’s lengthy discussions about the proper role of philosophy and 
what philosophy is really about. Thus Heidegger provides a tour de force analysis 
of philosophy in order to show its proper role. He brings us all the way back to the 
pre-Socratics in order to show that they were on to something important that has 
been forgotten. Thus he is doing something of an archaeology of philosophy with 
the purpose of getting us on the right track again. In the end he rejects Western 
philosophy altogether as being hopelessly confused. Indeed he feels so alienated to 
Western philosophy after the Pre-Socratics so as to refuse to even call himself a 
philosopher. With Nietzsche we get the idea that God is dead, but with Heidegger 
we are told that philosophy is dead. Nietzsche urges us to abandon Christianity, a 
Christianity that in his mind might once have had some potentional, rather than to 
revive it. Heidegger says something similar about philosophy: let us be done with 
it! Philosophy with all its Western forms, i.e., logocentrism, idealism, rationalism, 
Cartesianism, all these ‘ism’s’ are for Heidegger nothing but symptoms of the 
sickness of philosophy. For Sartre on the other hand, while we get the common 
sort of rejection that almost every philosopher in the Western tradition does of 
earlier philosophies, we don’t get the same sort of Heideggerian passionate 
historical analysis and search for the proper subject of philosophy.  

Consciousness, freedom and responsibility 
Sartre does not hesitate, his concern is from the start with freedom and 
responsibility. So far we have not said much about freedom, but as it turns out 
freedom and consciousness are really one and the same thing for Sartre. One might 
find this odd. Is not freedom really something like a property of consciousness 
rather than consciousness itself? That is how we normally tend to think of it. We 
tend to think that consciousness is one thing and freedom another. How can Sartre 
think of freedom and consciousness as the same thing?  

We can see some sense in this proposition if we think of ourselves as being able 
to choose how we see the world. But for Sartre we do not simply choose how to see 
the world, but our very consciousness is active in a more profound way as it actively 
creates our world. Now this is not to say that there are no facts about the world or 
that we can somehow make material objects come into being through 
consciousness. What Sartre is saying is that if we stick to phenomenology as a way 
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of analyzing consciousness then we end up with a picture of consciousness as being 
the same as freedom. At this point it is also useful to take a look at Sartres view of 
consciousness from the perspective of science.  

For Sartre there is nothing wrong with analyzing consciousness as something that 
arises within the brain, i.e., as some sort of physically grounded process. Indeed 
Sartre is as mentioned earlier a materialist and he is not against science. What he is 
going to say though is that in order to make any sense of consciousness we really 
need to see it as in some sense uncaused. Now in this sense Sartre is saying 
something similar to what Kant says on ourselves as active agents. Kant recognized 
that we can look at the mind as enabling us to have empirical knowledge of the 
world. When we try to explain what makes this sort of knowledge possible we 
come to see that the mind must have a set of cognitive functions, i.e., 
transcendental categories that structure reality as we know it. Thus we end up with 
a picture of the mind as a cognitive apparatus that makes science possible. For Kant 
this is one way to view the world. We might call it his scientific world view (based 
in Kant’s case on philosophy as metaphysics). However, Kant thinks that such a 
view is very limited and if we try to take it too far we run into problems. Most 
empathically he thinks that faith and freedom are things not to be found within a 
scientific world view. For Kant, it makes no sense to think of ourselves as anything 
but free. Another way of putting this is to say that while our cognitive functions, 
the transcendental categories, imposes causality on the world this is not how we 
understand ourselves as human agents. For Kant we stand above the brute causality 
that applies to the material world. Kierkegaard is really saying the same thing in his 
existential analysis.  

Science is surely a wonderful thing, but the kind of truths it seeks and the kind of 
truth we experience as human beings that exist from a subjective point of view are 
really different things. Thus Sartre, while being a materialist and a monist is 
ultimately affirmative of this view of human agency as something which can not 
ultimately be understood within a causal framework. He thinks of consciousness as 
being uncaused. Moreover this step to seeing consciousness as uncaused is close to 
saying that consciousness is nothingness. For how could a nothingness be caused? 
Causality seems to require that there be some interaction between entities. But, one 
might still not feel satisfied with Sartre’s phenomenological account. We might still 
want to say that if he is a materialist, i.e., he believes that there are these neurons in 
the brain that somehow gives rise to consciousness then is not consciousness 
caused?  

In some sense Sartre would agree on that consciousness is caused in this way. But 
we can also at the same time think of consciousness as not being caused. Thus we 
might take on the position that while consciousness can only arise within a material 
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being, say within a neurological structure, it can then take on a life of its own. 
Thus there is a sense in which a lightening storm is caused physically, but also a 
sense in which the very process of a lightening storm rules over matter. Thus a 
lightening storm and consciousness can both be seen as what has been termed as 
emergent phenomena, i.e., phenomena which are not ultimately to be understood 
along reductionistic accounts. Thus it is at least conceivable that some emergent 
phenomena such as consciousness can go against causal determinism. Moreover, 
physics has also in some sense painted a picture of the universe as being at some 
level indeterministic. Thus quantum mechanics and the uncertainty principle tell 
us that the universe is indeterminate at its very fundaments.  

Now while modern physics and discussions of emergence can serve to shake our 
causal reductionistic and deterministic view of reality what Sartre wants to get at is 
a particular view of consciousness as something more than emergent and 
indeterministic and what this boils down to is (essentially the view of Kant and 
Kierkegaard) the view that human agency involves freedom. Freedom is something 
more than simply indeterminancy it involves our being able to chose among 
alternatives outside of indetermninancy and determinancy. This view of human 
freedom renders us as the uncontestable authors of our actions and it is in this 
sense that responsibility becomes a key issue for Sartre.  

Emotions as strategies 
Sartre argues that all emotions must have intentionality and as such go beyond 
mere sensations or feelings. Moreover emotions for Sartre are always purposive. 
They have what he calls finality. So in Sartre’s view we can not decouple an 
emotion from its purpose. Rather we are to think of emotions as being strategies 
for coping with the world. To see what Sartre is getting at we can take a look at 
some concrete examples.  

One example he gives is Aesop’s fable about a cunning fox that is trying to eat 
some grapes. Now unfortunately the grapes are suspended above the fox and 
although he fox jumps he fails to reach them. Now how does the fox deal with this 
situation. He does it by what Sartre calls a magical transformation of the world. He 
changes his attitude and the way he feels with regards to the grapes by saying to 
himself that the grapes are probably sour anyway and then walks off. What the fox 
does is taking on a particular strategy in order to avoid seeing himself as a failure. 
Sartre wants to say that we all engage in these sort of rationalizations that enable us 
to cope with problems and to feel good about ourselves. We come to set our 
attitudes in order to preserve our self image.  

Another example that Sartre gives is that of the fainting woman. We need to go 
back in time to see how this example works. During the romantic period women 
often wore corsets and it supposedly affected their physiology in some ways and 
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one way this became manifest was in fainting behavior. The scenario is the 
following: a young woman walks up to a group of men who are making some 
remarks that purport to be funny in a vulgar sexual sense. Now how is the woman 
to respond? If she laughs with them she is likely to be looked down upon. If she 
responds in a critical fashion she is likely to be seen as prudish. If she walks away 
she is seen as awkward and rude. So what does she do? Sartre argues that she makes 
herself disappear by fainting.  

Once again we see an emotional response as a strategy for dealing with the world. 
Perhaps this is just Sartre’s sexist way of seeing the world. Still what we get out of 
Sartre’s gedanken experiments is a telling characterization as how we can view 
emotions as being escape routes that enable us to preserve our view of our own self. 
A view of ourselves that might be idealized to some extent. Sartre goes beyond 
giving particular examples of emotions as being strategies in some cases. His claim 
that emotions are strategies for coping with the world applies to all emotions. Thus 
while we might think of love or joy as being something that just happens to us, we 
tend to think of ourselves as falling in love or being overcome by joy, Sartre want 
to say that this is really a naïve view. What is really going on in is that we decide to 
fall in love and we decide to be joyous. One might e.g. think about love as a sort of 
abandonment of critical reflection. For Sartre then to fall in love is a way of getting 
away from responsibility. When we fall in love we do all kinds of crazy things and 
we in some sense suspend our critical awareness. Thus we say such things that in 
love and war there are no rules or that we are not to blame for behaving oddly since 
we were so in love. Similarly with joy it gives us a stance on the world as not being 
serious and less demanding of us. Thus joy becomes an excuse for not thinking 
about the problems we encounter and excuse for us suspending them as 
unimportant. One might say that this is the gloomy side of Sartre making himself 
heard.  

Bad faith 
As we have seen both Heidegger and Sartre are interested in ontological questions 
from a phenomenological standpoint. Sartre gets this idea of ontology from 
Heidegger and develops his own unique take on ontology. What they have in 
common is that they want to give an account of the make-up of the world. For 
Sartre this involves analyzing the world from a first person perspective. Sartre’s 
ontology comes to center around three different elements: being-for-itself (the 
being of consciousness), being-in-itself (the existence of things) and being-for-
others (one’s being with respect to other people). Against this ontology he is trying 
to give an account of what the self is. Two concepts are especially important in 
explaining the self: facticity (facts about us) and transcendence (how we make 
choices and interpret the world). As we live in a world of facticity (how things are) 
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and transcendence (how we can change things) we find ourselves in a sort of 
conflict. We find ourselves with this desire to be both in-itself and for-itself. What 
this conflict amounts to in Sartre’s view is nothing less than the desire to be God. 
Bad faith is in turn spelled out as the confusing of facticity with transcendence.  

With Sartre we can speak of consciousness on the one hand and the world on the 
other. Being-for-itself refers to the being of consciousness. As it turns out the being 
of consciousness is different from the being of things. Consciousness is not simply a 
thing in the world, but a process with its own kind of being. A kind of being that is 
different from say a rock or a piece of glass. On way to think of consciousness is as 
something that we recognize as thinking beings. Descartes is expressing this point 
of view when he famously says “I think therefore I am”. He makes a move from 
thinking to awareness of ourselves. Sartre has a more general view of consciousness 
as permeating everything we do. Consciousness for Sartre is always aware of itself 
or of being aware of objects. Thus consciousness for Sartre does not depend on 
reflection to the same extent as for Descartes. In contrast to the being of 
consciousness we find on the side of the world, being-in-itself and this refers to 
existence of things. In philosophy we have since Kant this idea of what things are in 
themselves which leads to a sort of Kantian dualism. Moreover Husserl worried a 
lot about the existence of things such as abstract entities. Sartre gives us a simple 
picture of being-in-itself as something having a physical existence. So far we have 
talked about Sartre’s view of being as being pertains to consciousness and things 
that exist in the world. What is Sartre’s view then of the self? It is not something 
that is to be found introspectively, but rather externally. Sartre thinks of the self as 
being in the world. Now this might seem strange for we normally tend to think of 
the self as something to be found within us. Indeed something that cannot be 
separated from our minds. Plato suggests a picture of the self as being our soul. We 
can see this line of thinking in Socrates who looks forward to a life of 
contemplation after his death. Moreover the Christian tradition gives us the same 
general picture of the self as our soul. Sartre argues instead that the self is really 
something determined by activities in the world.  

This means that my view of who I am is no better than other people’s views of 
who I am. So e.g., we all know the feeling of how other people sometimes know 
ourselves better than we do. Moreover, we sometimes meet people who do not at 
all seem to be in touch with themselves. Some are e.g. arrogant and boasting. So 
there are a lot of people who brag about themselves and we end up not taking them 
seriously. We know that they exaggerate and give a false picture of themselves. I 
once talked to a headhunter who claimed that men and women each give false 
pictures of themselves, but in different ways. Men tend to exaggerate and be 
boastful while women tend to present themselves as being less capable than they 
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really are. She told me that she takes this into account when interviewing the 
different genders. She deflates men and inflates women to get a better picture of 
who they are. Thus if we really want to come closer to an understanding of the self 
we have to understand it in terms of activities in the world.  

Who I am is really determined by my history of e.g. achievements and failures. 
We may think that a really good picture of the self is given by an autobiography, 
but an autobiography is just one description and it need not be the best. The best 
single characterization might be a biography. To take an extreme example, Stalin’s 
autobiography is arguably not the best biography. Khrushchev thought of it as an 
“odious book” and is foreign to Stalin’s portrayal of himself as “the workers’ 
genius-leader" and a "shy and modest person" as indeed most of us probably are. If 
we want to know who Stalin was we need to read something else. We might think 
of the self as not really a subject matter of phenomenology it is rather something 
out there in the public world as something like the history of my activities. Thus 
the self is not something to be found within consciousness or consciousness itself as 
Husserl suggests. Consciousness is as we have seen this intentional activity through 
which we not only understand the world, but also transform it. Consciousness 
transforms the world according to our desires, our ideals and how we expect things 
to be.  

In contrast to Descartes, Sartre also distinguishes between two different kinds of 
reflection the reflective and the pre-reflective. He thinks of them as modes of 
consciousness. In the pre-reflective mode of consciousness a person is not thinking 
so much about himself as someone who is trying to do something, but is rather 
engaged in an intentional activity on another level. Another way of saying this is 
that the ‘I’ does not appear in the pre-reflective mode. Thus he gives the example of 
someone who is trying to catch a street car. This person might be totally taken in 
by the task. He is in some sense guided more by his body than conscious 
deliberation. There is really no time nor need to reflect he simply has to move his 
legs in the right direction. What he experiences comes to be something like a 
sequence of events and impressions.  

Now we might extend Sartre’s example and think of the man as missing the 
streetcar. He sees it leave without him and he enters into reflection about how to 
cope with the situation. Perhaps he can get home in another way. Should he walk 
instead? It is a long way to walk, but the wheather is nice and so on. Then his boss 
comes up to him and asks him to come in early next morning in order to meet a 
deadline at work. He is struggling now. On the one hand he does not want to, but 
on the other he wants to project himself as a loyal worker. He finds himself in a 
dilemma and his self seems to be at stake. However, even in this reflective mode of 
consciousness the ‘I’ does not appear as anything but a formal indicator, i.e., a tool 
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of conversation. Thus the ‘I’ is really a formal and pragmatic indicator of who is 
talking, who is thinking.  

The ‘I’ or the ‘self’ is not something which is to be found within the person’s 
consciousness. Strictly speaking what our unfortunate man in the street is 
experiencing is trying to please his boss in relation to his desires and ideals. This is 
really how his consciousness is to be understood and not as something which all of 
a sudden lets a self appear inside of him. This is not to say that we are simply 
consciousness however, we are material beings embodied in the world. We are part 
of the material world with all of its causality and corporeality. What we must come 
to accept according to Sartre however is that the self rather belongs to this public 
world than some inner realm. Our being in this public world is being-in-itself and 
that is really where the self is to be found. Consciousness on the other hand is 
being-for-itself and does not have this public kind of existence but is this active 
process through which we can understand and change the world.  

In a way of summing up the recent discussion we can say that for Sartre human 
existence is both a matter of being-in-itself and being-for-itself. Thus on the one 
hand we have consciousness with its kind of being (being-for-itself) as something 
which is not simply factual, i.e., it does not exist as some thing in the world and on 
the other we have our body with its kind of being (being-in-itself) which does have 
factual existence, i.e., it is to be found as a thing in the world. To understand 
human existence for Sartre has much to do with how the freedom that 
consciousness is comes to manifest itself in the world.  

In so far as we are part of the world, i.e., embodied in the world we have what is 
called facticity. Both Heidegger and Sartre makes use of this term and we can think 
of it as referring to facts about us. So e.g. a person was born on a certain date and 
has some physical characteristics such as a height, weight, eye color and so fort. 
These kinds of descriptions are all a matter of facticity. Thus facticity refers to 
everything factual about a person. We can also think of a person’s history as being a 
matter of facticity. What the person has done can not be changed and is part of his 
facticity. There is also the facticity of the future. The person is going to die. Death 
is as certain as taxes and he cannot escape the facticity of death. Heidegger makes a 
great deal out of this constraint on our lives as does Socrates. For Socrates life is a 
preparation for death and he does not mind this sort of facticity at all. Thus we 
find facticity in the past, present and the future.  

One way in which the freedom that consciousness is, expresses itself, is in what 
Sartre calls transcendence. This term is perhaps unfortunate for it has been used in 
different ways in philosophy. To see what Sartre is after we can examine two other 
views of transcendence. Transcendence has sometimes been described as being out 
of this world. Thus we might think of the Christian God (as well as other versions 
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of God) as being transcendent of this world. God is thought to have created the 
world and hence to be existing outside of it. Kant speaks of things-in-themselves as 
being transcendent in the sense that we are without epistemological access. Sartre 
does not mean any of this with his notion of transcendence.  

For Sartre transcendence is a matter of overcoming the facticity of the world, the 
way things are. It is the freedom that consciousness is that can transcend facticity 
and transform the world in doing so. For example, a lot of people go on diets these 
days in order to become fit. This can be a way of transcending their own facticity. 
Someone who studies to become a doctor is also in a process of transcending his 
own facticity. He seeks to become something which he is not yet.  

Thus we all have desires, aspirations and plans that come to work themselves out 
in transcendence. We seek to change the facts about us unless of course we are 
completely complacent. The freedom that consciousness is works itself out in its 
choices. Depending on what choices we make, we can transcend our factual being 
in open-ended ways. We have all these alternatives and a freedom to choose among 
them. From the phenomenological stance of Heidegger and Sartre, transcendence 
can not only be seen as a transcendence of facticity, but also of time itself. From a 
scientific point of view, one tends to think of the present as a division between past 
and future. Mathematically speaking we might think of it as something without 
quantity, i.e., as some sort of Euclidean point. Really just a convenient abstraction. 
There might be other characterizations, e.g. in special relativity where time is 
spelled out in terms of past, future and the elsewhere.  

The upshot of all of this is that the view of time that science has is not what we 
may think of as on par with our first person experience of time. Sartre wants to say 
that the present as we experience it is depends both on the past and the future. We 
make sense of the present in terms of both the past and the future beyond the kind 
of sense that arises from an understanding of causality. The past pushes itself into 
the present and so does the future. One might say that we are living in the past 
present and future at the same time. One finds oneself in transcendence all the time 
since one is always living in terms of ones desires, goals, plans, hopes and so on. In 
doing so one at the same time carries a baggage along, the baggage of the past and 
this baggage is going to influence how one sees the present also.  

One can think of transcendence as a way of saying that one is not what one is. 
One is denying the facticity about oneself. Sartre has a lot of fun in formulating 
this paradox in a more elaborate way: I am what I am not and I am not what I am. 
This is the paradox of being-for-itself and transcendence. One might just brush it 
aside as some unintelligible philosophical trickery, but the truth is that it makes 
plenty of sense. Take our example of the aspiring doctor for instance. He is not 
doctor yet, but the very fact that he aspires to become a doctor is something that 
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has a great impact on him. One might say that it defines him to some extent 
because a lot of the things that he does only makes sense against his plan of 
becoming a doctor. Moreover, the way his friends and relatives describe him takes 
this into account. They describe him in terms of what he is becoming and in terms 
of his plan.  

These sort of descriptions in terms of possibilities plans and goals are very 
common and they apply to everyone all the time. We tend to think of people in 
terms of the direction that they are going and the possibilities that they face. Thus 
who we are is largely a matter of what plans we have and our possibilities. This 
does not mean that we are always aware of our possibilities or that we accept them. 
We can deny them, ignore them or even be unaware of them. In the end however, 
what I aspire to be is what I am. From the characterization given so far of facticity 
and transcendence we can sense a conflict between them. On the one hand there 
are the facts about me and on the other hand there is the activity of transcendence 
or becoming what I am not yet. On the one hand there is this desire to be what the 
facts about me say I am, i.e., pure facticity and on the other to transcend, i.e., to be 
pure transcendence. This is not an easy situation. Sartre argues that the attraction 
lies in our desire to become God in the medieval sense. We can think of God as 
being this perfect being and as such hardly in need of change. At the same time 
however, God is also thought of as being almighty and all powerful. God is totally 
free to do whatever he pleases. People seem to aspire to this, on Sartre’s account, 
contradictory picture of God. One commonly hears people talking about getting to 
know themselves—who they really are—as if this self was something to be found 
and as something definite, not subject to endless revisions.  

What we find is an attraction to stability and understanding ourselves in an 
absolute sense. A person might perhaps after a period of “soul searching” reach the 
conclusion that he knows who he is; he does not need to figure it out anymore and 
this in turn is a way of saying that he is a stable person. But at the same time this 
disposition is often found along with a desire to be free from constraints and to, in 
principle, be able to do whatever one pleases. So when someone says that “no one is 
going to tell me what to do” or “I am a free human being” or “I can do anything I 
want” what we have is for Sartre an affirmation of consciousness as freedom and at 
the same time a denial of facticity. On Sartre account we often find ourselves 
leaning on either side of the equation, i.e., freedom and transcendence on the on 
hand and facticity on the other hand.  

To give a dramatic example of this there was once a case in Sweden when a 
person (no need to mention names) became a business leader to some extent by 
transcending his own facticity. He claimed to be a doctor while in fact he was not. 
For some time no one questioned his educational background. Was he able to 
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change the facts? From a third person perspective surely not. It was just a lie. 
However, the way in which he came to be seen as someone with a solid educational 
background transcended the facts. We might think also of less dramatic examples. 
Someone might lie about his age for various reasons. An old person might do this 
in order to get into a romantic relationship with someone who is younger and this 
is also a way of transcending the facts.  

There are also more innocent examples of this sort of transcendence. A slightly 
overweight person might consistently buy one size too small. The person is denying 
that he has a certain waist size. In each of these cases while the facts remain what 
they are, they way in which they come to be played out depend on transcendence. 
Should the person go on a diet however and manage to change his waist size then 
transcendence would come to work itself out as an actual changing of the facts of 
his facticity. With regards to facticity and transcendence then there are some facts 
that can be changed and others that cannot, but whether or not the facts change is 
not the whole story. We really need to look at how the facts work in our lives. 
Sometimes one can change the fact and at other times this is impossible. Thus I 
might lose some weight, but I am not going to break the world record on the 
hundred meter dash no matter how hard I try. I do not have the right genetic 
makeup and I am too old. As we have seen the tension between facticity seems to 
work itself out in different ways. Often it looks like transcendence is going to turn 
out to be a sort of distorting of the facts or a kind of corruption. The facts in turn 
sometimes limit my possibilities of transcendence. Sartre’s notion of bad faith is a 
way of talking about the relations between facticity and transcendence that serves 
to bring out some dangers that are we are facing. The danger has to do with 
deceiving ourselves in different ways and not being truthful to ourselves. On the 
one hand I can deceive myself so as to look at myself as being pure facticity. On the 
other hand I can deny facticity and rely too much on transcendence. If I say that all 
I am is facticity then what this amounts to is that I look at myself as being simply 
what the facts tell me that I am. What is more bad faith can then also involve a 
false view of my consciousness as being incapable of transcendence that it too is 
defined by facticity. In contrast I might also rely on transcendence in such a way 
that I engage in a kind of wishful thinking that is dislodged from the way things 
are. A central problem for Sartre then is this sort of tension that arises with respect 
to facticity and transcendence. This tension is very much part of his view of being 
human.  

Sartre gives several examples of how bad faith might come to manifest itself in 
life. One example he gives is of a waiter in a Parisian café. He describes the waiter 
as walking in an awkward rigid way. He moves himself about swiftly and with 
precise movements like someone in the military. Sartre thinks of him as acting as a 
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waiter. He is playing with the role of a waiter in order to become nothing but a 
waiter. In doing this, he is at the same time denying himself and who he is. We 
might think of another situation in which the waiter can relax more and be more of 
himself even though he is working. Another example would be the trials against 
Nazi war criminals after the Second World War. Many of them simply claimed 
that they were following orders. What their excuses amount to are really appeals to 
facticity. They claimed that they were nothing but soldiers and did what they were 
told to do. However one is inclined to say that they could in fact have done 
otherwise. It may have cost them their lives, but to deny the possibility is bad faith. 
It is not simply enough to say that one is a solider and that one does what a soldier 
does. The person who is getting the order to shoot at a crowd of innocent and 
unarmed can recognize himself to be something other than a solider. What he is, is 
not so predefined, but a matter of his choosing.  

To see one’s facticity, what is true of oneself in a particular moment, as one’s 
essence is a kind of confusion to be understood in terms of bad faith. One can say 
that our freedom of consciousness allows us to deal with the facts in many different 
ways through transcendence. In these two cases we get some very obvious examples 
of bad faith. However, what bad faith involves is often more complex. Sartre brings 
up one example of how bad faith can come to be understood in relation to 
homosexuality. In this example, we have a man that has had several homosexual 
encounters and who clearly feels sexually attracted to the same sex. Still he is 
hesitant when it comes to whether or not he should announce himself to be a 
homosexual. We might, intuitively think that this would be for the best. Someone 
who holds something like that for himself as a secret is likely to live under some 
pressure. So would it not be best to get the whole thing out into the open? It seems 
a matter of bad faith to deny the facts and not be truthful to them. However, we 
also recognize that if the person were to pronounce himself as a homosexual then in 
some sense he would also come to define himself in terms of his sexuality. People 
around him would be likely to focus on the very fact that he is a homosexual and 
some would perhaps see him primarily as a homosexual. To declare himself to be a 
homosexual is then in a sense to turn himself into facticity, but of course he is 
much more than this. On the other hand to deny that he is a homosexual is to 
deny the facts. Whatever he chooses to do seems to involve bad faith.  

What are we to make of all these examples then of facticity and being-in-itself on 
the one hand and being-for-itself and transcendence on the other? One way to look 
at what Sartre is doing is really to see him as taking on a conversation with Freud. 
Within the psychic determinism of Freud there is no room for freedom. For Freud 
there are a lot of facts about us that determine who we are and why we act the way 
we do. In order to know who we are we need to examine these facts. Some of these 
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facts are biological, i.e., we are driven by innate forces: Eros (sexuality and 
reproduction) and Thanathos (destructive forces) and the mind has a certain 
mechanical structure (id, ego and superego) with principles of operation (e.g. 
repression, projection, sublimation). Now while Freud sometimes speaks with 
metaphors such as Eros and Thanatos this is not in order to suggest that the psyche 
can not or should not be understood as a precise deterministic system.  

One must distinguish between description and what is described. Thus from the 
standpoint of description, a high level conceptual and even metaphorical 
description might be the best that we can do today. On Freud’s account we might 
do better tomorrow or in the next century as our understanding of the psyche 
becomes more refined. Thus if our understanding of the psyche is going to evolve it 
would have to be in the direction of a greater deterministic precision. To 
understand who someone is, is for Freud a matter of applying the deterministic 
model of the psyche to that person’s history. The best way to do this would 
perhaps be if we could push replay and play his life over again. We would then be 
able to see the evolution of the psyche as it necessarily evolved on account of the 
facts. This is what strict Freudian psychoanalysis as therapy is largely about, going 
back and interpreting historical facts of a life in relation to Freud’s theory of the 
psyche. When a person does this, the idea is that his life starts to make sense. The 
person comes to see that, given his innate forces, there is a rational and 
deterministic basis behind all of his actions. Thus the person is not only relieved by 
releasing a lot of feelings that have been repressed, but he is also relieved in another 
sense. When he comes to see that his actions are determined against the system of 
his psyche and the facts of his life he is not only relieved of tensions but also of 
responsibilities. For on a strict Freudian interpretation of himself and his life he 
could not have chosen to live in any other way than the way in which he did. Thus 
the longer he stays in therapy the more he comes to accept his life as being without 
any blame. This is a very comfortable feeling and we can understand the attraction 
to it. It is in a sense a way of coming to grips with the religious idea of human 
beings as inherently bad and singul. One can see Freud as being part of the 
scientific or enlightenment backlash against Christianity.  

We can see Sartre and Nietzsche as being part of this backlash also but in not 
along the lines of a deterministic model. Nietzsche argues that there is a danger in 
relying too much on science. For Nietzsche the danger is that science becomes the 
new religion that we rely on blindly. For Sartre there is no such thing as original sin 
or a God. God as an idea is really an expression of the kind of contradiction we 
experience as being both subject to facticity and transcendence. However, he wants 
to turn the cards around with respect to Freud’s view of psychic determinism that 
leaves us with complacency and without blame. He reopens the question of blame 
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and responsibility again by questioning every must that Freudian psychology 
suggests.  

Thus whenever someone in psychoanalysis comes to the conclusion that his 
actions made rational sense, i.e., that they followed from the facts of his life and 
that he could not have done otherwise, Sartre wants to take him aside from the 
psychoanalytic couch and ask him between four eyes: could you not have done 
otherwise or did you choose not to do otherwise? Suppose them Freud steps in and 
says “leave him alone he has enough guilt as it is” and so forth. How could Sartre 
argue his case apart perhaps from shouting to him that “consciousness is uncaused 
you slave of determinism!”. As it turns out for Sartre, he is going to use striking 
examples of human psychology (in the widest sense of the term). Both Freud and 
Sartre use striking examples from literature, history and everyday life. Sartre and 
Freud philosophize about life and why people act the way the do in a broad 
spectrum of circumstances. Two distinguish their empirical work one might say 
that Sartre goes to work mainly in Parisian cafés and Freud in clinical sessions.  

Sartre’s active involvement in societal issues, e.g. during the German occupation 
along with his observations of everyday life gives him something more than simply 
an armchair stance on phenomenology. What we have is ultimately a positive 
attack on the idea that our lives are determined by something like Freud’s psyche. 
Sartre gives us a tour of examples, many that are based on actual observations, with 
the purpose of revealing to us our human freedom and our responsibility to actively 
make choices. All in all then, what Freud is doing is really developing a psychology 
based on bad faith. It is a psychology of bad faith in that it does not recognize 
human freedom and the ability to make free choices. Instead Freudian psychology 
again and again stresses facts about human life that while partly expressed 
metaphorically (i.e., in terms of abstract Freudian theoretical constructs) are 
essentially biological facts. Thus in the end Freudian psychology becomes a system 
for producing excuses, excuses that consistently deny our freedom to choose. 

However, Freud and Sartre also share some close similarities. They both urge us 
to take charge of our lives. Moreover to take charge of our lives is something which 
is going to involve serious reflection and in many respects a gaining of clarity—a 
clarity that arises from seeing ourselves as fundamentally purposive creatures with 
reasons for action. Altogether, they share the view that our lives could, in principle, 
become transparent to ourselves. Both Freud and Sartre share the assumption that 
clarity—in terms of what really drives and motivates us— is an ideal which is to be 
aspired to. In this sense one can see them both as being part of the general 
enlightenment  project. There is in Freud and Sartre this implicit tendency to make 
life into a project with the aim of reaching ever more self understanding by means 
of a systematic method. For Freud that method is psychoanalysis and for Sartre it is 
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what he calls purifying reflection. The idea of purifying reflection is that over time 
we can come to make our selves transparent to our selves within the context of our 
social reality.  

Thus e.g. we can come to see that we are often misperceiving ourselves as we do 
in bad faith. This would involve all the cases in which we do not want to take 
responsibility and instead escape either into a stance of overly emphasizing facticity 
or transcendence. Through a purifying reflection then we can come to liberate 
ourselves from e.g. blaming our parents and the ways in which we were brought up 
as the causes for what we do not like about ourselves. On a Freudian analysis a shy 
timid personality might come to be understood in terms of a repressive childhood 
that created this disposition. For Sartre to be shy is instead to be understood along 
the lines of emotionality and as all emotions something that we choose as a strategy 
for dealing with the social world. Now the facts may well be such that a person had 
a repressive childhood and so on, but in Sartre’s view this does not cause a person 
to develop a shy personality. A shy personality is rather something that involves the 
interplay of the facts at hand and how the person chooses to deal with them. A 
purifying reflection can also help us to come to grips with transcendence. Thus 
when we fall in love or when we experience joy, we can come to see that these too 
are strategies that serve to relieve us from the responsibilities and not pay attention 
to the facts about our situation. Thus both Freud and Sartre tell us how to come to 
grips with our selves through a project of analysis.  

The basic motivation is Platonic, i.e., the examined life is much preferable to the 
unexamined life. What is more Freud’s model of the psyche is close to the Plato’s 
“psychology” of sprit (id), passion (ego) and reason (superego). To live a good life 
for Plato would involve a reasoned understanding of oneself. In the view of Plato, 
we are to live our lives according to reason. For both Freud and Plato the good life 
is a life guided by reason rather than the forces involved in desires and passions. In 
order to get there however we have to work hard. For both Plato and Freud this 
involves conversations: for Freud clinical sessions and for Plato conversational 
dialectics (philosophizing). Moreover, Freud takes on a role similar to Socrates. He 
is not the kind of therapist that tells you how things are. He and Socrates act like 
midwives in the process of giving birth to higher understanding. Both Freud and 
Socrates believe that genuine understanding comes from within. Sartre also retains 
this idea of having to work hard in order to reach a higher level of self 
understanding. He too invites one to a sort of dialectic, i.e., the clarifying 
reflection. However, Sartre no longer retains the sharp divisions in terms of what 
guides us, e.g. spirit, passion and reason or whatever. His view of human 
psychology is instead basically Husserlian, i.e., we are to understand ourselves as 
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intentional beings. While he retains the Husserlian idea that intentionality is 
central to consciousness he goes beyond Husserl.  

To understand ourselves is to understand our intentionality as an integrated 
phenomenon. Consciousness, intentionality, emotions and the social world are all 
to be thought of as being enmeshed in a way that allows no clean separation. Thus 
with Sartre as with Heidegger we get the idea of human being as something out 
there in the world, in the midst-of-things and human activity. For Sartre there are 
no psychic structures within us that interact causally with the world. Instead we 
must come to realize that id, ego, superego, spirit, passion, reason etc are all just 
abstract constructs part of an attempt to make us into facticity. For Sartre, as soon 
as the psyche is seen as having a definite structure in itself we are reifying ourselves 
in a way that is not true to our nature. We get a picture of the psyche as something 
to be found within, something to be mirrored in formal frameworks. Moreover, we 
open up questions as to how this psyche interacts with the world around itself, i.e., 
within the causal framework of the natural world. For Sartre such a picture can not 
be right since consciousness is not a thing but simply an intentional process.  

One might make an analogy with Hume in order to bring out what Sartre is 
after. Hume famously in his Enquiries Concerning Human understanding 
characterizes the notion of causality in terms of experience. Let us remind ourselves 
of Hume’s characterization of causality. He gives the example of how two billiard 
balls collide. One billiard ball causes the other to move. He now asks what is the 
causality involved here? For one thing, we nowhere see anything like a causal force. 
If we look at the phenomena we simply see a sequence of events, but there is 
nothing that proves that the kind of sequence that we see must necessarily happen. 
We could e.g. imagine that when the balls collided they would merge into one big 
ball or become a white rabbit or whatever. To us this would be magic because what 
is occurring does not confirm to our past experiences at all. We might speculate 
that someone is playing a trick on us. Perhaps some illusionist artist. To push the 
question further one might say that within our understanding of causality there is 
no room for magic.  

With respect to Sartre’s account of consciousness this sort of thing can clearly 
happen though since consciousness is freedom. So given any conditioning history 
whatsoever a person is still free to deviate from what is expected. Thus while we live 
in a causally determined universe and with a certain facticity, we are also 
transcendent beings. We might seem predictable along the lines of psychic 
determinism, behaviorism, cognitive functionalism and many other such isms, but 
for Sartre the truth is that conscious human life is such that nothing is determined. 
Given the best upbringing and the best conditions a person can still turn out a 
murderer or heroin addict or whatever. Each of us continually engage in magical 
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transformations by freely choosing our actions. It is all a matter of whether or not 
we choose to see ourselves roughly as ordinary or magical billiard balls, a matter of 
emphasizing our facticity or our transcendence.  

What we end up in is often bad faith. For if we emphasize our transcendence we 
tend to violate the facts by denial. In some cases this is clearly wrong. The alcoholic 
that fails to admit his own facticity is not going to solve his drinking problem by 
denying it and that is why the first step in alcoholic treatment programs stress the 
importance of admitting the fact the alcoholic is an alcoholic. But, even if the 
alcoholic admits being an alcoholic this is also problematic for this makes him into 
nothing but an alcoholic. It may be necessary to adopt this sort of facticity, but the 
consequences are not all good. There is a sense in which he will forever be an 
alcoholic, i.e. someone who can not drink and engage in normal social life, a 
deviant and an aberration in the eyes of himself and the people around him. He is 
caught in the trap of bad faith. Whatever he does he seems incapable of escaping 
bad faith. How are we to think of bad faith in our everyday lives? So far we have 
looked at a number of extreme cases. But, Sartre’s philosophy also prompts us to 
consider the question if there is ever any escape from bad faith? The picture that 
Sartre gives us is that while bad faith is to be avoided it is not something which is 
easily escaped. Moreover, bad faith is rather part of what makes us tick. There is 
sense in which not accepting this condition of living in bad faith is the strongest 
and most dangerous form of bad faith. But, it gets worse, to accept that we live in 
bad faith is of course also bad faith in so far as it leads to complacency. There really 
seems to be no way out. What are we to do? What are we to make of ourselves?  

Many people think that Sartre existentialism and existentialism in general is 
empty. It is vacuous in that it does not offer direction, but leaves merely leaves us 
with a sense of freedom to choose. Is there no guiding star to follow? Sartre himself 
claims that he is not offering us anything such as ethics. If we take him for his own 
words, we are left without moral guidance. However, Sartre in emphasizing our 
freedom and responsibility to make choices in a way that is true to ourselves or who 
we want to become, he seems to be telling us at least one thing: we can strive for 
integrity and a certain balance in our lives. Sartre does not tell us what we need to 
do in order to reach this sense of integrity, but he does suggest a model for how 
integrity can be understood. One might call this a morality of integrity. How this 
sort of integrity is to develop in a particular life is of course not possible to say. We 
each have our own integrity. Some experience a great sense of it and others less. 
What Sartre gives us is a way of looking at it.  

Being-for-others 
Well into his book Being and nothingness Sartre introduces a third ontological 
category of being. This is the category of Being-for-others. One might think that 
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this category is of less importance than the other two categories of being-in-itself 
and being-for-others, but his reasons for introducing it late are expository and has 
nothing to do with importance. Thus being-for-others is to be seen on the same 
level as being-in-itself and being-for-itself. The name of this category is telling and 
it immediately allows us to see something of what Sartre is after, namely that who 
we are is going to be at least partly determined by the way in which we exist for 
others. Moreover, it suggests a particular take on how we exist in the social world. 
Heidegger speaks of being-with-others which reflects a different stance. To be for 
others suggest a view of social life which is different that one in which we exist with 
others. Heidegger’s being-with-others suggest that we are part of some community 
and togetherness. It sounds like something that is based on cooperation and mutual 
concerns. Being-for-others on the other hand suggests instead that we are being 
under scrutiny and that we are in some sense trying to please others. It sounds as if 
we are being controlled by others. In fact this is some of the aspects of social reality 
that Sartre is getting at. However, there is more to the concept of being-for-others. 
Sartre is turning against the Cartesian view of the self as existing deep down inside 
and that we have consciousness on the one hand and the external world on the 
other. He wants to show to us that we can instead think of the self as being a social 
phenomenon.  

For both Heidegger and Sartre we can only know ourselves in a social context. 
There has to be some people around and we have to interact with them in order to 
get a sense of ourselves. It is in the confrontation with others that the self arises. To 
be able to think of consciousness as something that belongs to one is a sophisticated 
way of thinking that is based on being socially conditioned so as to be able to think 
of oneself at all. So to say “I think therefore I am” requires a social conditioning 
process that enables one to think of oneself at all. In other words to say anything 
about the “I” such as “I eat a banana” or “I think” or whatever involves a 
conception of the “I” and the way we get at such a conception is through interplay 
with others. The “I” or the self then is something which emerges out of our need to 
be recognized by those around us. The self is importantly a means of relating to 
others. For both Heidegger and Sartre then the self is something which arises in 
social life and with it comes the possibility of being self aware. Self consciousness 
and consciousness of others come at the same time. There is really no primacy to 
self consciousness. If we think of the self as socially derived then we can see that it 
arises with our understanding of social reality and it is a kind of reality that comes 
all at once. We exists amidst other people and our consciousness of ourselves and of 
others arise simultaneously within the flux of the social world. On Sartre’s account 
then, to know ourselves requires a background of our being-for-others, i.e., that we 
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are situated in a social context were the self emerges in response to what others 
need from us.  

It is in confrontation with others that we come to know ourselves and others all 
at once in the sense that there is no epistemological priority involved on either side 
of the equation. The way in which we come to know other people is curiously 
enough, not by observing them but by them observing us. Sartre gives a number of 
examples of how this works. In Being and nothingness Sartre gives one example of 
how one might become acutely aware of oneself through the observations of others. 
Here we find a man in a hallway looking through a key hole. He is looking at what 
other people are doing inside and the kind of consciousness involved is not 
reflective. Thus the man is not thinking “aha here I am watching others and having 
a good time I wonder if this is against any of Kant’s moral maxims” or anything 
else that involves reflexive awareness of himself. What he is doing is something 
more like being immersed in a movie. He is caught up in watching. In a flash he is 
pulled out of this immersion however as he notices something behind him and as 
he turns around he meets the eyes of an observer. Again the phenomenology is 
changed dramatically and all of a sudden he becomes painfully aware of himself as 
someone who is doing something shameful. He is a voyeur without respect for the 
privacy of others. Again although he is now caught in this way and there is no 
doubt that he is now a voyeur he will have to make a decision as to whether he will 
accept this label or not. Thus he might look at the facts of himself and conclude 
that what happened was really a freak occurrence and that it does not reflect at all 
who he is or he might choose to accept the facticity involved in the situation and 
come to see himself as a voyeur.  

What this example illustrates is that who we are depends on the ways in which 
we are caught by others. So we can see that the label being-for-others leads us to 
this view of the self as something that arises against the judgments of others. 
Moreover, who we are is not anything clear cut, but involves ambiguity. We have 
to decide, against the background of others judging us, how we choose to look at 
ourselves. The person who catches our unfortunate voyeur is likely to make a 
simple characterization: he is a voyeur. If he has never seen the peeping man before 
he has nothing else to go on. The person looking through the keyhole has a much 
broader facticity to take into account. He might say to himself something like “this 
is the fist time I did anything like this, I am no voyeur” etc or he might accept the 
facticity of the current situation as revealing of who he is. Going back to our earlier 
discussion of being-for-itself and being-in-itself we can put the explanation in those 
categories as well. The peeping man is both being-in-itself with all the facticity 
involved, but he is also being-for-itself which involves the possibility of 
transcendence through ideals, goals and plans within the freedom of consciousness. 
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Is the person going to let this one factual situation define himself or is he going to 
choose to define himself instead of his ideals and what he wants to become? 

Sartre takes being-for-others as something very fundamental in understanding 
what the self is. One can think of morality as being something that arises in the 
context of being for others. As we have seen feelings of shame and guilt are central 
to what Sartre has in mind with being-for-others. Such feelings arise against the 
background of being-for-others, i.e., as a result of not meeting their expectations. 
Now as kids our moral upbringing has a lot to do with being observed by others 
and told what to do and what not to do. However, as we grow older we come to 
develop this capacity on our own also. There is a sense in which we catch ourselves 
doing things which we should not do. If no one else is there to pin us down we do 
it ourselves. The upshot for Sartre is that we are always being judged by others even 
if we have internalized them. There is always someone there to look at us and judge 
us. What are we to make of this? It looks like a depressing picture. In our age we 
tend to affirm the importance of being independent and not worry too much about 
what others think of us. We find this affirmation of individualism in the 
philosophies of Nietzsche, Heidegger and Kierkegaard also. There is this ideal that 
we should be truthful to ourselves and not simply do as everyone else does. Thus 
Kierkegaard launches an attack on Christendom, Nietzsche on what he calls herd 
mentality and Heidegger on das Man. What Sartre wants to say against all this, is 
that we need to see how dependent we really are on others. What others think of 
ourselves is not something that we can ever shake off. The self must be seen as 
arising in the interplay with others and can not be liberated from this interplay. 
Another way to put this is that the faith of a self, i.e., how the self gradually 
emerges through time, necessarily depends on the interplay between being-for-
itself, being-in-itself and being-for-others. 

With the category of being-for-others, we are now in a position to look at bad 
faith from a wide angle that is more inclusive of social reality. Let me briefly recap 
our discussion so far of bad faith and try to spell out the full picture involved in 
bad faith. For ease of characterization I am simply going to spell out this picture 
from a first person point of view. In my life I experience many tensions regarding 
myself. There is this question of “who I am” that I am trying to get a handle on. 
My life is largely about resolving this question as I face it in various situations. This 
is so because who I am is always ambiguous. As a human being my existence is very 
different from that of a physical thing such as an apple or a piece of rock. My 
existence is different because what I am is not given as something definite once and 
for all. My existence is grounded in a world of facts, but also in a world of 
possibilities. Thus I always find myself in one state of affairs or another, the ways 
things are as facts, but I also find myself to be a free being and as such to stand in a 
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relation of transcendence to whatever states of affairs I find myself in. In each and 
every case I can choose how I want to look at the facts about me.  

Thus I am prompted to take a stand on myself and how I wish to exercise my 
freedom through life choices. To live in bad faith involves making bad choices with 
respect to my overall project that aims for self realization and integrity. However, 
who I am is also a matter of what other people think. From this latter perspective I 
can live in bad faith if I blindly accept what others think of me as who I am. There 
is this sense in which the self can become swallowed up by those around me. If e.g. 
I live in a relationship with someone who is authoritative and with a very strong 
self identity I might come to see myself in terms of how this other person sees me 
and in some sense forget who I am from my own perspective. If I on the other 
hand become some sort of a rebel and think that what other people think of me 
does not matter at all then I stand in danger of living in bad faith also. I might try 
to convince myself of that who I am is not determined at all by others and say such 
things as “I don’t care what other people think about me”, “no one is going to tell 
me who I am” or “I am who I am, take it or leave it” and see myself as entirely self 
defined.  

This sort of position is for Sartre ultimately untenable because it is not true to the 
nature of the self as a social, something that arises against a social reality. To be a 
self and to be a human being is to be also a social being. I discover the self, my 
“self” and the social world altogether in unison and if I try to dislodge the self from 
the social world then I am trying to do something inconceivable. A non social self 
is really a contradiction in the same was as a social world without selves is a 
contradiction. The picture that Sartre gives us of the social world is a picture 
against which bad faith naturally arises. It is not a picture of comfortable peaceful 
coexistence with others, but one of competition and struggle to define ourselves 
and others.  

We find ourselves living in a social reality where we are constantly being judged 
by others and how we come to think of ourselves depend very much on these 
judgments. What emerges is the idea that we are not only living under scrutiny and 
judgment, but since we inevitably fail to meet expectations (one can not satisfy 
everyone) we are also living with feelings of guilt. We are in a sense always guilty 
for not having met expectations, whether those of others or of ourselves. There are 
perhaps cases when we can choose to meet the expectations of others, but then we 
tend to neglect ourselves and not be true to our own expectations. To live 
according to our own expectations, plans and goals is of course likely to violate the 
expectations of others. There is really no way out of this for Sartre. We are always 
guilty although we can choose how this guilt is to be worked out. We might 
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compare this to the notion of original sin and think of guilt as a form of existential 
secularized version of inescapable sin.  

The social nature of the self sets us up with this challenge of how we seek to let it 
be for others. It is not a matter of our choice whether or not we let it be for others 
but we can project ourselves in different ways and we can manipulate others to look 
at us in certain ways and not others. Sometimes we succeed and at other times we 
fail, but it is for Sartre what we humans do in order to frame and take charge of 
ourselves in social settings. For Sartre our social relationships are characterized by 
conflict rather than harmony. This conflict arises when others are making 
judgments of us that we do not agree with. We then either ignore them or try to 
get them to make judgments that are consistent with our own. All in all we face 
this challenge of controlling others into making the judgments of us that we want 
them to make. At the same time, they are doing the same thing from their 
perspective. The end result is that everyone is trying to control everyone else to 
make the kinds of judgments of them that they see fit. Moreover, since people do 
not like to be controlled there is also this struggle involved in avoiding control by 
others. Now in some cases this might not be the right kind of characterization. We 
find that there are these cases when we feel both accepted and accepting. It might 
be with a close friend or someone that we just hit it off with really well.  

There is this idea of unconditional acceptance or unconditional love, and e.g. the 
psychologist Carl Rogers builds his clinical approach around the idea of 
unconditional positive regard. Very often, however, when there is a sense of 
competition involved people commonly try to show their superiority and affirm 
themselves in relation to others. Thus one might look at the position of Carl 
Rogers, i.e., his clinical approach and his humanistic philosophy as really pointing 
to an ideal case which does not materialize in everyday life. Rather the fact that 
Carl Rogers can make his approach into a clinical approach depends on the fact 
that everyday life is different and is not typically characterized by mutual feelings of 
unconditional positive regard, but also competition and struggle between people. 
There is in a sense a social war going on between people. In the play No Exit Sartre 
depicts a strange situation in order to give a sense for the struggle between people as 
each person attempts to come to terms with themselves. In the play Sartre puts 
together a highly dysfunctional group of people who come to interact in the most 
bizarre ways. The play is set in hell and the idea is that people can interact with 
each other in tortuous ways. One of the characters in the play sums it up in the 
phrase "hell is other people". People need not be aware of subjecting each other to 
psychological hell, but rather what gives rise to torturous situations in social life are 
certain dynamics.  
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First there is Garcain, a political activist from South America. Garcain is 
concerned about the question of whether he is a hero or not. He had been a 
political activist for much of his life. Thus he would like to think of himself as a 
freedom fighter and hero. However, Garcain was apprehended and executed. 
Garcain finds it troublesome that he cried during the execution. Thus Garcain is 
trying to come to terms with how he died. He thinks that his death was not so 
honorable and worries that the very death he went through might have made him 
into something like a coward. On the one hand he looks back at his life as the 
courageous political activist, but on the other he realizes that he did not die 
courageously. What is he then a hero or a coward? Besides Garcain there are also 
two other characters. Estelle is a woman who is very concerned about her 
appearance. Indeed she has depended to a great extent on her looks in her prior life. 
Now she finds herself in hell and without a mirror. Inez, the third character in the 
play offers to be her mirror. As it turns out, however, Inez is a Lesbian and is 
attracted to Estelle. Estelle is more interested in gaining the admiration of Garcain 
than Inez. Garcain is the only man around and therefore the one who’s admiration 
Estelle is concerned about. Estelle is willing to tell him everything he wants to hear 
in order for him to make love to her. This prospect is not so appealing to Garcain 
who is appalled by Estelle’s insincerity and game play. Thus what we get is an 
example of how a group of people can come to engage in a psychological struggle 
over who they are.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
On Sartre’s account we find ourselves in a world of other people. Place from 
Sartre’s phenomenological perspective is first and foremost the life world of people.  

Consciousness and the world  
Sartre is not concerned with realism or antirealism. His phenomenological 
philosophy of being instead cuts across these dimensions. The world that is opened 
up to us is the world as experienced. What Sartre finds is that consciousness is 
utterly free. That is how we experience consciousness. So in agreement with Kant, 
Sartre holds that in order for us to think of ourselves as being individuals we need 
to think of ourselves as free. It makes no sense to think of us as determined since it 
contradicts our experience of ourselves in the world. Epistemological questions 
such as what lies behind our conscious experience of the external world and 
whether or not there is such a world. These questions do not arise for Sartre. They 
do not arise because he adopts a phenomenological view of human being. This 
means that with Sartre we get a perspective on reality that is from the standpoint of 
human experience. The world is to be understood against the background of the 
rich phenomenological field of human being. Our emotionality, self 



164 Visitor Orientation in Context 

understanding, rationality, hopes, dreams, fears, desires, and freedom—in short our 
conscious life is what shapes our life world and also creates it.  

Social Reality 
With Sartre we get a phenomenology of being. This phenomenology comes to be 
spelled out as ontology of being. Sartre builds much of existential analysis around 
three different ways of being, i.e., being-in-itself, being-for-itself, and being-for-
others. What we get in terms of place is to some extent a phenomenological 
analysis of social reality. What is social reality for Sartre? Perhaps we can begin by 
saying something about what it is not. It is not something that arises out of a 
Cartesian scenario. Thus it is not the case that a person has some sort of 
indubitable ‘I’ that is somehow prior to the social world. Sartre is opposed to the 
sort of analysis of the self or an individuated identity as existing without a social 
world. Nor do we have a Lockean social reality in which people come together for 
mutual benefits. Such a Lockean view would give us a view of social reality as 
something that is intentionally chosen and produced. With Sartre, social reality 
would have to be something that is much more enmeshed with what it means to be 
a person. For Sartre it would make no sense to think of social reality as an option 
or something that is external to some sort of core identity. To be able to 
understand what a self is there must be an understanding already of social reality in 
place. At the same time to be able to speak of social reality, there must be an 
understanding of the self. On Sartre’s view the self is not prior to social reality nor 
is social reality prior to the self. Rather awareness of self and others come at the 
same time within a production of social reality. Thus one can say for Sartre social 
reality would be something that comes all at once along with the awareness of 
oneself and others. It is not the case that one experiences his self first and then a 
social reality with other selves. No one’s self is entangled with other selves in a 
network of selves that make up for the structure of social reality around me. What 
makes a person aware of his own existence is the way that other people observe 
him. In the social reality depicted by Sartre everyone is always under scrutiny and is 
always judged. This idea of always being on trial is a strong theme in Sartre. Social 
reality is not ultimately to be understood along the lines of harmonious interplay 
between people, but rather as something full of tension. It is a social reality where 
we are always in a struggle or a battle with other people. Social reality is 
characterized by people manipulating each other. People are seeking control over 
themselves and others.  

Moral world 
Sartre is not just writing in order to characterize our social world and social life, 
i.e., the phenomenology of being. His aim overall is to provide a perspicuous view 
of being-in-the-world so that we can, should we wish to, take charge of our lives. 
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Sartre makes no claims so as to be a moralist and in a sense he is not. He is not 
telling us how to live our lives. What he is doing is instead to give us a map of what 
can perhaps be termed the world of moral action or the background against which 
moral action becomes possible. So e.g. it belongs to this background that we have 
free will. If we had no free will, it is difficult to see how morality would be possible. 
One can of course come up with some philosophical view of morality without 
freedom, but from the common sense view of morality, morality needs freedom, 
i.e., freedom is part of the very concept of morality. Sartre also goes to great length 
to spell out the fact that we are always having to make choices and that the kinds of 
choices that we make will greatly affect our lives and our building of our character. 
Responsibility is a big issue for Sartre and he stresses the fact that we are always 
responsible for the choices that we make.  

Human world 
Sartre’s phenomenology of being purports to be something more than one among 
many such possible phenomenologies. It is supposed to be taken as the 
phenomenology of being. What we get then is a radical universalist account of the 
phenomenology of being. It is supposed to hold, not only in France or in Europe 
or in the Western world, but universally. One may as the philosopher and 
anthropologist Claude-Levi Strauss object to Sartre’s universalism. It is a 
questionable project to seek a universal account of being-in-the-world from a 
Western perspective as Sartre does. Nonetheless that is what Sartre does and at least 
this attempt to formulate a universalist account leaves us with general concepts that 
lend themselves for exploration in different contexts.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
To what extent is it possible to apply the thoughts of this philosopher in different 
social settings, i.e., in the social realities of soft places? Can we make an existential 
analysis of soft places? What could the benefits of such an analysis be?  

Sartre’s existentialism and soft places 
It seems to me that much of the writing about communities on the net has been 
done from an implicitly existentialist perspective. Works by Howard Rheingold 
[Rheingold ‘93], Sherry Turkle [Turkle ‘95], Lynn Cherny [Cherny ‘99] and 
others are not just general characterizations of virtual communities. We can read in 
these works about how individuals come to live in ways enabled by soft places. 
Virtual communities become for them venues to express themselves and often with 
respect to role playing in various ways. It seems to me that what these writers are 
really getting at is how we can actualize ourselves in soft places. They are fascinated 
by the impact that soft places can have on our lives in terms of how our lives 
become transformed. Turkle almost appears to stand in awe of the possibilities of 
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virtual communities. What is curios, however is that neither of these authors 
discuss existentialism. Why is this so? Perhaps they find existentialism passé and 
replaced by the postmodern stance. It seems to me that when one examines Sartre’s 
philosophy, however, it does provide the researcher of soft places with relevant 
material and that it deserves to be discussed.  

Being-for-others without a trial 
The picture of social reality that one gets from Sartre is one that involves suspicion 
about others, manipulation and psychosocial pressure. Sartre even goes so far as to 
suggest that we become aware of ourselves fundamentally by being observed and 
judged by others. To be observed by others when one does something disagreeable 
to them leads to feelings of shame and guilt. My self awareness comes importantly 
from such painful experiences. In Sartre’s view our common conception of 
morality comes largely from this situation of being judged by others. Moreover, 
since one can not live up to all expectations one is haunted by guilt. How can one 
escape from these feelings of guilt? In Sartre’s view it is not so easy. We are always 
surrounded by people and are always being judged by them. For Sartre this state of 
always being on trial is part of social life. There is not much we can do about it, 
but to accept that social life is not all pleasant but for a large part downright 
tormenting.  

What then is the attraction to the kind of phenomenology involved in virtual 
communities? What we may find is something similar to the attraction of other 
incorporeal social places such as phone conversations or the kind that pen pals 
experience. The way we are for others in chat sites, phone conversations, as pen 
pals or in physically collocated settings differ qualitatively. The social realities of 
these kinds of soft places are all different between themselves. However they also 
share something important: not being full fledged in the sense of total human 
involvement. In contrast, what Sartre bases much of his existentialist philosophy on 
is the social reality of corporeal places. He gives many examples of how people 
respond in traditional social settings. One might say that Sartre is looking at social 
reality in its strongest form since it is only in corporeal places that we can interact 
with total human involvement.  

Many people prefer what we might call strong social reality, i.e., its richness, full 
human involvement and immediacy over other forms of social reality. So for 
example, one might argue that (depending on the circumstances) facial expressions, 
body language, tone of voice, our raw senses, standing distance, breathing and so 
fort are just some of the things that are involved in strong social reality. On such an 
account the actual semantic content, i.e., the words spoken carry only a part of the 
meaning. In line with this reasoning, one might argue as Martin Buber did that 
when two people meet what we have is a unique human experience, what Buber 
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called the “I-thou” experience. This is a holistic experience that emerges out of 
strong social reality. There is naturally much one could write about the positive 
aspects of social life in its collocated physical forms. But, as we have seen with 
Sartre one can also look at strong social reality as something that is not 
harmonious, but characterized by struggle between people and the sense of always 
being on trial.  

It is easy then to see how there is in many of us a natural attraction to weaker 
forms of social reality, e.g. of soft social places. Indeed if strong social reality 
becomes too strong for us, if we feel to much on trial, then we might seek more 
anaesthetized forms of social reality, i.e., weak forms of social reality. We find a 
similar weak form of social reality in the confession booths of Catholicism. One is 
heard but not seen. One hears but cannot see the speaker. The same thing goes for 
phone conversations. To filter out the observer is on a Sartrean interpretation to 
filter out the judge to some extent.  

To illustrate the pain of being for others, Sartre gives several examples of how 
someone is caught and judged by someone who sees this other. Thus the critical 
gaze of another is also something that we experience early on. Children typically 
know whether an action is permissible or not from the gaze of their parents. This 
critical gaze is something very important to our moral lives. In traditional virtual 
communities, not only are we relieved of the judging eyes of others, but also of 
their judging voices. What we get instead is simply text on the screen. We can 
respond to it without getting immediately involved in the emotions, nuances and 
implicit judgments that a voice carries. Indeed we can choose what sort of tonality 
to read a text with. We might for instance read a line of text from someone who 
annoys us with a funny nasal voice and grimace as we try to make sense of it. 
Similarly we might picture this person as an ugly person. In strong social reality 
this could not happen in the same way. Within the “I-thou” experience my face 
mimics yours and your voice reverberates within me. I really have no choice. How 
could I smile when you cry? How could I fail to receive the emotions in your voice? 
As far as one is not a sociopath ones emotional life is enmeshed with that of others 
in strong social reality. There is no clean separation between what you and I 
experience in the “I-thou” experience, but rather it is a mutual production, 
something that emerges and takes on a life on its own.  

