




The Colorado College Journal of Philosophy
Volume VIII • 2023

Anamnesis



2        Anamnesis

Editors-in-Chief
Shea Li Dombrowski

Mac O’Brien
Hannah Zhao

Editorial Staff
Star Goudriaan
Charlotte Maley

Nicholas Quinlivan
Haomo (Robert) Yan

Artists
Alicia Chavez

Hset Hset Naing
Haomo (Robert) Yan

Layout
Kate Nixon

Haomo (Robert) Yan

Faculty Advisor
Rick Furtak

Staff



      Vol. VII      3

How to Change Your Mind: A Comparison of 
Buddhist and Psychoanalytic Methods 

Contents

6

18 Knowledge and Coherentism: Standardized 
Justifications for True Belief

5 Letter from the Editors

28 The Housework in Modern Houses: An 
Investigation on the Relation between Space 
and Knowledge Production
Yuqin Wu  • Haverford College

Ben King-Hails • Colorado College

Lauren Dotson • Trinity University 

 



4        Anamnesis

Mission Statement 
& Ackowledgements

Dedicated to and in memory of Hank Bedingfield, 
who not only paved the way for this volume 
of Anamnesis but also enriched the lives and 
philosophic hearts of those around him.  

Anamnesis is the student-edited philosophy 
journal of Colorado College. The journal publishes 
philosophical undergraduate essays from colleges 
and universities worldwide. Colorado College 
students founded the journal in order to give their 
peers a taste of what the discipline can be at its 
best. In line with this goal, we aim to publish clearly 
written, elegantly argued essays. We also strive to 
publish essays that tackle the most interesting, 
difficult, and pressing issues in both philosophy 
and our lives.

We would like to thank Cutler Publications and the 
Colorado College Philosophy Department for making 
the journal possible this year. Special thanks to 
Karen West, Lorea Zabaleta and Eli Jaynes for their 
support.

We would also like to acknowledge that Colorado 
College is located within the unceded territory of the 
Ute Peoples.
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Letter from the Editors

This year we started with the rather broad 
theme of Philosophy’s Role in Life, with hopes 
that this year’s issue would reflect topics that we 
find relevant and significant in our lives. We have 
chosen papers that engage with who we are, who we 
ought to be, and our own construction of the world 
that then reflects back on ourselves. With many 
thanks to our editors, artists, and writers who made 
this edition possible.

Anamnesis begins with an examination of what 
it means for the self to suffer. Ben King-Hails from 
Colorado College considers the different ways that 
Buddhism and Kohut’s Psychoanalysis respond 
to human suffering. The next essay in Anamnesis 
challenges us to consider knowledge production 
in animals - what kind of life is capable of systems 
of truth, knowledge, and belief. Lauren Dotson 
of Trinity University examines coherentism as a 
grounding for knowledge production in animals 
and non-human life. Following this, the next essay 
asks us to explore the world and structures we 
materially inhabit. Yuqin Wu of Haverford College 
approaches the self and the knowledge it produces 
as necessarily entwined with the world we have 
constructed. Finally, we have interwoven excerpts 
of what we might call wisdom from Professor John 
Kaag of the University of Massachusetts, Lowell in 
his examinations of life and philosophy.
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How to Change Your Mind
Part 1: The Desire to 
Transform
 Western philosophy touts ra-
tionality as the supreme method 
of both discovery and change. 
The scientific reflex that has 
resulted from this cultural belief 
impels us to break down prob-
lems into logical components 
before using our intellectual 
abilities to solve them. For many 
problems, this method yields 
fruit. As a result, our under-
standing of the material universe 
has vastly improved. However, 
when one applies the scientific 
method to the problem of psy-
chological pain, the results are 
often lackluster, unactionable, or 
opaque.
 This is because the problems 
of the unconscious, the source 
of psychological pain, cannot 
be solved through reason alone. 
The language of the unconscious 
is not reason; the unconscious 
will not respond to the conscious 
mind’s requests to change. 
How then, can one change their 
unconscious and alleviate their 
psychological pain? Buddhist 
meditation and psychoanalysis 
are two of the most promising 
solutions. 
 Buddhism and psychoa-
nalysis are unique methods 
of alleviating suffering in that 
they require only faith to begin. 
These traditions assert that their 
practice will create meaningful, 
timely, observable change. Time 
and time again, these methods 
of transformation have indeed 
heralded change. The Buddhist 
and psychoanalytic methods 

of change, however, are vastly 
different. In this essay, we will 
examine the differences between 
the respective methods and end 
states of the practices of Bud-
dhism and psychoanalysis. From 
this understanding, we will strive 
to uncover a unified understand-
ing of the psyche which trans-
forms, and identify which method 
of transformation is ultimately 
superior.
Part 2: The Self Which Suffers
 In order to understand what 
self-transformation means, we 
must first understand how Bud-
dhism and psychoanalysis con-
ceive of that which transforms: 
the self. 
As a psychoanalytic starting 
point, this essay will use John 
Riker’s Kohutian metapsychol-
ogy. Within this theory, “the 
unconscious organizing struc-
tures that are primarily respon-
sible for producing action are 
the id, character, self, and the 
social unconscious” (Riker 81). 
The id is that  center of psycho-
logical function which produces 
any “drive, desire, emotion, wish, 
or need that appears to have 
some kind of biological origin.” 
(81) The character is that which 
Plato and Aristotle sought to 
develop through the practice and 
cultivation of virtuous living. It 
is rationally cultivated, though 
eventually it becomes part of 
unconscious processes. The 
social unconscious is the part of 
us that holds the social blueprint 
of who we ‘should’ be. The id is 
natal, character is developed, 
and the social unconscious is 
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imprinted.
 The Kohutian self is, experi-
entially, that which imbues our 
reality with exuberance and pas-
sion. Developmentally, it is that 
which needs motherly empathic 
mirroring, and stable idealized 
selfobjects (people that are psy-
chologically experienced as part 
of oneself in their performance of 
a necessary function). When the 
self is damaged, it causes feelings 
of fragmented despair and seeks 
new selfobject relations to repair 
itself. According to Riker, experi-
ences in which the self healthily 
takes psychological center stage, 
“are those that mobilize our deep-
est ambitions, ideals, idiosyn-
cratic abilities, and spontaneous 
playfulness.” (86) For both Riker 
and Kohut, the self is the most 
fragile, yet the most important 
influence on conscious experi-
ence. People with healthy selves 
will experience a grounded sense 
of authenticity, a great ability to 
cope with hardship, and a deep 
and vital emotional life. People 
with damaged selves will experi-
ence fragmentation wherein they 
feel as though their psyche may 
disintegrate. To protect against 
these experiences, they will then 
develop defenses that serve to 
control experience in a life-limit-
ing way. Finally, the self is never 
complete, it must always grow 
beyond itself. 
 With this metapsychological 
framework established, we can 
inquire into the cause of suffer-
ing, the prerequisite of self trans-
formation. Because the id, char-
acter, self and social unconscious 

