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1.

Introduction

According to the popular origin story of analytic philosophy, during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, philosophy in the Anglo-American world was dominated by the great systems of
idealism that were inspired by the metaphysics of Kant, Hegel, and other thinkers in the tradition
of German Idealism that followed in their wake. This hegemony lasted until these thinkers were
overthrown by proponents of a new analytic philosophy led by Bertrand Russell and G.E. Moore.
I am not interested here in providing an assessment of the extent to which this origin story is
true, but I will note that one consequence of it appears to be the temptation to treat absolute
idealism as one doctrine rather than as a family of doctrines, the members of which, like all
families, resemble each other in various ways, are motivated by different considerations, and are
committed to different consequences. 1 Perhaps this temptation is strengthened by the tendency to
study only a relative few of the many idealists from this period. But we cannot truly understand
our history by studying only a select few, even if the few we study are terrific philosophers now
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viewed as canonical. We must also assess the context in which they thought, and this also
requires studying those figures that, whether rightly or wrongly, are now on the margins. 2
My plan here is to focus on the metaphysics of Mary Whiton Calkins, who I will
henceforth simply refer to as “Calkins”. Calkins was an important figure in this time period. She
defended a dissertation thesis under Josiah Royce and William James, who both taught at
Harvard, but the institutionalized sexism at Harvard prevented her from receiving the degree she
deserved, despite strong advocacy for her from her committee. 3 During her professional career,
she authored forty articles on psychology and philosophy, primarily dealing with metaphysics,
the philosophy of mind, the history of philosophy, and ethics. 4 She also authored many books,
including The Persistent Problems of Philosophy, which was a popular textbook on the history of
metaphysics that was reprinted five times from 1907 (the date of its initial publication) to 1927.
She was the first woman president of the American Philosophical Association, and one of the
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few people to be elected president of both that APA and its sister, the American Psychological
Association, after the two associations became two separate academic societies. 5 Yet, despite
these accomplishments, she is not well-known today. 6
Here is the plan for the remainder of the paper. In section 2, I will offer a preliminary
characterization of absolute idealism. In section 3, I will discuss Calkins’ views on the nature of
the Absolute. In section 4, I will discuss how the Absolute relates to finite persons. In section 5, I
will critically discuss two of Calkins’ arguments for her version of absolute idealism, both of
which turn on claims about the metaphysics of relations.

2.

Absolute Idealism

All absolute idealists are committed to the claims that (i) there is a unique entity, the Absolute,
that is in some way metaphysically prior to all other entities and (ii) that this entity is
appropriately characterized as fundamentally mental in nature, rather than fundamentally
material, fundamentally material and mental, or fundamentally neither. But in what way the
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Absolute is prior and the kind of mentality enjoyed by it are contested issues. Moreover, it is
clear that absolute idealists must be committed to more than merely (i) and (ii), since all theists
also accept that there is a unique entity that is in some way metaphysically prior to all others,
who is appropriately thought of as mental. The absolute idealist also accepts that (iii)
fundamentally everything is mental in nature, and the theist might not accept (iii). But again, a
theist of a Berkeleyian or Leibnizian persuasion would, but they are not absolute idealists. 7
Many absolute idealists deny that the Absolute is a person, and this distinguishes them
from classical theists who view God as a Supreme Person. Calkins is explicit that the Absolute is
a person. (Whether the Absolute is appropriately thought of as a God is also up for dispute; we
will return to this question later.) The further thesis that distinguishes all absolute idealists from
Berkeleyian or Leibnizian theists is that (iv) nothing is distinct from the absolute. Two things are
distinct in this technical sense just in case they are numerically distinct, and neither is a part of
the other, an aspect or feature of the other, or an abstraction from some fact about the other. On
both the Berkeleyian and Leibnizian versions of idealism, human persons are distinct from (yet
still dependent on) God, and hence those views are not properly classified as versions of absolute
idealism.
We’ve now identified four theses that jointly distinguish absolute idealism from other
doctrines it might be conflated with. But these theses are highly general, and each allow for a
7
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myriad of ways in which they might be made specific. In the next section, I will discuss how
Calkins’ version of absolute idealism puts flesh on the bare bones statement of absolute idealism
just provided.