In contrast, nothing forces me to respond in a certain way in traditional virtual 
communities. I can always reflect on what I read on my screen. Indeed I can 
remain on a reflective level and perhaps write some very clever, but emotionally 
empty things. This is not possible in strong social reality. In Sartre terminology, we 
are more often than not engaged in pre-reflective activities. The emotional 
interplay that we experience is something that just comes to us without reflection. 
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Within the virtual community one becomes more reflective and less emotional. To 
be left with text as a medium amounts to being given a sedative with the side effect 
of boosting one’s reflective awareness. Moreover as one’s emotional life is put on 
hold so is the sense that one is critically judged by others: social life lacking in 
feelings of guilt, shame and not living up to expectations is social reality without a 
trial.  

Being-for-itself without immediate resistance 
It is not always so easy to be the one that one wants to be in strong social reality. 
For one thing, one’s behavior is so strongly shaped by others. In Sartre’s view one 
exists in terms of being-for-others. However, the kind of being-for-others in virtual 
communities is an anesthetized form of being-for-others. One is cut off from 
critical gazes and emotional life of strong social reality and relies more on 
reflection. This sedation also allows a person to express and focus more on his 
desires, goals and plans. In short a person’s reflective intentionality is allowed to 
come forth and push the development of the self with minimal resistance. In a 
sedated social reality one does not experience the same risk as in strong social 
reality. For what is there to fear when there is no critical gaze, no critical tone of 
voice and so on? This does not, however, mean that being-for-itself is all of a 
sudden let loose like a genie out of a bottle.  

The situation is more akin to that of the person who contemplates who he is in 
solitude. Most of us have done this at different times in life. One might feel a 
certain dissatisfaction with life and sit down to contemplate about what is going 
wrong. One then reaches the conclusion that certain things about oneself should be 
changed. There is this sense of urgency to make some changes. An example is the 
person who gets overcome by fear when he is to talk publicly and in many other 
circumstances. What follows is a thought experiment involving such a man. The 
problem he faces is that his behavior becomes awkward and his social life becomes 
disturbed. This person might, e.g. shiver, stammer, blush and not be able to think 
straight in various social situations. We might then imagine such a man lying in his 
bed at night making a resolve to himself. He is saying “I am no longer a shy man, I 
am going to be able to handle it, I am smooth operator” and so fort. He is all 
convinced that his shyness is really irrational and that he can make a clean start and 
get over it. In his bed at night now, in the comfort of his home, he is being-for-
itself. However, the next morning he finds himself going on a bus full with people. 
These people are looking at him and all of a sudden he is overcome with fear. He 
starts to swallow, he does not know were to look and his whole body becomes 
tense.  

In this situation there is no way that he can affirm his being-for-itself against the 
being-for-others and against his being-in-itself. However, now imagine a different 
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situation. Suppose the man wakes up instead in his home on a Saturday. He does 
not need to go to work and having made his resolve the day before to make a clean 
break with his shyness he know goes over to his computer. He types in the address 
of a chat site that he has visited a few times before. Soon he is the champion of 
smooth talk and wittiness. Now it seems that he really is what he said he would 
become last night. He is being-for-itself. He has managed to make that clean break 
with his shy past. He is cheerfully convinced of this as he sips his coke and types 
away happily at the keyboard. In fact he feels very good about himself. He comes to 
spend more and more time with the virtual community and then one day it is 
decided that they should all meet in real life. In real life is of course a technical 
term for meetings in corporeal settings. And so they all meet in the city were he 
lives. As he walks into the restaurant were the meeting is to take place he feels a 
certain unease and the when he sees the group sitting dispersed around a loose 
conglomerate of several tables he experiences fear. All of a sudden his being-for-
itself is overcome by being-for-others. As the evening unfolds he shivers, stammers, 
becomes unable to think straight and so on. When after this painful evening he 
comes home at night, he realizes as he lies in bed once again that his making a 
break with his shy self was just a dream. In real life, he is not any less shy than he 
used to be. It is only in the virtual that he is not shy. It is only in the virtual that he 
is a smooth operator, witty and eloquent. In real life he says to himself, he is 
nothing but a fool. The next day he goes as usually to his virtual community. He 
starts to converse with friends, but strangely enough his fingers run slowly over the 
keyboard and he feels uneasy. He is overcome by fear and shyness as he now 
suddenly sees people behind the names on the screen. People that are looking at 
him. He experiences himself being watched by them and the words on the screen 
feel differently. His being-for-itself is overcome by being-for-others and the 
anesthesia of the virtual community does not work anymore. The meeting in real 
life has made him immune to it. The weak social reality of the virtual community 
is not so weak anymore. It has become experientially enmeshed with the strong 
social reality of real life and as this happens his being-for-itself meets with great 
resistance. 

Now in this thought experiment we can imagine some further variations. 
Suppose that our shy person decided not to go to the real life meeting. Instead he 
just kept being apart of the virtual community everyday. Let us say he does this for 
years. One can easily see how such a situation may over time lead to him becoming 
attached to others. He might for example come to think of his relationships within 
the virtual community as being intimate and not just about killing time or having 
fun. No, he might think that he has some solid friendship relationships within the 
virtual community and he might say to himself that his friends in the virtual 



170 Visitor Orientation in Context 

community are his real friends. Perhaps he comes to take a critical stance to other 
people outside of the community. He might even come to blame them for the way 
he feels in social relations outside of the virtual community. After all, he feels fine 
within the virtual community, but not outside of it. Inside the community he is the 
charmer and socializer, but outside of it he becomes the social freak. How could 
that be? He is the same person is he not? So it is easy to see how he could come to 
blame other people outside of the virtual community in response to such a 
question. What would happen in such a situation has been referred to as social 
cocooning. The concept of social cocooning was first introduced by Faith Popcorn 
[Popcorn ‘92] and then later brought into play in the cyberspace dialectic [Graham 
‘97]. Roughly speaking, Popcorn wrote about how people in modern society 
surround themselves with people who satisfy their needs and who make them feel 
good. In past times we were much more forced into certain social relations not just 
at work, but all the time. Now in our modern society we can pick and choose those 
who fit in with who we are or who we wish to become. In Sartrean terms we can 
pick people who are conducive to our being-for-itself. Such people may for 
example not be strongly judgmental when it comes to who we are or want to 
become and the being-for-others involved is likely to be less difficult in a social 
cocoon. We might e.g. compare the social cocoon of Popcorn to the hell described 
in Sartre’s No exit. In no exit, the group that Sartre puts together is incompatible 
and dysfunctional on purpose. Everyone has strong needs, but receives nothing to 
meet those needs from the others in the group. Moreover, since the needs remain 
everyone tries to manipulate each other into fulfilling them, but the project is 
doomed from the start and so one gets the idea that the people in no exit will go on 
to torment each other for eternity. The group is just so hopeless socially. If other 
people can be hell, then perhaps they can be heaven also. The idea of social 
cocooning suggests this as an ideal. The perfect social group is social heaven were 
everyone can be who they are in the face of everyone else and everyone can develop 
according to their plans, goals and motivations. 

On the net, this idea of social cocooning turned into the idea of limiting the 
social sphere to net relations. Indeed the social cocooners on the net were described 
as living on the net so much that their only contact with the real world was when 
the pizza delivery boy knocked on the door. If social cocooning in corporeal places 
is a way of lessening the resistance to being-for-itself, then what are we to make of 
social cocooning on the net. It seems to me that it is a far more stronger type of 
social cocooning that could almost obliterate any resistance to a person’s being-for-
itself completely. Should our shy person in the thought experiment become a social 
cocoon on the net then he might find himself living radically different in terms of 
being-for-itself and being-for-others. Moreover, just as there is a danger to social 
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cocooning in corporal places so there is a danger to social cocooning in virtual 
communities. In the kind of social cocooning that Popcorn describes we can easily 
see how the insulation process of cocooning also becomes one of alienation. One 
might come to think of those outside of the cocoon as taking up ones time or being 
uninteresting etc. When it comes to cocooning on the net however this sort of 
alienation stand in danger of becoming much stronger. If we look at being-for-
others on the net and in corporeal places then the difference is not only that we 
may select people with whom we want to interact with on the net, but it seems to 
me that the marked difference is in the form of social reality. On the net we do not 
find the kind of strong social reality of corporeal places. Our being-for-others is not 
as strong and for people with social issues not nearly as dangerous. In a sense all 
social cocooning gives insulation from unwanted being-for-others, but the kind of 
social cocooning on the net is insulation not only against a certain group of people, 
but against all people, against strong social reality.  

However, this may make it seem as if our shy friend is doing something bad 
when he engages in the virtual community on the net. The writers on social 
cocooning sometimes take on this view. They then tend to hold a naïve realist view 
within the larger framework of the cyberspace dialectic. So it is common for them 
to see virtual communities as just another symptom of how the Western world has 
gone corrupt and how social life is degenerating. Before the net there was the 
degeneration of local communities and the general decline of city life. But suppose 
our shy friend is happy? What are we to say about that? We might of course say 
that he needs to be deprogrammed, he is net addict, a junkie of some sorts that 
needs therapy. Thus within the cyberspace dialectic we have not only seen writing 
about social cocooning, but also about net addicts [Greenfield ‘99]. The expression 
net addict is just a stronger statement of what is really at stake. The fundamental 
assumption behind the usage of the expressions “net cocooning” and “net addict” is 
that there is something deeply wrong with the people who engage in such activities. 
The assumption seems to be that they need therapy or just something that puts 
them back into strong social reality. This is ironic. If someone is a net cocooner it 
might just be because of being judged in the first place. Moreover, if as a net 
cocooner one is criticized in this way why should one see it as anything else than a 
further motivation to stay on the net? If the real problem is painful being-for-
others, i.e., being judged by others then further judgmental acts is not likely to do 
much good. What the person seems to need is rather an alleviation from being-for-
others in terms of judgments. The net cocooned needs acceptance, not a critical 
gaze.   

Moreover, we might also imagine a scenario in which a net cocooner does with 
time develop a genuine sense of acceptance within his social sphere on the net. 
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That is the people in his social sphere actually come to know him. With time we 
might see him grow stronger, socially, because of this. He knows that there are 
some people who accept him for who he is and this opens up the possibility that 
others might do this also. A person with someone who accepts him might be far 
better off than a person without such a one, even if that accepting friend is only 
found on the net. So there are those who argue that the net is not something that is 
detriment to social life. Indeed within the cyberspace dialectic we find those who 
claim that the net is enriching social life.  

The way in which we are for others is a weaker version. What are we to make of 
it? Should we call this weak-being-for-others and escape from strong-being-for- 
others. One could argue that the person who favors strong social reality and is 
openly against weak social reality on the net, is really the one in need of therapy. 
After all the net cocoonist is much less likely to go around telling people to 
abandon strong social reality than the persistent advocate of strong social reality.  

The net cocoonist is not likely to judge the persistent advocate of strong social 
reality as someone who needs to be deprogrammed or perhaps medication. The 
point here is not to suggest that people can not be caught up in the net and as a 
consequence neglect many other things. That is truism. Anyone can be caught up 
in anything whatsoever so as to neglect his friends, family and social world. He 
might be caught up with fixing his car, collecting stamps or whatever. What I want 
to suggest is that introducing judgmental expressions such as net cocooning or the 
downright absurd net addiction is not something that is going to change anything 
in a positive way. What it does change if anything is that it creates a stigma by 
imposing a strange facticity, i.e., that of being labeled as a net addict or a social 
cocooner, net freak or the simple and for many convenient term geek. How we are 
for others, being-for-others seems to be what is really at stake. Some people have no 
problem being-for-others in strong social reality while others become very uneasy 
such as the autistic person.  

The truth is we are all very different and what kind of social reality is best for any 
single one of us is impossible to say. Should we become social cocooners in strong 
social reality? Should we instead seek to socialize without such restraints? Should 
we spend time in net communities? The suggestion offered here is that these 
questions are existential questions and they can not be tackled by judgmental 
labeling. If we see someone who seems not to be happy and who does not talk 
much with others and spends a lot of time on the net, then the best way to help 
this person might be to “be there for him” in an existentialist sense. That is to not 
judge him harshly or tell him who he is by labeling him. One should let the person 
be along the lines of “being-for-itself”. What are such labels as net addicts, nerd, 
etc, but expressions of wanting to control others? Existentialism offers a more 
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productive way of analyzing the social reality of soft places. It takes us beyond the 
non-productive, stigmatizing labeling of decent people.  

Existentialism and the Socratic dream 
In virtual communities one finds isolation from strong social reality. There is no 
immediacy of emotional expressions nor any ‘I-thou’ experience. Whatever we 
experience is experienced through dialogue and reflective thinking or what one may 
call a dialectic. What are we to make of this dialectic? Is it a Socratic dialectic or 
perhaps something more like idle conversation? Why call it a dialectic at all and not 
simply chat? For sure we can call the kind of communication that goes on in a 
virtual community many different things. In existential matters, however, Sartre 
suggests, as did Kierkegaard, that the person should be seen as being engaged in a 
dialectic. Thus while much of the communication of a person’s life is surely idle 
talk there is, for Kierkegaard and Sartre, also an underlying dialectic through which 
the person moves forward. We might roughly describe this dialectic as one of 
integrity. Roughly put, we find ourselves in a tension-filled social reality and we try 
to work things out by engaging in an existential dialectic were we seek to actualize 
ourselves.  

We are e.g. on Sartre’s account, pulled between facticity and transcendence and 
between being-for-others and being-for-itself. Another way of characterizing this 
situation is to say that life involves a lot of choices and we find ourselves engaged in 
a continual dialectic moving to ever new resolutions. The kinds of choices that we 
make is going to define who we are and so this dialectic is called an existential 
dialectic. The existential dialectic of virtual communities shares some similarities 
with the Socratic dialectic. One may not think of Socrates as an existentialist. After 
all his interests seems to lie in objective truth and rationality and not so much in 
how the world is from a first person phenomenological perspective. Indeed he 
seems to be critical to “existentialism” in rejecting the idea that man is the measure 
of all things and advocating a search for absolute knowledge.  

Socrates again and again asks questions regarding the absolute nature of things in 
the form of “what is x?”, e.g., what is virtue or what is knowledge? Moreover, he 
has also been described as someone who despised the body (Nietzsche) and who 
placed reason above all else. On the view of Socrates we are trapped in our bodies 
and hindered by them. Thus e.g. Socrates longs for the after life and to be able to 
philosophize without the body in a contemplative existence without distractions. 
Life for him is really a preparation for death. He longs to become pure 
contemplation or what Aristotle came to call God, i.e., that thing which eternally 
thinks about thinking.  

Now if this is Socrates ideal then it does seem as if he is seeking a kind of life that 
in our modern lingo would fall outside of existentialism. Still, however, he suggests 
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famously that the unexamined life is not worth living. He also suggest that the 
most important kind of knowledge that one can have is self knowledge since if one 
does not know one’s own nature then one can not know how to move forward in 
life. Another way of putting this is to say that I need to know my own nature in 
order to be able to live a good life. As it turns out for Socrates this nature is a 
contemplative nature and the way to live life is through contemplative 
examination. Socrates also finds himself a life project, i.e., to be the gadfly of 
Athens and awaken those who are in a slumber. He wants to awaken them into a 
state of active life examination and contemplation or in his mind, their own nature. 
Moreover Socrates is also a man who puts integrity first and indeed dies for his 
integrity. He could easily have escaped death when put on trial for “corrupting the 
youth”, but choose to die as a person of integrity rather than to live the life of man 
who did not practice what he taught: to seek moral excellence.  

There is also faith involved in this story for he is all the time guided by the Gods 
through the Oracle of Delphi as a medium. However, the way his faith comes to be 
worked out is through reason as expressed in dialectics. Dialectics and reason is 
what moves him forward in life and also what stings others so they awaken to the 
reflective life. In contrast to many other philosophers Socrates never became an 
armchair philosopher, however, he was as we have seen critical to the written word. 
He saw human development as necessarily involving dialectics. It is in dialectics 
that language comes to support philosophy best. But, while Socrates saw dialectics 
as his way of doing philosophy and held this method in positive regard, it also has 
its problems. In one dialogue a beautiful young man, e.g. is trying to seduce 
Socrate’s and so we can see how the body comes to interfere with philosophy. In 
other dialogues people become offended by the dialectical method and Socrates did 
end up with a number of enemies. Indeed in the written dialogues of Plato we do 
find that the people who Socrates encounters are usually not so rational, but their 
thinking seems muddled.  

Socrates on the other hand reveals himself as the champion of clear thinking and 
newer allows himself to divert from the light of reason. What is it that makes this 
possible? For one thing it is surely Plato’s idealization of Socrates that makes him 
seem perfect from a Platonic standpoint. But, another reason is that Socrates was 
far too interested in philosophy for him to become distracted or confused by 
anything outside of philosophy. Thus not even the most attractive man can get him 
of the path of philosophy in an attempt to seduce him nor can those who are 
hostile to him or try to provoke him. Socrates remains throughout the dialogues 
calm, rational and is depicted as an authentic philosopher or the lover of wisdom. 
He becomes the example of someone who has no psychological hang-ups, but is 
beyond the kinds of social games that people play in order e.g. to prove themselves 
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or get their way. In a sense he is the adult among children who do not know always 
know how to behave themselves. The lessons that are to be learned from Socrates 
then are as much about character as about specific philosophical issues. No doubt 
Socrates was for Plato the great role model that everyone could learn from. In 
Plato’s dialogues we find examples of when someone is able to interact with 
Socrates with an open mind, i.e., to be a philosopher and in other examples of 
when they fail to keep an open mind. There are cases when the dialectic works as it 
should and the participants cooperate to tackle a philosophical question. These are 
the cases when the participants are able to keep their minds open for philosophical 
inquiry. In these cases everyone wins out and there is a sense of great harmony 
among the participants. When the dialectic does break down, however, we find 
Socrates dealing with someone who refuses to keep an open mind and who wants 
to compete rather than cooperate. For Plato then the sort of competition that arises 
between people in life is something that one should as Socrates learn to handle and 
not get caught up in.  

Of course one can compete in sports or whatever just for fun, but to compete in 
the sense of “I know better than you do” or “I am a better person than you are” is 
simply to be avoided. So what are we to make of the Socratic dialogues that do 
break down? What are we to say about the cases when Socrates opponent becomes 
angry? Is this because he was stung by the gadfly of Athens? Perhaps, but from an 
existential perspective one may also feel some sympathy for Socrates opponents. 
From a Sartrean perspective this opponent is often being observed not only by 
Socrates, but also a small group of other people including Plato. Moreover, the 
questions which Socrates opponent attempts to answer are grand philosophical 
questions. The way the opponent answers such grand questions such as “what is 
virtue" or “what is love” is naturally going to say something about who he is. He is 
challenged existentially.  

To see this we can understand the opponent along the lines of Sartre’s existential 
categories. On the one hand the opponent is being-in-itself and has a certain 
facticity. The opponents of Socrates are usually well-to-do people with formal 
education of higher social standing. They are often admired by society at large and 
are thought to be insightful. Now they find themselves in a situation were the 
being-for-others is all of a sudden a very painful experience. The way that Socrates 
and friends observes opponents is as someone who is confused and perhaps even 
with bad intentions. This being-for-others is very much in conflict with the 
opponents being-for-others in the larger sphere of society and also with his being-
for-itself. What is he to do? It is not an easy situation. The problem of course is 
that Socrates puts him in a difficult spot and the opponent is likely to feel 
provoked.  
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Suppose instead that he was alone with Socrates. Surely this would be a more 
relaxing setting. Perhaps the sort of intellectual boxing match would never develop. 
To walk alone with Socrates in the forest would be to engage in philosophy 
without judges. It would be philosophy without a trial. Dialectics as a form of 
philosophy that engages two or more people in a dialogue always comes with this 
danger of becoming a trial. We can see this not only in the dialectics of Socrates, 
but also in e.g. that of classrooms and public debates. When we engage ourselves in 
dialectics in strong social reality we reveal who we are and become vulnerable to the 
critical gaze of others. Dialectics one-on-one alleviates the problems to some extent, 
but not completely. Moreover, only two people at a time can benefit from it. 
Perhaps it was this reason that drove Socrates into engaging in public dialectics. 
What would he have done if he could have cloned himself? My reading of Socrates 
is that he did not see people as being evil or somehow choosing evil over good. For 
Socrates evil is really a matter of confusion. A person does many stupid things 
because of being confused and some of those stupid things we often speak of as 
evil. In my view Socrates always prefers true cooperative dialectics over boxing 
matches and trials. In the modern world Socrates would have found a new way of 
carrying out his mission. He would be active in virtual communities as someone to 
chat with about life. In the virtual community the sense of being on trial is much 
lessened. Moreover, Socrates would come closer to his dream of being able to 
philosophize without the body. In the virtual community he would have had his 
chance to live beyond strong social reality and in a world more defined by reason, 
interpretation and reflection. Chat would for Socrates be a better medium than the 
book. It is dynamic and allows for live dialecticts. Would chat in a virtual 
community be preferable to chat in the real world, i.e., to dialectics in strong social 
reality? I think we would have to say that it depends on the people involved. If 
someone can not stand being on trial in strong social reality then why not try the 
weaker social reality of a chat in a virtual community?  

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951) 
Within the history of Western philosophy there are only a few philosophers that 
manage to change their views radically throughout their careers. Wittgenstein is 
such a philosopher. His later work is radically different in character from his early 
work. In fact, when one reads the early work and compares it to the later, one finds 
that the style is so divergent between these works so as to make one wonder about 
how it could be the same author behind it all. Not only is the style different but 
Wittgenstein’s whole approach to philosophy has changed dramatically. However, 
there are also elements of his philosophy that do remain constant. So for example, 
he is throughout his philosophy interested in how language works and he takes a 
particular interest in the meaning of words and grammar. Also the way he writes 
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philosophy is always from aesthetical concerns. This means that he is not going to 
tell us what he is up to. Rather he always assumes that the reader has had some 
experience with the issues that he is tackling. In this sense, one may call him a 
philosopher’s philosopher in contrast to Plato who is more accessible.  

Wittgenstein always jumps right into the philosophical issues without telling us 
where he is coming from or where he is going. To follow him is often a challenge, 
but in all likelihood one that Wittgenstein anticipated. This is why I think so. For 
Wittgenstein philosophy is not something that can be spoken about in any useful 
way. Rather, philosophy must reveal itself as its clearest expression in the same way 
that a work of art does. Of course we have all these art critics that tell us about a 
work of art and its meaning, but notice that most artists do not want to talk about 
their art. There is this feeling that such talk is idle and does not capture anything or 
even that it becomes misleading. So when one talks to an artist and give some 
intricate analysis of their work then they might just think that you have not 
understood it at all, but then they do not want to tell you what it is about either. 
The best you can do is to say that it spoke to you or made you feel something. In a 
similar manner Wittgenstein urges us to look at his philosophy as it is on its own 
without descriptions.  

We really need to connect with his writings on this aesthetic level in order to be 
able to appreciate them fully. The famous German logician Gottlob Frege (1848-
1925) once asked him to add some explanations to his philosophy, because he 
thought that it was difficult to understand, but Wittgenstein refused because as he 
said it would destroy the aesthetics of the work. When one tries to convey 
something like the basic thoughts of Wittgenstein’s philosophy then one naturally 
does some violence both to his philosophy and his aesthetics. But, nevertheless the 
philosophy of Wittgenstein is rich with interesting ideas and should not be ignored 
in a work such as the present. Also it is my belief that without any such 
introduction much of the work is virtually incomprehensible for the newcomer to 
Wittgenstein’s philosophy, especially the early part of his work, a short book which 
came to be the only book that he himself saw published.  

This book was published in 1918 with the serious sounding title Tractatus 
Logicus Philosophicus and the title was to remind one of Tractatus Theologico-
Politicus, a work written by Spinoza much earlier. This title was not picked by 
Wittgenstein himself, but there are some clear similarities between his work and 
that of Spinoza so the name is fitting. Both are dense works and far from light 
reading and they both use a rigorous axiomatic writing style. The famous 
philosopher Bertrand Russell (1870-1970) wrote a foreword to this work. He was 
Wittgenstein’s mentor and philosophical side kick at Cambridge, but had failed to 
understand the book completely according to Wittgenstein. Who at first refused to 
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have it published with this foreword. Indeed there were few people who seemed to 
have understood the Tractatus at the time it was published. Before turning now to 
Wittgenstein’s work it should be noted here that various readers within the 
philosophical tradition have interpreted his work in widely diverging ways. This is 
at least partly because of his writing style which leaves much for interpretation. So 
there are those writers who would disagree with the more or less classical reading of 
Wittgenstein that I am offering here. For further readings on this matter see for 
example The New Wittgenstein [Crary & Read ‘00].  

Nature of his early work 
In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein takes on the role of what can be termed a totalizing 
philosopher, i.e., as someone who goes to work in order to understand “the world” 
as a unity with a certain structure and it becomes the subject of a philosophical 
text. Other philosophers had made similar attempts earlier such as e.g. Plato, Hegel 
and Schopenhauer among many others. In fact Western philosophy is full of 
attempts to give systematic accounts of what there is out there whether they have 
called it “the world” or reality. In philosophy such accounts that treat of the 
ultimate nature of things have long since been earmarked as belonging to 
metaphysics. As it has turned out most Western philosophers have ended up with 
their own metaphysics. There are, however, some peculiarities about Wittgenstein’s 
approach that makes it unique. To begin with, while Plato, Hegel and 
Schopenhauer write voluminously, Wittgenstein gives us in the Tractatus a very 
short yet totalizing work with a broad scope: his aim is to tackle all philosophical 
problems. Moreover the style is to say the least unconventional. It is written as a 
series of seven major propositions with clarifications. All propositions and 
clarifications are numbered and visually it looks like a proof, but is not one in 
actuality. Here are the seven major propositions: 

1. The world is all that is the case.  

2. A state of affairs (a state of things) is a combination of objects. 

3. A logical picture of facts is a thought. 

4. A thought is a proposition with a sense. 

5. A proposition is a truth function of elementary propositions. 

6. The general form of a truth function is [ , , N( )]. 

7. What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence 

The tone, especially in the original German and one of the English translations, is 
like that of a sacred text. So we get something like a divine revelation although 
there is no story here of how the world came into being or when it is going to end 
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or anything like that. Moreover, there is a mystical aspect to the text. Look at 
proposition seven: “what we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence”. 
What are we to make of this? The text starts out being dogmatically assertive, i.e., 
“the world is all that is the case”, “a state of affairs is a combination of objects”, and 
“a logical picture of facts is a thought”, but then it becomes retractive in 
proposition seven with the statement “what we cannot speak about we must pass 
over in silence”.  

This is unusual in philosophy. Usually the philosopher will start out with 
something like a mystery and then throughout his work show that the mystery is 
not really a mystery, but can be given a simple explanation. Here we see the 
opposite move. Wittgenstein starts out with asserting a number of facts and then 
end with this mystical and perplexing saying in proposition seven. What is going 
on here? The book appears to be written backwards. Indeed if we reverse the 
propositions so that they are ordered seven to one instead it seems to make more 
sense and offer closure instead of open-ended mystery at the end. It is easy to feel a 
certain nervousness over the Tractatus for it seems to leave one in mid air at the end 
with no ground to stand on. There is just this mystical fact that we should not 
speak of certain things.  

Why does Wittgenstein torture us like this? The explanation is that Wittgenstein 
is exploring the limits of thought and so he wants us to realize that there are certain 
things that we can experience, but not talk about. Talk about in what sense? In the 
objective sense of scientific symbolism. For the early Wittgenstein “the world” is 
always the world that we talk about and represent to ourselves. He thinks of 
language as a kind of mediating system that we can never step out of and look at 
objectively. But, if that is so then it becomes apparent that this sort of medium is 
going to put some constraints on our mental life. Thus if there is this medium 
called language between us and reality then the way we come to know and 
understand reality is going to be dependent on this medium.  

So in the terse and difficult Tractatus Wittgenstein battles with language and “the 
world” and the aim is both to communicate something about the nature of 
language and most importantly to explicate the limits of language. But of course 
this is going to be problematic since we cannot really talk about language from the 
outside in an objective sense so in the end Wittgenstein takes it all back in 
proposition seven. I will have more to say about this later. After this very brief 
introduction to his early work let us now turn to the background of the Tractatus 
and try to answer some of the questions that naturally surfaces with respect to his 
philosophy. Why did he choose language as a subject of philosophy? Why does he 
think that language can tell us anything about the world? What is the next step 
after the Tractatus? 
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The Tractatus came into being in 1918 and it was a time when philosophical 
work on language, logic and formal representations had become fashionable in 
philosophy. It was largely believed that the job of the philosopher was to support 
science. Philosophers such as Descartes and Kant had much earlier taken upon 
themselves the task of securing a foundation for science. Kant’s monumental work 
of 1781, the Critique of Pure Reason was a serious attempt to provide a secure 
ground for science and became part of the general enlightenment  project. It 
answered Hume’s skepticism with a new kind of metaphysics that the world had 
never seen before. It was a metaphysics that aimed at delineating cognitive 
conditions on experience. Kant had asked himself what is it that makes empirical 
science possible? The answer came to be that it is the fact that we must be able to 
experience the world in certain ways and those ways of experiencing are going to 
have to do with cognition. So Kant set out to deduce from our experience this set 
of cognitive categories or cognitive functions that allow us to experience the kind of 
world that we examine empirically in science.  

However, after Kant philosophy took other directions as various philosophers 
such as Schelling and Hegel attempted to come to grips with problems that 
surfaced in his philosophy such as Kantian dualism. With Hegel we see an attempt 
to understand the world as an organism and along the lines of an absolute mind or 
world spirit. Thus what we find in Hegel is something very different from the 
Kantian philosophy that he starts out with. When Hegel dies in 1831 there is really 
no great philosopher to follow him and instead it seems like what happens is an 
abandonment of philosophy. It seems that people wanted to get back to more 
concrete activities like science and engineering rather than abstract speculative 
philosophy. Not much is happening in German philosophy until around 1870 
when philosophy once again becomes fashionable. Now Kant was in vogue again. 
Hegel was blamed for having gone to far in his abstract idealist speculations and for 
leading philosophy down the wrong alley of mysticism and confusion—it was 
because of philosophers such as Hegel that German philosophy had degenerated.  

Philosophy of language as foundation for science 
The way to come to grips with philosophy again, the way to revive it was to go 
back to Kant and his critical philosophy. So back from the Hegelian quagmire to 
the secure foundationalist thinking of Kant. What one came to focus on was that 
knowledge falls into two domains, i.e., the empirical and the a priori. Philosophy 
does not concern itself with empirical knowledge which is the subject matter of 
science. The Neo-Kantians thought however, as Kant had done, that philosophy 
should make explicit how empirical knowledge becomes possible. Philosophy 
should seek a priori truths that science depend on and become something like a 
science of science or a metascience. Wittgenstein is drawn into philosophy at the 
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time of its revival along the lines of Neo-Kantianism. When Wittgenstein wrote his 
Tractatus it was seen as being part of a general effort to understand the foundations 
of science as something to be found in language and other forms of representations. 
The philosophy of language rapidly became a new frontier and Wittgenstein was a 
part of it. One can easily see how there could at the time be great optimism 
concerning language as a topic of philosophical inquiry. Language came to be 
recognized as being public and as something more concrete and accessible than e.g. 
Kant’s transcendental categories or Heidegger’s Dasein. Moreover, it was believed 
that a study of language could reveal to us the nature of the mind and reality. On a 
common sense view, e.g. language is the mediator between mind and reality. 
Wittgenstein was an important figure within the debate that ranged over how 
mind, reality and language were to be understood. So, the cognitivism of Kant was 
to be replaced with a new understanding of language and philosophy of language 
was to get us a secure foundation of science. 

Unities of world, language and meaning 
In the Tractatus Wittgenstein develops the view that there are three important 
unities that can be discovered when we engage ourselves in an analysis of language: 
world, language and meaning. The relation between the world and language is for 
Wittgenstein a picturing relation and that is where meaning comes in. Thus on the 
one hand there is the world and it has a certain unity and structure. On the other 
hand there is language and it too has a unity and structure. Moreover, language 
mirrors the world, i.e., language stands in a relation of isomorphism to the world. 
This is the function of language Wittgenstein argues and he at one point mentions 
that hieroglyphic script reveal this more directly. That we now write with letters 
and words arranged in complicated sentences through grammar, this sophisticated 
technicality of modern language, obscures this fundamental function of language, 
i.e., to picture.  

On such a view we can see that philosophy of language is going to become 
important. For if language stands in a relation of isomorphism to the world, then it 
appears that we can learn a lot about the world through studying language. Indeed 
we can come to understand the structure of the world. It may seem like there is a 
problem with such a project because of the fact that there are many different kinds 
of languages and they all seem different. However, for Wittgenstein the differences 
that we see between say English and French are just on the surface. He wants to say 
that if we dig deeper into the workings of language we find that there is a shared 
unified logical form. What makes a sentence succeed in talking about the world is 
that it shares logical form with the world. Another way of putting this is to say that 
a sentence that talks about the world has a deep structure which reflects that of the 
world. Indeed for Wittgenstein anything that represents something in the world, a 
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picture, drawing or sentence does this through its participating in a universal 
logical form. What we see then in the early Wittgenstein is a desire to make the 
world perspicuous through an analysis of language.  

Limitations of philosophy 
However, just as in Kant there are certain things that must necessarily be left out. 
Kant leaves out, e.g. god, freedom of the will and faith from his philosophy. 
Wittgenstein similarly leaves out e.g. questions about logic, mathematics, ethics, 
values, aesthetics, the self and meaning. There is a progression in the Tractatus 
from making dogmatic claims to saying that we really can not make many of them. 
In the first sections we get a delineation of the structure of language and the world. 
However, many philosophical problems are not dealt with. Instead we get a sense 
that philosophy has definite limitations. The work ends with the proposition “what 
we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence”. This is in fact what happens 
to Wittgenstein after he finishes the Tractatus, i.e., he becomes silent with respect 
to philosophy. Having finished the Tractatus he does not think that there is 
anything more to do or say in philosophy. As he writes in the preface to the book 
“I therefore believe myself to have found, on all essential points, the final solutions 
of the problems”. Instead he goes off to become a primary school teacher. As it 
turns out he is not so well suited for this job. He is, however, at this point not 
going back to philosophy. The Tractatus then is a work that starts out in a 
constructive way, but then starts to deconstruct itself. As it turns out, the whole of 
the book is going to belong to the class of propositions which cannot be said. The 
whole book is at most an indication as to how things are and not at all dogmatic as 
it seems. 

Reality from logic and reason 
How did Wittgenstein get his ideas of language, logic and reality? The young 
Wittgenstein is influenced by analytic philosophy and most notably by thinkers 
such as Frege and Russell. Both of these thinkers had done important work in 
mathematics. Each of them had worked on attempts to reduce mathematics to 
logic. Frege had worked on reducing arithmetic to logic and Russell on a reduction 
with respect to the whole of mathematics. But they were also thinking about reality 
at large in terms of logic. Russell in particular thought that the logical approach to 
mathematics could be used outside of mathematics in the analysis of ordinary 
language. He was basically asking himself how the world can be adequately 
described from a perspective of logic. So instead of going out into the world as 
scientist would and examine the world empirically, Russell starts out with working 
on theory instead. What he wants to know is what conceptual apparatus is 
necessary to describe the world. As an answer he came to develop what he termed 
logical atomism as a philosophical view of reality. Logical atomism is as much 
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about language as about reality. For Russell, language and its very structure and its 
logic, tells us about reality. In 1918 Russell gives the following eight lectures on 
logical atomism: 

I Facts and Propositions  

II Particulars, Predicates and Relations  

III Atomic and Molecular Propositions  

IV Propositions and Facts with more than one verb; Beliefs, etc.  

V General Propositions and Existence  

VI Descriptions and Incomplete Symbols  

VII The Theory of Types and Symbolism; Classes  

VIII Excursus into Metaphysics: What There Is  

We can see that Wittgenstein and Russell are both interested in similar questions 
and they both inspired each other. Note, however how differently Russell’s set of 
lectures ends in comparison to the Tractatus. Russell ends with a positive account 
of reality, “what there is”, while Wittgenstein ends with a retractment, a negative 
account, “what we cannot speak of”. They start out in a similar manner, Russell 
with saying that there are these facts and propositions and Wittgenstein with that 
there is a world (which is a world of facts for him), but then while Russell goes on 
with his positive account all the way through, Wittgenstein takes this other route. 
He is going to dispose of the whole Tractatus in the end as something unsayable.  

What was common to them was this idea that logic informs us about language 
and reality, but whereas Russell seemed unaware of the fact that language must 
impose severe limitations on what we can say and know, Wittgenstein aligned 
himself more with Frege who had developed such an awareness. Wittgenstein first 
visited Frege in 1914 in Vienna and it was Frege who recommended him to go and 
talk to Russell. Thus we have this triad of philosophers that work on similar issues 
and we find both Russellian and Fregean features in the Tractatus. All in all this 
triad of philosophers is attempting to gain deep philosophical understanding 
through formal inquiries into logic, mathematics and language. 

Digression: formalistic accounts of reality through history 
Such formalistic thinking about reality is not in any way novel. There has been a 
number of writers since ancient times who have suggested that the key to 
understanding reality is through formal reasoning. Galilei said that the universe is 
written in “the language of mathematics”. So according to him we need to study 
mathematics in order to be able to understand the universe and our place in it. 
Without it we should not even think about venturing into astronomy or natural 
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science. Whatever mathematics is, it is clear that according to our intellectual 
history it is part of the way we now understand the natural world. Some believe 
nature is an expression of mathematics, others that mathematics exists enmeshed 
with nature and others still that mathematics is a mirror of nature. It is not so easy 
to adjudicate among these views. Perhaps no single view is right. It might be that 
they all say something true about the relation between nature and mathematics. We 
are all familiar with these sorts of discussions. But, we can also go much further 
back in time to the Pre-Socratics and find philosophers that stress the importance 
of abstract principles in order to understand reality. Parmenides (515-? BC) bases 
his understanding of reality on logic and reason. He was part of the Pythagorean 
society. This society based itself on the teachings Pythagoras (580-500 BC) and 
held that there was a mathematical harmony to the universe. To understand 
numbers and mathematics was already back then seen as something crucial to 
understanding reality.  

Parmenides went beyond thinking about relations between mathematics and the 
universe. He was a philosopher who took it upon himself to find out the logic of 
the universe as a unified system. We only have fragments of Parmenides writings, 
but it is clear that he was a key figure in Western philosophy. One fragment that 
we have from Parmenides is On Nature. It was actually given this name not by 
himself but by others, but nevertheless the name seems fitting. It is a poetic piece 
(of which we are still missing about a fourth or so) in which Parmenides is 
providing us with some of his metaphysical views. For Parmenides there are really 
two paths to go if you are interested in finding things out about the world. There is 
the path of objectivity (Alethia) and the path of subjectivity (Doxa). The path of 
objectivity is clearly the path to be chosen according to Parmenides. For 
Parmenides objective knowledge is the kind of knowledge that depends on abstract 
principles. In On Nature he gives us a number of such principles that are stated as 
logical propositions. One example is “Whatever can be spoken or thought of 
necessarily is, since it is possible for it to be, but it is not possible for nothing to 
be.” He is saying that there is a connection between thought and existence so that 
whatever can be the object of thought must exist. Another way to put this is to say 
that we can not think of something and it being nothing. Which in turn entails 
that what exist must be thinkable and that what is thinkable must exist so he is 
equating existence with thought, i.e., thought and existence are only aspects of the 
same underlying unity. There are many such abstract reflections about reality in 
Parmenides’ poem. Another one is that nothing ever comes into being since 
something can not come from nothing. Thus what exists must always have existed 
and must always exist. We might perceive a change, but that is nothing but 
illusion. We get an account of reality from examining our thought processes. 
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Reality is to be understood through the coherence of thought as applied recursively 
for thought and reality are the same. Plato cites Parmenides frequently and at one 
point Socrates expresses both his admiration for Parmenides as a profound thinker 
and his fear of having misunderstood him:  

Parmenides seems to me, in the words of Homer, a man to be reverenced and at the same 
time feared. For when I was a mere youth and he a very old man, I conversed with him, and 
he seemed to me to have an exceedingly wonderful depth of mind. I fear lest we may not 
understand what he said. 

Plato and Socrates were clearly struggling with understanding Parmenides. Plato’s 
own philosophy can be seen as being in spirit of Parmenides. It is based on the 
assumption that one can reach eternal truths through philosophy. It is through 
philosophy that we can come to grasp an absolute unified and unchanging reality 
of eternal essences, the Platonic forms which are unified through the highest 
form:that of the good. Ever since Parmenides Western philosophy has been largely 
motivated by this quest of using reason to understand reality as a unified eternally 
existing unchanging whole.  

There is clearly an attraction to this kind of thinking in the Wittgenstein who 
writes the Tractatus. Why is this relevant to the discussion of Wittgenstein? As it 
turns out his later philosophy goes in the other direction and emphasizes plurality 
over unity. In order to understand the later philosophy and the early it is important 
to see where he is coming from. When he writes the Tractatus he is doing a total 
philosophy with a definite structure and a definite endpoint. In the later work he 
reacts against such a totalizing account with a definite endpoint and develops a 
view of philosophy as an open-ended practice which can go on for ever because 
language is no longer seen as forming a unity that mirrors “the world” but as a set 
of activities which are endlessly pluralistic and changing. So when he finally comes 
back to philosophy the Tractatus starts to fall apart on him and he comes to believe 
that the idea of unity is an illusion. Let us now turn back for a somewhat more 
detailed analysis of some of the dominant features of the Tractatus. 

Back to Wittgenstein: Monism  
For the early Wittgenstein there is one unified world out there, a world which 
corresponds to our idea that it is definite. Wittgenstein famously begins his 
Tracatus with proposition one “The world is all that is the case”. To say that there 
is this one definite world out there that has an absolute structure to be found 
behind appearances is, as we have seen, something that Western philosophers have 
been very fond of throughout the history of philosophy. Wittgenstein’s monistic 
account is supposed to set us straight about what lies behind appearances, i.e., the 
hurly burly of the world. His particular answer is going to involve something he 
calls logical form.  
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Logical form 
Among the many alternative ways of looking at the world or “doing philosophy” 
Wittgenstein singles out logical analysis as his focus in the Tractatus. He is 
concerned with the logical form of the world. In this sense he is aligning himself 
with earlier philosophers such as the Pythagoreans and Parmenides, Leibniz and 
Hegel who also stressed the centrality of logic to metaphysics. The assumption he 
makes is that the world has a formal structure. The world may look to us very 
differently over time, i.e. it may change, but there is this underlying logic that 
dictates how it is at any point in time. For Wittgenstein the world can only be in 
certain ways and not others. It is evolving according to a fixed set of possibilities or 
what he terms logical space. How does this work? What is the structure of the 
world? The way Wittgenstein works this out is in the form of an atomistic account.  

Atomism 
At the top level there is simply “the world” or this total sum of reality. This world 
consists of complex facts. It is important for Wittgenstein to say that the world 
consists of facts and not of things since whenever we talk about the world, and 
succeed in doing so veraciously we always do so through facts. Language is the 
medium of thought and this is part of the situation that we find ourselves in that 
the world is always represented to us through language so the world does not 
consist of things, but of facts. The way the world comes to us through language 
then, the way we can understand it is through complex facts. These complex facts 
consists of simple facts which in turn are composed of simple objects. What are 
these things? Complex facts, simple facts and simple objects? Wittgenstein uses a 
complex terminology which is perhaps not altogether consistent. A complex fact 
refers to a certain states of affairs in the world. An example that Wittgenstein gives 
of a complex fact is that expressed by the proposition “the watch is lying on the 
table”. This proposition can be broken down into less complex facts. In order for 
something to be a simple fact it has to unambiguously refer to something in the 
world through a one to one mapping. The proposition “the watch is lying on the 
table” does not do this. It could be interpreted in a number of different ways. The 
proposition is much too indeterminate to be a simple fact. From the proposition 
we do not know exactly how the watch is lying on the table. It could be lying on 
the table in a number of different directions. It could be upside down and so forth. 
We do not know any of this from the proposition that “the watch is lying on the 
table”. Moreover, the objects themselves, i.e., the watch and the table are not 
simple things. They could themselves look in many different ways. Also, the watch 
and the table have parts and are in this sense complex. We analyze the proposition 
“the watch is lying on the table” in terms of other proposition that involve e.g. the 
cogs and wheels inside the watch and the legs and top of the table. Suppose we 
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become very serious about describing things and develop a very fine grained level of 
analysis. We might then come to replace the top level proposition “the watch is on 
the table” with hundreds or thousands of other simpler propositions. At some point 
we might feel that we can not go on any more. We have hit a practical limit to our 
analysis. Does this mean that we have reached the level of simple facts? On 
Wittgenstein’s account we really have no way of telling. Our analysis stops, but 
whether that is because of some practical limitation on our part or not we can not 
know. Why then should we assume that there are simple objects? Wittgenstein 
suggests at least two reasons. He appeals to intuition and claims that the world 
must be definite. That is, the world must have a definite makeup and this is close 
to the scientific view of the world. The scientist assumes that there is something 
definite out there to be studied empirically. The other reason he gives is also one 
that appeals to intuition and that is that when we analyze complex facts we can 
break them up into simpler facts and this can go on so that we reach finer levels of 
analysis. Now we can see this as either having and endpoint or not having an 
endpoint, i.e., as being finite or infinite. Wittgenstein suggests that it must come to 
an end and be finite. If the analysis did not come to an end then again it is difficult 
to see how the world could be definite. His idea of simple facts then is that these 
are the facts that remain at the extreme end of analysis whether or not we can 
practically reach this far. 

Atomism is nothing new in philosophy and so it is possible to see Wittgenstein as 
building on a solid foundation within philosophy and science. Democritus (470-
370 BC) is commonly regarded as the father of atomism. He holds that the 
universe is made up of infinitely many indivisible atoms that themselves are 
without qualities, i.e., it is only their configuration that yields certain qualities. The 
atoms exists in an infinite void and are indestructible. With Democritus then we 
have something similar to Wittgenstein’s simple objects. Not only is there this 
bottom level of things in the world as Wittgenstein asserts. What is more 
Wittgenstein is also of the opinion that the simple objects really have no qualities 
in themselves. Metaphorically, he says that they are colorless, i.e., without qualities 
that we can experience. For Wittgenstein there is nothing more to simple objects 
than that they can combine in certain ways and not others. This combinatory space 
is logical form and it is (as follows) determined by the objects. Democritus gives a 
similar picture in saying that the atoms themselves determine how they can be 
combined in terms of their shapes. Thus for Democritus they do seem to have this 
quality of shape that is not to be found in Wittgenstein’s simple objects, but the 
difference is only slight since we cannot perceive these qualities. Democritus’ atoms 
are as colorless for us as are Wittgenstein’s simple objects. Moreover Wittgenstein’s 
simple objects must also have at least one quality, that of being able to enter into 
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combination with other objects and give rise to logical space so the accounts are 
actually very similar. All in all Wittgenstein’s idea shares important similarities with 
the atomic theory of physics that can be seen as essentially Democritean. At the 
bottom there are these simple entities that combine into more complex things so 
we have e.g. elementary particles that combine into atoms, atoms into molecules 
and so on. This is really a reductionistic account of nature that is worked out into 
atomic theory. His account is very different from modern atomic theory however.  

Today physics does not hold that there are these indestructible smallest part at 
bottom. With the developments in the 20th century of relativity theory and 
quantum mechanics this idea had to be given up. It turned out that the world 
could not be compartmentalized into indestructible atoms at something like the 
lowest level of analysis. What we have instead at bottom is a flux of energy and 
matter and there does not seem to be any rock bottom to our analysis. We see no 
end to analysis whatever is the simplest objects for us today is most likely going to 
turn out to be complex objects for us tomorrow. Moreover, this sense of the world 
being definite has come to give way to a more philosophically open-ended view of 
what constititutes ultimate reality. However, Wittgenstein is not doing physics and 
it may be that modern day physics really has gone beyond what he is trying to do, 
i.e., to reduce the world to simple objects that give rise to logical space. His account 
of simple objects can be seen as consistent with modern physics if we are willing to 
say that simple objects are not what we find at the lowest level of analysis in 
physics, but at the lowest logical level of analysis and in this sense he seems to be 
closer to Democritus.  

However, Wittgenstein does not get his ideas of simple objects from Democritus, 
but from Russell who also held the view that the world is made up of simple things. 
Wittgenstein, reaches this conclusion partly as a result of work in logic. For Russell, 
however, the simple objects turn out to be sense data. One of his favorite examples 
is that of seeing a patch of color, that is a simple thing for him. Russell in turn is 
inspired by Leibniz who also held an atomistic theory. In his Monadology Gottfried 
Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716) gives an account of simple substances that is 
reminiscent of Wittgenstein’s simple objects: 

1. The Monad, of which we shall here speak, is nothing but a simple substance, which enters 
into compounds. By 'simple' is meant 'without parts.'  

2. And there must be simple substances, since there are compounds; for a compound is 
nothing but a collection or aggregatum of simple things.  

3. Now where there are no parts, there can be neither extension nor form nor divisibility. 
These Monads are the real atoms of nature and, in a word, the elements of things.  

Wittgenstein rejects the sense data view as the lowest level of analysis and comes to 
develop his own model constituting at least a partial return to Leibniz although he 
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probably did not read him directly. At this point one may naturally wonder why 
Wittgenstein was inclined to think that there should be such a close 
correspondence between language and reality. Why should we be able to read off 
features of reality from language? In order to answer that question we can of course 
go back to Parmenides again and the other philosophers after him who sought to 
explain reality in terms of abstract principles but we also need to take a look at 
something that lies behind Wittgenstein’s claim about language representing the 
world: the picture theory of meaning.  

Picture theory of meaning 
One can see the early Wittgenstein as someone who believes that logic and the way 
we reason is informative of reality and that we can read off features of reality from 
the way we think and reason. To understand reality we need to understand 
language and if we examine how language works we can see that there are certain 
ways of talking that represent the world to us very directly. These ways of talking 
depict certain states of affairs in the world. Thus when the chemist makes the claim 
that water molecules have two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom then this is 
supposedly something true about the world. The statement “water molecules have 
two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom” gives us a certain picture of what water 
molecules look like.  

For Wittgenstein this is how the world is represented, i.e., through pictures. In 
one of his notebooks he writes “That a sentence is a logical portrayal of its meaning 
is obvious to the uncaptive eye” [Wittgenstein ‘61 n5]. What about pictures? Let us 
say we have a diagram of the water molecule then this works in the same way as the 
sentence. It is a picture of how things are in reality. Now one might say how can 
that be? Surely a diagram of a water molecule looks nothing like a water molecule. 
The important thing for Wittgenstein is not that a sentence or picture should look 
anything like what it pictures. What is necessary for him is only that its structure 
stands in a relation of structural isomorphism to that which is pictured. Both the 
sentence “water molecules have two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom” and 
the diagram of a water molecule fulfill this requirement. Now we can see that this 
requirement of structural isomorphism is going to lead him to assume a very 
limited view of how language can be analyzed. As it turns out his view leads to an 
account of what can be and what can not be spoken of, i.e., of what can and 
cannot be pictured. He bases all of this on the picture theory of meaning.  

What we can speak of 
As it turns out the traditional way in which the scientist speaks of the world in 
terms of states of affairs is for Wittgenstein consistent with the picture theory of 
meaning so such scientific talk is legitimate and does not overstep the boundaries of 
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sense. More generally all talk that is about some state of affairs in the world is 
legitimate.  

What we cannot speak of 
If I say that “Liverpool is the best soccer team in the world” or that Manet’s 
Boating is a magnificent work that captures the sense of placelessness and existential 
angst brought about by modernity” then these two statements can not be 
understood along the lines of pure picturing relations. Liverpool of course refers to 
the football team and we might say that it is obvious who these people are and so 
that the word Liverpool refers to them, but the evaluative part, i.e., “Liverpool is 
the best soccer team” does not correspond to some thing in the world. The idea is 
that talk about values never picture anything. Values lie, for Wittgenstein not 
inside the world, but outside of it. The world is for him a world of facts–states of 
affairs expressed in language. Thus talk about values have no place within the world 
since such talk does not picture any states of affairs therein. Similarly the sentence 
about Manet’s painting above only partially pictures. There is this painting called 
Boating but all the other talk about magnificence and so on fails to picture 
anything in the world. So talk about values and talk about ethics is ruled out. 
Indeed all the deeper questions of life, meaning, values, and ethics are ruled out. 
Moreover, logic is also ruled out for Wittgenstein argues that logic does not picture 
anything in the real world. Rather logic comes to us in the form of tautologies and 
the same thing goes for mathematics. There are a number of theoretical reasons for 
why Wittgenstein does not think that it is possible to talk about logic or 
mathematics.  

At bottom of Wittgenstein’s thinking about logic and mathematics lies the belief 
that logic and mathematics are in some sense self supporting. What does he mean 
by this? Suppose you say something to me “either Liverpool or Manchester won the 
match. Manchester did not win. Guess who won?“ If I respond now in all 
seriousness “How should I know?” or “Ipswich!” how would you get me on the 
right track? We have to realize that logic is really part of our thinking processes a 
lot of times. It is a ground of justification and as such it needs no further 
justification. This is true even when we put together complex logical expressions. 
Logic is self justifying as is mathematics. But now we might ask ourselves a 
question that seems to be naturally arising. What are we to make of Wittgenstein’s 
work itself? The answer is going to be that it is going to fail. It really is an example 
of a person trying to say something which can not be said. It is a philosophical 
work about language and the world and as such transcends the bounds of sense. So 
what are we to make of this situation? Wittgenstein seems to be contradicting 
himself and saying what can not be said. Russell has a lot of fun with this and 
writes in his preface to the Tractatus that Wittgenstein in fact manages to say a 
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great deal although he claims not to be able to. To some extent Wittgenstein is 
saved by an appeal to transcendence.  

Transcendence 
Wittgenstein’s monistic account of “the world” is an exercise in transcendence. We 
can not give a traditional account of this world like that given by a philosopher 
such as Descartes or Berkeley. The problems of such accounts is that they do not 
treat of the limits of thought in terms of our conception of reality. It is true that for 
Descartes and Berkeley we are limited creatures with respect to God. So e.g. for 
Descartes’ God is roughly the perfect being that we get when we look at ourselves 
and amplify our kind of being in the direction of perfection.  

Thus we have a consciousness which is limited, but God’s consciousness is 
unlimited. We have a capacity for thinking witch is limited, but God’s capacity is 
infinite and so on. Also for Berkeley our consciousness is really part of the greater 
consciousness of God. So whatever we encounter in our conscious experience, be it 
our own ideas or things in the natural world, these things are part of God’s 
consciousness. Neither Descartes nor Berkeley however is going to tell us what the 
limits of human thought are. What Descartes aims at is actually to prove that as far 
as our thinking goes there really are no definite limits. To say that we are imperfect 
as Descartes does is not really to put any serious restrictions on thought. We can 
still ask any question we want and try to seek an answer. He does not tell us how 
our human condition is going to determine the limits of what we can know 
through reason. Descartes is being very optimistic about philosophy, science and 
rationality. Kant in contrast has a great deal to say about the limits of human 
thought. Thus e.g., he claims that we can not know what things are in themselves, 
that we can not prove whether or not God exists or whether the human will is free 
or not. Moreover, he describes our human thought with respect to transcendental 
arguments. He finds in The Critique of Pure Reason that in order for us to have any 
experiences at all we must take an active, structuring part in terms of transcendental 
categories such as time and space. Thus time and space are transcendental 
categories that make experiences possible. The reality we experience then is not 
something that is simply out there in the world, but it is something we actively 
create. Behind this reality, the phenomenal world, there is another reality, i.e. the 
noumenal world, but we are limited so as being incapable of saying anything about 
this noumenal world. In a sense we must remain silent about it.  

Wittgenstein has a similar idea of transcendence. His focus is somewhat different 
however. Kant sets out to analyze the nature of cognition and came to be very 
important for the emergence of cognitive science. He is looking from the 
perspective of experience to what can be said about the nature of cognition. He is 
working his way back from what is given in experience to cognitive conditions on 
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experience. We can see how this is a project that fits in within the philosophy of 
mind. He is not working in the same way as Descartes however who says that we 
have the mind on the one hand and the world outside of it on the other. Kant’s 
approach is more refined and careful. He does not start out with taking the mind as 
an entity that is given. However, as it turns out there are certain features that the 
mind has. It must have these transcendental categories or cognitive functions. Once 
we see that, however, once we see how much these categories determine our 
experience we come to see that we really can only make knowledge claims within 
our cognitive framework. Since the cognitive framework is transcendentally 
deduced from experience it must then lack traction outside of experience. Kant 
goes from experience to cognitive framework to the limits of thought and 
knowledge. What one might find strange in Kant’s analysis is that he leaves out an 
account of the medium in which he expresses his idea, i.e., language. At the time 
when Kant wrote however philosophy of language was not an established field of 
inquiry nor were there any philosophers that worried much about language as 
somehow determining thought. This is something that Hegel picks up on to a 
certain extent.  

In our earlier discussion we saw that Hegel claims there is a logic to the world 
and that it unfolds according to a dialectic. Hegel is in this sense going back to 
Parmenides. Hegel is saying that the world is really to be understood along the lines 
of abstract principles. What is more, he is also saying that this dialectic is really the 
universal structure that ties it all together. For Hegel there is no dualism involved 
between say the transcendental categories and things-in-themselves. He is also 
aligning himself with Parmenides in giving a monistic account of the world as a 
total system. For Hegel, the world, i.e. the sum total of reality is an organism that 
evolves according to an innate logic. To think a thought or exercise one’s reason is 
really just to take part in this organism at its highest level of expression. This is 
another Parmenedian idea that thinking and being are the same. One wants to ask 
Hegel though how he can be sure of all of this. It appears that he can somehow 
stand above reality and give a total account of it as a system. As we saw earlier, 
Kierkeegard thinks that he is going too far, that he is a great philosopher, but that 
when he makes these sort of absolute claims about reality as a system he is 
overstepping the boundaries of the human condition. What Kierkegaard says 
instead is that reality can only be a system for God. Kierkegaard is more akin to 
Kant in this sense of stressing that there are limits to human understanding.  

How is Wittgenstein’s philosophy transcendent? It is transcendent in the sense of 
recognizing that there are these clear limits to human understanding. However his 
method of finding the limits to human understanding is not based on an analysis of 
experience as in Kant. He is not searching for anything like the cognitive structures 
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of human understanding that makes human experience possible. What he starts out 
with instead is examining language. For Wittgenstein it is language which is going 
to tell us about the world. Moreover it is also language which is going to reveal to 
us its own limits. When we analyze language we come to better understand our 
relation to it and the world. First we can see that language relates to the world 
through a picturing relation. When we try to make sense of our own sense making, 
i.e., how language can have definite meaning we come to see that it works by 
picturing. However, we also come to recognize that the language that we use is our 
language. We can not step out of language and our use of it. Hence there is no way 
that we can speak objectively of language from outside of our use of it.  