as the creators of psychological 
states, suffering must arise from 
them. Riker defines three primary 
psychological states which arise 
from these organizing structures: 
normalized experience, self expe-
rience, and pathologically lim-
ited experience. While everyday 
experiences arise from the social 
unconscious, self experience 
arises from a healthy self and 
pathologically limited experience 
arises from an injured self, which 
generally occurs through inade-
quate parenting or acute trauma. 
Phenomenologically, in normal-
ized experience there is a kind of 
everyday flatness which encom-
passes the world. In self experi-
ence, the world is vital, open and 
full of opportunity. Pathologically 
limited experience is defined 
by a conscious or unconscious 
fear of disintegration. In such 
experience, defenses against 
disintegration render the expe-
riencing person constricted and 
distressed. Insofar as pathologi-
cally limited experiences are the 
most painful, we will assume that 
most suffering can be understood 
as such. Thus, Self Psychology 
conceives of mental pain as that 
state caused by an injured self 
structure. 
 Instead of beginning with the 
truth about what constitutes the 
self, Buddhism1 asserts four no-
ble truths about experience: “that 
there is suffering, that it has a 
cause, that it can be suppressed, 
1 Buddhism is a complicated religion with many 
different branches. In this essay I will present basic 
theory from Mahayana, Tibetan, and Theravada 
buddhism.
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and that there is a way to ac-
complish this” (Sarvepalli and 
Moore 272). In order to create a 
substantive comparison to the 
psychoanalytic self, we must un-
derstand what it is that underlies 
this suffering. Buddhism, howev-
er, proposes that “there is noth-
ing permanent in the empirical 
self.” (272) For the Buddha, the 
self is a composite of perception, 
feeling, volitional dispositions, 
intelligence, and form. It would 
seem that something must con-
tain or give rise to these elements 
of the self which could be said 
to be the actual self - that which 
is unchanging about a person. 
However, because the Buddha 
is so fundamentally concerned 
with the “ethical remaking of 
man”, he believes that “meta-
physical disputations would take 
us away from the task of indi-
vidual change.” (272) It is for this 
reason that the Buddha “keeps 
silent on the nature of absolute 
reality, the self, and nirvana.” 
(272) While the Buddha himself 
does not elaborate further, from 
his theories of transformation we 
can extrapolate some basic prin-
ciples about the self.
 According to the Buddha, 
suffering is caused by “ignorance 
and selfish craving.” (272) Addi-
tionally, the Buddha asserts that 
“when we get rid of ignorance 
and its practical consequence of 
selfishness, we attain nirvana, 
which is described negatively as 
freedom from ignorance, selfish-
ness, and suffering, and positive-
ly as the attainment of wisdom 

and compassion.” (272) Nirvana 
is achieved by cultivating concen-
tration and equanimity through 
meditation, and transports one 
from a mental state of attach-
ment to serene detachment. 
From the Buddha’s words, we 
can glean that there exists some-
thing within the mind that gives 
rise to “ignorance and selfish 
craving” that one can rid them-
self of. Implicit in the creation of 
the arduous and lengthy trans-
formational method of meditation 
is the fact that one cannot simply 
consciously decide to be rid of ig-
norance and selfish craving. That 
is, there exists something within 
that does not respond to con-
scious logic. This structure for 
Buddhism, like psychoanalysis, 
is the unconscious mind - one 
upon which some modern theo-
rists have expounded. In such 
contemporary Buddhist theory, 
“the imprints of past experiences 
exert a powerful influence on our 
emotional reactions and behavior 
in the present.” (Yates 113) While 
Buddhism and psychoanalysis 
are alike in this sense, for Bud-
dhism, past experiences are not 
the primary cause of suffering. 
The primary causes of suffer-
ing are the ignorance and crav-
ing that arise from attachments 
- both to external objects and 
one’s idea of themself.
 Buddhism and psychoa-
nalysis are similar in that their 
models of the self and suffer-
ing include both conscious and 
unconscious elements. However, 
it would be a mistake to say that 
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their models of the self and suf-
fering are the same. While they 
are similar in acknowledging the 
role of past experience on the 
unconscious, their ideas of who 
suffers and why are very differ-
ent. For Buddhism, everybody 
suffers by virtue of being human. 
Inherent in existence is the pain 
of attachment and loss. Alterna-
tively, psychoanalytic suffering 
is not necessarily experienced by 
everyone. For psychoanalysis, 
damaged self structure gives rise 
to suffering. Unlike the Buddhist 
cause of suffering, damage to the 
self happens, or doesn’t, to singu-
lar persons. Buddhist suffering is 
universal and similar, while psy-
choanalytic suffering is individual 
and unique.
Part 3: Methods of 
Transformation
 In order to escape suffering, 
psychoanalysis and Buddhism 
propose distinct methods. Within 
the psychoanalytic method, an 
analysand (patient) visits an 
analyst (therapist), often multiple 
times per week for years. During 
50-minute sessions, the analyst 
and the analysand work together 
to delve into the analysand’s 
experience of life, as colored by 
their unconscious. In a success-
ful analysis, the analysand’s 
unconscious neuroses are amelio-
rated by healing their self as they 
work towards a state of enlivened, 
embodied living, named vital-
ity. Within the Buddhist method, 
practitioners meditate for hours 
every day for years. During medi-
tations, the meditator attempts to 

remain aware of and equanimous 
towards all sense data, including 
thoughts. In a successful practice 
of meditation, one's conscious 
and unconscious troubles give 
way to a state of impenetrable 
serenity named nirvana. Let us 
delve further into the differences 
between these two practices.
 Intersubjective self psychol-
ogy provides a clear explanation 
of the psychoanalytic curative 
process. In this theory, the “sus-
tained experience of engagement 
of the patient’s leading edge 
with the therapist’s leading edge 
[causes] the development of new 
psychic structures.” (Hagman, 
George, et al. 50) What is meant 
by ‘engagement with the leading 
edge’ is engagement with one’s 
singular hopes and yearnings. 
While leading edge work causes 
the development of new psychic 
structures, “the transformation of 
existing, maladaptive self struc-
tures occurs via the interpreta-
tion of the trailing edge.” (48) By 
trailing edge, the authors are 
referring to those parts of the 
psyche which produce pathologi-
cally limited experience, and are 
associated with fear and dread. 
It is this working through of the 
leading and trailing edges that 
therapy heals, through chang-
ing old structures and creating 
new ones. For psychoanalysis, 
once one has healed the injuries 
to their self, and built new self 
structure, they can consciously 
pursue and achieve a state of 
vitality wherein they actively, pas-
sionately, and dynamically create 
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a meaningful life. The pathologi-
cally limited states which caused 
them to pursue therapy no longer 
plague one who has completed 
successful analysis, as the inju-
ries to the self which gave rise to 
pathologically limited experience 
are healed.
 For Buddhism, through the 
process of meditation, one be-
comes less reactive and more 
equanimous to experience, in-
cluding that of the mind. While 
meditative practices can differ, 
generally meditation involves 
sitting alone on a cushion and at-
tempting to focus on a stimulus, 
usually the coming and going of 
the breath. While focusing on the 
breath, thoughts and emotions 
have the chance to arise. Bud-
dhism asks the meditator not to 
“submerge” into these thoughts 
and emotions, but to acknowledge 
their existence and consequences 
non-judgmentally. Through the 
consistent practice of meditation, 
one can “overcome the psycho-
logical root of their problems.” 
(Yates 115) From a psychoana-
lytic perspective, as we previously 
identified, the root of the problem 
would be an injured self. “Psy-
chological root,” however, has 
a different meaning in the Bud-
dhist tradition. What is meant by 
psychological root is simply the 
tendency to immediately react to 
the meaning made by the uncon-
scious; meditation releases the 
meditator from their reactivity 
to conscious and unconscious 
thoughts and emotions. Through 
consistent awareness, one be-

