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I am going to use four images taken from the repertoire of our varied philosophical 

tradition in order to account for some relevant features of philosophy as a vocation.  

Each image singles out a distinctive and persistent trait of philosophical inquiry as I 

understand it. The relative importance of each of these images can vary, but what 

interests me here is their variable combination taken as a whole, my aim being to sketch 

a comprehensive portrait of the activity of ‘‘doing philosophy”. 

 

 

1. LEIBNIZ’S DREAM 

Allow me to begin by paying homage to the School of Turin. In 1898, Giuseppe Peano, 

eminent representative of formal philosophy and author of the well-known Formulario, 

coined the phrase ‘‘Leibniz’s dream” in reference to an early expression of ‘‘one of the 
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most extraordinary and progressive research programs in the history of human thought: 

mathematical logic”. Marco Mondadori, the Italian logician and philosopher of science, 

called attention to the twofold nature of Leibniz’s dream in his inaugural lecture at 

Ferrara University in 1986: that of the deductive machine, on the one hand, and of the 

inductive machine, on the other. Concerning deduction, Leibniz states: ‘‘Studying this 

problem I arrived, as if compelled by an internal necessity, at the following 

extraordinary idea: that it must be possible to construct a universal characteristic of 

reason on the basis of a method of calculus as in arithmetic or algebra. Once this has 

been achieved, when controversies arise between philosophers there will be no more 

need for a disputation. It will be enough for them to pick up their pens, sit at their 

abacuses, and say to each other: ‘‘Let us calculate!”. 

Concerning induction, Leibniz was aware that wide areas of our knowledge are located 

in John Locke’s ‘‘dusk of probability” rather than in ‘‘the clear light of day’‘. For this 

reason he recognized the limits of the universality of knowledge, which is grounded 

uniquely in deduction. And he concluded as follows: ‘‘Perhaps opinion, based on 

likelihood, also deserves to be called ‘knowledge’; otherwise nearly all historical 

knowledge will collapse, and a good deal more. Anyway, call it what you will, the study 

of the degrees of probability would be very valuable; we don’t yet have such a study, 

and this a serious shortcoming in our logic text-books. For when one can’t absolutely 

settle the question of whether P is the case, one could still establish how likely P is on 

the evidence, enabling one to form a reasonable opinion about which side – P or not-P – 

is the more plausible”. 
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Let us return to the deductive machine. Leibniz’s dream seemed to have come true 

between the end of the nineteenth century and the first three decades of the twentieth 

century, thanks to the impressive construction of axiomatic formal systems linked to 

mathematics and to the well-known philosophical controversy about foundations. From 

Dedekind to Peano, from Frege to Russell and Whitehead and on to Hilbert, the 

structure of axiomatic systems was consolidated and refined in an attempt to extend the 

universal character of Leibnizian reason to broad areas of arithmetic, geometry and 

algebra. We know that such a system, whatever its philosophical assumptions, 

comprises a certain number of axioms, an alphabet, lemmas, rules of inference, and 

theorems. The basic idea is clear: the validity or truth, variously interpreted, of the 

theorems, is inferred from axioms in accordance with the rules of inference. We also 

know that Leibniz’s dream breaks down in the face of Gödel’s theorems. In particular, 

in 1931 Gödel demonstrated the theorem of the incompleteness of axiomatic systems 

with reference to arithmetic, and the impossibility of demonstrating a system’s 

consistency by means of the logical resources available within that system. As is to be 

expected in the case of impossibility theorems, Gödel’s exceptional tour de force 

disclosed new, innovative research paths, and the deep philosophical controversy over 

the foundations of mathematics resulted in an extension of mathematical language itself. 

But these developments are not among my present concerns. 

What interests me here is the idea of establishing a first image that can accompany us in 

our reflection on the nature of that intellectual activity that we normally call philosophy. 

Whatever the favored philosophical style, I am convinced that philosophy is first of all a 

discipline in the sense clarified by Bernard Williams in his lecture ‘‘Philosophy as a 
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Humanistic Discipline”. When I reflect on the job of the philosophy, I find it difficult to 

avoid associating philosophical reasoning and argumentation with something like, or 

something that evokes, Leibniz’s dream. When, as philosophers, we are grappling with 

an issue that we find genuinely problematic, we start from certain premises, from 

certain intuitions, from certain previous assumptions, from our axioms, and we try to 

infer our solutions, our theorems, carefully using criteria of argumentative consistency, 

which is to say, certain rules of inference. Here, to my mind, lies the distinctive 

character of philosophy as an intellectual discipline, and here we find an echo of what, 

for us, remains of Leibniz’s dream. 

