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Christman, John, Reconceiving Freedom from the Shadows of Slavery: Lib-
erty in a Non-Ideal World. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2025, pp. ix + 255. 
 
John Christman’s Reconceiving Freedom represents one of the most sophisticated 
attempts to articulate a positive conception of freedom in contemporary political 
philosophy. His work demonstrates remarkable philosophical precision and his-
torical grounding. Christman develops his account with analytical rigor and 
clarity that makes complex philosophical concepts accessible, while his use of 
real-life examples from the history of slavery illuminates abstract discussions 
and demonstrates their practical significance. 

Christman’s sophisticated conception of freedom avoids three major prob-
lems that have historically undermined other positive accounts. First, he rejects 
the problematic notion of a “true self” existing independently from power dy-
namics, recognizing that our identities are formed through our relationships and 
social environments. Second, he distances his account from perfectionism, 
which ties freedom conceptually to particular forms of human flourishing. This 
allows freedom to function as an independent criterion for evaluating social ar-
rangements. Third, he avoids moralizing freedom because he refuses to define 
freedom in terms of rights or actions sanctioned by a certain conception of jus-
tice, ensuring freedom can serve as an input into analyses of justice rather than 
being derived from prior moral commitments (142–143). 

Central to his methodology is examining freedom as the antidote of slavery 
because slavery is “the most extreme version of any kind of tyrannical or op-
pressive circumstance” (34) and historically freedom emerges as a widely held 
social value directly in response to slavery.  

Slavery operated first and foremost through the use of superior physical 
force and coercion. According to Christman, slavery was sustained and rein-
forced by three key mechanisms: debilitation (the systematic destruction of abili-
ties needed to pursue valued projects), social dislocation (the forced disruption of 
stable social spaces through sale and movement), and dehumanization (the public 
racial degradation that denied full personhood). Since freedom is the antidote of 
slavery, freedom necessarily involves the necessary capacities to engage in 
meaningful social existence, the opportunity to develop self-governance, and 
public recognition as a person with full standing in the social order.  

Christman argues that normative principles derived from overly idealized 
conditions distort the interests and perspectives of people living under systemat-
ic victimization. That is because people living under systematic victimization 
have interests centered on alleviating those conditions—concerns that he be-
lieves disappear when theorizing assumes idealized circumstances. He proposes 
a “fundamental constraint of political realism”, whereby conceptions of freedom 
must guide action toward realizable goals (28). This constraint demands that if 
“freedom is impossible now and under any realistic medium-term future … we 
should reject (or put aside) that conception” (29).  

But I see a tension between political realism and the conceptualization of 
freedom as slavery’s antidote. Christman’s claim that a conception of freedom 
should illuminate injustices while painting a graspable picture of an achievable 
future remains vague, as “realistic medium-term future” lacks a definition. Is 
this medium-term relative to a person’s lifespan? North American slavery ex-
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tended from 1619 to 1865. Could someone in the XVII century conceptualize 
freedom in a way that recognized slaves as unfree persons without violating 
Christman’s constraints of political realism? Consider the Quakers who peti-
tioned against slavery in 1688. Neither they nor their grandchildren lived to wit-
ness the abolition of slavery. Should the Quakers have rejected or put aside their 
conception of freedom? If we follow Christman and reject conceptions of free-
dom simply because they are not currently realizable, we risk discarding valua-
ble long-term ideals. A similar concern arises in contemporary pro-democracy 
movements operating within entrenched authoritarian regimes that lack strong 
democratic traditions.1 Should pro-democracy activists conceptualize freedom in 
a way that does not describe themselves as unfree with respect to basic political 
and civil liberties simply because securing such liberties is not “realistic” in the 
medium term? On Christman’s view, it seems that these activists should revise 
their conception of freedom rather than continue to see themselves as unfree, a 
conclusion that appears normatively troubling. Can we not distinguish between 
the conceptual clarity required to articulate long-term ideals and the more 
pragmatic frameworks needed for short- and medium-term goals? 

Christman presents his positive conception of freedom as follows: 
 

A person is free to act or engage in an activity [or practice] or way of life to the 
extent that she has the opportunities, capabilities, and social support to engage in 
the self-governing pursuit of those activities that she can endorse from the per-
spective of her practical identity, and she is socially recognized as eligible for 
these pursuits (81). 

 
This is the definition of what Christman calls scalar freedom. But Christman also 
introduces the notion of basic freedom, defined as a sufficient degree of scalar 
freedom. A person possesses basic freedom iff she has an adequate range of op-
portunities, capabilities, and social support to pursue socially constituted prac-
tices “that she can endorse from the perspective of her practical identity; and she 
is socially recognized as being a self-governing agent who can engage in such 
pursuits” (82). One possible interpretation of this formulation is that Christman 
may be blurring the line between two distinct questions: what positive freedom 
is, and what social conditions are necessary to guarantee or support it. In other 
words, he may be conflating the concept of positive freedom itself with its ena-
bling conditions—such as recognition, capabilities, and institutional support—
which raises the question of whether these should be considered definitional fea-
tures of freedom or simply instrumental to it.  

