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a seminar talk on experientialism about moral concepts. We
had great scientific discussions afterwards on his recent book
‘Humean Nature’ afterwards and I organized a book symposium for Neil in July 2017 at CSSA to continue these discussions. The interview with Neil aims at giving the readers
of The Reasoner an overview of some of his main arguments
spelled out in ‘Humean Nature’. I’ll be happy to meet Neil
again in March 2018 to give a seminar talk at the National University of Singapore after a 1-month visiting research stay at
the Macquarie University Research Centre for Agency, Values,
and Ethics (CAVE).
Anika Fiebich
Centre for the Study of Social Action, University of Milan

Features
Interview with Neil Sinhababu

Anika Fiebich: Neil, how did you get into research?
Neil Sinhababu: My research concerns whether there is objective
moral truth, and if so, how we can know it. This quesFor this month’s issue of The
tion
seemed
awesome to me from my first year in college. I
Reasoner, I’m happy to intermoved
out
of
the sciences and into philosophy to explore it.
view Neil Sinhababu. Neil
AF:
Ah,
so
what did you do before doing philosophy?
is associate professor of PhiNS: I thought I’d go into some part of the sciences – perhaps
losophy at the National Unibiology, which I’d been good at in high school. My father was
versity of Singapore. His rean organic chemist who worked in the pharmaceutical industry,
search focuses on questions
and I expected to do something similar. But I took a class on
in moral philosophy, like
Nietzsche at the same time that I took second-semester organic
e.g., the question whether
chemistry, and I couldn’t focus on my chemistry homework beand if so, how we can know
cause I was thinking about philosophy all the time. I switched
about objective moral truth,
and a number of his works are inspired by Nietzsche and Hume. over to philosophy after that and I’ve been thinking about it
I met Neil at the Centre for the Study of Social Action (CSSA) ever since.
at the University of Milan in Italy in May 2017 where he gave
AF: What are your general research interests?
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ture to the Philosophy of Science Association, delivered thirty
years ago by its then President Arthur Fine. In that lecture, Fine
declared that the philosophy of science was dead, and that its
legitimate successor was the philosophy of the special sciences.
Kitcher invited us to challenge this view. In his view, there
is more to philosophy than being scientifically informed and
there is more to philosophers’ work than expertise in the special
sciences. Kitcher’s worry is that the role of values in science
has been gradually removed from the discipline, and he is concerned that the topic should be brought back into the picture,
also as a way to connect with the general public.
Now, given that EPSA o↵ers a portrait of current philosophy
of science, we can ask ourselves: how does Kitcher’s view reflect the state of the art? How influential was the lecture that
Fine gave thirty years ago? And how much attention do we pay
to the role of values as compared to the special sciences and to
general philosophy of science?
A quick look at the distribution of the talks per topic can help
us to address these questions. Out of a total of 120 talks, 14
symposia and 13 posters, there were 47 talks in general philosophy of science, including formal philosophy of science (plus 6
symposia and 5 posters). The philosophy of the special sciences
had 112 talks, 8 symposia and 7 posters. Talks that address the
problem of values or of non-epistemic factors in science numbered 7 plus one poster. For the distribution within the special
sciences, see the graph below.
This is just a rough summary that leaves several issues aside, such as how best
to classify talks; however,
at least at first glance, the
overview squares quite well
with Kitcher’s picture. Taken
together, the philosophies of
the special sciences largely outnumber general philosophy of
science (55% to 31%). A move towards values appears to be
still in its infancy, but an interesting comparison will perhaps already be possible at the next EPSA. If Kitcher’s programmatic
talk made history, we can expect an increase in contributions
on the topic of values in science in the future.
Speaking of which, EPSA 2019 will be hosted by the University of Geneva, headed by Marcel Weber. The new president of EPSA is Samir Okasha, who takes over the position
that Stephan Hartmann has held for the past four years. While
thanking Stephan and his group for the great work they did for
EPSA in the past four years, let us wish the best of luck to
Samir Okasha for the years to come. Geneva, remember, is just
next door to CERN. This gives us a great opportunity to organize an excursion, perhaps with the help of some of the many
the philosophers of physics in our association. The other 80%
are looking forward. Hope to see you in Geneva!

for General Philosophy of Science, deadline 1 December.
New Directions in the Epistemology of Modality: special issue of Synthese, deadline 31 December.

