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Abstract:  Barry Allen defends a highly unorthodox and compact account of humans and their evolutionary 

adventure, which comprises inter alia epistemological, alethic, technological, and artistic aspects. His 

anthropocentric view distinguishes itself from traditional forms of realism and anti-realism by virtue of its dynamic 

and non-reductionist character. Allen adopts a certain perspective of techno-artistic and onto-epistemic 

construction, which we dub “panartifactualism,” claiming principally that nothing at all escapes the artifactualizing 

power of human beings. We maintain that, under closer scrutiny, various dimensions of Allen’s account conflict 

and that his philosophical approach to “being” and “making” ultimately gives rise to a rather problematic 

ontological picture. Having pointed out its shortcomings and untenable results, we spell out the conceptual 

contours of a contemporary and far more attractive version of realism which suffers neither from the issues faced 

by views like panartifactualism nor from the obvious difficulties of noumenalist realism justifiably opposed by 

Allen. 
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1. Introduction: An Operational Approach to Knowledge 

It would not be inaccurate to say that one major philosophical issue in the onto-epistemic arena 

has formed around the problem of the identification and elucidation of what, if anything, 

actually constrains being and knowing. There is obviously a rich conceptual and terminological 

repertoire in relation to that particular issue comprising, for instance, the well-known, and 
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somewhat confusing, opposite poles of “realism” and “anti-realism” employed especially in 

metaphysical, epistemological, and alethic inquiries.1 This binary characterization has served 

the needs of philosopers one way or another, but has also virtually monopolized the discursive 

field terminologically and arguably given rise to some theoretical stagnation.  

However, some thinkers have not been captivated by the charm of this dichotomy and have 

offered views that seem to go beyond the framework of the customary varieties of either realism 

or anti-realism. One such philosopher is Barry Allen, who over the last few decades published 

books that contained highly unorthodox and controversial (but admittedly interesting and path-

breaking) accounts of the relationship between human beings and their world. In this paper, we 

will focus on certain crucial aspects of the composite view that he articulated in Truth in 

Philosophy (1993), Knowledge and Civilization (2004) and Artifice and Design (2008) in order 

to put forward a certain critique of his multi-faceted theory by juxtaposing it with some well-

known views vis-à-vis the notions of transcendence, constraint, and, ultimately, objectivity. We 

will end the paper by offering an alternative realist approach regarding the onto-epistemic 

norms pertaining to human knowledge and our artifactual reality. In doing so, we will 

characterize Allen’s position as “panartifactualism,” and provide a critical account of the view 

by pointing out some of its problematic consequences in epistemology, ontology, and the 

philosophy of technology. 

Although Allen’s portrait of human beings exhibits certain notable similarities with 

anthropological and evolutionary perspectives as well as contemporary pragmatism, it can not 

be easily identified with or reduced to either of them. We will begin our treatment by shedding 

some light on the unique identity of Allen’s view, with its negative and positive argumentative 

components. In Truth in Philosophy and Knowledge and Civilization, Allen provides a very 

incisive criticism of the traditional views on truth and knowledge, one which can perhaps even 

be likened in certain regards to the formidable critique of Christianity and metaphysics offered 

by Friedrich Nietzsche. In accordance with the common anti-objectivist (one can also say, anti-

realist) onto-semantic views, Allen (1993: 4-5) vigorously defends the idea that truth is not 

something that we go out to discover. Rather, humans manufacture or invent truth just like other 

mundane things we bring to existence. This pronouncement is—in addition to its being 

                                                             
1 We will not provide a detailed account of realisms in this paper. An excellent edited volume regarding realism 

in philosophy is Truth and Realism (2006) by Lynch and Greenough. A well-known traditional defense of 

realism can be found in Devitt’s Realism and Truth (1991). Moreover, Psillos (1999), Alston (2002), and Norris 

(2004) are helpful works in understanding various aspects of the debate. For a discussion of the conceptual 

difference between realism about being and realism about truth, see Baç and Elio (2004). 
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generally in line with the acerbic and uncompromising remarks of Nietzsche and some of his 

followers like Richard Rorty—an almost exact repetition of what William James (1907: 201-

223) spelled out in his essays on truth. Still, as we will clarify below, Allen’s opposition to the 

tradition is remarkably different from the pragmatist objection, especially when it comes to the 

characterization of human knowledge.  

One notable feature of Allen’s dynamic view is his unrelenting opposition to certain biases of 

contemporary epistemology, e.g., “Knowledge is essentially propositional.” “Knowledge 

requires truth.” and “A viable epistemological theory must come with a theory of justification.” 