Christman maintains that “a free society”, that is, a society that values 
freedom, should ensure its members enjoy basic freedom (106). However intui-
tive this distinction appears, the concept of basic freedom remains vague be-
cause it is unclear what constitutes an “adequate range” or what degree of scalar 
freedom suffices for a society to qualify as free. One possible way to interpret 
this is to treat “a free society” as a kind of range property: that is, a binary des-
ignation supervening on a scalar property (i.e., basic freedom of individuals). 
From this perspective, basic freedom is scalar, varying in degree, but a society 

 
1 Goyushov, A. and Huseynli, I. 2019, “Halted Democracy: Government Hijacking of  
the New Opposition in Azerbaijan,” in Leiße, O. (ed.), Politik und Gesellschaft im Kaukasus, 
Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden, 27–51. 
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counts as free only if each of its members possesses at least a minimum threshold 
of that freedom. This helps clarify how Christman might be using the term 
“free” at the societal level while maintaining a scalar framework for basic free-
dom of individuals. For analytical clarity, I now turn to examine the four com-
ponents of scalar freedom in greater detail. 

First, what does freedom pertain to? Christman argues that freedom per-
tains to actions—both basic (performed directly) and non-basic (performed by 
performing another action)—activities (sets of actions organized around purposes 
within socially understood scripts), practices (activities structured by normative 
standards), and ways of life (sets of practices connected to identities). These cate-
gories are inherently temporal, interpersonal, and socially constituted. For the 
sake of simplicity, I refer to all these collectively as socially constituted practices. 
They derive meaning from shared understandings that cannot be reduced to 
mere aggregations of actions. By contrast, according to pure negative and repub-
lican conceptions, freedom only pertains to actions: one is free or unfree solely 
with respect to actions. 

To support his claim that freedom does not pertain only to actions, Christ-
man offers three arguments. First of all, identical sets of actions can have differ-
ent meanings depending on social relations and institutional contexts. When A 
enters a sanctified church and kneels before an ordained priest, he “goes to 
mass”. When B performs identical physical movements in a deconsecrated 
church with a faux priest, she does not “go to mass”. Though both persons have 
the negative freedom to perform the same actions, only A engages in the activity 
of attending mass (94–96). Since humans aim to engage in socially meaningful 
pursuits rather than isolated actions devoid of context, a conception of freedom 
should enable us to evaluate whether individuals are free to engage in socially 
constituted practices. 

Moreover, by drawing on Bratman’s work, he argues that humans are 
“planning creatures” whose actions exist within temporally extended plans and 
self-governing policies (99). Thus, human actions are components of hierarchi-
cally organized plans directed toward goals. These plans are “partial”. They al-
low various paths to achieve objectives. Crucially, actions are almost always so-
cially embedded. They gain meaning from institutional structures and shared 
understandings. Thus, actions can only be understood through narratives that 
situate them within socially constituted practices. A plan to write a philosophy 
paper, for instance, only makes sense within a socially constituted academic 
practice with specific norms (100). If freedom pertains to actions, and actions 
are embedded in plans and socially constituted practices, then freedom must al-
so pertain to these practices.  

Christman also argues that the concept of a basic action is “unstable”, as any 
action can be infinitely subdivided (97). Pure negative freedom theorist Ian 
Carter has suggested resolving this problem of infinite subdivision by dividing 
space, time, and matter (the human body and its related objects) into equally 
sized, finite units.2 Other prominent pure negative theorists have endorsed this 
approach.3 However, Christman does not address this debate. 

 
2 Carter, I. 1999, A Measure of  Freedom, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 184. 
3 Carter, I. and Steiner, H. 2022, “Freedom Without Trimmings: The Perils of  Triva-
lence”, in Kurki, V.A.J., McBride, M. (eds.), Without Trimmings: The Legal, Moral and Polit-
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Furthermore, Christman argues that according to pure negative theorists, 
freedom is valuable because it enables agency4 and preserving freedom shows 
respect for deliberative capacity.5 He believes that these claims presuppose a 
richer conception of agency than mere choice-making, which, in Christman’s 
view, pure negative freedom theorists implicitly rely on. Agency, on this richer 
conception, belongs to temporally extended persons whose actions reflect their 
practical identities, that is a person’s “ongoing self-concept that structures her 
evaluative perspective, a description of herself under which things have value” 
(78). Since these identities manifest through social roles (e.g., parent, academic, 
spouse), valuable freedom must encompass socially structured activities. If free-
dom were limited to actions divorced from social meaning, its connection to 
identity would dissolve, undermining the very basis for its value that pure nega-
tive theorists themselves recognize. 

