
Soames, Scott, The World Philosophy Made: From Plato to the Digital Age, Princeton University Press, 2019, 
xviii + 439 pages. 
 
Chapter 5, "Modern Logic and the Foundations of Mathematics," pages 92-112. 
Chapter 6, "Logic, Computation, and the Birth of the Digit Age," pages 113-132. 
Chapter 7, "The Science of Language," pages 133-156. 
Chapter 8, "The Science of Rational Choice," pages 157-187. 
Chapter 9, "Mind, Body, and Cognitive Science," pages 188-219. 
Chapter 10, "Philosophy and Physics," pages 220-249. 
 
 The latest book from the prolific Scott Soames is in many ways, and certainly in scope, his most 
ambitious. His announced topic is nothing less than the whole sweep of the impact of philosophy on the world 
in which we live. (Well, he acknowledges in his preface that he is leaving aside eastern philosophy, and though 
he may not emphasize the fact, it is equally true that he also leaves aside Continental European philosophy 
after the large-scale emigrations of philosophers from Mitteleuropa to the Anglophone world in the 1930s.) 
Even allowing that philosophy's influence has been both for good and for ill, and that Soames, by largely 
choosing to accentuate the positive if not entirely to eliminate the negative, has perhaps cut his work in half, 
he is left with a monumental task. Not too much for one writer, if that writer is Soames, but too much for one 
reviewer, making the book-symposium format not what it usually is, something desirable as means of getting 
several different perspectives on a set of issues, but something indispensable simply to ensure that at least a 
substantial fraction of the varied issues and themes in the book receive at least some minimal degree of 
coverage from at least one reviewer. 
 The book is an immense expansion of a short article provoked by a blog post claiming that the 
institutionalization of philosophy in the modern university, with its departmental structure, has resulted in 
philosophy's losing touch, or losing its way, and ceasing to be what our — Soames's and my — common 
former colleague, the late Richard Rorty, would have called "edifying". Somehow historiography was able to 
survive the transformation, between the days of Gibbon and those of Mommsen, from a branch of belles 
lettres to a scholarly university Fach, but philosophy did not, or so bloggers alleged. One can find more than 
one's fill of expressions of such sentiments all over social media today, of course. Soames's reply has three 
components. It involves, first, a very condensed survey of the history of philosophy before the supposedly 
fatal transition. Then there is, second, a documentation of how philosophy thereafter did not lose touch with 
neighboring fields and did not cease to give rise to new fields, and still exerted, and continues to exert, a 
substantial influence on and through other disciplines. And then there is, third and last, a direct account of 
philosophy's — yes, even academic philosophy's —  continuing engagement with issues questions of value, of 
moral and political philosophy, and even "the meaning of life". (Walpole said that the world is a comedy to 
those who think and a tragedy to those who feel; the comic side of the meaning of life has perhaps been 
adequately treated by Monty Python, but the tragic side still demands and receives philosophical attention.) 
 I am happy to be able to leave to others the history, and especially the value theory (with inevitable 
attendant political differences and disputes), and to confine myself to the material on the scientific fields of 
mathematics, linguistics, psychology, and physics. That is a large and challenging enough slice of the 
intellectual world. No one could be equally expert in all the fields Soames treats, and for almost every chapter 
there is surely someone, somewhere who could have done that particular chapter better. But I doubt there is 
anyone, anywhere, who could have done the whole suite of chapters as well. Even an editor free to choose a 
different expert to write on each topic would have had difficulty producing an equal good result, since almost 
superhuman cat-herding powers would be required to keep the several writers on deadline, within word 
limits, and off their hobby-horses. I will try to stay off my own as I go through the chapters, commenting at 
greater length on the ones where I rightly or wrongly feel most confident in my expertise. (Still, as will be seen, 
there are several slips that might have been avoided by consultation with specialists.) 
 