3.

The Nature of the Absolute

Calkins is an advocate of personalism, the view that reality is fundamentally personal in nature.
On her version of absolute idealism, the Absolute is strictly and literally a person, and we are
finite persons that are among the Absolute’s parts. 8 Many contemporaneous idealistic views
deny this; some hold that the Absolute is, in a sense, less than a person, and many hold that the
Absolute is, in a sense, more than a person. We’ll discuss representatives of both positions in
turn.
According to McTaggart, reality as a whole consists in persons, that is, reality as a whole
decomposes into persons and parts of persons, the latter of which are states of persons, such as
perceptions and episodes of love. 9 But reality as a whole is merely a unified collection of persons
but not a person, for McTaggart declares that no person can be a part of another person. 10 Note
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271

that McTaggart does not accept this claim because he thinks that persons are mereologically
simple. Far from it! Every person has infinitely many parts, none of which is mereologically
simple. 11
McTaggart merely declares the thesis that no person can be a part of a person rather than
argues for it. 12 Interestingly, many contemporary philosophers find McTaggart’s thesis
plausible. 13 But even if direct arguments for McTaggart’s thesis are not to be found, analogies
that might support or conflict with his intuition can be considered. Some kinds of entities – such
as cities – do not seem capable of being parts of something of the same kind. Others are:
business corporations can be parts of other business corporations. 14
By contrast, Calkins has two arguments that persons can be parts of other persons. First,
she appeals to the phenomenon of what was then called “multiple personality disorder”. 15
According to Calkins, it is not implausible that those afflicted with this disorder have many
selves. Second, Calkins (1927: 467) notes that many of us think of our past selves as being in
McTaggart (1918: 82-8), there are direct arguments that the Absolute cannot be a person that are
independent of the general claim that persons cannot mereologically overlap.
11
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some way non-identical with us and yet not distinct. My past self, who I barely remember, is a
(temporal) part of me but is not all of me; nonetheless, my past self is a person. And within me, I
have a conservative self and a liberal self, but I am able to reconcile those parts of me. 16
Interestingly, there is a second point of conflict between McTaggart and Calkins.
McTaggart (1918: 86) argues that, if the Absolute really is a person as opposed to a unified
system of persons, then one ought to also say that social groups with sufficient degrees of unity,
such as societies, colleges, and gangs of thieves, are also persons. But this is not so. Calkins
(1920) concedes that, if absolute idealism is true, one barrier to the claim that, e.g., societies, are
persons has been eliminated, since persons can be parts of other persons, but she nonetheless
argues both that the proponent of personalist absolute idealism needn’t think that such
collections do constitute persons and in fact they should probably deny that they do. 17
For a second version of the view that the Absolute is impersonal, let us consider Calkins’
(1927: 348-51) interpretation of Schopenhauer, according to which ultimate reality consist in the
Will. On Calkins’ interpretation, there is an Absolute and it consists in its act of willing. I say
that this view is a view on which the Absolute is sub-personal, since although persons are
capable of willing, they are capable of many other mental activities, and persons are not to be
identified with their acts of willing. This is in fact the crux of Calkins’ (1927: 358-359) criticism
of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics. Calkins (1927: 359) claims that Schopenhauer conceives of the
Absolute as a person, but with little basis then denies of this person the attributes that all other
persons enjoy.
16
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Let us now turn to a representative of the view that the Absolute is, in some sense, more
than a person. On Calkins’ (1927: 325) interpretation of Fichte, Fichte is an absolute idealist who
denies that the Absolute is a person on the grounds that all persons are limited while the
Absolute is without limits, and so the Absolute cannot be a person. Calkins (1927: 328) claims
that Fichte believes that the Absolute is what she calls “an impersonal I”, but the notion of an
impersonal I is contradictory: nothing can be an “I” or a “self” and yet be impersonal.
