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34 ANALYSIS 

"FAREWELL TO THE PARADIGM-CASE ARGUMENT ": 
A COMMENT 

By A. G. N. FLEW 

MR. J. W. N. WATKINS sent me a copy of his paper 
before publication. Thanks to his thoughtful courtesy I 

have been able to compose this comment much sooner than 
otherwise I could have done. His remarks fall into two sections. 
The first, a little over half, consists in an attack on a Paradigm- 
Case Argument (PCA) completely generalized; while the 
second comes to grips with my particular application of a PCA 
to the concepts "of his own free will" and "could have 
helped it ". 

(1) The first section seems to me almost entirely beside the 
point: for it is against a completely universalized PCA that it 
argues; whereas the two articles Watkins selects for assault, in 
spite of other faults in the same area, both carefully avoided 
commitment to this indefensible position. However, as various 
of the points made have from time to time been paraded before 
a wider public, the opportunity is welcome to discuss these here 
along with objections better aimed. 

(a) Watkins at first takes the argument he is attacking as 
intended to apply to all significant words without restriction. 
He starts his exposition: "(1) The meaning of a word is deter- 
mined by its uses " (p. 25). He ends his account of the third 
step: "As Flew puts it, the meaning of a term ' can be elucidated 
by looking at simple paradigm cases ... such as those by refer- 
ence to which the expression usually is, and ultimately has 
always to be, explained'" (p. 25). Such an unrestricted PCA 
would indeed, as Watkins later suggests (p. 28), be the Onto- 
logical Argument universalized. 

Attacking this monstrosity he argues: "Accepted uncritically, 
the Paradigm-Case Argument proves far too much. This can 
be shown by an ad hominem argument. I gather that while Flew 
knows that there are acts of freewill he is sceptical about miracles. 
But this is inconsistent of him-at least if he allows that ' miracle' " 
is meaningful (and I do not see how a philosopher who appeals 
to ordinary language to settle philosophical issues can do other- 
wise). The Paradigm-Case Argument 'proves ' the existence of 
miracles-and, indeed, of every other item in the ontological 
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inventory of ordinary language--just as it ' proves ' the existence 
of freewill" (p. 26: italics his). Had I in fact accepted the 
uncritical, unrestricted, PCA presented by Watkins this would 
have been a neat riposte. But that same sentence from which he 
quotes might have suggested caution. The beginning, which he 
omits, reads: "As before the meaning of the key phrase ' could 
have helped it ' can be elucidated by looking at simple paradigm 
cases ... " (New Essays in Philosophical Theolop, p. 150). The 
two sentences which follow would have confirmed that caution 
was justified: "It is no use saying that such employments of 
phrases of this sort are really ' loose' or ' incorrect'. For . . . 
we are not dealing with some compound descriptive expression 
correctly formed of words which can [be] and have been given 
sense independently .. .' (NEPT, p. 150). Again and similarly 
the sentence which follows the one quoted by Watkins in his 
own opening sentence reads: " Crudely: if there is any word 
the meaning of which can be taught by reference to paradigm 
cases, then no argument whatever could ever prove that there 
are no cases whatever of whatever it is " (Essays in Conceptual 
Analysis, p. 19). These passages make it clear that Watkins is 
quite wrong to suggest that I mistook a PCA to be applicable 
universally. Indeed he himself, but only when he has finished 
making easy game of his factitious absurdity, notices at least the 
passage about "'the first man to run a four-minute mile' ". 
(This passage, by the way, now seems to me on different grounds 
to have been at least very misleading). He concedes then: 
"Flew admits one class of exceptions, namely compound 
descriptive terms which are not necessarily ostensively definable, 
but are built up from simple terms which are ostensively 
definable " (p. 29). It is still perhaps worth noting the important 
difference between his last clause and my more non-committal 
" formed of words which can [be] and have been given sense 
independently" (NEPT, p. 150). 

(b) In his first paragraph Watkins quotes: " The clue to the 
whole business now seems to lie in mastering what has recently 
been usefully named, The Argument of the Paradigm Case ". 
He glosses: "By 'the whole business' I take it that Flew means 
the programme of linguistic philosophy " (p. 25). I am unsure 
how much he would incorporate into "the programme of 
linguistic philosophy ". The examples which he gives seem all 
to involve applications of some sort of PCA. But the phrase 
itself, and perhaps also the motivation confessed (see 1 (c) below), 
suggest that he may have in view a far wider collection of 
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targets. In my article " the whole business " referred back only 
to the three preceding sentences: " Talk, mainly deriving from 
Moore, of the Plain Man and his Common Sense, has now been 
largely replaced by emphasis on the ordinary uses of words. 
But many philosophers have been as reluctant to abandon their 
reasoned paradoxes because they offend the Plain Man in his 
capacity as arbiter of ordinary language as they were to abdicate 
in face of Moore's protests on behalf of his common sense. And 
not without reason" (ECA, p. 19). However considerable the 
importance of this "one pattern of argument " I was trying to 
elucidate in these last two pages of my paper (ECA, pp. 19-20), 
it would be a pity if anyone was misled to think that to show 
that " the Paradigm-Case Argument is useless " (Watkins, p. 25) 
would be sufficient to dispose of everything which, say, Third 
Programme antagonists or the faithful reviewers of the Times 
Literary Supplement might brand as "linguistic philosophy ". 
There are also, for example, the various insights and emphases 
considered in my first eighteen pages (ECA pp. 1-18); all of 
which and many more would have to be shown to be involved 
in the general ruin. 