Thus there is a constructive part of the Tractatus, but then there is also this 
deconstructive part. As soon as Wittgenstein starts to think about the fact that 
language is not something that can be surveyed from outside of language he opens 
up the door for deconstruction. Moreover, he does not try to close this door, but 
walks through it. He follows out the consequences and ultimately this is what his 
book is about. It is about the limits of language. This is what Russell does not see 
in his preface. So in what sense then is Wittgenstein’s work transcendent. We have 
been circulating around this question for some time now. It is transcendent in a 
way reminiscent of some eastern philosophy, in particular Zen Buddhism. Zen 
masters realize that you can not talk about a lot of things so they get you to engage 
in puzzles (koans) that are meant to reveal how futile language is in getting at what 
is important. Thus language is really a vehicle for realizing its own limits. 
Wittgenstein basically ends his work in this spirit. 

My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: anyone who understands me 
eventually recognizes them as nonsensical, when he has used them–as steps–to climb up 
beyond them. (He must, so to speak, throw away the ladder after he has climbed up it.) He 
must transcend these propositions, and then he will see the world aright. 

Thus Wittgenstein’s Tractatus is something to get the reader to catch on. The 
reader must come to see that while one has a lot of questions about ethics, values, 
the meaning of life, the ultimate nature of the world and so on, there is really no 
use in trying to spell these things out in something like a philosophy. What are we 
to do then? We seem to be so caught up in the world that we cannot make any 
sense of it. In response to this situation the later Wittgenstein will direct his 
attention, once again to language, but from a perspective of the mundainety and 
plurality of the everyday world without any totalizing tendencies. In the Tractatus, 
Wittgenstein does however, believe that there is at least one way in which we can 
stand above the world and language. There is this one possibility of transcendence 
which has been called the perspective from eternity. 
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Perspective from eternity 
Wittgenstein read and was influenced by Schopenhauer who was a philosopher that 
as we have seen looked at the world through a pessimistic philosophy. Let us recap 
briefly an important idea in Schopenhauer’s philosophy that came to influence 
Wittgenstein, that of a perspective from eternity. Schopenhauer came to think that 
the way we normally exist in the world is through an active subjective involvement.  

We are going around with a lot of fears, desires, intentions, wants and needs and 
so on. So we find ourselves entangled subjectively in the world in being the kind of 
beings that we are. There is this ongoing struggle in the world and we are part of it 
as long as we look at the world from the first person perspective and that is what we 
do most of the time. When we look at or otherwise experience a work of art, 
however, we might be able to stop thinking about ourselves and in some sense do 
not experience ourselves as part of the struggle of life. Thus we look at Manet’s 
Boating and we just loose ourselves in it. We forget who we are, were we come from 
and where we are going. Our desires, wants, needs and emotional involvement with 
our own subjective existence goes out the window. Thus Schopenhauer thought 
that it was possible to escape our involvement in life and flee into the world of 
aesthetics. Moreover, he thought that all of life could really be looked at in this way 
since what is to be regarded as art is not predetermined. What we have is this idea 
of looking at the world aesthetically, i.e., of seeing it through a gestalt like shift that 
takes us from a perspective of being in the world to being alongside it (the 
perspective sub aeternitatis or the perspective from eternity). As mentioned earlier 
Wittgenstein was very concerned about the aesthetics of his work and one reason is 
that if we manage to see it as a work of art then we can come to take on this 
perspective from eternity and contemplate it at this aesthetic level. So the Tractatus 
is really to be read from this perspective of eternity and then we come to experience 
it as meaning something different from what can be spoken of. We can see it as a 
new kind of totality from this non-involved perspective of eternity. 

Subjectivity and objectivity 
The Tractatus can be seen as being a work that treats of objectivity and subjectivity. 
Wittgenstein is as concerned with what we can know objectively as with what we 
can not know objectively. As we have seen Kierkegaard also goes into lengthy 
discussions concerning objectivity and subjectivity. We know that Wittgenstein 
read Kierkegaard. In fact it is said that he learned to speak Danish in order to do 
so. What did he get from Kierkegaard? That is perhaps not so easy to say. 
However, he does end up with a work that is very much about objectivity and 
subjectivity. It is a work which delineates what can be known objectively, i.e., what 
we can speak of and what is subjective, i.e., what we can not speak of. As with 
Kierkegaard we also get a kind of authorship which is indirect and meant to make 
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us catch on. Kierkegaard tells us a number of stories and gives us a number of 
examples of how we can live our lives, but he is not going to tell us how to live. In 
the end we are going to have to choose ourselves. We have to figure out ourselves 
how to live. This is an existentialist problem. However, even if Wittgenstein shares 
some affinities with Kierkegaard he does go in a radically different direction. For 
Wittgenstein the fact that we can never speak about subjectivity and the subject 
means that the subject must somehow lie outside of the world.  

Solipsism 
For Wittgenstein we can not step outside of ourselves to discern the relation 
between us and the world. He makes an analogy with vision in order to illustrate 
this point. When it comes to vision we see from a particular point of view, but that 
point of view is never part of what we see. So in his notebooks he says that “The 
visual field has not, e.g. a form like this”: 
 

 
Fig. 2 A misleading representation of the visual field 

This analogy with vision is supposed to tell us not only about how vision and 
perspective works, but it is to tell us also something more fundamental. What he is 
getting at is the idea that the ‘I’ is a limit of the world. The picture of the eye serves 
to make us think about the “I”. What is the relation between the ‘I’ and the world? 
That is what he is struggling with when he speaks of vision in this way. He reaches 
some remarkable conclusions about the ‘I’ and suggests that we should view the ‘I’ 
as something which can not really be differentiated into different ‘I’’s. The 
situation for him is such that “The I makes its appearance in philosophy through 
the world’s being my world.” So the situation is better described as this: 
 

 
Fig. 3 A veracious representation of the visual field 
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What this means is that whenever we speak of the ‘I’ we have to think of it as 
something that is transcendental in the sense that it never appears in our analysis as 
anything else than a limit of “my world” not “our world” or “your world”. It 
constitutes this single limit. What this appears to amount to is a solipsist position 
and indeed some have interpreted Wittgenstein as being a solipsist. A more 
accurate view is to see Wittgenstein as someone who is interested in questions 
related to solipsism as these questions arise from the way language is being used.  

Finality 
When Wittgenstein is done with the Tractatus he is finished with philosophy. He 
believes that there is nothing more to do within philosophy. There is nothing more 
to be said. So the final sentence of the Tractatus “What we can not speak of we 
must pass over in silence” was really supposed to be the final sentence of 
philosophy for him. This means that whatever else has happened prior to him in 
philosophy was really not up to par with what he has written. In a sense every 
philosopher up to him has been confused. In this sense Wittgenstein joins with all 
the other philosophers who have claimed that everyone before them got it wrong. 
This sort of claim of finality is a claim of getting it right for the first time. What is 
he getting right? He is of the opinion that all philosophical problems have been 
solved. Thus what underlies his take on philosophy is that philosophy is somehow 
a definite practice with a definite aim. This is so because both our language and the 
world are definite and form unities.  

Aspect-seeing and place (Early Wittgenstein) 
What is the nature of place according to Wittgenstein? This question is best broken 
up. One needs to ask the question with respect to the early and the late 
Wittgenstein. Then one may also try to ask it in relation to Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy as a whole. Let us begin with asking the question of place in relation to 
his early philosophy. Here we see Wittgenstein’s characterization of the world as 
being made up of facts in logical space. This kind of world is far from the 
phenomenological worlds of Sartre or Heidegger. The world is a possible 
configuration of states of affairs that can be described by science. The subject does 
not really exist in this world, only peripherally as its limit.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place (Early Wittgenstein) 
The early Wittgenstein’s account of the world is logical. The world is a world of 
facts that exists in logical space according to the logical form inherent in simple 
objects. It is a logician’s world, but is also essentially a computer scientist’s world as 
I will try to show. What Wittgenstein presents us with is a world that is definite 
and governed by rules. It is definite because objects can only combine in certain 
ways and not others. What we have is this finite discrete system of objects. 
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World as system of objects 
Wittgenstein does claim that there must be such things as simple objects. That is, 
at some level our analysis of states of affairs must bottom out. If this never 
happened the world could not be definite and that is a very troubling thought to 
the early Wittgenstein. He has this idea that language gives us a very convincing 
sense of that the world must be definite. That it can not just be any which way, but 
must obey language, i.e. the structure of language. We have this isomorphism 
between language and world because language stands for him in a picturing 
relation to the world and when we see that we also come to see that the world must 
be definite. Partly because we have a sense that the world is definite, but also 
because language reveals this to us. It is this isomorphism between language and 
the world that is very telling for him and what it tells us is that both sides of the 
equation must be as definite as the logical form which is the basis of this 
isomporphism. Another way of putting this is to say that the world must be 
discrete. So we can say that the Tractatus view of the world is that it is in some 
sense discrete in virtue of there being finite objects that can only combine in certain 
ways and not others. Now this view is very similar to that of object oriented 
programming.  

Object oriented programming is a programming methodology and architecture 
with origins in simulation. It arouse out of real world problems experienced with 
Nuclear Powerplants in the 1940’s. For obvious reasons one found it necessary to 
simulate what goes on inside reactors, e.g. the rods, heat and how particles are 
emitted. It used to be the case that people did a lot of calucations by hand. They 
worked a lot with integral calculus in order to reach conclusions about how a 
reactor would work under certain conditions such changing rod diameters. What 
they found was that there were a lot of cases which were difficult to calculate in this 
way. In particular there were these cases in operations research and it was not 
practical to calculate a lot of different scenarios. Not even if one did it by using 
computers. What one came to do instead was to simulate the real world. So one 
took parts of the world and mirrored them in a computer program. This brought 
on a whole area of simulations research and a number of programming languages 
such as: Simscript, GPSS, CSL, Sol and Simula started to appear. These languages 
were all designed to represent systems in the real world and had certain features 
which made this work easier. They usually gave the programmer access to a sort of 
generic system that could easily be adopted for a specific case. The simulation 
languages made it easier for a programmer to map systems of the real world into 
abstract computer systems, i.e., computer programs. On the one hand there is the 
physical system and on the other, the abstract system and there is a correspondence 
relation between them that can be spelled out in terms of an isomorphism. This 
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scenario should remind us of that in the Tractatus between language and the real 
world. There the isomorphism is between the sentences of language and the world. 
Similarly in the simulation the isomorphism is between sentences of the 
programming language and the world. Simula was one of these languages, but it 
was different from other simulation languages in that it aimed to be both a system 
description language and a simulation programming language. Thus the aims were 
both to describe the simulated objects and to allow for how these objects should 
interact. In taking this object oriented approach to simulation Simula opened up 
ways for more efficient object oriented simulation.  

Object Oriented Simulation 
With object oriented simulation we get certain practical advantages. For one thing: 
to be able to think of the world as being made up of objects is an intuitive idea. 
One might say that it is the idea that lies behind not only the Wittgenstien’s early 
thinking, but that it lies also behind any atomistic account all the way back 
through Russell and Leibniz to Democritus. So when object oriented simulation 
got started it did not seem like some sort of crazy idea, but a rather intuitive one. 
As it turned out Simula soon became adopted outside of simulation and there 
developed a whole field outside of object oriented simulation called object oriented 
programming that is now our current paradigm in computing.  

Object Oriented Programming 
This paradigm came to replace the earlier paradigm which was centered around 
procedures. We might look at say a washing machine as going through a certain 
procedure. You stuff something into the washing machine (input), select a program 
(procedure) and out comes clean clothes (output). This way of thinking about 
programming is fine for a lot of cases. So e.g. you may use a calculator, punch in 
532 * 435 (input) the calculator goes through a procedure of calculation and then 
you get the answer (output). There does not seem to be any objects involved just 
some data (numbers) and a procedure (multiplication). However as we have seen in 
simulations there is this question of mapping so that the simulations tie in with the 
physical world. We want to be able to mirror the real world in a simulation. One 
way to obtain such a mirroring is to have a model of programming which is object 
oriented. As it turned out this whole way of thinking came to work out not only 
for simulations but for all kinds of applications from banking systems to computer 
games. Today most application development is done with object oriented 
programming languages. What results from object oriented programming is the 
adoption of a view of the world as an object oriented system. 
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Object Oriented Systems 
When you do object oriented programming you have to select part of the world 
and view it as system. So you might simulate the rods, the water, and some 
particles and view these things as the reactor system or you might think of the 
customers and their accounts as the bank system. You have to chop up the world 
and figure out what isomorphisms are to hold. This is how Kristen Nygaard puts 
it: 

A system is a part of the world that a person (or group of persons) chooses to regard as a 
whole consisting of components each component characterized by properties that are 
selected as being relevant and by actions related to these properties and those of other 
components. [Nygaard ‘86 p8] 

Nygaard speaks of components here, but that is just another word for objects for 
him. Thus what we have to do as programmers is to look in the real world and see 
what we want to capture as a system. In a banking system we should probably 
capture the customers as objects, but not their dogs. We have to decide what to 
bring into our isomorphic relation. That may sound trivial but this sort of process 
can be complex and it is of fundamental concern to object oriented programming 
to figure out isomorphic relations. This a question of how to view the world as a 
system. It is interesting to note however that Nygaard points out that the world is 
not a system in itself: 

No part of the world is a system as an inherent property. It is a system if we choose a 
system perspective. [Nygaard ‘86 p9] 

So one might say that what the object oriented programmer does is to suspend all 
metaphysical judgments and take on a system perspective. Still, it is the fact that 
the programmer chooses to view the world as a system of objects that is of interest 
in our comparison with Wittgenstein here. Christian Holmboe [Holmboe ‘02] has 
made an interesting comparison between the task of describing the world in the 
Tractatus with that of modeling the world in object oriented programming. His 
comparison is thorough and he notices many similarities as he goes through various 
sections of the Tractatus and compares various parts to central elements in the most 
common modeling language for object oriented programming: the unified 
modeling language. His conclusion is that this language can be seen as purporting 
to be a logically perfect language for describing the world within certain 
restrictions, mainly in terms of scope. He has also found from his research that 
students of who engage in object oriented modeling have to struggle with their 
background of ordinary everyday language use in order to be able to look at the 
world through the perspective of object oriented modeling. This suggests to him 
the artificiality of “perfect” modeling languages. Central to this artificiality lies, as 



200 Visitor Orientation in Context 

the name “unified modeling language” suggests, that what is involved is a very 
restricted use of language for describing the world, while in our ordinary everyday 
lives language is (as Wittgenstein’s later work draws attention to) used for all kinds 
of purposes. So one might say that the students of object oriented programming are 
facing a similar difficulty as the philosophy student reading the Tractatus: the 
conflict between how we actually use language in our everyday life and how we are 
forced to understand language as having a singular specific purpose of describing 
the world.  

Wittgenstein’s return to philosophy 
By 1930 Wittgenstein was pulled into philosophy again. There was then a new 
group of people that had taken an interest in his work: the so called the Vienna 
Circle at the university of Vienna. This group was formed mostly by philosophers, 
but also scientists and mathematicians in the 1920:s and they met regularly to 
discuss scientific methodology and scientific language. Their strongest influence 
came from the philosopher Ernst Mach (1838-1916) and they were originally 
called the Ernst Mach society. In time they came to form what was to be called 
logical positivism. Although this group never came up with something like a 
unified philosophy or a coherent system of beliefs, it did emphasize at least two 
important principles.  

The first was that it was possible to examine the logical structure of a scientific 
theory apart from its domain of application, i.e., its subject matter. The second was 
what came to be called as the principle of verification. According to this principle 
the meaning of a proposition derives from its verification in terms of experience 
and observations. What this latter principle implied was that statements of ethics, 
metaphysics, religion, and aesthetics came to be seen as meaningless propositions 
since such propositions could not be objectively verified through empirical 
investigations. Then as a consequence of these first two principles it was held that 
all sciences should really be seen as unified. So chemistry, physics were to be 
thought of as being part of the same unified scientific effort. Not only were the 
physical sciences to be part of this unification of science, but also the biological and 
social sciences. At the request of one of the members, the circle came to read the 
Tractatus and through interpreting it according to their positivist thinking were 
influenced by many of its themes. We can see how this group came to be interested 
in Wittgenstein’s early philosophy. So for example Wittgenstein’s idea that we can 
not speak objectively of ethics, values and aesthetics was something that was 
appealing to them as was his effort to delineate how propositions in language relate 
to the world through logical form. Moreover, the whole idea of a unified 
isomorphism between language and world suggested a unified way of looking at 
science. When the Circle became aware that Wittgenstein was living in Vienna, 
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they invited him to the meetings but as it turned out he only went once. He did, 
however remain in philosophical correspondence with some of its members. It is 
clear from this correspondence that Wittgenstein is rethinking his philosophy. He 
does reveal some affinity with the verificationist thinking of the Vienna Circle. At 
this time he is also thinking about going back to Cambridge at the urging of some 
of his friends there. So he decides to go back and work on the Tractatus which he 
thought could be improved upon. What happens when he gets back to work on it 
is something which he did not expect. Rather than being able to make corrections 
to the Tractatus he comes to the conclusion that what is espoused in this work is 
really a mistaken view on philosophy.  

Within months he has given up the idea of making any improvements. He makes 
the pungent statement “All the propositions of the Tractatus are symptoms of a 
disease.” What has happened? A number of things that are largely following from a 
criticism of the picture theory of meaning. He has come to question the idea that 
language works according to the picture theory of meaning. Picturing is now seen 
as just one way in which language works among many other ways. Moreover, the 
whole idea that language has a deep structure that reveals to us the nature of reality 
must also fall apart. Since the picture theory of meaning is not seen as holding up 
the whole idea that language stands in an isomorphic relation to the world has got 
to go also. Without the assumption of a close isomorphic correspondence between 
language and reality there is really no way of getting at the world through language 
in the way that the Tractatus had attempted to. This unraveling of the Tractatus 
comes to be a creative period. All of a sudden Wittgenstein who has not written 
any philosophy for a decade comes to write hundreds of pages in just a few months.  

It seems as if he has found some new inspiration. He is among friends at 
Cambridge who can appreciate and understand his writings. Also, he is not entirely 
foreign to the positivistic ideas espoused by the Vienna Circle. All in all he finds 
himself working with other philosophers in ways which he had not before. He gives 
philosophy lectures at Cambridge and his students are enthusiastic. One might 
contrast this situation with the situation in which he wrote the Tractatus, in 
solitude at the war front. Now he is in a lively social atmosphere where he can 
discuss philosophy. Moreover, the philosophical climate has changed somewhat at 
Cambridge and there is an openness for philosophy which is not so formal, but 
written in ordinary language. The formalistic character of philosophy is questioned 
by a new philosophy of common sense represented by e.g. the philosopher George 
Edward Moore (1873-1958). Moore had comes to question the role of abstract 
philosophy in the form of metaphysics as providing ultimate grounds of 
justification. He thinks there are many cases in philosophy when it is better to 
appeal to common sense than arguments of theoretical philosophy. Thus 
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Wittgenstein is in a lively social climate where there is also talk about how 
philosophy could be brought down to common sense. When he wrote the 
Tractatus he was by himself thinking about language and the world and that is 
perhaps reflected in this work. Although the work is about language there are no 
other people in it. It is about the world and its structure. The Tractatus ignores the 
social aspects of language and concentrates on formal features. It is a kind of 
transcendental metaphysic. In the now more relaxed social climate at Cambridge 
Wittgenstein comes to question the formal and totalizing character of the 
Tractatus. Now there begins a middle period from 1930 to 1934 in which he is 
rethinking his philosophy. During this period he engages in a philosophical search. 
What is he after? The Tractatus had fallen apart for him and so he is searching for 
what is to replace it. During the period from 1930 to 1934 he engages himself with 
a large smorgasbord of philosophical issues and experiments with a large number of 
different perspectives.  

It is not until 1935 when his thinking starts to stabilize and we get to his later 
philosophy. In this philosophy we go from a perspective of language that is 
monistic to one of plurality. In his early philosophy language is seen as this unity 
that stands in correspondence with another unity, i.e., that of the world. On the 
early view the task of the philosopher becomes to analyze the essence of language, 
its logical structure. This entails that the philosopher must boldly go where no one 
has gone before. The philosopher must break through the surface of everyday 
language and dig beneath until he hits the deep structure of language. The 
philosopher needs to unearth this deep structure and make it as perspicuous as 
possible for it is the key to understanding how all representation works, not just in 
language, but in everything that pictures. In the later philosophy this view of 
language is replaced by one of pluralism. He reverses the move made in the 
Tractatus and now it is what is at the surface of language that becomes important. 
The deep structure is seen as an illusion, one that had arisen against the picture 
theory of meaning. What he comes to advocate instead is a phenomenological 
approach.  

Phenomenology 
Wittgenstein urges us to look and see what the case in the world is and not try to 
form theories. While Wittgenstein begins his Tractatus with the dogmatic sounding 
sentence “The world is all that is the case”, the main work of his later period, the 
Philosophical Investigations begins with a quote from St. Augustine’s confessions. 
The confessions are commonly held to be the first autobiography in the Western 
literature. The quote he begins with is St. Augustine’s account of how he learned 
language as a small child. The account he gives is that he basically learned language 
through having things pointed out to him. Wittgenstein takes St. Augustine as a 
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philosophical opponent and does not agree with this account of learning language 
in terms of what is technically known as ostensive definitions, i.e., defining things 
by pointing to examples. At the same time he is sympathetic to St. Augustine’s 
approach of going back to the basic phenomena of actual language use and then try 
to say something about how language works by giving specific examples. Language 
is to be understood in terms of actual practices and not in terms of philosophical 
theories. The philosopher who wishes to form theories is caught under the illusion 
that there is an essence to language.  

Thought is surrounded by a halo.--Its essence, logic, presents an order, in fact the a priori 
order of the world: that is, the order of possibilities, which must be common to both world 
and thought. But this order, it seems, must be utterly simple. It is prior to all experience, 
must run through all experience; no empirical cloudiness or uncertainty can be allowed to 
affect it--It must rather be of the purest crystal. But this crystal does not appear as an 
abstraction; but as something concrete, indeed, as the most concrete, as it were the hardest 
thing there is (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus No. 5.5563). We are under the illusion that 
what is peculiar, profound, essential, in our investigation, resides in its trying to grasp the 
incomparable essence of language. That is, the order existing between the concepts of 
proposition, word, proof, truth, experience, and so on. This order is a super-order between--
so to speak--super-concepts. Whereas, of course, if the words "language", "experience", 
"world", have a use, it must be as humble a one as that of the words "table", "lamp", "door". 
[Philosophical Investigations 97] 

What we must come to realize however is that language is really just a collection of 
practices. Moreover, these practices do not come together into something like an 
organic unity. What we have is instead this open-ended set of practices that is 
undergoing constant change. Thus we must be sensitive to the fact that language is 
an evolutionary phenomenon and that new practices are constantly evolving just as 
old ones fade away. In order to speak of these practices in a more focused way 
Wittgenstein introduces the term language game. 

Language game 
Language is not to be thought of as a unitary phenomenon as in the Tractatus, but 
as an open-ended set of practices that Wittgenstein comes think of as language 
games. What is a language game? It is a simplification that we make in order to 
observe a phenomenon or a set of language phenomena more closely. One idea is 
that we can learn something about how language works in different cases by 
looking at specific language situations. Why would we want to do this? One might 
think that Wittgenstein wants to get a rough picture of how language works in 
order to then provide us with some more refined position. Some readers have 
interpreted him in this way. One of the things they say that he arrives at is a use 
theory of meaning.  
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Use and meaning 
Meaning is a central concept term in philosophy and it is so for Wittgenstein. In 
the Tractatus meaning had been understood in terms of picturing. So a sentence in 
the Tractatus view means what it pictures, i.e., some state of affairs in the world 
which can supposedly be reduced to a combination of simple objects. In his middle 
period Wittgenstein says instead of meaning that it is one of those words which 
have many odd jobs in our language.  

"Meaning" is one of the words of which one may say that they have odd jobs in our language. 
It is these words which cause most philosophical troubles. Imagine some institution: most of 
its members have certain regular functions, functions which can easily be described, say, in 
the statutes of the institution. There are, on the other hand, some members who are 
employed for odd jobs, which nevertheless may be extremely important.--What causes most 
trouble in philosophy is that we are tempted to describe the use of important 'odd-job' words 
as though they were words with regular functions. [Blue Book P43] 

Meaning is no longer thought of as something to be understood in one way, but in 
many ways. Picturing is only one of the many ways in which the word meaning can 
function. So how are we to understand what meaning is? The answer is that we 
have to look at meaning in different cases. What this amounts to is looking at how 
words are used in language games. Does this amount to a use theory of meaning? If 
so is not Wittgenstein really a theorist in disguise? Wittgenstein is not advancing 
any theory. The question what is the meaning of a word can be thought of as 
meaning the same thing as the question how do we apply a word? Wittgenstein is 
saying that we apply it by using it. This is really a tautology so he is not making 
any thetorical claims. The concept of use is open-ended and can not be reduced to 
a finite set of practices. To say that meaning is use is just to say that we must look 
at how words and sentences are applied in language games. Moreover we can not 
simply understand the meaning of a word by looking at something like an 
isolatable use act, but we must turn our attention to the rich context in which 
language games occur. This idea that what we call language should be thought of as 
an open-ended set of practices might seem to leave something out. For if we are not 
offered any substantive theory of language then what is the use of Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy? He himself notes this objection: 

Here we come up against the great question that lies behind all these considerations.--For 
someone might object against me: "You take the easy way out! You talk about all sorts of 
language-games, but have nowhere said what the essence of a language-game, and hence of 
language, is: what is common to all these activities, and what makes them into language or 
parts of language. So you let yourself off the very part of the investigation that once gave 
you yourself most headache, the part about the general form of propositions and of 
language." [Philosophical Investigations 65] 
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It used to be the case that he had been on this quest in the Tractatus to find the 
essence of language, but now he has given this up. Does this mean that he is taking 
the easy way out? Russell seemed to think so and claimed that Wittgenstein never 
did any serious philosophy after the Tractatus. Wittgenstein, on the other hand, is 
of a different opinion. He continues: 

And this is true.--Instead of producing something common to all that we call language, I am 
saying that these phenomena have no one thing in common which makes us use the same 
word for all,--but that they are related to one another in many different ways. And it is 
because of this relationship, or these relationships, that we call them all "language". I will 
try to explain this. [Philosophical Investigations 65] 

So there is no essence to language, no unifying structure, but pluralism in the form 
of diverse language games. Next Wittgenstein asks us to consider the word game. 
Of all the possible words he might have asked us to consider he picked this word 
when explaining language. Why? The reason, of course, is that he wants us to look 
at language in terms of language games.  

Consider for example the proceedings that we call "games". I mean board-games, card-games, 
ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all?--Don't say: "There must 
be something common, or they would not be called 'games'"--but look and see whether there 
is anything common to all.--For if you look at them you will not see something that is 
common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that. To repeat: 
don't think, but look!--Look for example at board-games, with their multifarious 
relationships. Now pass to card-games; here you find many correspondences with the first 
group, but many commonfeatures drop out, and others appear. When we pass next to ball-
games, much that is common is retained, but much is lost.--Are they all 'amusing'? Compare 
chess with noughts and crosses. Or is there always winning and losing, or competition 
between players? Think of patience. In ball games there is winning and losing; but when a 
child throws his ball at the wall and catches it again, this feature has disappeared. Look at 
the parts played by skill and luck; and at the difference between skill in chess and skill in 
tennis. Think now of games like ring-a-ring-a-roses; here is the element of amusement, but 
how many other characteristic features have disappeared! And we can go through the many, 
many other groups of games in the same way; can see how similarities crop up and 
disappear. [Philosophical Investigations 66] 

So not only are we to understand the word game as being an open-ended term 
which can not be given a precise definition, but in analogy, language as a whole 
works in the same way. It is a complex of language games and these language games 
can not be seen as part of some system. There is in Wittgenstein’s view really no 
point in trying to force the plurality into a unity, that would only be to invent 
another language game. Let us get back to Wittgenstein’s discussion of games. How 
then are we to think of games? Wittgenstein’s answer is that we can think of them 
as sharing what he calls family resemblance. 
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Family resemblance 
In examining the word game, Wittgenstein comes to see that the various uses of the 
word stand in complex relationships and these relationships are to be understood as 
relations of family resemblance. 

And the result of this examination is: we see a complicated network of similarities 
overlapping and criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities of 
detail. [Philosophical Investigations 66] 

I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than "family 
resemblances"; for the various resemblances between members of a family: build, features, 
colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc. overlap and criss-cross in the same way.--And I 
shall say: 'games' form a family. [Philosophical Investigations 67] 

Again if we transpose this discussion of the word game into a discourse on language 
and language games we can see that a certain picture of language is suggested. It is 
one were we engage in a rich variety of language games that stand in relations of 
family resemblance to each other. The notion of family resemblance also suggests 
an evolutionary take on language. Some features of one language game might be 
inherited from another earlier language game which is no longer in existence.  

Philosophy as therapy 
Suppose we become convinced that Wittgenstein does not, in his later work, have 
his mind set on secretly developing a theory. So we say things like: Wittgenstein is 
not offering anything like a substantive theory in claiming that meaning is use or 
that language games shares family resemblance and so on. What then becomes the 
point of his philosophy? In the philosophical investigations he came to the 
conclusion that philosophy is a form of therapy. 

There is not a philosophical method, though there are indeed methods, like different 
therapies. [Philosophical Investigations 133] 

The philosopher’s treatment of a question is like the treatment of an illness. [Philosophical 
Investigations 255] 

So philosophy is not something which will take care of some problems once and for 
all. The situation that the philosopher finds himself in is not at all like in the 
Tractatus where he thought that there was this limited set of philosophical 
problems. Now he thinks the view of the role of philosophy in the Tractatus is 
completely mistaken. There he thought of himself as tackling a finite set of 
questions with such satisfaction that there was not anything more to say. He 
believes himself to have “. found, on all essential points, the final solution of the 
problems.”. That’s why there is no point in going on with philosophy, because 
there are no more philosophical problems and so he becomes a school teacher. 
Now, in the Philosophical Investigations he thinks that philosophy is not about 
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solving a set of definite problems but rather a multiplicity of problems that keep 
appearing.  

So philosophy is like therapy or going to the doctor. You have one problem that 
you need a remedy for, but then other problems come and you need to go and see 
the doctor again. Who knows what ailment you have or what treatment you will 
receive. You need a new therapy for a new problem or maybe it is the same 
problem that needs treatment again. This is the human condition our bodies need 
attention and all these problems keep appearing. The doctor does not have a 
panacea. So in philosophy we need to look at specific problems and give specific 
treatments for these problems and there is no cure-all. Moreover, the one who 
needs to get set straight is often the philosopher and not everyone else. So 
philosophers are a group of people with a lot of problems and they generally need 
therapy more than others. Why? Because they have been blinded by their abstract 
ideas. 

Where does Wittgenstein gets this idea of therapy? He read Freud and it appears 
that he latched on to some features of psychoanalysis. One similarity he shares with 
Freud is that of going back to primary phenomena. As we have seen he has this 
interest in how children acquire language. Overall he has a developmental interest 
with a focus on language. He is often looking at how particular skills might 
develop. In contrast to Freud, however, his analysis is in his later works always 
geared toward what is readily available to us as the surface phenomena of language 
use. He has given up the idea, e.g. of a deep structure to language. Moreover, he is 
critical to Freud’s idea of the subconscious.  

There is also another way in which Wittgenstein also shares some similarity with 
Freud and that is in tracing back to the root of problems. Freudian psychoanalysis 
is a way of looking at psychological problems as being related to the life history of 
the person and in particular traumatic events. So for Freud there are these key 
traumas in a person’s life were things go terribly wrong and the outcome is that the 
person comes to suffer for the rest of his life unless one goes back in therapy and 
trace these traumas. Wittgenstein holds a similar stance on philosophy. He thinks 
that philosophers tend to get themselves confused by making faulty assumptions 
about the nature of such things as the mind and language. One can say that there 
are these philosophical traumas that come to shape philosophy and the only way 
that a philosopher can be set straight is by going back and trace out what 
happened, i.e., were things went terribly wrong. He gives a very colorful analogy of 
a fly being caught in a fly bottle in order to depict such a situation.  

What is your aim in philosophy?--To shew the fly the way out of the fly-bottle. [Philosophical 
Investigations 309] 
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Thus the philosopher is caught in a philosophical puzzle and one can say that since 
he cannot see his way out he needs help. Wittgenstein writes earlier in the 
investigations: 

A philosophical problem has the form: "I don't know my way about". [Philosophical 
Investigations 122] 

The solution is to become clear about our language. The philosopher must come to 
understand how his use of language is what has gotten him into trouble. The 
philosopher can then see where he is caught and where he needs to go to find his 
way out.  

A main source of our failure to understand is that we do not command a clear view of the 
use of our words.--Our grammar is lacking in this sort of perspicuity. A perspicuous 
representation produces just that understanding which consists in 'seeing connexions'. 
Hence the importance of finding and inventing intermediate cases. [Philosophical 
Investigations 122} 

The way out of philosophical problems is to describe how we use language through 
intermediary cases, i.e., language games that serve to make language perspicuous to 
the philosopher.  

We can see the fly bottle analogy also as indicating that the philosopher has a 
more general problem: he is not in contact with the real world. So the philosopher 
is like Descartes trapped in abstract reasoning about minds and utltimate reality, 
asking questions about the relation between mind and body. One way to classify 
the Philosophical Investigations is that it is an anti Cartesian work and many of the 
problems that Wittgenstein deals with can be traced back to Descartes.  

Anti-Cartesianism 
What needs to be done is that we need to take the philosopher back to the point at 
which he got into his Cartesian dilemmas. So for e.g. we need to look at how the 
terms such as the self, mind and body are used in ordinary language games. When 
we do this we can come to see that the philosophical problems do not arise in 
normal circumstances. These philosophical problems only arise when we talk a 
certain way in philosophy. So e.g. we introduce incorporeal mental states and 
processes to explain understanding, but in doing this we posit something like a 
wildcard and nothing substantial while making it sound so as if we did in fact 
explain something. So for example, when philosophers speak of mental states as 
somehow referring to things in the world they often do so in terms of what has 
been called intentional content, but when you look closer at how this is supposed to 
work you do not get anything more than an explanation in terms of 
representations.  
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All that has been done is that one has moved the general problem of 
representation inside the mind and in this queer kind of medium assume that we 
stand a better chance to explain intentionality. Moreover since we are so much in 
the dark about the brain then, the argument goes, it must be something about the 
mind which allows us this intentional content to refer to the external world. 
Representation in this queer kind of medium, i.e., the brain and all its complexity, 
is what is to explain intentionality. But, on a Wittgensteinian analysis one has just 
duplicated the problem. In his view, we are given an illusion of understanding a 
problem or perhaps that we are not far from understanding it. He clearly thinks 
that this is to make a muddle of things: 

How does the philosophical problem about mental processes and states and about 
behaviourism arise?--The first step is the one that altogether escapes notice. We talk of 
processes and states and leave their nature undecided. Sometime perhaps we shall know 
more about them--we think. But that is just what commits us to a particular way of looking 
at the matter. For we have a definite concept of what it means to learn to know a process 
better. (The decisive movement in the conjuring trick has been made, and it was the very 
one that we thought quite innocent.)--And now the analogy which was to make us 
understand our thoughts falls to pieces. So we have to deny the yet uncomprehended 
process in the yet unexplored medium. And now it looks as if we had denied mental 
processes. And naturally we don't want to deny them. [Philosophical Investigations 308.] 

What Wittgenstein wants to say, however, is not that mental processes do not exist. 
There is nothing wrong with brain research. But to talk about them in philosophy 
just does not contribute to anything. It is just idle talk based on unwarranted 
assumptions about how mental representations work inside the brain or mind and 
phenomenology reveals this. 

A recognition of what is essential and what inessential in our language if it is to represent, a 
recognition of which parts of our language are wheels turning idly, amounts to the 
construction of a phenomenological language. [Philosophical Remarks 355] 

He speaks of a phenomenological language. However he does not have any technical 
language in mind.  

I do not now have phenomenological language, or 'primary language' as I used to call it, in 
mind as my goal. I no longer hold it to be necessary. All that is possible and necessary is to 
separate what is essential from what is inessential in our language. [Philosophical Remarks 
355] 

The philosopher is not supposed to invent a new theory of language, but simply 
describe what is there at the surface level of language use. 

Philosophy may in no way interfere with the actual use of language; it can in the end only 
describe it. For it cannot give it any foundation either. It leaves everything as it is. 
[Philosophical Investigations 124]. 
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Still one may wonder about Wittgenstein’s own position regarding mental 
processes. As he says he does not want to deny them and he is not in favor of 
behaviorism. So were does this leave him? Actually in a somewhat intermediary 
position. One might call it an anthropological position. So he says for instance at 
one point that mathematics is an anthropological phenomena [Remarks on the 
Foundations of Mathematics 33]. On Wittgenstein’s account that means that we do 
not need to refer to such things as mental states or processes in mathematics in our 
philosophical analysis. Whatever goes on in the brain is a physiological question 
that the brain researcher would have to answer, not the philosopher. In fact we 
normally do not worry about what goes on in people’s heads when people do 
things like mathematics. All we care about is whether the person can do it or not. 
So e.g. if a child learning how to count gets the series right then we are satisfied 
that he knows how to count. If people drive on the right side of the road and 
follow most other rules of traffic then they understand how to drive and so on. In 
examining language use one can say that Wittgenstein remains faithful to an old 
interest that he had already in the Tractatus: that of grammar. Only in the later 
works grammar is not to be thought of as a logical deep structure to be excavated 
from beneath the surface of language use. Grammar is right before us.  

Grammar 
Why is grammar (not exactly school book grammar as we shall see) so important to 
Wittgenstein? In a sense grammar captures our use of language. Grammar plays a 
very fundamental role in our language, but it is important to see just what this role 
is.  

If we study the grammar, say, of the words "wishing", "thinking", "understanding", 
"meaning", we shall not be dissatisfied when we have described various cases of wishing, 
thinking, etc. If someone said, "surely this is not all that one calls 'wishing'", we should 
answer, "certainly not, but you can build up more complicated cases if you like." And after 
all, there is not one definite class of features which characterize all cases of wishing (at 
least not as the word is commonly used). If on the other hand you wish to give a definition of 
wishing, i.e., to draw a sharp boundary, then you are free to draw it as you like; and this 
boundary will never entirely coincide with the actual usage, as this usage has no sharp 
boundary. The idea that in order to get clear about the meaning of a general term one had to 
find the common element in all its applications has shackled philosophical investigation; for 
it has not only led to no result, but also made the philosopher dismiss as irrelevant the 
concrete cases, which alone could have helped him to understand the usage of the general 
term. When Socrates asks the question, "what is knowledge?" he does not even regard it as a 
preliminary answer to enumerate cases of knowledge. [The Blue Book p19-20] 

We must resist then the temptation to think of grammar as something clearly 
defined. Nor should we try to invent a new grammar that is more precise than 
what we already have. What we should do instead is to look at concrete cases. If we 
want to understand what knowledge is we should not think like a Platonist and 
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look at one correct use of the word, but accept that there are many uses of the 
word. So in Wittgenstein’s view what legitimates a grammar is ultimately what we 
do with words in the context of our practices. What these practices reveal is that we 
use the word knowledge in various senses. What we must resist in philosophy is to 
try to change grammar, i.e., to introduce some new way of talking.  

Philosophy may in no way interfere with the actual use of language; it can in the end only 
describe it. For it cannot give it any foundation either. It leaves everything as it is. 

If we really want to get to the essence of what a word means we should stick to the 
grammar [Philosophical Investigations 371]. For Wittgenstein grammar is not 
simply something you read about in text books or think about as a linguist. 
Grammar is something that each of us enact as we participate in language games. 
Moreover since grammar has such a fundamental role it serves the role enframing 
thought and behaviour. Thus Wittgenstein says at one point:  

Grammar tells what kind of object anything is. (Theology as grammar.) [Philosophical 
Investigations 373]  

Grammar is to be thought of as telling us how things are. So e.g. if we are 
Christians then the theological grammar of Christianity tells us about how the 
world is divided into heaven and hell. It provides us with a framework against 
which reality is to be understood. More commonly we can say that religions 
provide us with world-pictures, but religion is not the only source of world-
pictures.  

World-pictures 
Historians talk e.g. about how the scientific world view or world-picture was 
important in leading to a desecularized society with a scientific outlook. So for 
example when Antoine-Laurent Lavoisier [1743-1794] is making breakthrough 
discoveries regarding the chemical reactivity of oxygen he has a certain scientific-
world picture. So Wittgenstein says: 

Lavoisier makes experiments with substances in his laboratory and now he concludes that 
this and that takes place when there is burning. He does not say that it might happen 
otherwise another time. He has got hold of a definite world-picture--not of course one that he 
invented: he learned it as a child. I say world-picture and not hypothesis, because it is the 
matter-of-course foundation for his research and as such also goes unmentioned. 
[Philosophical Investigations 167] 

When Lavoisier is working in his lab then he has to take a lot of things for granted 
it seems. He is not e.g. doubting that there are molecules or that empirical science 
is possible. One might analyze world-pictures then as a set of beliefs about the 
world. We might say for instance that the scientific world-picture is something like 



212 Visitor Orientation in Context 

a foundation grounded in a set of core beliefs. Thus when philosophers such as 
Descartes or Kant are trying to construct a secure foundation for science they are 
attempting to give us the correct scientific world-picture against which we can 
proceed in science. Descartes sees himself as someone who has simply accepted a lot 
of beliefs throughout his life. From his childhood and up he has aquired all these 
beliefs without a rational basis. 

From my childhood I have been nourished upon letters, and because I was persuaded that by 
their means one could acquire a clear and certain knowledge of all that is useful in life, I was 
extremely eager to learn them. But as soon as I had completed the course of study at the end 
of which one is normally admitted to the ranks of the learned, I completely changed my 
opinion. For I found myself beset by so many doubts and errors that I came to think I had 
gained nothing from my attempts to become educated but increasing recognition of my 
ignorance. [Discourse on Method part 1] 

Thus Descartes is in his meditations turning against the world-picture he has been 
brought up in. He therefore aims to demolish it: 

Some years ago I was struck by the large number of falsehoods that I had accepted as true 
in my childhood, and by the highly doubtful nature of the whole edifice that I had 
subsequently based on them. I realized that it was necessary, once in the course of my life, 
to demolish everything completely and start again right from the foundations if I wanted to 
establish anything at all in the sciences that was stable and likely to last. [Meditations of 
First Philosophy Meditation 1] 

This amounts to getting rid of unjustified opinions:  

But regarding the opinions to which I had hitherto given credence, I thought that I could not 
do better than undertake to get rid of them, all at one go, in order to replace them 
afterwards with better ones, or with the same ones once I had squared them with the 
standards of reason. I firmly believed that in this way I would succeed in conducting my life 
much better than if I built only upon old foundations and relied only upon principles that I 
had accepted in my youth without ever examining whether they were true. [Discourse on 
Method part 2] 

The aim then is to develop a foundation of true options, i.e., a secure foundation 
of knowledge. Descartres then is attempting to knock everything down and engage 
in what he calls universal doubt. But, as Wittgenstein and others have pointed out, 
such a project is not feasible.  

A person can doubt only if he has learnt certain things; as he can miscalculate only if he has 
learnt to calculate. [Zettel 410] 

Thus doubt can only arise within a framework. Descartes, e.g. can not doubt the 
meaning of the words he uses.  

If you are not certain of any fact, you cannot be certain of the meaning of your words either. 
[Philosophical Investigations 114] 
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So in order for something to be doubted there has to be other things which are not 
doubted: 

If you tried to doubt everything you would not get as far as doubting anything. The game of 
doubting itself presupposes certainty. [Philosophical Investigations 115] 

Thus it belongs to language game of doubt that there must be some parts that are 
stable and this is a logical requirement. 

That is to say, the questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some 
propositions are exempt from doubt, are as it were like hinges on which those turn. [On 
Certainty 341]  

So it is not the case that we simply cannot doubt everything because we do not 
have the time to do it or because we are not critical enough or disciplined enough 
as in Descartes view, but we are up against a necessary requirement. 

But it isn't that the situation is like this: We just can't investigate everything, and for that 
reason we are forced to rest content with assumption. If I want the door to turn, the hinges 
must stay put.[On Cerrtainty 343] 

The result is that we have to face something that philosophers have found very 
difficult to accept, i.e., that life involves taking a lot of things for granted. 

My life consists in my being content to accept many things. [On Certainty 344] 

Moreover, our world-picture depends to a large extent on such things as a matter of 
inheritance: 

But I did not get my picture of the world by satisfying myself of its correctness; nor do I 
have it because I am satisfied of its correctness. No: it is the inherited background against 
which I distinguish between true and false. [On Certainty 94]. 

Thus as we grow up and learn how to use language we culturally inherit a world-
picture without reflecting much about it. One could say that we are trained to talk 
and behave in certain ways and not others. 

The propositions describing this world-picture might be part of a kind of mythology. And 
their role is like that of rules of a game; and the game can be learned purely practically, 
without learning any explicit rules. [On Certainty 95]. 

So our world-picture has a practical foundation in our language use. As it turns out 
parts of this world-picture are more stable than other parts.  

It might be imagined that some propositions, of the form of empirical propositions, were 
hardened and functioned as channels for such empirical propositions as were not hardened 
but fluid; and that this relation altered with time, in that fluid propositions hardened, and 
hard ones became fluid. [On Certainty 96]. 
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However, what was once stable may become less so or erode away completely as did 
the heliocentric view of the universe. 

The mythology may change back into a state of flux, the river-bed of thoughts may shift. But 
I distinguish between the movement of the waters on the river-bed and the shift of the bed 
itself; though there is not a sharp division of the one from the other.[On Certainty 98]. 

And the bank of that river consists partly of hard rock, subject to no alteration or only to an 
imperceptible one, partly of sand, which now in one place now in another gets washed away, 
or deposited. [On Certainty 99] 

All in all then Wittgenstein’s account of world-pictures relies on our being capable 
of engaging in various language games. Indeed what he wants to say is that at the 
rock bottom of our world-pictures there do not lie anything else than practices.  

An empirical proposition can be tested" (we say). But how? and through what? [On 
Certainty 109] 

What counts as its test? "But is this an adequate test? And, if so, must it not be recognizable 
as such in logic?"--As if giving grounds did not come to an end sometime. But the end is not 
an ungrounded presupposition: it is an ungrounded way of acting. [On Certainty 110] 

This is what is taken for granted, ungrounded ways of acting, not unsubstantiated 
beliefs. At the bottom lies these language games. 

Giving grounds, however, justifying the evidence, comes to an end;--but the end is not 
certain propositions' striking us immediately as true, i.e. it is not a kind of seeing on our 
part; it is our acting, which lies at the bottom of the language-game. [On Certainty 204] 

These language games are not to be judged along the dimension of truth or 
falsehood, but as going beyond such judgments.  

If the true is what is grounded, then the ground is not true, nor yet false. [On Certainty 111] 

Again one might see this as part of Wittgenstein’s anthropological view. We are the 
kind of creatures that engage in social practices. Having theories, representing 
things mentally, reflecting rationally and so forth are just some practices that we 
can engage in, but they are not the most primary ones. 

The origin & the primitive form of the language game is a reaction; only from this can the 
more complicated forms grow.  Language--I want to say--is a refinement, 'in the beginning 
was the deed' [Culture and Value 36] 

He wants to side with Goethe who said that in the beginning there was the deed 
and not the word. The language games that we engage in are there as part of life. 
Thus Wittgenstein urges to look at language in this wider context of life as whole.  
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You must bear in mind that the language-game is so to say something unpredictable. I mean: 
it is not based on grounds. It is not reasonable (or unreasonable). It is there--like our life. 
[On Certainty 559]  

Language just is a phenomenon of human life. [Remarks on the foundations of Mathematics 
351[  

In the end language is enmeshed in the way we live. Speaking a language is part of 
a form of life [Philosophical Investigations 23].  

Forms of life 
In the late Wittgenstein the idea of language as having a unifying deep logical 
structure gives way to a view which affirms the multiplicity of language games. 
These language games are sometimes strongly related to each other, but at other 
times only very loosely. How is it possible for us to be able to understand these 
language games? If we have no unifying structure to lean on? The answer is that we 
have to live them. What this amounts to is the participation in a form of life.  

It is easy to imagine a language consisting only of orders and reports in battle.--Or a 
language consisting only of questions and expressions for answering yes and no. And 
innumerable others.--And to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life. 
[Philosophical Investigations 19] 

Language games are not simply linguistic activities, but they are intertwined within 
this broader cultural context of customs and practices. One must imagine a form of 
life in order to imagine a language game. What kind of language games we can 
imagine or understand then becomes a question of what forms of life we can 
imagine or participate in. In the Tractatus meaning became a question of logical 
form and picturing, but now it derives instead from shifting cultural patterns that 
we are to think of as forms of life. What does it mean to say that we share a form of 
life? We share a cultural setting and a common background of practices, skills and 
habits.  

Seeing aspects 
In the Tractactus we get a picture of language and the world as both instantiating a 
unifying logical structure. The world and language are ways in which this logic 
comes to manifest itself. Reality is to be thought of as being determined by the 
nature of logical space. Logical space is what determines how facts about the world 
may combine according to the combinatorics of logical form. What Wittgenstein 
has fastened on in the Tractatus is the idea that language works by picturing. The 
Tractatus is largely about spelling out this idea in great detail. He claims that he 
became blinded by this idea of picturing. In his later philosophy he comes to have 
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the idea instead that language has many different uses and that picturing is just one 
of them.  

We can see then that for the early Wittgenstein there are a lot of aspects to 
language that he leaves out. For example, language does not only serve the purpose 
of expressing facts about the world. There are many other usages. For the later 
Wittgenstein there is no overarching order to our acting. There is no existential 
framework, but only a complex of language games, a hurly burly of acting on the 
basis of which we cope with the world. If we try to answer the question of place on 
a Wittgensteinian account we must answer it within different language games and 
forms of life. Language is seen as dynamic and constantly evolving. The meaning of 
a term such place is not set in stone. Moreover, it can have many different 
meanings that are not reducible to a single or a set of definite concepts. If place is 
used in relation to human-computer interaction then this use is neither secondary 
to nor primary to other uses of the word place. Rather the term place is a family 
term that is loosely related to many other uses of the term. Each such use has its life 
in a use context. Thus the question of place is a question that can be understood by 
looking at the varieties of ways in which the term is used.   

Background 
Now that we have analyzed Wittgenstein’s writings on language games, world-
pictures, forms of life and seeing aspects, we can note some things about these 
topics and that is that they all relate to human understanding. One can say e.g. that 
words acquire their meaning within language games, that world-pictures have to do 
with how we understand our place in the world, that forms of life give us a ground 
of meaning and that seeing aspects is an automatic activity that allows us to 
experience the world immediately as one way rather than another. What is more 
the way that Wittgenstein writes about these topics suggests that what is going on 
in typical cases of understanding is not something that depends on our conscious 
interpretation or analysis, but rather we find ourselves as being disposed in certain 
ways and not others, of being ready to act or see things along certain ways and not 
others. So for example, when Wittgenstein writes about our understanding of 
language he indicates that this understanding ought to be understood as a skill. 

The understanding of language, as of a game, seems like a background against which a 
particular sentence acquires meaning.--But this understanding, the knowledge of the 
language, isn't a conscious state that accompanies the sentences of the language. Not even if 
one of its consequences is such a state. It's much more like the understanding or mastery of 
a calculus, something like the ability to multiply. [Philosophical Grammar p50] 

Other philosophers such as John Searle and Hubert Dreyfus have argued that what 
Wittgenstein is getting at is a certain way of looking at human understanding as 
being dependent on a background of thought. John Searle is perhaps the 
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philosopher who has taken this idea of a background of thought and made it most 
explicit. In his writings on the background he always capitalizes the term in order 
to show that he is using it in a technical sense. Searle himself acknowledges his debt 
to Wittgenstein in having inspired his account of the background although 
Wittgenstein does not himself give anything like an explicit account of the 
background.  

Aspect-seeing and place 
One might say that Wittgenstein’s later philosophy is a way for him of coming to 
terms with philosophical problems and to make up for his contribution to them in 
the Tractatus. He offers us a therapeutical approach and this has a lot to do with 
analyzing how we actually use language without attempting to build any theories. 
Central to this approach is the idea of language games as a means of examining 
different uses of language. However, Wittgenstein’s language games need to be seen 
as part of a context that expands indefinitely. It seems to me that his writings on 
forms of life, world pictures and seeing aspects are part of this wider context. 
Moreover, if we accept this view of a broad context then we can see that this 
context is really the context of how we find ourselves in places. We can say that 
Wittgenstein is looking at language games in places or even place games. He is 
giving something like an anthropological account of language, an account that 
involves looking at how human beings using language in various settings.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
We can use the Wittgensteinian language game approach in order to investigate 
empirically human-computer interaction and how soft places are produced for 
language games. If understood contextually, can be seen as place games. As pointed 
out earlier when we examine how people talk about interaction with and through 
computers we often find that the language games involve places. So e.g. people talk 
about surfing the web, visiting sites and being part of communities and when they 
play 3D games they tend to describe the entire experience as being in a place. On a 
Wittgensteinian interpretation one might say that it is part of our world picture to 
think of human-computer interaction as being largely a place based phenomena. 
The Internet is part of this world picture now and that there are places to go there 
is something we understand through our forms of life, the way we live and interact 
with technology. We tend to directly see the Internet this way as being full of 
places. We can of course understand that others may see it differently.  

We can think of someone e.g. who has never interacted with computers, 
someone who lives in a tribe e.g. and has never seen any kind of modern 
technology. Such a person would be aspectually blind to soft places and even to 
computers. If we put such a person in front of a computer he would not know 
what to do and he would not see the computer, but perhaps something that has a 
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glowing colorful surface. We really can not put ourselves fully in his shoes because 
we are forced to see the computer under the aspect of a computer. Try not to. Try 
just to see it as some undefined object and you will notice how difficult it is to 
break this aspect of familiarity under which we directly see the computer as a 
computer and you see that it is not up to us how we see it. If we ask ourselves what 
it would take to make the tribesman understand what we mean by a computer we 
could not simply tell him what it means, even if we talked for days or weeks. He 
would still not see it the way we do for he does not share our background, i.e., our 
picture of the world, our forms of life and our ways of directly seeing aspects.  

In order to see things the way we do he would have to live with us for some time 
in order to reach a point where our backgrounds overlap and even then his prior 
background is likely to affect the way he sees things. So when we talk about 
human-computer interaction and soft places we need to take this whole 
background into account and not just what is going on at a particular moment in a 
particular setting. On a Wittgensteinian analysis of soft places then we face a 
situation in which soft places can not be understood apart from this very wide 
cultural setting. 

The later Wittgenstein has come to have had great impact on the field of human-
computer interaction and motivated a tradition of ethnographic work. In particular 
with respect to computer supported cooperative work and participatory design. 
One strikingly direct example of how Wittgenstein has been applied is Pelle Ehn’s 
use of Wittgenstein’s writings on language games to develop an approach for 
cooperative design of computer systems [Ehn ‘88]. In this approach the focus is on 
design as a process to be supported by the establishment of a common language 
game for designers and users.  

  

John Searle (1932–) 
John Searle read Wittgenstein early in his philosophical career. Once in a lecture he 
expressed his close affinity with Wittgenstein in saying that he read him as a “pup”. 
As much as Searle is affirmative of much of Wittgenstein’s philosophy he also 
disagrees with him. That Searle named his dog Ludwig Wittgenstein is perhaps 
telling of who is to be thought of as the master these days. Apart from Wittgenstein 
he also is also influenced by John Langshaw Austin (1911-1960) and had some 
personal contact with Russell. He was educated in the tradition of analytic 
philosophy and philosophy of language at Oxford. One could say that to a large 
extent Searle and Wittgenstein are grappling with similar concerns. They both 
share an interest in language and the mind. Both are philosophers of mind as much 
as of language. Another way of putting this is to say that they share much in terms 
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of backgrounds and philosophical domains. Where they come to differ is with 
respect to their fundamental assumptions regarding language and the mind.  

Philosophy of language 
In “A taxonomy of illocutionary acts” Searle sums up his treatment of language by 
saying the following: 

There are not, as Wittgenstein (on one possible interpretation) and many others have 
claimed, and infinite or indefinite number of language games or uses of language. Rather, 
the illusion of limitless uses of language is engendered by an enormous unclarity about what 
constitutes the criteria for delimiting one language game or use of language from another.    
[Searle ’79 p29] 

What we see here is a return to monistic philosophy. Searle is saying that plurality 
is just an illusion. We do not use language for an open-ended set of purposes, but 
we just use language in a few ways and what is more, we can map out these ways if 
only we can cut through the illusions. As we have seen Wittgenstein went through 
an early phase when he thought of language as being unified and having a definite 
essence, but then abandoned this line of reasoning in favor of a more open-ended 
view. Now Searle is correcting him and urges for a return to a structurally unified 
view of language. So Wittgenstein is here seen as confused and as not having been 
able to see things through correctly. Language is unified after all. So what is it that 
unifies language in Searle’s view? How are we to give a systematic account of 
language? Searle goes on (continuing from the earlier citation): 

If we adopt illocutionary point as the basic notion on which to classify uses of language, 
then there are a rather limited number of basic things we do with language: we tell people 
how things are (assertives), we try to get them to do things (directives), we commit 
ourselves to doing things (commisives), we express our feelings and attitudes (expressives), 
and we bring about changes through our utterances (declaratives). Often, we do more than 
one of these at once in the same utterance. [Searle ‘79 p29 my parenthesis] 

So that is it. This is all we do with language according to Searle. There are only five 
types of so called speech acts (assertives, directives, commisives, expressives and 
declaratives. Well one is inclined to ask why? Why these categories and not others? 
Searle explained it once in lecture by saying that “there is only so much you can do 
with a brain”. On Searle’s account there is a relation between language and the 
mind (the feature of the brain relevant here) so what you can do with a mind tells 
us about the limits of what you can do with language. There is an amusing story as 
to how Searle came up with the categories. He recounted once in a lecture of how 
he was sitting in his bathtub and it all came to him: there were only these five 
things you could do with language.  

That was a long time ago now, back in the early seventies, but Searle still does 
not think that there is any need to add a sixth speech act category so one could say 
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that he has an hypothesis and that he believes it is holding up nicely. Supposedly he 
would revise his hypothesis if he would come to realize, through counterexamples, 
that you could do more things with brains so that a sixth speech act category was 
needed and perhaps a seventh and so on. So for Searle, speech act theory is 
something with both philosophical and empirical components and in fact we can 
look at his whole philosophy in this way. If we go back in time we can see that 
Searle takes his main influence in speech act theory from someone who was 
strongly inclined to empirical work. 