 

 

2. POPPER’S DREAM AND EINSTEIN’S LECTURE 

I now turn to Popper’s dream and to the teachings of Einstein. While the philosophy of 

mathematics constitutes the background of the great constructions of Peano, Russell, 

and Hilbert, the philosophy of physics is at the forefront of one of the most important 

and influential research programs of the last century. From the Baroque style and its 

Leibnizian convolutions, elegantly narrated by Gilles Deleuze, we move on now to the 

great city of Vienna and its famous ‘‘Circle”. The basic idea now becomes that of the 

formulation of a rigorous scientific language and a sharply defined scientific method. 

This idea is accompanied, in the standard version of neopositivism and logical 

empiricism, by another idea which, prima facie, follows from it: that problems that 

cannot be dealt with in terms of the rigorous language are simply false problems, as 

highlighted in Carnap’s early works. At the core of the program we find the strict 
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principle of verification, which presupposes the rehabilitation of the inductive 

perspective, and the use of a sort of inductive machine. Regularities are detected thanks 

to a procedure for the aggregation of increasing amounts of factual knowledge which 

are ultimately reducible to empirical protocol propositions. 

But the scientific enterprise does not work in this way. So, at least, claimed Karl 

Popper, who, in his 1934 work The Logic of Scientific Discovery put forward the 

principle of falsification. Apparently the idea came to him listening to a lecture by 

Einstein in Vienna in 1919, when the great physicist argued that all scientific truths are 

such until proved to the contrary. Popper’s falsification theory, which is radically anti-

inductionist, is a reformulation of the ideal of deduction, though in a conjectural or 

hypothetical form – hence Conjectures and Refutations. Research, as they say, knows 

no end. In logical terms, grounding the falsification perspective we find the thesis of the 

asymmetry between the verification and the refutation of a theory, between modus 

ponens and modus tollens. 

In the short popular essay ‘‘Induction and Deduction in Physics” published in 1919 in 

the Berliner Tagenblatt, Einstein wrote the following: ‘‘The truly great advances in our 

understanding of nature originated in a manner almost diametrically opposed to 

induction. The intuitive grasp of the essentials or a large complex of facts leads the 

scientist to the postulation of a hypothetical basic law, or several such basic laws. From 

the basic law (system of axioms) he derives his conclusion as completely as possible in 

a purely logically deductive manner. These conclusions, derived from the basic law (and 

often only after time consuming developments and calculations), can then be compared 

to experience, and in this manner provide criteria for the justification of the assumed 
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basic law. Basic law (axioms) and conclusions together form what is called a 

‘‘theory.”… [A] theory can very well be found to be incorrect if there is a logical error 

in its deduction, or found to be off the mark if a fact is not in consonance with one of its 

conclusions. But the truth of a theory can never be proven. For one never knows if 

future experience will contradict its conclusion; and furthermore there are always other 

conceptual systems imaginable which might coordinate the very same facts”. 

Popper’s falsificationist program, built around a deductive and conjectural perspective, 

gave rise to widespread debate in the Nineteen-sixties and seventies, a debate that 

partially overlapped with the discussion of Thomas Kuhn’s work on scientific 

revolutions, which renewed the role, in philosophical investigations, of the historical 

dimension of scientific knowledge and the idea of conceptual shifts. Popper’s dream, 

too, met with serious obstacles. And the discipline of epistemology, preferring to avoid 

dead-ends, gave up its normative commitments concerning scientific method (or, rather, 

scientific methods). 

But, here too, what interests me at present is establishing a second image, one that we 

might call ‘‘Popper’s dream” and that will accompany us as we continue to focus on the 

task of characterizing philosophical investigation. When, as philosophers, we are 

grappling with intractable problems, our starting points look like the conjectures of 

Popper’s dream: they can be thought of as possible viewpoints that serve to orient our 

research. If this is the case, then we must recognize that the validity of the results and 

solutions of our proposed investigations, is very much indebted to conjectures. Hence 

we can imagine that our results might turn out to be philosophically controversial on the 

basis of views that appeal to alternative conjectures – an idea that calls to mind the 
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method of reflective equilibrium expounded by John Rawls. But we should not forget 

the teachings of Einstein that enlightened the young Popper and set him dreaming. 