(c) I wrote: " Whereas if we are right then anyone who tells 
us that science shows or could show us that there is no such 
thing as acting freely, etc., is: either just wrong, because there 
certainly are cases such as our paradigms; or misleadingly using 
the key expressions in some new sense needing to be explained " 
(NEPT, p. 151). Watkins quotes this and comments: "The 
innuendo is, I take it, that if the metaphysician has given some 
extra-ordinary meaning to his expression we need not perplex 
ourselves over it " (p. 26). Yet surely the phrase "needing to 
be explained " is a hint precisely in the opposite direction. Then 
in the other article I argued, rather optimistically, that a similar 
"suggestion could scarcely survive . . . an awakening to the 
fact that no one has asked to be excused from dealing with 
whatever arguments may be deployed in support of such 
philosophers' misuses "(ECA, p. 13). While many like-minded 
contributors to the same volume and to its predecessors have 
there provided plenty of evidence of their curiosity about the 
origins of and arguments for metaphysical paradoxes (ECA, 
Ch. IV and X: cf. LL I, Ch. II-VI and IX; and LL II, Ch. I-IV 
and VIII). 

(d) Before moving to the attack Watkins confesses frankly 
his interest: " Other things being equal, the more challenging a 
philosophical thesis is, the more I sit up and attend to it. 'Things 
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are not as they seem. " Empty space " is not really empty and 
where the roulette wheel will stop is already determined '- 
that is the sort of thing I enjoy hearing argued " (p. 26). With 
this honest and illuminating confession it is instructive to 
compare the first paragraph of Mr. Peter Herbst's 'The Nature 
of Facts ', which begins: " To be sincerely interested in a problem 
and to be interested in the solution of a problem are one and the 
same..." (ECA, p. 134). 

(2) In the second part Watkins' rockets begin to find their 
target. For here he at last changes his aiming point: from "this 
denotative theory of the meaning of descriptive terms " (p. 29), 
which he has pinned on me, to one particular application of " one 
pattern of argument " (ECA, p. 19), which both in ECA and 
in NEPT I did in fact make. 

(a) He asks: "Why should we accept Flew's unargued 
contention that ' acting of his own freewill ' is like ' yellow ' and 
' wet ' and unlike ' miracle ' and ' vacuum ' in having to be defined 
ostensively by reference to paradigm cases? " (p. 30: italics his). 
The question is a fair one. The contention was indeed unargued. 
I confess that I am now no longer convinced that it is true, nor 
yet that the arguments which then persuaded me were sound. 
Furthermore through committing myself to it I obscured an 
important distinction: between defining ostensively in terms 
of particular specific instances; and explaining by reference to 
examples which have to satisfy a certain general specification. 
It was thus my own fault that A. C. MacIntyre thought I was 
here arguing that "what we mean by 'a free act' is 'an act 
that is prima fade free' " (' Determinism' in Mind, 1957).' 

However, this contention, which I do not now wish to 
defend, was also rash unnecessarily. It would have been quite 
sufficient to show only that the meanings of expressions such as 
"of his own freewill" and "could have helped it" "can be 
elucidated by looking at simple paradigm cases: such as those 
in which fastidious language users employ it when the madness 
of metaphysics is not upon them; such as those by reference to 
which the expression usually is ... explained " (NEPT, p. 150: 
no italics in original). Indeed if once the can be is established, 
usually is provides only inessential reinforcement. For my 
purpose there was with the aid of such paradigms to underline 
meanings as a preliminary to attacking a stock theological argu- 

SIndeed this does just about sum up the false position I did take in one paragraph of an 
earlier paper, to which neither Watkins nor MacIntyre refer (' Crime or Disease' British 
Jornal of Soolio 1, 95 4, P. 4). 
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ment-an enterprise, incidentally, which one might have hoped 
would prop up Watkins' drooping lids. While in the other 
article the offending suggestion only appears in an illustration 
as a rhetorical question in parentheses: "(how else could it be 
taught?) ". 