Searle is influenced by John Langshaw Austin (1911-1960) who believed that the 
best way to do philosophy was in a group and who did early work that came to be 
seen as the roots of speech act theory. Up to this point I have not said all that much 
about what speech act theory is and it is high time to give a more clarifying 
account. Speech act theory is a branch of the philosophy of language united by a 
certain perspective on language. From the perspective of speech act theory, 
language is to be understood in terms of what you can do with language and not 
just in terms of how we can use language to represent things as in e.g. 
Wittgenstein’s picture theory of meaning. Austin wrote an early work How to do 
things with words and it came to be the most influential work in speech act theory. 
One can see Searle’s work on speech acts as building on this work. Searle is 
extending it and modifying many of its ideas and so e.g. when he says that there are 
five speech acts he gets some of them from Austin. Of course there is much that is 
novel in Searle’s work also, but if one wants to know how speech act theory got 
started then Austin is surely the philosopher to turn to. In How to do things with 
words, Austin noticed that there are a lot of cases when we say something and what 
we say is not to be taken as true or false. I ask you to “bring me a beer” or to “move 
your car” (directives) and these statements are not to be taken as true or false. So if 
I ask you to bring me a beer I would perhaps be disappointed if you refused, but I 
would be baffled if you answered “that’s false!”. The point of my saying bring me a 
beer is not to state anything about how the world is, but to get you to do 
something, namely to bring me a beer. Austin made this programmatic statement 
in how to do things with words: 

Once we realize that what we have to study is not the sentence but the issuing of an 
utterance in a speech situation, there can hardly be any longer a possibility of not seeing 
that stating is performing an act. [Austin ‘62 p139] 

We can compare this strand of thinking to the early Wittgenstein who saw the 
essential function of language as mirroring the world. On such a mirroring view of 
language statements can either be true or false. If true they correspond to some 
state of affairs in the world, if false then no such state of affairs exists. The language 
user, the performer of the act, appears in the Tractatus only as a metaphysical 
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border. It is language that is the focus and not the people who use it or have 
developed it over time. Language is so elevated to an Apollonysian position beyond 
human activities in the Tractatus that it comes to be seen as outfoxing us. 
Moreover, there is only a singular user of language in the Tractatus. As 
Wittgenstein says in the Tractatus “The limits of my language mean the limits of 
my world.” With Austin and Searle we find this early interest in how language 
works in social settings. Thus language is taken down to earth and Austin is asking 
questions about how we make language work.  

The later Wittgenstein is closer to Austin and Searle with respect to the social 
nature of language. However, while the later Wittgenstein sees philosophy as 
therapy to be applied to specific problems that tend to arise in philosophy, Austin 
and Searle take other routes. Let us begin with comparing Austin’s outlook to 
Wittgenstein. Austin took it upon himself to elucidate how ordinary language 
works. The way he worked was unusual and he is difficult to classify. Is he really a 
philosopher or is he something more like a social scientist? For my own part I am 
quite happy to have an open-ended view of what philosophy is or how it should be 
performed in order to be “real philosophy”. Searle once talked about his approach 
to philosophy as using any weapon (personal conversation) in order to make 
progress. When Searle said this I was intitially surprised, because I thought it 
sounded aggressive and I thought to myself “why did he say weapon and not tool?”. 
However, Searle is an attack philosopher as much as a constructive philosopher. 
One can see this especially well in his later works. He writes against the views of 
others as much as for his own views and one does get a sense that there is a battle 
going on.  

One way to look at Searle and Austin together is to say that they both belong to 
the pragmatist tradition in philosophy so they are both interested in contributing 
to society at large and not just engage in armchair philosophy. If the aim is to 
contribute to society you ought to be better off with an open-ended view of 
philosophy so that you do not restrain your intellectual freedom and that is 
something that both Searle and Austin came to realize. We can see this especially 
well in Austin’s way of doing philosophy.  

In order to understand how ordinary language worked he used to sit around with 
a friendly gathering of philosophers and talk and experiment with language. They 
would often pick an area of discussion that was philosophically interesting and then 
start out with listing all the words used within that area. The group would also read 
literature within the chosen area and this would often be any kind of literature that 
fit the chosen subject area, not just philosophical literature. As the group 
discovered more and more features of the area under investigation it would 
continue its discussions and note recurring patterns of language use. What was the 
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point of all this group research? By researching an area of language use in this way 
one could attempt to, little by little, make a map of language as a total 
phenomenon.  

What Austin ended up with was a general account of language that focused on 
the possible acts that humans can perform with language, how language is used in 
practice. Austin thought that the way in which language works is really a muddle a 
lot of times. So he shares this concern with Wittgenstein of wanting to sort out 
confusions that arise in our use of language. But in contrast to Wittgenstein it is 
not only specific problems of language that we need to get clear about. Austin 
attempts to become clear about language through the construction of theories and 
is interested in language as a topic of interest in itself. In this sense, he is, on a 
Wittgensteinian interpretation trying to do something impossible. As we have seen 
earlier, for Wittgenstein there can not be any such thing as a philosophy of 
language if we take it to mean a philosophical theory about how language works. 
What can be done is only to help the philosopher get out of his problems by 
showing him how his use of language has led him into a muddle about things. As 
we have seen Searle departs from Wittgenstein’s plural view of language. He is 
closer to Austin in this respect, but Searle’s overall project is different from Austin.  

Searle builds on the work of Austin, but his philosophical scope is wider than 
Austin. Searle is determined to find a general theory of language, mind, and social 
reality. 

The aim of philosophical analysis, as in any serious theoretical study, is to get a theoretical 
account of the problem areas that is at the same time true, explanatory, and general. In this 
book, I want not just to explain a lot of diverse phenomena but to show how they all hang 
together. Thus, my aim--not one shared by a majority of contemporary philosophers, by the 
way--has been to try to make progress toward getting an adequate general theory. [Mind 
Language and Society p161] 

This quote comes from Mind Language and Society and it is clear in this work as in 
others that he thinks that these areas can really be thought of as unified somehow. 
So while he shares a speech act perspective on language with Austin he is also 
taking a stab at this much larger project. In this sense of working within a broad 
philosophical domain he shares more with Wittgenstein than with Austin. But, 
again Searle’s insistence on unity is going to distance him radically from the later 
Wittgenstein. Indeed the later Wittgenstein is foreign to Searle’s project in so far as 
it is to be taken as philosophy. Searle’s position on philosophy is much more open-
ended than Wittgenstein’s. For Searle philosophy is a quest for knowledge about 
how the world works and something that is not far removed from science.  

"Philosophy" and "science" do not name distinct subject matters in the way that "economic 
history," "chemistry," and "Romance philology" name distinct subject matters because, in 
principle at least, both philosophy and science are universal in subject matter. Both aim for 
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knowledge and understanding. When knowledge becomes systematic, and especially when 
systematic knowledge becomes secure to the point that we are confident that it is knowledge 
as opposed to mere opinion, we are more inclined to call it "science" and less inclined to call 
it "philosophy." [Mind language and Society p157] 

Here we can see some similarities with Austin’s take on philosophy of language. 
Where is the border to be drawn between philosophy and science? Austin appeared 
to be working in some sort of language laboratory rather than in the traditional 
setting of an armchair philosopher. Moreover, his investigations into language had 
a strong empirical character. He envisioned a program through which language 
could be mapped out in terms of its uses.  

Certainly there are a great many uses of language. It's rather a pity that people are apt to 
invoke a new use of language whenever they feel so inclined, to help them out of this, that, 
or the other well known philosophical tangle; we need more of a framework in which to 
discuss these uses of language; and also I think we should not despair too easily and talk, as 
people are apt to do, about the infinite uses of language. Philosophers will do this when they 
have listed as many, let us say, as seventeen; but even if there were something like ten 
thousand uses of language, surely we could list them all in time. This, after all, is no larger 
than the number of species of beetle that entomologists have taken the pains to list. 
[Philosophical Papers 241] 

It is against this background of optimism regarding language that we can see the 
philosophy of John Searle develop. Austin’s quote above is really a slap in the face 
at Wittgenstein and his followers. Against the background of philosophy of 
language Austin is saying that Wittgenstein did not examine enough use cases so 
that he could see language from this larger perspective were a total and systematic 
view becomes possible. Austin thought in fact that most philosophers were not 
rigorous enough and he himself came to be seen as a very systematic philosopher 
with regards to the way he worked. I sketched earlier how he would go to work in 
examining language use. In order to get a better feel for how thorough his 
investigations were, let me just briefly list in a more complete fashion, albeit 
schematized way, how he went to work to examine an area of discourse together 
with a number of other philosophers. This is roughly how they did it: 

(1) Identify an area of discourse to be examined 
(2) List all words belonging to this area by thinking about it 
(3) Read literature within the field to find more words 
(4) Look up all synonyms 
(5) Look up all synonyms of synonyms 
(Note also how the vocabulary can be used throughout the stages 2-5) 
(6) Make up stories with legitimate words and phrases  
(7) Seek in particular cases when one synonym can be used, but not another 
(8) Search also for such stories (7) in the literature gathered (3) 
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(9) Map out the meaning of terms and their interrelationships (1) 
(10) Examine what others have said about the area of discourse (1)  

In this way an area of discourse was taken apart and thoroughly analyzed by a 
group of philosophers. What was the aim of all of this? Austin seeks to get clear 
about how language could be used and in order to accomplish this he needs to look 
at specific cases of language use. He is doing this kind of fundamental research in 
order to be able to tell us how language works. The fact that he works in a group 
makes it possible to examine more of language, but it also serves another purpose. 
By working in a group he can use consensus for determining which language uses 
are to be thought of as valid. One might say that by working in a group one can 
come closer to something like an objective account of the language map or at least 
an account that is corroborated by mutual agreement. In contrast, the lone 
philosopher of language might, for example be set in his own thinking without 
seeing this himself. He might have to wait until he has published a book or an early 
draft in order to get some feedback.  

All in all, Austin thinks of himself as having an empirical and scientific method 
that can lead to cumulative growth in knowledge about the workings of language. 
Austin hoped that in the future a new kind of science could develop from his work. 
What would such a linguistics amount to? It is perhaps difficult to say. Austin 
thought that logic and psychology had become sciences on their own. Now it was 
time for philosophy of language to similarly sprout a new science. Austin himself 
was rather indifferent to whether or not he was doing philosophy or something 
else. He is out to understand how language works and that is what is important, 
not what label he has in doing this. Searle shares Austin’s perspective on the 
philosophy of language as evolving into a science. In one of his later works Searle 
seems to be saying that Austin’s hopes have come true:  

As soon as we are confident that we really have knowledge and understanding in some 
domain, we stop calling it "philosophy" and start calling it "science," and as soon as we make 
some definite progress, we think ourselves entitled to call it "scientific progress." Something 
like this has been happening to the study of speech acts in my intellectual lifetime. It is 
gradually becoming a part of the science of linguistics as we become more confident of our 
methods and our results. [Searle ‘99 p158] 

For according to Searle, Austin is the founder of speech act theory [Searle ‘99 
p169]. Thus Searle starts out with this Austian inheritance, speech act theory, and 
then becomes part of a process that brings it closer to science.  

Social Reality 
One way to think of language is as simply a means of communication. It seems to 
me that this is how the philosophical tradition tended to think about language up 
until the 20th century. So e.g. when we look back at Western philosophy we find 
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that while Plato e.g. had some thoughts about the nature of written language and 
books he more or less took language for granted as a means of expressing thoughts 
and communicating. To be sure he took his craft as a writer seriously and died for 
instance with a copy of the Republic under his pillow. Apparently he was still 
revising it and so we might say that Plato had an interest in mastering writing and 
dialectics, that he was eloquent and incisive in his writing, but it appears that the 
very question of how language works never became the topic for a book or a series 
of investigations. Moreover, if we examine the history of philosophy prior to the 
20th century we do not find anything like a philosopher of language. However, 
with Kant we can see a shift starting to occur that involves an acknowledgement of 
how we ourselves represent reality or more accurate, how the mind comes to be 
part of the creation of an experienced reality. Kant brought to us the idea that we 
ourselves are creative in the sense of taking an active part in constructing reality 
(the phenomenal realm). That is why Kant is often seen as bringing about a 
Copernican revolution in philosophy: reality revolves around our ways of 
constructing an experiential (phenomenal) reality within the confines of an 
absolute (noumenal) reality.  

The next step after Kant was yet another revolution and that was to say that if we 
want to understand how we come to experience reality then we need to turn to 
language because it is through language that we construct our picture of and 
understand the world. One way to think of these revolutions is to say that Kant 
instigated a cognitive revolution with an emphasis on cognition that came to lay 
foundations for the cognitive sciences and the philosophy of language came to 
bring about a revolution that came to work itself out in ideas about how language 
can be used for representing reality, but also for constructing reality in analogy with 
Kant’s cognitive construction. With the philosophy of language we can say that 
many philosophers started to abandon the Kantian idea that the mind is were we 
should turn in order to understand how reality is represented and actively 
constructed.  

We can say that there was a shift from the cognitive structures of the mind to the 
workings and the structure of language. The overall philosophical project of 
understanding the world is now largely about language and one might say that we 
have gone from the Kantian metaphysics of cognition to the postmodern 
metaphysics of language. The idea of a metaphysic is not an idea that sits well with 
most postmodernists who want to see themselves as having abandoned metaphysics 
altogether. Postmodernists are in general critical to the enlightenment  vision with 
its idea of progress in science and philosophy. Postmodernists tend to be foreign to 
the idea of naïve realism and that we can somehow come to know an 
independently existing reality and they tie this idea together with metaphysics and 
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Western philosophy going back to Plato. But, it seems to me that the 
postmodernist’s have their own metaphysics and that is a metaphysics of language. 
This becomes evident if we examine, as we should, the more radical 
postmodernistic writings were we find the idea that reality is a social construction 
that arises from our use of language. In my view, the radical postmodernist have 
simply replaced the mind as a transcendental key to reality with another 
transcendental key: language. Being true to his enlightenment  ideals, Searle takes 
on a battle with this postmodern metaphysic. 

When I was still an undergraduate student at Berkeley I had the opportunity to 
attend a graduate course on social reality. Searle was at the time writing his book 
The Construction of Social Reality and our meetings centered on Searle’s 
development of a draft. One of the recurring themes during the course was realism. 
Searle aims to give an account of how social reality is indeed constructed, but 
within a realist framework. We can compare Searle’s book with another earlier 
work by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckman entitled The Social Construction of 
Reality [Berger & Luckman ‘67] indicating a thesis that is entirely foreign to Searle 
namely that reality is somehow altoghether a social construct.  

Searle identifies the main intellectual problem in our era as the problem of 
accounting for how we find ourselves as conscious, mindful, rational and free 
beings against the picture of the world that modern science gives us. Much of his 
philosophy of mind is centered on the nature of the mind and the relation between 
the mind and the rest of reality, but he also notes that human minds acting 
collectively can create a reality that exists objectively, yet only because we think it 
exists: social reality. He gives the example of money for example and he notes that 
there is nothing special about a dollar bill physically, but we find it valuable 
because it is money. Moreover if ask ourselves what it is that makes it money it 
becomes evident that part of what makes it money is that we believe that it is 
money. So we can not say that it is money simply because it has certain physical 
qualities and Searle notes that if one gets really good at producing dollar bills one 
can get into a lot of trouble even though one makes perfect dollar bills. We must 
accept then that money only exists because we acknowledge money or use money 
or believe that it exist. Moreover, Searle claims that what goes for money goes for a 
whole lot of other phenomena such as marriages, property, governments, 
universities, corporations and various kinds of social activities such as cocktail 
parties, wars and presidential elections. Searle claims that these kinds of phenomena 
only exist because we take certain attitudes toward them.  

What we find here is something that seems troubling to philosophers and that is 
that in all of these examples we have a kind of self referentiality. If we say for 
example that it is part of the definition of money that in order for something to be 
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money we must believe that it is money then it looks like we find ourselves in what 
philosophers call an infinite regress. So e.g. if I look at a dollar bill and recognize it 
as money because I believe it is money then my belief that it is money can be 
spelled out as me believing that I believe that it is money and this in turn can be 
spelled out that I believe that I believe that I believe that it is money and there 
seems to be no end to this sort of analysis. In his theory of social reality Searle takes 
this to be a fundamental problem that needs to be tackled. He also wants to explain 
how all of these phenomena though they exist in virtue of human acceptance still 
play important causal roles in our lives. So people spend much of their time trying 
to acquire money and university degrees and going to cocktail parties. Moreover 
Searle also thinks of language as a social institution and that is for him the most 
fundamental of all social institutions. He wants to explain how this fundamental 
institution relates to other social phenomena. 

On the whole, Searle’s analysis of social reality turns into an analysis of 
institutional reality and he wants to account for the self referentiality of social 
reality, the causal role of phenomena of social reality, and how language comes into 
play in social reality. In order to show how important our attitudes and ways of 
looking at social events become in our conception of social reality Searle gives 
several examples. He mentions that when one reads an introductory book on 
philosophy and there is a chapter called precursors of Immanuel Kant, he notes 
that no one living at the time never said to himself that "I am a precursor of 
Immanuel Kant" and that people in the Middle Ages never said to themselves "here 
we are in the Middle Ages". He also gives an example of throwing a huge cocktail 
party that gets out of hand and there is a casualty rate greater than at the battle of 
Gettysburg. He notes that it is still not war, but a cocktail party that got out of 
hand. In order for us to think of something as a war we have to have certain 
attitudes and beliefs. Thus how you think about events is very important in 
understanding social reality. Wars and cocktail parties are social constructs that 
carry with them certain attitudes, beliefs and dispositions. When we examine 
history we need to take into account of how people think of what they are doing, 
because this self referential character is crucial to social reality. 

After setting the stage for assembling a theory of social reality Searle goes on to 
ask himself a fundamental question. How can there be an epistemically objective 
reality although it exists only in virtue of human belief and acceptance? Searle is 
fascinated by the fact that when he buys something with money they accept it as 
money without any questions because it is objectively money even though this 
objectivity is based on collective acceptance. 

Searle gives an account of social reality that is based on three elements. The first 
is collective intentionality. He contrasts this form of intentionality with singular 
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examples of intentionality. There are e.g. many forms of intentionality when there 
is a single person doing something and these cases are of the form "I believe", "I 
intend", "I want" and so forth, but collective intentionality involves people doing 
things together and examples of these cases have the forms of "we believe", "we 
intend", "we want" and so on. We can see examples of collective intentionality 
when we go to soccer games or concerts. As mentioned earlier philosophers have 
found it troubling that there could ever be such a thing as collective intentionality, 
because they want to reduce collective intentionality to individual intentionality as 
a primitive fundamental form, but Searle argues instead that collective 
intentionality is also a primitive form of intentionality. For Searle we have an 
evolutionary rooted capacity for collective intentionality and social reality is for 
Searle any reality that depends on collective intentionality. He gives the examples 
of hyenas attacking a lion and the Supreme Court making a decision as cases of 
social reality. 

 The second element in Searle’s conceptual apparatus is the human capacity to 
impose functions on objects. He gives as examples chairs, bathtubs and chairs as 
objects on which we impose functions and if we did not do this they would not be 
the kinds of objects that they are. The existence of such objects is observer relative 
and the way we assign functions. They are all designed for human purposes and 
that is why they can not be discovered in nature. We can of course find something 
that looks as a bathtub, but we would still have to think of it as a bathtub or use it 
as such. For Searle, the fact that something has a function is always a matter of it 
being observer relative. We often talk in ways that suggests that functions are 
somehow intrinsic to nature and we say such things as that the heart functions to 
pump blood throughout the body, but Searle argues that this is not an intrinsic fact 
about nature but that is an example of how we impose functions. He notes that it is 
only against a sense of purpose that we discover functions in nature. We need to 
adopt a teleology or other to assign functions to nature. On Searle’s account we say 
that the heart functions to pump blood because we value life and survival.  

The third element of Searle’s conceptual apparatus is the notion of constitutive 
rules. Many rules regulate antecedently existing behavior. In Sweden driving is 
regulated by a rule that states that all drivers must drive on the right hand side. In 
Britain, on the other hand, they have a corresponding regulative rule, but it states 
the need for people to drive on the left hand side instead. Regulative rules are such 
that they regulate activities, but some rules go beyond this. In our driving example, 
the rules for driving on the right hand side in Sweden or to drive on the left hand 
side in Britain regulate driving. However, there are some rules that not only 
regulate activities, but they create the very possibility for activity. Think of chess, 
e.g. the rules of chess are not such that they only regulate behavior, but they do 
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something more. If we take away the rules of chess there is nothing like chess left. 
In contrast, we could imagine that we suddenly abandoned all the rules of traffic. 
There would still be the possibility of driving (although it might be dangerous) and 
that is because the rules of traffic are not constitutive of driving, but only 
regulative. In the case of chess if we take away the rules we could of course imagine 
that people would still enjoy pushing bits of wood around, but they would not be 
playing chess because the rules of chess are constitutive of chess. How are we to 
think about these constitutive rules? Searle suggests that constitutive rules can be 
thought of as having the form x counts as y in z. So e.g. moving a pawn one step 
forward always counts as legal opening move in a game of chess and taking the 
opponents king counts as winning.  

Searle gives a number of examples to further illustrate and explain the three 
elements of his theory of social reality. He imagines a community that builds a wall 
around where they live and this wall has a function: to keep intruders out in virtue 
of its physical features. It is like a knife or a chair in the sense that the assignment 
of function depends on its physical structure. In the case of the wall we have a 
combination of collective intentionality and the assignment of function. It is not 
just one individual who has assigned the function to the wall, but the function has 
been collectively assigned.  

The wall is something that they use together like a lever or a bench that they can 
all sit on. So we have these two features of collective intentionality and the 
assignment of function that apply in this simple case. Now we can imagine that 
over the years this wall starts to decay and after a while there is just some remnants 
left of it, perhaps pebbles on the ground in the shape of a line that goes around the 
community. Now it is easy to imagine that the members of the community 
continue to recognize this line of stones as a boundary of their community and that 
they associate duties and obligations to this line of stones. They might all be aware 
of the fact that you are not supposed to cross it and people on the outside are not 
suppose to cross going into the community. What we have then are some rules and 
obligations that exist in conjunction with this now symbolic line of stones and 
philosophers usually talk about such phenomena as deontic. We can say that 
people have certain deontic attitudes to the line of stone as something more than 
just an accidental occurrence, but no one is supposed to cross it because it is wrong 
to do so. This emergence of such deontic attitudes is crucial to our understanding 
of social reality according to Searle. 

There are many examples of when functions are assigned only in virtue of an 
object’s physical structure: chairs, bathtubs and knives. You can not use a bathtub 
for cutting bread or a knife to bath in, but these objects serve specific functions that 
are assigned to them because of how they are designed or their structure and they 
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fit in within a context of use because of those features. But, when we examine our 
example of the deteriorated wall we see that the function is no longer performed in 
virtue of the physical structure. But in the case of the deteriorated wall, the line of 
stones, the function is not performed in virtue of its physical structure. Rather the 
line of stones is seen as having the status of being a boundary and it has the 
function of keeping intruders out in virtue of this status. What we have is what 
Searle calls a status function. Such a function can only be performed in virtue of a 
collective recognition of the status and this status then enables the object to 
perform the function. For status functions, the functions can not be performed 
simply in virtue of the physical structure of objects, but they require a collectively 
imposed status.  

Another example of how status functions work is money. If we look a normal bill 
for instance then we can see that there is nothing about the paper or the physical 
structure of the bill that allows it to perform its function as money. There are a lot 
of different phenomena that count as money: gold coins, bills, credit cards, checks 
and there are some groups of people who use sea shells. Searle notes that during our 
last century our monetary system changed dramatically. Today money is typically 
in a digital form on computer systems and storage media. The physics involved 
does not matter much to us as long as it functions as money. Searle gives a brief 
analysis of the evolution of paper money as a way of illustrating how the social 
institution of money has evolved. There are three kinds of money: commodity 
money (a form of barter and valuable in itself like gold and silver), contract money 
(you promise to pay somebody), and fiat money (an authority declares that 
something is money).  

When we examine the history of money in medieval Europe we see that early on 
people carried around gold and silver and used it as money and this was a case of 
barter because the value of a coin would be equal to the value of the metal. Then 
people started to keep the gold in banks and use pieces of paper (contract money) 
that could be exchanged for the gold. At this point you did not need to carry the 
gold around anymore, but there was later another transition and that was when 
people discovered that it is possible to issue more notes than there is gold to back it 
up. That works fine as long as not everyone rushes to the bank all at once. Today 
we have gone through still another transition and all we have are pieces of paper 
(fiat money) with no gold to back it up. What these steps amount to is an 
evolution from commodity money to fiat money. Fiat money, in contrast to 
commodity money, depends on their being a social institution of money. In the 
case of commodity money the function of value is imposed in virtue of the physics, 
but fiat money is not desirable because of the physics involved. Money is no longer 
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money because it is valuable intrinsically, but because it is money and it is money 
because we think of it as such and there is an institution behind it. 

Searle thinks that the modern institution of money is representative of 
institutional reality in general so just as money requires an institution so does driver 
licenses. What is involved in both cases is a collective authorization. We can think 
of language as something like the basics of institutional phenomena. When we talk, 
the physics involved is that there are a number of sounds, but those sounds have 
imposed on them the status function of standing for or symbolizing. All of 
institutional reality has for Searle this feature that a status is being imposed along 
with a function that works by collective acceptance. Searle argues that out of this 
simple structure of assigned status functions complex institutional realities can be 
explained because status functions can iterate. The simplest case is x counts as y in 
z, but the z term can also be the y term on another level and the y term can then be 
the x term on yet another higher level. Searle illustrates this by saying that he makes 
certain noises x that counts as sentences of English in his culture, but those 
sentences count as e.g. making a promise in a particular context, but making a 
promise can then count as making a contract and undertaking a contract may then 
count as getting married and this allows for certain privileges and obligations. We 
can see that these sorts of iterations can lead to very complicated structures. These 
status functions can also occur in complex relations apart from the iterative 
structures. He gives the example of himself as having money in his bank account as 
an employee of the state of California and he uses it to pay his taxes and electrical 
bills. Many of these terms and expressions: bank account, employee, state of 
California, taxes, electrical bills derive their meaning from institutions and we have 
a complex description of the kind of interaction that goes on in institutional reality.  

When Searle takes a look at these complex relations between institutions he notes 
that the self referentiality of institutional reality is not a problem because 
phenomena like money, property and marriages needs to be seen from this larger 
perspective of interconnected institutions and how the phenomena function in 
relation to them. We need to look at the phenomena within the dynamics of social 
interaction in order to see how it functions. One might say that this is pragmatic 
perspective on social reality.  

When it comes to the causal role of phenomena like money within social reality 
Searle continues his pragmatist analysis by noting that what is interesting with 
money is what you can do with so you can buy things with money and you become 
empowered in different ways. Searle goes on to say that this is really how we should 
look at phenomena within social reality such as money, property and marriages 
that they give us various forms of power. He claims that the purpose of 
institutional reality is basically to empower us. Institutional reality is essentially 
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about the distribution of power. Ultimately it is language that enables all of 
institutional reality. He gives the text on a dollar bill as an example where it says 
"this note is legal tender for all debts public and private" and notes that it is not an 
empirical hypothesis. When the bureau of engraving and printing writes this they 
make it legal tender by this performative speech act and the language involved 
becomes constitutive of reality.  

Enlightenment vision 
Throughout his philosophical career, Searle has written on a large number of 
subjects. He has been (and still is) active within the philosophy of: language, mind, 
computer science (the artificial intelligence critique), social reality and rationality. 
The aim is ultimately to understand how the world works (as he sometimes said in 
lecture) and in this sense he is an example of a modern renaissance man, one who 
holds on to the enlightenment  ideals in the face of its postmodern critique. Searle 
gives the following brief account of his enlightenment vision:  

Just to put my cards on the table at the beginning: I accept the Enlightenment vision. I think 
that the universe exists quite independently of our minds and that, within the limits set by 
our evolutionary endowments, we can come to comprehend its nature. [Searle ‘99 p4] 

With the enlightenment came the general belief that the universe could be fully 
comprehended. There was this great optimism about the possibilities of science and 
human understanding. According to Searle this optimism continued all the way 
into the 20th century and ended with Frege and Russell [Searle ‘99 p2]. Supposedly 
Frege and Russell worked in ways that are consistent with the enlightenment 
vision. How are we to view them as enlightenment thinkers? There is this element 
in their work of assuming that the world can be understood rationally through a 
system. Although, Frege has a clear sense of the limitations of thought that Russell 
does not share.  

Russell is perhaps the clearest enlightenment  thinker of them both. So when 
Russell claims that after the Tractatus Wittgenstein was no longer capable of 
performing serious philosophy it can be seen as him saying that Wittgenstein gave 
up on the idea of understanding the world as a totality to be grasped rationally. 
Note also that Searle does not include Wittgenstein in the enlightenment  vision 
although he owes more to him philosophically than Russell. Instead he thinks of 
Russell as the last great enlightenment philosopher. We can see why Wittgenstein 
can not be included in the enlightenment vision for in his later philosophy he came 
to give up on the idea that there is a unity to meaning, language and the world. For 
the later Wittgenstein the world is plural and does not form the kind of unity that 
the enlightenment vision depends on. Moreover, throughout his writings, 
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Wittgenstein is generally suspicious of the idea of progress. This critical stance 
applies both to science: 

It is not e.g. absurd to believe that the scientific & technological age is the beginning of the 
end for humanity, that the idea of Great Progress is a bedazzlement, along with the idea that 
the truth will ultimately be known; that there is nothing good or desirable about scientific 
knowledge & that humanity, in seeking it, is falling into a trap. It is by no means clear that 
this is not how things are. [Culture and Value p68] 

On Wittgenstein’s account we should not take progress as an ideal in itself. He 
wants to seriously consider the possibility that modernity could be on the 
completely wrong track. When it comes to philosophy he is quite content with 
alleviating the pains that philosophers experience and not erect any new theories.  

Philosophy hasn't made any progress?--If someone scratches where it itches, do we have to 
see progress? isn't it genuine scratching otherwise, or genuine itching? And can't this 
reaction to the irritation go on like this for a long time, before a cure for the itching is 
found? [Culture and Value p98] 

Searle does not accept any of this skepticism towards progress. Indeed he wants to 
make his contribution to the enlightenment project. At the same time he realizes 
that in our time and culture there are many who are critical to the enlightenment 
project and that some late discoveries in the sciences have come to be seen as 
indirectly threatening it.  

Thus in his later works he takes up what he thinks of as the challenges to the 
enlightenment  project. Among the critics he thinks of the postmodernists as being 
most prominently against the enlightenment project. For Searle the postmodernists 
have come to realize that language come to play an important part in the way that 
we come to think of the world. In his view, however, the postmodernists tend to go 
to far however, and claim that reality is somehow all a social construction through 
language. He also thinks that there are ethnographers who make the same sort of 
mistake. He traces the challenges posed by postmodernists and ethnographers to a 
general tendency in the humanities to think of reality as somehow being dependent 
on us.  

Moreover, he thinks of this tendency as arising from a “will to power”. So to say 
that reality is somehow a social construction, is on Searle’s view something like a 
power trip for the postmodernist or ethnographer because it makes the 
postmodernist or ethnographer a master of reality. Moreover it is also a slap in the 
face of the hard  nosed scientist who claims to be privileged with respect to 
knowledge of our world. If reality is a defined by us then hard science does not 
have any privileged position, but rather it seems that the humanities do. Searle also 
treats of other challenges from within science. So e.g. relativity theory and 
quantum mechanics appear to change our whole conception of reality in such a 
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way that it no longer seems predictable and independent of us. With relativity 
theory we see some predictions that go against common sense and we must stretch 
our imagination to understand its wider implications. So for example, if I travel at 
near the speed of light and shine a flash light in front of me then the speeds do not 
add the way we are used to. Moreover, if I travel around like that for some time 
and then return to earth everyone that I know will have died of old age, while I am 
still doing fine. So relativity theory does not appear to conform to common sense 
and it also seems to suggest that the observer is somehow very important. If the 
observer start to move around fast or watches someone else who does this then 
funny things happen with time and space. It is easy to get the idea that the physics 
is somehow all observer relative. Moreover, with quantum mechanics the very act 
of observing a phenomenon changes that phenomenon so it appears that we can 
not even study reality without changing it somehow. Then mathematics and logic 
had its problems. In mathematics the set theoretical paradoxes seemed to shake its 
foundations. Kurt Gödel incompleteness theorem that came out of the set 
theoretical paradoxes also showed that in a sense every mathematical system is 
incomplete in that there are truths within them that can not be formulated using 
the mathematical system. These are some of the challenges that Searle identifies to 
the enlightenment  vision. Searle attempts to debunk the challenges to his 
philosophy in most of his later works. In doing so he ends up giving a defense of 
external realism. 

that there is a real world existing independently of us, I like to call "external realism." 
"Realism," because it asserts the existence of the real world, and "external" to distinguish it 
from other sorts of realism--for example, realism about mathematical objects (mathematical 
realism) or realism about ethical facts (ethical realism). [Mind Language and Society p15] 

This version of realism has also (as Searle notes elsewhere) been called naïve realism 
and it is a sort of common sense stance to reality. Searle calls it a default position, 
i.e., a position that most of us take on as the most natural. So most of us tend to 
think that there is a physical world out there that exists independently of our 
thoughts about it. Another basic assumption for Searle is that: 

a statement is true if things in the world are the way the statement says they are, and false 
otherwise, is called "the correspondence theory of truth." This theory comes in a lot of 
different versions, but the basic idea is that statements are true if they correspond to, or 
describe, or fit, how things really are in the world, and false if they do not. [Mind Language 
and Society p15] 

Indeed without these two assumptions it seems that the enlightenment project 
could not be continued. There has to be a world out there existing independently 
of us that we can say how it works. Curiously enough, however, he does not seem 
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to find the greatest challenge to his philosophy (as part of the enlightenment 
project) in the modern challenges but in Descartes.  

Our contemporary world view began to develop in the seventeenth century, and its 
development is continuing right through the late twentieth century. Historically, one of the 
keys to this development was the exclusion of consciousness from the subject matter of 
science by Descartes, Galileo, and others in the seventeenth century. On the Cartesian view, 
the natural sciences proper excluded "mind," res cogitans, and concerned themselves only 
with "matter," res extensa. The separation between mind and matter was a useful heuristic 
tool in the seventeenth century, a tool that facilitated a great deal of the progress that took 
place in the sciences. However, the separation is philosophically confused, and by the 
twentieth century it had become a massive obstacle to a scientific understanding of the 
place of consciousness within the natural world. One of the main aims of this book is to try 
to remove that obstacle, to bring consciousness back into the subject matter of science as a 
biological phenomenon like any other. To do that, we need to answer the dualistic objections 
of contemporary Cartesians. [The Rediscovery of the Mind p85] 

We have become stuck in philosophy largely because of the fact that Descartes gave 
us a bad vocabulary (that of mind and body). In order to understand the mind we 
must understand consciousness without this vocabulary.  

Anti Cartesianism 
On Descartes’ view the mind is, as we have seen, separate from the body in a way 
which leads to the mind-body problem. Since the mind and the body are thought 
of as two separate substances any causal interaction between mind and the body is 
out of question. Searle sees the mind-body problem as a clashing of default 
positions. On the one hand we like to think of ourselves as having minds that are 
somehow independent of the material universe. So we like to think that we are free 
and that we have a sort of existence that is very different from the brute physical 
universe around us. On the other hand physics tells us that the universe is made up 
of matter and energy and that there is nothing else in the universe. Thus our 
situation is much the same as the one that Descartes found himself in. Of course 
science gives us a more complicated picture of reality now than in Descartes days. 
But the basic picture is still of reality as being material and abiding to laws of 
nature and we are still struggling with how to reconcile that view with the view of 
human beings as having consciousness and freedom.  

Searle goes through a number of purported solutions to the mind body problem. 
He sees much of Western philosophy as having been concerned with solving the 
mind-body problem. So e.g. idealism is a way of attempting to solve it by saying 
that all that exist is mind. Matter is just an illusion. Similarly Searle holds that 
materialism is an attempt to solve the mind-body problem by saying that all that 
exists is matter. Searle does not want to take on either an idealist position or a 
materialist position. He thinks that both of these positions are problematic. We can 
see why if we look at his basic assumptions of external realism and the 
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correspondence theory of truth. Searle is not going to buy into any philosophy 
which does not affirm both mind and matter. So how does he escape dualism? He 
offers what he calls biological naturalism. 

Biological naturalism 
Searle summarizes his position of biological naturalism in six points [Mind 
Language and Society p53]. The first point has to do with what Searle considers 
the most central aspect to consciousness: 

1. Consciousness consists of inner, qualitative, subjective states and processes. It has 
therefore a first-person ontology. 

So if it was not the case that consciousness involved subjective experiences of all 
kinds such as enjoying a mocha lathe, itching on a mosquito bite or feeling the 
subtle angst of living in postmodern society, what would consciousness be? The 
second point more or less follows from the first: 

2. Because it has a first-person ontology, consciousness cannot be reduced to third-person 
phenomena in the way that is typical of other natural phenomena such as heat, liquidity, or 
solidity.  

Thus Searle rejects what has come to be termed eliminative materialism or the view 
that consciousness can be given a materialistic account that eliminates the 
subjectivity of consciousness. To that would be absurd for Searle since subjectivity 
is the most important feature of consciousness. Next he moves onto his biological 
account. 

3. Consciousness is, above all, a biological phenomenon. Conscious processes are biological 
processes.  

We are to think about consciousness as a biological phenomenon of the body just 
as digestion is a biological phenomenon of the body. Moreover, consciousness is 
caused by neuronal processes.  

4. Conscious processes are caused by lower-level neuronal processes in the brain. 

At the low level the neruons cause consciousness to arise as patterns in the brain. 

5. Consciousness consists of higher-level processes realized in the structure of the brain.  

He also adds the following statement which can be seen as a disclaimer to his earlier 
work on artificial intelligence.  

 6. There is, as far as we know, no reason in principle why we could not build an artificial 
brain that also causes and realizes consciousness.  
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Searle has often argued that work on artificial intelligence has generally been 
misguided. Now he wants to clarify his own position and say that he does not 
exclude the possibility of creating artificial intelligence, given the right approach. 
For Searle, the brain is a machine and there is no reason in his view for why we 
should not be able to build a machine with the same causal powers, i.e., to support 
consciousness and intelligence.  

Intentionality and the background 
As we have seen consciousness, for Searle, arises as a result of neuronal processes in 
the brain and he thinks of it as a biological phenomena. What we think of as the 
mind is similarly a biological phenomena and Searle comes to focus on one feature 
of the mind that he thinks of as crucial to how it works: intentionality. I discussed 
intentionality earlier in this thesis and I will not go over the points I made there, 
but just remind the reader that intentionality is the feature of the mind that allows 
us to direct ourselves to the world. So when I believe something this belief is about 
something that I am directed to and when I desire something that desire is directed 
at something. Not all mental states are intentional states however and so when I am 
feeling anxious I might not direct this anxiety to anything at all I might just be 
experiencing a general state of anxiety or I might just feel elated without their being 
anything in particular to feel elated about.  

When Searle discusses the mind he generally talks about it in terms of mental 
states. One thing that he notes about intentional states is that they can not function 
in isolation so that in order for me to have the belief, e.g. that Arnold 
Schwarzenegger is the Governor of California I need to have a whole lot of other 
intentional states such that being a governor is a governmental job and that 
California is a state in the United States of America. If I thought that California 
was a canton in Switzerland I would not have the right belief. So Searle concludes 
that all intentional states must necessarily occur in what he terms the network of 
intentional states. He thinks of intentional states such as belief as having many 
relations to other intentional states.  

But then he asks himself were does our analysis end? We can think of the 
network as the context and then the question becomes roughly how do we spell out 
this context? So e.g. do I need to have the belief Arnold Schwarzenegger is alive? 
Do I need to believe that he is affected by gravitational attraction? If I thought that 
he was dead and floating 30 feet above the ground then it seems that I could not 
have the belief that he is the governor of California, because Governors need to be 
alive and they need to walk and talk like normal people on the ground. But it 
seems odd to say that somewhere in my head there are these beliefs that Arnold 
Schwarzenegger is alive and that he is affected by the earth’s gravitation. Searle 
argues that these are things we take for granted, but even to say that we take them 
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for granted suggest something like an assumption, i.e., something intentional and 
then it ought to be part of the network of intentional states. This forces Searle to 
accept the position that intentional states can not exists apart from what he terms 
the background of intentionality. The picture that emerges then is that of a 
network of intentional states that can only operate against a background which is in 
itself not intentional. One way to see how this background works is to examine 
how it functions in interpreting sentences. 

If we tell someone to take the elevator to the fourth floor and he brings with him 
a lot of power tools and then starts to tear it down in order to walk up the stairs 
with all the pieces then this is not the interpretation that we had intended, but 
there is nothing in the sentence itself to block this kind of interpretation. We could 
of course say that no one would interpret the sentence in this way, because it is not 
normal, but when we ask ourselves what we mean by normal we find that what 
counts as normal in different circumstances is not something that we can spell out 
fully. The sentence "take the elevator to the fourth floor" can be interpreted in an 
indefinite number of ways and this indeterminacy of sentences is a general 
phenomenon. What counts as normal is something that is determined by the 
background.  

Then there is the question of meaning. How are we to understand the sentence 
"take the elevator to the fourth floor"? If we say that we do this by expanding it 
into a whole lot of other sentences such as "an elevator moves up and down" and a 
"floor is a level plane in a building" it seems that we need to expand those sentences 
and there is no natural place to stop and the problem is that sentences are not self 
interpretative. This why a child for instance can go on asking questions indefinitely 
and never stop, it can drive a person mad because the child refuses to acknowledge 
the background he has that fixes the meaning of what he is told.  

One way to think of Searle’s account of the background is as combating the 
representational theory of the mind, i.e., that the mind can be understood simply 
in terms of representations. The problem is that representations themselves are not 
self interpretative whether they exist as sentences on a piece of paper or as contents 
of beliefs or desires or other intentional states. However, Searle faces a problem 
with describing the background because if it is something that lies prior to 
intentionality then it is difficult to explain using our ordinary intentionalistic 
language. He speaks of background assumptions, dispositions, capacities, 
readinesses and stances, but is not entirely satisfied with this way of talking about 
the background because this way of talking is in his opinion to loose and does not 
explain in detail how the background works. Searle has a more detailed theory of 
intentionality in terms of intentional states (I have only given a rough 
characterization of it here) than he has of the background. 
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One way of describing the background is to say that it is divided into a cultural 
part and a biological part. Searle often talks in this way about us having a cultural 
background and a biological background. To be able to behave in the right sort of 
way at a dinner party is part of the cultural background. Someone who comes to a 
dinner party and starts to eat lasagna with his hands is missing something in his 
cultural background. The person who uses a knife and fork has incorporated a 
cultural background capacity. But the ability to chew and swallow is part of his 
biological background.  

Another feature of the background that Searle points out is the ability for 
reflective conscious activities to become incorporated into the background. He 
gives the example of how a skier might go from being a novice skier to someone 
who is proficient. In the beginning he might think about how he moves his body 
and how he shifts his weight from one ski to another. But, after a while he starts to 
think less about such matters and in the end he might just "ski the mountain" 
without paying any reflective attention to what he does with his body when he 
skies. Searle thinks of this learning phenomenon as intentionality rising to the level 
of a background skill.  

The background is crucial to Searle’s entire philosophical system, to all parts of 
it: his philosophy of mind, language and social reality. Thus it is not surprising that 
he is concerned about not having been able to analyze it in more detail. One can 
think of the background in relation to Wittgenstein’s writings on language games, 
world pictures, forms of life and seeing aspects. If one examines this material one 
find that there is a common theme of meaning, but meaning is not thought of as 
something that can be explained along the lines of a unifying account. Moreover, 
Wittgenstein does not think of meaning as some thing to be grasped such as the 
meaning of a word. The meaning of a word is not something that floats around in 
the mind, but rather the meaning of a word can not be separated from this wider 
context of its use in language and this use occurs within a form of life and against a 
world picture. The situation is more complex still because this way of talking about 
language games, forms of life and world pictures makes it look as if we can make 
clean separations, but of course when Wittgenstein is talking in this way he is 
referring to a very complex situation in a simplified way. There is no way to 
separate these phenomena because they are all enmeshed with each other. One 
could say that when Wittgenstein is engaged in philosophy he is content with the 
background as being something that can not be spelled out in the way that Searle 
hopes to be able to. If we go back to our earlier observation of Searle when he 
claims that Wittgenstein is wrong in thinking that there are an open-ended set of 
possible language games and that there are only five language games then we can 
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see that an important difference between them is to be found with respect to the 
background.  

We can think of Wittgenstein as remaining within the background: he is 
studying the use of language as an open-ended set of language games that can not 
be separated from the background. Searle on the other hand is attempting to find a 
unifying theory of language use and this gives him the five categories of speech acts. 
Having analyzed language in this way he goes on to say that the mind must 
necessarily reflect these uses and so his philosophy of mind and language are mirror 
images. We find on Searle’s account an isomorphism between the structure and 
nature of the mind and the structure and the nature of language and this he spells 
out in a unifying theory. Moreover, he does not stop with this unification, but he 
wants to say that it carries over also into our understanding of social reality and 
social reality also is to be explained along the lines of a unifying theory. In the end, 
however, when Searle is to explain how it is that all these theories of the mind, 
language and social reality are to be understood he is forced to bring in the 
background as something against which his entire philosophy makes sense. It seems 
to me that what is going, the central issue, is fundamentally about unity and 
plurality.  

Wittgenstein is happy to accept that philosophy is not something that can be 
about anything like a unifying theory of the world, the mind or reality. In his later 
works he is a thorough going pluralist. Searle is clearly attracted to his later 
philosophy and it is from it that he gets his idea of the background, so there is in 
an odd way, an incorporation of the later Wittgenstein into Searle’s philosophy and 
it depends on it crucially, but then there is also a break and that occurs when Searle 
becomes dissatisfied with Wittgenstein’s strong affirmation of pluralism and that 
there can be no philosophical theories. Searle is far too much of an enlightenment  
philosopher to accept such a view. He aims to understand the world and reality 
through theoretical accounts and he believes that there can be progress in 
philosophy along these lines. Moreover, he sees no clear separation between 
philosophy and science and this is perhaps what makes him hopeful about gaining 
a better theory of the background. So, e.g. he sometimes talks about how future 
discoveries in the brain sciences might lead to a better understanding of how the 
background works. So the question of plurality is put on hold into the future until 
we have figured out more about how the brain works and in the meantime all of 
this plurality is to be relegated to the background: the wild card of his philosophy 
and a temporary solution to the problems that occur because of the limitations of 
his unifying philosophy of mind, language and society. 



Place in the Western intellectual tradition 241 
 

Aspect-seeing and place 
The most common way that Searle, throughout many of his books, presents his 
own position is that of being a realist, i.e., he finds himself living in a world that 
exist external to himself and a world that we can come to know through empirical 
studies. He is not happy about calling himself a materialist, because he thinks that 
this term has some unfortunate connotations and that the materialist position has 
somehow evolved from the Cartesian dualist perspective. The problem is that with 
Descartes we started to count how many substances there are in the world and we 
got up to two: mind and matter, then came idealism which claimed that there was 
only ideas, then materialism which claimed that there is only matter. Searle claims 
that materialism as traditionally conceived is difficult to reconcile with how we find 
ourselves in the world as conscious, mindful, thinking, beings with free will for 
materialism appears to claim that these phenomena do not exist or that they can be 
reduced to physical phenomena through accounts such as eliminative materialism 
of epiphenomenalism. According to eliminative materialism there are no such 
things as subjective states of consciousness or free will, but these phenomena can be 
reduced to, by way of elimination, to physical processes. Epiphenomenalism states 
that phenomena such as consciousness, free will and subjective experiences are 
nothing but epiphenomena, they are like froth on the waves on the ocean and take 
no part in the causal relations of the world. According to Searle these positions 
have emerged because we are still struggling with Cartesian dualism. If we accept 
that there are such things as consciousness, free will and subjectivity then it seems 
to many that we are caught in the old Cartesian framework.  

 Searle urges us instead to stop counting how many substances there are and to 
think of the mind according to his perspective of biological naturalism. According 
to this perspective consciousness with all of its attributes is a product of evolution 
just as digestion or mitosis. Whether or not Searle wishes to call this materialism it 
is difficult to see how this would not be a materialist position. So for Searle we live 
in a material universe composed of particles in fields of force and science teaches us 
about the nature of this universe and about the nature of ourselves. His philosophy 
ought to be seen as a way of furthering or directing science and he points out that 
during his life time he has seen how the work by Austin and himself on speech acts 
has now become part of the science of linguistics.  

In his philosophy Searle provides us with three unifying accounts: that of mind, 
language and social reality that stand behind each other in mirroring relations. We 
can understand the mind by studying language and we can understand language by 
studying the mind and the same goes for social reality and language and social 
reality and the mind. When we study these three unities we come to see how the 
mind is able to produce, not only language, but a social reality. We also come to 
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see that there are things which such a unifying account cannot explain and that is 
when Searle introduces the background. Ultimately it is the background that 
accounts for how we find ourselves in the world through habits, capacities, 
practices and dispositions. Thus in the end Searle’s view of the world is not strictly 
unified, but we are grounded in the world in ways which resist formal unifying 
accounts. Searle sees no logical impossibility or any other kind of impossibility of 
their being a unifying account of the world, but at the moment the background 
proves to be resistant to any such reductions. We are in a philosophical and 
scientific limbo waiting for future discoveries. For Searle the mind, language, and 
reality are all subject to a unifying reduction.  

Aspect-seeing and soft place 
Searle’s work on speech acts has come to find application within human-computer 
interaction and the application area generally referred to as computer supported 
cooperative work (CSCW). What is the connection between speech acts and 
computer supported collaborative work? When we examine computer supported 
collaborative work we come to see that it often involves computer systems that 
coordinate and support the flow of work within an organization and such systems 
are called work flow systems. Such work flow systems are expressions of a general 
trend in human-computer interaction to support the actions and activities that take 
place within organizations.  

If we go back in time we can see that computers were used moustly for 
calculating in its earliest days and then they were used to store, retrieve and process 
data. So we have seen this shift from an almost exclusively calculative paradigm to 
one that involves data processing. Today of course we say that we live in an 
information society and we have talked for more than a decade now about 
information technology as something integral to our information society so we 
have moved away from a picture of the computer as only a data processing 
machine. Now instead we speak loosely of information technology as being all 
around us (ubiquitous computing) and as affecting greatly the way that we live and 
work.  

Research on computer supported cooperative work has been around since the 
1960’s and we can think of Douglas Engelbart as one of the earliest pioneers. 
Engelbart envisioned a future society in which people worked together through 
computer technology and he built working prototype systems that showed how this 
could be done, but it took a long time before his ideas were realized. After the 
expression information technology became a word of common usage, however, in 
the 90’s cooperative work technology started to become more and more part of 
business organizations. Perhaps the most important type of technology used to date 
for cooperative work is email and other electronic messaging systems. We can think 
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of electronic messaging systems as supporting the flow of work within modern 
organizations and if we do this then we are taking on a perspective on what work 
is, i.e., that work has a lot to do with language and communication. We might 
even say that work is done in and through language and that it is essentially a 
communicative process.  

Against the general assumption that we live in an information society it makes 
sense to say these things. We can say that most of us are information workers who 
spend our days working with information and that this involves communicating 
with others. This is a very different perspective on work than to say that work 
involves getting your hands dirty and go down in a coal mine or otherwise involve 
oneself in physical labor. The core of work in the information society has to do 
with communication and social interaction. We turn to information technology in 
order to support us so that we can work with people, who are not physically 
collocated, to structure communication or just to speed things up. How can we do 
this in an informed way? How can we design information technology that allows 
for cooperative work? One of the theoretical positions in computer supported 
cooperative work is that we need to understand language better in order to 
understand how to design information technology that support communicative 
processes and one of the more dominant perspectives that grew out of this idea was 
the language action perspective [Winograd ‘86]. The words language and action are 
telling here and this perspective derives from the work of Austin and Searle and 
their studies of speech acts. Some of the key assumptions of the language action 
perspective are: 
 

• The primary dimension of human cooperative activity is language. Action is performed 
through language in a world constituted through language.  

• Cooperative work is coordinated by the performance of language actions.  

• The design of IT has a focus on getting things done, whenever work involves 
communication and coordination among people. The act of doing something, the 
recurrent patterns of interaction, and the articulation of these are what concerns the 
designer of information systems.  

• Whenever a task is being performed for a customer, a generic sequence of speech acts 
occurs. The sequence typically starts with a request from the customer, then the 
performer makes a promise, et cetera.  

• Worker accountability and customer satisfaction are made explicit. [Holm et al ‘96]  

From the language action perspective within computer supported cooperative 
work, we can say such things as that communicative work ought to be understood 
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as a series of language acts (speech acts). So if I send an email to Bill in order to get 
him to do something for me (e.g. write a report) then we can think of this as a 
directive. When Bill receives my message he might reply and say that he will have it 
ready by Friday then this is a commitment that he makes and in Searle’s taxonomy 
that would be a commisive. Now email is a rudimentary messaging system and 
although it often has global reach and is a powerful, flexible way of communication 
we can easily imagine messaging systems that go beyond email in order to provide a 
more elaborate communicative framework. We can also imagine systems that bring 
in especially designed speech acts that are suited for work in a particular context. It 
appeared early on that the language action perspective would be a viable 
application of basic research on speech act theory of Austin and Searle. Many 
people were enthusiastic of the prospect of applying speech act theory within 
computer supported cooperative work, because it seemed like a perfect marriage. 
The ground had already been laid by Austin and Searle who had studied language 
use extensively and now all that had to be done was to implement this basic model 
in software systems. It appeared like a perfect marriage because if one looks at 
speech act theory one can see at a glance that it involves rules of communication 
and of course as most people agreed upon computers are rule following machines.  

Thus the solution as to how to support cooperative work with computer 
technology appeared to lie in speech act theory and more precisely how to adopt 
speech act theory so that it could be used to both model and structure computer 
supported cooperative work. The dream was to turn the organization into smooth 
running communicative clockwork that could also be made completely perspicuous 
with respect to the work processes by allowing views and histories of the speech acts 
performed. If e.g. a project goal had not been met then one ought to be able to 
trace the problem and see were the communication had failed, perhaps because of 
some comissive not being fulfilled. Now whenever one starts to talk about such 
things as control and observing people with respect to computers one is opening up 
for an Orwellian debate and this it seems to me is exactly what happened. 
Especially after the development of an early system based on the language action 
perspective was developed: the Coordinator [Flores et al ‘88] that was thought to 
be problematic by many critics.  

Much of the critique of the language action perspective came from within 
sociology and in particular from ethnomethodology [Suchman ‘87, Suchman ‘94, 
Lynch ‘94]. The main problem identified was that the language action perspective 
imposes schemata on work that is too simplistic. John Bowers and John Churcher 
pointed to the need to examine actual occurring conversations in work 
environments in order to design systems from an empirically informed view 
[Bowers & Churcher ‘88]. We can see this critique as being much in tune with the 
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later Wittgenstein’s pluralistic perspective on language. If you think as Searle does 
that language, all of language, can be understood in terms of five speech acts then 
the language action perspective may seem viable, but if you think along the lines of 
Wittgenstein that there are indefinitely many language games and that new 
language games constantly evolve while others disappear then you are not going to 
be as optimistic. The question is do we think that the communicative work can be 
captured through a limited set of speech acts or do we think that such a net is 
always going to be insufficient and artificial? This question is not so easy to resolve 
and we can see that there is something of the basic Searlean-Wittgensteinian split 
that is being discussed within the context of human-computer interaction through 
the voice of Suchman. There is also another dimension to the critique against the 
language action perspective and we can think of this as a political perspective.  

If a management team introduce software systems that impose rigid schemata on 
communicative processes at work then they are of course doing something political. 
Roughly put, we can see such an imposition as management telling everyone how 
to do their job and that opens up for a conflict prone situation. A workplace is a 
community and it has its own norms and ways of doing things. We might say that 
it has its classification scheme that applies to what kind of work is performed by 
whom, when, how and so fort. To try to replace such a scheme with a formal 
speech act based system may not sit well with the community at work. As an 
interaction designer one ought to ask oneself what happens to place when one 
introduces any computer based system.  

How does the world change as a result of the introduction of a particular system? 
In some cases the changes may not be great, but in other cases they may be 
dramatic. This question of place becomes especially pressing when we turn to 
computer supported collaborative work for within this field there is an explicit 
focus on workplaces and how to transform them. In a way the very name computer 
supported cooperative work is dangerously misleading for it directs our attention 
away from what is ultimately at stake: the transformation of place to this higher 
level concept of cooperation as if it was something that could be contemplated 
independently of the very question of place.  

The language action perspective also lends itself to this reification of cooperation 
as something which can be analyzed in terms of a limited set of categories. In my 
view, unless we make the question of place explicit and recognize it as the primary 
focus of computer supported cooperative work then we are simply promoting this 
reification process of cooperation. Another way of putting this is that cooperation 
is not something which we can understand apart from context and the context is of 
course place because that is the context in which humans cooperate. In my view the 
ethnomethodological critique of the language action perspective can be formulated 
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succinctly by saying that it is ultimately about the neglect of places and what they 
mean to people. I have at various points emphasized this common strand in 
Western philosophy and in the Western intellectual tradition at large of thinking in 
terms of unity and plurality and it seems to me that this intellectual backdrop can 
be put to use in analyzing computer supported cooperative work, the language 
action perspective and the notion of place. 

We can think of computer supported cooperative work under the aspect of unity 
or under the aspect of plurality. If we think that there is a systematic unity to 
computer supported cooperative work then we are going to get a very different 
picture of the field than if we think of computer supported cooperative work as not 
being subject to such a unified reduction. The ethnomethodological tradition 
stresses the problems that occur when we think of computer supported cooperative 
work as a unified systematic approach and these problems all have to do with place. 
Thus we can think of this tradition as urging us to look at the plurality of 
phenomena that are involved when people cooperate in actual places. If we look at 
computer supported cooperative work from the language action perspective we take 
on a view of systematicity and unity instead and so this is a way of affirming that 
there is an essence behind the complexity of work. When we take on this view we 
become aspectually blind to place because the very nature of place is such that it 
does not lend itself to theoretical reduction. When we go into a deep analysis of 
computer supported cooperative work this is where we end up with the seemingly 
perpetual debate over plurality and unity, appearances and essence, that has been 
going on ever since Parmendies and any resolution appears to be out of the 
question. There is also a further issue that we need to consider here and that is the 
difference between prescription and description. 

If I was an advocate of the language action perspective here is one objection that I 
would be likely to raise against the ethnomethodological critique. I would say 
something like the following:  

Look you might be right in your claim that the language action perspective implies an 
oversimplification of what actually goes on in the real world and that it can never capture 
the true nature of place or what happens when people work together. I understand that from 
a descriptive point of view, the language action perspective is simply inadequate and it can 
not provide a rich picture of e.g. an actual work place, but that is not what we try to do. You 
have really misunderstood what the language action perspective is all about and that is to 
prescribe how work is to be carried out. Surely you must agree on that there are bad ways of 
working and good ways of working and that you yourself can identify many problems when 
you go out and conduct your field studies of work. We think that what you are doing is all 
good, but we can not just describe what is going on at work we need to go beyond that and 
redesign the work environment and we do that through software systems. Sooner or later 
we need to enter the phase of design and when we do that we can take your kind of research 
into account. So you see your work on description complements our work on prescription. 
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You do the basic research and we finish up by building prescriptive software systems that 
work.  

It seems to me that all design is indeed prescriptive for whenever we design an 
artifact, whether it is a tea cup or a flight control system, we are prescribing a field 
of possible interaction. When it comes to the language action perspective we need 
to be careful, however, in our analysis. If we go back and look at the fundamental 
assumptions of speech act theory we see that it does not aim at prescription, but 
description. So e.g. Searle would be foreign to the idea that his work on speech acts 
is prescriptive in nature. He is of the opinion that there are five types of speech acts 
and that is it. His categories of speech acts are meant to summarize all possible 
language games and also how the brain works so he is gives a total picture of 
language use and intentionality.  