  
 Chapters 5 is mainly devoted to Frege. His new logic was a tool developed in service of a project in 
foundations of mathematics, but though the project was a noble failure, the tool was a great success (leading 
directly into the topics of the next chapter). Soames begins by describing Frege's logic as incorporating not 
only the Stoic's logic of not, and, or and Aristotle's logic of all and some, but as going beyond the latter. He 
surely should at this point have indicated a bit more about how Frege goes beyond Aristotle, namely, by 
developing a logic that applies not only to properties like x is a horse or x is an animal but also to relations like 
y is the head of x. De Morgan's example of something Aristotle's logic was powerless to analyze ("All horses 
are animals, therefore all horse's heads are animal's heads"), which is the sort of thing one must be able to 
analyze if one is going to be able to analyze inference in mathematics, might have been mentioned. Now as 
soon as one has a logic that applies to the relation x is identical with y, one has a way of expressing numerical 
quantifications such as "exactly two things have the property P" without using number-words, namely, as 
"there is some x that has P, and some y not identical with x that has P but not z not identical with either x or y 
that has P". And this is the starting point for Frege's foundational project. 
 Since, it seems, the same object can be called one deck and fifty-two cards, numbers are not, according 
to Frege, properties of objects. He associates them rather with properties of properties of objects such as x 
being a deck on this table or x being a card on this table. The relevant properties of properties are precisely 
such things as "there are exactly zero objects that have P" and "there is exactly one object that has P" and 
"there are exactly two objects that have P", and so on. In order to insure that the numbers go on endlessly, 
however, Frege needs to assume there are enough objects; and he wants to be able to claim that his existence 
assumption is purely logical. He adopts the assumption (called "unrestricted comprehension") that associates 
to every property a distinctive object called its extension, claimed to be a "logical object", which amounts to 
the class of all things having the property. Logic supplies a property such that exactly zero things have it, 
namely, that of being non-self-identical, and therewith the number zero. Logic then supplies a property such 
that exactly one thing has it, namely, that of being identical with zero, and therewith the number one, and so 
on in a bootstraps procedure. The problem is that Russell found unrestricted comprehension to lead to the 
paradox of the class of all classes that are not members of themselves; and if one gives up classes, to make 
anything like Frege's project work, which Russell did under the label theory of types, one needs the non-logical 
assumption that there are infinitely objects to begin with.  
 Soames expounds most of this, but does not say much about the most important development in Frege 
studies in the past half-century or so, the realization that if Frege had only assumed the existence of 
associated objects for the numerical properties of properties such as "there are exactly two", his system would 
have been both consistent and sufficient to develop mathematics. He would, however, have faced the 
problem of how to justify assuming extensions in some cases and not others, with which "neo-Fregeans" 
struggled for decades without reaching agreement. No one contributed more to the neo-Fregean program 
than Soames's teacher George Boolos, who also developed the logic of plurals, which among other things 
would allow one to replace Frege's conception associating numbers with properties of properties a single 
object might have individually, such as being a card on the table, with one associating them with properties 
pluralities of objects might have collectively, such as being fifty-two. Soames mentions this possibility in the 
text of the chapter, and names Boolos in connection with it in a footnote, but fails to note the fact, thoroughly 
familiar to everyone who has done specialist work in this area, that the basic problem does not go away: 
assuming unrestricted comprehension in the form "for every plurality of objects there is a class having just 
those objects as members" leads to contradiction, while assuming just enough to get arithmetic faces a 
problem of justification, "Why assume comprehension in just those cases and not others?" Soames's remarks 
on page 111 on the status of the axiom that every number has a successor on the plural approach strike me as 
misleading on this point. But as I began by saying, it is Frege's work in logic, rather than in foundations of 
mathematics, that matters — particular in connection with Soames's next chapter. 
 