Why think that personhood implies limitation? All persons are selves, and Calkins often
talks of selves as conscious beings who are aware of their persistence, capable of change, related
to an environment, and who are unique and irreplaceable. 18 Calkins (1927: 427) conception of
what it is to be unique and irreplaceable seems to commit her to a kind of haecceitism: a person
is a “this or a that” and “a reality which cannot be replaced by another, however like it or
qualitatively identical with it”. 19 In short, a person who is qualitatively indiscernible from me is
not necessarily me. 20 Calkins (1927: 330, 335, 455) denies that all persons are limited, since, to
be without limits is to be not limited by anything distinct from oneself, but this is consistent with
being limited by oneself in such a way as to satisfy the requirements for personhood. 21
18
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Given how Calkins characterizes selfhood, has Calkins adequately responded to the claim
that the Absolute cannot be a person? Regardless of whether Calkins has properly conceived of
being limited, the key issue is whether the Absolute has the qualities that Calkins attributes to
selves. In reverse order, although (I assume) the Absolute is unique in the sense that it has no
possible duplicates distinct from itself, this also guarantees that haecceitism is trivially false of
the absolute. Probably Calkins should reply that haecceitism is only a consequence of how she
understands uniqueness given that the person in question contingently exists. Since nothing is
distinct from the Absolute, it seems that the Absolute has no environment. But perhaps Calkins
could respond that a person’s environment consists in those things numerically distinct from her
that are also related to her, and if so, the Absolute has an environment.
Change and persistence are trickier to address. Calkins (1927: 46) explicitly states that
the Absolute shares our experience of change, but does not itself change. 22 Moreover, from the
Absolute’s perspective, nothing is past, present, or future. Since the Absolute does not change, it
cannot have an experience of itself as changing, at least given the assumption that all of its
experiences are veridical. Moreover, one might worry that since, from the Absolute’s
perspective, nothing is past, present, or future, nothing really is past, present, or future. As far as
I am aware, Calkins does not explicitly discuss the questions of whether time is real, and whether
time is real only if there are genuine distinctions between past, present, and future. But, as we
will discuss in section 4, she does use the perspective of the Absolute as a criterion of truth,
which suggests that she is committed to there being no real distinction between past, present, and
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future. But if nothing is past, present, or future, is time itself unreal? 23 If time is unreal, how
could the Absolute have an awareness of its persistence? 24
What these considerations suggest is that Calkins should not take it to be definitional that
selves are conscious beings who are aware of their persistence, capable of change, related to an
environment, and who are unique and irreplaceable. Instead, to be a self is simply to be a
conscious being, and to be a person is to be a self who is aware of itself and its features. In
earlier work, Calkins (1900: 495) claimed that the self is indefinable, though selves can be
described as having the features she listed. 25 My suggestion is that Calkins should say that the
characteristics that Calkins mentions are true of limited and embodied persons but not
necessarily true of all persons.
The Absolute is neither limited nor embodied. According to Calkins (1927: 456), bodies
are complexes of sensations, ideas, and other mental phenomena. My body serves as a sign to
others that I exist. 26 I am not my body; instead I have a body. But Calkins (1930: 204) denies
23
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that every physical object must correspond exactly with a self that has that body. She notes that a
leaf might be a mere complex of sensations rather than an entity that either is or corresponds to a
self, and this is one respect in which her view differs from a kind of panpsychism or animism. 27
And there is no reason to attribute to the Absolute a body. 28 Calkins (1927: 146-7) claims that
each of us can directly know that the Absolute exists by virtue of our partial identity with the
Absolute, and so there is no need for the Absolute to have a sign of its existence. 29
It is not clear how it is that, since I am a part of the Absolute, I can directly know the