It seems to me that if we want to say that the language action perspective is based 
on speech act theory, but that it should be taken as prescriptive rather than 
descriptive (as it is in its original form) then we need to spell out exactly what this 
means. How are we to carve off the descriptive aspects of speech act theory in order 
to get at a prescriptive model? What are we to think of as the domain of 
description? To answer this question we need to remind ourselves of the goal of the 
language action perspective and that is to build good systems for computer 
supported collaborative work. So we might say that the language action perspective 
can be used to prescribe how cooperative work is to be carried out. This picture is 
troublesome, however, for when we build software systems for cooperative work we 
do more than prescribe since such systems are never simply descriptive of work, but 
also constitutive of the work environment. They become part of the production of 
place. Thus, to the extent that we build systems that attempt to prescribe how work 
is to be carried out, we are also implicitly imposing a unified view of the very 
workplace in which the system is to have its life. Another way to put this is to say 
that since the system becomes part of production of place there can be no 
exclusively prescriptive system, but all software systems are necessarily constitutive 
in so far as they become part of this production. 

I have spent some time on analyzing the language action perspective within 
computer supported cooperative work because I want to make it seem perfectly 
obvious that any idea of a software system as simply a way of describing, 
optimizing or regulating work without any further placial consequences is 
completely out of the question. We ought to recognize the obvious fact that there is 
no such thing as cooperation in the abstract or design as simply descriptive, and 
that when introduce systems based on speech acts we are imposing a categorical net 
that it is incoherent to think of as simply descriptive or regulative. We need to take 
a certain responsibility when building systems based on speech acts. We need to 
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take responsibility for the conditions that such systems impose on the production 
of place. 

 In a way of closing this analysis I would like to report an odd fact. I was curious 
to see how Searle himself looked at speech acts and its role in computer supported 
collaborative work and so I asked him about this. I was surprised to hear that he 
was unaware of how speech act theory had become part of computer science. How 
could something like this happen? Here we have someone who has laid much of 
the theoretical ground work for the language action perspective and someone who 
is far from unknown within the larger computer supported cooperative work 
community and yet he is unaware of how his work is being applied. To use a well 
worn metaphor, there appears to be room here for cross fertilization and exchange 
of ideas that go beyond simply adopting a theory from the philosophy of language. 
Searle has been heavily engaged in debates about artificial intelligence and 
computers since the seventies so why do we not see him in debates about computer 
supported collaborative work?  

One aim of this work is to try to, in some small way, to bring philosophy closer 
to human-computer interaction. I believe that the town of human-computer 
interaction is big enough for any philosopher that we might find relevant to bring 
into discussion. I see it as a danger that the philosophy of computer science is 
something that we are willing to leave to specialists and authority figures. It makes 
as much sense for philosophers to talk about computers as it does for people in 
human-computer interaction to talk about philosophy. There is in my mind no 
natural hierarchy involved here and the playing field is level. I say this now partly 
because I do not think that the human-computer interaction community was ready 
for philosophy at the time when the language action perspective was formed within 
computer supported collaborative work and now it seems to me that we should be 
better philosophically prepared for what is coming in the future, the next logical 
application of Searle’s philosophy: his theory of social reality as a framework for 
designing soft communities. 

We saw earlier how Searle’s work on speech act came to have an important 
impact on the field of computer supported cooperative work and in particular on 
the language action perspective. The language action perspective got started in an 
era when many thought that work within large organization was difficult to 
manage and it was seen as an approach to developing efficient and smooth running 
routines for work. The language action perspective seemed to hold the promise of 
orchestrating and improving on the quality of work, but it also had many critics. 
Many found that the language action perspective was overly simplistic in its basic 
assumptions and that it imposed a view on organizations that could not capture the 
richness of work. One might say that what was lacking was an understanding of the 
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social reality of work: how work is actually performed and how people find 
themselves within organizations. Well, now Searle has taken another step and he is 
offering nothing less than a theory of social reality. Just as he said early on that 
there are only five speech acts into which all uses of language filters now he claims 
that all of social reality can be understood in terms of three elements: regulative 
rules, constitutive rules and status functions. Are we going to see a revival of the 
language action perspective based on Searle’s further developments? We should 
expect to see something like a neo language action perspective as a way of coming 
to grips with many of the short comings of the language action perspective.  

We could for example imagine that whole organizations were modeled using 
Searle’s conceptual apparatus in an effort to make them explicit and perspicuous 
just as work processes were made explicit and perspicuous through the language 
action perspective. From a management perspective the language action perspective 
has the allure of getting to terms with organizational "chaos" to eliminate 
inefficient ways of working. In my view Searle’s theory of social reality could easily 
carry with it a similar appeal along with what seems like a promise to understand 
the context of work, i.e., the social reality of work. The language action perspective 
together with a theory of social reality could be seen as, when unified, providing a 
total picture against which to design information technology. What are we to make 
of such a unified approach? To answer this question would require perhaps another 
thesis and I am not going to flesh it out completely here, but I want to suggest that 
a unification of the language action perspective with Searle’s theory of social reality 
is going to face the same kind of problems that the language action perspective has 
faced. I want to suggest that the fundamental problem with applying such a unified 
picture of work in organizations is that is fundamentally a perspective which leaves 
out what I term placial aspects. 

When you model work along the lines of language acts you get a space of possible 
actions that can be performed and the systems of computer supported work 
incorporates these possibilities. One might say that they carry with them a field of 
possibilities (possible actions) and that is part of what is appealing with them. It is 
easy to see the structure and flow of work within organizations and it appears that 
it becomes possible to identity when processes fail and when they work well. We 
can say something similar also about any attempt to model the institutional reality 
with Searle’s conceptual apparatus. We can view the organization as a perspicuous 
space modeled according to rules and status functions according to the inherent 
syntax in Searle’s theory of social reality. However if ask ourselves what it is that 
makes people accommodate in workplaces we see that such spatial accounts with 
fields of possibilities must be insufficient. Spaces are not places and 
accommodation can not be understood apart from place. I want to suggest that the 
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fundamental problem with space based approaches to computer supported 
cooperative work is that it cannot account for accommodation. Moreover, it seems 
to me that it is ultimately impossible to account for accommodative aspects using 
any unifying theoretical account since accommodation is a manifestation of place. 
That is we ought to see accommodation as a pluralistic phenomenon that arises out 
of placial experiences. Moreover, since places need to be understood pluralistically 
there is no hope of providing a unified theory of accommodation. What we need to 
do in the end is to go into organizations and look at how people accommodate in 
workplaces if we wish to understand how to make improvements. In my work on 
visitor orientation here and in my licentiate thesis I have argued that we ought to 
think of the human in human-computer interaction as a visitors in many cases and 
this is because of the fact that we always find ourselves in places whether they are 
soft places or traditional physical places. When we think of computers as simply 
tools or as somehow enabling spaces where people can communicate then it seems 
to me that we stand the danger of radically misunderstanding how places are 
produced and how people accommodate to those places. 

As we have seen Searle has had a great impact on human-computer interaction 
within the field of computer supported cooperative work. His work on speech acts 
has been used as fundamental theory for the fostering of the language action 
perspective. I have argued that problems arise when we try to deploy speech act 
theory in the language action perspective. This problem can be seen as one that has 
to do with two different ways of looking at language. On the one hand we have in 
speech acts a unifying account of how language works and on the other we have the 
world of work. We have a unifying theory and we are trying to apply it to 
workplaces, but workplaces as all places ought to be understood pluralistically. This 
means that when we rely on the language action perspective to tell us how work is 
to be performed or modeled we stand the danger of leaving out how people 
accommodate to places. It seems to me that this is what the critics of the language 
action perspective often are getting at. If one attempts to put the finger on the 
essential problem it is about confusing space with place. They speak of the richness 
of workplaces and the complexity of them and they speak of the simplicity and 
rigidity of the language action perspective and the problem seems to be that of 
accounting for the plural nature of places from the basic standpoint of a unified 
view of language. If we instead, adopt a Wittgensteinian view of language use then 
we come to see that there is no unity to language and that I believe is a picture that 
is more helpful in understanding the world of work and the nature of workplaces. 

The solution to the problems faced by the language action perspective is not 
going to be to expand it into a new form, a neo-language action perspective which 
incorporates also social reality, because the problem of applying a unifying account 
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of work to workplaces is only going to be reproduced in a more complex way. We 
are not going to be able to account for how people accommodate in workplaces 
through speech act theory nor through a theory of social reality. 

  
 





4. Visitor orientation in practice  
A study of the Re-tracingt the past exhibition 

Was the original cave painter an artist or an engineer? She was both, of course, like most 
artists and engineers since. But we have a habit—long cultivated—of imagining them as 
separate, the two great tributaries rolling steadily to the sea of modernity, and dividing 
everyone in their path into two camps: those that dwell on the shores of technology and 
those that dwell on the shores of culture. The opposition colors much of modern thought. 
(Even the human brain is now seen as having a lobe for artists and a lobe for engineers). 
[Johnson ‘97 p1]. 

We have seen throughout the philosophical analysis two common strands of 
thinking: that of seeing the world as a unified system and that of thinking of it as 
something plural and endlessly varied. This way of looking at philosophy was first 
pointed out to me by Professor Hans Sluga at Berkeley and it seems to me that his 
analysis is perceptive. The history of philosophy is to a great extent a history of how 
these two perspectives of unity and plurality have come into play. As we have seen, 
it turned out in Western philosophy that the dominant theme has been that of 
unity. Most philosophers have taken upon themselves the task of showing how “it 
all hangs together”. These sorts of accounts go back to Parmenides (515 BC) and 
his reason-based analytical account of reality.  

So reality is the ideal world of eternal forms and the world we live in is just a 
copy of it (Plato) or reality is made up of two substances: one that is indivisible, 
conscious, has free will, thinks, perceives and represents and one that is divisible, 
dead matter and has extension in physical space (Descartes). Most philosophers 
have this tendency to totalize and give a unified account of reality. Most, but not 
all. Wittgenstein is a prominent example of someone who resists the tendency to 
totalize (in his latter philosophy). Nietzsche is another good example (with his 
critique of rationality and emphasis on the body, emotions and passions) and there 
are others who break with the tendency towards unity. There are of course grey 
areas and some philosophers can not be readily classified as falling into one 
category only. Sartre and Heidegger are such philosophers. They both provide 
existential ontologies that are to be taken as systematic accounts that cover a wide 
range of phenomena. However, they also leave room for open-ended views of the 
world. The philosopher John Searle with his notion of the background of 
intentionality falls within this category also. 
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At this point we need to spell out a few things. Firstly how does our analysis of 
the history of Western philosophy bear on the simple notion of place? Secondly 
how does the analysis of place bear on human-computer interaction? Let us begin 
with the first question. As was argued earlier, there has been a tendency in science 
and post Cartesian Western intellectual thought to think of place as somehow a 
notion which does not denote anything objective in the same sense that space does. 
Space is that geometric and objective realm where natural laws are played out in 
terms of a materialistic conception of the universe. In accordance with the overall 
enlightenment project, science has given us such things as medicine, technology 
and a better understanding of the world. It may seem then that a spatial account of 
the world is to be preferred over one that is place based. For the place based 
account of the world is teleological (full of purposes) and implicitly affirmative of 
subjectivity and observer relativity. So we might come to think that a place based 
view of the world is incompatible with science.  

The meaning of a place is relative to us while the meaning of space and matter is 
not supposed to be relative to anything. If we all died today there would still be a 
physical universe, but there would not be any places left. There would be space, 
energies and matter, but no places. Another way to put this is to say that place can 
not be reduced to intrinsic features of the material universe. Place, on the contrary, 
emerges as a human production. I will have more to say about this position 
throughout this chapter and I hope that by the end of it, it should seem perfectly 
obvious. We ought to think of the production of place as an anthropological fact 
about human beings and some other conscious creatures.  

In our overall quest to understand the world through objective accounts, place 
has lost its ontological primacy in favor of space. It used to be the other way 
around. We lived in communities where we found ourselves with strong relations 
to place, both socially and physically. Moreover, cosmology used to be a matter of 
place and teleology within place. So why did our conception of reality change? It 
seems to me that in order to understand this fall of place we need to ask why 
scientific materialism has become so ontologically dominating. The answer, I 
believe, is that what lies beneath scientific materialism is the strife toward unity, of 
seeing the world, i.e., reality or the universe as a totality to be understood in terms 
of a system. So if we want to know why space is more primary to us in the Western 
world we can say that it is because it is part of the way we can give an objective 
account of the world, but if we ask further why we would like to give an objective 
account of the world in the first place we would have to say that it has to do with 
seeing it as a unity. Moreover, this sort of way of seeing the world as a unity or as a 
plurality is something we do as human beings. It is like eating and sleeping—part 
of our nature.  
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Human-computer interaction methodologies and place 
I am going to lay my cards on the table right away with respect to methodologies: it 
seems to me that to understand this production of place we really need to take a 
look at methodologies that contain within them an affirmation of pluralism. For 
without and affirmation of pluralism there is no way to give any deeper account of 
place since place is, in the view of this thesis, grounded in pluralism. However, if 
we just focus on pluralism and give pluralistic descriptions then we do not seem to 
get anywhere. It is no solution to the challenges of visitor orientation to simply 
spell out the plurality of place nor is this a feasible project. After all pluralistic 
phenomena can not, per definition, be reduced to unified accounts. In human-
computer interaction we are generally looking for guidance as to how to design and 
we need something to hold on to in the design process. Thus the human-computer 
interaction designer has commonly available to him such things as requirements 
specifications, interaction theories, user models, guidelines and results from 
usability studies, all to help him with the design process. So if you wake the serious 
human-computer interaction designer up in the middle of the night and ask him 
why the interface he is developing has certain features and not others then he can 
supposedly tell you why.  

The answers he gives may be of different sorts depending on what feature of the 
interface you are looking at. He might say, e.g. that there should not be more than 
seven choices on any single menu because that is how many choices people 
remember or that user studies revealed that parts of the interface had to be 
redesigned in a certain way. But suppose we asked the same diligent worker what 
was guiding him in the design? Perhaps he might again point to the number of 
menu choices available and many other such instrumental features and give us an 
impressive list of design choices along with justifications. He might refer to 
specifications and requirements, interaction theories, user models, guidelines and 
results from usability studies. We might still not be satisfied though. The problem 
is that however much evidence he gives, we might feel that he is still missing out on 
what is really at stake and we might feel an urge to ask him who he is designing for? 
He might tell us that he is designing for the user and repeat to himself the mantra 
“know thy user, know thy user!” so as to focus attention on this key concern.  

At this point we may want to ask him who the user is? Our worker might again 
refer us to his research data and the literature on users. He might even tell us to 
take a course on human-computer interaction so that we can learn more about 
users. However these answers do not give us enough clues in order to design for 
visitors for to be a visitor is to experience a place and we want to know something 
about the nature of this experience. We want to ask our human-computer 
interaction worker about the visitors. How do they think and what do they do? If 
our human-computer interaction worker knows only about users and tools then 
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how can he design for visitors? He might of course say that to be a visitor is to be 
user and that he knows thy user. Still there is so much more to places than the ways 
in which they can be used. It even sounds funny to talk about places as being used 
although we can grasp that meaning of place too. Moreover, we all have our 
different ways of relating to places and what it means for something to be a place 
depends on this relation. It seems that we need to know something about the 
visitors and their world if we are to design a place for them. Now this must surely 
be an impossible task for how could we get at such knowledge? It appears to be a 
task that is much too demanding. It seems to me that there are viable approaches to 
understanding visitors and that those approaches are already being used in human-
computer interaction. What follows is an analysis of these approaches and how they 
can be applied to visitor orientation.  

Ethnographically inspired approaches 
These approaches are becoming more popular in human-computer interaction. 
What is ethnography? It is a way of conducting descriptive studies of groups of 
people in places. Modern ethnography is largely based on fieldwork and requires 
that the ethnographer immerses himself into the culture and everyday life of his 
subjects. Ethnography arouse as a field of study within anthropology. Prior to 
ethnography, anthropologists had largely been concerned with understanding 
human beings from developmental perspectives. Thus much work in anthropology 
has been centered around such things as the physical evolution of human beings, 
races, cultures, artifacts, and geographic distributions. One way to summarize this 
is to say that anthropology allows for a researched view of human life throughout 
history.  

Modern anthropology has come to be divided into two different branches. One 
branch is physical anthropology and it concerns itself with the study of the human 
physical character in the present as well as the past. So it is from this branch that 
we learn about our earliest ancestors and how modern humans have developed 
from them. The other major branch of anthropology is the cultural. Cultural 
anthropology is, not surprisingly, concerned with human culture. These divisions, 
however, should not be seen as sharp, but there are grey zones and the two fields 
overlap. What is common to them is however that they tend to give us a 
perspective on human beings which is broad and accumulative. That is, the science 
of anthropology attempts to make sense of the life world of human beings from a 
sweeping perspective in such a way that we can progress and build some sort of 
scientific basis for further inquiry. Ethnography on the other hand is not about 
making such sweeping claims primarily, but more geared towards understanding 
particular groups of people in particular settings. If an ethnographical study does 
not lead to lasting results that add to some corpus of systematized knowledge that is 



Visitor orientation in practice 257 
 

still fine. Ethnography need not lay foundations or build on any foundations. All it 
needs to do is provide snapshot characterizations of social life.  

The ethnographer is often happy with being able to examine a particular scene or 
place of social interaction and then try to describe that in terms and concepts that 
are plain and that makes sense within the local discourse. The ethnographer 
attempts to reach a point of privileged marginality from which some sense can be 
made of a particular setting. It is often enough for the ethnographer to capture 
some of the social understandings and practices within a particular setting without 
generalizing outside of it. I will use the term ethnography to refer to a loose set of 
methodologies and practices with the aim of describing some of the social life of a 
particular setting on the basis of real world observations.  

Anthropology vs ethnography and plurality vs unity  
We find in anthropology this general tendency towards unity: seeing human 
development, whether physical or cultural, as part of some grander scheme of 
interpretation. If anthropology did not take on any such perspective then it is 
indeed difficult to see how it could regard itself as a cumulative science. However, 
ethnography makes a break with the general unifying tendency of anthropology in 
this respect for the ethnographer is often interested in how social life differs from 
our preconceptions of it. The ethnographer is much like a detective who tries to 
find out what is going on apart from the formal public norms of social settings by 
simply looking at the phenomena of social life. Thus the ethnographer pays 
attention to what people actually say and do, no matter if it fits any kind of system 
of description or is consistent with any prior knowledge base.  

Ethnography as a basis for unification? 
It may of course turn out that what the ethnographer finds from looking at 
phenomena can be reduced to some deeper structure or at least we should consider 
this possibility. If we think of the ethnographer as doing surface analysis of 
behavior and practices, linguistic as well as non-linguistic, then we might come to 
think that it is only preliminary work that can serve as a basis for analysis and the 
development of covering style theories. We might for example develop something 
like Searle’s speech act theory on the basis of ethnography, but we may also come 
to the conclusion that such a reduction is not possible in any absolute sense and 
that would be more like the later Wittgensteinian position. How are we to 
adjudicate amongst these views? The assumption that I am going to make here is 
that there is really no way of settling the issue. Sometimes a Searlian reduction 
might prove to be useful and at other times it may not. So for example, speech act 
theory has now become incorporated into linguistics and has found various uses 
there, but if we wish to understand on a more fundamental level the social reality 
of a particular setting then speech act analysis is not going to enable us to flesh out 
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in any fine grained way what is going on. The net of social interaction imposed by 
speech act analysis is simply to course and we need a more flexible approach such as 
open-ended ethnography that affirms the plurality of social life. But when we say 
this we have to say something about all those theories that are based on the 
assumption that social reality is somehow objective and stable such as structuralism 
in sociology and anthropology as a cumulative science.  

Again, Searle seems to me a good example of someone who has tried to give a 
structural and unifying account of social reality and he develops this account in 
several of his later works. His philosophical analysis is incisive and highlights key 
issues involved in giving totalizing accounts. When I was first introduced to Searle 
ideas on social reality as I took a doctorial seminar at Berkeley it became evident to 
me that his account of social reality was a natural evolution that came from his 
ideas about intentionality and speech acts. It is really this basis of looking at 
language and the mind as having a unifying structure that grounds his account of 
social reality.  

So if we look for some sort of unifying structure to our use of language, if we 
think that there is such a structure, then this assumption will carry over to social 
reality. However, it seems to me that it is an anthropological issue about us that we 
can adopt so that we can look at language, mind and social reality as having a 
unifying structure just as it is an anthropological fact about us that we can look at 
language, mind and social reality as not having such a structure and as pluralistic 
phenomenon. This duality stance may seem unsatisfying, but luckily there is no 
apparent reason for why we should need to convince the pluralists to become 
unitarians or the unitarians to become pluralists. For the purposes of someone who 
is trying to understand visitors and places it is enough to say that the methodology 
should be pluralistic whether or not we think that there is some benefit to a 
unifying ontology of social reality at large such as those found within sociology, 
anthropology and philosophy. The preferred method of studying visitors and places 
is going to have to be pluralistic since what we are after is an understanding of 
place and this notion does not allow for a unifying reduction. When we try to 
reduce place into some unifying account we inevitably end up with an account that 
carves off the essential pluralistic nature of place.  

Pre-intentionality and place 
Another way of putting this is to say that the phenomenology of places is such that 
it can not be separated from what lies prior to intentionalistic accounts. To further 
develop this point we can think of a person as being grounded in place in ways that 
go beyond intentionality. If I and a guard stand outside of Buckingham palace then 
we are in the same place but it means different things to us and we feel very 
different about it. I have never been there before and I am struck by its 
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architecture. I might think of it as monument of British imperialism and compare 
it to the Stockholm castle or whatever. The guard may think of it as standing in 
need of his protection and wonder about if I am standing too close to him and 
what to do when his next pay check comes. In the end our dispositions are very 
different and depend on innumerable stances, beliefs, desires and ways of acting 
that can never be made fully explicit and what goes for Buckingham palace goes for 
all other places including soft ones. To gain some understanding of how the guard 
understands the place where he is I would need to spend some time there, perhaps 
as a guard myself and learn the ways of guarding Buckingham palace. I need to 
know how the guards are recruited and consequently something about the British 
military. After a while I will learn something about what it means to be guarding 
Buckingham palace, but what I learn is much based on practices and dispositions 
that go beyond intentionalistic accounts. It is only when I have this pre-intentional 
understanding of what is going on that my understanding of place is brought closer 
to that of the guard.  

Now this is not to say that I could not gain anything by making a structural 
analysis. I might for example use Searle’s speech act theory and his account of social 
reality to analyze the formal and the institutional structure involved. But if that was 
all that I did I would not come to understand the place as the guard understands it. 
On a Wittgensteinian analysis, I would not be able to reach that privileged point of 
marginality that allows me to share his form of life because the form of life involved 
can not spelled out in terms of formal structures or rules, but must be experienced 
phenomenologically. Another way of putting this is to say that a formal analysis is 
not sufficient for an understanding of place.  

While the formal analysis certainly helps me in understanding something about 
the place it only does so on an intentional level, but place is not reducible to 
intentionality and formal descriptions. To understand place we need to submerge 
ourselves in the background of intentionality. We might of course try to spell the 
whole situation out in terms of status functions and the rules that the guard 
follows. We might talk about the location of the guard being at such and such a 
position and we might say that his function is to guard the palace and spell out 
what that means in terms of action scenarios. Thus we might examine the formal 
training of the guard and learn all his obligations, but what we would end up with 
is a functional description and the institutional structure in which obligations and 
rights exist. In the end we would understand something like a functional network 
and formally described agents within it that operate according certain rules. Such a 
description does tell us something about the place, i.e., it is a place were formal 
rules are important to follow and were one does so within a strict formal structure 
defined by status functions, rules and obligations. This is something like an 
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essential condition for understanding the place in which the guard finds himself, 
but it is not a sufficient condition. I can not simply read something like a military 
handbook in order to understand the place. I must in the end understand how 
those rules fit in within the pre-intentional background of practices, dispositions 
and forms of life that the guard is part of.  

To see this think of someone who had spent months or even years reading about 
Buckingham palace and the guards there. We might say that this person had 
become an expert on a piece of military history, but if this person went up to a 
guard and said “I am a military scholar I know everything about the British 
military and about guarding this palace” there is a sense in which we find this 
statement to be naïve unless he had actually spent some time guarding the palace 
himself or at least had spent some time there and talked to the guards. What goes 
for guarding Buckingham palace goes for all other places. I deliberately choose a 
formal setting to highlight that the formal structure of social reality is just part of 
what it means to experience a place. Formal rules and structures are a good starting 
point for understanding social reality, but to understand place we need to see on a 
deeper level how such rules and structure actually come into play against a pre-
intentional background. We need to see how it fits in within a larger context in 
order to get at how place is ultimately understood and experienced. We need to see 
the formal structure and the unity against the plurality of everyday experience and 
practices so that we can travel along both directions of unity and plurality.  

Moreover, what lay at bottom is the plurality and not the unity. One way to put 
this is to say that the rules and the formal structures are not self interpreting, but 
stand in need of this background of plurality against which they make sense. When 
we see the guards at Buckingham palace this sort of background is not transparent 
to us, because in a sense the guards are like machines and reveal nothing of it. Some 
people even find their behavior to be frightening precisely because of this. Others 
try to provoke the guards and make them deviate from their formal patterns by for 
example insulting them. It happens that people spit on them for instance. But, of 
course, if one was to work as a guard and then go for a beer after work, we see a 
very different side and we might talk about work in a way that the tourist would 
never imagine. Social reality has a tendency to work like this and ethnographers 
such as Erving Goffman (1959) and Harold Garfinkel (1967) have dedicated much 
of their work to attempting to spell out what goes on socially from a more inclusive 
perspective that centers on the intersubjective construction of social reality and the 
self. The social reality that is produced by individuals is not directly dependent on 
any formal structure of social reality. Thus we find a layer of social reality which we 
do not see when reading the military handbook or try to understand the formal 
structure of being a guard.  
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From the work of Goffman and Garfinkel it seems to me that we can at least 
learn two important lessons. Firstly any account of social reality that only treats of 
formal structures defined by social institutions, hierarchies within them, status 
functions, rules and obligations is bound to leave out the more informal character 
of social reality that is produced outside of the formal structure. Secondly the 
production of social reality is something that is largely a matter of how individuals 
come to produce it, i.e., largely in terms of how they come to present themselves as 
individuals. Garfinkel came to baptize this low level informal production of social 
reality ethnomethodology, which roughly means people’s methods. The key idea is 
captured well by this term, i.e., that what we are studying when we study social 
reality is the methods that people use when they construct social reality. This 
approach is very different from a structural Searlean account which stresses a 
unitary hierarchy of structuring functions: a kind of metaphysics of social reality. 
For both Garfinkel and Goffman, social reality can not be exhausted by any such 
account. Instead we must look at specific cases.  

All in all then, philosophical, anthropological, and sociological accounts of social 
reality express the same conflicting perspectives of unity and plurality that we find 
in the history of Western philosophy and the intellectual tradition at large and so 
far the score has yet to be settled although it is in the mind of this author doubtful 
that it ever will be.  

An ethnographically inspired study of mixed reality  
The work in this thesis on digital places has roots in my earlier licentiate thesis 
Visitor Orientation: Human-Computer Interaction in Digital Places [Hedman ‘01]. 
That work was largely based on literature studies and experimental studies. I 
reviewed literature in human-computer interaction, philosophy and the humanities 
in order to build a perspective on visitors in digital places. While much of this basic 
research and the perspective developed seems to me still basically sound I have since 
then come to be less optimistic about experimental research on visitors in digital 
places. The experimental research I conducted allowed me to develop a rough 
guideline for designing digital places which seems to me to be useful as a starting 
point. At the time when I wrote the licentiate thesis I found nothing similar in the 
literature and a guideline for designing digital places for visitors seemed warranted 
as a discussion piece. However, at the same time I felt that the experimental 
approach was in the end too rigid and was lacking in developing any deeper 
sensibility of place. That is why I have, for instance, in this thesis examined much 
of the history of Western philosophy in order to find out how the notion of place 
has been understood and framed throughout time.  



262 Visitor Orientation in Contex  

Philosophy is, in my opinion, generally a good place to look for major currents of 
intellectual development. Moreover, what goes on in philosophy at one point in 
time is likely to surface in science and/or society at large sooner or later. Thus 
philosophy can be seen as a cultural path breaker that sooner or later becomes 
expressed in our view of the world. Thus Plato’s ideal world made its way to a 
larger audience through Christianity’s proclamation of the afterworld, Descartes’ 
dualism of mind and body in its basic forms is now part of the way most people 
think of themselves, and the existential nature of human life that Kierkegaard and 
Sartre first brought to our attention is now being forced upon us as we face ever 
increasing individual possibilities and choices, while authority figures such as 
political and religious leaders gradually loose their trust.  

All in all, philosophy is not simply an intellectual history of thought, some game 
played by intellectual heavy weight champions. I believe Hegel is basically right in 
saying that philosophy is essentially the current time made manifest in thought. 
Although I take on an approach to philosophy which is less structured and more 
related to Rorty’s idea of philosophy as a loose dialogue that takes place over time. 
Thus the reason why I have spent so much time with philosophy in this loose 
Rortian sense of the term in this thesis is that I believe it mirrors the way place has 
been culturally construed. However, philosophy can only take one so far I believe. 
In the end one has to in the words of my thesis advisor John Bowers go and see 
what the world is like. Thus I decided to look at visitors of digital places in a real 
world setting and was happy that an opportunity arose to participate in a mixed 
reality project sponsored by the European Union: the SHAPE project.  

The SHAPE project and mixed reality 
SHAPE stands for Situated Hybrid Assemblies in Public Environments. What does 
this mean and what is it all about? The project is devoted to work on room sized 
mixed reality environments. In practice this has materialized as a number of public 
mixed reality exhibitions. Mixed reality is a field of research that has attracted a 
number of people from different disciplines including artists, museums workers, 
and human-computer interaction researchers. One central idea is that computers 
can support one form of reality that we may think of as digital. In my own view 
this way of talking about reality is confused, because it makes it seem as if there is a 
digital reality on the one hand and a physical reality on the other and that mixed 
reality is some strange mix of these two realities. I do not know what to make of 
such a mix. Is it like a gin and tonic: a nice blend of two different ingredients? 
What is digital reality? I do not know how to answer these questions. It seems to 
me that there is no need to think of two different realities in this way. What is at 
stake can not be reality, but the way in which we understand the meaning of place. 
So when we speak of mixed reality as a mix between the digital and the physical 
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what we really should say is that we are merging different kinds of places or 
artifacts, i.e., incorporeal digital places/artifacts with physical places/artifacts or that 
we are producing one large inclusive place with incorporeal digital artifacts as well 
as physical artifacts. It is part of the tradition in human-computer interaction that 
we tend to adopt confusing terminology as soon as we try to speak of digital places 
or how digital environments work together with physical environments 
experientially. So we speak confusingly of virtual reality as somehow being another 
kind of reality that is to be decoupled from the notion of place. In this case too I 
think that it would be much better to stick with the common sense notion of place.  

What is meant by mixed reality environments from the standpoint of this thesis 
is not some new kind of reality, but rather the kinds of places that can be produced 
from a physical and digital environments and/or artifacts. Thus, for example, one 
might use various kinds of digital projections to extend the physical environment 
such as a digital aquarium or a digital peeping hole to another distant location. To 
extend the physical environment through projections is an old tradition. I was 
recently in St. Petersburg where I visited the St. Peter and Paul Cathedral and saw 
that they had painted pillars in the ceiling to give an illusion of the church being 
higher than it is. That too is a kind of projection on the physical environment and 
it gives the visitor an experience of being in a mixed place: the painted world blends 
with the physical world and visitors produce for themselves a place which is partly 
corporeal and partly incorporeal. This example is of course only one example of a 
long standing tradition of using frescoes to transform the experience of place and 
there are many other examples such as using mirrors or camera obscura. Now we 
can do similar things with computers and much more to allow the mixing of 
incorporeal and corporeal places and artifacts. Thus by using computers it is 
possible to have interactive projections of artifacts and environments within the 
physical environment to allow for new kinds of productions of place. In the 
SHAPE project a number of such environments were constructed.  

Place as observer relative 
I speak here of the production of places since places only come into play when 
there are human beings around to produce them. Another way of putting this is, as 
was emphasized earlier, to say that places are not intrinsic features of reality, but 
always depend on observers, i.e., places are observer relative. Thus strictly speaking, 
there is no such thing as a constructed place with a definite meaning. This does not 
mean that when a couple lives under the same roof they are not living in the same 
place for we surely know what we mean by this. However, there is a sense in which 
the place they live in mean different things to them. Moreover, the meaning 
changes over time so places are experienced as dynamic. That is one reason why 
find it sad when elderly people can not manage and must move from a place they 
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have lived in for many years. To have to leave their home is a matter of losing 
something invested with a lot of meaning. There is often so much that is part of an 
old persons’ background that has to do with where he lives.  

Dualism of place and esemplastic unity 
It has often been said in philosophical discourse that the man in the street is a 
Cartesian dualist in the sense that he believes that he has a mind on the one hand 
which is incorporeal and that he on the other hand interacts with a corporeal 
environment external to his mind. Moreover, the mind has such incorporeal 
properties such as consciousness, rationality, subjectivity and free will, while the 
physical world consists of corporeal brute matter and operates according to laws of 
nature. I am not claiming that this basic Cartesian picture is right, but in an 
analogous vein I propose that we can also think of a division between our different 
experiences of place. On the one hand the man on the street finds himself to 
various degrees placed in a corporeal place and on the other in an incorporeal place.  

Sometimes he lives more in a corporeal world and at others in incorporeal 
worlds. Let me illustrate this point with a concrete simple example. Suppose that 
you and I are talking and then my mobile phone rings. I start to talk with a close 
friend and immerse myself in the conversation. You might after a while find this to 
be rude and I might even forget that you and I were talking. In a sense I am no 
longer with you, but somewhere else. In your experience I am gone and in my 
experience I am in a different place than you are. I have through this ordinary piece 
of communications technology: the mobile phone, managed to transport myself 
into an incorporeal social environment that I choose to call a soft place because of 
its technological dependence. Then I hang up and it might be a while before I find 
myself with you again in the place where we stand. I have experienced the everyday 
duality of place and shifted back and forth between corporeal and incorporeal 
place. This sort of duality also goes for books, movies, plays and computers. The 
mind just has this remarkable capacity of shifting between incorporeal places and 
corporeal places. Sometimes we choose to speak of imaginary worlds when we 
think of cases where people immerse themselves in works of fiction or 3D worlds of 
computer games. However, the incorporeal places need not be imaginary. There is 
nothing intrinsically imaginary about the incorporeal-conversational place where I 
and my friend connect through our mobile phones. Thus the fundamental division 
involved in the dualism of place is not between the real and the imaginary but 
between the incorporeal and the corporeal.  

There is another interesting feature about this dualism and that is that the 
dualism is not a binary dualism in the sense that I must at any point in time find 
myself in either a corporeal place or an incorporeal place. No, it seems to me 
perfectly natural to be in an incorporeal place at the same time that I am in a 
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corporeal place. Thus if I am good at multitasking then I can talk to you at the 
same time that I talk to someone on the phone. I am then in two places at the same 
time. Still this might be annoying for both you and the person I am talking to on 
the phone, because I am giving neither of you my full attention. In our fast paced 
society this sort of emplacement seems to be happening often enough though. It 
seems also to me that there is another mode in which the duality of place can be 
experienced and to some extent disappear from the field of experience.  

Suppose we modify the earlier example when I talk to my friend on the phone so 
that I put him on a speaker phone instead. Now we are all brought into the same 
conversation. However, the way that you and I experience the conversation is 
different from the way my friend experiences it on the speaker phone. You and I 
see each other and can communicate in a more direct manner using body language. 
From our perspective the person that is not with us is brought into our world and 
the dualism of place is experienced in a less direct way and we might say that our 
experience is unified through a unifying activity that stretches over corporeal and 
incorporeal places and is in this sense esemplastic (capable of unifying radically 
different experiences). The philosopher Immanuel Kant argued that it is a property 
of our cognitive faculties that they always give us a sense of unity to our experience. 
Thus when we look around us we do not just see a number of things, but we see 
them as part of a whole and in relation to that whole. Similarly we can see that 
when we experience the duality of place there is a tendency to create a unified sense 
of place. Sometimes this works and sometimes it does not. When I watch a movie I 
can not unify the places in the movie with the movie theatre, but when my friend is 
on the speaker phone and talks to you and I, then it seems that I can bring him 
into our place through an esemplastic activity. Note, however, that I am not 
consciously trying to bring this unified place about, it just happens.  

I have talked here for some length about observer relativity, dualism of place and 
esemplastic unity and the reason is that I want to show how these can be used to 
explain what is going on in cases were we speak of mixed reality. It seems to me 
that the dualism of place and the esemplastic unity of place is part of our everyday 
experience of place. What first brought my attention to the esemplastic activity was 
the way that visitors behaved in the Hunt exhibition. By behaved I am not 
referring to behaviorist observations only, but rather to my experience of the 
visitors through the exhibition, interviews and the analysis of video material and 
other documentation. In short the body of empirical research that I have been 
involved in. From the discussion so far of the duality of place I want to go on now 
and say something in general about a way in which visitors and the dualism of 
place can be analyzed.  
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As mentioned earlier I think that to look at an exhibition as somehow involving a 
mixed reality is ultimately confused. I want to say instead that reality, while 
endlessly pluralistic is still reality, i.e., there are not two realities or three or fifty 
seven, but one reality. Why is this? Why can’t we just go on enumerating different 
realities? Well suppose we had a competition and people could send in theories 
about how many realities there are. The winner might find that there are 312 
realities. What would this amount to other than some new ways of talking? Our 
normal way of talking is that we think of reality as being one and if we are going to 
do violence to this way of talking then we better have some good reasons for it. I do 
not see any reason whatsoever for speaking of mixed reality or virtual reality for 
that matter. What we should speak of is not different realities, but different places. 
Why did we ever start to talk about reality in any other way? Moreover, reality is 
such broad concept, perhaps the broadest concept we have and so in that sense it is 
too imprecise and uninformative. For something to be part of reality is simply to 
exist and that is not very informative. From the visitor’s perspective he is moving in 
places and the task of visitor orientation is to say something about how this works. 
What I found in the Hunt exhibition was that visitors had natural tendencies to 
accommodate to dualities of place and to form esemplastic unities.  

The Hunt museum exhibition 
Within the SHAPE project I came to work on one exhibition that was constructed 
at the Hunt museum in Limerick, Ireland. This exhibition entitled "Re-Tracing the 
Past" spanned across three rooms that were divided according to an exhibition plan 
(Fig. 6). This plan incorporated some key governing ideas that grew out of 
reflections on the Hunt collection as a whole. What is the Hunt museum like? It is 
home to a private collection of artifacts that once belonged to John and Gertude 
Hunt. It was donated to the people of Ireland and the collection contains a wide 
variety of artifacts from paintings by Leonardo da Vinci, Yeats and Renoir to curios 
artifacts from Ireland’s Celtic past. The artifacts were gathered by John and 
Gertrude from all over the world and they seem to have built their collection 
without much concern for coherence or unity. Instead, they appear to have 
collected all kinds of artifacts that they liked or found interesting and so the 
collection is like that of a large curiosity cabinet or wunderkammer. One 
interesting facet of the Hunt collection is that there are a number of objects whose 
intended use the curators are still trying to understand.  

Visitors as curators 
What we have in the collection then are some genuinely mysterious artifacts. 
Nobody knows what these object are for although there are some theories about 
them. At the museum the people who work with the collection are called docents. 
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Among the docents the fact that many of the objects are unknown has become a 
subject of great intrigue. It was decided that the exhibition should somehow 
incorporate a number of these mysterious objects. Normally when we go to 
museum exhibitions we tend to encounter well researched objects that are often 
described in some detail. We may experience a sense of wonder about such objects 
and the facts about them. They may be fascinating to look at, the way they were 
manufactured might be interesting, and the use history of them may be intriguing. 
However, we seldom encounter the kind of wonder that the curator experiences 
when looking at an unclassified object and thinking simply: what on earth is this! 
One aim of the Hunt exhibition was to put the visitor in the seat of the docent and 
experience the sense of wonder and puzzlement that they encounter on a regular 
basis. To be able to experience this sort of mystery also has some further 
implications that go beyond the immediate museum experience. To make an 
exhibition around mysterious objects is also to make an implicit epistemological 
(knowledge theoretical) statement. For example, if these objects are mysterious then 
why is that others are not? How can we be certain of the nature of other objects, 
but not the ones in the exhibition? Moreover, what does it mean to be certain 
about the nature of any object? How can we know things in general? One can say 
then that the Hunt museum exhibition had as a higher level aim to stimulate 
thinking about epistemology on a concrete practical level. This aim was realized by 
explicitly asking the visitors to try to figure out the nature of four mysterious 
objects and then communicate their thoughts to the musem staff and other visitors 
through a recording device.  

The four mysterious objects 

 
Fig. 4 Visitors were encouraged to form theories about these objects 

Object number one is known as the Oxford disc and is also referred to as simply 
the metal disk. The second object is referred to as the y-shaped object. The third 
object is known as the dodecahedron and the last object is known as the stone ball. 
The game of figuring out what these objects are is something that all visitors can 
participate in just by looking at replicas of the objects. However the epistemological 
teaching agenda also involved giving visitors an archaeological context so that they 
could find themselves in a similar position as the docents. Thus while the objects 



268 Visitor Orientation in Contex  

are mysterious, they do have contextual connections that the exhibition sought to 
convey through various computer based installations. We might say that the 
designers of the exhibition aimed, at least partly, to make curators out of visitors.  

Vistor scenario 
The figuring out the nature of mysterious objects was realized in terms of a 
detective story-like mystery setting. When visitors entered the exhibition they were 
given special cards (Fig. 5) with radio frequency identification technology (RFID 
technology). The idea with RFID is simple. There are two important parts to an 
RFID system: a tag and a reader. The tag sends out radio signals that are detected 
by the reader. There are different kinds of RFID systems. The system used in the 
Hunt museum depends on so called inductive tags. These kinds of tags can be 
made very small and do not require batteries. The power for the tag signal is 
instead generated by a coil inside the tag that transforms electromagnetic waves 
from the reader into current. An interesting feature with these and some other 
RFID tags is that they send out distinct signals so that a number of cards can be 
used in conjunction under the right conditions. Single visitors got four cards with 
inductive RFID tags (corresponding to the four mysterious objects) when they 
entered the exhibition.  
 

 
Fig. 5 Active RFID-card for the dodecahedron 

The majority of the visitors were school children who came in classes. When a 
school class came together each child generally got a single card only and they were 
encouraged to use their cards in cooperation.  

Although the particular technology used may be interesting, we may simply think 
of the cards as being active and capable of triggering events such as projections on 
screens. So far I have said something about the fundamental idea of using 
mysterious objects in a detective like mystery setting and I have also said something 
about a basic technology used throughout the exhibition. At this point let us now 
turn to a more concrete explanation of the exhibition. What could the visitor do 
within the exhibition and what did the exhibition look like? How did the visitors 
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use their active cards? To begin with, let us examine the three rooms in the 
exhibition. I will here refer to the rooms as: the theatre room, the study room and 
the universal curator room. These rooms were laid out according to the following 
floor plan:  

magic desk

magic painting
magic trunk

telescope plinths with
replicas

stage

radio

background changer

screen

visualization(Universal Curator Room) (Study Room)

(Mystery Room)

recording
machine

 
Fig. 6 Exhibition floor plan 

As the floor plan indicates, each room had various installations and these 
installations will now be examined as we turn to each room for a closer 
examination of the exhibition. 
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Study room 

 
Fig. 7 Visitors are given active cards and a verbal introduction to the exhibition 

The visitors from a school class (Fig. 7) sit on a bench in the middle of the study 
room. A guide is giving them active cards for playing in the exhibition. To the left 
one gets a glimpse of one installation: the magic desk with a lamp on top. To the 
right there is another: the magic painting with a table in front of it. The visitor 
typically starts in this room that was put together as John Hunt’s study room. The 
idea is to convey some of the fascination that he might once have felt over 
collecting and learning about various artifacts. Within the study room there are 
four different installations that the visitor can play with. To think of them as 
installations is a way of dividing things up into settings that can be analyzed 
separately, but at the same time this does some violence to the homogeneity of the 
exhibition for the meaning of each installation depends on the exhibition as whole. 
The installations were not put together at random, but so as to produce a 
meaningful exhibition. Thus in the study room there is a unifying theme of 
studying the four mysterious objects. Let us know examine the installations in this 
room. 
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Magic desk 

 
Fig. 8 A visitor is placing a card on a hot spot and text is projected onto the open book 

This magic desk consists of a map that is laid out on a table and a book that lies 
open. The visitor can put his cards on the map in order to find out something 
about the objects displayed on the cards. So if the visitor places a card at a certain 
location he might learn that the object has indeed been found there and how it was 
found. This information is projected onto the open book positioned at the left end 
of the map (there is a hidden projector on a shelf above the desk). In order to guide 
the visitor in placing his cards on the map, a number of target circles have been 
drawn. If a visitor places his card where a circle is then some information is 
displayed regarding the object on the card and the encircled location. Visitors in 
groups normally take turns in placing cards on the map. As cards are placed on the 
map, the visitors look at the projection on the open book.  
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Magic painting 

 
Fig. 9 A visitor is hitting the Oxford disc with the wand and a tapping noise is heard. 

This installation consists of a framed large flat screen display that is hung on a wall 
as a painting and a black wand put on a table in front of the painting. There is also 
a place to put an active card on the table as indicated by a sign. The framing is of 
antique style with gold color. This framing makes for a painting-like appearance. If 
no card is put on the card slot then the four mysterious objects are displayed as 
realistic 3D game-like objects together in a square pattern. When a visitor puts 
down a card, the corresponding mysterious object is displayed alone. Visitors can 
manipulate the 3D objects with the wand. So when a visitor rotates the wand the 
object is rotated (although the mapping is not so precise). Apart from rotating the 
objects, visitors can also hit them. The visitor does this by hitting just in front of 
the interactive painting with the wand. As the visitor does this a sound is heard and 
that gives the visitor some sense of the physical properties of the object such as its 
hardness. What is more, the sound is dynamically generated and stands in relation 
to how fast the wand moves. Thus when the wand moves rapidly into the threshold 
distance in front of the painting, the sound generated reflects that of a hard hit. A 
slow movement generates a softer sound.  
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Magic Trunk 

 
Fig. 10 Visitors are discussing in relation to an animation about the y-shaped object  

This installation includes a trunk with a flat screen display and two target areas for 
card readers. The flat screen display is framed and draped with black cloth in such a 
way that only the frame and the screen surface are visible. There are also some 
decorations in the trunk such as old looking pottery and hay. When a visitor places 
a card on one of the two slots an animated story involving the corresponding object 
is displayed. Two visitors can also cooperate by placing one card each on the two 
readers. If cards have been put on both target areas in the trunk then a unique 
animated story is told for that particular combination of cards.  
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Radio station 

 
Fig. 11 Visitor leaning close to hear what has been recorded about the mysterious objects 

The installation was as follows: a table with an old time radio and a chair in front 
of it. Visitors can use the frequency knob on the radio and tune in to messages 
about the mysterious objects that have been recorded by visitors at the recording 
machine (Fig. 13). Visitors can also move a selection knob to listen to messages 
about the different objects. Thus they can choose to listen to messages about the 
stone ball or the Oxford disc. These messages are recorded as theories about the 
objects that visitors came up with. The messages are not recorded in the study 
room, but in a room that the visitors typically went to after the study room: the 
mystery room (Fig. 12). Visitors typically go back to the study room and listen to 
the messages on the radio after they have been to the mystery room and recorded 
their own theories.  

Mystery room 
This room has four plinths with replicas of the mysterious objects on top of them. 
The visitor can look at the various replicas and ponder the nature of each object as 
he touches and handles them. There is also a recording machine (Fig. 13) were the 
visitor can record messages about the various objects. When the visitor has 
examined the replicas and have been through the installations in the study room, 
the visitor is encouraged to record one or more messages about the various objects 
at the recording station. The visitor records a message by putting a card in the 
recording station. When the card has been successfully put into the machine he 
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hears a voice prompt in the handset attached to the recording station. The voice 
prompt asks him to leave a message about the object on the card. 

Plinth with replica in mystery room 

 
Fig. 12 Visitor grabbing stone ball replica, recording machine visualization in background 

As the visitor records a message, it is stored and visualized as a rotating strip on the 
projection screen (Fig. 12). The recorded messages can be listened to on the radio 
station in the mystery room. Another feature of the mystery room is that it 
contains a number of hidden speakers inside the pillars. These speakers serve to 
sonify the environment in such a way as to create a mysterious ambience. The 
sonification is driven by computers that generate a dynamic mysterious sound 
carpet with sound samplings of recorded messages.  
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Recording machine 

 
Fig. 13 Visitor getting ready to record message for the object on her card 

Visitors typically begin with studying the objects in the study room. Although the 
objects are ultimately mysterious, some clues about them are provided in the study 
room. Visitor can get a sense of some of the known context regarding the objects 
and are also encouraged to reflect about their nature. One might say that the visitor 
is prompted to gather clues about the objects in the study room. Then in the 
mystery room the visitor can touch the replicas and attempt to form his own 
theories about them. At a general level, the visitor also becomes acquainted with 
empirical research. There is an inductive part, that of gathering evidence, and a 
deductive part, that of forming a theory. While the study room and the mystery 
room form a coherent whole the exhibition also involved another room, the 
universal curator room (Fig. 14), that is not in an any obvious way related to the 
others. 
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The universal curator room 

 
Fig. 14 Visitors playing in various ways 

The universal curator room has three interconnected installations. One installation 
involves a telescope aimed at a small illuminated stage-like platform in front of it. 
Visitors can look inside the telescope to see what is placed on the stage in front of 
it. A number of props made out of wood and covered with plastic are on the stage 
and can be rearranged by visitors. Plastic film with photographic motives covers the 
props to make them appear as museum artifacts and so an idea here is that visitors 
can create their own exhibition. Moreover, whatever is placed on the stage in front 
of the telescope can not only be seen in the telescope but also on a large flat screen 
display that has been given an antique looking frame (to the left in Fig. 14). The 
flat screen display with the frame has the appearance of a theatre. When visitors 
rearrange the props in front of the telescope this activity can be followed 
simultaneously by onlookers at the stage, viewers at the lens end of the telescope 
and by those who look at the large screen. To further give an impression of a 
theatre, a bench (difficult to spot in Fig. 14, but is to the left of the rightmost 
visitor) is located in front of the screen at a convenient viewing distance. There is 
also one more interactive station involved in the theatre room which is not shown 
in the previous picture. This station consists of a wooden cabinet with a lever that 
can be moved to display different backgrounds for the stage in front of the 
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telescope and consequently the theatre. All in all then, the situation is somewhat 
complex. First the visitors can manipulate what objects are displayed by rearranging 
props on the stage in front of the telescope. Second the visitors can change the 
background. Third, visitors can also change the focus and the zoom of the 
telescope. All in all, there are four different ways of controlling what is displayed 
and with a group of visitors all of these changes can take place simultaneously. This 
room, no doubt, made for relatively complex interaction.  

Visitor styles and games 
When I first came to the Hunt exhibition I found myself spending time thinking 
about what to look for? I had an interest in how the visitors would come to 
accommodate to the Hunt exhibition as an environment that was partly digital and 
incorporeal and partly physical and corporeal, but that was it. I did not bring with 
me any particular theory or favorite intellectual guiding figure in order to analyze 
visitors and place. It did not worry me too much as I had a DV camcorder and 
spent much of the initial time shooting video. Also that is the way that I decided go 
about my research with as few initial preconceived ideas as possible and be open for 
surprises. I hoped that with time some patterns would emerge out of the hurly 
burly of visitor activities.  

This line of thinking is of course central to much of ethnography, i.e., that you 
try to gather what happens in a particular setting through at least a partial 
suspension of your own background beliefs, stances and dispositions. I am not sure 
how well I succeeded with such a suspension. I ended up with an account of 
visitors and place that relies on what I came to think of as place games. This notion 
of a place game shares some similarity with Wittgenstein’s notion of a language 
game although the notions are not entirely similar. Wittgenstein is mainly 
interested in analyzing language and he asks what is it that people do with 
language? One answer that he suggests in his later work is that we can understand 
what they do in terms of language games. I am interested in places and I ask what is 
it that visitors do with places? The line of analysis that I provide is that we can 
understand what visitors do in terms of place games. This line of analysis came to 
me as I was astonished by how fast visitors were able to find ways of playing with 
the installations. I could think of nothing more common and basic to visitor 
behavior than playing in different ways with the installations.  

After a while I also started to see some emerging regularities and that four games 
were recurring. Firstly, a researcher game was played so as to systematically reveal 
all that could be learned from an installation. Secondly, an explorer game was 
played centered around revealing some of what can be learned and in is less 
systematic ways. Thirdly, an experimenter game was played concerning the field of 
possibilities with an installation (not necessarily those intended) and how to tinker 
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with an installation in different ways. Fourthly, the observer game is about looking 
at what the others do. Instead of explaining these games in more detail at this 
point, I will instead jump to some concrete game examples as my best effort of 
conveying what these games are about. I will focus on the first three games since 
the observer game involved much less overt behavior and I find it difficult to 
describe in nuanced ways. Let me begin now with a look at the research game as it 
was played by visitors throughout different installations.  

Research game 

 
Fig. 15 Visitor struggling to play the research game 

The boy with the card on the map has just said “stop I want to know” when one of 
his mates was playing with his hand in front of the projector. Sometimes visitors 
were diligent, i.e., they read the text carefully and placed the cards on the map 
systematically so as to exhaust the information available. One can compare this 
game with that of the classic game of memory where the object is to find matching 
pairs of cards. In order to play memory one needs to get a perspicuous view of the 
cards, but one can only turn over one card at a time. At the magic desk one can 
similarly only see information for one card at a time. The researcher is facing the 
memory game-like task of keeping track of what locations have been examined if he 



280 Visitor Orientation in Contex  

wants to explore the map completely and learn as much as possible from the 
installation.  

Listening to all messages 

 
Fig. 16 Visitor listening to all messages 

This visitor is turning the dial to shift from messages about one object to those 
about another. She sits in front of the radio for about ten minutes and listens to the 
different messages. She goes through the messages sequentially, is focused and does 
not talk to anybody. She avoids listening to the same message twice and is looking 
for messages that she has not heard. When she is finished with messages about one 
type of object she turns the dial to shift to messages about another type. 



Visitor orientation in practice 281 
 

Coordination at the magic trunk 

 
Fig. 17 Visitor suggesting the use of a new card 

The visitor says "now who did not put in their card!". He and his mates have just 
watched and commented on various animations. Rather than seeing the same 
animation twice, the visitor is now asking for a new card. Soon another visitor 
places his card into the magic trunk and a new animation is shown. In this way the 
group works its way through the set of animations. The tone of voice of the boy is 
expressive of a sense of mystery and strong interest in what can be found out from 
exploring this installation. He speaks with enthusiasm and makes exclamations. 
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Working together at magic desk 

 
Fig. 18 Visitors playing the research game together 

The three boys are reading the text on the book in chorus. The leftmost boy has 
repeatedly been placing his card on the map so as to reveal new information for the 
group as a whole. After a while another boy continues researching the map with his 
card instead and the group continues to play close attention. When the research 
game is played collectively, visitors avoid cutting in or struggling for their turn. 
Turn taking is instead consistent with the memory game-like logic of examining all 
map locations for each card.  
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Striving for systematicity 

 
Fig. 19 Visitor trying to stick to the rules 

The visitor on the left is telling the others "stop there is only person meant to 
move". He has been exploring the map systematically, researching it, but now 
others are cutting in and his orderly game is disturbed.  
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Researching objects 

 
Fig. 20 Visitor asking for a new card 

This visitor has used the card she has in order to explore its corresponding object. 
She has moved the object around and tapped on it. Now she wants to go on and 
asks for more cards. She receives new cards and displays two new objects that she 
taps on with the wand. Then she leaves the installation after having examined the 
objects fully.  

Let us turn now to the explorer game and look at how it became manifest in 
various installations. 
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Explorer game 

 
Fig. 21 Visitor moving a card on the map 

This visitor has moved her card around rapidly over the map and looked briefly at 
the projections. When she sees that the projection changes as she places her card, 
she moves it immediately to a new location. Whatever texts are being projected on 
the book, she can only be marginally aware of them considering the speed at which 
she is going. Her game does not include reading the text carefully to learn 
systematically about the objects, but it is a faster game of exploration.  
 



286 Visitor Orientation in Contex  

Competing for the wand 

 
Fig. 22 Two visitors both want to have the wand 

Visitors have to wait for their turn to have the wand so that they can play with the 
magic painting (Fig. 22). As one visitor is playing with an object another visitor 
might suddenly change the object being displayed. As can bee seen there is also 
some competition going on and a visitor who has the wand might have to give it 
up suddenly. In this group of visitors one had to take one’s chances when given the 
wand to explore the painting briefly. Moreover, the objects were not being changed 
according to group consensus and so it was difficult to play the researchers game 
either individually or collectively. Each visitor found himself in an explorative 
scenario on the individual, as well as, the collective level.  
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Exploring the map 

 
Fig. 23 The visitor looks for where the object on the card has been found 

The visitor with the card is moving it from circle to circle on the map. If the object 
has not been found he says "no" and moves on otherwise he does not say anything 
and simply moves on. He is looking for where the object on his card has been 
found. He is exploring the map under the aspect of locating objects, but not under 
the aspect of providing contextual clues. He has found a game that works within 
the intended field of possibilities, but it is not as thorough as the game of the 
researchers. Let us now move on to the experimenter’s game. 
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Experimenters 

 
Fig. 24 Two creative visitors 

The two visitors in the picture (Fig. 24) are experimenting with the universal 
curator installation in different ways. The visitor closest is putting her active card 
right in front of the camera in the telescope and we can see that the card is now 
being displayed on the large screen to the left, effectively blocking everything on 
the stage out.  



Visitor orientation in practice 289 
 

Mediated play 

 
Fig. 25 Two visitors experimenting together 

First the visitor on the right (Fig. 25) is moving his fingers in front of the telescope 
and looks at the projection of them. Then another visitor sees the moving fingers 
on the screen and runs up to the screen. As he reaches the screen he runs his fingers 
on top of the moving fingers on the screen. The two boys are discovering some new 
possibilities of playing together. 
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Playing together 

 
Fig. 26 Visitors watching the rays of the projector filter through their hands 

The boy (Fig. 26) says “See if it can go through your hand.” and the girl says “ah 
yeah!”. There were also times when single visitors would play with the rays of the 
projector in a similar way. Some visitors appeared intrigued by the fact that the ray 
gave rise to a pattern that could be seen not only on the book, but on their hands 
also.  
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Discovering a musical instrument 

 
Fig. 27 Visitor trying to hit object on screen to make a sound 

The visitor second to the left (Fig. 27) has just told his mate on his right to “hit it 
hit it!”. His mate goes on for a while hitting the stone as the boy on the left watches 
intensively. Then suddenly the visitor second to the left laughs and wants the 
wand. 

 
Fig. 28 The magic painting as a musical instrument 
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He takes the wand (Fig. 28) and makes a rhythmic tapping that shares some 
similarity to the way his friend was tapping. He discovered a rhythm pattern and 
an instrument. He has found an unintended way of playing through 
experimentation.  

Place games and visitors 
After having examined a number of examples of the researcher, explorer and 
experimenter games let us now turn to a brief summary of these games. 

Researcher game 
One way to look at the researcher game is to say that for many installations this 
way of playing was the intended way of playing. Thus when visitors would go 
through the map systematically to learn as much as possible about the mysterious 
objects they were doing what was intended with the installation. It was setup to 
provide the visitors with clues about the different objects through the placing of 
cards on the map. The researcher played without breakdowns and in doing so 
managed to unify the incorporeal with the corporeal through a game that was 
being played smoothly. The projections on the book, the reading of text and the 
movement of cards were all part of a single unifying place game. In some cases this 
game took a social turn when several visitors cooperated and the researcher game 
gave rise to an esemplastic unity of not only incorporeal and corporeal artifacts, but 
also of a social world.  