 Chapter 6 stars Gödel, with Tarski and Church and Turing in supporting roles, and includes a competent 
summary of Gödel's incompleteness theorems, with some technical sections starred, presumably as optional, 
though I have not found where this is explicitly said. Gödel worked with mathematical axiom systems 
formulated using the logic derived from Frege and more directly from Russell, the first fully adequate to 
represent mathematical reasoning. That is the connection with the preceding chapter. There are some figures 
missing, however, from the period between the two chapters, as can be seen by comparison with the table of 
contents in van Heijenoort (1967), especially Brouwer and Hilbert. Brouwer, influenced by eastern mysticism 
bordering on solipsism (though Dummett later showed he could have got to the same place starting from 
western behaviorism) brought forward the notion of computability, with a critique of mathematics as then 
conducted denying the truth and even meaningfulness of claims of the form "for every number m there is a 
number n such that…" except when there was a way to compute the required n for any given m. It would have 
been a disaster if mathematicians had followed Brouwer in jettisoning so much of their work as fell under his 
critique, but the Brouwerian threat motivated Hilbert to launch a new foundation project (which like Frege's 
was to prove a noble failure, but left a lasting legacy).  
 Hilbert's idea was to grant on the plane of philosophical theory that Brouwer is right and most of 
classical, infinitistic mathematics, including almost all his own work — and he was the leading mathematician 
of his day — is meaningless or contentless [inhaltlös], but to concede nothing on the plane of mathematical 
practice, insisting on its value as an engine for producing meaningful results as corollaries. His position was 
self-consciously modeled on contemporary instrumentalism in philosophy of physics, which was skeptical of 
subvisible particles and invisible fields, but granted that theories about such things were useful as routes to 
meaningful results about meter-readings. Now solipsism (and equally behaviorism) and also instrumentalism 
are very bad philosophies, but as Soames has shown time and again in his other, slower-paced historical 
surveys, bad philosophies often contain some good ideas, and better philosophies are often more easily 
arrived at by reaction against bad ones than starting from scratch. Hilbert, to make his line plausible, needed 
to prove by finitistic, computational means that infinitistic mathematics is, if not true, at least consistent, 
unlike Frege's system. It was while working on Hilbert's program that Gödel made his main discoveries, 
including the discovery of the unprovability of consistency. The situation recalls the discovery of non-Euclidean 
geometry in the course of attempts to prove Euclid's parallel postulate.  
 Notions of computability, which the debate over intuitionism had kept in view, were used as technical 
auxiliaries in Gödel's proof, but soon became the focus of intense analytical work by Gödel himself and more 
so by Church and Turing, whose results, especially the latter's, formed the intellectual background to von 
Neumann's creation of actual computing machines, ushering in our digital age. Soames goes over these 
connections briskly. (And unfortunately there seems to be one technical slip: The route from Gödel's result on 
the incompleteness of arithmetic to the results of Church and then Turing on the undecidability of logic is a 
little more complicated than is acknowledged: Gödel worked with an infinite system of axioms, but to get the 
Church-Turing result as a corollary we need incompleteness for a finitely axiomatized system of arithmetic. 
Here again some consultation with experts might have been useful.) 
 
 Chapter 7 is concerned with linguistics and philosophy of language, where Soames is much more 
expert than I am, and where I will therefore have much less to say. He begins with Chomsky. Ushering in the 
digital age is a very hard act to follow, but Chomsky's work is an appropriate topic to take next, since it has real 
connections with the work on recursiveness and computability mentioned at the end of the previous chapter. 
Soames more or less omits to mention that Chomsky was reacting against a previous bad philosophy, 
behaviorism, and in particular there is no mention of Chomsky 1957, one of his most influential works, 
containing both his main argument for innateness hypothesis (children learn their parents' language with very 
little Skinnerian reinforcement indeed), and inspiration for the more general turn towards cognitive 
psychology that occupies Soames in a later chapter.  
 Soames then follows with the story of how, in the decades following Chomsky's break-through, the 
attention of linguists and philosophers expanded to take in semantics as well as syntax and pragmatics as well 



as semantics, and to go beyond analysis of phrases and clauses to that of dialogues and discourses. In this last 
connection he of course mentions Grice, but it is not brought out that Grice was reacting against a bad 
philosophy in which he had been raised, the Oxford identification of meaning with use, which involved reading 
every feature of the felicitous use of an expression into its meaning. (For instance, since we mainly discuss 
whether some act was voluntary or involuntary when the act is a bad one, or one having bad consequences, it 
was held that the voluntary / involuntary distinction only applies to misdeeds.) Here again we see a kind of 
dialectical progress: the Oxonians were wrong, as Brouwer was wrong, but they brought forward the 
important topic of use, as Brouwer brought forward that of computability, and reaction against their 
sloppiness in confusing use with meaning led Grice and others to the development of pragmatics as opposed 
to semantics. Of course, Soames knows all this and discusses it in other works, but at least a mention might 
have been appropriate here, if only to keep his history of philosophy's contributions from seeming implausibly 
triumphalist. 
 