existence of the Absolute. Suppose that Calkins’ suggestion that I have had many parts who are
themselves persons is correct. Consider my present self. Does he know that a (finite) person
numerically distinct from it exists? And in general does one know that one is not one’s present
self, but rather contains it as a part? And if one can know the existence of a person directly when
one is a part of that person, don’t we have a strong reason to think that societies, corporations,
and so forth are not persons, insofar as one can easily doubt that these things are properly
thought of as single entities at all? (But wouldn’t this be a rather strange argument for the
conclusion that societies, etc. are not persons?)
Calkins does give an argument for the existence of the Absolute that begins from selfknowledge. First, Calkins (1927: 422, 455) claims that I know from experience that I have limits,
and hence there must be something that is distinct from me. But in order for there to be
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something distinct from me, there must be a relation between me and it, and this is possible only
if there is an Absolute. We will explore Calkins’ views about relations further in section 5.
Suppose that there is an Absolute person. One pressing question concerns the moral
status of this being: is the Absolute a morally good person? Bradley (1930: 363-5, 371, 380)
argues that good and evil are themselves appearances. And for that reason, Bradley (1930: 386)
holds that the Absolute is above good and evil. If so, the question of whether the Absolute is
good is a poor question to ask, though Bradley (1930: 365) grants that, in a sense, the Absolute
can be said to be good.
However, Calkins (1927: 461-4) argues that the correct account of what it is to be
supremely good implies that the Absolute is morally good. 30 According to Calkins (1918: 21), to
be good – that is, to be a good person – is to will what is supremely good. But, according to
Calkins, value in general necessarily requires the existence of persons who value; in slogan form,
“value requires valuers”. 31 This is because, for Calkins (1918: 200), to value, to desire, and to
will are the same, and to be good is simply to be valued, willed, or desired by some person. 32
Calkins (1927: 463-464) claims that to be intrinsically or finally good is to be what she calls “an
ultimate object of the will”: it is to be that which is willed for its own sake rather than for the
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sake of something else, and to be such its nature suffices to explain why it is desired. 33 And this
is why she at least provisionally claims that for a person to be good is for her to will that “which
to him is good” and that a man is good or bad to the extent that he measures up to the subjective
standards that he holds. 34 On this view, the Absolute is morally good to the extent it measures up
to what it ultimately values, and Calkins thinks that this must be the case. Calkins (1927b: 578)
also seems attracted to the idea that to be supremely good is to be an ultimate object of a divine
or absolute will. It seems to me that this view also makes it likely that the Absolute is morally
good, since there is nothing to prevent it from acting in accordance with what it supremely
values, and a failure to do so would imply that it is limited in a way that seems inconsistent with
its status as an Absolute. What is the supremely valuable state? According to Calkins (1918:
145), it is maximal desirable consciousness for the entire realm of selves. 35
Given that the Absolute is an unlimited (or self-limited) morally good person, should we
conclude that the Absolute is a god? According to Calkins (1927: 466), there are “two significant
considerations that forbid the identification of Absolute with God”. Note that Calkins omits the
“the” in “the Absolute” here, which suggests that she is more interested in the extent to which the
concept of God and the concept of an Absolute are identical rather than the extent to which the
Absolute is God. This impression is confirmed at the bottom of p. 466, where she concludes that
the terms “Absolute” and “God” are not synonyms. Here are her reasons for denying that they
33
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are conceptually equivalent. First, the existence of the Absolute is known, and known through
theoretical reasoning, and needn’t be the object of a religious emotion or desire. Second, a
religious worshipper might think of God as distinct from everything else, but one cannot think of
the Absolute as being distinct from everything else.
Granted, the concepts are distinct. But is the Absolute a God? I am unaware of whether
Calkins definitively answers this question.