Explorer game 
The researcher game and the explorer game share some similarities and the main 
difference between them is that the researcher is more thorough and systematic. 
The term explore is a very general term and we can think of researching as a way of 
exploring or exploring under the aspect of researching. Thus it seems to me that 
the same place unifying features that apply to the researcher game apply to the 
explorer game as well. Both the explorers and the researchers remain within the 
interactional field of intended possibilities, i.e., they play in ways intended by the 
designers.  

Experimenter game 
For the experimenter the ways in which the installations were played with were 
often not intended ways. The experimenter is like the child who gets a soda bottle 
and then shakes it vigorously so that the contents can be squirted instead of drunk. 
The experimenter may well be aware of the intended ways of interacting with an 
installation, but to discover novel ways of interacting has a greater appeal. In some 
cases it may of course be the case that a visitor has failed to grasp the possibilities of 
interaction and experiments in order to get a sense of how an installation works.  
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The analysis so far has given a view of visitors as taking on different roles and 
playing different games within the exhibition. The picture that emerges seems 
simple and one might think that each visitor is to be thought of as falling into one 
of the categories of researchers, explorers, experimenters or observers. One might 
even think that being a researcher, explorer, experimenter or observer is something 
like a character trait. However, the dynamics of being a visitor proved itself to be 
more dynamic than such a simple picture suggests. The truth is that the games that 
visitors played could shift rapidly. 

Game shifting 
One and the same visitor may change back and forth between different games 
during his visit to a single installation. Such game shifting may take place for 
several reasons. If a visitor is alone at an installation, playing the research game then 
the visitor may be forced to abandon this game when other visitors appear at the 
installation and are eager to explore or experiment with it. It may be impossible to 
continue to play the research game when several visitors are playing at the same 
time. Moreover, when a group arrives there is also the possibility of playing 
together and so the interaction may become guided by a collective intentionality 
and then the other games can only be played against this background of 
cooperative play or the cooperative play takes on a character of its own that takes 
precedence over other games.  

Another reason for game shifting may be that the visitors simply become bored 
with one type of game and then try another. It happened that a visitor who had 
explored an installation for some time suddenly started to experiment instead. 
Intuitively it seems to me that this is all normal practice for children who play. At 
times they might be following the rules of one game and then they might suddenly 
break them or play a different game altogether. Thus if want to give a more 
veracious picture of what was going on with visitors and games in the exhibition we 
might say that the situation was more like a hurly burly of different games and of 
game shifting than visitors having stable dispositions and playing the same game 
styles over and over again.  

Production of place 
When the exhibition was put together one overarching aim was to create an 
exhibition were the visitors would not see the computers or even think that there 
were any computers around. The aim was to create an exhibition were the digital 
and physical artifacts became part of the exhibition so as to allow the visitors to 
experience a unified environment. What would this amount to? I started out earlier 
on an analysis that involved the notions of observer relativity of place, dualism of 
place and esemplastic unity. In order to make sense of place we need to think of it 
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as observer relative because places are produced by people. Thus people who dwell 
in places, live in places or visit places stand in various relations of production to the 
places that they are in. This does not mean that places are fantasies or not real, but 
what a place means to a person is not something intrinsic to physical reality.  

In many cases we share a lot of the subjectivity involved with places such as when 
two people have lived in the same place for a long time and have had many 
experiences together. We can also share the subjectivity of place when we engage in 
similar practices. Visitors that are on the same guided tour to a museum might 
walk around together stop at various points, look at paintings and listen to what 
the guide says. To do similar things in places is a way of sharing some of the 
subjectivity involved. Thus the people who walk around listening to a guide tend 
to share more subjectivity with visitors on the tour than with the guide. In the 
vocabulary suggested here they do so in virtue of playing the same place game of 
walking, stopping, looking and listening. Thus one way to think of how place is 
constructed is to look at what place games are being played.  

In the case of the Hunt exhibition I have argued that four simple place games 
were being played, i.e., those of research, exploration, experimentation and 
observation. One might of course identify other games also and this categorization 
is not to be thought of as complete or exclusive. All that can be said is that these 
games could be observed. However, once these visitor games have been identified 
and analyzed we are now in a better position to say something about how the 
dualism of place came to be played out. The next step is now to try to discern 
whether the esemplastic mergence of soft artifacts and physical artifacts took place 
or not. It could have turned out that the visitors would have had considerable 
difficulty in playing games that involved both soft artifacts and physical artifacts 
and then that ought to lead us to be critical to any realization of an esemplastic 
production of place. For one of the distinguishing features of places is that they 
allow us to play games.  

Language games and place games 
Wittgenstein’s later work concerns philosophical problems as seen under the aspect 
of language games and by this he means not simply a linguistic activity. In my 
interpretation of Wittgenstein, which is also that of many others, what he is after is 
something like the language use situation and this incorporates such things as what 
artifacts may come into play. Of course when we speak of games we are imposing a 
view of what is going on in a place and that view is not going to be complete. What 
matters, however, is that our view is open-ended enough to capture enough of the 
phenomena. We need also to remind ourselves that to use games to analyze what 
goes on in places does not necessarily imply that we are imposing any kind of 
theory. As mentioned earlier, Wittgenstein has often been under attack and accused 
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of tacitly imposing his own kind of theory, namely the use theory of meaning. 
However, it was pointed out to me by Professor Hans Sluga at Berkeley that to say 
that meaning is use is really to ask about the application of words. The question 
becomes how do we succeed in using words which then is answered by using them 
and this is no theory at all but simply a truism. We might ask the question of the 
meaning of place along the same lines. How do we understand the meaning of 
being a visitor and the answer becomes by visiting them and do what visitors do, 
i.e., playing visitor games. In contrast to Wittgenstein my interest is not to examine 
language but place, and the aim here is to suggest a way to look at how places are 
produced through visitor games. I have spoken so far of place games as what 
visitors do in places and as a way of understanding the meaning of place. We can 
think of place games as getting at some of the observer relativity of place. But, we 
can also think of place games as being part of a making process because it is of 
course the visitor who plays games and in doing so he is making his place. Thus I 
want to make a stronger claim at this point and that is to say that all place games 
are place making games.  

Place making games 
In the analysis so far I have taken on a visitor oriented perspective in terms of place 
making games as a way of understanding the phenomenology of place. In the case 
under examination, the Hunt exhibition, this phenomenology involves both 
incorporeal and corporeal artifacts just as does all of human-computer interaction. 
Although this dualism of place that arises from engagement with incorporeal and 
corporeal artifacts always arises in human-computer interaction, it has remained 
largely unexplored. Instead there has been a lot of writing about incorporeal places 
as virtual reality or as mixed reality when incorporeal and corporeal artifacts or 
environments are experienced together. When we make this assumption of 
alternate digital realities we move into a certain kind of dialectic with metaphysical 
overtones. Thus Michael Heim [Heim ‘94] has written an entire book about the 
metaphysics of cyberspace and there are many other such works that take a 
metaphysical stand on human-computer interaction. My claim here is that we are 
not going to make any progress in human-computer interaction if we make 
metaphysical assumptions about alternate realities for the simple reasons that there 
is only one reality. Instead we need to bring the notion of place into the discourse 
of human-computer interaction and this brings with it a need to break some new 
ground with regards to the place making process because one of the things that 
humans often do in human-computer interaction is to make places. The visitor 
oriented perspective is an attempt to go in this direction as it stresses the visitor’s 
perspective when engaged in human-computer interaction. Thus instead of starting 
out with metaphysical assumptions we start out with the visitor and the place 
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making games that he plays. What can we say about these place making games? In 
what sense are they place making? It seems to me that they are so in at least five 
ways.  

One: Experience unification 
Whenever a visitor is engaged in a place game such as the ones analyzed here, i.e., 
researcher, explorer, experimenter and observer, this activity organizes experience 
along two dimensions that Searle talks about as the horizontal and vertical unity of 
consciousness [Searle ‘98 p74-75]. When I am engaged in a place game it takes 
place over time and so my actions are part of a flow throughout time and what I 
did earlier serves as a backdrop against which I act now and direct myself in the 
future. We might think of this as the horizontal unification of experience that a 
place making game brings about. Apart from this horizontal unity brought about 
by game playing through time it seems to me that there is also a vertical dimension 
that has to do with context. Thus whenever I am playing a game it happens within 
a context that I am aware of. This context is enormous and luckily I need only to 
focus on some parts of it in order to play a game. Thus if I am exploring the magic 
desk at the Hunt museum I need to pay attention to such things as the map and 
where to place my card, but I may also need to pay attention to what other visitors 
are doing and how they are reacting to what I do. To play the game is a way of 
orchestrating my actions in a rich context and it forces me to cope with it.  

Two: Orientation 
Place games allow visitors to orient themselves within places in different ways. A 
visitor at the magic desk, orients himself within the field of possibilities of that 
installation. He goes through the magic desk by placing cards in such a way as to 
move forward through the field of possibilities and this requires that the visitor 
knows something about the interaction environment of the magic desk. As in the 
game of memory the visitor keeps track of what has and what has not been seen. 
He is much like the visitor of a supermarket who is searching for something and 
avoids going into aisles he has already checked. One can of course think of a visitor 
who does not worry about were he has been or where he is going so he is playing 
roulette and moving in random. But, even people who play roulette in the most 
carefree ways tend to keep track of the last few numbers, as well as numbers that 
have come up many times and those who have not. Edward Tolman [Tolman ‘48] 
has shown that orientation is something primary to even lower animals such as rats 
that can learn mazes even when pushed through them on small wheel barrels. As 
many other animals we orient ourselves environmentally in order to survive and we 
do this whether we want to or not. It seems to me also that we ought to think of 
orientation as meaning much more to human beings than to rats and other 
animals. We have a remarkable capacity to grasp the structure of stories and to 
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make up stories ourselves. When we watch movies or read books we typically 
follow many characters all at once and this too is something that we do largely 
automatically, although there are times when we must pay careful attention or we 
will not be able to follow along and become disoriented. If we become disoriented 
in a movie we say that we are lost. Watching a movie involves maintaining 
orientation although the plot may be hard to follow. In the case of the exhibition, 
visitors were presented with stories about the mysterious objects and tried to follow 
and make sense out of them. When they went to the magic desk they could read 
short stories projected on the open book, at the magic trunk they could watch 
animated stories, and the radio played stories that the visitors themselves had 
recorded. All in all, the exhibition can be seen as a mystery story world in which 
the visitors oriented themselves in order to be able to come up with their own 
stories about the mysterious objects. This story world was shared among visitors 
who watched or read stories together.  

 
Fig. 29 Relating to story worlds 

The visitor pointing here (Fig. 29) says repeatedly “this was found in England, this 
was found in England” while looking at both what was found and the girls he is 
communicating with (seen in reflection). The three children are brought into a 
common story world and comments such as that by the boy can be seen as being 
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made to maintain mutual orientation. Apart from orienting themselves in the 
environment that an installation is and story worlds, there is also a third kind of 
orientation going on whenever a group of visitors are playing with an installation. 
Visitors in such situations can not simply go about as if they were at the installation 
alone, but find themselves within a social world that their games both constitute 
and regulate simultaneously. 

 
Fig. 30 Social orientation 

The boy here (Fig. 30) is pointing to where he wants his mate to put his card. Thus 
the place has a social character that requires visitors to orient themselves socially. It 
may be that this social orientation forced visitors at times to become explorers, 
experimenters and observers since there was little time for conducting systematic 
research of all possible information. 
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Three: Accommodation 

 
Fig. 31 Visitor ready to leave a short message about one of the mysterious objects 

Whenever a visitor plays a place game there is always the question of how that feels? 
Does the visitor feel comfortable playing the game? If it is being played smoothly 
then it seems that the visitor knows how to play the game, but he might still not 
feel accommodated. Thus someone might have figured out how to play the game 
of the researcher, but may find it boring. Thus accommodation depends only 
partly on whether the game is successfully played or not. Accommodation is strictly 
speaking neither a production nor reception but an esemplastic manifestation of 
place. Since place is a plurality it seems to me that we can never give a unifying 
account of accommodation. To see this we can think of an example where someone 
can not explain why he does not like a particular place, but still does not feel 
accommodated. There is nothing strange about this, it is just part of 
accommodation that it involves feelings, aesthetics, personality, culture and other 
factors that do not lend themselves completely to objective analysis or rational 
explanation. The visitor in fig. 35 seems very well accommodated. 

Four: Aspect seeing 
As soon as I am involved in a place game I am interacting under one or more 
aspects. Thus if I am a playing the researcher game then I am playing under the 
aspect of being a researcher. In some cases I can shift my interaction aspectually so 
that I willfully shift e.g. from being an experimenter to being a researcher and in 
other cases I just fall into one aspect under which I interact.  
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Fig. 32 A Visitor which sees the display as a TV 

The visitor with the number 6 (Fig. 32) sees the magic trunk under the aspect of 
being a TV and this way of seeing things not only comes to shape his experience of 
the magic trunk, but also the way he relates to his mates. This is what he said "cool 
the Flint Stones!" "come watch the Flint Stones!" "it is a TV you stupid!" "where is 
the Flint Stones?!" "Meet the Flint Stones!, there is Flint Stone, oh yeah Mr. Flint 
Stone!" "we are trying to watch the Flint Stones!" Two of his mates responded to 
this way of seeing things and asked him were the Flint Stones were.  

Five: Embodied interaction 
Some of the installations, such as the magic painting, allowed for more embodied 
interaction than other ones. Visitors at the magic painting could rotate and hit 
objects projected onto the screen with the wand. Here it becomes evident that the 
body unifies the incorporeal artifacts with the physical ones in an especially direct 
way.  
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Fig. 33 Embodied interaction 

The visitor here (Fig. 33) is hitting the object fast and repeatedly. He is acting in a 
way very similar to when hitting a physical object. His posture reveals the physical 
nature of the interaction. It even seems as if he is turning his head away to protect 
his eyes just as if he was hitting a physical object.  

Esemplastic unity of place 
When a place game spans over incorporeal and corporeal artifacts or environments 
then it seems to me that we ought to think of this as a process of esemplastic 
unification of place. If a game is being played in this way then we should think of it 
as being played in one place and not two or three or any other number. We might 
of course imagine that as a visitor is interacting with the magic painting, he gets a 
funny look into his eyes and all of a sudden becomes immersed in the painting and 
then snaps out of it and says "wow I was in the painting! what a trip! Now I am 
back in the physical world" but these sorts of experiences did not seem to occur 
and if something like this were to happen it would seem that the visitor had found 
a new game to play. We might call this an immersive game and this is often talked 
of in metaphysical discourses on virtual reality. What I have in mind with the 
esemplastic unity of place is something much closer to everyday life and 
engagement. The visitor disposition throughout the various installations was that of 
interacting in a unified place. It is enlightening to look at some cases were this 
background assumption broke down. This happened e.g. when some visitors 
became acutely aware the technology. 
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Finding the technology 

 
Fig. 34 Visitor pointing to the projector for the magic desk 

The boy pointing (Fig. 34) has spotted the camera and the projector and says “look 
there is a thing up there and there is a camera here!” and one of his mates says “and 
there is computers in here”. Here it seems that the technology is becoming the 
focus of attention. How does this effect the production of a unified place? The 
visitor is looking at the installation under the aspect of technology and is not 
engaged in any unifying place game. It seems that at this moment at least this 
visitor does not locate himself in an esemplastically produced place. The book on 
the magic desk also gave rise to what can be termed as an aspectual confusion. In 
normal cases when we interact with books we do so by turning pages, but for 
obvious reasons this was not intended in this case of the magic desk. It happened 
that visitors would try to do this however (Fig. 35) and in doing so broke the 
esemplastic unity. 
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Aspectual confusion 

 
Fig. 35 Visitor turning the pages of the book at the magic desk 

This activity of turning pages occurred a number of times so it seems likely that it 
was not just an odd way of playing with the projection. In any case the esemplastic 
unity was disrupted. There were also cases when visitors started to fight over the 
equipment (Fig. 36). 
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Struggling over equipment 

 
Fig. 36 Visitors on the left are both trying to use the zoom wheel 

The boys on the left are engaged in a struggle over the zoom wheel on the 
telescope. Here it seems that place is experienced under the aspect of struggling. 
There were also cases when the esemplastic unity was discovered through 
immediate insight. It happened that onlookers could make an esemplastic discovery 
without themselves being engaged in interaction. 



Visitor orientation in practice 305 
 

Esemplastic discovery 

 
Fig. 37 Visitor pointing at another visitor tapping an object to make a sound 

The leftmost boy facing us (Fig. 37) has discovered an exciting connection. He 
started laughing at the sound of the tapping and now points to his mate who is 
making the noise. Here it seems that the esemplastic unity has just dawned on the 
visitor who points. He suddenly understands the game that is being played. 
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Fig. 38 Visitor pointing at the screen in response to a discovery 

The visitor in the center (Fig. 38) has been looking through the telescope and now 
runs and shouts “Look there!”. He then runs back to lock at the stage in front of 
the projection and tells his friend there “Look there!”. He has discovered a 
connection between the projections. What he sees when he looks through the 
telescope is what he sees on the screen and also what is on the stage in front of the 
telescope.  

 
Fig. 39 Visitor leaving a message and then pointing to its visualization 

This visitor (Fig. 39) first leaves a message. After leaving the message he looks at 
the large screen in front of him and sees his message making his way into the 
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visualization. He is playing a game that spans over physical and digital artifacts and 
he is happy about having his message on the screen.  

Coping and experiencing esemplastic unity of place 
In this thesis I have gone through a number of philosophers in order to develop a 
sensibility of place and of how this term place has taken on various meanings 
throughout history. My claim was that the development of a sensibility of place was 
important for human-computer interaction and understanding visitors. Here I have 
examined a mixed place environment and suggested a way of analyzing visitor 
engagement through the lens of place games in analogy with Wittgenstein’s 
language games. This approach may be seen within the larger tradition of 
philosophy that concerns itself with practices, stances and dispositions that allow 
for what may be termed background coping. When everything is working smoothly 
the place games are played without breakdowns, but if there is a problem with 
some artifact then the game might not be played smoothly anymore.  

Naturally, in many cases visitors may not be able to cope right away, i.e., they 
might not be able to play certain visitor games and this forces upon them a 
reflective stance of problem solving and tinkering in order to learn the visitor 
games. So for example in the Magic painting station the mapping between the 
wand and the soft objects was not so clear and it took most visitors some amount 
of tinkering in order to know how to make purposeful rotations. The mapping 
required in order to hit the object could be mastered more quickly. When it comes 
to coping with artifacts it is useful to turn to the work of Martin Heidegger for a 
more refined analysis. Heidegger as we have seen, came to spend some time with 
questions regarding coping with equipment such as tools. Heidegger describes 
different ways of coping that can be understood in terms of availableness, 
occurrentness and unavailableness [Dreyfus ‘93 p124]. I discussed some of this 
material in the section on Heidegger also. 

Availableness 
We can use the term availableness when coping with tools is working smoothly and 
without breakdowns. In this case the subject is not aware of himself as a subject 
reflecting on what he is doing with a tool, but is absorbed in practical activity. If we 
look at someone from the outside using a tool in this way we might for example see 
someone using a mouse to move a pointer on the screen and a keyboard to type 
letters. However, the subject is simply absorbed in a practical task. Let us say of 
writing a message, without reflecting on what he is doing with the mouse or the 
keyboard. It is the fact that he can cope transparently with these tools that allows 
him to concentrate on writing the message thinking about what points he wants to 
convey and how to formulate himself. Thus a computer literate person can often 
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reach this level of transparent coping with physical and soft artifacts. When this 
happens the person can work within a computer environment consisting of 
hardware and software as one esemplastic environment.  

The same line of thought that was here applied to a person who writes a letter 
can be applied to visitors who play place games. Thus when researchers and 
explorers are able to play with the installations and cope transparently they are less 
reflective with respect to the interaction devices, and simply play the games they 
do. The smoothly running games in virtue of having soft and physical components 
then allow for an esemplastic experience of place as does the computing 
environment for someone engaged in everyday computer use. The computing 
environment is produced as an esemplastic whole of mouse, keyboard, monitor, 
windows, icons, menus, pointers, files etc. An interactive station such as the magic 
desk is produced as an esemplastic whole of the physical desk, map, cards, book 
and the projections.  

Unavailableness 
There is a form of breakdown that occurs when a subject can not cope smoothly. 
We might think of a malfunctioning mouse for instance. It may need some 
cleaning, but it is still partly working. As mentioned earlier the manipulation of the 
objects in the magic painting with the wand was not based on obvious mapping 
and the visitors would have to tinker in order to rotate objects. Moreover one of 
the objects had an erroneous rotation programmed so that it rotated off the display 
area. Thus one can say that from a Heideggerian standpoint the magic painting was 
experienced as unavailable to some extent. Thus the visitors would have to think 
(although perhaps not so reflectively) about the movements of the wand and the 
movements of the objects and how it all worked together and this occupation with 
the use of the artifacts ought to have had some impact on the production of place 
as being something less unified. Unavailableness can come in different degrees and 
in some cases it may lead to total breakdowns. However, unavailableness should be 
seen along lines of practical coping and not theoretical reflection which is more 
associated with occurrentness.  

Occurrentness 
If something does not work as it should then unity can break down and the person 
is no longer absorbed with practical activity. Thus e.g. when an operating system 
crashes it becomes evident that the computing environment is a duality and the soft 
part of this duality is not within the bounds of absorbed practical activity. Thus the 
person comes to think reflectively on what is going on. Heidegger calls this mode 
of coping occurrentness and it is marked by the seizing of practical activity and the 
adoption of a theoretical problem solving stance. The subject is simply staring at 
the computer reflecting on what happened and what to do. This sort of breakdown 
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happened also in the exhibition. The computer for the magic desk crashed on 
occasion, leaving the visitors unable to play with it and staring at the projection of 
a boot screen. When this happened the unity of place was broken most abruptly. 
Strictly speaking occurrentness need not be seen as a form of breakdown. It has 
more do with taking a reflective stance on the world. 

Consciousness and esemplastic unity of place 
I have asked the reader to share with me the intuition that games can tie soft and 
physical elements together through what I have called the esemplastic production 
of places. However, there is also a cognitive argument that goes back to Kant for 
why such a unifying activity should take place. As mentioned earlier, Kant came to 
the conclusion that human experience necessarily comes to us as, roughly put, 
formatted, i.e., although our experiences are diverse they obey certain constraints. 
Thus causality, time and space are all categories of experience under which we 
become aware of the world. What he also noticed is that there is a unity to our 
experiences. Thus for example, when I sit in my chair and write this thesis I do not 
simply see a number of diverse objects and then try to figure out how they all are 
part of my experience. That may happen in unusual circumstances perhaps such as 
if I was hit on the head or had taken psychoactive drugs. But in normal cases I 
simply experience the world around me as already unified. My study where I am 
now sitting contains a chair, desk, desk lamp, computer, monitor and many 
different objects but I experience everything as being part of a whole, including the 
pressure from the chair on my back and the slight ache in my neck. This unifying 
activity is not something that I can break willfully; rather it forces itself on me.  

What is more, what goes for my experience of my room goes for all my other 
experiences of places. It is this same unifying tendency of consciousness that allows 
me also to form a unity out of my computer hardware and software and to 
experience it as a connected esemplastic whole. Thus even though the graphical 
environment with its icons, menus, pointers etc are very different from the physical 
devices these things are all merged into a unified experience of my computing 
environment. That there is a duality involved between soft and physical artifacts is 
what makes the unification esemplastic. This esemplastic unifying tendency ought 
to be viewed as an anthropological fact about us. Without it we could not have 
developed modern computing environments. If we turn now to the interactive 
stations in the Hunt exhibition we can say that not only do the games that we play 
with soft and physical artifacts tie them together, but it is a requirement of 
consciousness that these diverse elements are unified. It seems to me that this 
basically Kantian observation of the unity of our experiences fills in an important 
gap between the Wittgensteinian and Heideggerian arguments for how place is 
produced. The Wittgenstenian argument basically says that places are defined in 
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terms of the games that we play in them. Thus for the researchers the place 
becomes one of research and for the experimenters one of experimentation. The 
Heideggerian analysis leads us to a view of place as emerging on the basis of 
transparent coping. Both of these ways of analyzing the production of place share 
the assumption that the production of place is related to an involvement in 
practices. However, the Kantian argument for the unification of experience says 
that place need not be a production in terms of practices. Thus if we look at the 
observer category we could say that they also participate in the production of place 
through consciousness. Thus, for example, when they see the magic painting with 
its moving objects along with the wand and desk they do not simply see first these 
different objects and then think: aha they are part of a unity, rather they see these 
things as part of a unity from the start. Thus simply being conscious is to be 
experiencing the results of a unifying process.  

Moreover, Sartre pointed out that consciousness can also be seen under the 
aspect of what is left out or negated (page 139). For Sartre consciousness involves a 
creative transformation so that the way in which we encounter the world is 
radically dependent on us. We might call this transformation of consciousness an 
existential transformation and Sartre sees it as fundamental to his philosophy. Kant 
looks at consciousness from a metaphysical point of view so he and Sartre offer 
different perspectives on the unity of consciousness. For Kant the unity of 
consciousness is all a matter of universal cognitive functions and what we get is a 
perspective which fits well within cognitive science. Kant is not interested in how 
you and I experience the world differently but in how our minds format whatever 
appears in consciousness universally.  

Sartre, on the other hand, is interested in how consciousness is newer just of what 
is around us, but is an activity that is shaped by our emotions, dispositions and 
beliefs. As noted earlier (page 140), Husserl claims that when we are conscious of a 
thing such as a coffee cup we engage in a mental activity of filling in so that we 
become aware of more than what we see. Thus, I might just see one side of the 
coffee cup or even a smaller part, but I still become aware of the whole coffee cup. 
If we think in terms of negation then our awareness of the whole coffee cup arises 
as a result of an active negation of what we actually see (a part of the cup). In 
Sartre’s view we can think of the negation of consciousness as coming into play in a 
wide variety of settings. I gave the example of someone who came to a social dinner 
and saw directly that a particular person was not present (rather than examining 
everyone in the room). All in all then, for Sartre, our experiences of any kind of 
place involves seeing things directly in ways that depend on our background, what 
we are doing and who we are. It seems to me that we can apply this basic intuition 
to understand the esemplastic unity of place better. 
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In a sense, experiencing any kind of place is a negation of what is actually seen. 
So following Husserl and Sartre we can say that our experiences of place is a total 
experience that in my vocabulary arises as a result of an esemplastic production 
which goes beyond the Kantian background-free observer. We can apply this 
reasoning to human-computer interaction also and think of the esemplastic 
production of soft places as dependent on a filling in or negation. To illustrate, 
when I am typing these sentences right now it seems to me that I cannot, but help 
to experience a unified place were I work. By some mental effort I can try to see 
things differently and I can say things to myself like “oh there is the screen and here 
are all the small pixels and there is the mouse and it has these components” and I 
can try to break the unity of the place were I work which depends on incorporeal as 
well as corporeal elements.  

However, as soon as I start typing I am back in the unity of place again. We can 
analyze this esemplastic production as a sort of negation that involves negating 
what is actually in front of me. Thus strictly speaking, I directly experience my 
workplace as this unity and this happens in a particularly strong way when I engage 
in certain work activities, i.e., these place games of work. I can break the 
esemplastic unity of place when I just reflect on what is in front of me and gaze at 
it as when something goes wrong with my computer, but when I am actively 
engaged in typing I cannot put myself in this sort of stance because everything is 
simply available to me along Heideggerian lines of analysis and there is no room for 
things to become occurrent and stand out as separate entities. Along Sartrean lines 
of analysis we can now say something more and that is that what I experience is the 
result of negating the brute reality around me and this negation results in a total 
experience of place. It seems to me that this way of thinking of human-computer 
interaction applies not only to the particular case of word processing, but to all of 
human-computer interaction. All of human-computer interaction involves 
negation in the Sartrean sense so that what we experience is radically dependent on 
us and if we agree on this then we can see also how our analysis of the Hunt 
museum can be expanded.  

We can think of the installations in the Hunt museum as being subject to a 
negation by visitors so that what is experienced is something more than what is 
found in terms of artifacts or components. Thus, when a visitor is interacting 
under the aspect of being an explorer or researcher then the visitor is involved in 
games that presuppose negation and this is revealed in their place games. To be a 
researcher means that one employs different negations than those of the 
experimenter. So in order to play the game of a researcher one cannot as the 
experimenter look at the installation under the aspect of experimentation, but one 
must in some sense negate the installation as a collection of separate entities and see 
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rather a unity and a possible field of research engagement in order to be able to 
even get started in playing the game. If what I see when I come to the magic desk 
installation is a collection of things, i.e., a desk, a lamp, a book and so forth, but 
not how these entities belong together in activity then I cannot engage in the 
negation and the esemplastic production of place that is possible if I see the magic 
desk under the aspect of research, i.e., if I am able to play this game that ties things 
together and negate them as separate entities without relations.  

  
  

 
 
 

  
 
 
 



5. Visitor orientation and the digital dialectic 
Towards a dialectic of soft places 

The dialectic is back on the agenda. But it is no longer Marx’s dialectic, just as Marx’s was 
no longer Hegel’s … The dialectic today no longer clings to historicity and historical time, or 
to a temporal mechanism such as ‘thesis–antithesis–synthesis’ or ‘affirmation–negation–
negation of the negation’ … To recognise space, to recognize what ‘takes place’ there and 
what it is used for, is to resume the dialectic [Lefebvre ‘76]. 

 
 
I have argued here and in my licentiate thesis [Hedman ‘01] for a place-based 
perspective on human-computer interaction that I term visitor orientation. It seems 
to me fairly obvious that we, as human beings, are always placed somewhere or 
other. Right now for instance, I am sitting here in front of my computer typing 
this text and you are reading this text in another place. When I am writing this text 
it seems to me equally obvious that the computer and its physical and soft artifacts 
are part of the place I am in. Some of the things in this place are located in my 
physical environment like my coffee cup. Other things are located in my desktop 
environment such as the document I am typing on or the ones that lie on my 
cluttered desktop surface. It is a remarkable fact that I can combine all of these 
things into a single unified place, but that I do this ought to be seen as a matter of 
fact.  

Sometimes I get so involved within the desktop environment that I forget about 
the other stuff around me and find myself almost exclusively within this soft place. 
It may be for instance that I am looking for some document that I cannot find, 
neither on my cluttered desktop nor within all the folders where I store my work or 
I may simply be writing intensely. Somebody might have to tap me on my shoulder 
in order to get my attention, especially now when I am trying to finish my thesis 
on time. When I am in front of my computer I am usually also on the Internet 
whether I am at home or at work. I have been on the Internet for a decade and seen 
how it has literally exploded. I think that it is perfectly obvious that the net is full 
of various kinds of places such as websites, chat sites and communities. Thus my 
computer can now take me to more places than I can ever visit in my lifetime and 
it can get me in touch with more people than I could ever socialize with. Everyday 
I read and answer a number of email messages and I get increasingly annoyed with 
spam that leaves me with a mild feeling of alienation. I imagine that my daily use 
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of my computer and the Internet is not terribly exciting, but fairly representative of 
an ordinary work day. The computer is very much part of my work environment 
and without it my sense of place would be very different.  

However, this general and simple way of talking about computers and places is 
not a way which has gained much traction within academic circles. Nor it seems 
within the public discourse. Instead, what one often finds is surprisingly nothing 
less than metaphysics. The terms and expressions cyberspace, media space, virtual 
communities, virtual reality, and mixed reality all indicate that what is at stake is 
somehow reality and not place. I am astonished by this development because I see 
no need for developing any metaphysics. It seems to me that reality is not at all 
what is at stake, but what is at stake is our changing sense of place. For my own 
part I am sure that I have never gone into another reality or even worried about it 
or about my relation to reality at large as a result of being on the Internet or using 
my computer in any other way.  

I also doubt that these sorts of metaphysical worries or experiences in relation to 
computers are common. People who have seen popular movies about cyberspace 
such as the Matrix or the Fourth Floor some times start to think in metaphysical 
ways and so they might sit in a movie theater and say things such as “wow so it is 
really all an illusion” or “how do you know what is real?”, but few actually think 
that they are in the Matrix, cyberspace or in another reality when they call 
someone, send email or engage in a chat conversation. How did we get started in 
thinking about human-computer interaction in metaphysical ways? One way to try 
to answer this question is to look at what is going on in society today and when we 
do that, we can see that the way we live is becoming increasingly dependent on 
information technology. Moreover, throughout history we have seen frequent 
strong intellectual and existential reactions to the latest technologies and our 
relation to them. Thus John Searle [Searle ‘87 p218] remarks that in his childhood 
he learned that the brain was a telephone switchboard. He also notes that it has 
throughout history been compared to a computer, the Jaquard Loom (Charles 
Sherrington), hydraulic and electromagnetic systems (Sigmund Freud), a mill 
(Leibniz) and a catapult (ancient Greeks). In our current era we see a turning 
outwards from the mind to the reality outside of it as somehow being challenged by 
technology and there are many who write about technology as changing our sense 
of reality or offering a new kind of reality. There seems to be as much metaphysical 
excitement now with regards to the nature of reality and technology as there ever 
was about the nature of the brain and technology.  

The Western world-picture is seen as being transformed by information 
technology—the electronic simulacra [Baudrillard ‘95] of the artificial, interfaces, 
electronic media, and telecommunication pathways have been said to form a 
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telecosmos [Gilder ‘02] that enmeshes itself with everyday life in endless ways. 
With the rapid evolution of information technology comes the prophetic body of 
literature known as cyberpunk [Cavarallo ‘01, Shields ‘03]. Cyberpunk has made a 
roar and urged us to sense the Baudrillardian simulacra as but a weak technological 
premonition. The anti-technologist and father of cyberpunk, William Gibson, 
painted a grim picture of the future in his seminal work Neuruomancer [Gibson 
‘84] where he introduced the notion of cyberspace. He is not alone in adopting a 
skeptical stance to the increasing enmeshment of computer technology in our lives 
[Brook and Boal ‘95, Markley ‘96]. Others have optimistic visions [Rheingold ‘91, 
Rheingold ‘93, Benedict ‘93, Gilder ‘02]. Radical optimists are found among the 
growing number of technolibertarians [Borsook ‘01] with their reverence for 
information technology as a means to progress and individual freedom. Such 
factions are not new. They are expressions of fundamental dispositions to 
information and ultimately to knowledge and reality. After all, the mathematical 
and linguistic representational schemes that sustain the “digital virtualities” of 
today are thousands of years old [Porush ‘96 p107-141]. 

Let us try now, in a gestalt-like manner, to bring at least parts of this background 
to the foreground so we can gain a better sense of what is happening to place and 
where this remarkable idea of cyberspace might come from. The argument I am 
going to make is that the dream of cyberspace is the latest version of a recurring 
dream in philosophy and science and that dream can ultimately be spelled out as 
the dream of finding ourselves within the universe. In a sense philosophy and 
science is all about this dream. Moreover, there are two versions of this dream. One 
version is the dream of unity and the other is the dream of plurality, both very old. 
Thus when Parmenides (born c. 515 BC) tells us that there is an underlying reality 
behind all appearances he is dreaming the dream of unity. When Pre-Socratics such 
as Heraclitus is telling us that reality must be understood in terms of change and 
endless flux they are dreaming the dream of plurality.  

What is common to them, however, is that they are both dreaming about making 
sense of our place in the universe and how we find ourselves in it. As it turned out 
in the Western tradition the dream that came to have the strongest influence on us 
was the dream of unity and the dreamer par excellence was no doubt Plato. The 
brilliance of Plato lay in the way in which he resolved the seemingly conflicting 
dreams of plurality and unity through the introduction of the otherworldly. He 
accepted that the world in which he lived was a world of appearances, change and 
plurality, but he also envisioned another world of permanence and unity behind 
the appearances. Plato did not feel entirely accommodated in the earthly world, but 
felt marooned and longed for another place, a place of unity and perfection were he 
could go on living after death in a disembodied form. This idea of a clear 
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separation between different realities provided the background against which 
Western philosophy came to operate. It also carried the message that the body is 
not something that belongs to us in essence, but by accident. Plato introduces the 
idea that we have fallen into the earthly world and that this falling is something 
that we can and ought to ascend from. From a human-computer interaction 
perspective we are, in Plato’s account, avatars that are poorly accommodated in the 
earthly world and we can begin to see how the idea of cyberspace echoes the 
Platonic metaphysics in human-computer interaction. 

Object orientation and the metaphysics of place 
The primary point of accommodation to computing technology is the interface 
were we find ourselves entering soft places. We fall “through the interface” [Bødker 
‘90], and forget that we are working with a computer. In our era of programming, 
software applications are constructed out of software objects, i.e., as object oriented 
systems that typically stand in isomorphic relations to objects in the real world. 
This way of thinking comes natural to us because our world is largely a world of 
things or more technically sounding of objects with features. When we build 
software applications we can think of systems of objects as miniature worlds. Thus 
object orientation is something that derives its meaning from a certain picture of 
the world and this picture has been around for a long time, even in more refined 
forms. We find upon examination, that Plato’s system of forms is a rudimentary 
object oriented system built on the same fundamental concepts as object oriented 
programming with classes, objects and instances. 
 

… everything has a class and an absolute essence … [Plato – Parmenides] 

Let us take any common instance; there are beds and tables in the world --plenty of them, 
are there not? 
- Yes. 
But there are only two ideas or forms of them --one the idea of a bed, the other of a table. 
-.True.  
And the maker of either of them makes a bed or he makes a table for our use, in accordance 
with the idea. [Plato – The Republic] 

 
When we take the two ideas of an ideal world with perfect forms and that of object 
oriented programming (see page 197) together we see that a variant of Plato’s 
metaphysics has actually been incorporated in modern computer science as the 
current computing paradigm. All programming languages can be said to contain 
forms, i.e., programming constructs out of which applications are constructed: 
there is a world of primitive constructs and a world of applications. However, with 
object oriented programming, we see a direct correspondence between classes, 
forms, and instances in Plato’s system and these same kinds of constructs as they 
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are found within object orientation. Others have argued that Aristotle’s thorough 
classification activities and his account of logic can be of considerable importance 
for gaining a deeper understanding of object oriented programming [Rayside and 
Campbell ‘00, Rayside and Campbell ‘00-2]. Moreover, as has been argued earlier 
object orientation can also be understood in relation to the picture theory of 
meaning and Wittgenstein’s early philosophy (page 197). If we want to look for the 
start of this long tradition of viewing the world along the lines of systems of objects 
it seems to me that Plato is the one who we should turn to first and foremost and if 
we look closely we can see that there are some more subtle, yet important 
similarities that have to do with the distinction between appearance and reality. 

As we have seen this world that we live in is for Plato a world of appearances and 
there is an ideal world which is not of appearances, but is real and in it we find the 
forms of which the appearances (the things in this earthly world) take part. To 
highlight this appearance-reality distinction, Plato tells a story that has become 
known as Plato’s allegory of the cave. In this allegory we have a number of 
prisoners who are kept in a cave where they are chained in such a way that they are 
facing a wall. Behind them there is an elevated trail and behind it there is a fire and 
far away, an opening to the cave. From time to time people (sometimes carrying 
things) and animals walk on the trail and when this happens shadows emerge on 
the wall they are facing. Our unfortunate prisoners have no knowledge of a life 
outside of the cave. The world of the prisoners is a world of shadows and they 
know of no other world. In Plato’s view this is much like the state of the everyday 
man who has not engaged himself in philosophy and who, according to Plato, 
mistakenly thinks that this life world is real and not just full of appearances. Then 
Plato speculates what would happen if one of the prisoners got to the opening of 
the cave and managed to escape. His eyes would of course hurt, but then gradually 
he would get used to the sun. Now Plato asks, would he want to go back to the 
cave? For Plato the answer is obvious: he would not, because the “real world” is 
clearly preferable over the world of shadows. However, suppose now that our 
liberated man goes down into the cave to set free his fellow prisoners. We should 
not be surprised if they would be skeptical because what they are told may not 
sound believable to them and they might also complain about how their eyes hurt 
should they try to make their way out of the cave. Some of the prisoners may even 
turn back to their dark world of shadows simply to avoid the pain of the light.  

 In the movie the Matrix, the allegory of the cave shows up once again, albeit in a 
new form. The Matrix is a story in which machines have taken over the world and 
humans live in a computer simulation called the Matrix, the cyberspace of 
cyberpunk. They are hooked up to the Matrix constantly and it gives them a 
complete sense of reality. Humans never actually open their eyes, they never eat or 
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go to the bathroom. They float in a jello-like substance and get all their sense 
impressions, oxygen and nutrients fed to them through cables. There is, however, a 
resistance movement and the people in the resistance movement are not hooked up 
to the Matrix. When the hero of the movie Neo is liberated he complains that his 
eyes hurt and asks why? The answer of course is that he has never used them. One 
of the themes in the movie is whether the world of illusion in the Matrix can 
actually be preferable to reality and at least one person in the movie makes a 
decision to return to the Matrix and leave the resistance movement. We find, in 
less dramatic expression, similar concerns and assumptions regarding the 
appearance-reality distinction and the way people choose to live in our modern 
debate about the net.  

There has developed a distinction between life in and outside the net and life 
outside of the net is commonly distinguished by being real. It is common for 
people in net communities to suggest that they meet in "real life". Similarly when 
we talk about someone being addicted to the net we tend to think of this person as 
not being in touch with real life and there has been some talk about the necessity of 
deprogramming net addicts in order to bring them back to reality.  

Metaphysics and cognition 
On the view of Plato, the ideal world is a realm of perfection and unity according 
to which our ambitions can only aspire. This powerful vision of an ultimate 
substrate realm from which a world of manifest everyday experience derives—the 
division between form and expression, reality and illusion—runs through the 
history of Western thought. The echoes of Platonic thought were clear to 
Heidegger who stated that “All metaphysics, including its opponent, positivism 
speaks the language of Plato” [Heidegger ‘77-2 p386]. The search for such a 
“metaphysic” can be seen in the natural sciences. As an example, Galilei makes clear 
that: 

[Natural] philosophy is written in that great book which ever lies before our eyes— I mean 
the universe— but we cannot understand it if we do not first learn the language and grasp 
the symbols in which it is written. It is written in the language of mathematics, . . . without 
whose help it is impossible to comprehend even a single word of it, and without which one 
wanders in vain as through a dark labyrinth. — Galileo Galilei, in The Assayer (1623) 

Eventually the human desire to find unity in nature turned around with a self 
conscious gaze. The search for perfect forms or in Galilei’s time a clavis universalis 
[Rossi ‘00 xv]—a method or general science that would allow us to see through the 
“veil of Maya” (from Hinduism: the illusory appearance of the sensible world) and 
to get to the unity behind appearances—took a turn inward. This turn became 
manifest in the search for a perfect universal language capable of expressing all 
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thoughts and the perfect instrument for reasoning. One of the forefathers of 
computer science, the philosopher, mathematician and logician Gottfried Wilhelm 
Leibniz (1646-1716) took steps in this new direction of supporting the machinery 
of thought. Leibniz made a break with Aristotelian logic and brought important 
contributions to symbolic logic. Symbolic logic together with the binary number 
system (generally held to be Leibniz’ invention) is at the heart of modern computer 
science. Leibniz also built a mechanical machine that could add, subtract, multiply 
and divide and claimed that “… it is unworthy of excellent men to loose hours like 
slaves in the labor of calculation which could be safely relegated to others if 
machines were used.” [Goldstine ‘93 p8]. Not only did Leibniz wish to free the 
slaves of calculation, he also wanted to develop ways of organizing information 
better and to be able to test hypotheses mechanically.  

He was vexed by the problems of storing, retrieving and manipulating data at 
large, not just numerical data. Inspired by Aristotle’s way of categorizing elements 
into species and genera, he attempted to develop a conceptual alphabet of human 
thought [Davis ‘00 p4-7]. Such an alphabet was to represent fundamental concepts 
rather than sounds. By setting out to develop a concept language, Leibniz hoped 
that it would one day be possible to reason perfectly about all things, not just about 
numbers. His notation for differential and integral calculus allowed 
mathematicians to solve seemingly complicated problems in mathematics with 
great ease as if the notation itself did the work. He hoped that something similar 
could be done for thought in general using a concept language.  

Computationalism, mind and place 
Fodor [Fodor ‘75] claims that thinking arises in a “language of thought” 
inaccessible to us directly, but yet being the fundament of thought; the 
computational system of cognition. Similarly Chomsky’s “universal grammar” is a 
way of looking at human language use and cognition as emerging out of a universal 
transcendent computational system [Devitt & Sterelny ‘90 p118, Searle ’98 p88]. 
The claim of Allport [Allport ‘80] that the construction of computational models 
of the mind is “the single most important development in the history of 
psychology” conveys some of the tremendous optimism and quest for a pure, 
cognitive science of the mind [Flanagan ‘84]. A certain comparison with Galilei is 
obvious: for the cognitive sciences, the rules are held as written in the language of 
computation rather than mathematics as for natural philosophy [Boden ‘91 p259]. 
Much more could be said here about the computational model and the cognitive 
sciences that depend on it, however, others have written extensively on this topic. 
See [Searle ‘92] and [Coulter ‘83] for critical examinations of the foundations of 
cognitive science and [Gardner ‘85] and [Harnish ‘02] for history of cognitive 
science.  



320 Visitor Orientation in Contex  

The view that computation is the essence of cognition is also known as 
computationalism [Fetzer ‘94]. According to computationalism, any veracious 
account of cognition must either directly or implicitly refer to computation. 
Accounts of cognition that fail to refer to computation are often understood as 
expressions of folk psychology—i.e., as a primitive, naive theory of the mind [Searle 
‘97 p46]. On the view of computationalism, technology offers more than a way to 
simulate cognitive processes or what has been termed as weak artificial intelligence 
[Searle ‘97 p2]. Computationalism implies that computing technology is the 
machinery and home of cognition just as much as our brains for minds. On the 
view of computationalism, brains are essentially computers running programs. 
Through an affinity with computationalism, albeit varying, the cognitive sciences 
reveal a remarkable acceptance of the digital world. This acceptance is evident in its 
accommodating the digital world through equating mind with computational 
processes. A view of the human mind as computational, makes for the most 
accommodative view imaginable of the digital world and human-computer 
interaction turns into computer-computer interaction.  

The extropian society (hopes to transcend the human condition through 
technology and live forever) is hoping for computers to store mind backups (all 
memories and other mental states saved to digital media). Here we see a very clear 
expression of this tendency to think of computers as homes for cognition. Our 
brains may suffer all kinds of damages, but in the crystalline world of computer 
logic, hardware failure is of little consequence and the remedy is always to have 
good backups. 

He explained: some of the more submissive immortalists - non-Extropian immortalists, in 
other words - had worried about the possibility of their lives being terminated by accident, 
murder, or some other such form f radical unpleasantness. The way to get around that in 
the future, said Perry, would be to download the entire contents of your mind into a 
computer - your memories, knowledge, your whole personality (which is, after all, just 
information) - you'd transfer all of it to a computer, make backup copies, and stockpile those 
copies all over creation. If at some point later you should happen to suffer a wee 
interruption of your current life cycle, then one of your many backups would be activated, 
and, in a miracle of electronic resurrection, you'd pop back into existence again, good as 
new. [Regis ‘94] 

Many others such as the renowned computer scientist Marvin Minsky and his 
follower Raymond Kurzweil give similar transhumanist views of the mind [Minsky 
‘88, Kurzweil ‘00]. We can also find transhumanist writings on the mind in the 
work of Licklider on man-machine symbios [Licklider ‘69]. This affirmation of the 
digital world and computation derives strength from much earlier philosophical 
views of humanity that became prominent in intellectual discourse.  
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Cognition in the form of rationality (Aristotle) and thought (Descartes) has long 
since been held to belong to the essence of being human. Socrates even goes so far 
as to tell us that the unexamined life is not worth living and he is not just thinking 
of any kind of examination. What he is after is of course philosophical 
examination, the quest to get behind appearances and the discovery of a unified 
reality. In this view, we would have to say that some lives are not reflective enough 
to be worth living and that is a dark aspect of this emphasis on cognition. We can 
contrast this perspective with the existentialist tradition where we find an 
affirmation instead of passion and the emotions. One could say that for many 
existentialists the over examined life is not worth living and there is the idea that 
when we reflect too much we become less capable of simply living and experiencing 
the moment.  

Related to Leibniz’ strife to gain perfect clarity in reason and thought are also his 
ideas of storing information. He acknowledged (as Vannevar Bush would do 
centuries later [Bush ‘45]) that mankind as whole had made great scientific 
progress, but the sum total of knowledge accumulated by mankind was not easily 
accessible. Leibniz thought that it would be possible to remedy this situation by 
creating a universal encyclopedia [Davis ‘00 p16]. Such an encyclopedia would 
contain all of human knowledge collected into one place.  

Another invention of Leibniz which aimed to locate ourselves within the world of 
information was polydimensional referencing which works like hypertext.  

An encyclopedia would be a work that was, as we might now say, polydimensional and 
mixed, organized as Gensini observes (Gensini 1990: 19) - more according to 'pathways' 
than by a classification n by subject matters; it would be a model of practico-
theoretical knowledge that invited the user to move transversally, sometimes following 
deductive lines, as mathematicians do, and sometimes moving according to the practical 
purposes of the human users. It would be necessary also to include a final index that would 
allow the user to find different subjects of the same subject treated in different places from 
different points of view (IV, 21, De la division des sciences). It is almost as if Leibniz 
intended here to celebrate as a felix culpa that monument of non-dichotomical incongruity 
that was the encyclopedia of Wilkins; as if he were writing a rough draft for the very project 
that d'Alembert was to set forth at the beginning of the Encyclopedie. Dimly shining from 
beneath the project of Wilkins, Leibniz has recognized the first idea of a hypertext. [Eco ‘97 
p258]. 

The wish to augment the mind, to empower it, is behind much of the development 
in computer science. Vannevar Bush wished to augment the mind when he wrote 
about Memex [Bush ‘45], the machine he envisioned as a solution to handling the 
vast amounts of knowledge generated by the information society of his time. Bush 
worked on plans to build a machine that would put humans in direct contact with 
all accumulated knowledge through the sheer powers of association. Bush 
envisioned that the Memex could be built so as to allow information retrieval by 
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association. He drew rough plans for how the machine was to support thought, 
supposedly in analogy with how our minds do it, i.e., through rapidly traversing 
trails of associations. With Bush we see systematic thinking regarding a vast world 
of information and how it could be made perspicuous by ways of mental 
augmentation.  

Evident from the writings of Leibniz is a quest to work both with calculation and 
the world of information. His work in formal logic, conceptual languages and 
mathematics manifests a strife to find universal laws of calculation and thought, 
while his work on the universal encyclopedia represent his interest in gathering, 
systematizing and representing knowledge. These two interests were not random. 
Leibniz aimed, like so many philosophers from the 17th century and onwards 
[Rorty ‘79], to make the world both perspicuous and calculable through mental 
representation so that it could be comprehended in all its splendor. The world 
according to Leibniz may appear to us as being in a constant flux and without 
order, but behind this appearance—this veil of Maya—there lays an immutable 
essence. Leibniz’ world has a perfect rational order as it is constructed by God 
[Davis ‘00 p17].  

This order can be discovered through rational reflection. As we make progress in 
mathematics and logic the perfect order of the world gradually becomes clear. For 
Leibniz this movement toward clarity and understanding is also a movement closer 
to God. The real quest is to move closer to home, i.e., to godliness. When one is 
mentally positioned in such a way that God’s world becomes perspicuous to 
oneself, through representation and calculation, the self can transcend the veil of 
Maya and accommodate itself on the other side. This locational aspect—this search 
for a home—so apparent in Leibniz’ quest has been neglected in historical accounts 
of computing history. It is unfortunate because, in relation to the history of 
computing, the technical aspects of Leibniz’ work on computing, e.g. symbolic 
logic, universal languages, the binary number system, and calculating machines, are 
but manifestations of what is ultimately at stake. The computing systems and 
techniques that Leibniz developed were merely means to him. What Leibniz was 
ultimately after was a way of accommodating to reality through examining 
cognition. 

Information places 
People have always needed to capture, keep track of, and organize information. All 
societies have, in this sense, been information societies. The tradition of using 
place-like metaphors and environments for information handling manifests the 
evolutionary trend on which our information society rests. Artists have created 
virtual places or spaces for storing information at least since the first cave drawings 
some fifty thousand years ago. Each cave drawing does not only tell a story, but it 
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does so by presenting the subject with an artistic virtuality. The observer of any 
artwork is moved somewhere from the immediate surroundings. One can 
experience this movement and immersion subjectively, but Langer attempts a more 
objective analysis of the phenomena. She makes the general claim that: 

Creation of “virtual space” is common to all works of plastic art . [Langer ‘53 p79] 

She analyzes the concept of virtual space and notes its being separated into a total 
system: 

Virtual space, being entirely independent and not a local area in actual space, is a self 
contained total system. Whether it be two dimensional or three, it is continuous in all its 
possible directions, and infinitely plastic. In any work of art, the dimensionality is of its 
space and the continuous character of it are always implicitly assured. [Langer ‘53 p75] 

The same analysis of virtual space that Langer makes could also be made of "virtual 
reality" or 3D game-like worlds as independent total systems. Langer makes 
another claim that expresses yet another strong connection with virtual reality:  

Like the space “behind” the surface of a mirror, it is what the physicists call “virtual space” 
– an intangible image. [Langer ‘53 p72] 

Ellis uses similar thinking in attempting to define virtual reality. 

Virtualization may be defined as the process by which a human viewer interprets a 
patterned sensory impression to be an extended object in an environment other than that in 
which it physically exists. A classical example would be that of a virtual image as defined in 
geometrical optics. A viewer of such an image sees the rays emanating from it as if they 
originated from a point that could be computed by the basic lens law rather than from their 
actual location. Virtualization, however, extends beyond the objects to the spaces in which 
they themselves may move.[Ellis 91] 

Both Ellis and Langer refer to virtual spaces as separate systems that can be 
understood as virtual images. A virtual image is a projection of an object that 
makes it look as if the object existed in a location were it does not, e.g. the face seen 
by a person trough a mirror. For both Langer and Ellis it is possible to move into 
virtual space and become immersed. There are naturally many other possible 
definitions of virtual reality which do not depend on the analogy with virtual 
images. As has been argued in [Hedman ‘01 p27] these other definitions are 
problematic. Virtual reality is, on one reading, an oxymoron for reality is never 
virtual, it simply exists as all encompassing. Or as John Searle, put it "There is only 
one reality!" (personal conversation).  

In Ellis’ reading, virtual reality would simply mean as-if reality which makes more 
sense. However, some would argue against this "as-if" definition of virtual reality 
claiming that virtual reality is not any less real than other parts of reality as many 
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postmodernists who claim that reality is a social construction. Thus we find that 
the expression “virtual reality” is surrounded by a cloud of confusion and that we 
still lack an adequate definition. There appears to be no good solution to defining 
virtual reality. In the search for the origin of soft places as soft places proper, i.e. as 
purporting to be places, it is best to stay away from confusing terminology and to 
concentrate on concrete concepts and facts.  

Humans have always been actively engaged in incorporeal places, whether in art, 
sleep, through recollection, imagination or fiction. Incorporeal places have always 
been part of everyday life. Certain disciplines and traditions have put special 
emphasis on incorporeal places: in religion–heaven and hell, in architecture–the 
planned building, in the art of memory–the information place, in fiction–the place 
of action and drama. These incorporeal places can be seen as falling into two 
categories, those designed for instrumental use and those that are resistant to or fail 
instrumental reduction. So, for example, the memory artists use incorporeal places 
as memory tools and kings (through priests) have talked about heaven and hell to 
control the masses. But, the person writing a novel or play does not need to have 
any such instrumental aims. It seems to me that we find the same kinds of 
distinctions between instrumental use and non-instrumental engagement with 
respect to soft places.  

It is tempting to think that our modern soft places are unique in that they are 
incorporeal places that are public, but there is at least one counter example that 
ought to make us question this uniqueness. Publicly observable incorporeal places 
also received attraction early in history. The principle behind camera obscura (Latin 
for dark room) was known to Aristotle (384-322 bc) and it has been studied 
throughout history by several people. Some of those who studied the principles 
behind camera obscura are: Mo Ti in China (5th century). Arabian scholar Hassan 
ibn Hassan (10th century), Roger Bacon (13th century), Leonardo da Vinci (1452-
1519) and Giambattista della Porta (1535-1615). Aristotle first noted the 
phenomenon during a solar eclipse. The rays of the sun filtered through the leaves 
of a tree and an image of the sun was projected beneath the tree. Aristotle 
experimented to achieve the effect again and found that when light from a bright 
object passes through a small hole in a dark surface, the rays stay together and can 
form an image of the object on a surface several meters beyond the hole. This is the 
same principle as for the camera. Leonardo da Vinci used camera obscura in his 
artwork and Giambattista della Porta brought the camera obscura into the world of 
public entertainment.  
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Fig 44: A room-sized camera obscura (Ars Magna, 1st ed. vol.10, plate 28 of vol.10, sec. 2, 
1646) 

Giambattista used a lense to focus the rays more precisely and this improved the 
quality of the camera obscura. It is said that he once brought a number of visitors 
into a room-sized camera obscura (fig 44) on the outside of which there was a 
group of actors performing a play. When images of the actors were seen by the 
visitors, upside down and animated, it was too much for the visitors who panicked 
and fled out of the room. Later Giambattista was brought to court on the charge of 
sorcery. He had created a convincing and immersive virtual reality environment 
with the aid of a large wooden box and a lens. 

Art of memory 
In ancient times, the potential of incorporeal places as memory aids was 
systematically explored by practitioners of the art of memory [Yates ‘00]. 
Technically, this art can be seen as a form of memotechnics, i.e., practices and 
techniques that serve to aid the memory. Before the art of memory, there was 
plenty of artistic and factual depiction, but there was no body of work directed at 
systematizing art and depiction to serve human memory. According to one 
practitioner, the famous Cicero, the art of memory was first practiced by the Greek 
poet and orator Simonides of Ceos (556-468 B.C.) [Yates ‘00 p17]. Simonides has 
been accredited as the inventor of visual imagery mnemonics—a memory enhancing 
technique. Using Simonides’ technique, vivid imagery is arranged in mental, i.e., 
visualized places to anchor information in the mind. The story of how Simonides 
first discovered how to use place-like environments for storing information helps 
communicate a sense for the general approach involved in the art of memory [Yates 
‘00]. Simonides had been hired to hold a speech at a dinner party held by Scopas, 
the king of Thessaly. Simonides was asked to honor and praise Scopas in this 
speech and did so as he saw fit. Scopas was not happy with the speech, however, 
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since Simonides had not only praised him, but the gods Castor and Pollux also. 
Scopas told Simonides that he would only pay him half the fee (the rest he could 
get from Castor and Pollux) and tricked him to leave by sending him a false 
message. Scopas let Simondies know that two men on horse back were anxious to 
see him at the door. Simonides left and had scarcely stepped out the door when the 
roof fell in and killed everyone at the table. After the debris had been cleared away 
the question arose as to who had attended the dinner party for the bodies were 
mangled beyond recognition. Simonides discovered, to his great surprise, that he 
could recall the lengthy guest list of the party and identify the bodies. He did so by 
performing a walkthrough of the dinner hall within his mind while comparing it to 
the ruins before his eyes. Place and spatiality had apparently served as robust 
scaffolding for information anchoring.  