In this context, he openly denies the fundamental assumption of analytical philosophy that 

knowledge has a hidden essence or a theoretical structure waiting to be discovered by the 

discerning eye of the professional philosopher. Yet, he wishes to accomplish all this in a manner 

quite unlike both traditional and contemporary pragmatists. 

Allen stuns complacent theorists of knowledge (or perhaps the overwhelming majority of his 

audience) when he introduces his personal preference for the definition of knowledge as 

“superlative artifactual performance,” not just another mental state (2008: 37). Furthermore, 

knowledge has to do substantially with production, human craft, and innovation. It is different 

from the repetitious, unoriginal or merely instincive. Finally, it is exemplary rather than poor 

and mediocre. Thus, knowledge is not a natural category, and is definitely far from being a state 

passively “acquired.” The best examples of knowledge are not constituted in the cognition of 

propositions like “Snow is white” or “2 + 2 = 4,” but brought about by human agents using a 

paper clip as an antenna or building a bridge in a functional and aesthetical manner (2004: 62-

72). 

Allen maintains that human thought is a product of our evolutionary history and, consequently, 

thoroughly artifactual. Knowledge, science, language, and even nature, which yields itself to 

human understanding and exploration, must be considered as artifactual or “produced” in a 

significant sense. He attempts to draw a dynamic picture of actual human experience rather than 

doing some garden-variety epistemology. Knowledge precedes truth, and is actually older and 

more fundamental than languge, too. Notice, however, that Allen’s notion of “knowledge” is 

not really akin to good old know-how (2004: 68). The latter does not necessarily entail or 

involve variation through ingenuity, functional excellence and operational superlativeness. 

While Allen’s account conspicuously hinges on an anthropological/evolutionary reading of 

humans’ adventure of existence, he also strongly refuses the idea that our current state of 
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knowledge, including the present state of our techno-science, is an inevitable onto-epistemic 

upshot of the evolutionary process our species has ungone thus far. Instead, he argues, during 

that process our ancestors stumbled upon certain developmental opportunities and chose to 

cultivate them towards unexpected epistemological, artistic, and technological results. So, there 

exists no necessary relationship between where we are right now knowledge-wise and the entire 

evolutionary process of Homo sapiens sapiens. In this sense, the most impressive achievements 

of our species are to be reckoned as “spandrels.”2  

It is often emphasized in the couse of Allen’s discussion that human beings are indeed special. 

For instance, he indicates that the 98% similarity with apes should not be exaggerated because, 

at the basic level, any two organisms share a genetic commonality. More critically, “[w]hat 

genes do or can do depends very much on the larger structures—from cells and organs to 

organisms and ecologies—in which they are situated” (2008: 13). Another striking example of 

human uniqueness can be found in natural languages. Allen maintains that, despite the fact that 

thought is possible without language (as with non-human animals), “thinking cannot go far 

without language, because it cannot go off-line” (2008: 31). We imagine, consider, weigh 

options—all instances of cognitive operations outside the range of on-line thinking which 

occurs simultaneously with perceptual experience. 

Let us pose at this point the following questions: What are the ontological and epistemological 

consequences of such a portrayal of human makers/agents? Could it be that different 

components or aspects of Allen’s account come to conflict from a broader philosophical 

perspective? We will attempt to answer these questions by reference to the concepts of 

“transcendence” and “constraint.” 

 

2.  The Artifactual Existence of Human Agents 

To reiterate, while Allen takes humans to be onto-epistemically special, he does it in a strictly 

non-essentialistic and non-deterministic way. He argues (2008: 45), for instance, that no 

magical theoretical notion, be it Martin Heidegger’s Gestell or Jacques Ellul’s la Technique, 

                                                             
2 “Spandrel” is an architectual term, appropriated for an evolutionary argument, basically meaning “unselected 

by-products of natural selection” in the latter context (Allen, 2008: 46). Allen contends that knowledge, art, 

technics, and the artifactual economy are all spandrels brought into existence during our evolutionary/cultural 

adventure. To reiterate, no evolutionary force could render them necessary or inevitable for our kind. Evolution 

did place them in the realm of possibility, but they were cultivated and thus rendered—eventually—

indispensable for our survival. 
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can capture the overall “ontological character” of humans’ technological production. This 

attitude or sentiment is a crucial background for examining Allen’s non-teleological perspective 

on art and technology.  