4.

The Absolute Person and Finite Persons

Let us now turn to the question of how the Absolute Person relates to finite persons. In order to
assess this question, it will be useful to first articulate the outlines of Calkins’ views about
philosophy and metaphysics. First, Calkins’ (1930: 199) conception of philosophy is that it
consists wholly in metaphysics; other sub-disciplines of philosophy, such as ethics or aesthetics,
are properly construed as normative branches of psychology, and perhaps some parts of logic
and epistemology are as well. 36 That inquiry which is distinctively philosophical is metaphysical
inquiry. According to Calkins (1927: 9; 1930: 199), metaphysics is concerned with the question
of what is ultimately real rather than real but merely derivatively so.
Let us first assess what Calkins has in mind by the expression “ultimately real”. Calkins
does think that the Absolute Person is the sole entity that is ultimately real. Is to be ultimately
real to have the highest amount (or form?) of reality? Are finite persons then to some degree less
real?
36
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Consider Bradley (1914: 448), who clearly and explicitly accepts that there are degrees of
reality or being; he notes that if forced to reject degrees of reality, his position would amount to
the view that there is exactly one object, the Universe-as-a-Whole. On Bradley’s view, in a
sense, there are selves if they are understood as finite centers of the Experience that is the
Absolute, but selves are not fully real, and the conception of the Absolute as consisting of selves
is not fully true. 37
But unlike Bradley, I do not see any reason to attribute the view that there are degrees of
reality to Calkins. First, I have found no direct textual evidence for this attribution, and so the
primary reason for doing so would be based on the claim that an appeal to degree of reality is the
best way to distinguish between the ultimately real and the derivatively real: that is, to take the
ultimately real to be the most real. I personally find this account of ultimate and derivative reality
attractive; in McDaniel (2013), I argue for it. But the positive case for attributing this view to
Calkins is rather weak. Second, there is textual evidence against attributing this view to Calkins;
Calkins (1919b: 125) seems to claim that selves (in the plural) are among the fully real. This
suggests that the Absolute Person does not have more reality than finite ones: the Absolute
Person is ultimately real but it has no more reality than its finite personal parts.
37
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contrary to Calkins (1927: 426). See also Mander (2011: 120), who analogizes Bradley’s view
with Schopenhauer’s, and Sprigge (1998) for a defense of Bradley’s absolute idealism; Sprigge
(1998: 194) also denies that the Absolute is a person.
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So we need a different interpretation of Calkins. Many philosophers accept a relation of
grounding or metaphysical priority between entities that does not imply that the metaphysically
prior has more reality than the metaphysically posterior. 38 Calkins appears to be one of these
philosophers: we are all proper parts of the Absolute Person and are grounded in the Absolute
Person without being less real than the Absolute Person. 39 In the terminology of Schaffer (2010),
she is a priority monist.
But it is not merely that the Absolute Person grounds the finite persons that are its parts.
There is more to be said about how the Absolute Person grounds us. This relation of grounding is
realized, albeit obscurely, in her metaphysics via the claim that finite persons are expressions of
the will of an infinite self. 40 According to Calkins (1927: 471), each of us is “distinctly willed”
by the Absolute Person. Although these remarks are obscure, I think we can make some sense of
them. We shouldn’t view these remarks as implying that we are the external consequences of
actions of the Divine Person. We might be tempted to think this, since in the typical case, what
we will is an action that brings about a change in our external environment. But since the
Absolute Person has no external environment, this cannot be what Calkins means. But not all
acts of will are directed towards changes in our environments: each of us also often wills that he
or she be a certain way. I suspect that Calkins has this in mind and that on her view, each of us is
the result of the Absolute Person’s willing that It be a certain way.
There is still a puzzle to be confronted. To see this, let’s first discuss the conditions under
which I can have desires directed towards particular objects. I can will that I be a certain way
38
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because I exist antecedent to my act of will, and so I am available to serve as the focal point of a
desire. In general, I can will that some particular object be some way because I have an
antecedent acquaintance with that particular object, or at least have some way of uniquely
specifying it. But if I lack either of these with respect to an object to which a desire could be
directed, I cannot have desires about that object. I can desire that there be some object or other
that is some particular way, but I cannot desire of that particular object that it be that way.
How then can the Absolute’s willing that itself be a certain way ground me or the fact
that I exist? Let us grant that we can conceive how an agent for which there is no division of
past, present, and future can nonetheless will that it be a certain way, and that as a consequence
of its act of will, there is a person with my qualities and (apparent?) spatial and temporal
locations. But why is this result me rather than someone else with the same qualities? Given the
understanding of uniqueness and irreplaceability suggested earlier, an efficacious will that there
be a person with my qualities does not guarantee that the person is me.
I see two ways to respond to this worry. The first response is to accept a kind of
haecceitism for acts of will. For any unique and irreplaceable person, there is a unique and
irreplaceable act of will. On this response, there are two possible acts of will that are
qualitatively indiscernible but numerically distinct, and each of which is responsible for the
existence of a possible person – and these possible persons are themselves qualitatively
indiscernible but numerically distinct. Frankly, this strikes me as an unlovely solution.
The second response is to deny that grounding induces necessitation: that is, there are
cases in which x grounds y, but it is not necessary that x grounds y and it is not necessary that if x
exists, then y exists. I am grounded in an act of will of the Absolute Person, and this suffices for
me to be a derivative entity. But that act of will of the Absolute Person does not necessitate that
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its product be me. Whether grounding does induce necessitation is a subject of intense debate in
the contemporary literature. 41 Perhaps Calkins’ best response is to take a side in this debate.
Suppose that we are the consequences of acts of will by the Absolute. We are also agents
who will. Is our free will compromised by our ontological status? The concern is that the desires
of the Absolute dictate who we are and what we do, but we do not have control over what the
Absolute desires. And hence we do not have control over who we are and what we do. 42
Some forms of compatibilism quickly resolve the worry facing Calkins. If, for example, a
free action just is an action that is done without serious external compulsion and is caused by
one’s desires that are not the result of a psychological disorder, Calkins’ version of absolute
idealism does not threaten our freedom. The Absolute might will that we will what we do, but
nonetheless what we do is often freely done.
However, Calkins seems to reject compatibilism, although I am not aware of texts in
which she explicitly states that she rejects it. 43 Calkins (1927: 474) claims that the personalist
substitutes “the myth of rigid scientific law” with a conception of laws as statistical, and the
surrounding discussion suggests that she conflates determinism with the denial of free will. And
her response to the specific worry for freedom that her version of absolute idealism seems to
41
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42