Einstein’s teachings point to the virtue of imagination in scientific research. I shall now 

try to clarify some distinctive features of imagination insofar as it plays a role in 

philosophical investigation – a role that will constitute our third image. 

 

 

3. PHILOSOPHICAL IMAGINATION 

At the end of an outstanding essay on Plato and the invention of philosophy (published 

as Chapter 10 of his posthumous book The Sense of the Past), Williams drew up a short 

list of the philosopher’s virtues. The list comprises, in the following order: penetrating 

intelligence and depth; mastery of scientific knowledge; a lively sense of political and 

human destructiveness as well as of political and human creativity; a wide array of 

thematic interests and a vivid imagination; the intellectual refusal to give in to 

superficially reassuring practices; the gift of good writing. 

What are the features of a vivid imagination for those who practice philosophy as a 

vocation? We may start by saying that there are two activities that can jointly give a 

sense of how philosophical imagination works. The first activity is the exploration of 

connections. The explorer of connections is someone who aims to link ideas, concepts, 

conjectures, and hypotheses, someone who weaves a web capable of catching as much 

as possible of what matters, and who consigns to us, as a consequence, a new 

perspective on ourselves and the world, a perspective that proves more enlightening 

than its rivals and is preferable to them for a variety of reasons. 
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The second activity is the cultivation of memories. The cultivator of memories is 

someone who knows all too well that philosophical imagination gains nourishment from 

its past and from its complicated tradition. This trait is specific to philosophical 

investigation, an intellectual activity which, unlike others, is inseparable from of its own 

history. The explorer of connections is attracted by the idea of being able to utter the 

last word. The cultivator of memories reminds him that the inevitable fate of the last 

word is that of being recast as the penultimate word. In this sense, in philosophy as in 

science and the arts, imagination and research are without end. I have appealed to these 

two roles of cultivator of memories and explorer of connections in my defence of 

incompleteness (see the four lectures in my book L’idea di incompletezza). 

My defence of incompleteness is formulated in such a way as to establish the precise 

sense in which incompleteness is proper to philosophical investigation and in such a 

way as to account, at the same time, for the nature of philosophical imagination. The 

two roles are of course merely representational devices facilitating the exposition of the 

account of philosophical research as I see it. What matters is the persistent tension 

between the two activities of exploring connections and cultivating memories, for it is 

this tension that sets our philosophical imagination in motion. As we have seen, the 

former task, that of exploring connections, involves aiming at the highest possible 

degree of generality and abstraction and, in particular, aiming towards the unification of 

several domains. Adopting this perspective, the theorist inevitably develops the 

intellectual aspiration to reach a certain kind of completeness. It is the latter task, that of 

cultivating memories, that reveals the intrinsic difficulty, if not the impossibility, of 

such an enterprise, by recalling the vast repertoire, as Paul Ricoeur called it, of exempla 
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and alternative ways of looking at things, at ourselves, and at the world, in which the 

varied tradition of philosophical research consists.  

When, in philosophy, we find ourselves grappling with some issue that we find 

genuinely problematic, the third image that now materializes is that of a struggle 

between the exploration of connections and the cultivation of memories. The first two 

images I sketched lead us to focus on the philosopher’s method and intellectual 

discipline. The third image, that of philosophical imagination, reminds us that our 

investigations cannot be exhausted in a sort of methodological fetishism, but need to be 

nourished by the exercise of our imagination. That exercise of imagination aims at 

exploring alternative and more enlightening ways of looking at things, which are in 

constant tension with the repertoire of our heterogeneous conceptual tradition. This 

gives a sense – the appropriate sense – to our efforts of conceptual clarification, to our 

definitional commitments, to our arguments, our thought experiments, our negotiations 

between rival intuitions and conjectures, and our counterfactual reconstructions. In line 

with the third image, our conclusion seems to be: philosophy requires imagination and 

vision. In line with the second and third images, however, we should also add that the 

visionary must be someone who is capable of doing the maths. 