As one may expect, his approach to aesthetic creativity is to be understood in 

evolutionary/cultural terms albeit in a thoroughly contingent fashion. Moreover, even though 

humans’ aesthetic responses are fundamentally different from those of animals, Allen refrains 

from subscribing to the popular idea that aesthetical preferences are dictated by pure 

discursivity or conceptualization. Instead, he maintains that any sort of reductionism, naturalist 

or linguistic, is bound to inadequately explicate the phenomenon of aesthetic preference. 

Allen’s intent is to strike a balance between reductionist materialism and radically 

intersubjectivist accounts. 

His account of technology combines aesthetic and technical dimensions in the claim that the 

product of a high-quality technical design exhibits both sorts of qualities. A successful bridge 

has good technical coherence and it is pleasing to the eye. The crucial point is that artifacts 

satisfy human perception, not simply the eye of particular individuals. The philosophical kernel 

of this approach can be found in Allen’s account of the nature of art as well. In line with the 

ideas of Stephen Davis (2003), Allen argues that a purely subjectivist or objectivist 

understanding of the essence of art is totally misleading. As Davis claims, the being of art is 

analogous to that of weeds. Although weeds are obviously different from conceptually produced 

things like money and tickets, they only come to existence where there is agricultural 

production made by human agency (Allen, 2008: 156). This analogy seems to imply that, while 

the being of art cannot be accounted for by means of mere subjectivity or our ephemeral 

personal choices, it also should not be reduced to, or taken as on a par with, workings of nature 

and natural factors. This brings us to a significant philosophical point we will treat in the next 

section within a broader onto-epistemic framework: Art does not transcend nature in the sense 

of completely getting rid of natural relations. Rather, its conditions of existence seem to 

require—in addition to the inevitable presence of some naturalist background such as an 

evolutionary history—the contribution of certain human functions and the element of 

contingent cultivation that are not readily provided in natural forms. 

Let us also add that Allen’s non-reductionist view is to be contrasted with essentialism and 

nihilism (2008: 162). The former is evidently untenable because there are no essences. The 

latter, on the other hand, takes anything (and thus, peculiarly, nothing) as art—as a natural 

consequence of there being no “stable” or “robust” property to determine the identity in 
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question. Allen seems to think that human accomplishments or functions like art are akin to the 

Homo family: When they first appeared, their course of development was strictly undetermined. 

For that reason, to put it in a Sartrean way, art’s existence precedes its essence. Notice, however, 

that what Allen has in mind is substantially different from nihilism in that we can provide an 

underlying evolutionary, historical, and cultural story about art. That such practices or 

accomplishments have no essence does not entail that anything goes in their domain. 

The concept of ingenuity brings technology and the aesthetic dimenion together. Exemplary 

bridges excel in their statical qualities and satisfy our senses.3 Allen believes that we cannot 

produce an artifact without taking into consideration how it will look. This idea can be extended 

to make one significant point concerning our technical/artistic adventure as a species: “We 

cannot flourish as a technological civilization without also flourishing as an artistic one” (2008: 

183). Hence, we can complete the big picture Allen wants to draw about human beings and 

their most cherished activities, to wit, knowledge, technology and art. These activities can only 

be understood and appreciated as exaptations, not adaptations. Historically cultivated products 

are basically “grabbed opportunities” and should, emphatically, not be regarded as our 

evolutionary fate or predetermined teleological end at all.  

Given Allen’s unique perspective on our human activities, it may be useful to question whether 

it is possible to offer a reasonable construal which can shed some light on the exact theoretical 

position he occupies with respect to the notorious problem of objectivity. We will explore this 

possibility by making use of some Kantian terminology. 

 

3.  Panartifactualism in Art and Technology: The Transcendental Dimension 

In Artifice and Design Allen challenges not only essentialism but also, quite strikingly, 

reductionist materialism and nihilism. In order to fully understand the conceptual contours of 

his view, we will contrast it first with a radical account of the nature of art, and then with Donna 

Haraway’s cyborg ontology. This will allow us to situate Allen’s perspective more precisely 

vis-à-vis radically metaphysical and strictly subjective views. 

Let us begin with an examination of his take on the notion of the artifact and the aesthetic 

dimension of human creation. One can talk about four distinct dimensions in evaluating 

                                                             
3 The mechanical creations of Leonardo da Vinci are perfect examples in this context.  They were not made as 

“works of art,” but their undeniable aesthetic presence exemplifies what Allen has in mind. 
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artifacts: (i) appropriateness to use, (ii) quality of design, (iii) fecundity, and (iv) symbiosis 

(2004: 72). The first two simply concern usefulness in relation to affordability and efficiency. 