comes both “more attuned and 
less reactive” to their own mental 
life. (115) 
 Though this description of 
process does not satisfy the phi-
losopher, as we do not have a co-
herent metaphysical understand-
ing of the exact relation between 
unconscious processes, reactions, 
and awareness, Buddhism is 
radically focused on process as 
opposed to that which underlies 
it. For Buddhism, once one has 
overcome their reactiveness to 
their unconscious, and achieved 
a “purification of mind, they can 
realize the myth of separation and 
the unity of the universe.” (Yates 
117) This is the state of nirvana, 
the end goal of meditation. In this 
end goal, suffering caused by at-
tachment no longer exists, as one 
is no longer attached to themself 
or any external object.
Part 4: Functions of 
Transformation
 While the psychoanalytic and 
Buddhist techniques of transfor-
mation are substantially different, 
they both lead to highly desirable, 
yet unique, end states. In the 
ideal psychoanalytic process the 
analysand and a trained analyst 
engage in an intimate relation-
ship. Together, they work through 
the analysand's unconscious neu-
roses and attempt to strengthen 
the analysand's self structure. 
In the ideal Buddhist process, 
by engaging in mindfulness and 
meditation consistently, practi-
tioners diminish the influence 
of unconscious programs, rid 
themselves of desire and aversion, 
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and achieve the state of nirvana. 
With the methods laid out, we 
can delve into the transforma-
tive function of the methods: how 
the methods change the psyche. 
In order to identify functions of 
transformation, we will consider 
the differences and similarities 
between process and outcome in 
Buddhism and psychoanalysis. 
 While Buddhism and psy-
choanalysis have very different 
understandings of how to allevi-
ate pain caused by the uncon-
scious, both traditions emphasize 
the necessity of recognizing that 
the pain originates from oneself. 
Without this recognition, one will 
remain in a state of avoidance 
wherein the pain is not accepted 
but projected outwards onto the 
world. While it may seem like 
a simple realization, it is often 
difficult for individuals to accept 
this fact due to the longevity of 
their suffering. One may wonder, 
if I am the cause of this pain and 
I have had it for as long as I can 
remember, am I bound to experi-
ence it for the rest of my life? If 
so, is life worth living? However, 
to recognize it as one’s own is a 
prerequisite for undertaking any 
path towards healing. Seeing, 
understanding, and accepting 
oneself as one truly is, is the pro-
cess of self empathy. Though self 
empathy ultimately plays very 
different roles in the processes of 
Buddhism and psychoanalysis, it 
is the function which allows the 
psyche to see itself as in pain. 
 Buddhist master Jon Kabat-
Zinn extols the importance of the 

foundational attitudes of non-
judging and acceptance to medi-
tation. (Kabat-Zinn) These atti-
tudes are part of the composition 
of the awareness necessary for 
meditation. For Buddhism, “if you 
do find yourself getting caught up 
in self-reproach, you’re just react-
ing from and reinforcing more 
unwholesome programming.” 
(Yates 116) In order to escape 
this cycle of chastising, one must 
be both non-judging and accept-
ing. Taken together, non-judging 
and acceptance amount to self 
empathy whereby one accepts 
who they are without negative 
judgment. While for Buddhism, 
self-empathy is a byproduct of 
the mental meditative stance, it is 
a key component of the psycho-
analytic cure.
 The answer to the question of 
how psychoanalysis influences 
the psyche may lie in the most 
confusing, yet most important 
element of Kohut’s theory: em-
pathy. Kohut gives a rare analy-
sand-based description of analy-
sis, stating that, “the heretofore 
isolated pathological sector of 
the personality establishes broad 
contact with the surrounding 
mature sectors so that the pre-
analytic assets of the personality 
are strengthened and enriched.” 
(Kohut 33) Here, Kohut describes 
a process in which healthy parts 
of the personality accept a previ-
ously unaccepted pathological 
part. The result is a more whole 
psyche which does not disown 
an injured part of itself; a psyche 
that has empathized with itself.



      Vol. VIII      13

How to Change Your Mind
 Though self-empathy plays 
a very different role in the heal-
ing trajectories of psychoanalysis 
and Buddhism, for both tradi-
tions it performs the function 
of allowing the individual to see 
themselves as they are. While 
this may seem like a small al-
teration of the psyche, the switch 
from judgmentally relating to 
oneself to empathically relating 
to oneself has significant con-
sequences. First, it allows for 
an honest evaluation of one’s 
psychological health, a prereq-
uisite to taking action to change 
it. Secondly, when one relates 
to oneself judgmentally, one will 
relate to the world judgmentally. 
By empathically accepting your-
self as you are, you can accept 
others and the world as they are. 
For both Buddhism and psy-
choanalysis, self empathy allows 
one to embark on the journey of 
change by acknowledging and 
owning the burden of pain.
 While Buddhism and psy-
choanalysis share self empathy 
as a part of the curative method, 
their subsequent methodologies 
are distinct. The two primary 
dissimilarities are in the owner-
ship of psychological states, and 
the number of people involved 
in the cure. I propose that these 
two fundamental divergences in 
method lead to the fundamental 
differences between nirvana and 
vitality.
 In the face of pain, both Bud-
dhist and psychoanalytic instruc-
tion is to remain with it. Psy-
choanalysis asks the patient to 

delve deeply into their thoughts 
and feelings about the pain. 
Indeed, part of the psychoana-
lytic process is taking conscious 
ownership of unconscious ma-
terial. Alternatively, Buddhism 
asks the meditator to simply 
view such material the same way 
they would view a passing cloud 
- nothing more than a part of the 
sense data of experience. Bud-
dhism promotes a similar pro-
cess towards psychological states 
that are pleasurable. When expe-
riencing meditative joy, instead 
of identifying with it, meditators 
are instructed to view it, again, 
as a passing cloud. Through non-
identification with all psychologi-
cal states, meditators alter their 
psyche towards a “deep purifi-
cation of mind” in which their 
own emotions and thoughts are 
no more their own than the flap 
of a bird's wing or the flow of a 
nearby stream. (Yates 117) While 
nirvana is characterized by a 
merging of the self with the world 
(sometimes referred to as ‘stream 
entry’), psychoanalytically cured 
individuals see themselves as a 
distinct force differentiated from, 
yet dependent upon, the world. 
It is due to this merging with 
the world that those who have 
achieved nirvana present similar 
characteristics. In a sense, they 
have become the same thing. 
Those who have achieved vitality 
through successful psychoanaly-
sis, on the other hand, identify 
deeply with their idiosyncratic 
experience of the world and are 
thus noticeably distinct. I believe 



14        Anamnesis

Ben King-Hails

that meditation’s depersonaliza-
tion of psychological states caus-
es the dissipation of the sense of 
self in nirvana while psychoanal-
ysis’ ownership of psychological 
states causes the strengthening 
of a sense of self which character-
izes vitality.
 The other primary differ-
ence between the Buddhist and 
psychoanalytic paths to healing 
is the relational aspect. While 
psychoanalysis is undergone with 
another individual, meditation is 
usually practiced alone. Part of 
the psychoanalytic relationship 
is acting out one’s unconscious 
organizing structures within the 
therapeutic setting, a process 
called transference. Transfer-
ence is defined as “the transfer of 
past experiences, beliefs, affects, 
and relational patterns onto the 
present, typically onto the person 
of the therapist.” (Hagman 25) In 
experiences of transference, “the 
real and true present is distorted 
by a past which looms too large 
to be shed.” (25) Psychoanalysis 
seeks to use the transference to 
understand, work with, and ul-
timately shed that which “looms 
large”. Insofar as analysands 
are encouraged to act out their 
transference on the analyst, an 
act which would likely have detri-
mental impacts if done in every-
day life, the analysand is taught 
to express and embody their own 
thoughts and feelings, no matter 
how painful. As the analysand is 
healed and their emotional re-
sponses are no longer overdeter-
mined by injury, they will become 