That such everyday expressions of incrimination and extenu- 
ation " can be taught by reference to such paradigm cases" 
(ECA, p. 19: no italics in original) I tried to bring out by an 
outline object lesson (NEPT, pp. 149-50). Though of course 
the object of the exercise as a whole was not to exhibit pedagogic 
possibilities, but to elucidate and underline everyday meanings.1 
If it is necessary to give a reason for saying that they usually are 
taught by reference to standard and commonplace cases, then 
for the final knock-down proof perhaps we shall have to await 
a careful observational study of a proper sample of all children. 
But in the meantime we can find reasons: by observing how the 
children of our neighbours acquire the basic vocabulary of 
responsibility and exculpation; by considering that this is 
mastered by those who never display, either then or later, much 
capacity for abstract thought; and by remembering how many 
people have been able to employ not only the notion of " cause " 
but also that of " avoidability " without turning ever " to Galileo, 
or Hume, or Mill, to a theoretical treatise " (p. 32). 

(b) Watkins argues: "If 'acting of his own freewill' has 
been defined by reference to such situations as that in which a 
man, under no social pressure, marries the girl he wants to 

marry, then neitber the linguistic philosopher who 'describes' 
Smith's marrying ... as a free act, nor Smith's psychiatrist, who, 
convinced that Smith is acting under an obsessional compulsion, 
'describes ' his marriage as an unfree act .. is making a factual 
statement about the freedom or unfreedom of Smith's act. The 
psychiatrist . . . is simply contradicting himself, while the 
linguistic philosopher is simply uttering a tautology" (p. 30: 
his italics). This passage can be used to bring out several points. 

(i) The psychiatrist. If he is claiming that Smith had no 
alternative, that he could not have helped doing what he did, 
then whether his claim is in fact true or false, it certainly is 
empirical and not in itself contradictory. Suppose it happens to 
be true: then Smith's case will not fit my fuller specification of 
the paradigm; for it will not be true that Smith like Murdo ' did 

1 Here I wish at least to mention W. F. R. Hardie 'My own Free Will' (Philosophy, 
1957): which valuably and unfashionably argues that it is right to allow that these do not 
entail unpredictability in principle; while at the same time insisting that there is reason to 
believe that there is application for another concept of freewill which does. 
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what he did and rejectedpossible alternative courses of action ' (NEPT, 
p. 149: italics not in original). 

(ii) However, if Watkins were to complain that my specifica- 
tions were unsatisfactory, I should agree entirely. I ought, for 
instance, to have brought out that and why "' could have helped 
it" rather than " of his own freewill" is "the key notion" 
(NEPT, p. 150). It is because: whereas everyone who acts of 
his own freewill could have helped doing what he does; not 
everyone who could have helped doing something acted of his 
own freewill. Thus A. C. MacIntyre is, surely, mistaken simply 
to equate acting freely with acting "rationally ". He writes: 
" whether an action was free, that is 'rational ', or not "(loc. dcit., 
p. 35); and prescribes that " Behaviour is rational.., .if, and only 
if, it can be influenced or inhibited by the adducing of some 
logically relevant consideration" (ibid., p. 34). But a person 
induced to act in a particular way by threats may be acting in 
this sense " rationally ", though he is certainly not acting freely. 
Nevertheless my own account might have been improved greatly 
had I emphasized, as MacIntyre does, the importance of this possi- 
bility of affecting the issue by adducing " some logically relevant 
consideration ". 

(iii) Now " the linguistic philosopher ". If he is claiming 
that Smith's case fits some specification of a paradigm, then his 
claim is clearly factual not tautological: for he is saying, for 
instance, that Smith " did what he did and rejected possible 
alternative courses of action without being under any pressure 
to act in this way " (NEPT, pp. 149-150). If he goes on to say 
that granting that it does fit this specification it just is a free 
action; then, provided always that the specification is correct 
and adequate, of course what he is saying must be tautological. 

(iv) Watkins obviously regards this last as a damaging charge: 
"This sounds staunchly reassuring, but it is really a miserable 
tautology" (p. 30); "In trying to strengthen her counter- 
assertion she went too far and transformed it into a tautology. 
And you cannot rebut anyone with a tautology" (p. 31); and 
" . . . he will transform those factual assertions he is most 
anxious to assert into tautologies; and you cannot kill meta- 
physics with this sort of paper shot " (p. 33). Yet the negation 
of a tautology is, notoriously, a self-contradiction. So to show 
that someone is committed to denying a tautology would be, on 
the contrary, a peculiarly destructive rebuttal. Furthermore the 
fact that a tautology plays an important part in an argument 
does not prevent that argument from depending also on an 
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empirical assertion. Suppose "the linguistic philosopher" 
found " the metaphysician " maintaining that no one ever acts 
of his own freewill. He might, as a first move, reply: first, by 
asserting that the actual example of Smith in fact fits the paradigm 
specification; and, second, by uttering the tautology that any- 
thing which fits that just is an instance of acting of his own free- 
will. Compare: "A paradigm case of acting freely, of being free 
to choose, would be . . . a case which happily is scarcely rare " 
(NEPT, p. 149); or the later sentence from which Watkins 
quoted earlier (p. 26). As Runyon might have said: If these 
are not free actions they will at least do till some come along. 

University College of North Staffordshire. 
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