In addition, the superlative quality of a design rewrites the standards for future performances. 

“Fecundity” means going beyond the relevant field and gaining an influence that changes 

beliefs on the possibility of knowledge. The last dimension, “symbiosis,” implies “an artifact’s 

contribution to the expansive coherence of built environment” (2004: 73). An artifact cannot 

meet the last two criteria without being artful, which means “becoming designed for perception, 

made to work in being seen or heard” (2008: 157). This certainly does not mean that a 

technological artifact should be just good-looking. However, the aesthetic moment in technical 

design is “anticipating the human, perceptual interface—how the work looks and feels” (2008: 

43). This moment is not unrelated to the mechanical one. Allen exposes this idea as follows:  

Aesthetic and mechanical or structural design are equally “technical.” We come to care how artifacts interface 

with others because we think about how their interface with us, their aesthetic qualities, how they look and feel 

(including ugliness or painful inefficiency), and how that can be anticipated and controlled by design (2008: 44). 

Nothing essential transcends contingent processes in the inseparability of these two moments. 

However, this relatedness cannot be reduced to social relations or individual factors once it has 

taken place. Their standing together is transcendental to individual preferences. 

It may be useful at this point to review the pertinent terminology in connection with the concept 

of transcendence. Kant’s philosophy famously allows discourse about two very diffent senses 

germane to that idea. On the one hand, the notion of the “transcendent” denotes an alleged mode 

of existence traditionally presumed to lie beyond, and exist independently of, human cognition. 

The concept of the “transcendental,” on the other hand, has to do with an a priori mode of 

cognition.4 In that mode, we can talk about the conditions under which things become objects 

of knowledge for finite cognizers like ourselves. Kant’s onto-epistemic view is called 

“transcendental idealism” as it claims, contrary to “realism,” that objects of human experiences 

are nothing but representations with no mind-independent existence. The transcendental mode 

of philosophizing is thus distanced both from what Kant regarded as dogmatic metaphysics and 

from a lack of “objective” constraints on being and knowing. 

Going back to Allen’s approach, the concordant emergence of the aesthetic and structural 

aspects are constrained in a manner not determined by human subjectivity alone. This indicates 

the presence of an irreducible transcendental dimension that keeps his account from sliding into 

                                                             
4 See, e.g., Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1965), B25. 
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subject-centered or traditional (transcendent) ontological views regarding the techno-aesthetic 

character or identity of the world of artifacts.  

We can see another manifestation of this attitude in his understanding and criticism of 

conceptual art. Allen provides a remarkable account of conceptual arts and voices his 

misgivings about, for instance, the work of artists like Marcel Duchamp. The latter famously 

claimed that everyday objects utilized in contexts other than that for which they were ordinarily 

intended could pass as artwork by virtue of the choice of the artist. Consequently, conceptual 

artwork is not a designed artifact, but an “art of doing (or happening), … an art that mocks 

aesthetic workmanship to focus on an artist’s (rather than an artifact’s) performance” (Allen, 

2008: 158). Since an artwork is elevated to that status by the artist’s declaration, there is nothing 

transcendental to determine the status of the object or performance in question. A urinal 

becoming an artwork due to being displayed in an exhibition manifests an act of provocation 

and revolt against traditional aesthetic values without replacing them. Thus, Allen maintains, 

Duchamp was a nihilist more than an artist (2008: 160).   

It will also be useful here to examine Donna Haraway’s influential article, “A Cyborg 

Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century” which 

contends that there is no sharp line between tools and bodies and that “there is no fundamental, 

ontological separation in our formal knowledge of machine and organism, of technical and 

organic” (2014: 623). So, instead of engaging in “factual” matters, Haraway employs a 

“cyborg” imagery in her discussion on species, organisms, technology, and artifacts. She 

characterizes the cyborg as “a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a 

creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction. Social reality is lived social relations, 

our most important political construction, a world-changing fiction” (2014: 610). There is no 

evaluative criterion, no transcendental discursive level to adjudicate the difference between 

artifacts and natural kinds. It is also not particularly useful to try to find ways to distinguish 

fiction from reality. In line with this position, she comes to reject the whole idea of the 

transcendental and seems to get rid of the notion of any constraint upon the subjective or 

intersubjective activities.  