The art of memory rests on the capacity for places to become associated with 
things to be remembered. Those who followed Simonides aimed to make the most 
out of the memory nature had given them and constructed mental places as ways of 
organizing information through passionate focused meditation. As a technology, 
the art of memory held the promise of improving ones performance as a public 
speaker. Different parts of a speech could be mapped to regions or parts of an 
imagined place [Yates ‘00 p18] such as a house. Holding the speech would then 
simply be a matter of walking through the rooms of the house and accommodating 
oneself, letting the things to be remembered appear before ones’ inner eye, in the 
order of the speech. This promise of the art of memory was perhaps as exciting to 
the ancient public speaker as the computer and information technology to the 
modern man. 

During ancient times, there were many situations of public discourse, for 
example in teaching or law, when having a good memory was crucial. Moreover, 
the use of books and other external information storage artifacts was only marginal. 
Hume remarks eloquently on the importance of good memory in antiquity from 
yet another perspective:  

… in ancient times, when no man could make a figure without the talent of speaking, and 
when the audience were too delicate to bear such crude, undigested harangues as our 
extemporary orators offer to public assemblies; the faculty of memory was then of the 
utmost consequence, and was accordingly much more valued than at present. Scarce any 
great genius is mentioned in antiquity, who is not celebrated for this talent; and CICERO 
enumerates it among the other sublime qualities of CAESAR himself. [Hume ‘75 p241] 

In Hume’s view, the skills possessed by the orators of classical times were far 
superior to those of his own time. Orators in ancient Greece were generally trained 
in the art of memory and it survived as a common practice throughout the Western 
world at least until the 17th century. During the 18th century it could no longer 
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compete with the encyclopedias, taxonomies and other authoritative and readily 
available textual expositions [Rossi ‘00] and with the end of the art of memory 
subjectivity and place receded in the world of information. 

Practitioners of the art of memory would work with many different places and 
use them as loci for information. In medieval Europe, the learned constructed 
impressive memory palaces [Spence ‘85] and used ever more elaborate mnemonic 
techniques. These palaces were sometimes huge and had to be burned into memory 
through concentrated rays of visualization over many years. Once finished they 
were often experienced with a vividness matching that of external reality and some 
claimed that they were impossible to erase. We can see some remnants in our 
modern language from the art of memory.  

When, in rhetoric, someone says “in the first place” this dead metaphor can be 
traced back to an expression originally referring to information in a place. The 
advanced practitioner of the art of memory relied on an array of different places 
each serving as a loci for information. Buildings were often mentally decomposed 
into enumerated places with strategically placed mnemonic symbols. As the 
advanced practitioner, e.g. conversed or debated he would mentally move between 
buildings and places within them.  

Many practitioners of the art of memory sustained a considerable number of 
incorporeal places. Since these places became a part of their experiences in 
profound ways some claimed that they impinged on everyday reality. A conflict 
between the incorporeal or artificial places and real places was debated early on. 
The German mystic and alchemist Cornelius Agrippa (1486-1535) attacked the art 
of memory (artificial memory) vehemently: 

Artificial memory would not be able to last for the briefest second without natural memory, 
and natural memory can, in fact, be blunted by these monstrous images, and a kind of mania 
or frenzy can be caused because of the tenacity of the memory. The art, by overburdening 
the natural memory with inummerable images of words and things, can lead those who are 
not content with the limits imposed upon them by nature to the point of madness. [Agrippa 
1600] 

Agrippa’s critique of articifial memory has a point of affinity with Gibsonian 
thinking about cyberspace as a hallucination. Artificial memory, as cyberspace 
imposes a form of negative psychosis due to an experienced illusory world. 
Similarly research on human-computer interaction in virtual reality worlds has also 
found adverse psychological effects described as the condition of cybersickness for 
which there is identified exact cause [La Viola ‘00] other than being in a virtual 
environment.  

In modern times, the art of memory can be understood roughly as a form of 
cognitive mapping [Tolman ‘48, Downs ‘76 p67-70]. The art of memory can also 
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be seen as an activity that offers rich levels of processing. The idea behind analyzing 
memory in relation to levels of processing [Baddeley ‘98 p115-123] is roughly that 
the more thoroughly our minds process information the more firmly it becomes 
mentally anchored. The art of memory is not only about representing an external 
reality; it is not primarily a mirroring activity. The art of memory purported to be a 
universal technology that could be applied to virtually anything in need of 
remembrance, strengthening it and making it perspicuous.  

The art of memory is also an early attempt to visualize information according to 
perspectival thought, i.e., information is synthesized according to subjective 
associations. The art of memory can enable, in the words of Douglas Engelbart 
(referring to hypertext), a mental augmentation [Bardin ‘00]. For Engelbart the 
mental augmentation refers to external representations mainly of texts. For 
practitioners of the art of memory, the augmentation refers to internal 
representations of places and facts. Common to both forms of augmentation is an 
open-ended associative approach to organizing information with the subject at the 
locus. With the art of memory, there is a Copernican revolution with respect to the 
relation between information and subject. The practitioner of the art of memory 
organizes information according to his liking and individual psychology rather than 
the way it is packaged in a book, painting or a speech. There is recognition that the 
mind can be understood as operating according to discoverable principles and that 
information can be structured according to them.  

As we have seen, the art of memory relies on the creation of inner places. These 
places are conceptually close to how virtual reality places are commonly classified 
with respect to the real and the imaginative. To illustrate, Matteo Ricci, the first 
Jesuit to visit China in the 16th century describes the places of the art of memory as 
being: based entirely on reality, purely imaginative or a mix between reality and 
imagination.  

Ricci suggested that there were three main options for such memory locations. First, they 
could be drawn from reality-- that is, from buildings that one had been in or from objects 
that one had seen with one's own eyes and recalled in one's memory. Second, they could be 
totally fictive, products of the imagination conjured up in any shape or size. Or third, they 
could be half real and half fictive, as in the case of a building one knew well and through the 
back wall of which one broke an imaginary door as a shortcut to new spaces, or in the 
middle of which one created a mental staircase that would lead up to higher floors that had 
not existed before. [Spence ‘84, p1-2] 

Most virtual reality worlds can be seen as falling into the same categories. Some are 
drawn from reality such as virtual environments which simulate existing 
architectural settings. Others are completely fictional such as many 3D games. Yet 
other virtual reality worlds harbor both objects existing outside in the “real world” 
and objects that have no real-world equivalent. This latter category is common and 
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examples abound. An environment could involve a 3D game modeled on a real-
world environment but with teleports, i.e. ways of getting instantaneously from 
one place to another within the environment. Teleports is just one example of how 
space and time can be manipulated in 3D environments. 

A physically and concrete way of organizing information in places was the 
memory theatre. Such a theatre was, in its most common form, a systematic three-
dimensional physical representations of the world as understood by the learned. It 
can be seen as a tangible realization of the memory palace. It is a way of making the 
inner representations of the memory palace objectively available. The idea of a 
memory theatre was described by the philosopher Giulio Camillo (1480-1544) in 
his book L'idea del Theatro. This theatre allowed two people to enter on a stage 
and gaze over what was construed as the totality of human knowledge. The 
observer looked out inside a cylindrical room with walls replete with little boxes 
and carvings all systematically ordered through gradings and positions within them. 
Camillo’s system can be seen as an attempt to create an information storage and 
retreiveal system. It was said that the person who stood on the stage would 
instantly become as conversant as Cicero on scholarly subjects. From a perspective 
of information storage and retrieval, the memory theatre serves the role of a 
computer. Moreover, the memory theatre is a device rich with symbolism and story 
telling, a theatre without human performers, much like Brenda Laurels conception 
of the computer [Laurel ‘91]. 

Hypermedia 
Douglas Engelbart [Bardin ‘00, Nyce & Kahn ‘91] builds on the work of Bush 
[Bush ‘45] and the vision of mental augmentation by developing hypertext 
[Engelbart ‘63] as a flexible way of arranging information that depends on 
associative trails or links. It took thirty years before this space exploded and became 
the World Wide Web part of the Internet with the aid of Tim Berners Lee (HTML 
1989) and Marc Andressen (web browser 1993). Leibniz, Bush and Engelbart can 
be seen as sharing a common vision: to further the use of knowledge by creating 
supportive information environments. Moreover, they operate in similar ways. 
Each of them aims to do more than gather and make knowledge readily available. 
They are seeking more intimate connections between the human, technology and 
knowledge. In short, their research changes the human condition cognitively 
through technology so that we can find ourselves immersed in information. Thus 
when Engelbart speaks of the “knowledge worker” as a new breed he is conceiving 
this worker as enmeshed within knowledge support systems. 

But hypertext was not the only digital environment Engelbart created, he also 
paved the way for a new kind of digital environment when he introduced the 
mouse driven interface that with time came to evolve into, what Ben Schneiderman 
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terms the direct manipulation interface [Schneiderman ‘83]. In the direct 
manipulation interface, the movement of the mouse pointer is a movement in a 
place. The desktop is not simply a dead metaphor. It is a place which can be: neat 
and tidy or messy and disorganized, personalized with backgrounds, full of 
documents etc. My desktop is different from yours. I have a different background 
on it and my folders are arranged according to my way of arranging things. The 
desktop is the true workplace of our time. That it has become such a success is not 
strange since it builds on the same basic principles as the time proven art of 
memory. The desktop lets a person organize information in a digital place and by 
doing so he is helped by the strong memory traces left by visual impressions of 
meaningful objects and texts. There are throughout history two recurring themes as 
to how information can be systematized by the use of spaces or places. One theme 
is characterized by a search for a perfect representational space using specialized or 
invented languages. The other theme is to use images of places as scaffolding for 
information. Today these two themes occur together, seamlessly integrated in the 
interface. 

To go back to the art of memory for a moment, the dedication and effort of the 
practitioners of the art of memory was impressive. Indeed, in today’s fast-paced 
society the practice of the art of memory appears demanding in terms of time and 
energy. Nevertheless, the brain has been likened to a constantly and autonomously 
evolving set of memory palaces [Johnson ‘92]. Our experiences and mental life can 
be seen as giving rise to structures that are accommodated as memories in mental 
“palaces”. Moreover, there is an old tradition of thinking of memory to be located 
in place according to the view of Ramon Lull in the 13th century.  

Memory is located in a place … and it is in place accidentally [per accidens] and not in itself 
[per se]. This is because it is bound to the body, since memory in itself is not locatable 
because it does not have a surface but is in the place in which the body is, and as the body is 
changeable from one place to another, so is the memory in itself [per se]. Memory moves 
objects from one place to abother, but does not change itself – it changes its operations, 
objectively receiving species which are similitudes of places which it combines and 
multiplies and therefore because it is conditioned by place, the practitioner of the art must 
use it by means of place. Thus if he wishes to remember something consigned to obliovion, 
let him think about the place where the thing first was; firstly according to genus, as in 
which city; then according to specieies, as in which district; then in particular, as in which 
house, whether it ws in the hall or in the kitchen, and many other things in a similar 
fashion. Through such a discourse memory will multiply itself. [Raymond Lull cited in Rossi 
‘00 p49]. 

But, in terms of the willful building of information places, who would have the 
time and the patience to sit for hours regularly and with attentiveness contemplate 
a purely mental information environment? Still, how different is it to sit in 
isolation in front of a computer for hours and work within a digital information 
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environment? The office worker does many tasks digitally that are similar to what 
the practitioner of the art of memory did in his mind and is interacting within soft 
places that he himself produces. So e.g. creating files and folders is creating a 
locational structure. You “move” within folder structures, you “go into” them and 
you create them out of thin air and as you do you build, and maintain a sort of 
digital memory palace. The time that an office worker typically spends within soft 
places arguably exceeds the amount of time that the practitioner of the art of 
memory spent with his incorporeal places. I want to say that my desktop is my art 
of memory palace and it is as important to me as the places that the followers of 
Simonides constructed were to them. The conditions have changed but we are still 
dealing with incorporeal places. 

Radical culturalism and place 
The culturalist is mainly interested in how places occur as socially constructed. The 
basic premise of social constructionism [Luckman ‘67, Burr ‘00] is that there is at 
least a large part of reality which is dependent on the social life of human beings. 
There are those who take a further step. As John Searle, notes in his critical 
examination of social constructionism, for some radical postmodernists all of reality 
is seen as a social construct [Searle 95 p2, Searle 99 p18]. This extreme position 
can be difficult to understand especially for the scientist. What is it that makes 
anyone want to claim that reality—all of it—is a social construct? Let us try to 
briefly recap the dialogue up to the postmodern tradition. This intellectual 
tradition can be traced out as a natural development from the history of philosophy 
dating back to the metaphysics of the french philosopher René Descartes in the 17th 
century.  

Cartesian metaphysics represents a default position, i.e., one that is commonly 
held by people as revealed by the way they talk and act [Searle ‘99 p9-11] and so it 
is often a good starting point for discussing contemporary philosophical issues. 
Descartes is the epistemologist and dualist grappling with the problem of knowing 
external reality, i.e., how can we be certain that our representations of reality are 
truthful to reality [Williams ‘72 p351-353]. He reasons himself to the conclusion 
that there is such a thing as an external reality and then asks himself how he can 
come to know and understand this reality. John Locke, following in Descartes’ trail 
questions his strong dependence on rationality as a key to ultimate reality and holds 
that knowledge is gained by empirical experience [Clapp ’72 p490-492] Both 
Descartes and Locke faced a problem, however, with understanding how our 
internal representations correspond to outer reality. George Berkely attempted to 
dissolve these problems by eliminating the outer, presupposed physical reality. For 
Berkeley, reality is entirely mental [Acton ‘72-2 p296] since we never come into 
contact with anything else than our mental experiences. Immanuel Kant does not 
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deny external reality, but develops a system for describing the preconditions of 
experience [Walsh W H ‘72 p306-307]. He is interested in the cognitive workings 
of our minds. Reality comes to us in a structured way, whether we want to or not.  

We experience a unity to our consciousness and everything in it. It is the mind 
and its representational powers that produce this uniformity. Reality comes to us, 
e.g. as structured in time and space. What reality is ultimately like, we cannot say, 
however. In Kant’s terminology, we cannot know the things-in-itself (noumenal 
reality) which supposedly exists apart from our experienced reality (phenomenal 
reality). Schopenhauer builds on Kant and claims that the thing-in-itself is the will 
[Gardiner ‘72 p327]. The will, as a life force, is for him, the ultimate reality and we 
can directly experience it when we feel desire or anger. Friedrich Nietzsche later 
modifies Schopenhauer’s view, suggesting that the will is the will to power 
[Kaufman ’72 p510-512]. For Nietzsche, it is our will to power that determines 
who we are apart from our basic animal nature. We actualize ourselves and choose 
world views through this power and there are no facts about reality. Nietzsche 
emphasizes the human capacity for interpretation [Nietzsche ’68 556, 560, 604].  

A “thing-in-itself” [is] just as perverse as a “sense-in-itself,” a “meaning-in-itself.” There are 
no “facts-in-themselves,” for a sense must always be projected into them before there can be 
“facts” [556].  

That things posses a constitution in themselves quite apart from interpretation and 
subjectivity, is quite idle hypothesis. [560] 

There are no facts, everything is in flux, incomprehensible, elusive; what is relatively more 
enduring is—our opinions [604]. 

The postmodernist philosopher Jacques Derrida takes Nietzsche’s respect for 
interpretation and subjectivity a step further. Derrida suggests a linguistic relativism 
[Hales & Welshon ’00 p10 p79] which is expressed in his claim that “there is 
nothing outside of text” [Derrida ’76 p158]. And we find some affinity with this 
line of thinking also in Heidegger: 

Language is the house of Being. In its home man dwells. Those who think and those who 
create with words are the guardians of this home [Heidegger ’77-2 p193] 

Derrida takes a decisive step away from scientific naturalism in saying that it is our 
powers of symbolization through language that create reality. The latest trend is to 
put weight on our possibilities to not only shape, but construct reality through our 
powers of symbolization.  

Throughout philosophy we see a struggle with epistemology, i.e., with the 
question of knowledge. The conceptions have changed radically over the years. The 
philosophy of mind dialectics is a peregrinate of the intellect. Aspectually seen, all 
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of this decamping and embarking—the gallivanting between philosophical 
positions—can be seen as an effort to accommodate intellectually. Each position 
represents both a way to situate or accommodate the mind, and a way of enframing 
or augmenting it.  

So with Descartes the effort is to build a home of rationality, to accommodate us 
within the crystalline purity of rational realism. Locke retreats to nature and 
accommodates to the world of experience. The mind, in Locke’s view, is 
augmented by the engraving hands of nature and to understand our place in reality 
we must turn to empirical inquiry. In an effort to remove the greatest obstacle for 
the accommodation of the mind, physical matter, Berkeley places the mind within 
the intellect of God. In Berkeley’s view, the intellect of God provides for 
accommodation. For Hume (in his metaphysical and philosophical mood), the 
mind is the exclusive result of mental augmentation, i.e. there is no separate entity 
apart from the bundle of ideas constructed from combinatory processes.  

Kant builds a cognitive home for the intellect, one of determining structures that 
sets the bounds of thought and experience. The structures that determine thought 
and experience are also structures of accommodation and augmentation. They 
determine how the intellect finds itself accommodated in the world of possible 
experience and also how it can augment itself in this world. The world of 
experience arises through an accommodation process whereby the things-in-
themselves manifest themselves albeit indirectly in the noumenal realm. The 
intellect is found immersed in experience behind the active filtering process that is 
up against the things-in-themselves. In this way the intellect’s home depends on the 
accommodation to things-in-themselves. In Kant’s analysis we find an 
estrangement and homesickness, for the intellect can neither accommodate fully to 
that which is ultimately unknown nor augment itself completely in relation to it.  

Schopenhauer finds a way of reconciling the mind with the thing-in-it-self by 
situating the mind within a self which is a direct manifestation of the will. 
Moreover, since this self can directly experience the will it is not sealed off from 
ultimate reality. However, we are clearly positioned in a home were we are not in 
control and were we are bound to feel alienated. The best way in which we can 
accommodate ourselves for Schopenhauer is simply to disengage ourselves from the 
world. Nietzsche wants to reject this conclusion. 

Nietzsche finds himself in a world where we do have control and where we 
should engage ourselves passionately in order to actualize ourselves. Nietzsche’s 
world is also a world that we are always interpreting and that we can have many 
different perspectives on. To accommodate ourselves in the world should involve a 
great deal of experimentation with different interpretations and perspectives. What 
lies behind our interpretations and how the world appears to us is, however, 
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something about which we should not talk because such talk is necessarily going to 
be idle. We need to abandon the metaphysical assumption of Parmenides and 
onwards that there is a distinction between reality and appearance, because there 
are only interpretations and hence no facts to be stated about some unified totality 
that philosophers think of as reality. Nietzsche’s rejection of the appearance-reality 
distinction is something which the postmodernist tradition comes to develop much 
further and in ways that are often foreign to anything that Nietzsche would have 
agreed with.  

Postmodernism in the interpretation given here, is a form of irrealism that holds 
that reality is socially constructed through language. Nietzsche would have rejected 
this. For Nietzsche our embodied animal nature is something that is central to who 
we are and were we find ourselves. He also stresses the importance of personal 
engagement and passion, of becoming who you are and taking charge of your life, 
taking responsibility, things which the postmodernist tradition leaves out of the 
picture. Much of the cyberspace literature is an expression of the postmodernist 
reverence for symbolic or constructed worlds. One view is that cyberspace is 
essentially a linguistic phenomenon. This is where postmodernism leaves us, with a 
view of reality as entirely made up of text—there is nothing outside of it. 
Postmodernist writings on cyberspace and virtual reality are fairly common, but 
few of them lead to further developments in human-computer interaction.  

It appears that human-computer interaction operates mostly within a 
metaphysical perspective which is incompatible with postmodernism. Thus, studies 
of immersion and presence within virtual environments are studies of how users 
experience them as located in pre-existing environments, not on how they might be 
constructed socially. As an exception [Bowers et al ‘96] provide a social analysis of 
immersion. They argue that a feeling of being present in a virtual environment 
does not only depend on technology, but also on social interaction. The research 
on virtual environments [Hedman ‘01] has largely been performed from a 
perspective of space and not place. The word space indicates that the focus is not 
social. Space simply does not carry the social connotations of place. As I have 
argued earlier this has to do with the way that we normally think of space as not 
being observer relative and place as being so. Space is there independently of 
people, but places can not exist without people. If we want to understand human-
computer interaction in soft places, the metaphysical, space-based perspective 
becomes problematic because it tends to ignore the human as a social being, who to 
an important extent is responsible for producing soft places.  

If we accept postmodernism, it seems that we need to abandon realism. It seems 
impossible to consistently claim both that reality is socially constructed and that 
reality has an existence that is independent of us. What is more, the modern 
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scientific conception of reality seems endangered if we claim that reality is a social 
construct. What is the way out of these problems? How can we find our way out of 
the Wittgensteinian fly bottle? At this point I would like to make a radical claim: 
behind the problems raised with the space-based metaphysics of human-computer 
interaction and the constructivist view of postmodernism there is one implicit 
assumption that we must question: that reality is more fundamental than place and 
must always come first in explanations of how we find ourselves in the world. As 
long as we adopt metaphysical stances and think of reality as being socially 
constructed, or cyberspace as another reality, then we are going inside the 
metaphysical fly bottle and we need to retrace our steps in order to get out into the 
open.  

When we get out of the fly bottle we should look carefully around us. What we 
ought to discover is that we find ourselves in one place or another and that these 
places are directly experienced under various aspects, many of which have little to 
do with the corporeality of the world, and more with our subjectivity and 
existence. Here we can learn from the existentialists. So some of these dimensions 
depend importantly on social interaction and others do not. Some of them have 
incorporeal components and others do not. Some of them depend on texts and 
others do not. These are just some of the aspects under which places can be 
experienced and we can of course easily imagine any sort of combination of these 
aspects filtering into the esemplastic production of place.  

When we do this it seems to me that we can leave alone the question of reality 
and the whole appearance reality distinction. We can go on talking the way we 
normally do (unless we are doing metaphysics or postmodernist literary theory) 
consistent with our scientific world picture and the belief that we live in a single 
universe, a single reality, but that when we live our lives we find ourselves in a 
plurality of places. Thus we can say that human beings have a capacity for creating 
places (rather than social reality) and that human-computer interaction inquires 
into the nature of place (rather than space) if only we resist our philosophically 
conditioned temptation to think in metaphysical terms.  

Dialectics and the cyberspace assumption 
When we analyze the Western tradition we can see how it has given rise to what I 
am going to call the cyberspace assumption. The general public and academia has 
participated in a digital dialectic of cyberspace [Lunefeld ‘01] and assumed that 
cyberspace is some definite thing in addition to, or supervened upon, the rest of 
reality. William Gibson is particularly important in understanding the term 
cyberspace and as we have seen, founded the genre of literature called cyberpunk 
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with his seminal work Neruomancer [Gibson ‘84] which was set in what he 
baptized as cyberspace:  

Cyberspace a concensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate 
operators.by children being taught mathematical concepts.a graphical representation of 
data abstacted from the banks of every computer in the human synstem. Unthinkable 
complexity. Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellations of 
data. Like city lights reciding" [Gibson ’84 p51] 

In Neuromancer, Gibson paints a dystopia and the people in the novel appear 
callous and out of touch with themselves. They live in a world which has lost its 
sense of concreteness and were people are neither culturally nor socially grounded. 
Gibson’s work shares something akin to a Heideggerian critical attitude to 
technology (in a common interpretation) as something potentially dangerous and 
dehumanizing. However, while Heidegger sees technology under the aspect of 
equipment, Gibson sees technology under the aspect of a metaphysics involving 
space and place. Gibson is telling the story of nothing less than a new reality and if 
he is right about this then it seems it would be the most exciting thing since the 
invention of the wheel or the discovery of how to make fire. Through a resolute 
and compelling style of writing, Gibson sets the stage for a public debate. Other 
writers within the genre such as Bruce Sterling have adopted a less pessimistic 
attitude. In their catalytic public talk on the future of education [Gibson & 
Sterling ‘93], the two writers engaged the audience in thinking about cyberspace 
and Sterling movingly expressed the general picture of a rapidly dawning dialectic 
between the traditional world and a second reality:  

Cyberspace is the funhouse mirror of our own society. Cyberspace reflects our values and 
our faults, sometimes in terrifying exaggeration. Cyberspace is a mirror you can edit. It's a 
mirror you can fold into packets and send across continents at the speed of light. It's a 
mirror you can share with other people, a place where you can discover community. But it's 
also a mirror in the classic sense of smoke-and-mirrors -- a place where you might be robbed 
or cheated or deceived, a place where you can be promised a rainbow but given a mouthful of 
ashes. I know something important about cyberspace. It doesn't matter who you are today -- 
if you don't show up in that mirror in the next century, you're just not going to matter very 
much. Our kids matter. They matter a lot. Our kids have to show up in the mirror.  

The term cyberspace had been around since 1984, but now, by 1993 it had 
reached a wide audience with participants across social strata, ages and cultures. 
Cyberspace had become reified and was now getting coverage by the media and 
many popular books were written purporting to either depict the new reality or to 
give premonitions of a near future reality. As a side note, it ought to be pointed out 
here that while Gibson is an engaging writer and a popularizer, he did not invent 
the concept of cyberspace, only the term. That the conceptual work ought to be 
credited to Vernor Vinge becomes clear when one reads his novel True Names from 
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1981 where he writes about the “other plane” as a computer generated world 
[Vinge ‘01]. Cyberspace: First Steps [Benedikt ’91] was an early work that with a 
broad scope portrayed the concept of cyberspace. In this work, cyberspace is seen 
not only as a conceptual construct but as an existing reality. It was also an early 
work that brought cyberspace into the community of academic researchers.  

Cyberspace has been depicted as opening up communication pathways that allow 
people to socialize and get together in ways hitherto impossible [Shields ’96, 
Hafner ’01, Rheingold ‘93]. In our age the Internet or simply the net has often 
been seen as something like the current evolutionary stage of cyberspace. Much has 
been written on the positive impact of the net. The net ties distant countries 
together and enables people to form virtual communities. In forming such 
communities, traditional physical borders between people are often thought to 
become obliterated. In virtual communities, your social status, ethnicity and gender 
are often held to be irrelevant and it has been claimed that you can be whoever you 
want to be. In such a view cyberspace becomes an experiment in existentialism were 
we can create ourselves anew [Turkle ‘95]. Interestingly enough Turkle, while 
presenting thoughts that would be completely familiar to existentialists such as Jean 
Paul Sartre, makes no reference as far as I can tell to existentialism. Existentialism 
as a philosophical tradition appears to have gone unnoticed by writers who write 
about social life on the net such as Turkle. It is a pity since the underlying 
assumptions and ideas presented on identity in cyberspace are hardly new and can 
be found readily expressed in early existentialist literature and debates [Sartre ’66, 
Sartre ’90, Cooper ’00].  

On a less positive note than that struck by Turkle, the Internet has also been held 
to have adverse effects on the way people experience themselves as being socially 
grounded. The Internet has been seen as exercising a dangerous pull from “real life” 
and the social world [Kraut et al ‘98]. As cyberspace becomes important to us, the 
argument goes, we are likely to hold our engagement in real life as less important. 
The more time we spend in cyberspace the less time we spend in the traditional 
world. This trend of gravitational pull out of the traditional world into the 
simulacra of the artificial [Baudrillard ‘95] is not new and has its roots in earlier 
simulacra. Movies, the telephone, radio, television, and the video players are just 
some examples of things that have drawn us out of the physical world into artificial 
realities [Light ’99] or what one may think of as variants of the Nietzschean “other 
worldly”. So, it has been claimed, as individualism grows stronger and light dawns 
on cyberspace, dusk comes to public space and social life in the real world. As the 
real world becomes more distant, the movement into cyberspace accelerates—
gravity works that way. 



338 Visitor Orientation in Contex  

The cyberspace dialectic appears simple, but when analyzed proves multifaceted 
and intricate. Being a noun, the word cyberspace appears to indicate a single thing, 
but as the word is used today it participates in numerous language games 
[Wittgenstein ‘53] that are very different from each other and have often but weak 
family resemblance [Wittgenstein ‘80 p21; Wittgenstein ’80-3 551-556, 
Wittgenstein ’80-2 692] to each other. The philosophical meaning that the term 
had as it was originally used by Gibson has long since been lost in a public debate 
on technology and society or as Kendrick puts it: 

Cyberspace … is a cultural conjunction of fictions, projections, and anxieties that exemplify 
the ways in which technology intervenes in our subjectivity. [Kendrick ’96 p143-144]. 

Proposed here is a more concrete dialectic, one that is of value both for 
understanding human-computer interaction and for analyzing the psychology 
behind the cyberspace dialectic. This dialectic is the dialectic of place and it can be 
explained in relation to an analysis of the dialectic of cyberspace. 

The forces behind the dialectic of cyberspace 
In Heim’s view of the dialectic of cyberspace, society is seen as intellectually 
shattered by a muddled and inauthentic public debate in cyberspace [Heim ‘01]. I 
think that as Heim says that the debate takes place "in cyberspace" ought to worry 
us for what does that mean? After all, Heim himself accuses postmodernist’s of 
“glib talk” and gives as examples the common usage of the words and expressions 
“cyborgs”, “software cities” and “virtual communities”, but in my mind the claim 
that “cyberspace dialectic” is a public debate that takes place “in cyberspace” [Heim 
’01 p44] may not be much of a move up the ladder of concreteness.  

The dialectic that runs through the debate is seen as a troubling affliction. Heim 
argues that the cyberspace dialectic can be seen from a larger covering perspective as 
ultimately being a dialectic between naïve realists and network idealists [Heim ‘01]. 
To understand Heim’s cyberspace dialectic better let us examine the terms and 
expressions “dialectic”, “naïve realists” and “network idealists”. Heim uses these 
terms and expressions in technical, plural and sometimes non-standard ways so in 
order to fully grasp his arguments it is important to analyze the terminology 
carefully.  

Naïve realism, or simply realism, is a term commonly used in philosophy to 
describe the position of someone who holds a particular view of reality [Searle ’95 
p149-197]. In the view of the realist, the ground we walk on, the air we breathe, 
and the universe we see around us are part of a reality that exists independently of 
our representations. Moreover, if all humans were wiped out one day by, e.g. a 
comet, this reality would still go on existing for the naïve realist. The view of the 
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realist is implicit in our modern Western world-picture, but has been challenged in 
philosophy by idealists (who claim that all that exists are ideas) and to a greater 
extent lately by those who hold radical postmodernist views (and claim that reality 
is all a social construct). Heim’s view of the realist overlaps with, but is not entirely 
the same as, the standard account given in philosophy. He presents a variant of 
realism that has more to do with subjective experience and more implicitly with 
ontological realism.  

For Heim the realist is someone who prefers unmediated experience to that 
which is technologically mediated. A realist, in Heim’s view, prefers to go for a 
walk in nature rather than watch a nature TV show. The realist likes to talk to 
someone face-to-face instead of using the phone and is skeptical to the promises 
made by technolibertarians that the Internet brings people closer to each other in a 
global community. The realist does not unreservedly acknowledge the benefits of 
endless communications pathways and social hubs, chat sites, virtual communities 
etc, but sees them as contrivances that remove us from authentic experience. Heim 
finds the archetypal realist in Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), who left the 
hustle and bustle of city life for the tranquility of life at Walden in the country and 
whose poetic works extol nature. In contrast, the network idealist sees great 
potential with new technology and especially networked computer technology that 
allows people to communicate and socialize. The network idealist holds that our 
social world is being enhanced by mediated communication and is not 
deteriorating socially.  

In order to understand more fully what Heim means by a network idealist let us 
begin by analyzing the term idealism. Idealism represents a long tradition of 
philosophy. There are various kinds of idealism, but Berkeley’s idealism [Acton 
’72-2] represents the most basic kind. As seen earlier, according to Berkeley, 
material objects do not exist like we commonly think they do. Berkeley thinks that 
material objects are in fact nothing but ideas in the mind of God who guarantees 
their continued existence by always being conscious of them. Idealism need not 
have the religious connotations that Berkeley introduced, but it can more generally 
be seen as a way of looking at reality from a certain monistic perspective: as being 
made up of a single mental substance or roughly, ideas. According to our modern 
scientific world-view, our conception of reality is materialistic and Berkeley rejects 
this view (materialism). Materialism is also a kind of monism, but different from 
Berkeley’s monism. Berkeley claimed that reality was not ultimately physical, but 
based in ideas.  

Network idealism, as construed by Heim, is not simply Berkeleyan idealism, but 
stems from a more complex form of idealism, namely objective idealism or absolute 
idealism. George Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel [Acton ‘72] is seen as the father of 
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absolute idealism, which is a holistic or totalizing philosophy. In contrast to 
Berkeleyan idealism, which holds a plural view of mental phenomena, 
compartmentalizing it as: the mind of God, God’s ideas, and individual minds and 
ideas, absolute idealism holds that the underlying form of reality is mind: absolute 
mind. Mind, or geist is the only thing real.  

In Hegel’s view, we can see the world, the universe and all of reality as evolving 
in the way that mind expresses itself in complex forms. For Hegel, reality, its 
structure and evolution is driven by an inner logic of absolute mind or spirit. Logic 
is seen as the study of ultimate reality in its pure form and reveals the essence of 
God, i.e., absolute mind [Singer ’01 p195]. History then unfolds itself according to 
the rational logic of absolute mind. Moreover, an analysis of mind can reveal the 
exact principles by which the world has been shaped [Singer ’01 p196]. In such an 
analysis Hegel finds the dialectic method according to which history unfolds 
through conflict between thesis and antithesis (although Hegel never uses these 
terms). In the Philosophy of history Hegel sees a dialectical movement driving world 
history from ancient Greece to modernity. In ancient Greece the citizens are 
portrayed as being part of a communitarian harmonious whole—the thesis—that is 
in opposition to the individualism of Socrates [Singer ‘01 197]. Individualism 
becomes the fall of Greek society and unfolds through Christianity. Finally, the 
reformation is arrived at, which gives further acceptance to individual freedom in a 
new order of society—the antithesis. Later Marxism would build on Hegel’s 
dialectical method as a foundation for understanding historical development 
through conflicts such as wars and revolutions. However, the kind of idealism that 
Heim has in mind derives from Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955), a 
paleoanthropologist and Roman Catholic priest who advocated a doctrine of 
cosmic evolution.  

What kind of theory of evolution do you get from a paleoanthropologist and a 
Roman Catholic priest? Teilhard came to think of evolution within a much wider 
all embracing scope than other evolutionists such as Darwin. For Teilhard 
evolution started long before there were any life forms around. Teilhard urges us to 
think of evolution in terms of complexity. The key to understanding evolution is to 
see the universe as irreversibly undergoing evolution towards greater and greater 
complexity of organization according to what he calls the law of complexification. 
Life is just something that happens when we reach a certain stage of complexity as 
are quasars, daisies, mankind and human consciousness. As it turns out for 
Teilhard, consciousness comes to be especially important in his analysis for 
religious reasons. He shares a view with Leibniz that all constituents of the universe 
have consciousness which he in turn identifies as a sort of spiritual energy. As the 
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universe evolves we get different forms of consciousness because of the law of 
complexification so human consciousness is a concentrated form of consciousness.  

However, human consciousnesses is not the end of the road and the next 
evolutionary stage, where Teilhard found himself, is what he calls the noosphere. As 
human culture spreads around the globe there develops a higher consciousness. 
Human culture becomes a layer of communication and community, a world-
consciousness superimposed on the biosphere: the noosphere a layer of thinking 
and the unique environment of man. What is installed for us now, the next stage, is 
what Teilhard calls the omega point and this constitutes an integration of all 
subjective consciousness into a hyperpersonal consciousness through love, the spirit of 
Christ at work in nature.  

This is a mystical vision that involves a conception of God directing cosmic 
evolution and it is one that is difficult to reconcile either with Teilhard’s religious 
or scientific background, but for Heim it is a vision that we find a version of today 
among the network idealists who are attracted to ideas of a global communities and 
the breaking down of borders in what Heim calls the Teilhardian Internet. The 
religious overtones are gone, but the idea of social utopia is still there. Here we find 
also another meaning of the word idealism. When Heim uses the term idealist in 
the expression network idealist he is also referring to people who are overly 
optimistic with respect to computers and he gives Leibniz and Descartes as 
examples of such proto computerists. Heim thinks that their faith in progress 
through rationality is somehow shared by the network idealists.  

Heim also asks himself whether the dialectic of cyberspace itself can be 
understood along the lines of Hegelian dialectics, as a “transformational dynamics 
of social history” [Heim ’01 p25]. But he argues that Hegel can not help us in 
understanding the dialectic because “a synthesis is not in sight” [Heim ’01 p40] 
and argues instead that we need to learn to live with the dialectic as an ongoing 
exchange. Heim then goes on to examine the tension in society which technology 
creates between advocates and critics. He gives examples of antitechnologists, their 
writings and describes what he calls the cyberspace backlash: 

The computer’s impact on culture and the economy mutated from a celebration into what I 
call the cyberspace backlash. The backlash is not simply the product of a fevered media 
economy; it taps into people’s real attitudes toward an ever more technologized culture. This 
runs from those who are frustrated by the frequent need to upgrade software to those who 
experience “future shock” as a personal, existential jolt. [Heim ’01 p31] 

Heim describes a dialectic between technolibertarians (although he does not 
himself use this term) at one extreme and the antitechnologists at the other. He 
interprets these position against the more fundamental perspectives, i.e., network 
idealism and naïve realism. As Hegel portrayed the dialectic of ancient Greece as 
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being between community and freedom, so Heim presents the dialectic of 
cyberspace as being between realism and network idealism although he does not 
himself take on a strictly Hegelian position.  

Heim is also clearly attracted to another dialectic, that of Socrates and Plato—the 
Greek dialectic. This form of dialectic—dialektike téchne or the art of discussion—
is a way of clarifying thought and reaching insights through open and probing 
exchanges. The word dialectic also comes from diálektos, i.e. discourse or 
conversation. Heim argues that Hegel’s dialectic and its inherited variants: 
Marxism and critical theory, is not enough to fully grasp the potentials of the 
cyberspace dialectic, but that we ought to move beyond these perspectives.  

He urges us to rediscover and nurture the Greek dialectic in cyberspace so that 
we may gain awareness and direction. So, in order to steer against the brutal waves 
of historical dialectic we ought to apply ourselves wholeheartedly to the classical 
Greek dialectics. We have to devote ourselves to such dialectics if we want 
something back because, as Socrates says “dialectic will refuse to acknowledge us, if 
we do not award to her the first place.” For Heim then the Greek dialectic is our 
fundamental way of finding direction in confusing times. It is a way of modulating 
the forces of history. He also wants to plant a certain dialectical seed by arguing 
that there is a middle path between naive realism and network idealism: virtual 
realism. Virtual realism is the acknowledgement that naïve realism and network 
idealism are two sides of the same coin, they are different responses to the same 
hiatus era. When this is seen we can engage in an authentic dialectic to further a 
greater understanding about our era and savor what is good in each response (from 
naïve realists and network idealists). Heim’s recipe is similar to that often used 
against prejudices of different sorts: raise people’s awareness through dialogue and 
discussion and the adversities will abate. Thus, the naïve realists are portrayed as 
prejudiced against technology, mediated communication and networked 
communities. The network idealists, in turn, do not see the true value of direct, 
unmediated communication of shared practices and communal life or the “I-thou” 
relationship described by Martin Buber [Buber ‘74]. What we need to do is to 
reconcile these two camps through dialogue. 

All things considered, Heim gives a striking analysis of the debate that surrounds 
this curious word cyberspace. His philosophical background enables him to trace 
out a number of reverence views from within the history of philosophy against 
which he builds his argument. It does seem to me that he is right about there being 
something like the two camps of naïve realists and network idealists and that there 
is something like a debate that involves these two camps and that this debate is 
likely to go on for some time. What surprises me is the way that he characterizes 
cyberspace ontologically as a “new layer of electronic reality” [Heim ’01 p44]. 
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Now, in Heim’s defense we ought to acknowledge his claim that he is doing 
phenomenology [Heim ’01 p45] and so we might say that he is ultimately trying to 
say something about how we find ourselves as thrown into a world of technology. I 
have nothing against such a phenomenological analysis per se, but we ought to be 
careful of the terminology we use in order to resist the idea of cyberspace as 
something reified.  

I do not see any reason for starting to count different realities or layers of reality. 
I was equally surprised when I read Heim’s earlier work “the metaphysics of virtual 
reality” [Heim ‘93]. I simply do not see the need for getting involved with 
metaphysics in order to explain either “virtual reality” or cyberspace, but see these 
terms as ordinary everyday words that do not reach outside of our shared sense of 
reality and the world we live in. In my view, we live in one world and one reality 
and recently people have started to talk about “virtual reality” and cyberspace, but 
such talk has not changed reality nor has technology. Why would anyone think so? 
In order to answer this question let us first remind ourselves of an earlier example 
from the history of computing when people have seemed absolutely enthralled 
about the possibilities of computer technology. It comes from when the cognitive 
sciences were born in the 1960’s. There were a lot of people back then who were 
very excited about the idea that the brain is a computer and the mind is a computer 
program. This was the time when artificial intelligence was born as a well funded, 
but not well founded, (as my advisor Yngve Sundblad noted) research programme. 
The philosopher John Searle recounts some of the tremendous optimism that was 
in the air:  

It is hard to exaggerate the enthusiasm that workers in the fields created with the idea of a 
computational theory of the mind. I remember the enthusiasm of those early days. Some of 
the greates figures in the field, many of them had achieved their greatest intellectual 
distinctions in other fields already was saying such things as, I heard Simon and Newell say, 
that in that in what they called their physical symbol hypothesis, the idea was that we had 
now discovered that the mind is a symbol system, it is a system that operates on symbols 
and it doesn’t matter what medium it is in, it could be in brains, it could be in silicon chips, it 
could be in vaccum tubes, it could be in literally in anything that was rich enough and stable 
enough to sustain the symbol manipulations which were the essential components of 
thinking. So great was the enthusiasm that Simon and Newell compared themselves with the 
greatest scientific discoverers of history. With perhaps something less than total modesty 
they said that their discovery of the physical symbol system hypothesis was comparable to 
the germ theory of disease, the DNA theory of genetic inheritance, the atomic theory of 
matter and the tectonic plate theory of geology … I have to mention in passing that Simon 
and Newell were not the most immodest in their enthusiasm. I guess my favorite was 
Marvin Minsky of MIT who said we are now making computers that are so smart that we 
will be lucky if they are willing to keep us around the house as household pets. I have heard 
Marvin say that so I know it is a correct quote. He was quoted in the New York times and I 
find this hard to believe, but anyway the New York times, well maybe it isn’t so hard to 
believe, he said that since we are programmed in this stupid wetware that is going to decay 
and die and all kinds of terrible things will happen to it, what we should really do is to get 
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our minds reprogrammed on to some decent hardware so we can have something like 
immortality, we can go on living as VAX computers or maybe Cray supercomputers after 
this dumb wetware that we are borned with is fully decayed. Anyway I want to give you the 
idea that a lot of people accepted this, it was well funded, there were lots of research grants 
and still are, though they are more doubtful now than they were in the past … There were 
serious intellectual underpinnings to the idea that we could discover the secret to our own 
existence, the secret of our own nature by seeing ourselves as digital computers and our 
minds as computer programs, programmed into the wetware or the implementation 
mechanism, whatever it is in our brains. [Searle ‘01] 

The researchers that Searle mentions in the quote were among the most prominent 
in the field of artificial intelligence in particular and in computer science in general. 
Their enthusiasm for the idea that the brain is a digital computer running a 
program is as difficult for me to grasp as that cyberspace is a new reality. In a way it 
is perhaps not so difficult to understand, however, for one can see the attraction of 
these ideas of artificial intelligence and cyberspace.  

With the idea of artificial intelligence, in its strong version (the version that 
Searle describes in the quote above) comes the idea that we are masters of ourselves 
in a very profound way. As Searle points out it is the idea that we have discovered 
the key to our own existence if we can understand the mind completely for the 
mind is often thought to stand in an identity relation to who we are. So Descartes 
tells us that we are thinking things and that is the essence of our existence. If we go 
back earlier we can see that Plato also thought that our essence is to be found in the 
soul which is essentially the mind for Plato and the body is just a kind of flesh 
prison that distracts us from thinking straight. Moreover, as a result of this 
inheritance we tend to think about our own existence along these lines of mind and 
body. In the Judeo Christian tradition there is the idea that when we die the soul 
goes to heaven and we leave the body behind. The idea of artificial intelligence thus 
is nothing less than a promise that we can come to reach a God-like status and 
there are many (there used to be a lot more people), for whom this still is the most 
exciting idea in intellectual history. 

In our current era, however, what has become the latest most exciting idea for 
many people is not the idea of understanding the essence of our existence through 
computers, but instead to create a new reality through computers: cyberspace. This 
seems to me to be yet another way of attempting to reach a God-like status and if 
we combine the two ideas of artificial intelligence and cyberspace we can see that 
they fit well together. If minds are nothing more than computers and reality is 
nothing but computers then we can create both the mind that thinks and the 
reality in which it thinks. The thinking thing of Descartes and Plato has finally 
found its home in cyberspace. 

I do not want to suggest that people who talk about cyberspace are all going 
around thinking that we should all download our minds into computers and wire 
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them into cyberspace, but I do want to suggest that the undercurrents of artificial 
intelligence has had an impact on the way that cyberspace has been construed and 
vice versa. Cyberspace makes more sense on the assumption that we are essentially 
minds and that our minds are computers since cyberspace is seen as a computer 
generated space. It would be easier to accommodate to cyberspace if we are 
essentially things that think along the lines of the computational theory of the 
mind. Thus the notions of cyberspace and artificial intelligence mutually support 
each other through something like a common denominator and that denominator 
seems to me to be nothing less than the question of reality and our place in it.  

 With Descartes we get the clear picture of there being something like an inner 
reality, the mind, and an external reality, i.e. the body and other material things in 
the universe. Reality for Descartes is dual in this sense of there being two 
substances and these substances together make up for reality. Artificial intelligence 
concerns the inner Cartesian reality, i.e. the thing that thinks, and cyberspace 
concerns the outer reality. When we connect these two notions we get a complete 
account of reality. Now what would be wrong with such a picture? I am not going 
to go through the many arguments that, in my view, show that strong artificial 
intelligence is mistaken. Searle has done a good job in my view of refuting this 
version of artificial intelligence. His refutation of artificial intelligence has in my 
mind also weakened the thesis that cyberspace is somehow a separate reality since, 
as I have indicated, the notions of artificial intelligence and cyberspace seem 
interconnected. Here I would like simply to point out a way of looking at artificial 
intelligence and cyberspace that was suggested to me by my former philosophy 
teacher and good friend Bill Stewart, who now teaches at San Diego City College. 
He builds on a Kantian analysis. 

 Kant makes a distinction between noumena and phenomena and this distinction 
has to do with our relation between the way in which we perceive things and the 
way in which they really are. Kant argues in the Critique of Pure Reason that we can 
never really know how things are in themselves, but only how they appear to us 
and this has to do with his assumption that reality is always reality for us. Roughly 
speaking we format reality to fit our minds. In this sense we might think of 
ourselves as constantly living in a sort of virtual reality, a reality that our whole 
cognitive apparatus actively constructs out of sense impressions, since we can not 
know what is really out there, i.e. the things-in-themselves. Now, if we take this 
line of analysis, we can see how computers do not change this relation between us 
and reality, even if we were to find ourselves living immersed completely through 
computer technology. Whatever we do to manipulate our sense impressions is not 
going to change the things-in-themselves (the noumena). What we do manipulate 
is however the world of appearances or what Kant terms the phenomena.  
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I give this argument here partly because of the fact that Kant was, in my opinion 
and many others, the first cognitive scientist (amongst other things) and in fact he 
himself speaks of cognition and cognitive functions, terms and expressions that are 
wholly familiar to anyone in cognitive science. It seems to me that we can make a 
similar argument against artificial intelligence from within its own tradition, for the 
quest of artificial intelligence can be seen as a way of getting behind the 
appearances of the mind to what is behind it, the mind as a thing-in-itself. In 
Kant’s view we can transcendentally deduce certain things about the mind, 
structural features such as that we perceive things under the categories of space and 
time. To say that we could create the mind would be to say that we could 
understand it as a thing-in-itself and that would entail a view that we can never 
really attain, i.e. a god-like view, where we can see the mind from outside along 
with its relation to the rest of reality. Since we can never escape our phenomenal 
realm this mission becomes impossible. I am not fully convinced that the Kantian 
view is correct, but when applied as an argument from within the cognitive 
tradition it seems to me that it is one that undermines both artificial intelligence 
and the idea of cyberspace as a new reality.  

In order to have a more productive dialectic we need to move away from a 
metaphysical view of human-computer interaction because it is deeply misguided.  

At this point I would like to summarize some of the earlier points made and offer 
some further suggestions as to what makes a metaphysical view so appealing to 
many.  

Parsimony 
It is erroneous to postulate the existence of cyberspace as a new reality since it is 
ontologically unnecessary to do so. All ontological accounts should strive to 
preserve an ontological economy or our conceptual frameworks will deteriorate. By 
giving parsimonious accounts we avoid ontological confusion and unnecessary 
complexity. In the words of William of Ockham in the 13th century “What can be 
done with fewer [assumptions] should not be done with more” and “Plurality is 
not to be assumed without necessity” [Furlong ’72 p307]. Ockham teaches us the 
importance in getting rid of “pseudo-explanatory entities”.  

Logic 
By definition, it is impossible that there can be more than one reality. In the words 
of the philosopher John Searle (personal conversation) “we live in exactly one 
reality, not two or three or any other number”. Terms such as “cyberspace” and 
“virtual reality” indicate falsely that we are capable of producing new realities. This 
production would seem even more preposterous if we had not already been 
conditioned by earlier extravagant “creationist” computer technology efforts in 
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computer science such as artificial intelligence [Searle ’84, Searle ’92, Searle ‘97] 
and man-machine symbiosis [Licklider ‘60]. Earlier, computer science “just” 
attempted to create conscious thinking minds and qualitatively new ways of 
thinking. Now, having failed at these tasks the goal is to create new realities. We 
have gone from the failure of artificial intelligence to the failure of artificial realities. 

Etymology 
The etymology of the word cyberspace stems from cybernetics [Henn ‘87] which is 
used to describe self-regulating systems, biological or technological or combinations 
thereof. Cybernetics stems from the Greek kybernetes, steersman or pilot. In 
cybernetics it makes sense to speak of self-steerable systems or self-piloting systems, 
but what do we make of self-steerable space as suggested by cyberspace? Or should 
we think of the expression as referring to a pilot in space? In any case, the word 
carries unfortunate semantic baggage.  

Appeal of a simple world 
As human beings we are faced with a confusing reality which we try to understand. 
Sometimes we oversimplify things. Although ontologically speaking, the 
introduction of a new reality, such as cyberspace contributes to an increased 
complexity, it purports to be a simple solution. If cyberspace has an objective 
existence of its own, then we can delimit it from the rest of reality and treat it as an 
isolatable computer generated world. There is an attraction to oversimplifying 
reality in order to get away from the rough ground of everyday life. If we fall for 
this attraction we will soon, as Wittgenstein indicates, become homesick for the 
rough ground of everyday life [Scheman ’96 383-410].  

Control issues 
During the enlightenment we saw optimism for the possibilities of understanding 
and harnessing nature. It was believed that the very structure of reality could be 
mirrored in the mind [Rorty ‘80]. The world was held to be completely intelligible. 
Some discoveries in the twentieth century, however, appeared to destroy this world 
picture of the enlightenment [Searle ’99 p2], such as, relativity theory and 
quantum mechanics (challenges physics), set theoretical paradoxes and Gödel’s 
incompleteness proof (challenges mathematics), Freudian psychology (challenges 
rationality), Kuhnian philosophy (challenges science) and Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy (challenges traditional epistemology). With such heavy blows to the 
enlightenment vision, intellectual thought has left realism behind and found new 
postmodern accommodations in various forms of perspectivism [Searle ’99 p20-22; 
Hales & Welshon ’00]. In his critique of antirealism (under which cyberspace falls) 
John Searle writes: 
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… there is a much deeper reason for the persistent appeal of all forms of anti realism, and 
this has become obvious in the twentieth century: it satisfies a basic urge to power. It just 
seems to disgusting, somehow, that we should have to be at the mercy of the “real world.” It 
seems too awful to think that our representations should have to be answerable to anything 
but us. [Searle ’99 p17] 

The drive to simplify and understand is here seen as accompanied by a “will to 
power” to use Nietzsche’s expression. To be capable of true genesis, in creating 
cyberspace, is a dream of ultimate power. Cyberspace, as a cultural manifestation, 
can also be seen as expressing a desire for control by extending our minds [Bardin 
‘00], through a form of coevolution [Licklider ‘60] into a global intelligence 
[Dyson ‘77]. If we succeed in this, we move closer to the God of Aristotle that 
spends eternity in “thinking about thinking”.  

Cyberspace bullying 
The message is clear in many books that herald cyberspace: if you don’t jump on 
the cyberspace bandwagon now, you will be crushed under digital wheels. Or in 
the words of Bruce Sterling “I know something important about cyberspace. It 
doesn't matter who you are today -- if you don't show up in that mirror in the next 
century, you're just not going to matter very much.” [Gibson & Sterling ‘93]. 
Postmodern rhetoric in the form of cyberliterature with its new vocabulary 
(cyberspace, cyborgs, virtual reality, virtual communities etc) has been seen as 
ignoring the social groundedness and feelings of compassion that grow out of 
shared experience and as “aiming to frighten the insecure and train commandos 
who attack common sense” [Heim ’99 p34-35].  

Body contempt 
Throughout the history of Western philosophy, the body, passion and bodily 
spirits, have been seen as a hinder to the mind or soul. Plato saw the body as a 
prison or tomb of the soul. Life on, Plato’s view is a preparation for death, at which 
point the soul can finally be liberated from the confusing desires of the body and 
become free to contemplate the good. The mental realm has been seen as the only 
reality by idealists from Berkeley through Kant and Hegel.  

Uopian longing 
Extropians, network idealists, and techno libertarians are labels that while being 
referentially different and perhaps individually ambiguous, yet have one thing in 
common: they all believe in making an effort towards creating an ideal society. In 
this sense they are latest thinkers in the history of utopian writing from Plato’s 
Republic to B F Skinner’s Walden II. It is ironic that while the term utopia (as 
coined by Tomas More in 1514) is thought of as a perfect place, the literal Greek 
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meaning is “no place”. Some have argued that this exactly what technology and the 
media does for us: it creates a dystopia without any sense of place [Meyrowitz ’86, 
Augé ‘00]. As we saw earlier the idea of artificial intelligence and the computational 
model of the mind stand in a mutually supporting relation to the idea of 
cyberspace as a computer generated reality. If the essence of our being is to be 
found in computation than what better home could we find for ourselves than a 
computer generated reality?  

From metaphysics to augmentation 
In the 17th century a computer was a person who computed. Around the turn of 
the 20th century the word came to acquire the meaning of a mechanical calculating 
machine and then in the early 1940:s an electronic machine [Barnhart ’88]. The 
etymology of the word is true to the traditional meaning of the word ”computer” 
so familiar to us: that thing which helps us with repetitive, tedious and uninspiring 
mental work. The history of computing technology [Williams ’97] from our hands 
through early number systems (from the Egyptians, Greeks and the Far east), on 
through simple artifacts (the abacus, the quadrant and Napier’s bones), through 
mechanical calculating machines (those of Wilhelm Shickard, Blaise Pascal, 
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Samuel Morland, René Grillet, and Charles Babbage) 
and through analogue machines (the Astrolabe, tide predictors and differential 
analyzers) through mechanical monsters (those of Konrad Zuse, the Bell Relay 
Computers, the Harvard machines of Howard Aiken, the IBM calculators) through 
electronic giants (ENIAC and the Colossus machines) on to stored program 
electronic computers (EDVAC, BINAC and UNIVAC) to today’s computers all 
have one thing in common: they serve to relieve the intellect. In this sense our 
intellect becomes augmented through the capacity of various artifacts to perform 
computations.  

The genius of Douglas Engelbart [Bardin ’00] was to envision a systematic 
framework of augmentation for the intellect that far transcended computation. He 
was however, as he himself indicates [Engelbart ’62], building on earlier related 
work of Vannevar Bush [Bush ’45] that proved influential for the development of 
hypertext and so was Ted Nelson [Nelson ’72] and many others with an interest in 
extending the mind through associative links. Engelbart sought many different 
ways in which the intellect could be extended, not just associatively, but through 
computer technology based on a broad analysis of language use, interaction devices 
(pointing devices, input and output devices), work environments (work station 
setups, meeting rooms), networking, and computer supported collaborative work.  

By "augmenting human intellect" we mean increasing the capability of a man to approach a 
complex problem situation, to gain comprehension to suit his particular needs, and to derive 
solutions to problems. Increased capability in this respect is taken to mean a mixture of the 



350 Visitor Orientation in Contex  

following: more-rapid comprehension, better comprehension, the possibility of gaining a 
useful degree of comprehension in a situation that previously was too complex, speedier 
solutions, better solutions, and the possibility of finding solutions to problems that before 
seemed insoluble. And by "complex situations" we include the professional problems of 
diplomats, executives, social scientists, life scientists, physical scientists, attorneys, 
designers--whether the problem situation exists for twenty minutes or twenty years. We do 
not speak of isolated clever tricks that help in particular situations. We refer to a way of life 
in an integrated domain where hunches, cut-and-try, intangibles, and the human "feel for a 
situation" usefully co-exist with powerful concepts, streamlined terminology and notation, 
sophisticated methods, and high-powered electronic aids. [Engelbart ’63 p1] 

Engelbart envisioned how the intellect could be augmented within a framework of 
social, as well as cognitive and information-processing pragmatics. Engelbart’s 
vision can be rephrased as the quest to explore the intellect’s accommodative 
possibilities in the world of computer technology. How the intellect can be 
augmented and how it can find itself at home, be “accommodated”, are two sides 
of the same coin. The two different viewpoints of augmentation and 
accommodation give rise to two different perspectives on human-computer 
interaction, however. Augmentation, as depicted by Engelbart is somewhat closer 
to an instrumentalist perspective. The mind is augmented so as to be able to cope 
more successfully with various tasks. Accommodation does not have the same 
affinity with instrumentalism [Hedman ’01], but concerns a larger domain, 
encompassing all of those aspects of human-computer interaction that makes for 
satisfying, unsatisfying or otherwise subjective experiences. Augmentation is not an 
end in itself, but is done for the sake of accommodation. When the intellect is 
augmented along the lines of the Engelbart agenda, it is hoped that the individual 
will find himself at home in a more satisfying multi-dimensional environment. 

What then is the augmented environment like? It is an information environment 
and also a social environment. The term environment here also points to another 
direction of conceptualization that was present in Engelbart’s thought. Engelbart 
clearly saw that the augmented environment could be thought of as something 
other than an instrument and his work represents a veracious core inherent in 
today’s cyberspace dialectic.  