 

 

4. NEURATH’S BOAT 

‘‘Imagine sailors, who, far out at sea, transform the shape of their clumsy vessel ... But 

they cannot put the ship in dock in order to start from scratch”. This fascinating image 

created by Otto Neurath dates back to the 1930s and derives from a holistic view of 
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science, of its development and transformations, which goes against some of the 

standard tenets of neopositivism and logical empiricism of the Vienna Circle – a 

philosophical sect that must have been teeming with heretics and reformers. Neurath’s 

boat is the fourth of the images that can help us to make sense of the nature of 

philosophy as a vocation. Let us now see how, by paying another visit to the 

philosophical workshop or atelier. 

As I have already said several times, we grapple with certain issues that we find 

genuinely problematic, and this sets our philosophical investigations in motion. As 

Dewey said, investigations have their origin in perplexities. Wittgenstein suggested that 

it all starts with an ‘‘I cannot find my way about’’. Two important points must be made 

in this respect. The first is that if we find some issue problematic, then something is 

wrong – something is in tension with something else. A certain area of our beliefs and 

of our knowledge is affected by uncertainty. The circumstances of uncertainty may be 

quite heterogeneous. One set of beliefs may collide with another. Extra-theoretical 

transformations may place our inherited conceptual schemes under pressure. 

Sometimes, we witness something unexpected. And our way of navigating these issues 

becomes very similar to that of Neurath’s legendary boat. 

The second important point, which served to ground the epistemological perspective 

defended by our Viennese heretic, is that the problems referred to above do not 

constitute problems independently of our theories, conceptual schemes, or vocabularies. 

The dream of Edmund Husserl, the father of phenomenology, was that solving problems 

by going beyond theories and capturing ‘‘things themselves”. But philosophy does not 
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provide some mysterious sort of access to solutions independently of theories and 

languages.  

When we address the mind-brain problem or the conscience-brain problem within the 

intricate domain of cognitive neurosciences, we can either accept reductionism and 

argue philosophically in favor of naturalization programs, or we can commit ourselves 

to some version of compatibilism. The situation does not change much when we move 

to the domain of ethics and our theories are challenged by a neo-evolutionary 

perspective that incorporates and combines theories of biological and cultural evolution. 

When the Quinean inscrutability of the referent and the dilemmas of ontology are 

interpreted in relation to the tension in theoretical physics between general relativity and 

quantum mechanics, we are led to revise, in a more or less radical fashion, our ways of 

understanding the meaning of – or better, our references to – something, within that area 

of philosophy in which we commit ourselves to saying what there is in the world. (After 

all, the mastery of scientific knowledge and a wide array of thematic interests were 

included in Williams’s list of the philosopher’s virtues. And, on the other hand, as we 

saw in the case of the philosophy of mathematics, philosophical controversies and 

investigations often result, ironically, in the expansion of new domains of scientific 

knowledge). 

When in a time of transition certain effects of globalization, with their lights and 

shadows, impact with their uncertainty on our normative theories of the just or well-

ordered society, political philosophy engages in a struggle between the reform and the 

revolution of established paradigms. We ask how far we can stretch our conceptual 

frameworks; or we wonder if, perhaps, there is a breaking point beyond which our 
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normative vocabulary cannot stretch. We know that our normative vocabulary is full of 

vague, ambiguous and contestable terms. For this reason we need theories that can 

illuminate our understanding of freedom, equality, respect, toleration, justice, 

democracy, or the fundamental rights of persons – theories which, in the philosopher’s 

workshop, must avail themselves of the vocation of the explorer of connections while 

also feeding on the fruits of the cultivator of memories, and which must do so with an 

acute sense of political and human destructiveness as well as of human and political 

creativity, as William’s list of philosophical virtues suggests. 

Note that in each of these circumstances a sort of epistemic conflict is sparked, a 

conflict involving our interpretations of the different modalities. The necessity of 

something, Robert Nozick claimed, sometimes turns out to be a false necessity brought 

about by a mere lack of imagination, or by ignava ratio, as Kant would have said. 

Musil’s boundaries of possibility sometimes expand. And contingency breaks through 

our usual ways of seeing and constructing different versions of the world. Sometimes 

uncertainty impacts on, and depreciates, our capital of certainties, and there is no belief 

that cannot be reneged or called into doubt, even though we know that we cannot call 

into doubt all of our beliefs at the same time. There are things that must be immune to 

doubt, if calling something into doubt is to make sense at all. In the same way, recalling 

Nietzsche’s well-known maxim, we can certainly recognize that each fact can be one 

among its possible interpretations, but we still need to recognize that not all the facts 

can be so at the same time. 