Contrary to the anti-objectivist approach we come across in such a constraint-free cyborg 

ontology, Allen brings to bear a set of criteria for the success or failure of artifacts. This attitude 

represents a kind of resistance against the unconstrained normative reign of various patterns of 

social relations. In other words, despite Allen’s profound interest in anthropological factors and 

embracing radical contingency in the history of our kind, the evolutionary dimension of our 
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reality apparently presents a certain ground for talking about the conditions of possibility of 

something’s emerging as an artifact above and beyond mere particularity and unfettered 

subjectivity. 

Many contemprorary philosophers like Haraway deny not only the level of the (onto-epistemic) 

transcendent but also that of anything transcendental to intersubjective relations or ground of 

discursivity. But the reasonable denial of the former need not be coupled with a wholesale 

rejection of the latter given more attractive alternatives which attempt to adequately explicate 

theoretical flaws in traditional metaphysical/noumenal realisms. The conditions for the 

individuation and emergence of artifacts need be neither beyond human making nor simply 

restricted to the subjective choices and intentionalities of human agents. 

Allen’s major claim is that technology is neither a giant “tool” we proudly utilize nor some 

ontological mediator between ourselves and mind-independent reality. Technology is inherent 

to our being insofar as our artifactual environment provides the whole interpretative and 

practical ground for all human activity and is the sole niche for Homo sapiens sapiens. But he 

goes well beyond that tenet and questions the so-called “agency-independent” nature of the 

entire realm of existence. Thus, his treatment of the phenomena of knowledge, technology and 

art takes Allen to a breathtaking ontological thesis: 

Is there then nothing that isn’t an artifact? How can that be? Human beings are a geologically recent irritation on 

the planet surface, a planet that will spin lonely eons after we’re gone. How can the earth, the stars, atom of 

hydrogen in distant galaxies—how can all that be “artifacts”? Because they’re our conceptions, because we think 

them up, because they are symbolic constructions … [which] do not correspond with “things in themselves.” As 

far as human thought and practice go, it’s artifacts all the way down …. (2008: 51-52) 

We will call this view, which principally subscribes to the idea of the ineluctable ubiquity of 

artifacts in our reality, “panartifactualism.” The crucial question to be asked, then, is this: How 

can we make sense of Allen’s radical claim in light of his apparently anti-nihilist and anti-

mentalist reading of the whole natural adventure of our species and the entire history of 

cultivation and production? We will address this issue in the next section. 

 

4.  Reclaiming Realism with a Human Face 

If the reader of Allen’s books tends to believe that his account amounts to nothing more than a 

fancy version of good old anti-realism à la pragmatism, she must be immediately warned that 

his view on human knowledge is notably different from that of neo-pragmatists like Richard 
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Rorty. Let us, however, first make an observation about the discursive ground they seem to 

share. Both unapologetically reject the customary tenets of essentialism and mentalism. The 

former involves the claim that ontological, epistemological, semantic, or aesthetic qualities are 

determined by virtue of some fixed essence, and the latter asserts that “mental content” is the 

key in approaching various themes in different areas of philosophy. Furthermore, both maintain 

that the whole discourse on truth must be radically deflated.  

On the other hand, the differences must also be carefully stated and pondered. Unlike 

pragmatists like Rorty, Allen does not think that all philosophical work on human knowledge 

is pointless, that there is no telos beyond intersubjective communication in a liberal social 

setting or that the philosopher must simply be replaced by the cultural critic.5 Perhaps more 

crucially, because he puts a distance between himself and “panlinguistic” views, Allen clearly 

rejects the idea that language provides the “ultimate context” in our worldly adventures. 

All this, however, should not overshadow the striking fact that it is the human factor that for 

Allen lies at the bottom of everything we perform and produce, and to which we attribute some 

sense or significance. Consequently, it is no wonder that, according to him, the “world” is 

nothing beyond human life and its modes of production: “Human existence and activity make 

a world otherwise there is—nothing. Kick a stone if you like. Slap the table if it helps. That 

does not prove that in the absence of human beings such a thing as a stone or a star exists” 

(2004: 30).  

Despite the admitted difference between Allen’s perspective and the anti-realist aspects of neo-

pragmatist theories, various elements of his view bear striking resemblance to the argument via 

negativa found in, say, the onto-semantic dimension of “internal realism” defended by Hilary 

Putnam.6 The latter mainly contends that we can talk about the individuation of objects, facts 

and correspondence relations only within conceptual schemes created by discursive agents. 