Dissemination Corner
The Logic of Conceivability

Imagination in Rome Last time, Franz introduced the project
the Logic of Conceivability and discussed some of the logical
issues we aim to address. This time, I will say more about
a philosophical issue that we engage with: Modal Epistemology. Modal Epistemology concerns issues about how we can
know what is possible and necessary. For example, consider
the couch that you want to move and you wonder whether there
is a way to get the couch through the door. That is, you wonder whether it is possible that the couch fits through the door.
This is a very mundane, everyday situation and modal epistemology aims to explain how we acquire (or fail to acquire)
such knowledge. Obviously, there are also less mundane questions of this sort such as whether it is possible that this table is
made out of ice, or whether it is possible whether there is transparent iron. (Peter has an interesting paper on the distinction
between mundane and ‘exotic’ possibilities, following work by
Peter van Inwagen.)
Now, as you remember, in work by Franz on the logic of
imagination (e.g., here); imagination is allowed to ‘reach the
impossible’. That is, in certain, restricted cases, we can imagine the impossible. However, one of the oldest accounts of how
we acquire knowledge of possibility (and necessity) is through
the use of imagination (this goes, at least, back to Hume and
Descartes). But, if we can imagine the impossible, how can
imagination then be a good guide to what is possible and necessary? We will not solve the issue here, but let me make some
remarks about it. First of all, note that it is (still) very controversial to hold that we can imagine the impossible. So, we will
need to argue for this in and of itself. Secondly, if we allow
our imagination to reach the impossible, then we need to make
some remarks with regards to modal epistemology—i.e., if not
imagination, then what is a reliable guide to the possible?
There are many theories of modal epistemology that are currently discussed in the literature (e.g., Timothy Williamson’s
counterfactual analysis is one of them, as is George Bealer’s
modal intuitions account) and which one is most suitable for a
modal epistemology constitutes a large part of the philosophical side of the Logic of Conceivability project. For example, last June the Conceivability and Modality conference at
the Sapienza Uninversity in Rome revolved around these issues
and the Logic of Conceivability project was well represented.
All of us were present and both Franz and myself had the opportunity to speak at the conference, alongside Albert Cassullo,
Chiara Lisciandra Boris Kment, Tito Magri, Antonella Mallozzi, Daniel Nolan,
University of Groningen Jonathan Scha↵er, Anand Vaidya, and Barbara Vetter.
Franz presented new work on aboutness in imagination. That
is, the talk aimed to address the question of what we can imagCalls for Papers
ine, given a certain input. Franz develops a new model theoScientific Discovery and Inferences: special issue of Topoi, retic framework, using only possible worlds, where he incordeadline 15 October.
porates the notion of ‘aboutness’. This captures the idea that
Disagreement: Perspectives from Argumentation Theory and our imaginary developments (have to) remain on topic. Franz’
Epistemology: special issue of Topoi, deadline 31 October.
work on this resulted in another publication under the LoC-flag
Formal Models of Scientific Inquiry: special issue of Journal (more on this below). My presentation concerned a more philo77