 Chapter 8 concerns probability and especially decision theory, and its hero is Ramsey. (Before we get 
to Ramsey, however, there is a slip on page 162: There is a list of supposedly generally accepted laws of 
probability, but fourth of these, though its statement is garbled by the omission of the word "probability" at 
one key point, in effect claims that logically independent items are probabilistically independent, which of 
course is not generally accepted at all. The correct statement, which has to involve the notion of conditional 
probability, appears at the top of page 164.) Ramsey wanted to suggest behavioral tests for degrees of belief 
and desire (subjective probabilities and utilities), but unlike some later behavioristically-inclined philosophers 
fully realized the belief and desire are not dispositions to produce certain behavioral responses to external 
stimuli, since how our beliefs are manifested in behavior depends on our desires, and vice versa. 
  Soames explains Ramsey's machinery for dealing with this problem (the introduction of "ethical 
neutrality", for instance), and in the course of doing so distinguishes more clearly than perhaps did Ramsey 
himself between what is being put forward as a factual claim about how our minds work, and what as a 
rational norm. It is a shame he could not find a place to insert a mention of our common former colleague, the 
late Dick Jeffrey (though Jeffrey's most important book is listed in the bibliography), and more generally the 
development of Bayesian statistical inference and its relation to the traditional problem of induction, or a 
reference to Kahneman 2011 on just how far the actual workings of our minds are from ideal rationality. 
(There springs to mind the memorable case of Linda, a fictional character whose capsule biography led 
subjects tested by Kahneman and Tversky to assign, in gross violation of the laws of the probability calculus, a 
higher likelihood to her being a bank teller active in the feminist movement than to her being a bank teller.) 
 When Soames does look beyond Ramsey it is to later work in social choice, with obligatory references 
to Arrow's theorem, for instance. I will not follow him into this terrain, where his familiarity with the literature 
is much greater than mine, and where we start to verge on topics of the kind central to the third part of the 
book. 
 
 Chapter 9 is partly devoted to the mind-body problem, and partly to the status of cognitive psychology 
and its relation to neuroscience. The topics are obviously connected, though in the first part of the chapter, 
directly on mind and body, Soames looks as if he is going to end up favoring the identity theory, making pain 
into the firing of C-fibers, whereas in the second part of the chapter, on relations among sciences of mind and 
brain, it emerges that he favors functionalism, making pain into nociception. In this latter material he 
emphasizes the extent to which functionalist ideas make cognitive science autonomous vis-à-vis neuroscience, 
yet still may understate the matter insofar as he compares the situation to the autonomy of biology from 
chemistry, or chemistry from physics. 
 Now chemistry once was as independent of physics as cognitive science may be from neuroscience. 
Circa 1900 chemistry and physics, though they had important interactions, were in many ways almost in 
opposition to each other: the chemical evidence that matter is composed of molecules, themselves composed 
of atoms somehow bonded electromagnetically, standing in definite spatial arrangements, and capable of 