able to work, love, and play with 
their full self. The Buddhist 
practitioner, on the other hand, 
has no one to relate to, so trans-
ferences are not acted out. As 
such, Buddhist practitioners do 
not learn to express that which 
they experience in their interper-
sonal relationships. Instead, the 
emotions that arise from their 
idiosyncratic neuroses become 
incorporated as another indis-
tinct, unowned aspect of experi-
ence. This leads to the difference 
in emotional embodiment be-
tween persons who have achieved 
nirvana versus those who have 
achieved vitality. While those who 
have achieved nirvana present 
with a consistent detached seren-
ity in interpersonal interactions, 
vital individuals relate to others 
dynamically, as they have learned 
to own and express their entire 
range of emotions.
Part 5: The Implications
 But even if we understand the 
differences between the Buddhist 
and psychoanalytic methods and 
outcomes we might still be won-
dering which one we should pur-
sue - which one is superior. While 
both methods have the potential 
to eliminate suffering, the peo-
ple who emerge from the distinct 
transformations are very differ-
ent. While Buddhists can achieve 
a state of passive, blissful, seren-
ity, those who have undergone 
successful psychoanalysis can 
achieve a state of active, passion-
ate, vitality. While one may strive 
to achieve both, I believe that the 
ends of the paths, nirvana and 
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vitality, exclude each other. The 
meditative serenity that comes 
from disowning one’s primacy 
excludes self affirming vitality.
 Throughout this essay I have 
referred to “a” state of vitality, 
and “the” state of nirvana be-
cause vitality comes in many 
different shapes and forms, while 
nirvana looks similar for those 
who achieve it. These states 
reflect the Buddhist and psycho-
analytic views of psychological 
pain. While Buddhism sees all 
people as plagued by the same 
problems of attachment and 
aversion, psychoanalysis sees 
every individual’s pain as unique 
and distinct. A proponent of psy-
choanalysis could argue that in 
its exploration of personal experi-
ence, psychoanalysis allows for 
more personalized treatment. In 
response, however, a Buddhist 
could make the claim that the 
Buddhist conception of suffering 
both underlies the psychoana-
lytic conception of suffering, and 
as such meditation has a greater 
healing capacity. Insofar as nir-
vana and vitality are exclusive, 
and the answer to this question 
is firmly planted within the expe-
riences of such states, to know 

the truth is impossible.
 Be that as it may, by view-
ing aversion and attachment as 
primary to emotional experience, 
and subsequently “healing” by 
removing aversion and attach-
ment to everything, including 
one’s idiosyncratic emotions, one 
becomes less oneself. The psy-
choanalytic cure seeks to make 
us more our individual selves by 
resolving that which makes us 
disown ourselves, while Bud-
dhism seeks to thwart our very 
belief in owning and disowning. I 
propose that it is better to em-
brace yourself and live a par-
ticular, unique and creative life 
than to retreat from yourself into 
unaffected serenity. However, in-
sofar as I have acknowledged my 
inability to know the truth, I am 
stating my idiosyncratic prefer-
ence, not a philosophical truth. 
By choosing either of the two 
paths, you assert your freedom 
to strive towards as fulfilling a 
life as possible. To choose neither 
and retreat into disguised suf-
fering is to forsake the chance of 
living a more full life. Ultimately, 
the only wrong path is not choos-
ing a path at all.
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"The way that I take up philosophy is that I think about it 
as a way of living thoughtfully through some of the hardest 
aspects of life. Through tragedy and death and you know 
relationships,  breakups—everything. 

I think that philosophy can inform these moments of crisis, 
and so the reason that I approach philosophy in an autobio-
graphical mode is because I want to show that it is possible 
to allow the love of wisdom to guide your particular actions. 

Now the question is: would you do something differently in 
life such that it would make you a different type of person? 
Most of my sickest, despicable moments have made me who I 
am today. And, I am trying to come to terms with that fact, 
and coming to terms fully with that fact would mean that I 
would not change anything—which seems to be a sort of af-
firmation of eternal recurrence. But I will say that I do see 
some of the mistakes that I made—including intellectual-
izing life—as getting me to where I am now, which seems at 
least for the time being a more well adjusted being. A more 
well adjusted human being, hopefully."

-John Kaag, Ph.D., professor of philosophy at Umass Lowell
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Introduction:
 Human knowledge and knowl-
edge of non-human organisms 
cannot justifiably be separated. 
Knowledge is belief which is reli-
ably produced based on truth. 
Knowledge, for an organism, 
must then have some kind of 
system of truth—structure which 
allows belief to have basis—which 
informs decision-making. A sys-
tem of knowledge burgeons from 
this establishment of truth, al-
lowing for of the justifications of  
knowledge to be shared  amongst 
all those who reliably and con-
sistently inhabit reality. Systems 
of belief can be cultivated based 
on coherentist theory thus allow-
ing for fallible ideas of truth to be 
justifiably gleaned. Through this 
framework, organisms can under-
stand a proposition of kind, p, to 
be true. An explicit criteria can be 
fabricated from this system allow-
ing for truth and falsehood to be 
observed from a range of organ-
isms. Then, human knowledge is 
set on the same criteria as non-
human organisms. Due to a slid-
ing scale of cognitive capacities 
the capabilities for knowledge can 
vary; still, knowledge is distinctly 
on the same scale for all organ-
isms. 
Defense:
 Coherentism is the epistemic 
justification of belief which ar-
gues that circular reasoning is 
justified grounds for establish-
ing truth in a fallible manner. 
As stated by Laurence Bonjour, 
coherentism attempts to estab-
lish a method of epistemic be-

lief which avoids the epistemic 
regress problem. The epistemic 
regress problem states that any 
rationalization for basic beliefs 
can only be justified if the justi-
fication does not end in: circular 
reasoning, infinite regress, and 
termination in unjustified belief. 
Bonjour’s coherentism firstly 
argues for circular reasoning go-
ing against the epistemic regress 
problem to assert that belief can 
be justified via circular reason-
ing formats. Bonjour thus uses 
circular reasoning to state that 
a belief can be justified by the: 
inferability from another set of 
particular beliefs, coherence and 
justification of the overall system 
of basic empirical beliefs, and, 
given that the justification of a 
particular basic empirical belief is 
due to its standing in the system 
of other basic empirical beliefs 
(Bonjour 2002, p. 389). Further, 
this system of belief can be justi-
fied via the observation require-
ment which allows sense data to 
justify belief (Bonjour 2002, 396).
 This kind of proposed system 
allows for a sequence and system 
of thoughts to be crafted for an 
individual allowing truth to be 
found fallibly through epistemic 
belief. This proves to be a crucial 
point because this allows organ-
isms to have a system of truth 
which is true and can be fallibly 
understood based on their per-
sonal cognitive abilities. Organ-
isms can have a range of cogni-
tive abilities which allow them to 
understand their systems of truth 
differently. I argue that the sys-
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tem of truth for organisms stack 
on each other as cognitive ability 
increases. Thus, our systems of 
truth are different, but only in 
the sense that there are more de-
tails and empirical beliefs that ex-
ist as cognitive ability increases. 
That is, some organisms maintain 
a higher order, more sophisticat-
ed, belief system than others, but 
these beliefs in themselves are 
justified by a coherentist frame-
work. The coherentist framework 
that this paper will be working 
within does not necessarily en-
tail Bonjour’s exact coherentist 
theory, but parts of Bonjour’s 
coherentism, elaborated and re-
constructed to better answer the 
epistemic belief question for or-
ganisms. 
 Thus, knowledge is truth 
which is reliably produced based 
on true belief that is true for 
the system. Given both criteria 
are true then knowledge can be 
gleaned. If both aren’t true, and 
it's true only for the system, then 
you can have a system of belief 
and fallible truth but not knowl-
edge. Knowledge has a circular 
structure because it allows for 
beliefs to connect and inform 
other beliefs that an individual 
holds. This kind of structure al-
lows for inferential justification 
which can aid in the attenua-
tion of new information into the 
organism’s system of belief and 
thus allow for truth to be had. 
Given that truth can be fallibly 
gained, that means these jus-
tification of truth systems can 
be edited when they are proved 