sophical analysis of imagination and in particular how imagination can figure into a theory of modal epistemology. The aim
of my presentation was to critically evaluate a recent attempt to
build an imagination-based modal epistemology. For, as should
be clear by now, we at the Logic of Conceivability project (or
at least some of us), think that we can imagine the impossible.
More Conceiving People When Franz wrote the last entry, we
were hiring. Now that we have it is time to introduce you to
the complete Logic of Conceivability dream-team. As noted,
the principal investigator is Franz Berto, with Peter Hawke as
the first four-year postdoc, and me as the PhD candidate of the
project. In addition, we hired two more four-year postdocs
and it is my pleasure to introduce you to Aybüke Özgün and
Karolina Krzyżanowska.
Aybüke works on Dynamic Epistemic Logics, which she
analyses using mathematical techniques from topology. She
will join us in October, right after she has defended her PhD,
which is a joint degree from the Institute for Logic, Language,
and Computation and LORIA, CNRS, Université de Lorraine
under the supervision of Hans van Ditmarsch, Nick Bezhanishvili, and Sonja Smets.
Karolina works in the psychology of reasoning and, in particular, the semantics and pragmatics of conditionals and how
we use these in reasoning. She finished her PhD at the University of Groningen under the supervision of Igor Douven, where
she worked on an analysis of conditionals from both a philosophical and empirical perspective. Currently, she is a postdoc
at the LMU Munich, where she works with Stephan Hartmann
on the Scientific Reasoning and Argumentation project.
We are really happy that both Aybüke and Karolina will join us.
More Conceived Outputs Since the last post, we have not
sat still and there are more articles out under our project’s
flag. First of all, Franz has published a joint paper with
Rohan French, Dave Ripley, and Graham Priest in response
to Williamson’s rejection of counterpossibles. The paper,
Williamson on Counterpossibles, evaluates and responds to all
objections given by Williamson and then they go on to propose
a simple semantics for a non-vacuous counterpossibles.
Secondly, as I mentioned above, Franz has published his paper on Aboutness in Imagination. In it, he develops a modal
framework for imagination that incorporates aboutness conditions in a logic for imagination, using only possible worlds.
This is di↵erent from his previous paper, where he presents a
logic of imagination with non-normal, or impossible, worlds.
There is more work in the pipelines, so keep your eyes open for
what’s to come.
Tom Schoonen
University of Amsterdam

What’s Hot in . . .
Medieval Reasoning
Cryptic writing is a cornerstone of a layperson’s perception
of academia; however, there’s often a bit of truth in stereotypes. That academic writing is more often than not unnecessarily obscure, muddy, and pointlessly verbose isn’t merely
78

a layman’s misconception, but a real issue about which most
academics love to complain. Academic-ese is the stylistic equivalent of showing up to a formal tea party wearing white socks and sandals: it’s only comfortable for the
one doing it. While some
fields are more a↵ected than
others, at some point almost all of us have attended
an utterly incomprehensible
talk or stumbled upon an
article that, while being in
our own sub-subfield, was so
sibylline that we felt like we
had to possess some kind of
paranormal divinatory skills
just to get the gist of it.
And even when a text is
comprehensible, chances are
that nonetheless it’s dreadfully boring despite a genuine interest in the topic or the soundness of its thesis. There
are also funny and witty academic papers, but they are few and
far between. Maybe academic-ese is a lot like the common
cold that one catches on the bus to work when the flu is going around: if most people around you have it, no matter how
careful you are, after a few days you are going to come home
with a runny nose. No-one is immune. Whoever is without
sin may cast the first stone... yet in academia we love casting
stones – it’s our job – even though we are an undeniably sinful
lot. But why does academic writing stink so much? That is the
question. Among others, Steven Pinker tried to answer it in an
excellent (and unusually well written) article, that you can find
here.
Pinker does an outstanding job of analysing some of the
most common and obnoxious features of the academic style,
while measuring it against the stylistic ideal for expository
prose: that is, the classic style of 17th century French essayists. Academic-ese should aim for clarity and to be informative, however it often complicates things unnecessarily, using
the kind of hyper-technical jargon that’s the author’s idiolect,
indulging in excessive meta-discourse, and being overly apologetic, self-referential and abstract. The assumption that the
reader knows exactly what the author knows is the academic
writer’s original sin; incidentally, were things so, writing a paper would be completely pointless – and good riddance if the
paper happens to be unreadable. On the other hand the classic
style tries to keep it simple, even deceptively so: classic essayists go for a plain and smooth prose, preferring the concrete to
the abstract; they present the facts and results of their research,
leading their readers along respectfully, under the assumption
that the readers are not omniscient but that they are intelligent
enough to both know that these are complicated matters and to
understand them if explained properly.
Now – you might wonder – what does this have to do with
medieval reasoning? Quite a bit, actually: the only writing
style with a worse reputation than academic-ese is the medieval Scholastic style. Humanist writers carried out a veritable
defamatory campaign against Scholasticism and it was so e↵ective that almost anyone (who doesn’t study the Middle Ages for
a living) still associates “Scholastic” with pedantic, prolix and
overly subtle hair-splitting. It’s not even a calumny, at least not
entirely: Scholastic prose looks just as specialised and occa-