A significant weakness emerges in Christman’s discussion of freedom’s 
non-specific value. Carter argues that freedom is valuable as such, that is, it has 
a non-specific value because its value cannot be reduced to the value of specific 
actions a person is free to perform.6 For example, even freedoms we cannot cur-
rently imagine valuing remain valuable due to our ignorance about future de-
sires. Christman claims that his account captures this non-specific value. He 
asks us to imagine a religious person who values the freedom to sin because it pro-
vides the opportunity to resist temptation and increase piety (125). According to 
Christman, this shows that the freedom to sin has non-specific value as its value 
is not derived from the act of sinning itself. However, this example in fact 
demonstrates a kind of specific value, viz, a specific constitutive value of the free-
dom to sin. The person values the freedom to sin because it is conceptually nec-
essary for being pious. Being a pious person necessarily involves freely choosing 
not to sin rather than lacking the opportunity altogether. Thus, the value of this 
freedom is specific because it is explained by its constitutive role in piety.7  

Second, what are the conditions of freedom and unfreedom? Some theorists 
define freedom as the absence of prevention by others. Christman considers 
such a conception “empty” because it ignores whether individuals can carry out 
the unprevented actions (114). For him, freedom has four individually necessary 
and jointly sufficient conditions: (i) the absence of preventive obstacles imposed 
by others; (ii) possession of relevant capabilities (abilities and resources); (iii) so-
cial recognition as eligible to engage in the pursuits; and (iv) the presence of so-
cially constituted practices that the agent can endorse from the perspective of her 
practical identity. What are the relevant capabilities mentioned in (ii)? Accord-
ing to Christman, not all capabilities are necessary for freedom. Any inability 
produces unfreedom when it prevents socially constituted practices that align 
with one’s practical identity. Thus, only those capabilities enabling socially con-
stituted practices one values given one’s practical identity are necessary for free-
dom. For example, as an atheist analytical philosopher, my lacking the capabili-

 
ical Philosophy of  Matthew Kramer, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 239–67, 254; Kramer, 
M.H. 2003, The Quality of  Freedom, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 380. 
4 Carter 1999: 58. 
5 Kramer 2003: 241. 
6 Carter 1999: 34. 
7 For a relevant discussion, see Huseynli, I. 2025, “The Ability Independent Value of 
Freedom”, European Journal of Political Theory, DOI: 10.1177/14748851251388556. 
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ties to engage in practices requiring unquestioning religious obedience does not 
constitute unfreedom. Given this practical identity, freedom does not pertain to 
such practices. If my practical identity were to change, the relevant capabilities 
for freedom would change accordingly.  

In addition, Christman holds that an inability constitutes unfreedom only if 
either: (a) it is caused by others’ actions, or (b) it can feasibly be removed by oth-
ers. This means that it is possible for a person to be unable and nevertheless not 
unfree to do something. In other words, Christman draws a distinction between 
unfreedoms and mere inabilities (119). However, point (b) introduces significant 
vagueness in determining which obstacles are removable because determining 
which obstacles are feasibly removable requires moral judgments that different eth-
ical frameworks might answer differently. This is because feasibility does not 
simply refer to what is physically or technically possible. For example, many in-
abilities of disabled individuals, such as the inability to walk due to limb loss, 
could be addressed if sufficient resources were directed toward producing pros-
thetics, subsidizing their distribution, or advancing prosthetic technology 
through research. Similarly, many chronic or rare diseases that limit a person’s 
abilities could potentially be cured if adequate funding were allocated to medical 
research. Many inabilities experienced by disadvantaged groups, such as wom-
en, LGBTs or lower-caste individuals could be removed if communities were 
willing to reform their cultural or religious doctrines. Even something as ex-
treme as my inability to walk on the Moon or Mars could be overcome: with 
enough investment, I could be trained and sent to the Moon using existing tech-
nology, and with continued funding and research, travel to Mars may become 
possible in my lifetime. Whether such efforts are deemed feasible depends on 
prevailing moral (and/or political) priorities. Christman’s criterion of feasibility 
introduces a normative dimension into what might otherwise seem like a 
straightforward descriptive distinction. Christman explicitly acknowledges but 
does not eliminate this vagueness (120).  

Third, what are the conditions of self-government? Self-government stands at 
the core of Christman’s conception, as it enables individuals to pursue activities 
that align with their evaluative perspectives. Self-government consists of two es-
sential conditions. First, the capability condition requires that individuals possess the 
personal capabilities necessary to form reflective intentions. These include basic 
subsistence capabilities such as adequate nutrition, shelter, clothing, and health re-
sources as well as education and skills relevant to one’s social context. The specif-
ic capabilities required will vary across different societies, but the overarching cri-
terion is that they enable a person “to formulate, deliberate upon, and act inten-
tionally on the basis of values that can guide her choices of a way of life” (136). 
Second, the reflective affirmation condition requires that individuals can see their so-
cially constituted practices as expressions of their practical identity. This does not 
demand that one has created or controls all aspects of one’s life. Instead, freedom 
requires that one can affirm one’s condition by seeing one’s choices as intelligible 
extensions of one’s evaluative orientation. When engaging in socially constituted 
practices that meet this condition, one’s actions recursively affirm one’s identity, 
creating “a kind of ongoing self-affirmation” (151). 