dissociation into ions, was overwhelming; physicists were still debating the status of atomic theory, with any 
number of important figures, notably Max Planck, in doubt. All that was changed by physicists' belated 
acceptance of atomism (by 1913 for the last hold-outs) and then the development by Pauling and others of 
the quantum theory of the chemical bond, which thoroughly integrated the two sciences and even permitted 
the deduction, in simple cases, of the energies of chemical reactions ab initio from physical principles. To be 
sure, it remains the case that chemistry was not reduced to physics in the strongest sense: the quantum 
theory explained what is going on physically in what chemists call covalent and ionic bonding, but it does not 
provide any exact definition of such bonding in physical terms; rather it shows how inexact such notions are 
from the standpoint of fundamental physics, indispensable though they remain in chemical practice. The 
independence of cognitive science from neuroscience is, however, much greater on Soames's own showing 
than the wiggle room left for chemistry in relation to physics today. 
 But as for the mind-body problem, dualism maintains that not everything mental is physical (or for that 
matter, functional). For the dualist the most important case is not at all anything like propositional attitudes, 
but instead is sensations and especially affects, representationalist accounts seeming, for instance, especially 
implausible in application to euphoria. If I feel euphoric, what is being represented as being how? The world as 
a groovy place? Soames's chief example is pain. On page 202 he writes of "an internal perceptual state the 
function of which is to detect bodily injury, to trigger changes in motivational states that normally lead to 
actions intended to end or minimize the current injury; and to generate or reinforce desires and intentions to 
avoid similar injuries in the future" and adds "This, I submit, fits our concept of pain pretty well."  
 Here the dualist will say, it fits our concept of pain, or the meaning of "pain", not at all. There is a 
dangerous condition known as congenital analgesia, amounting to an inability to feel pain, so that subjects 
with this condition can only learn they have been injured through other senses, for instance, by seeing that 
they are bleeding. What Soames describes about the functional role of pain is as close as a congenital 
analgesiac can get to understanding the meaning of "pain", but it isn't much closer than the blind man in 
Locke's parable got in understanding the meaning of "scarlet", when he said "it is like the sound of a trumpet." 
Pain is a feeling, and unless one has felt it, one doesn't know what "pain" means.  
 Having expressed this dualist position, I have to confess that Soames's contrary functionalist view is the 
present-day orthodoxy, while I  am a heretic, like Kripke, whose argument against the identity theory Soames 
directly criticizes in the first part of the chapter. Soames latches onto a rather off-hand suggestion of Kripke 
about reference-fixing, and makes it the basis of his critique, but I think Kripke's point can be made without 
any assumptions about such matters. The issue concerns the difference between the identification of heat 
with random molecular motion and the supposed identification of pain with C-fiber firing (which I believe 
could be adapted to deal with the supposed identification of pain with some nociceptive functional state, but 
that is something I have no space for). Consider the epistemic relation in which we stood to heat by around 
the middle of the nineteenth century: we could feel it, we had observed that it caused ice to melt and water to 
boil, and Sadi Carnot had developed a fairly elaborate theory of "thermodynamics" concerning its transfer 
between cooler and warmer bodies. But we did not know what sort of thing it was, even at the most basic 
level of classification. Some thought it a substance (caloric fluid), some thought it a process (involving random 
motion). Later scientific investigation decided the question in favor of the process view.  
 Now imagine a world in which there are creatures like us using a word that sounds like "heat" and who 
stand in the same epistemic relation to what they call "heat" as we stood to what we call "heat" — which is to 
say, as we stood to heat — in the middle nineteenth century, but whose subsequent scientific investigations 
revealed that what they were calling "heat" was a substance. This, according to Kripke, describes a possible 
situation. The illusion of the contingency of the identity of heat with random motion results from our 
misdescribing this situation as one in which heat turned out to be a substance, whereas really it is a situation 
in which "heat" was being used to denote something other than heat. In contrast to all this, Kripke maintains 
there could not have been creatures standing in the same epistemic relation to what they called "pain" as we 
do to pain, but where what they called "pain" was not pain. This is because something is not epistemically 
indistinguishable from pain unless it feels like pain, in which case it is pain, since know what category pain 



belongs to, and it is neither a substance nor a process but a feeling. As I said, this is, or at least until recently 
has been, heresy and Soames's functionalism orthodoxy; but things may be changing. Nowadays there are a 
lot of professed physicalists who go in for what is called the "phenomenal concepts strategy" and do grant 
after all that one cannot know what "pain" means except by having felt pain, that mere understanding of 
pain's functional role is not enough. 
 
 Chapter 10 is about philosophy of physics, and here I will have to be brief, in part because Soames gets 
into issues about the interpretation of quantum mechanics (defending the many-worlds interpretation), and 
that is a subject that is difficult to discuss at less than book length. In the earlier part of the article he is 
pleased — because it fits his overall theme so very well — to be able to quote correspondence of Einstein's in 
which he acknowledges the influence of Hume, as well as the latter-day empiricist or positivist Mach, on his 
thinking in connection with special relativity, of which Soames also offers a popularized account to underscore 
the connection. About this I will only remark that following up the entries for "Mach" in the index to Pais 1982 
one will find evidence of a much more ambivalent relationship. Mach was, after all, one of the last hold-outs 
against atomism, while Einstein was (with his 1905 work on Brownian motion) one of the key figures in the 
ultimate acceptance of atomism by the physics community. 
 
 In closing let me say that though I have found more than I expected to argue with in Soames's accounts 
of various particular matters, I am fully in agreement with what my colleague Hans Halvorson has to say in 
praise of the book on its back cover. In particular I agree that this is a fantastic book and that few people other 
than Soames could have written the like. 
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