wrong while still retaining truth 
and the possibility for knowledge. 
 Then, I argue that despite 
some organisms having a higher 
cognitive ability allowing for more 
elaborate systems of truth the 
justification for this truth is the 
same. This is because the organ-
isms, if they interact with each 
other, must exist in the same 
plane allowing for the sense data 
of one organism to be compara-
ble to the sense data of another 
organism. This base level sense 
data can be used as justification 
for epistemic beliefs (as a part 
of the observation requirement). 
This exhibits that organisms’, if 
they exist in the same plane and 
can actively build communities, 
must experience the same sense 
data which means that justifica-
tion for beliefs must be the same 
for these organisms.
 To elaborate, one might won-
der if plants can have cognitive 
ability and such. To this I would 
say that we must first establish 
that the reason why sentient ani-
mals can have a system of truth 
is because they have a mental-
istic framework which can be 
observed through their behavior 
and social frameworks. For plants 
the same framework is not pre-
sent as they consistently do not 
present a basal level of cognitive 
ability. I thus introduce a spec-
trum basis where there is cogni-
tive ability and sentience which 
plants do not appear to share; 
this mental representation does 
not appear in plants as plants 
respond in one or two ways which 
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are particular and do not indicate 
the ability to reason and make 
spontaneous judgment which is 
available in higher mental state 
animals (Kornblith 2002, 39-42).
 Animals and organisms have 
a system of truth of some kind. 
Animals’ specific behaviors and 
social practices are evidence of 
the fact that animals can cogni-
tively create systems of truths 
and interact with these systems 
allowing for knowledge to be 
gleaned (Kornblith 2002, 34). 
Animals must then adhere to the 
observation requirement of the 
coherentist theory; individuals 
create a system of truth which 
allows them to have a fallible un-
derstanding. For example, differ-
ent species of birds have different 
mating and social requirements 
which allow them to garner 
mates. Flamingos are known for 
their ritualistic mating dance 
featuring sharp head movements 
and back-and-forth strides across 
a plain. Depending on the bird's 
environment, access to mates, 
and mood, the ritualistic dance 
can be modified to better secure a 
mate. This kind of complex activ-
ity can further suggest animals 
are capable of creating systems of 
beliefs due to their ability to use 
the observation requirement to 
inform individual, and later col-
lective action (Studer-Thiersch 
2000, 150). 
 Furthermore, the flamingos’ 
behavior and success in their 
environment indicates cogni-
tive ability. It is mentioned in 
the text that the flamingos can 

spot, evade, rebut and preda-
tors depicting a cognitive ability 
which can be translated to dem-
onstrated action (Studer-Thiersch 
2000, 157). It is determined that 
animals consistently (as derived 
from our system of truth as de-
scribed above) have intentional 
action which allows for intention-
al purpose.  Animal behavior is 
not random because the animals 
respond, particularly and specifi-
cally, to their environment and 
outward influences (Kornblith 
2002, 42). Thus this exhibits the 
idea that animals are affected 
and influenced by the exterior 
world; this further demonstrates 
cognitive ability as the animals 
actively make decisions and re-
spond to their system’s of truth. 
 The crucial part is that col-
lective action occurs for these 
organisms; the flamingo’s actively 
work together as a unit to recon-
struct their mating dance. This 
exhibits how organism’s existing 
on the same plane can share the 
same experience of sense data 
which serves as justification for 
their belief. and thus later in-
forming decision-making; in this 
case, how the mating dance will 
manifest in a particular season. 
Moreover, flamingo’s seem to ex-
hibit a level of cognitive ability in 
order to be able to complete these 
actions; however, this cognitive 
ability, based on what we have 
qualitatively observed from these 
birds, does not seem to be on the 
same level as human cognitive 
ability. Yet, these animals are still 
able to interpret their environ-
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ment in a similar manner to how 
humans would. That is, flamingos 
are able to interpret their sense 
data to be able to, for example, 
recognize time of day and sched-
ule their routines based on the 
perceived time (whether it's light 
or dark outside). Humans can 
also recognize time of day and we 
also schedule routines based on 
this. 
 This was an elaborate example 
to explain that despite flamingos 
and humans being vastly different 
organisms they can experience 
sense data in a similar manner 
and have specific reactions to this 
data. Furthermore, there is a dis-
tinct cognitive difference between 
these two organisms given that 
one set is able to effectively create 
rudimentary societal structures 
(flamingos) and the other able to 
build exceedingly complex societal 
structures and systems (humans). 
Thus, this exhibits that despite 
the cognitive divide, the funda-
mental justifications to allow for 
the creation of these structures 
lies in sense data that we appear 
to interpret in similar fashions; 
that is, the justifications for our, 
flamingo and human, beliefs come 
from the same source, yet the way 
that sense data is later interpret-
ed and used depends on the cog-
nitive ability of the organism. This 
kind of analysis can also be ap-
plied to a wide variety of sentient 
organisms, which appear to build 
structures similar to humans.
 An objection may arise that 
suggests that human cognitive 
ability is vastly different from 

other organisms and should thus 
exist in its own category due to 
the existence of complex language 
systems and societal structures. 
That is, the existence of, specifi-
cally, human language provides 
a basis to assert that justifiably 
differentiates human system 
of truth (and thus knowledge) 
from non-human system of truth 
and knowledge. I argue that the 
capacity for language is not es-
sential to change the standard of 
knowledge because the systems of 
truth still conform to the present 
basic facts which then inform the 
human ability to converse. This 
base level of truth is then shared 
amongst all organisms, however 
humans may be the only ones to 
have the active cognitive ability to 
build off the essential truths and 
converse—this does not speak to 
the fact that system of truth is 
inaccurate for other organisms’ 
instead it confirms that differ-
ent cognitive abilities are present 
among disjoint organisms. To elu-
cidate, despite other organisms, 
say the flamingo, not having a 
method of concrete communica-
tion, this does not mean they are 
unable to represent facts about 
the world. Flamingos must have 
some other form of communica-
tion between themselves which al-
lows for the species to build their 
intricate mating styles. This kind 
of logic may also be applied to 
other species of organisms.
 To conclude, I assert that or-
ganisms do not need language 
to have belief when the justifica-
tion for belief is based around the 
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same sense data that all organ-
isms appear to share which al-
lows for lower-level signs of com-
munication which can in itself 
show that organisms have the 
similar systems of truth. That is, 
animal behavior exhibits social 
interaction which confirms that 
the justification for their systems 
are shared between organisms as 
exhibited through animal social 
hierarchies and ability to repro-
duce which is akin to rudimen-
tary human communities.
 Reflection, as in internal 
thoughts of memories and infor-
mation, furthermore, is necessary 
for the justification of retained 
belief. I argue that the existence 
of  different mental capacities 
does not make knowledge differ-
ent for different minds because 
the  standards of knowledge re-
main consistent despite differenc-
es in cognitive capacities (Korn-
blith 2002, 105). Then, organisms 
must retain a baseline ability to 
reflect which allows them to build 
these systems of belief and make 
decisions based on their systems. 
For example, this would be how 
flamingos are able to change 
their mating dance depending 
on mood, place or both (Studer-
Thiersch). Thus, the ability of 
organisms to curve or change 
behavior based on success or 
mood entails reflection because it 
demonstrates the ability to build 
some kind of rudimentary system 
to organize thoughts. That is, I’m 
suggesting that the motions of 
organisms and the routines they 
appear to have are not arbitrary 

but suggest a sort of cognitive 
intelligence which is  elementa-
rily comparable to human intel-
ligence. Observed consistency is 
then seen within these sentient 
organisms which allows for this 
direct action to be detected. This 
kind of system creation and use 
is of course fallible—prone to 
mistakes—and yet this does not 
suggest that these decisions are 
randomly made, merely that they 
are based in a system which has 
been inaccurately constructed. 
For example, when a young fla-
mingo tries to find a mate dur-
ing a low rainfall season and is 
subsequently rejected by all the 
females who only mate during 
high rainfall (because more food 
is available at this time) (Struder-
Thiersch 2002, 154). 
 To clarify, human knowledge 
cannot be argued to be separate 
from non-human knowledge on 
the basis of reflection as this then 
asserts that there is a specific 
threshold of metacognition that is 
necessary to have all knowledge 
in itself. I argue that reflection 
is a sliding scale ability that or-
ganisms who are able to actively 
react to their surroundings uti-
lize in order to have spontaneous 
decision-making. There is not a 
threshold for metacognition then 
but more of the recognition of 
the ability and the different levels 
of said ability. Thus the ability 
to reflect is necessary for reflec-
tion and I argue that because 
of organisms spontaneous abil-
ity to decide they demonstrate a 
level of reflection which fits the 
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coherentist framework. To give 
an example,  when a dog sticks 
its head into a prickly cactus and 
gets stabbed. The dog will later 
avoid such plants in the future 
demonstrating an action which 
reflects the dog's understanding 
of its system of belief.  This would 
then demonstrate the dog’s ability 
to cognitively reflect—as the dog’s 
actions speak to recognizing a 
piece of information in their belief 
framework and utilizing this be-
lief to act. Further its the beings 
ability to also have spontaneous 
action despite their systems of 
belief which can be categorized 
as exploration; this helps dis-
tinguish the sentient being as 1) 
having an internal state and 2) 
acting as a sentient being not a 
reactionary machine (Kornblith 
2002, 37). 
 Yet another objection would 
be  one that discounts the foun-
dations of coherentism. Given 
that coherentism works off a 
circular framework some may 
wonder how this kind of system 
avoids the epistemic regress 
problem surrounding circular 
reasoning. To this I would re-
spond by maintaining that the 
coherentist framework is a dif-
ferent kind of belief system alto-
gether which requires that the 
system itself be both the justifica-
tion and evidence of belief. Given 
that the two other parts of the 
regress problem—termination in 
unjustified belief and going on 
infinitely—are versions of skepti-
cism then the circularity premise 
is the only one to which a system 