Fourth, why is social recognition necessary for freedom? Social recognition 
is essential because it provides the public validation required for meaningful par-
ticipation in socially constituted activities. Without such recognition, individu-
als cannot be self-governing regardless of their internal capabilities, as their ac-
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tivities lack social legibility and support. Christman identifies two distinct vec-
tors of recognition. Second-personal recognition operates at the interpersonal level 
when others acknowledge an individual’s needs and identity in direct interac-
tions. This occurs for example when people use someone’s preferred pronouns 
or address their ethnicity respectfully. The absence of this recognition manifests 
as discrimination or social marginalization in face-to-face encounters. Structural 
recognition functions at a broader societal level through the generally shared 
standards of achievement and social standing expressed in formal and informal 
institutions. This includes the shared meanings of socially constituted practices 
and what counts as accomplishment within institutional arrangements. These 
two vectors often interact but remain conceptually distinct. One might enjoy 
structural recognition while occasionally facing interpersonal disrespect.  

I think Christman’s claim that freedom pertains only to socially recognized 
practices renders his account conservative. It cannot accommodate freedom in-
fringement claims regarding practices unrecognized by society. Consider mar-
riage. Traditionally defined as a union between a man and a woman, Western so-
cieties later redefined it as a union between two adults. Christman uses this exam-
ple to show that practices can change when advocates convince society that new 
changes align with fundamental principles. However, his account implies that be-
fore same-sex marriage was legally recognized, homosexuals could not claim they 
were unfree to get married because freedom did not pertain to same-sex marriage 
at all. At best, they could argue that recognizing same-sex marriage would in-
crease their overall freedom by adding to the practices they could engage in, or 
that they lacked basic freedom because they could not live according to their prac-
tical identities. This weakens the normative force of freedom-based arguments for 
social change. Appeals to freedom infringement are powerful because they imply dis-
respect and suggest moral responsibility for this infringement. Yet Christman’s ac-
count disarms those advocating for changes in practices by preventing them from 
claiming unfreedom in contexts where the practice lacks social recognition.  

Overall, Reconceiving Freedom is a powerful and original defence of a posi-
tive conception of freedom. Yet its reliance on social recognition in the defini-
tion of freedom, and its insistence that conceptions of freedom must be realiza-
ble in the medium term, present significant theoretical challenges. These ten-
sions do not undermine the value of the book but rather underscore the enduring 
difficulty of articulating a positive conception of freedom that is both normative-
ly ambitious and politically grounded. 
  
University of Pavia                                                                        ILKIN HUSEYNLI  
 
 
Iaquinto, Samuele & Torrengo, Giuliano, Fragmenting Reality: An Essay on 
Passage, Causality, and Time Travel. 
London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2022, pp. x + 192. 
 
Realism about tense is roughly the view that some of the facts that fundamental-
ly constitute reality are irreducibly tensed. It is something like this view that 
John McTaggart (1908) thought to be contradictory, but most philosophers re-
main convinced that his original argument for this conclusion unequivocally 
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fails. But a recent reconstruction of the argument due to Kit Fine1 demonstrates 
that realism about tense does indeed lead to a contradiction if combined with 
the following three principles about reality: 

NEUTRALITY 
No time is privileged, the tensed facts that constitute reality are not oriented to-
wards one time as opposed to another. 
ABSOLUTISM 
The constitution of reality is an absolute matter, i.e., not relative to a time or 
other form of temporal standpoint. 
COHERENCE 
Reality is not contradictory, it is not constituted by facts with incompatible content. 

Consider some tensed fact—say, your being asleep (f1, for short). Given NEU-

TRALITY, reality is not exclusively constituted by the facts obtaining at this par-
ticular moment. Thus, reality is also constituted by tensed facts obtaining at 
some other time, such as the fact that you are awake (f2). Given ABSOLUTISM, 
the conflict between these facts cannot be resolved by saying that, relative to the 
one time, reality is constituted by f1 yet not by f2, and relative to another time, it 
is constituted by f2 yet not by f1. Reality is supposed to be constituted, absolutely 
speaking, by both of these facts, and thus COHERENCE will be violated. 

The by far most popular realist reaction to this conundrum has been to re-
ject NEUTRALITY and to endorse what we may term elitism about the constitu-
tion of temporal reality. According to this view, it is only the tense facts obtain-
ing at an absolutely privileged moment of time, the one that is absolutely pre-
sent, that get to constitute reality. At first glance, this may seem less revisionary 
than the other two options available to the realist, but Fine2 powerfully argues 
that this standard form of realism fares far worse than the non-standard varieties 
abandoning either ABSOLUTISM or COHERENCE when it comes to accommodat-
ing the intuitive sense in which time passes, delivering a plausible semantics for 
utterances of tensed sentences, and squaring realism about tense with special 
relativity. There is, thus, ample reason to prefer egalitarianism over elitism about 
constitution, and to view the various tensed facts obtaining at different times as 
making an equal contribution to the constitution of reality. 