This employs a principle sometimes called “The Transfer of Powerlessness” in the free will

literature: if P guarantees that I do A, and it is not under my control whether P obtains, and it is
not under my control whether P guarantees that I do A, then it is not under my control whether I
do A. See, e.g., van Inwagen (1983: 94-105) for a discussion.
43

That said, the remarks made in Calkins (1918: 13-15, 184) come very close to an explicit

rejection of compatibilism.
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generate also suggests that an absence of (in some sense prior) sufficient conditions for a
person’s action is necessary for that action to be free. 44 Calkins (1927: 478-479) claims that
absolute idealism is compatible with our having free will because, although the Absolute wills
that I am, some of what I do is not willed to be done by the Absolute, but rather is merely
permitted by the Absolute. So although my existence is the result of the will of the Absolute, not
every aspect of my nature is. 45

5.

Two Arguments from Relations

We have now carefully stated the contours of Calkins’ absolute idealism. In this section, we will
critically evaluate two arguments for this position, both of which turn on claims about the nature
of relations. Concerns about the metaphysics of relations were one focal point of metaphysical
discussion during the period in which Calkins wrote, and unsurprisingly these concerns are live
for her. 46 Perhaps we are blasé about relations now, but for vast swathes of the history of

44

By contrast, Bradley (1930: 385) characterizes the conception of free will as demanding that

there be no antecedent determining conditions as “a mere lingering chimera”.
45

McDonald (2007: 115, 123) claims that Calkins is committed to determinism, because, as