of coherent belief can be framed 
(Bonjour 2002, 389). It is akin to 
viewing the problem of epistemic 
regress in a different light, coher-
entism is a completely different 
kind of belief system from that of 
its predecessor: foundationalism. 
Further, the coherentist frame-
work is like comparing algebra 
versus calculus—both of which 
are completely different and ap-
proach solutions to the same 
problem divergently                                                                       
Summary
 Knowledge is thus achievable 
for all sentient organisms—those 
which can reflect, spontaneously 
act and therefore demonstrate 
cognitive ability. Furthermore, 
based on a coherentist frame-
work the epistemic beliefs which 
can lead to knowledge justify 
how organisms can have systems 
which inform individual action. 
This coherentist framework uses 
sense data via the observation 
requirement to allow belief to be 
created and inserted within an 
individual’s personal system.  
 The complexity of this system 
is what defines the difference be-
tween species and, further, cog-
nitive ability. Notably, humans 
will be able to accomplish much 
more complex thought and con-
structions of belief (and further 
knowledge,) but because the ini-
tial sense data is the same for all 
sentient organisms, the basis for 
knowledge must, therefore, be on 
the same scale. 
The complexity of the 
interpretation of this initial 
sense data then allows for 



      Vol. VII       25

Knowledge and Coherentism

differentiation. This can be 
exemplified in the flamingo 
which has convoluted mating 
techniques which hinge on the 
cooperation of a large group, as 
well as a vast amount of external 
factors (some of which have 
been determined to depend on 
the temperament of the birds at 
that specific time).  This kind 
of framework also allows for 
fallibility which is important 
in maintaining truth despite 
possibly being mistaken because 
of inaccurate interpretation of 
sense data or an inaccurate 
epistemic belief system.
 Reflection is paramount in 
determining whether or not or-
ganisms actually retain a system 
of epistemic belief; reflection is 
a trait that all sentient beings 
hold—to varying degrees. It is 
noted that without the ability for 
organisms to reflect then struc-
tured decision-making would not 
occur as consistently and stead-
fastly as it does. That is, I make 

the claim that beings which are 
sentient are aware of their deci-
sion-making in the past which 
allows for them to make further 
informed decisions based on the 
existence of observed consistency, 
as elaborated above.  Then, lan-
guage is not necessary for coher-
entism to be applied in this case 
because reflection can be dem-
onstrated in action rather than 
through explicit communication. 
Language, then, will also not alter 
the standards of knowledge but 
enforces the idea that different 
cognitive abilities exist which al-
low for more complex societal sys-
tems to be constructed; reflection 
can still occur so the coherentist 
framework may still be applied. 
 Therefore, it can be concluded 
that knowledge is on the same 
scale for all sentient beings as 
justified by a coherentist frame-
work and further hinging on the 
premise that these organisms can 
reflect.
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"What I am trying to do is demonstrate the relationship 
between the questions that individuals have faced a long 
time ago, like Nietzsche or William James or Sartre, and 
to point out that those questions are not necessarily com-
pletely different from those that we experience today.

We can regard philosophers from the history of western 
philosophy, primarily, but also non-western traditions, 
as companions in misery. And that is at least a little bit 
of solace.

I think that it is possible to intellectualize your life, but 
you are going to discover that then you are not actually 
being very honest about life. So, for a very long time, I 
tried to conform my life and my experiences to the phi-
losophers who I was enjoying at the time—whether it be 
Nietzsche or William James or Emerson or Thoreau or 
Margaret Fuller or Simone de Beauvoir—I tried to change 
the way that I related to the world on the basis of what 
I would read. And I think that that is very helpful in 
certain respects because philosophy is supposed to be 
applied in some ways. But it can also be very disastrous, 
because we can oftentimes use philosophy as a type of 
intellectual escapism rather than something to enrich 
life. We oftentimes, as philosophers we lovers of winded 
wisdom, have a tendency to flee lived experience and 
hang out in the ivory castle. "

-John Kaag, Ph.D., professor of philosophy at Umass Lowell
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Is knowledge embodied or disem-
bodied? This seems an unnec-
essary question, for we usually 
think of knowledge as disembod-
ied because knowledge produc-
tion seems to be an intellectual 
and abstract activity. However, 
I argue that humans are, by our 
nature, embodied in the physi-
cal space we live in; and we are 
thus affected by the social norms 
implicitly delivered by artifi-
cial spaces. In other words, our 
knowledge is closely related to 
space because the design of the 
spaces we live in delivers a cer-
tain understanding of the rela-
tionship between humans and 
space and what it means to be a 
human. In this essay, I will take 
the modern house as an exam-
ple and start by analyzing how 
the modern house oppressively 
imposes an image of the ideal 
“modern man” on people living 
in it. I will then argue that our 
understanding of housework, as 
a way to interact with objects, is 
related to a more general under-
standing of creativity and produc-
tivity. Specifically, the common 
devaluation of housework, which 
comes with the image of the ideal 
modern man, reflects a limiting 
understanding of creativity and a 
reductive way of living. However, 
a feminine way of thinking and 
living, which involves a rich expe-
rience of housework and thus an 
intimate relationship with space 
and the embracement of an em-
bodied self, is the way to liberate 
oneself from the aggressive mas-
culinity embedded in modernity.

The Embodied Nature of 
Humans
 To investigate the relation-
ship between knowledge produc-
tion and space, let us first focus 
on the questions: Are humans 
embodied, and what does it 
mean for humans to be embod-
ied? We spend most of our lives 
in artificial spaces like houses, 
public institutions, and human-
transformed natural spaces, and 
there are multiple understand-
ings of the relationship between 
humans and artificial spaces. In 
the modernist understanding, 
humans are socialized, souled, 
active, agentive entities living in 
a material world that is neutral, 
objective, stable, unsouled, pas-
sive, and indifferent. By attribut-
ing opposite qualities to humans 
and space, this understanding 
separates humans from the space 
they live in and identifies the es-
sence of humans as their abstract 
and spiritual part, which allows 
them to see the world from above. 
Also, humans are advanced 
because they can produce knowl-
edge through a purely intellectual 
and conceptual process, and they 
can obtain true knowledge that is 
universal and transcendent.
 But humans are, by their 
nature, embodied entities, and 
artificial spaces are not neutral 
but, borrowing a word from Sarah 
Ahmed, always “oriented.” Arti-
ficial spaces are not built out of 
a vacuum, but are designed and 
constructed by real people affect-
ed by specific cultures and social 
norms. As a result, the character-
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istics of space (the texture, color, 
lighting, and composition of 
objects) presume and impose cer-
tain ways of living on the inhabit-
ants. They deliver specific social 
norms regarding what it means 
to be a human, like how humans 
should act, live, and interact 
with one another. This making of 
meanings happens not only when 
a space is built but also in its 
daily usage. In Ahmed’s words, 
space is the sediment of people’s 
actions; it is made of “straight 
lines,” which function as “align-
ment” (Ahmed 12). The lines ask 
people to keep aligned by direct-
ing them to pay attention to some 
things and put others into the 
background. We are thus “ori-
ented.” When we inhabit a space, 
we need to familiarize ourselves 
with the space, and by doing 
so, we face the direction that is 
already faced by others; we shape 
our body to fit the space that has 
already taken its shape (15). The 
orientation of space can be un-
derstood as “collective directions” 
or “collective facing,” and the 
repetition of the act of following 
the lines makes the lines disap-
pear, meaning that the inhabit-
ants accept certain social norms 
and perspectives without noticing 
them (16). In this understanding 
of the human-space relation-
ship, the social norms underlying 
artificial spaces implicitly orient 
us to see the world in a certain 
way. Therefore, our percep-
tion and experience, emotions 
and reasonings, and even our 
knowledge and identity are never 