Egalitarian, non-standard realists still face a choice between ABSOLUTISM or 
COHERENCE. Fine has dubbed the view that rejects the former external relativism, 
and the view that rejects the latter fragmentalism. Roughly, external relativists 
hold that the question of what facts constitute reality makes no sense unless one 
understands it as being posed from within a temporal standpoint—there is no 
such thing as reality’s just being a certain way, absolutely speaking. And the cor-
rect answer to the temporally relativised questions may vary from one stand-
point to another. Fragmentalists, by contrast, do not dispute the legitimacy of 
posing the question from an atemporal standpoint. It is just that there is no coher-
ent answer to it—it is not so much the question as the answer that does not make 
sense. There is a certain way that reality is, absolutely speaking; yet that way is 
incoherent, as it involves facts with incompatible content. I must confess that I 
find fragmentalism significantly more radical and, at least initially, far less plau-
sible than external relativism—in fact, if giving up COHERENCE were the only 
 
1 Fine, K. 2005, “Tense and Reality”, in Modality and Tense: Philosophical Papers. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 261–320, §§3–5.  
2 Fine 2005: §§7–10. 
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way of upholding realism about tense, I would have thought that the price is not 
quite right. But many (or perhaps even most) seem to disagree. Fine (2005: §11) 
himself has argued that fragmentalism has several advantages over relativism; 
accordingly, while a number of philosophers have taken an interest in fragmen-
talism, the other non-standard view has been largely ignored.3 

In any case, we now have the first book-length treatment of fragmentalism: 
Samuele Iaquinto and Giuliano Torrengo’s Fragmenting Reality. This is a really 
impressive book—a most welcome contribution to the growing literature on 
fragmentalism and definitely a must-read for anyone with an interest in the top-
ic. After some initial stage-setting in an introductory chapter, the authors put 
forth in the first chapter what is the most in-depth investigation of the fragmen-
talist project to date, one that includes very helpful and detailed comparisons be-
tween their own particular brand of fragmentalism, Flow Fragmentalism (F-
Fragmentalism, for short), and various other fragmentalist approaches previously 
presented. The subsequent chapters are dedicated to showcasing the explanatory 
potential of the view, by examining such topics as the open future, the meta-
physics of causation, physical relativity, and time travel through the lens of F-
Fragmentalism. Throughout, the book is clearly written, rich in argument, and 
packed with nuanced discussions of various important details of the relevant 
subjects. This last point is among the reasons why this is such a rewarding book; 
but it also means that, given the limitations of space, it is impossible to do prop-
er justice to the authors’ wide-ranging exploration of the fragmentalist land-
scape. Hence, I will have to confine myself to a few basic aspects of F-
Fragmentalism in my critical remarks below. 

Any form of fragmentalism worth its name comes equipped with a tempo-
rally absolute and tenseless notion of constitution (in accordance with ABSOLUT-

ISM); after all, this is what is supposed to distinguish this variant of non-standard 
realism from the other, relativist one. In this respect, the F-Fragmentalist follows 
suit. Yet one distinguishing feature of F-Fragmentalism is that Iaquinto and 
Torrengo also introduce a further, “irreducibly relative” notion of obtainment 
(21). They emphasise quite a few times that this is no idle terminological prefer-
ence, writing that “the distinction between constitution and obtainment is par-
ticularly important for the theory” (2). According to this picture, while reality is 
temporally absolutely constituted by both your being asleep and your being 
awake, neither of these facts obtain simpliciter but rather only relative to distinct 
fragments of reality. 

Far be it from me to criticise the F-Fragmentalist purely on the grounds that 
she embraces an irreducibly relative notion of obtainment—indeed, I am in gen-
eral convinced that this is the way to go for the non-standard realist. However, 
the way Iaquinto and Torrengo appeal to the notion raises several difficulties. 
Consider this passage, for instance: 

 
[T]he distinction between (absolute) constitution and (irreducibly relative) obtain-
ment is between two ways facts relate to reality in the fragmentalist’s picture, 
none of which can be explained in terms of the other. F-Fragmentalist is thus a 
form of pluralism […] in the sense that it comes with two distinct metaphysical 

 
3 Largely, but not completely: see Eker, B. 2023, “Perspectivalism about Temporal Reali-
ty”, Synthese, 202 (2), 1–29; Eker, B. Forthcoming, Time and Temporality in Perspective. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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commitments with respect to how facts relate to reality. Neither of them is ex-
planatorily more fundamental, and both are equally metaphysically perspicuous, 
in their own ways (22). 
 

But if there are indeed these two fundamentally different ways in which facts re-
late to reality, then the Finean principles must apply separately to each; and given 
this, F-Fragmentalism seems to involve a rejection of both ABSOLUTISM and CO-

HERENCE: the former is abandoned with respect to obtainment, and the latter 
with respect to constitution.4 The basic problem with this should be obvious: 
any view that rejects two of the Finean principles seems to be ideologically less 
parsimonious than a view that only rejects one of them. 