My claim is that each and every single fact can be nothing more than one of its possible 

interpretations, but that this cannot be true of all facts at the same time. By availing 
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myself of the connection between Nietzsche’s maxim concerning facts and 

interpretations and at least two indirect replies to skepticism, I have offered an argument 

to the effect that each single fact can indeed be nothing more than one among the many 

possible interpretations, but not all of them can at the same time, in the same way in 

which we can claim that each and every belief can be called into doubt, but we cannot 

call into doubt all of our beliefs at the same time. If the idea of doubting is itself to 

make any sense, something must be considered immune to doubt. Otherwise, Neurath’s 

boat would be inexorably destined to shipwreck, as Hans Blumenberg, the philosopher 

of metaphors, would say. 

This reference to doubt and to the testing of powers within the space of reasons, the 

space within which philosophical inquiry takes place, brings to mind another great 

intellectual figure of the School of Turin: Norberto Bobbio. In one of his best and most 

influential books, Politica e cultura, published in 1955, Bobbio stressed the need to 

guard the boundaries of the public space of reasons in order to make possible the 

Enlightened practice of doubt, controversy, and inquiry, and the questioning of all 

claims to epistemic, ethical, political and religious authority. Bobbio is often called ‘‘the 

master of doubt”. Those who were lucky enough to meet him in person and to have him 

as an authoritative interlocutor in their research and philosophical inquiry know very 

well how much Bobbio was inclined to doubt, how much he eschewed the dogmatism 

of those who are not willing to subject the reasons grounding their claims or their 

ethical perspectives to the most severe scrutiny applying the standards, the method, the 

intellectual discipline and the regulae ad directionem ingenii mentioned at the 

beginning of this lecture. 
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On this matter, in order to steer clear of the edifying conformism of stereotyped 

portraits, let me recount a personal memory. I recall a long and passionate conversation 

with Norberto Bobbio, towards the mid Nineteen-eighties. We were travelling to Siena 

by car, on our way to a conference on ‘‘Ethics, Law and Justification” at the Certosa di 

Pontignano. We had just set off from Milan after a conference there on ‘‘Political 

Science in Italy” which I had organized at the Fondazione Feltrinelli. It had been a good 

conference: very ambitious, interesting, and successful, but – I remember – rather 

blighted by the unremitting rain. On the motorway next morning from Florence to Siena 

a warm sun was shining and the colours of Spring were bright. At a certain point, while 

we were debating the controversial notion of progress and its justification, Bobbio gave 

up, for a moment, his legendary doubtful skepticism and told me, roughly paraphrasing, 

that the only uncontroversial indicator of progress was, in his view, the degree of 

women’s emancipation achieved throughout the last century, and that the condition of 

women in society remained, in the end, the main indicator of the degree of civilization 

displayed by institutions, by social practices and by people’s ways of living together 

over time. This was his considered conviction. And here’s another example: was it not 

the case that, in the essays ‘‘The Liberty of the Moderns compared with that of 

Posterity” and ‘‘Freedom and Power” in his 1955 book, Bobbio saw the priority of 

freedom, understood as the absence of constraints, together with the core institutions of 

the rule of law, as a fixed point, as an assumption which, in the controversy over 

alternative interpretations of freedom (including freedom as autonomy and freedom as 

ability), should be considered immune to doubt? 
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Philosophy as a vocation – or, we should perhaps say, as a Beruf – requires us to take on 

the responsibility of putting ourselves to the test, grappling, by appeal to reasons, with 

the issues that trouble and challenge us. It requires us to do so with method, discipline, a 

vivid imagination and the awareness of the sailors on Neurath’s boat. And – 

remembering Bobbio’s teaching – with intellectual freedom. For the first gesture of the 

theorist is a gesture of autonomy with respect to the many faces of power. Should any 

power request deference, the philosopher ought to resist, responding, at most, with the 

enigmatic motto of Bartleby, Herman Melville’s metaphysical scrivener, ‘‘I would 

prefer not to’‘, and remaining true instead to Leibniz’s dream, to Popper’s dream, to 

Einstein’s lecture, and to the short list of great virtues compiled by Williams. 

Thus, the circle is now complete and my lecture is at an end. 
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