McDonald (1927: 123) puts it,”… Calkins’s conception of the Absolute Self … implies that the
will of the Absolute Self determines the content of reality”. For the reasons discussed here, I do
not think McDonald is correct.
46

Mander (2011: 89-93, 99-101, 104-111, 129-132) provides an excellent discussion of the

problem of relations in T.H. Green and F.H. Bradley.
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philosophy, relations were viewed with puzzlement and suspicion. It is worth keeping this in
mind in order to see why Calkins would have sympathy for the arguments to come.
Both arguments turn on a rejection of the idea that relations can be “external”. But the
way they reject this idea differs in the two arguments. Rather than painstakingly detail the
various senses that have been (let alone could have been) given to the terms “external relation”
and “internal relation”, I’ll simply state the respective arguments. Neither statement makes
ineliminable use of potentially contested terminology. 47
The first argument for idealism is based on the premise that, in general, no relation can
obtain between two things unless there is a qualitative commonality between the two things;
relations are not instantiated independently of the “inner properties” of things, and hence in this
sense all relations are “internal”. 48 The second premise is that a necessary condition of
qualitative commonality is being of the same basic ontological kind. The third premise is that we
are not material entities, but rather are mental entities, and that mental entities and material
entities do not belong to the same basic ontological kind. (Note that this premise does not by
itself imply idealism, since it is consistent with it that some form dualism is true.) The fourth
premise is that there is a relation of knowing between a person and an object of knowledge, the
latter of which is a thing rather than, e.g., a proposition. 49 (Perhaps the kind of knowledge
invoked here is better described as one that involves acquaintance with things, since it does not
47

For further discussion of Calkins’ views on relations, see McDonald (2006: 55-8).

48

This is not to say that a relation simply reduces to the intrinsic properties of its relatas; it is

certainly not to say that a relation reduces to the intrinsic properties of one of its relata, a position
rejected by Calkins (1930: 210).
49

See Calkins (1927: 472).
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seem to be straightforwardly a propositional attitude.) It follows from these four premises that
everything that we have knowledge of is a mental entity rather than a material entity. One of the
things we have knowledge of is reality as a whole. So reality as a whole is a mental entity.
From the absolute idealist’s standpoint, there are two notable weaknesses in this
argument. The first weakness is that one might grant the premises about relations but claim
instead that we are material entities rather than mental entities, and derive materialism rather
than idealism as a conclusion. This is not to say that this argument is without interest, but merely
to say that even if we set aside the contentious claims about the metaphysics of relations, other
concerns remain. Second, the conclusion of this argument is some form of idealism but not
necessarily absolute idealism, let alone personalistic absolute idealism. If each of us is, strictly
speaking, a mere bundle of ideas rather than a unified person who has these ideas, then the
argument licenses a form of Humean idealism according to which we are merely bundles of
ideas. 50
That said, Calkins (1927: 451-2) does accept arguments for moving from some form of
idealism to personalistic absolute idealism. The first such argument is based on the possibility of
error. Obviously, some of our beliefs are false. But given idealism, what makes a belief false?
What is the standard for correctness? According to Calkins, a statement can be said to be in error
only if it is inconsistent with someone else’s (true) experience. There are at least as many
possible errors as there are finite individuals, and so in order for there to be an ultimate standard

50

Calkins (1927: 426) refers to this type of idealism as “ideism”.
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for correctness of belief, there must be an absolute person: to be correct is to be in accordance
with the judgments of this person. 51
The second argument for moving from idealism to absolute idealism is based on the
claim that otherwise the idealist cannot avoid a kind of solipsism. 52 Calkins (1927: 146-7, 454)
claims that what is epistemologically first is our knowledge of ourselves and our own
experiences. 53 How then can we know of the existence of anything beyond us? According to
Calkins, we know that we are limited, and hence we know that there is something more than us,
and we know that this something must be such that it can relate us to other things, including
persons. Calkins seems to think that, in order for it to have this capacity, this something beyond
us must itself be a person. Since this argument is closely connected to the second argument from
the metaphysics of relations, I will now turn to the second argument, rather than pursue this
particular train of thought further.