On closer inspection, however, this kind of “egalitarian overkill” does not 
seem to be what Iaquinto and Torrengo are after. One factor that complicates 
the issue is that it remains rather obscure what distinct ways constitution and 
obtainment are supposed to be for facts to relate to reality. It seems clear that 
what it is for a fact f to constitute reality is for reality to be the way that f speci-
fies: given that your being asleep constitutes reality, your being asleep is a way 
that reality is. The question is what distinctive role “irreducibly relative obtain-
ment” is supposed to play in this picture. Iaquinto and Torrengo hold that “ob-
tainment relative to a fragment tells us how what is the case organizes into 
fragments” (25). But obtainment relative to a fragment may “tell” us how the 
facts divide into fragments without there being any irreducible fragment-
relativity in how facts relate to reality. For Iaquinto and Torrengo characterise 
the fragments relative to which facts are supposed to obtain as “maximally co-
herent collections of tensed facts” (47). Indeed, they claim that “[w]hat a sen-
tence such as [‘Relative to fragment F, φ’] states is simply that the fact that φ is 
part of a certain collection of facts (which cohere with one another)” (46). But 
this suggests that obtainment relative to a fragment is to be analysed as follows: 
what it is for a fact f to obtain relative to some fragment F just is for f to be, abso-
lutely, a member (or part) of F. In other words, obtainment relative to fragments 
is analysed in terms of absolute membership (or parthood), which, in turn, will 
presumably be analysed in terms of absolute coherence relations holding be-
tween facts. Given this, there seems to be no fundamental fragment-relativity of 
any kind in the way in which your being asleep or your being awake relate to 
reality: both of these facts constitute reality absolutely, and hence things abso-
lutely (yet incoherently) are both these ways. But given that these facts do not 
cohere (absolutely) with each other, they belong (again, absolutely) to distinct 
maximally coherent collections of facts. 

In brief, pace Iaquinto and Torrengo, F-Fragmentalism does not seem to 
feature any genuinely irreducible fragment-relativity. This confirms that the 
view is a more orthodox version of fragmentalism, after all. On the other hand, 
the fundamentally relative notion of obtainment appears to be vital for the F-
Fragmentalist accounts of the passage of time and the open future, and my wor-
ry is that much of the plausibility of those stories will evaporate once the F-
Fragmentalist notion of relative obtainment is revealed as bogus. 

There is certainly much more to be said about the above issues, but let me 
close by briefly voicing a more fundamental difficulty with F-Fragmentalism, 
 
4 Loss considers something like this view, dubbing it “Fragmentalist Relativism”, in Loss, 
R. 2017, “Fine’s McTaggart: Reloaded”, Manuscrito, 40, 209–239, 219. 
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one that arises for any view that attempts to combine realism about tensed facts 
with the idea that the constitution of reality by facts is a temporally absolute, 
tenseless matter.5 The difficulty is, in a nutshell, that this combination of views 
seems inconsistent. For if the constitution of reality by facts is a temporally ab-
solute, tenseless matter, then there must be a certain way that reality temporally 
absolutely, tenselessly is—precisely the way specified by the facts that do consti-
tute it in this temporally absolute, tenseless manner. But given this, how could 
any of those facts that are involved in the tenseless constitution of reality be 
themselves tensed? If whether or not your being asleep constitutes reality, wheth-
er or not reality is that way, is a tenseless matter and does not depend on any-
thing temporal at all, how could it still be a tensed matter whether or not you are 
asleep? How could it be that, while constitution is a fundamentally tenseless, 
temporally absolute matter, the reality that thereby gets constituted is fundamen-
tally tensed? Given that whether or not the facts constitute reality is a tenseless 
matter, what about those facts could it be that makes them tensed rather than 
tenseless? 

The picture that emerges from a fragmentalist metaphysics depicts reality to 
be all over the place—there is a way of specifying how things are, once and for all, 
yet it does not quite make coherent sense. I think that this constitutes, on its 
own, a fairly steep cost. But it is considerations along the above lines that I take 
to be really decisive against the project of developing non-standard realism 
about tense through the fragmentalist route—fragmentalists forms of realism are 
misguided because their commitment to ABSOLUTISM seems to contradict the 
tensed character that the facts are supposed to have. As far as I can see, F-
Fragmentalism constitutes no exception to this. Still, none of these doubts about 
the ultimate viability of a fragmentalist approach to tense realism detracts from 
the philosophical merits of this book, which has much to offer to anyone think-
ing about the fundamental nature of time and temporal reality. 

 
University of Hamburg                                                BAHADIR EKER 
 
 
5 For an extensive discussion of  the argument, see Eker, B. 2023, “Realism about Tense 
and Atemporality”, Synthese, 202 (5), 1–25, and Eker, B. Forthcoming, cit., Ch. 4. 
 
Salami, Minna, Sensuous Knowledge: A Black Feminist Approach for Eve-
ryone. 
London: Zed Books, 2020, pp. v + 190. 
 