Putnam certainly never denied that there would be dogs, pine trees, and planets in our absence, 

but resisted the customary realist idea that while our understanding of “objecthood” inevitably 

involves conceptualization, there is an ontological element in natural beings that cannot be 

explained away by humans’ linguistic activity and its various symbolic components.7 

Obviously, this onto-semantic attitude does not fall too far from Allen’s anti-realist sounding 

                                                             
5 See especially Rorty (1982, 1989, 1991, 1999). His early, and possibly the most striking, presentation of the 

idea of philosopher turning to cultural critic can be seen in the section “A Post-Philosophical Culture” in Rorty 

(1982). 
6 See especially chapter 3 (“Two Philosophical Perspectives”) in his Reason, Truth and History (1986). 
7 An ontological criticism of Putnam’s internal realism was articulated and defended in Baç (2003). 
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statements discussed above—e.g., that there are only artifacts going all the way down, and that 

there is nothing in the absence of human activity. 

Needless to say, Allen is no defender of a purely subjectivist viewpoint. Still, there are 

justifiable questions to be asked regarding the exact nature of the ontological picture he draws 

intentionally or not. The sort of onto-epistemic anthropocentrism we find in Allen is clearly not 

some “linguistic idealism,” but it clearly stands to reasons that Allen is putting forward a kind 

of “panartifactualism” arguing that our species is somehow endowed with the capacity of 

making it happen that there is something rather than nothing. Moreover, in a virtually Midasian 

manner, our kind turns anything it touches into an artifact, including things ordinarily 

categorized as “natural.” But this raises the question whether it is actually coherent to juxtapose 

an ontological panartifactualism with the sort of transcendental power we have attributed above 

to Allen’s specific (evolution-insipired) narrative on humans and their production. 

To fully understand and appreciate the answer to this critical question, let us first consider the 

following evolutionary scenario: Homo heidelbergensis is currently believed to be a common 

ancestor of Homo sapiens and Homo neanderthalensis. Scientists also think that Neanderthals 

disappeared from the surface of this planet some forty thousand years ago. Imagine now an 

alternative reality with a different historical development where both our kind and Neanderthals 

come from H. heidelbergensis as we know it, but while Neanderthals thrive, invent natural 

languages, build a civilization, and successfully reach what we call the twenty-first century, our 

kind sadly becomes extinct long before Neanderthals florish in Europe. Would it make sense 

from a naturalist point of view to claim—as an anthropocentric and panartifactualist thinker 

would apparently do—that nothing would exist in their natural and/or artifactual world? 

Someone with Allen’s inclinations could be tempted to argue that as far as our current human 

perspective is concerned, the Neanderthal world would amount to “nothing” since it would 

merely contain their own artifactual dynamics of “world-making” (to use a Goodmanian term),8 

and hence would be totally undecipherable for us humans. This sounds precisely like a natural 

reading of the pronouncement that there is nothing without humans. But that would be a rather 

unreasonable view, one which assumes incommensurable gaps across different (actual and 

possible) naturalistic accounts of evolutionary development in this planet. In that sense, for a 

                                                             

8 The reference here is to Nelson Goodman’s famous book Ways of Worldmaking (1978). For a recent evaluation 

of Goodman’s legacy, see Starmaking: Realism, Anti-realism, and Irrealism (1996), edited by Peter J. 

McCormick. 
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philosopher who takes the evolutionary narrative very seriously, Allen’s account of 

artifactuality and knowledge becomes fairly implausible insofar as it straddles uncomfortably 

between a thoroughly human-centered view of ontology and an undeniable naturalistic 

tendency to keep the theory from sliding into a subjectivist/nihilist path. 

If this line of reasoning is on the right track, we can also safely maintain that the transcendental 

dimension of Allen’s account, which may initially seem to provide conditions for the possibility 

of artifactual production and construction, fails in the end to deliver the requisite normativity 

for a “non-nihilistic” or “non-subjectivistic” perspective. In spite of his justifiable inclination 

and attempt to guard against various forms of the “anything goes” or “intersubjectivity knows” 

trends in measuring the aesthetic and technical success or failure of artifacts, it is hard to say 

that Allen offers a satisfactory elucidation of the stable norm(s) of the construction of our world. 

The discussion presented above links to a notable issue for Allen’s perspective—or any radical 

non-realist view, for that matter. One underlying theme we frequently come across in their 

argumentation is that human activity of knowledge/production has a world-making quality that 

separates it from animals which are cognitively inferior, non-linguistic, non-conceptual, lacking 

in knowledge, incapable of using “tools,” deprived of historical and social contexts, and so on.9 

Such thoughts somehow lead to the idea of a serious “onto-semantic rupture” between humanity 

and the other natural kinds.  