Although cyberspace, simstim, and their attributes were first given popular currency by 
Gibson, they were anticipated—and in a limited way, achieved—by Douglas Engelbart, 
whose hypermedia vision was of a multidimensional and multiformat dataspace in which 
users can ”fly” (Engelbart 1992). For Engelbart, the ”workstation is the portal into a 
person’s ’augmented knowledge workshop’—the [virtual] place in which he finds the data 
and tools with which he does his knowledge work, and through which he collaborates with 
similarly equipped workers” (Engelbart 1988, 187). [Bardin ’00 p219] 

NLS, Engelbart’s early implementation of hypertext is not only a tool for 
organizing information, it is also a substrate technology for computer supported 
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work and social interaction. Information space, social space and work space are 
terms that come to mind when thinking about the NLS. Engelbart’s text-based 
spaces did not have the visual realism of today’s 3D environments, but 3D realism 
is just one way of accomplishing a sense of being located in a spatial environment. 
Two good means of accomplishing spatial experiences is text [Liu et al ’01] and 
social interaction [Bowers et al ’96]. Moreover, in contrast to the work of [Licklider 
’60] who suggested that, at least in the short term, computers should be interacted 
with as ”buddies” (intelligent agents in today’s jargon), Engelbart’s work was more 
tuned to successful accommodation to digital environments. For Engelbart, 
interaction with computers was to be conceived of as a bootstraping process in 
which there is a coevolution between the technology and human practices, social 
and cognitive life. Such coevolution means moving into and accommodating to 
digital spaces for work, information and social life.  

Engelbart’s environments ought to be seen as places where the computer 
technology is ready-to-hand in the sense of Heidegger [Yoneyama ’97 p115], i.e. as 
extensions of the body in such a way that the person can focus on the object of 
work rather than the tools of work. So while Licklider [Licklider ’60] (the 
dedicated cognitive psychologist) envisioned human-computer interaction as a 
dialogue between two computational machines, the human and the computer, 
Engelbart envisioned human-computer interaction as environmentally situated and 
supported by something like background capacities [Searle ’92 172-196], 
effortlessly and without breakdowns. Computing technology is for Engelbart best 
kept out of focused consciousness, where it is subject to breakdowns. Human-
computer interaction for Engelbart is to be sublimated into the level of practices 
where it does not interfere with work and social interaction. If we relegate human-
computer interaction to the background of pre-intentionality then we can go on 
working in computer environments without thinking about the tools and gradually 
become more and more accommodated to such environments.  

Through Engelbart's vision of coevolution, our world-picture is subtly, yet 
fundamentally transformed so as to encompass soft as well as physical places 
through esemplastic productions. In order to understand these places, which we are 
now so accommodated in (through the Internet) and take for granted, the 
background skills, dispositions and readiness’ to act must be brought up to the 
surface of consciousness. We need to involve ourselves in a kind of archeology of 
the intellect to fully understand the meaning of the word augmentation and its 
relation to the intellect. As pointed out earlier, Engelbart did not discover 
augmentation, the intellect has always, throughout history, been augmented. 
Engelbart was a pioneer in digital augmentation or computer augmentation and 
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found for himself a socio-technological niché. The phenomenon of augmenting the 
intellect is likely to be as old as the intellect itself.  

As soon as the intellect finds itself capable of soaring higher, it strives to do so by 
supporting itself through material and immaterial ways. This is what history 
reveals. All of culture and technology testify to this claim. Closer to human-
computer interaction, the history of the computer is a history of augmentation. In 
the words of Donald Norman [Norman ’85 p334-335]: 

The computer is, in some sense, an artificial extension of our intellect, invented by humans 
to extend thought processes. Just as we no longer need to master the art of memory because 
of the ease of writing, and just as we no longer need to master arithmetic because of the 
availability of the calculator, or calligraphy because of the typewriter, we may perhaps 
forego some forms of thought once small portable computers become commonplace. 

We have seen e.g. that the art of memory is itself a technology (mnemotechnics) 
and something that was seen as artificial in contrast to what was called natural 
memory, i.e., memorization without the mnemotechnics of the memory artists.  

… recogognizing the weakness of the memory, and the fragility of human nature, they 
devised an art whereby one could remember many more things than would be possible if one 
relied solely on natural means. It was for this reason that writing was invented and later 
(when they realized that it was not always possible to carry our writings around with us, 
and because writing is not always possible) around the time of Simonides and Democritus 
the art of artificial memory was invented (unknown 15th century author) [Rossi ’00 p6]  

Moreover, our conception of memory today is very different from how the term 
was understood by the memory artists. Ancient Greek had for instance no verb 
meaning ”to read” and the verb they used was ànagignósko or ”to know again” 
[Carruthers ’01 p30]. The Latin word for ”to read”, lego, has similar meaning: ”to 
collect” or ”to gather” also referring to a memory procedure [Carruthers ’01]. As 
the old Greek and Latin vocabularies suggest, the real value of a text, for the 
memory artists, lay in its potential to become remembered through the art of 
memory. Writing was not the dominant gene of information technology that 
replaced the art of memory. Both technologies coexisted for almost two thousand 
years. It was only during the Renaissance that the art of memory lost its popularity. 
What is more, the art of memory arguably mutated and survived in various forms. 
Many books [e.g. Rowlingson ’20] on how to improve one’s memory rely 
implicitly on the art of memory techniques. From the perspective of cognitive 
psychology, the fundamental assumptions of the art of memory are implicit in 
memory models that involve cognitive mapping and there has been a revival of 
visual memory and spatial memory models.  

As an information technology, the art of memory was an early effort of working 
with spatial information models and flexible ways of augmenting the intellect. The 
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work of constructing spatial memory structures and to arrange information within 
them highlights another aspect under which the art of memory shares similarity 
with Engelbart’s work on the augmentation of the intellect through hypertext. 
Memory palaces and webs of hypertext are both examples of information 
architectures.  

With the explosion of the web, Rosenfield and Morville [Rosenfield & Morville 
’98 p23] write about the importance of working skillfully with information 
architectures. In their view, the freedom of organizing information is a double edge 
sword. While any sizeable website can be organized in many ways, not all such 
ways are good. To use an old cliché, we get freedom at the cost of responsibility. 
What is more, this freedom to organize information, i.e. to be an information 
architect, has according to them ramifications. Their way of characterizing the 
situation of the modern information architect shares many similarities with the 
situation of the memory artist. They claim that ”Our understanding of the world is 
largely determined by our ability to organize information.” [Rosenfield & Morville 
’98 p22]. A common task of the memory artist was to mirror the structure of the 
world and thereby aim to fully understand it. The right inner structure was held to 
be synonymous with perfect understanding. This theme was later expressed in the 
effort to construct a clavis universalis by Leibniz and followers. Another way of 
putting this is to say that the way we organize our world is a way of creating our 
world-picture [Kober ’96] or roughly our culturally situated view of the world.  

It is through world-pictures we find ourselves at home in the world and they have 
been a favorite subject of inquiry since the dawn of history. This was true for the 
memory artists and their memory palaces as it is true for the architects of 
hypermedia. Rosenfield and Morville also point out that ”We organize to 
understand, to explain, and to control.” [Rosenfield & Morville ’98 p22] and point 
to the powers of organizing information. For the memory artists organizing 
information in memory palaces was in fact understanding. When one could 
recollect something from within a memory palace then one had a grasp of it. 
Control, for the memory artist, expressed itself in the form of being able to use his 
information palace in various ways, in public debates were he could roam around 
within his “visual database” accessing it in flexible ways. In terms of flexibility, the 
world of memory palaces surpassed the printed world as does the web: 

The web provides us with a wonderfully flexible environment in which to organize. We can 
apply multiple organization systems to the same content and escape the physical limitations 
if the print world. [Rosenfield & Morville ’98 p22] 

Memory palaces can be constructed in ways analogous to soft places in that the 
memory palaces can be made according to any subjectively meaningful scheme. It 
is not necessary to build memory palaces according to physical laws or so that they 
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could be built as corporeally. Memory palaces can be seen under the aspect of being 
artificial worlds and as such they are of course flexible, the only requirement for 
their functioning being intelligibility for the information architect. 

When one analyses Engelbart’s intellectucal augmentation framework alongside 
the art of memory a certain common theme emerges where one prima facie might 
not see any intimate connection. Both kinds of information technologies are 
fundamentally manifestations of an underlying drive to augment the intellect, but 
also to situate the intellect in an environment that in turn is tied to our picture of 
the world. Thus, that the information architecture of the art of memory of 
hypertext and hypermedia should have close connections, should come as no 
surprise since the two technologies are evolutionary connected. I have been 
analyzing hypertext and memory palaces here as places instead of space. I agree 
with Edward Casey that space as a notion has [Casey ’93 xiv] been overused at the 
expense of the notion of place throughout the period of modernity. Casey argues 
that the popularity of the term space is because of its use in physics and other hard 
sciences. ”Place” has connotations to the subjective and the social that the term 
”space” lacks. Precisely because of these connotations, place has been found to be a 
better notion for conceptualizing computer supported collaborative work [Harrison 
& Dourish ’96] and for human-computer interaction in general [Hedman ’01].  

We are faced with the cartographic challenge of projecting the map of intellectual 
augmentation. Should we project it as a topology or topography? If on the one 
hand we do cartography without concern for human geography we end up with a 
topology, i.e. a simple mathematical space without human subjectivity. If, on the 
other hand, we meet our cartographic challenge with a topographic projection, our 
map has the potential of becoming much more complex, but at the same time 
subjectively rich. What is the importance of catering for subjectivity? To answer 
this question let us examine an analogous challenge as suggested by the attempts to 
construct a noetics (a science of the mind) as in artificial intelligence and the 
cognitive sciences at large. Should we understand the subjective aspects of the 
intellect as being epiphenomenal (existing but not of any real importance in our 
inquiries) or as essential [Searle ’92 p124-126, Searle ’98 p55-62].  

I take Searle’s position that human subjectivity is not only epiphenomenal, but 
essential to our intellect as correct. In this assumption, the locational aspects of 
intellectual augmentation can not be understood on an exclusively topological 
account. The cartographic challenge of intellectual augmentation becomes 
topographical and the method of human geography essential. The cyberspace 
assumption reflects an aspectual blindness of place and human subjectivity. This 
aspectual blindness is evident from the fact that the intellect’s struggle to find itself 
at home, i.e., through augmentation and accommodation is not recognized. The 
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cyberspace assumption is therefore empty and comparable to that of astrology, i.e. 
grounded in elaborate concepts forged into self-supporting systems. The cyberspace 
dialectic is a hermeneutically sealed argument. Both dialectics also reflect the 
assumption of automatism, in the sense that the body is seen as being part of a 
larger determinant system. For the cyberspace dialectic it is computer technology, 
for astrology it is destiny or a deus ex machina. This automatism or fatalism 
manifests an attraction to a simple world in which the existentialist angst of being-
in-place is relieved with the sedative of determinism. 

When we see intellectual augmentation under the aspect of topography the 
connections between hypermedia and the art of memory become apparent and the 
assumed hiatus of cyberspace can be dissolved as a debate casued by the most recent 
topography of intellectual augmentation. A way of understanding intellectual 
augmentation emerges, that stresses continuity rather than conflict, and place 
rather than space.  

Towards a dialectic of soft places 
The dialectic of cyberspace is, in the topographic view of intellectual augmentation 
presented here, a byproduct of a search for intellectual accommodation. We have 
left the personal abodes of intellectual augmentation that the art of memory 
provided and headed for new places. These places are dependent on external (to 
ourselves) technologies and I would like to suggest that we think of them soft 
places. Soft places are dependent on incorporeal technology as a layer above the 
corporeal technology. By adopting this simple notion of soft places we can avoid 
much of the obfuscating semantic quagmire that surrounds more complex terms 
such as virtual environments, virtual reality, virtual communities, and cyberspace.  

Soft places can be understood in contrast to the purely mental places of the art of 
memory. We now have the possibility of creating places that are incorporeal, yet 
external to us and we can link such places together. We can create social places and 
thus enter upon a new venue of accommodation. While the art of memory can be 
thought of as a way of working with information architecture and the mirroring of 
world-pictures, the soft places go beyond that by adding communication. The 
dialectic of place from the perspective of intellectual augmentation is therefore a 
dialectic of information, as well as one of communication. The dialectic of place is 
about accommodation in a socio-technological geography of information and 
communication. It should come as no surprise that the intellect strives, throughout 
history to find itself at home, to locate itself as it were in different environments—
for it is central to our being. It is our predicament, as was pointed out in the 
introduction, to be always placed and we cannot escape this. We can, however, 
locate ourselves and thereby create ourselves for “’who’ and ‘what’ you are is 
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function of ‘where’ you are” [Benson ’01 pix]. This locative aspect of our 
psychology is crucial to understanding human-computer interaction as it comes 
more and more into play in soft places. If we accept Engelbart’s premise of 
intellectual augmentation then we must also accept the resulting change in the self 
as it cannot be decoupled from the intellect. 

With our powers to create symbolic worlds we human beings face locational problems of an 
order unknown in the rest of the animal world. Our perceptual processes work symbiotically 
with our symbolic powers. In human worlds the literal coexists with the metaphorical, the 
true with the false, the transient with the durable, the real with the imaginary, the actual 
with the possible, the desirable with the forbidden. New types of world (in evolutionary 
terms) and new worlds (in cultural-historical terms) require novel solutions for the 
perennial problems of orientation and location. What we call ‘self’ is one such solution to the 
human problem of location in time and place, in meaning and moral order, in cultural place-
time as well as ine physical space-time. [Benson ’01 p5] 

The search for the intellect to find itself at home is not only of primary importance 
when analyzing human-computer interaction in soft places, but with respect to our 
increasingly technological society. Human-computer interaction is therefore in an 
excellent position to be more than self reflectory, and also be illuminative of this 
larger picture. Engelbart has already shown us that it is possible.  

The everyday notion of place on which the notion of soft places depend is so 
ingrained in our language that it seems impossible to disentangle it from our 
mental background, from the very process of thinking. Human-computer 
interaction is not removed from our use of language and as a field it continually 
contributes to the way we think about technology. One way that it does this is 
through the introduction of metaphors.  

Metaphors and living language 
It is not difficult to find metaphors in human-computer interaction [Caroll ‘88, 
Madsen ‘94]. The very expression “the computer” can itself be seen as having been 
metaphorically introduced. The original meaning of the expression is (as was 
pointed out earlier) “a person who computes” [Barnhart ‘95] and this usage 
prevailed until the 1950:s. Moreover, central principles of computing can be said 
to be close to metaphora, e.g. “programming one machine to act as if it is another” 
[Condon ‘99]. Much research about metaphors has been about learnability and 
ease of use [Madsen ‘94] but there is also a growing interest in metaphors as 
applied in the design process [Madsen ‘94].  

Little is written about computer related metaphors from a historical process 
perspective (incorporating evolution). The Machine as Metaphor and Tool [Haken 
et al ‘93] is one work that discusses the historical evolution of machine and 
computer metaphors. In that work metaphors are explained as being deep mental 
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foundations for understanding science and politics. A paper that thoroughly 
discusses the important “user” metaphor (as representation) within human-
computer interaction is “Representing the user: Notes on the disciplinary rhetoric 
of human-computer interaction.” [Bowers & Cooper, ‘95]. While human-
computer interaction does not examine metaphors in as much detail as the more 
specialized field of linguistics, the field can be viewed as a science or art that 
organizes and searches for appropriate metaphors and mindsets for our interaction 
with computer technology. Not only is human-computer interaction descriptory, 
but also constructive in shaping our view of computer technology and its 
possibilities. 

How are metaphors selected in human-computer interaction where do they come 
from? These questions are perhaps not so easy to answer. Many metaphors come 
from the inventors themselves such as Douglas Engelbart’s ‘mouse’ or Alan Kay's 
‘desktop', and at other times from the media. On another level of abstraction, one 
could say that they emerge (if not directly, at least indirectly) from shared cultural 
backgrounds. Metaphors are often used as means of introducing new ideas in terms 
of old concepts. Many such metaphors become so entrenched in ordinary language 
that the original meanings are lost. Thus the word “television” denotes a dead 
metaphor. Metaphors are tools for understanding, but most metaphors only have 
limited shelf life and then die, and become dead metaphors [Searle '79 p115]. The 
television metaphor is not dead simply because it is an old word, but because 
original metaphorical meaning has become lost. With some effort, it is possible to 
recover some sense of the original meaning, e.g. “seeing over distance” as coined by 
Constantin Perskyi at the International Electricity Congress in Paris year 1900. 
The impact of a metaphor does not end with its death, however. When metaphors 
die they often petrify into literal use of terms and expressions such as “skyscraper” 
or “the leg of a table”. Such use requires less interpretation and thought. Dead 
metaphors can be seen as enmeshed with language and thought, in deeper and 
more lasting ways than most metaphors.  

While metaphors die, language lives and evolves. As language evolves, so does our 
cultural background, and world-views. Our picture of the world is much different 
from what it would have been if we had lived many years ago. The way we interact 
with computers is an important factor in shaping our world pictures. The Internet 
is part of the world picture of children today who never lived to see it develop and 
explode. For them the terminology and discourse about the Internet is a part of 
their culture, and whatever, vivid living metaphors previous generations have used 
“information super highway”, “web site”, “web surfing” etc are dying and either 
become petrified into dictionary definitions with purely literal meanings or they 
simply vanish from use altogether. The young ones are not helped by the similes, 
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metaphors or analogies of earlier generations; they understand the Internet in a 
more direct way, just as they understand computer technology in general more 
directly. They inherit a culture where the Internet and computer technology 
already exist and is pervasive [Birnbaum 97]. Wittgenstein wrote about such 
cultural inheritance. He starts out by giving a concrete example of a piece of 
knowledge (in his day no one had been to the moon): 

Everything that I have seen or heard gives me the conviction that no man has ever been far 
from the earth. Nothing in my picture of the world speaks in favour of the opposite. 
[Wittgenstein ’69 n94]  

Then he goes on to describe the expression “world-picture” how it is passively 
accepted: 

But I did not get my picture of the world by satisfying myself of its correctness; nor do I 
have it because I am satisfied of its correctness. No: it is the inherited background against 
which I distinguish between true and false. [Wittgenstein ’69 n95] 

Since the world-picture is accepted without critical reasoning or rational grounds a 
world-picture can be seen as part of a mythology of propositions: 

The propositions describing this world-picture might be part of a kind of mythology. And 
their role is like that of rules of a game; and the game can be learned purely practically, 
without learning any explicit rules. [Wittgenstein ’69 n95]  

This last quote can be understood if one considers Wittgenstein's writings on 
language games [Wittgenstein '53, Wittgenstein '56, Wittgenstein '69, 
Wittgenstein '67]. Wittgenstein, in his later years, as we have seen, came to hold 
the view that language can be understood in terms of games. We learn about 
science, society, and the world in general through participating in such language 
games. Thus the learning of mathematics takes place within a certain cultural 
setting were "the language of mathematics" is taught through practical engagement. 
Learning about computer technology and the Internet also involves the adoption of 
"computerese" or "geek language" or simply language about computers and the 
language games we play manifest our world-view. Since learning language games 
constitutes socialization, often at an early age and without critical reflection, the 
language games can be seen contributing to a kind of a mythology or unexamined 
background of interpretation. This shaky ground of knowledge is inevitable, at 
least for practical reasons. You simply cannot doubt everything “somewhere I must 
begin with an assumption or a decision” [Wittgenstein ‘69 n146]. In a sense then, 
we are all myth makers since we all participate in the evolution of our world-
picture, of indoctrination or in a more pleasantly sounding tone: a world-picture of 
socialization. Other writers have written more optimistically on the sort of 
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background understanding that Wittgenstein indicates [Suchman 87, Searle 92 
pp.175-196]. 

The language of space and place 
The evolution of language can be seen as the evolution of an open-ended plurality 
of language games. Wittgenstein does not see language games as being static, but 
constantly evolving, although, certainly some parts change more than others and 
there can be great differences in the rate of change.  

The mythology may change back into a state of flux, the river-bed of thoughts may shift. But 
I distinguish between the movement of the waters on the river-bed and the shift of the bed 
itself; though there is not a sharp division of the one from the other. [Wittgenstein ‘69 n97] 

And the bank of that river consists partly of hard rock, subject to no alteration or only to an 
imperceptible one, partly of sand, which now in one place now in another gets washed away, 
or deposited. [Wittgenstein ‘69 n98] 

In these two notes Wittgenstein expresses how some parts of our world-picture (as 
manifest in language) “stand fast” or are “solid” for us and are not subject to our 
disbelief or reinterpretation, while other things are. 

The language games pertaining to computers and the Internet are changing 
rapidly and this has great consequences for our understanding and world-view 
even. One noticeable feature of talk in and about Internet-related activities is the 
use of spatially inspired language that pertains both to space and place in their 
everyday senses. Thus talk is common about visiting “web sites”, “surfing”, and 
“going here and there on the net”.  

Within the spatially inspired language games we play, one can delimit two 
different major strands; one of them is related to space and the other to place. 
Prima facie it might seem like there is no essential difference between these two sets 
of language games. Nothing could be further from the truth. As has been argued, 
the history of the terms place and space is rich and complex [Casey 1997]. Space 
has come to be regarded as closer ally to science, the scientific worldview and 
freedom than place. Place has come to be seen as having stronger connotations to 
the subjective and the limited. Place has not fared well as a concept throughout 
history, and is today most often seen as subordinate to space 

When it comes to the Internet and the fate of place, it is still unclear what will 
happen. Which of the two language games will be most prevalent in the future? 
Will the games be played side by side or will one of them disappear? If the term 
‘place’ disappears then what will be the result. If the Internet is conceived of as a 
space filled with functionality or resources for instrumental use, there is little room 
for subjectivity, personality and culture. Social aspects of human-computer 
interaction [Thomas 95, Vaske & Grantham 90] are receiving more attention as 
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people are increasingly working together using computer technology. Place is, 
unlike space, a psychologically and socially [Harrison 96] rich notion. It may 
therefore prove helpful in understanding human-computer interaction from a 
social perspective. How language develops with respect to the terms ‘space’ and 
‘place’ as pertaining to the Internet and computing is revealing of culture and the 
essence, force and direction of technology. 

Aspectual interaction 
In our everyday life we are constantly seeing aspects without any conscious act of 
interpretation. Thus walking down a street we directly see cars and buildings, as 
well as the other normal objects of such a setting. One way to describe such gestalt-
like experience is to say that our experiences have aspectual shape: “whenever we 
perceive anything or think about anything, we always do so under some aspects and 
not others” [Searle 92 p157]. In [Hedman 2001] human-computer interaction can 
be seen as infinitely aspectual. In computer technology our imagination is the limit 
to what aspects we can see. The pilot using a flight simulation system is 
experiencing something quite different from the person configuring his home 
alarm system. We can also imagine many other cases of radically differing 
experiences and conceptualizations related to computer technology. Moreover, 
there is no clear delimitation as to what counts as a computer system (computer 
science departments around the world are not in agreement).  

Searle's writings on aspectual shape have close ties to Wittgenstein’s writings on 
seeing-as. Wittgenstein uses the image of a duck-rabbit [Wittgenstein ‘53 p194] to 
illustrate the phenomena of seeing-as. In this example, the same dots on the paper 
can give rise to two different experiences. It is possible to see a duck or a rabbit. In 
order for this to be possible, the observer would have to have seen these animals 
prior in order to see them in the drawing. Otherwise, it is difficult to say what sort 
of aspect or aspects the person would be capable of seeing. Wittgenstein makes use 
of various ambiguous pictures in order to highlight the significance of aspect 
perception in the domain of language [Mulhall ‘90 p2]. We might think of people 
who fail to see either the rabbit or the duck to suffer a kind of aspect blindness. 
Wittgenstein relates such aspectual blindness to semantics: 

The importance of this concept [of aspect-blindndess] lies in the connexion between the 
concepts of ‘seeing an aspect’ and ‘experiencing the meaning of a word’. For we want to ask 
‘What would be missing if you did not experience the meaning of a word?’ [Wittgenstein ‘53 
p214]. 

It is Wittgenstein’s interest in language that drives him to write about aspect seeing. 
All words can be the focus of aspect perception [Mulhall ‘90 p35]. While Searle’s 
writings on aspectual shape and Wittgenstein’s work on “seeing-as” differ in 
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treatment, they also reveal some deep similarities. They both draw our attention to 
that experiencing aspects, experiencing the world around us as in some sense pre-
structured, does not normally involve any acts of interpretation on part of the 
experiencing subject. They also agree on that culture greatly influences our 
aspectual experiences and radically determines what we see. They also agree on that 
it is difficult to see things around us without the pre-given aspectual structuring we 
normally experience. 

As researchers in human-computer interaction we have an opportunity of 
discussing what language we use, the technical terms we introduce and deploy from 
a cultural perspective. There might not be any clear-cut right or wrong choices, but 
the choices we make help to foster different kinds of mythologies in the 
Wittgensteinian sense. Terms and expressions such as ‘the user’, ‘media space’, 
‘digital space’ become part of everyday language and as they do, go beyond being 
false or correct, they move into the cultural background and become part of our 
world-picture. The suggestion made here is that the long-term effects of language 
use in human-computer interaction research should be brought into discussion. 
The language games we deploy in research will contribute to our world-picture of 
computer technology, and ultimately lead to the predominance of certain kinds of 
aspectual shapes at the cost of others. Currently the aspect of space is being favored 
over place, in relation to the Internet and other kinds of computer technology. In 
consequence, we risk becoming blind to the aspect of place and with it its socio-
psychological richness. Another area in risk of aspect blindness can arguably be 
found within the field of distributed cognition, where Salomon [Salomon ‘93] 
argues that the “individual has been dismissed from theoretical considerations”. 
Indeed the individual appears to be little more than what links technology together 
in Hutchins’ account of team navigation [Hutchins ‘90]. Another example is (in 
one interpretation) human factors analysis or ergonomics, where Bannon holds that 
traditionally the underlying values of people have been neglected in systems design 
[Bannon ‘91]. In these two latter examples, a blindness develops for the human in 
human-computer interaction. The human is seen an objective resource, not as 
human at all. 

Human-computer interaction in soft places 
The analysis of the background of intentionality reveals the complexity of human-
computer interaction perspicuously through a particular kind of aspect seeing. This 
kind of seeing involves intentionality, but more importantly a full acknowledgment 
of the background as an important component. The structure of human-computer 
interaction can not be made perspicuous unless the background is accounted for, 
since the background is a precondition for human-computer interaction. Any 
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attempt to analyze human-computer interaction exclusively in terms of 
intentionality, leaves out the fundamental stances, dispositions and skills that 
enable us to interact with and through computers. The task to tackle at this point is 
that of characterizing human-computer interaction correctly. In the analysis 
provided here this involves describing the relation between the background, 
intentionality, physical artifacts (interaction devices), and incorporeal artifacts 
(software) and then explain how soft places fit in within this framework.  

After moving away from the traditional model of the cognitive sciences and the 
computer metaphors of human behavior it is now time to propose an alternative 
model of human-computer interaction. Before doing so, let us briefly recap the 
model that is being rejected, i.e., that based on the cognitive science and the 
computer metaphor. This model can be graphically described as having three major 
components: information processing, physical artifacts and incorporeal artifacts. 
Thus users are defined as information processing agents that interact with physical 
artifacts such as interaction devices (mice, keyboards etc) and through such devices 
they interact with incorporeal artifacts, i.e. software. The particular kind of use 
involved is often termed instrumental use and is understood to be a mode of 
operation that is driven and explained in terms of intentionalistic vocabulary, i.e. in 
terms of goals, desires and beliefs. In such an instrumental use model of human-
computer interaction, an important problem becomes to explain how information 
processing takes place. This problem in turn gives rise to a number of research 
problems. How do the users model the computing situation? How do they process 
the information displayed on the computer screen? How can cognitive complexity 
be reduced? These and similar questions all stem from the vision provided by the 
computer metaphor of humans that has been so widespread among psychologists 
[Costall ‘91]. The computer metaphor of human-computer interaction yields a 
clearly defined framework for research, but also limits research. These limits can be 
seen more explicitly if we switch our frame of reference and think of the 
information processing model of humans as a model for analyzing intentional 
action.  

This switch of aspect seeing is one that enables us to see more clearly the limits of 
the information processing model. For as we have seen intentionalistic models of 
action that are explained in terms of intentional content and conditions of 
satisfaction are in turn dependent on a background of interpretation, i.e., on 
practices, stances and dispositions. This switch is necessary if we wish to be able to 
account for the information processing model since it is dependent on 
intentionality. Another way to put this is to say that the information processing 
model of human-computer interaction is not self sufficient, it can not occur in a 
vacuum. Any information processing must occur in a context of background 
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interpretation for meaning and understanding to arise. Human sense making and 
skillfull coping is dependent on pre-intentionality. By exploring human-computer 
interaction from the basic perspective of intentionality we end up with a model of 
human-computer interaction that depends on background coping, intentionality, 
physical and incorporeal artifacts.  

Such a schematic is misleading in its simplicity, but provides a rough description 
of the basic structure of human-computer interaction. It is misleading, not only 
because it is simplistic, but also because it seems to indicate that the background is 
some sort of separate component from intentionality. One might even think that 
these labels refer to some sort of isolatable functional units. This way of thinking is 
adopted by some adherents of the information processing model who thinks of the 
background as unconscious intentionality so that our conscious information 
processing is held to be explainable by unconscious information processing [Fodor 
‘75]. Through the analysis of the background we have seen that this it not the case. 
The background and intentionality are better thought of as enmeshed with each 
other in the social and the cultural world. For obvious reasons (partly graphical) 
this situation is difficult to depict and the model here serves to bring intentionality 
and the background into discussion through a rough pragmatic model. A 
metaphorical way of thinking of the background is to conceive of it as ubiquitously 
coexisting with intentionality since the two realms are not separate in fact, but only 
aspectually. That is we can (roughly speaking) see human action under the aspect 
of intentionality as well as under the aspect of skillful coping.  

A simple case of human-computer interaction is that of a single person 
interacting with a computer. In this case the person deploys some physical artifacts 
such as a mouse, a keyboard and a monitor in order to perform tasks within a 
software environment. For purposes that will soon become clear, let us now 
consider the differences between unskilled and skilled people. Someone who is 
unskilled may be engrossed with challenges posed by the hardware. He might have 
to consider every action that he performs with the physical artifacts such as working 
with the mouse or the keyboard. Novices often have to look at each key they are 
typing and their interaction can be understood largely along the lines of conscious 
intentional use. They have to form a conscious intention to press each key for 
instance. All this figuring, appraising, and groping amounts to an intentionalistic 
stance of focused instrumental use (of artifacts that are, in Heidegger’s terms 
unavialable). Such a stance is necessary in order to augment ourselves with new 
capacities, to extend our reach, so to speak.  

However, as novices progress and become more and more proficient at typing, 
instrumental reflection gradually evaporates from consciousness and they simply 
type what they want to type without thinking about how their fingers are moving 
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to type each key. And so we think that a skilled typist does not have the same 
experience of typing as a novice and that the phenomenology in question has 
undergone qualitative changes. Of course if a key sticks or there is something 
wrong with the keyboard, the skilled typist would have to enter into a mode of 
reflection that requires him to think about what he is doing and what key he is 
trying to type etc. One way to characterize the process of going from being a novice 
typist to an expert typist is to think of the capacity of typing as becoming a 
background skill. The same characterization can be given for the incorporeal 
artifacts of interaction. The novice user of a word processing application may think 
about how to perform actions such as copy and paste and spend some time 
searching for these operations in menus. The expert user simply uses shortcut 
commands without any conscious deliberation with respect to how to use such 
functions. As the person becomes familiar with the artifacts he comes to find 
himself at home in a certain setting. One could say that he falls through the interface 
[Bødker ‘91] into this setting as the transparency index of the artifacts grows. 
When the user falls through the interface we can think of him as reaching a new 
ground of interactivity. The ground of interactivity behind the interface is not a 
ground instrumentality, but one of being a visitor. The falling through the interface 
is a fall that ends with the user finding himself in an environment where he is not 
exclusively (or necessarily) a user, but also someone who dwells. How where do we 
reach this stage of dwelling? We could say that it is by some sort of instrumental 
augmentation where the artifacts of use allow us to augment ourselves with new 
capacities that build on capacities that we already master. In such an account of 
human-computer interaction, artifacts such as the mouse and keyboard become 
natural extensions of our bodies. And the incorporeal artifacts, in turn, become 
transparently linked with those extensions. However, it is easy to overlook the 
placial changes that this sort of activity brought about: the esemplastic production 
of place that Heidegger seemed to have neglected. I want to give a further example 
of what I have in mind. 

We may think of the blind man who uses a cane to move around in a physical 
environment (a favorite example in phenomenology). The person who uses a cane 
to move around finds himself in a sonically probed environment with a different 
phenomenology than that of the visually enabled person. Someone who is not 
blind could experience this sort of environment by augmenting himself through 
learning this sort of sonic probing skill. In doing so he falls through the stick 
interface and discovers behind it a new phenomenology where he can dwell. At this 
point we need, for practical reasons, a term to describe this process of falling 
through the interface into an environment of dwelling. This falling through then, 
can be though of as a form of accommodation finding oneself at home somewhere. 
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For our novice user of the stick it is in a world of sounds. Accommodation is this 
fundamental process of finding oneself at home, whatever the environment may be. 
If this example from phenomenology seems removed from human-computer 
interaction, we can think of the person as using, instead of a stick, a computer that 
provides a sonically probed environment. This works by means of probing 
ultrasounds that are dynamically transduced into audible sounds through 
headphones. There are in fact such devices in use today that give humans an 
experience analogous to that of a bat. We are now in a position to make our model 
of human-computer interaction more perspicuous by adding accommodative 
processes. 

This way of characterizing things is indicative of the processes involved in falling 
through the interface, i.e. of reaching the stage of dwelling as manifested by a 
qualitatively different phenomenology. As we analyze this dwelling of human-
computer interaction we see that the place of dwelling is a place that depends on 
physical artifacts as well as incorporeal and the processes of augmentation and 
accommodation. Another way to put this is to say that the phenomenology of 
human-computer interaction must arise against the background of intentionality 
through the processes of augmentation and accommodation. The particular kind of 
place then is esemplastically produced, i.e. it does not reside in physical or 
incorporeal artifacts, but arises out of them as a transparent unification. Thus we 
may characterize these esemplastic places of human-computer interaction as soft 
places in order to delimit them from places which are not dependent on software. 
In order to give a veracious account of the phenomenology of human-computer 
interaction we might think of human-computer interaction as the science of soft 
places.  

So far we have examined a simple case of human-computer interaction with a 
single person and a computer. As we add one more person and computer we reach 
a more complex scenario that adds social aspects. This picture is admittedly 
simplistic, Reeves and Nass point out [Reeves and Nass ‘98] that all computer use 
can be characterized as being socially grounded. As Reeves and Nass make clear, 
people are disposed to treat computers as real people. Thus the background of 
social life is part of the phenomenology of human-computer interaction no matter 
if we consider human-computer interaction from the vantage point of a singe user 
system or from that of multiple users. However, just as we can study 3D 
environments to learn more about the placial qualities of soft places (since they 
purport so strongly to being places), so we can study human-computer interaction 
in scenarios that are overtly social in order to learn about more about the social 
aspects of human-computer interaction. The basic model for social use and 
dwelling is arrived at through mirroring the basic model of single use and dwelling 
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so that two people can interact through incorporeal artifacts. This model remains a 
model of intentionality and background phenomena. Thus we continue to use this 
framework that incorporates skills and pre-intentionality rather than an exclusively 
intentionalistic model that would focus on the mental models of each person 
involved, their goals, desires and beliefs. Again through such a background model, 
the aim is to be able to delineate the phenomenology of human-computer 
interaction in soft places.  

This time we turn our attention to the social background of human-computer 
interaction and try to provide an analysis of how it works in a simple social 
scenario. Assuming that the people involved are novices, they must first learn to use 
the artifacts involved. The physical artifacts may be the same as that for single use 
and dwelling such as mice and keyboards. The incorporeal artifacts may be 
software for computer supported collaborative work, as software for collaborative 
writing or it may be software for text-based chat. Numerous alternatives are 
possible and with great variation between them. For instance, a multi-user 3D 
environment is very different from a text based chat application. The fundamental 
processes of going from novice to skilled user are the same however. The users must 
go from focused instrumental use that requires conscious effort. They figure, 
appraise, and grope through an intentionalistic stance of focused instrumental use. 
Through such activities they train themselves to be able to use the artifacts with less 
and less dependence on conscious reflection as they augment their capacities with 
new ones. Their use becomes less and less reflective and the artifacts vanish from 
conscious awareness. Again they fall through the interface as it becomes more and 
more transparent and when doing so they experience a new environment and the 
phenomenology changes qualitatively. This qualitative change is a form of 
accommodation that depends partly on the vanishing of the interface. This 
accommodation is more complex than that of single use and dwelling since it is 
strongly dependent on the social aspects involved. In social settings our sense of 
ourselves and our location changes as we position ourselves not only in relation to 
artifacts, but to also directly in relation other people and what they do [Benson 
‘01]. As has been pointed out by John Bowers [Bowers et al ‘96], the way in which 
we feel immersed in a virtual environment (digital place) depends to an important 
extent on how we experience a social connection with others. 

A dialectics of accommodation and augmentation 
Human-computer interaction can be seen a science that invents new ways of 
interacting with computers through an augmentation process. All of human-
computer interaction involves some sort of augmentation if we think of the 
computer under the aspect of being a tool. Interaction devices such as mice, 
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keyboards, monitors, interfaces and touch screens are all technologies that serve to 
augment us in different ways. Once we have learned how to use such interaction 
devices we find ourselves in an elevated state of accommodation. I gave some 
examples of how this worked in everyday use of personal computers. However, if 
we take on a broad view of human-computer interaction then it is easier to see how 
augmentation relates to our dialectic of soft places as a societal discourse.  

So for example it was not until the breakthrough of the mobile phone that it 
became obvious that the place of whomever we are talking to serves as a 
fundamental piece of background information. Where are you? Is the question we 
all answer when someone calls us on our mobile phone. Then after some minutes 
have passed: where are you now? We wish so much to place us in the same setting, 
to see what the other sees that this question keeps popping up again and again in 
order to continually sustain the soft conversational place that we produce 
automatically. If there were no stationary numbers we would be asking the 
question much more frequently. This crafting of soft conversational spaces, this 
esemplastic production, is as remarkable as the autonomous crafting of memory. 
The phone is just one example of how we locate ourselves in social spaces through 
technological augmentation.  

A child needs to learn how to use a phone in order to make or receive a phone 
call, but once this brief process of augmentation occurs, then the child finds 
himself in a novel situation: talking too someone far away and this might take some 
time to get used to. Another example is the person who has bought a mobile phone 
with a camera. There is supposedly a training period before one learns how to use a 
new mobile phone with complex features. How are the pictures to be taken for 
example? How can he send them to his friends and so forth? Then he discovers 
how to take the pictures and then how to send them. He has discovered new ways 
of communicating and takes pictures often of where he is at so he can show his 
friends. The tool has become augmented for he is coping with it well. Now the 
question is how does he feel about all of these new possibilities? How does he and 
his friends accommodate to this shared snapshot world? What more games will 
evolve here and what do they amount to? Then we have the child in school who is 
getting rude SMS messages from his peers. He is a loner and this is their way of 
making fun of him. How will he accommodate to a world were physical distance is 
no guarantee of not being harassed? These are just some examples and it is possible 
to give innumerable other examples of how augmented technologies give rise to 
esemplastically produced soft places.  

When it comes to soft places, tools and augmentation can be easy to understand, 
but accommodation is enormously complex and the kind of games that can evolve 
seem largely unpredictable. When I started my research on visitor orientation I was 
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mainly interested in accommodation and the question of what it is like to be a 
visitor in digital places. What is the experience of digital place like? When I look 
back now on my early research it seems that it was too metaphysical and that there 
is no answer to the question of accommodation in terms of some theoretical 
account. This dawned on me as I was doing my research at the Hunt museum. 
When I studied the visitors in throughout the “Re-tracing the past exhibition” it 
became clear to me that the ground of accommodation was very far from my reach. 
Instead I focused on what the visitors were doing and what place games evolved. I 
think today that place games, apart from being illuminating with respect to the 
esemplastic production of place, is one of the best ways of understanding 
accommodation from an empirical perspective. The place games that we play say 
something both about how we find ourselves in soft places and about how they are 
constructed. 

The dialectic of soft places is about this interplay between augmentation and 
accommodation on different levels in society and in a wide range of contexts. It 
seems to me that much work within participatory design centers on questions of 
augmentation and accommodation. In participatory design, especially in 
Scandinavia, there is a concern for how to make technological changes at a 
workplace (augmentations) so that the workers are satisfied (well accommodated) 
[Bødker et al ‘00]. In participatory design there is a concern for how people find 
themselves in a world transformed by technology that is much in line with visitor 
orientation.  

Dialectics of soft places in society 
One aim of this thesis has been to, in some small way, bring the philosophy of 
computer science (in Searle and Dreyfus’ sense) to human-computer interaction. 
Visitor orientation is a way of working with the dialectic of soft places from within 
human-computer interaction. I have examined the dialectic of cyberspace that runs 
through both our popular and intellectual culture and proposed another dialectic 
instead. This other dialectic, the dialectic of soft places, is one that is grounded in 
the everyday life and one that also goes on in the public sphere albeit not explicitly. 
What we can do in human-computer interaction is to get a better sense of what 
these two dialectics amount to and how they fit in with our general effort to 
support and understand human-computer interaction. The cyberspace dialectic is 
the metaphysical view of computers and our changing sense of the world and I have 
argued that it is ultimately based on confusion. The cyberspace dialectic has made 
its way into human-computer interaction and the research on virtual reality, mixed 
reality, augmented reality. I have suggested that it can ultimately be understood in 
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terms of both philosophical inheritance (from Plato and onwards) and 
psychological factors (will to power or finding a safe home for cognition).  

Movies like the Matrix and books like the Neuromancer depict fallen future 
societies. The worlds depicted in these works are dystopias. In our everyday 
experience of the net, our proclaimed “current cyberspace”, we see more and more 
virus attacks, we hear reports of child pornography and of how people are getting 
addicted to the net. Many are afraid of using their credit cards because of credit 
card fraud and theft. If we connect the world of cyberpunk (the fictional world) 
and the world that we live in and see it heading on a path to a future world as 
depicted in cyberpunk then it seems to me that everything that has to do with the 
net and cyberspace ought to be thought of as frightening. If the net is a beta 
version of cyberspace as depicted in the cyberpunk literature then we are on a road 
to dystopia.  

However, although this feeling of fear of the future that one can find within the 
cyberspace dialectic is surely uncomfortable for many, it seems to me that it is 
ultimately unfounded for the same reasons that I think that the cyberspace dialectic 
as whole is unfounded. If cyberspace exists as another reality then it seems to me 
that there is nothing that we can do about it. This is perhaps part of the attraction 
of the cyberspace dialectic even for the ones who feel frightened. For with the 
fatalism of the cyberspace dialectic and its ultimate affirmation of another reality 
comes the complacency of acceptance. If cyberspace is another reality that is either 
accessible now or in the future then we simply have to face it. We see no 
demonstrations against cyberspace and the reason is that it would be silly to 
demonstrate against a purported alternate reality, whether actual, fictional or 
coming. We demonstrate when we stand some chance of changing things in the 
world, but what would we change if we demonstrated against cyberspace? What 
would we call such a demonstration? A metaphysical demonstration? What would 
the demonstrator’s signs say? Down with cyberspace? Suppose everyone agreed and 
said yes down with cyberspace and this was reflected in the media too so that you 
could read headlines everywhere saying down with cyberspace. What would this 
amount to? How would it change the world? What reality would be destroyed? 
How would our lives be changed? Cyberspace is like the pain that a person feels 
when having taken a good dose of morphine. It is there but it is nothing to worry 
too much about.  

The trouble with the cyberspace debate is that while purporting to be an 
authentic debate about some real issues that we are facing as a result of our 
technological achievements, it works like a sedative. For either cyberspace is too 
abstract for us to be of any immediate concern or it is a dystopia towards which we 
are heading with certainty. In either case, we find ourselves in a metaphysical 
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debate that leaves no room for concrete action or productive debates. The 
cyberspace debate is a sedative that makes us blind to the concrete issues at hand. 
We fail to see that it is our very sense of place that is changing constantly before 
our eyes that is at stake. It is clear to anyone who examines his daily life in the 
Western world that place is taking a technological turn. Instead of examining this 
technological turn of place as the dialectic of place the general public jumps into a 
debate over cyberspace. A person may sit in an office surrounded by esemplastic 
technologies such as computers, faxes and mobiles phones and not spend a single 
thought on how his sense of place has been transformed since childhood. Instead 
he goes to see the Matrix and then strikes up a discussion with a close friend about 
how real it seemed and that we might end up there one day.  

It takes only the slightest inclination to Freudian psychology to think that there 
might be some suppression and displacement going on here. The changing sense of 
place that is experienced in the everyday world, that is suppressed and the feelings 
of anxiety and despair are displaced into the cyberspace metaphysics of the future. 
Whether or not we buy into this kind of psychoanalysis it seems to me that the real 
challenge in our current age of technology is not something abstruse or 
metaphysical or something of the future. The challenge is not technological in 
ordinary sense, but something to be grasped more along the lines of Heideggerian 
analysis. We ought to think of the essence of technology not in terms of concrete 
technology, but as ways of relating to the world. Technologies such as computers, 
mobile phones, or cheese cutters are manifestations of human motivations and 
culture and one cannot explain these manifestations unless one bring them into 
context. The essence of technology in my view is augmentation and much of this 
augmentation has to do with how we find ourselves as placed in the world. We 
ought to be facing our changing sense of place in everyday life as a result of 
technological augmentation and this is not ultimately a technological issue, but an 
existential challenge.  

 
  
  



6. Conclusions and directions 
The art of the possible and the impossible 

  
This thesis has been a journey into the historically rooted production of soft places. 
One aim of this journey was to bring philosophy closer to human-computer 
interaction through visitor orientation as a design philosophy. Another aim was to 
show how visitor orientation as a design philosophy can be practically applied. This 
latter aim is pursued in chapter 4 on visitor orientation in practice. However, from 
reading that chapter, one might ask exactly how this application came about? As I 
said there, I went into the Hunt Museum to conduct my visitor oriented study 
from a deliberately naïve and uninformed perspective. At any rate that is what I 
attempted to do. So how can I say that philosophy has informed me in any way? 
How can I say that it has guided my research? This is not so easy to answer. After 
all we often talk about theory and application as two parts of the equation that 
makes up empirical research. So it would be natural to think of visitor orientation 
as a theory in this traditional sense. If we think of visitor orientation as purporting 
to be anything like a theory, then admittedly I have failed. I have no theory to 
offer, not even anything close to a theory.  

As I have argued earlier, I do not think that there can be anything like a theory of 
place and this has some far reaching consequences. For if there can be no theory of 
place then there can be no theory of visitors either. Nor can there be any theory of 
visitor orientation. If we take the notion of place seriously we must abandon our 
desire to formulate theories of place and those who visit them, whether they do so 
in corporeal (i.e. material) or incorporeal (i.e. immaterial) places. What then can 
visitor orientation offer in terms of a design philosophy? Moreover, what do I mean 
by a design philosophy if not a theory? When it comes to this matter I would like 
to refer again to philosophy as a tradition and as we have seen there are 
philosophers who take the route of plurality and there are those who take the route 
of unity. There are also those who are ambivalent on this matter and seem unable 
to make up their minds on which route to travel. One result of my literature study 
and empirical research was that I came to develop an intuition that when it comes 
to questions of place the philosophers who take the route of plurality have more to 
offer and I hope that by now the reader has come to share this intuition with me. 
So when I speak of a design philosophy I do it from a general perspective of 
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plurality. The pluralist notion offers the best description for the design philosophy 
that I am advocating.  

What then can a pluralist philosophy of design offer? Is it not just a way of 
concealing that no real theoretical results have been obtained? I am convinced that 
it has a lot to offer, but not in terms of the eloquence of a compact and elegant 
theory. What it has to offer is rather what results from musings on a subject. These 
results can be further spelled out as design sensitivities and they can help to guide 
research, as well as design. This at any rate is the best that I can offer in this thesis 
in terms of a design philosophy: an open ended set of sensitivities that I hope can 
serve those who are interested in visitors and places and I would like to invite the 
reader to offer other design sensitivities and/or perhaps reformulate those that I am 
about to offer here.  

From a Wittgensteinian perspective one can think of these design sensitivities as 
ways of talking or, more precisely, language games. These language games are both 
for design and research and what ties them together is that they remain within the 
boundary of soft places.  

Now, we need also to address the question of method. We normally think that 
methods for research allow us both to engage practically in research and also to 
justify our research. What then are the methodological results of this thesis? On the 
most general level I have found that in order to study visitors in soft places we need 
to use ethnographic methods. This choice of method becomes natural and fitting 
against the background of the suggested view of place as a pluralistic notion. On a 
somewhat more specific level I come to align myself with those who have followed 
the later Wittgenstein in their research on human-computer interaction and here 
Pelle Ehn has done some excellent work [Ehn ‘88]. My affirmation of place games 
as a Wittgenstein inspired method for researching visitors and soft places is at the 
same time an affirmation of this established tradition of applying Wittgenstein in 
human-computer interaction. Moreover, by introducing this notion of a place 
game, I hope in some small way to offer a more concrete approach to guide 
empirical investigation and the design of soft places. Let me begin now by 
summarizing my findings in terms of design sensitivities. I am giving them as a 
numbered list mostly so that they can be easily referred to, not as a way of 
suggesting that they necessarily need to go in this order or that some ought to be 
seen as more primary than others. Moreover, I am using the word place sometimes 
rather than soft place partly also for convenience and partly because in most cases it 
does not matter whether we talk of soft places or other kinds of places.  
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Design sensitivies for visitor orientation 

Design sensitivity one: Places cannot be understood apart from people 
One way to put this is to say that places are always observer relative. While there 
can be spaces without people there can be no places without relation to people, 
because places only exist within human worlds and as such are relative to our 
cultural backgrounds, forms of life and world pictures.  

Design sensitivity two: People cannot be understood apart from places 
We are born into places and always remain within places. It is a fundamental 
feature of human life to always be placed and it is in places that our selves develop 
over time. This has important consequences for design. When we are designing soft 
places we are at the same time changing the life world of people and the places in 
which they find themselves. Their experiences within these places will come to have 
an impact on how they see themselves and who they are.  

Design sensitivity three: Accommodation is central to visitors 
To talk about accommodation is a way of summarizing how people find themselves 
in places. Accommodation has many dimensions. Some are orientation, 
instrumentality, negation and how it feels to be in a place.  

Orientation 
Whenever we are in a place there is always the question of where we are? If we 
examine how this question can be analyzed we come to see that it has many 
potential answers. In my study of visitors at the Hunt museum I gave some 
examples of how visitors oriented themselves, such as socially and with respect to 
the field of possibilities within an installation. 
 
Instrumentality 
In many soft places we use tools to perform various tasks. If these tools work well 
for us and fulfill our needs then we can say that we are well accommodated 
instrumentally. Within the field of human-computer interaction this feature of soft 
places has often been dealt with under the heading of usability. 
 
Negation 
As visitors we see things directly in certain ways and not others depending on our 
background, what we are doing, what we are thinking, how we are feeling and who 
we are. The places that we encounter are radically dependent on us and 
consciousness is never simply of what is around us. In a sense we negate what is in 
our surroundings in order to arrive at transformations of what is there. This notion 
comes originally from Sartre. 
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How it feels 
When someone is a visitor there is always the question of how that feels and this 
question cannot be reduced to questions of instrumentality and/or orientation. We 
can easily imagine someone who is well oriented and instrumentally satisfied but 
still does not feel good about being a visitor. Conversely we can think of someone 
who does feel good about being a visitor without being well accommodated in 
other respects. There is nothing strange about this. It just shows how complex our 
relations to places are. Indeed it might be a mystery to someone why he feels the 
way he does about being a visitor and we do not typically find that strange.  

Design sensitivity four: Augmentation allows the experience of soft places 
Augmentation through tools allows the production of soft places. In our everyday 
experience of human-computer interaction we interact with various tools such as 
mice and keyboards. Typically tools require a bit of training before we can use 
them more or less skillfully. We can think of these tools as having augmented part 
of our background coping with the world. When this happens we find ourselves 
more prominently within soft places that arise against the background of such 
coping. In many cases these tools need not to be physical. For example, in order for 
me to visit places on the net I need to be able to use a browser.  

Design sensitivity five: Places are produced through place games 
One way of thinking about how places are produced is in terms of the activities 
that visitors engage in. I call these activities place games. Places allow for multiple 
places games and visitors may shift between different games during a single visit. 
Moreover, the kind of place games that can occur constitutes an open ended set of 
activities. 

Design sensitivity six: Soft places are esemplastic productions 
Soft places arise against the background of coping with corporeal artifacts and tools 
such as traditional interaction devices (e.g. mice and keyboards). When the tools 
are functioning sufficiently well the corporeal and the incorporeal elements are 
joined into an esemplastic unity through the place games that are played. 
Esemplastic production is a necessary requirement for soft places to arise.  

How to conduct visitor oriented studies 
As I have argued the preferred method of conducting visitor oriented studies is 
ethnography.  

Step one: Get a feel for the environment that you are studying 
When you conduct an ethnographic study it is best to do it from a naïve 
uninformed perspective and so when you start your study I do not think that you 
should think so much about the sensitivities described here or any other design 
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philosophies. Rather just go to the environment where you are to conduct your 
study and spend some time with simply observing what is going on. Try to suspend 
your reflective thought processes and simply take in or absorb what is going on. 
Remember that what you are doing at this point is to get acclimatized to the 
environment as a whole. It is very helpful to bring along a video camera so that you 
can record what is going on. If people talk in the environment then try to get these 
conversations on the video tapes. If you do not have a video camera take notes 
about what people do and say. 

Step two: Look for a place game 
When you feel that you have become acclimatized to the environment, try to 
identify a single place game. This is probably going to the be the most dominant 
game or one of the most dominant games and it will constitute a good starting 
point for identifying other place games. How do you identify a place game? Think 
of what people do? What roles do they take on in the environment? What styles of 
interaction can we speak of? How do they find themselves in the environment? 
That is, how do they accommodate to the environment? These are some questions 
that could be of use to reflect on.  

Step three: Look for other place games 
When you have found one place game it will make it easier to identify further place 
games. This is because the first place game that you find will allow you to find 
other games by contrast and comparison. It is perhaps possible that only one place 
game is being played, but that is not very likely. 

Step four: Look for relations between place games 
How do the place games relate to each other? Do visitors shift between place 
games? If so, how and when? Do place games compete with each other? These are 
some questions that you might consider answering in order to get a sense for the 
overall place - game situation in the environment that your are researching.  

Step five: Provide more nuanced accounts of place games 
When you have a good feel for the overall place - game situation try to give a more 
detailed picture of each place game. You can do this by studying each place game 
more carefully. Go over the data you have collected in order to analyze the material 
more carefully. Also look at the list of sensitivities suggested in this chapter and see 
if you can use them to analyze your data.  

Step six: Provide an evaluation of the environment 
Examine the set of place games that you have arrived at and try to answer the 
question of how they relate to the environment that you are studying. Does the 
environment fulfill the needs associated with these place games? Are there elements 
that seem to be missing? Also, was the environment designed to support the place 
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games that emerged? If not, try to give an account for what may have happened. 
Why are other place games being played than those the environment was designed 
for? Should the environment be redesigned on the basis of these reflections? Why 
or why not?  

Step seven: See if you can modify the list of sensitivities 
Did the list of sensitivities support you in your visitor oriented research? Why or 
why not? Can you add new points to the list of sensitivities? Ought some of the 
sensitivities to be modified?  

Visitor orientation and accommodational thinking 
I would like to end this thesis by pointing at some of the larger consequences that 
visitor orientation could have if applied properly. As I mentioned in the previous 
chapter, I see the question of stress in our modern world as related to how we find 
ourselves in an ever increasingly esemplastic world of soft places without being so 
sensitive to what this means. It is a highly disturbing consequence of the way we 
live with and through technology that a fair amount of people experience such 
stress and over such prolonged periods that they “burn out”. I do not think that we 
can say that it is technology that is the cause of all of this or that it is because how 
we use technology as these questions appear entangled. However, as I mentioned 
earlier it seems to me a truism to say that we cannot get at the problem of stress in 
our modern society unless we understand how people find themselves in different 
places throughout their daily lives. Moreover, the problem is that unless we can talk 
about how people find themselves in soft places we do not have the right kind of 
background understanding required for these sorts of investigations.  

What I propose here then is that the question of stress ought to be researched 
from a perspective on place which incorporates not only traditional places, but also 
soft places. Such a study could be conducted as a visitor oriented study where the 
totality of place games that a person (or group) goes through during, let us say, a 
week are ethnographically studied and for each place game one would pay close 
attention to how the person (or group) accommodated. Perhaps we could find that 
there are recurring place games that are particularly stressful. We could then 
redesign the environments in which those place games occur so that the amount of 
stress would be reduced.  

It may of course also turn out that there are some places games that are 
suppressed in the modern life style or others that are needed but missing. My guess 
would be that we lack social place games and the kind of support they offer. It 
seems obvious that over the last few decades human-human interaction has in 
many cases been replaced by human-computer interaction in ways where our needs 
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for social places are not met. If this is so we might be able to find ways in which to 
remedy this alienated situation.  

This I see as a key challenge to work for: that accommodation becomes such a 
motivator in our esemplastic world that all talk about an IT-driven society would 
come to lose traction. It would be a society were technological thinking along the 
lines of Heidegger’s analysis is replaced by accommodational thinking and I will try 
to explain briefly what I mean by this kind of thinking by comparing it to 
technological thinking. Let us begin by reminding ourselves of what Heidegger 
meant by technological thinking (I discussed it also earlier, see e.g. the section 
“Modernity and place” p22).   

In the Question Concerning Technology Martin Heidegger notes that the essence of 
technology is not anything technological. What does he mean by this? First of all, 
Heidegger wants us to think about technology in a deep way. When we reflect on 
technology on a deeper level we can note that there is a sense in which we do not 
really come to understand what technology is all about just by educating ourselves 
about the latest kinds of technologies. There is a sense in which we cannot explain 
what technology is all about just by studying different technologies or examples of 
technology such as computers. In order to understand what technology is all about 
we need to ask ourselves how technology fits into our world and what motivates 
technological development. When Heidegger attempts to answer these questions he 
comes to the conclusion that what technology is all about is a kind of thinking and 
a way of looking at the world that goes back to Aristotle. He calls this kind of 
thinking technological thinking and it is about seeing the world as full of resources 
to be controlled and used. What he wants to say also is that this way of thinking is 
something which can be enslaving. There is a sense in which we all become caught 
up in thinking about the world as there for our purposes and forget about some 
deeper values. What he wants to say is that when we get caught up in this kind of 
thinking we loose our groundedness in life. We loose our sense of feeling at home 
in the world. Technological thinking results in this kind of alienation because life is 
about so much more than thinking about the world as full of resources to be 
controlled an used. 

What I would like to offer here, when I talk about accommodational thinking, is 
not a solution to this deeper problem of technology as Heidegger sees it. But, I 
would like to offer something like a complementary picture to the rather gloomy 
one that Heidegger paints. Heidegger is not trying to cheer us up when he writes 
philosophy. However, we need positive images also and not just negative ones. So 
what is accommodational thinking? It is something very concrete and simple that 
we all engage in. It is a kind of thinking that asks the question: how do we find 
ourselves in places? What do these places mean to us? How do we feel about being 
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in the places that we are in? What can we do to find ourselves better at home? 
What can we do to improve on the places that we find ourselves in? It is a kind of 
thinking that recognizes technological thinking as just one way through which we 
find ourselves in the world and invites us to question technological thinking 
through a more balanced view of the world. It is a kind of thinking that can be 
engaged in on an individual level as well as on a societal level. It is the kind of 
thinking that asks not only why we have become alienated, but also what we can do 
about it. It is the kind of thinking that I have been engaged in throughout my 
development of visitor orientation. 
 
 
 
Anders Hedman, Stockholm, Jan 2004 
ahedman@nada.kth.se 
 
www.visitororientation.org  (my visitor orientation site) 
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