It was through a writing style that combines personal reflection, cultural criti-
cism, and political analysis—anchored in a Black and transnational feminist 
perspective—that Minna Salami’s voice became distinguished in contemporary 
feminist thought. Her essays and lectures move fluidly between reflections on 
gender, race, philosophy, and art, marked both by a lyrical tone and by a com-
mitment to epistemological transformation. Sensuous Knowledge continues and 
consolidates the path first outlined with the MsAfropolitan.com platform. By 
bringing together the intimacy of an almost diaristic writing style with theoreti-
cal insight, Salami crafts a work that places Black feminism at the center of un-
derstanding the world, employing a language that is accessible and sensitive, yet 
intellectually rigorous. 
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The introduction sets the tone for the book. Salami recounts the story of two 
explorers in search of a legendary mountain. The first returns frustrated, claiming 
to have found a barren and lifeless place, while the other, ecstatic, describes en-
countering a lush, verdant landscape. Through this metaphor, Salami aligns her-
self with the second explorer, offering us a renewed and enriching perspective on 
knowledge. Her analytical lens is rooted in an “Africa-centered black feminist an-
gle” (2), countering the dominant Eurocentric and patriarchal—what she calls 
“Europatriarchal”—vision she critiques as one-dimensional. Her aim, however, is 
not merely to criticize the Europatriarchal view but to highlight and value the nar-
ratives it has obscured. Inspired by the integration of spirit, joy, and reciprocity 
with nature, the chapters of this book can be seen as portraits of the other side of 
the mountain, inviting readers to reflect, to imagine, and to formulate new ways 
of knowing. 

One of the book's strengths is how Salami defines knowledge. In Of 
Knowledge, she notes that she does not intend to engage in academic epistemolo-
gy debates but prefers to draw from the Yoruba creation myth to illustrate her 
understanding. According to this mythological narrative, knowledge presents a 
duality: ogbon-ori and ogbon-inu, “knowledge of the head” and “knowledge of the 
gut”, respectively, with true knowledge integrating both forms. However, as Sa-
lami diagnoses, Western modernity has privileged only one form, ogbon-ori, 
marginalizing embodied and emotional experiences. Thus, she advocates for the 
integration of ogbon-ori and ogbon-inu, proposing a “sensuous knowledge” as an 
expansion of modern knowledge. Inspired by Black feminists, she calls for the 
incorporation of art, poetry, and love to enhance our emotional intelligence; 
critical of a neutral Eurocentric science, she proposes the need for a more ethical 
and inclusive science; aware of colonial illusions, she highlights African 
knowledge that promotes interconnection between humans and nature. Her goal 
is to challenge current power structures in search of a new approach to 
knowledge that values both the measurable and the immeasurable. 

From the third chapter onward, Salami delves into areas of knowledge 
through narratives involving her private life stories. In Of Liberation, she inter-
twines her personal experiences with the politically engaged music of Ms. Lauryn 
Hill and other artists challenging the cultural establishment. Inspired by the trans-
formative power of music, Salami shares her own journey into writing as an act of 
liberation from an education marked by violence and prejudice. Writing is the ex-
pression Salami found in her quest for a more authentic life. For her, societal 
transformation begins with personal transformation, seeking self-knowledge and 
the strengthening of our sense of self. In a world filled with injustices and inequali-
ties, music and art provide a vital space for critical thinking and emotional expres-
sion. Quoting Ms. Lauryn Hill, Salami reminds us that seeking freedom is not 
easy, but a journey that requires persistence: “But no! Not forever like this will I 
be, here are my hands that can really make me free” (59). 

In Of Decolonization, Salami describes the complexity of dealing with colo-
nial and traditional names by sharing her relationship with Anthony, a Ghana-
ian with a British name, and how this experience leads us to reflect on the im-
pacts of colonial heritage on our minds, bodies, and souls. Referencing the 
thoughts of Kenyan novelist and intellectual Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, she discusses 
the pitfalls of mental colonization. To decolonize, in her view, means recovering 
territories and reconstructing social structures that free us from mental prisons. 
With this, Salami advocates for a comprehensive transformation of conscious-
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ness, one that clearly breaks away from patriarchy and racism and embraces di-
verse cultural expressions, even those remnants of colonialism, like the language 
in which she writes this book: English. 

In the next chapter, Salami invites us to rethink identity as a source of joy 
and liberation. She begins this conversation by describing Peter Paul Rubens' 
painting “The Four Philosophers”, which portrays the stereotype of the ideal 
philosopher: four white, middle-aged European men. This painting is no coinci-
dence; it symbolizes how the ideas, values, and concerns of this group dominate 
our institutions, culture, economy, and politics. Salami imagines an alternative 
version of this scene, where four Black women occupy the men's place. How 
would these women’s philosophical analyses influence our collective imagina-
tion? For her, the true weapon against this oppressive system is pleasure and 
joy. “Joy”, in her words, means, “freeing yourself from predefined notions of 
identity” (78). In this sense, the pursuit of a happy life is a weapon that chal-
lenges, for example, notions of femininity that predestine women to eternal suf-
fering, to an incomplete and dependent identity. Therefore, Salami imagines 
identity as a compass guiding us towards joy, helping us find new perspectives 
to address injustices. 

“One is not born, but rather one becomes, black” (89). With this adaptation 
of Simone de Beauvoir's famous phrase, Salami begins the chapter Of Blackness, 
showing how blackness is also a socio-historical construction connecting all 
“people of Black African heritage” (88). However, the concept of blackness is 
not perceived the same way by Black people in all nations. In Nigeria, where Sa-
lami spent her childhood, identifying as Black means aligning with what is con-
sidered inessential. It was only upon encountering whiteness and its racism 
when she moved to Sweden that Salami realized her Black identity. Thus, Sa-
lami critiques the reluctance of many Africans to adopt the Black identity. For 
her, ignoring blackness means losing a crucial connection with the African dias-
pora and the struggle against imperialist exploitation. Therefore, she advocates 
that people on the African continent value blackness as a way to preserve the 
connection of their historical legacy with their present, uniting the fight against 
white supremacy with the fight against capitalist exploitation of the African con-
tinent. Blackness is “the harmony that gels the past, present, and the future of 
African heritage people” (100). 