We must flatly deny the envisaged split here. To begin with, there is something fundamentally 

wrong with the (not so uncommon) supposition that once we hypothetically take ourselves out 

of the universal picture, the entire realm of existence becomes almost entirely unfathomable for 

us because we cannot imagine what natural existence would be like without the element of 

conceptualization, discursivity and superlative modes of production that admittedly we alone 

can provide. The oddity, however, is obvious. As corporeal beings (still) existing as part of 

nature, we cannot justifiably claim that our productive, constructive, and linguistic sides 

constitute a radical obstacle in dwelling on and entertaining various hypotheses about the 

presence and situation of the rest of the animal kingdom in nature when we are removed from 

the family picture. Of course, it goes without saying that do not exactly know, for instance, 

what it is like to be a bat, sparrow or cactus. We cannot jump out of our human skins and 

                                                             
9 According to Allen, whereas human beings have the ability to use tools, what we find in the non-human animal 

world is merely “quasi-tools” (such as a wasp’s use of pebbles) and “proto-tools” (e.g., a chimpanzee’s use of a 

stone). A tool becomes so only within a complex network of other tools and “looks incomplete until we imagine 

a use” (2008: 76).  
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compare our judgments with non-human reality or our experiences with what other animals are 

going through both corporeally and mentally in their exchange with the environment. But does 

it really make sense to believe that our conceptual/discursive side constitutes almost an 

impediment when we are poised to understand things in the natural order?  

Let us reconsider the “Neanderthal culture” example we have given above. What has been just 

stated about the present link between us and the rest of the animal kingdom can also reasonably 

be said about those hypothetically evolved Neanderthals. We certainly do not know what their 

linguistic repertoire, cultural achievements, artistic performances and technological products 

would look like. We nevertheless know that they would not be nothing even by our own 

“artifactualized” lights. “Doing” and “making” just cannot come to an end in the absence of 

humans’ glorious contribution to the cosmic flux. This fact is not changed by Allen’s astute 

observation that “we conceptualize them.” 

If an account like Allen’s fails to fit the bill, does this mean that we should opt for what Kant 

regarded as dogmatic metaphysics and get back to the idea of objects/facts formed 

independently of cognizers’ or agents’ contributions? The answer to this question must also be 

a resolute “no.” Philosophy cannot take refuge in the antiquated idea of “transcendent essences” 

that can be studied during arm-chair philosophizing. Perhaps we can try to argue for some 

notion of ontological objectivity without getting trapped by the customary perspectives of 

noumenalism and excessive subjectivism. The alternative view should take the idea of 

“constraint” seriously and construe it in a manner that is neither unnecessarily an-sich (as in 

traditional metaphysical realisms) nor intolerably unconstrained (as in radical pragmatists’ 

version of anti-realism).10 This telos cannot be fulfilled by Allen’s account of artifactuality 

because it undoubtedly fails to flesh out the insights of the sort of non-subjective, unorthodox 

anthropological view he advocated with regard to truth, the theory of knowledge, technics, and 

aesthetics. 

What has been argued in this paper points in the direction of a realist view alternative to 

metaphysical realism as well as anti-realisms in that it recognizes that the conditions of the 

possibility of objecthood and human knowledge are indexed to indispensable ontological 

factors not fully possessed, constructed or controlled by finite beings like ourselves. We cannot, 

                                                             
10 This idea is obviously akin to what Putnam (1990) meant by “realism with a human face.” (The original 

reference is to Alexander Dubček’s “socialism with a human face” in the political atmosphere of Czechoslovakia 

in the Prague Spring of 1968. The analogy is fitting given that Putnam wishes to make a transition from the 

metaphysical orthodoxy to a non-noumenal sort of “realism” with his new proposal.) 
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given the central axis of discussion of this paper, spell out fine details of such an account here,11 

but we will make a series of remarks on how it relates to the critique of panartifactualism 

presented in the preceding pages.  