isolated from space but rather 
greatly influenced by space. In 
other words, we do not respond 
to space, but we are formed by 
space. It should be noted that 
there is no one clear cause-and-
effect chain. Neither knowledge 
nor space exists prior to the 
other; rather, they shape, orient, 
and define each other. 
 Therefore, it is important to 
investigate artificial spaces be-
cause specific traits of space give 
us a starting point to articulate 
the ideology, social norms, and 
basic logic behind our knowledge 
production, which are usually 
hidden from us. Additionally, 
because spaces are in line with 
certain norms, people who do 
not align with those norms will 
experience, feel, and respond to 
that space differently from those 
who are more in line. In Ahmed’s 
words, these people have a 
“queer” way of understanding 
space and living. When she uses 
the word “queer,” she is refer-
ring to both its original meaning 
in German as being “oblique” 
and “transverse” (to the “lines” 
in space) and its contemporary 
meaning of identifying one’s 
gender and sexual orientation 
out of the heterosexual norms. 
Queerness is important because 
it stands outside ideologies and 
social norms and uncovers to us 
the oriented background of our 
knowledge production. It thus 
inspires us to create alterna-
tive knowledge that challenges 
dominating ideologies and brings 
the possibility of a new way of 
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understanding ourselves and our 
relation to the world.
 In the remaining part of this 
essay, I will analyze the mod-
ern artificial space that origi-
nates in the time of the rise of 
industrialization and capitalism 
because the space we inhabit 
now is largely characterized by 
modernity. I will try to answer 
the question: towards which 
direction is the modern space 
oriented? Some may argue that 
it is oriented towards the domi-
nating groups of people, meeting 
their needs and realizing their 
fantasies while excluding minori-
ties. This is true to some extent, 
but this does not explain why 
modern spaces generally make 
people feel stressed, detached, 
and objectified. I argue that mod-
ern spaces are oriented towards 
an ideal modern man who never 
really exists, and this ideal man 
is characterized by his masculin-
ity. Specifically, I will focus on 
middle-class houses in west-
ern countries. Even though not 
everyone lives in such a house, 
it is worth studying because it 
is the typical setting of the ideal 
modern life, an alluring life that 
is advanced but still accessible, 
and we can see traits of it em-
bedded in houses of other classes 
and cultures.
The Orientation of the Modern 
House
 To articulate the traits of the 
modern middle-class house, I 
will compare Jean Baudrillard’s 
The System of Objects (1996) and 
Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics 

of Spaces (1968). Written around 
a time of huge technological, so-
cial, and ideological changes, the 
former book discusses the effect 
of consumerism on the design of 
modern houses, and the latter 
book is a poetic and nostalgic 
remembrance of the beauty of 
traditional houses.
 Firstly, the human subject 
no longer affines the house but 
rather dominates the house. In 
traditional times, the human 
subject was closely related to 
space. The house was where our 
dreams settled, and our uncon-
sciousness dwelled with peace 
(Bachelard 7). The house was 
the primary, reliable, and im-
mediate source of happiness and 
had a unique value for humans 
(8). In modern times, however, 
the human subject dominates 
over the objects. The fabrication 
and composition of objects in a 
modern house aim only to solve 
problems and meet practical 
needs, and the human subject 
controls objects in manipulative 
and tactical ways to make his 
life easy, efficient, and produc-
tive (Baudrillard 16). The human 
subject uses the objects but is 
not related to the objects.
 Secondly, the vibrancy that 
once lived in objects is now lost. 
In traditional times, objects were 
perceived as containers with 
substances in them, so they were 
similar in structure to humans. 
Thus, they functioned in peo-
ple’s lives like human organs 
and could only be given but not 
produced. There were also tran-
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scendental correlations between 
the substances of the objects 
through which they responded 
to each other (Baudrillard 25). 
In modern times, objects are not 
perceived to have substances 
anymore. People no longer think 
that there is a boundary between 
the outside and the inside of an 
object or that there are any tran-
scendental links between objects. 
Objects become dispensable and 
disposable; they are produced 
rather than given; they are put 
into computational and informa-
tional models (27). The spiritual 
core in objects is now dead.
 Thirdly, the once intimate 
and physical relationships be-
tween humans and objects 
become virtual and abstract. In 
traditional times, when people 
moved or used objects, they usu-
ally needed to do a lot of labor. 
They had to use a lot of muscles, 
motivate their entire body, and 
get truly involved in the process. 
It is a flow of energy composed 
of gestures that emphasize labor 
(Baudrillard 49). In modern 
times, however, people control 
objects through remote controls. 
They try to put in a minimal level 
of energy and make changes to 
the house by only using their fin-
gers and eyes (50). The interac-
tion between humans and objects 
is composed of gestures that are 
directed by the notion of manipu-
lation, and thus both humans 
and space become abstract.
 From the changes in the 
meaning of the house to hu-
mans, the nature of objects, and 

the way humans interact with 
objects, we can see that modern 
spaces and living presuppose 
people to be the ideal “modern 
man”; the “modern man” is al-
ways efficient, productive, organ-
ized, self-disciplined, compe-
tent, indifferent, individualistic, 
autonomous, and unbiased. In 
the context of capitalism, these 
traits promise to help the person 
organize his life and achieve per-
sonal success. But this is only a 
myth. These characteristics are 
celebrated because they reduce 
man to a resource that contrib-
utes all his effort to the growth 
of capitalism. They also reduce a 
man to a perfect consumer whose 
success is only defined by the 
value of the commodities he pos-
sesses. The myth thus detaches 
humans from intimate relations 
with other humans or objects 
and discourages them from un-
derstanding the value and mean-
ing of their lives creatively. 
 It should be noted that the 
ideal modern man is a male, 
not a female, because the traits 
of the ideal modern man (to 
be productive, indifferent, and 
autonomous) largely align with 
the common understanding of 
masculinity. It is especially ac-
curate to relate the image of “the 
ideal modern man” to that of “the 
masculine male” because, firstly, 
both “modernity” and masculin-
ity are not something a person 
naturally has without effort. A 
male is neither born with mascu-
linity nor is he always masculine 
throughout his life. Rather, he 
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learns to be masculine through 
socialization and is haunted by 
the phantom of masculinity, for 
he has to constantly perform in 
certain ways to make himself 
appear masculine. Similarly, a 
modern person is only productive 
and competent when he con-
stantly puts effort into proving 
it. The second reason why it is 
accurate to link “the ideal man” 
with “the masculine male” is that 
people who conform to the two 
images both gain privileges and 
pay for that privilege by living a 
reduced life. These people seem 
to earn success by living under 
social norms, but they are also 
disadvantaged as they are pro-
hibited from being emotionally 
vulnerable and are pushed into 
aggressive competitions. They 
are also deprived of the drive and 
ability to develop their own un-
derstanding of the unique mean-
ings of their lives. And they are 
epistemologically ignorant of the 
power structure they live in due 
to their privileged position in it.
Diverged Lives in the Modern 
House
 The figure of the ideal mod-
ern man brings pressure to both 
men and women, but their situ-
ations are different as men are 
further privileged and women are 
further oppressed. It is accept-
able for a man to be detached 
from the space he lives in, mean-
ing that he does not need to 
worry about housework, because 
he should put all his time and ef-
fort into “productive” work for his 
“important” career. In contrast, 