Of Womanhood is a chapter divided into phases of the moon, each represent-
ing a different stage of the female journey, from struggle and survival to trauma 
and healing, culminating in the assertion of a language that reflects autonomy. It 
is moving how Salami narrates her own experience of socialization as a woman, 
revealing a process marked by fear and subordination. Her critical view high-
lights the persistence of anti-woman institutions and knowledge, even in the face 
of women’s achievements worldwide. Within the Europatriarchal logic, being a 
woman means occupying a place of lack—lack of masculinity—and consequent-
ly of submission and self-loathing. Thus, resonating with ideas from intellectuals 
like Simone de Beauvoir, Shulamith Firestone, Nina Power, Iris Young, African 
voices like Franz Fanon and Oyeronke Oyewumi, and radical lesbians, Salami 
advocates for the construction of a new language to think about womanhood, 
one informed by sensuous knowledge, both through the mind and intellect and 
through lived passions and emotions. Instead of pink, Salami claims blue as the 
color of womanhood, “the color of wholeness and unity, it represents the con-
fluence of the sky and the seas where the earth becomes one” (118). 
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In Of Sisterhood, Salami inspires us to seek a feminism that recognizes and 
celebrates differences. Addressing the polarization within the movement, Salami 
highlights how differences in class, race, nationality, religion, and sexual orien-
tation have divided women. However, she believes feminism must be both a 
struggle against patriarchy and a fight for female solidarity. With this in mind, 
she reconstructs the history of the feminist movement from the margins, bring-
ing the narratives of Black and lesbian women to the center and their struggles 
against the hegemony of white feminism. She argues that, unlike many ideolog-
ical movements, feminism welcomes criticism and improves itself. Since the 
publication of the famous anthology “Sisterhood is Powerful”,1 more inclusive 
and comprehensive works have been produced, reflecting an evolving move-
ment seeking solidarity among women worldwide. Salami emphasizes that col-
laboration between white and Black feminists is essential. Echoing Toni Morri-
son’s view, she stresses the need to rid ourselves of both hate and guilt. For her, 
one of feminism’s greatest challenges today, as it always has been, is under-
standing that we are “one” body. 

In the next chapter, the flow of the river guides her writing. In Of Power, Sa-
lami warns of the importance of rethinking patriarchal definitions of power, 
which have associated power with the state and institutions; as synonymous 
with domination, violence, and coercion; and as something quantifiable. In-
stead, inspired by Hannah Arendt’s visions, who defines power as an act in con-
cert, and Mary Parker Follett’s proposal of “power with” rather than “power 
over” others, Salami explores power as an action. For her, power is a vital force, 
reminiscent of the Yoruba’s ashe, the Hindus’ prana, and the kami of Shinto 
worshipers in Japan. Through this movement, she compares power to gravity 
for rivers, a force that helps us navigate the twists and turns of life towards self-
actualization. Inspired by this metaphor, Salami believes rivers teach us to re-
volt, but not violently, controllingly, or quantifiably. The river teaches us the 
strength of the collective and the individual, a force that sustains all living spe-
cies without needing control mechanisms. Power simply “is”.  

It is fitting to conclude the book with the chapter Of Beauty. In it, Salami 
describes three types of beauty. The first facet of beauty is political, originating 
from the Bible, especially in the representation of Eve in Genesis. Salami reveals 
that behind the imposition of these aesthetic standards lies a political agenda 
that exalts male desire for power through the submission of the female body. 
The second facet of beauty is “artificial”. Here, she explores how aesthetic pro-
cedures, such as skin bleaching, relate to the notion of “worldliness”, i.e., the 
pursuit of conformity to the standards of a global and cosmopolitan community, 
often associated with whiteness and aligned with the interests of a capitalist so-
ciety. In this context, what could be genuine beauty? Salami offers us some in-
sights: beauty is anarchic, a rebellion against conformity; it consistently reflects 
a unique cultural experience; it is our personal secret, something we nurture 
within our internal world of fantasy and imagination; it is eternal and glorious 
from the dawn of time; and ultimately, it is action, acknowledging that forms of 
oppression cannot embody true beauty. For Salami, true beauty is the daily 
practice of being always in love with oneself and life, something that goes hand 
in hand with the political agendas she has explored throughout the book. 

 
1 Morgan, R. 1970, Sisterhood Is Powerful: An Anthology of  Writings from the Women’s Libera-
tion Movement. New York: Vintage Books / Random House. 
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Sensuous Knowledge is a work that both challenges and enriches our under-
standing of knowledge. One should not expect a conventional academic book, 
for its purpose is precisely to rethink traditional ways of knowing, integrating 
theory with intuition, the mind with the body. 
 
Federal University of ABC - UFABC                                               MICHELE BONOTE 