First, the mere fact that our understanding of the earth, the stars, atoms and galaxies cannot 

happen without conceptualization does not show that they (i.e., whatever they are) would vanish 

if not graced by humans and their conceptual schemes.12 Second, and more critically, we do not 

need to suppose, contra Allen, that embracing the first proposition commits you to the idea that 

the individuation and determination of objects of our world is a noumenal affair or that our 

symbolic constructions are to be taken by the realist to correspond, as Allen asserts, with some 

ding an sich.13 Since Allen seldom shows an interest in work produced by contemporary “non-

noumenal” realists (mostly influenced by the later Wittgenstein), he constantly and 

conveniently attacks an onto-epistemic strawman, to wit, the hard-nosed metaphysical realist, 

who is, in fact, largely among the not-too-popular relics of the pertinent literature these days.14 

Third, it is far more reasonable to assume, from a transcendental point of view, that the 

conditions of the possibility of objecthood in general encompass or engender constraints beyond 

the mere “artifactual ingenuity” and “productivity” of finite beings like ourselves. In other 

words, we must do justice to the contribution made by non-human ontological elements to the 

whole process of production and knowledge of the world surrounding us. Fourth, only by means 

of such a balanced—and, we should perhaps add, naturalistically non-anthropocentric and 

meta-philosophically humble—approach can we offer a tenable portrayal of the cognitive 

achievements of humans, dolphins, crows, and even those “hypothetical flourished-

Neanderthals.”15 If that is so, we should also reject the Allenian idea that only what Homo 

sapiens sapiens does and makes can earn the honorific title of “cultivated performance,” 

whereas whatever occurs in the rest of the animal kingdom is ontologically nihil. Let us 

immediately stress at this point that neo-pragmatists like Rorty, Putnam, and Davidson (as well 

as some predecessors including Kant, Nietzsche, James and Heidegger) were incontrovertibly 

right in their own ways in thinking that one cannot, for instance, talk about “truth” once the 

                                                             
11 For a detailed account of the kinds of constraints on the individuation of objects in our world or Lebenswelt, 

see Baç (2006). 
12 Alston (1996) defended a non-noumenal understanding of realism according to which the property of tuth is 

irreducible to the concept of truth. See also Goldman (1986, 1999) and Searle (1995).  
13 Cf. Allen’s (2008: 51-52) remarks and his quotation from Nietzsche in connection with his attack on realists. 
14 In addition to the classic work of Putnam (1986, 1987, 1990, 1994) and Davidson (1990, 2001), the relatively 

recent account offered by Lynch (1998, 2004, 2009, 2019) on truth and realism is a significant contribution in 

that context. See also Hales (2001), Horgan (1986), and Horgan and Timmons (2002). 
15 See Langton’s (1998) account of “humility.”  
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discursive dimension is removed from the realm of existence. Such statements do not, however, 

entail that there are no ontological constraints upon our worldly engagements at all. 

Unlike metaphysical realisms and views like panartifactualism, a more viable “realism with a 

human face” would subscribe neither to the doctrine of noumenal truth-making à la 

Armstrong,16 nor to the notion of some Midasian constructive and productive power attributed 

to human agents. This may be the key to formulating a transcendental view that preserves (1) 

the basic realist insight regarding a discourse-independent reality, (2) the obviously reasonable 

evolutionary/historical background, and (3) the inevitable contribution of the discursive and 

constructive dimensions in a tenable onto-epistemic account with an appropriate dosage of 

objectivity. 

In the history of philosophy, diverse thinkers, such as Kant (1965) and Heidegger (2001), 

adopted the idea of a “constraint” that would lie beyond human thinking or acting.17 Kant, like 

Locke (1975) before him, admitted that the content or “matter” of cognition is not our 

production and, moreover, that phenomena do not completely exhaust the realm of being. 

Heidegger, similarly, thought that being reveals itself via finite human beings, but that, along 

with that movement, it withdraws itself, hence remaining irreducibly a mystery in the face of 

our comportment in the world.18 The contemporary form of realism based on the kind of 

constraints explained above shares that spirit, but also compounds it with significant semantic, 

alethic, and ontological considerations in order to offer a more attractive, and—we hope—more 

tenable, perspective on the constutition of the world of human beings. 
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16 D. M. Armstrong (1997) famously offered what we can call a “noumenal account of truth” by means of his 

theory of truthmaking via supervenience. 
17 Needless to say, the sort of transcendental idealism cum empirical realism defended by Kant (1965) is rather 

different from the perspective advocated in this paper. Similarly, Heidegger’s (2001) ontology, which comes 

with a special construal of Sein and aletheia carries a certain existential hermeneutical weight that resides 

outside the framework within which we are working here. 
18 See the section titled “Dasein, Worldhood, and Reality” in Being and Time (2001), especially, pp. 246-254. 
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