a woman is expected to facilitate 
the man’s work by taking care of 
the house and having everything 
prepared for him, in other words, 
doing all the “trivial” and “unpro-
ductive” housework. Therefore, 
the difference between a man’s 
and a woman’s life in the modern 
house is most evident in their 
diverged understandings, experi-
ences, and imaginations about 
housework.
 Modernity facilitates man’s 
gender privileges. George Wag-
nar’s analysis of the Playboy 
apartment built in many states 
in the United States in the 1950s 
shows that it is the ultimate male 
fantasy of the house. The apart-
ment is located in a high build-
ing, detached from the city. A 
remote control allows the owner 
to control everything (the music 
player, the lights, and the cur-
tains) in the house instantly and 
effortlessly. Unfortunately, this 
level of control is designed to let 
the male owner hunt girls the 
most easily. This house repre-
sents the male fantasy of enjoy-
ing covert pleasure at night while 
maintaining his decent image in 
the daytime. Despite the fact that 
this man’s joy is based on objec-
tifying women, we should also 
notice that this is a house that is 
not a home. The man enjoys him-
self in the house without doing 
any physical labor (housework) 
or emotional labor (mental sup-
port for his family). The house 
appears to be already made for 
the man, just like how it appears 
to most men in real life, because 
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women have done all the work of 
taking care of the house. 
 This ignorance of physical la-
bor affects man’s knowledge, and 
this is most evident in the knowl-
edge produced by male philoso-
phers who do not identify gender 
inequality. Ahmed analyzes phe-
nomenologist Edmund Husserl’s 
mediation on his writing table 
and points out that even though 
he claims to produce universal 
knowledge, he is, in fact produc-
ing male-specific knowledge. He 
tries to do a complete and de-
tailed meditation of the nature 
of the table, but he takes the 
table as pre-given: he ignores all 
the physical labor that has to 
be done to make the table ready 
for him to write on and all the 
mental labor that keeps his chil-
dren from disturbing him. Males’ 
orientation away from housework 
reflects the common devalua-
tion of housework, the view that 
housework is trivial and only 
valuable because it supports real 
creative and productive works. 
However, from the example of 
Husserl, we can see that one’s 
knowledge cannot be separated 
from one’s relation to physical 
space because it is precisely the 
“trivial”, “physical” work that 
makes the “creative”, “intel-
lectual” work possible. In fact, 
as we will see from a feminist 
perspective, the division between 
the trivial and the productive, the 
mundane and the creative, is not 
objective but culturally consti-
tuted.
 Men are ignorant of house-

work, but women know house-
work well. They develop a more 
intimate relationship with objects 
and have more knowledge about 
how to interact with the physical 
world. According to Ahmed, these 
are “queer” experiences because 
they are from perspectives that 
do not align with that of the ideal 
modern man. Thus, this kind 
of knowledge provides us with 
the possibility to reflect on and 
challenge the arbitrary divi-
sion of labor into the trivial and 
the productive. In other words, 
acknowledging the unique value 
of housework leads us to rethink 
the concepts of creativity and 
productivity.
Rethinking Creativity and 
Productivity
 Housework is usually per-
ceived as mundane, but Ba-
chelard challenges this idea and 
explains the unique creativity 
in housework. When a person 
does cleaning, fixing, and main-
tenance for an object, she ac-
tually “create[s] a new object” 
and “register[s] this object offi-
cially as a member of the human 
household” (Bachelard 67). She 
“experience[s] a sort of con-
sciousness of constructing the 
houses,” in the sense that she 
takes effort to “keep it alive” and 
“rebuild” it “from the inside” (67, 
68). Thus, the person becomes 
ever sensitive, caring, and crea-
tive in a unique way; and those 
who do not do housework could 
never get access to this experi-
ence. Housework is also valuable 
because doing housework makes 
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the person live integrated with 
“the vastest dreams” (the career, 
the ultimate life project) and 
“the humblest occupations” (the 
housework, the daily mechani-
cal work that makes a career 
possible), and thus the person 
becomes humble and grounded 
(68).  Therefore, a feminine way 
of living that values housework 
and physical attachment is filled 
with creative, fluid, and nuanced 
experiences. It also allows the 
person to be intimately related to 
herself, other people, and even 
non-human agents. All of these 
traits are forces that challenge 
the reductive tendency of moder-
nity.
 This understanding of house-
work brings us to reflect more 
critically on the binary of trivial 
and productive labor and the 
concepts of productivity and cre-
ativity. It is commonly thought 
that creative work means to cre-
ate and produce things and is 
often done by males, while trivial 
work is to maintain and take 
care of things and is often done 
by females. Nika Dubrovsky and 
David Graeber argue that this is 
a very limiting understanding of 
creativity, and it is not an objec-
tive classification but a cultural 
product with a history. The idea 
that creativity is some “spiritual,” 
“individual,” and “genius” quality 
emerged along with Romanticism 
during early industrialization, 
serving to mark the difference be-
tween artistic works and factory 
products. On the other hand, the 
idea that productivity is to create 
work through a “mysterious” and 

“painful” process has a Judeo-
Christian-Islamic heritage. It is 
the most obvious when we think 
about the production of children 
from a man’s perspective, the 
production of modern electronic 
devices from a customer’s per-
spective, and the production of 
artwork from a viewer’s perspec-
tive. Therefore, the division of 
labor into the trivial and the 
productive is ideological: creativ-
ity does not necessarily belong 
to an artistic, genius individual, 
and productivity does not neces-
sarily mean creating things out 
of nothing. Only by expanding 
the definition of creativity and 
productivity can we develop a 
more inclusive and egalitarian 
way of understanding labor; and 
one possible starting point is to 
recognize the value in cleaning, 
fixing, transporting, and main-
taining objects.
Conclusion
 In this essay, I argue that 
humans are embodied entities by 
revealing that the modern space 
affects people by imposing on 
them the figure of the ideal mod-
ern man. I also argue that our 
relationship to space affects our 
knowledge production by ana-
lyzing the relationship between 
the evaluation of housework 
and the concepts of productiv-
ity and creativity. It is a west-
ern, white, and patriarchal way 
of thinking to separate humans 
from the space they live in. This 
way of thinking advocates for 
the masculine, modernist ideol-
ogy by universalizing the spe-
cific knowledge of the privileged, 
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and dismissing other experiences and knowledge. Acknowledging 
the embodied nature of knowledge production provides us with the 
starting point of reflecting on this dominating ideology and thinking 
of alternative ways of understanding humans, knowledge production, 
and living. We should legitimize different kinds of experiences and 
knowledge and develop a more inclusive and just way of knowing. In 
addition, the study of modern houses and housework is one example 
of investigating the influence of space on people’s knowledge produc-
tion. More studies could be done on how modernity is embedded in 
other kinds of spaces like public spaces and artificially transformed 
nature; and we could also study the different ideologies that lie in 
space in other cultural and historical contexts.
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"Philosophy, we oftentimes forget, is the process of teach-
ing. And, it happens in community, and it happens between 
individuals. It is not this isolated affair that happens in an 
armchair a la Descartes.

My previous two marriages were based on a sense of guilt 
and a sense of inadequacy and a sense of being unlovable. 
And all of those things might not seem particularly 
philosophical, but in fact if philosophers could speak 
more directly to the way that humans interacted about 
guilt, resentment, feelings of unlovable-ness, I think that 
philosophy would do a lot of good.

Now, when it comes to my current and final marriage, it 
is more a matter of understanding that philosophy cannot 
give us all the answers when it comes to the way that we 
interact with our loved ones—that life outstrips philosophy 
in a very real way. So, I do not think that I am relying on 
philosophy that much anymore when it comes to guiding me 
through."

-John Kaag, Ph.D., professor of philosophy at Umass Lowell
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