51

As Calkins notes, this argument has antecedents in Royce (2005: 350-353). See Trotter (2001:

4-12) for a discussion of Royce’s version of this argument. Brink suggests, in his introduction to
Green (2003: xxvi-xxvii), a similar argument from error. Green (2003: 80) does argue that the
existence of an absolute consciousness is necessary for each of us to have knowledge of facts
independent of each of us.
52

See Calkins (1911: 451-452). Calkins 1927: 146-147, 454) tells us that in order to avoid

solipsism, the idealist should be a personalist absolutist. See also McDonald (2006: 53-56, 7173) for further discussion.
53

See also Calkins (1911: 453).
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Here is the second argument from relations. 54 The first premise is that a relation can
relate two objects only if (i) those two objects are parts of the same whole, and (ii) this whole can
serve as the “intermediary” of this relation. 55 Calkins (1927: 448) notes that one might think that
spatial relations are a counter-example to this premise, since one might claim that spatial
relations can directly relate two things independently of whether they are parts of larger whole.
But this is mistaken: two things can be spatially related only if they are embedded in a larger
context, space as a whole. The spatial relations between, e.g., a hand and a desk, are not direct,
but rather obtain in virtue of the structure of space.
The second premise is that only a person can serve as an intermediary of a given relation;
the slogan is “relations require a relater”. 56 As noted earlier, like many philosophers prior to her,
Calkins finds the metaphysics of relations mysterious, but she does think that there is one context
in which we know with certainty that things are related to one another: when we attend to our
own experiences, we find various relations between these experiences. 57 But these relations are
not ones that the experiences could flat-out bear to each other without being embedded in a
larger context. Rather, the possibility that they are thus related requires the presence of a
conscious being to contain them, to serve as their “intermediary”, that is, the medium in which
54

I take this argument from Calkins (1927: 442-448).

55

See Calkins (1920: 683-684), Calkins (1911: 452), in which she claims that there can be no

relations between ultimately separate realities, and Calkins (1930: 209-211), in which she also
invokes Bradley’s regress argument. See also McDonald (2006: 56-57).
56

See Calkins (1919a: 604-605) and Calkins (1920: 683-684). See Mander (2011: 93-94) for a

discussion of a similar principle in T.H. Green.
57

See Calkins (1919a: 603-604). It might be profitable to compare with Green (2003: 33-34).
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these relations can obtain. According to Calkins (1927: 427), the self “must be regarded … as the
relater, or unifier, of the different parts or aspects of itself”. This is the only model for how
relations could obtain that is intelligible to us. Since in general there are relations between things,
there must be an absolute person that contains all those things that are related to each other.
How well do these two arguments fit together? If the idea that the relations require a
relater is right, why can’t a relater relate regardless of the intrinsic features of the objects in
question? Where does the restriction come from? If relations are the result of an activity of the
mind – a relating of things – why can’t this mind relate things regardless of their nature? I can
say, for example, that the number 2 is not identical with my dog Ranger. If non-identity is among
those relations that require a relater, then this relater can relate things of fundamentally different
ontological categories. This suggests that there is a tension between the two arguments.
I think this tension can be resolved. Calkins could say that, in order for a relater to relate
some objects, these objects must be internal to the relater in the sense that they are not distinct
from the relater but rather are parts of the relater. Hence these objects are in some sense of the
same basic kind as the relater, and hence of the same basic kind as each other. If this is the case,
then instead of there being a tension between the two arguments, the first argument presupposes
the results of the second argument rather than constituting a distinct second argument.
These two arguments are not the only arguments for idealism defended by Calkins. And
considerations of space prevent me from detailing her responses to the anti-idealists of her time.
Fortunately, Calkins is a clear writer and her arguments are typically presented in a
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straightforward manner, which probably partially explains the popularity of Calkins (1927). Her
work can be read with pleasure should you choose to do so. 58
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