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PREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITION


This book is an introduction to metaphysics that presupposes no prior acquaintance with philosophy. It can be used either as an introductory textbook, suitable for an upper-level undergraduate course in metaphysics (where it would probably be supplemented by “readings” chosen by the instructor), or as a book that the—I hope not mythical—“interested general reader” can pick up and read without guidance from an instructor. It is primarily as an aid to this interested general reader that I have included “Suggestions for Further Reading” at the end of each chapter (but one).


It should be noted that this book is a “systematic” rather than an “historical” introduction to metaphysics. Although it contains discussions of arguments that have their origins in the works of various great philosophers, it does not pretend to present these arguments in a way that does scholarly justice to the form in which they were originally presented. And no attempt is made at a connected history of metaphysics.


For the benefit of the instructor who is considering using the book as a text, I list here the questions that the book addresses and some of the topics that are considered in the course of addressing these questions:


           •  What is metaphysics? (Appearance and reality; which questions are metaphysical questions; comparison of the task and methods of metaphysics with those of science and theology; diagnoses of the failure of metaphysics to provide agreed-upon answers to any metaphysical questions, particularly the diagnoses of Kant and the logical positivists.)


           •  Is there a plurality of things, or is there only one thing? (Arguments for Monism, particularly those of Spinoza and Bradley; the authority of mystical experiences.)


           •  Is there an external world, a world of things that exist independently of human thought and sensation? (Berkeley’s arguments.)


           •  What is time? (Theories of the nature of time; temporal passage; the reality of time.)


           •  Is there such a thing as objective truth? (Realism and anti-Realism.)


           •  Why is there something rather than nothing? (Necessary and contingent existence; the ontological and cosmological arguments; the Principle of Sufficient Reason; dependent and independent beings; the relevance of scientific considerations to this question.)


           •  Why are there rational beings? (Design and purpose in nature; physical cosmology and “fine-tuning”; the teleological argument; the hypothesis of a Designer versus the “many-worlds” hypothesis.)


           •  Are we physical or non-physical beings? (Dualism and physicalism; arguments for and against dualism and for physicalism; type-type physicalism and token-token physicalism; personal identity.)


           •  Have we free will? (Determinism and indeterminism; free choice; the apparent incompatibility of free choice with both determinism and indeterminism.)


The third edition of Metaphysics differed from the second in only one respect: by the addition of a “coda” on being. (The Coda considered the nature of being and existence, and two of the central problems of ontology, the problem of non-existent objects and the problem of universals.) The remainder of the third edition—Chapters 1 to 13—was unchanged from the second. In this fourth edition, those chapters have been revised (as has the Coda). In most cases the revisions have been a matter of rewriting individual sentences and paragraphs. In some cases, however, the revisions have been deeper. The most extensive revisions have been of Chapter 4, on the metaphysics of time. I have replaced the overly complex (as I soon came to see it) presentation and discussion of McTaggart’s argument for the unreality of time with material that I hope is more accessible. I have also added a discussion of “presentism.”




1


INTRODUCTION


An introductory textbook of geology or tax law or music theory will probably begin with some sort of account of what geology or tax law or music theory is. Perhaps an introduction to almost any subject could be expected to begin with a general account of that subject, with something like a definition. Thus, an introduction to biology might begin with some such words as ‘Biology is the scientific study of living organisms’, and a textbook of sociology might begin by telling its readers that sociology is the study of how people live together. Nothing could be more natural than this, for the first thing the student of any subject wants to know is what that subject is. The need for a definition is especially acute in the case of metaphysics.


Most people have at least an inkling of what ‘geology’ and ‘tax law’ and ‘music theory’ mean, even if they would be hard put to it to provide dictionary-style definitions of these terms. But it is a near certainty that someone who has not actually studied metaphysics—formally, in a course of study at the university level—will have no inkling of what the word ‘metaphysics’ means. It seems obvious, therefore, that an introduction to metaphysics should begin with some sort of definition of metaphysics. Unfortunately, it is unlikely that a definition of metaphysics can convey anything useful.1 The nature of metaphysics is best explained by example. When you have read this book you will have a tolerably good idea of what metaphysics is. But it hardly seems fair to leave the matter there. Anyone who opens a book has the right to some sort of preliminary account of what the book is about. This chapter is an attempt at this kind of account.


When I was introduced to metaphysics as an undergraduate, I was given the following definition: metaphysics is the study of ultimate reality. This still seems to me to be the best definition of metaphysics I have seen. Nevertheless, it is not as helpful and informative a definition as one might hope for. What, one might well ask, is meant by “reality,” and what does the qualification “ultimate” mean? My preliminary account of metaphysics takes the form of an attempt to answer these questions.


We know that appearances can be deceptive. That is, we know that the way things look (or sound or feel or smell or taste) can mislead us about the way those things are. We know that Jane may look healthy and nevertheless be dying. We know that Tom may sound honest and nevertheless be a confidence man. We know that if one has just withdrawn one’s hand from very hot water, a warm object may feel cool to one’s touch. To take a more important example, we know that most educated people in the Middle Ages believed that the earth was at the center of the universe and that the sun and moon and stars and planets were embedded in invisible spheres that revolved around the stationary earth.


Let us concentrate on this last example. Why did the medievals believe this? Well, because that’s how things felt (the earth beneath our feet feels as if it were not moving) and that’s how things looked. Today we know that the astronomical system accepted by the medievals—and by the ancient Greeks from whom the medievals inherited it—is wrong. We know that the medievals, and the Greeks before them, were deceived by appearances. We know that while the solid earth beneath our feet may seem to be stationary, it in fact rotates on its axis once every twenty-four hours. (Of course, we also know that it revolves around the sun, but let’s consider only its rotation on its axis.) Now suppose you were standing on a merry-go-round (in Britain, a roundabout) and were wearing a blindfold. Would you be able to tell whether the merry-go-round was turning or stationary? Certainly you would: passengers on a turning merry-go-round feel vibration and the rush of moving air and, in certain circumstances, a hard-to-describe sort of “pulling.” (This last will be very evident to someone who tries to walk toward or away from the center of a turning merry-go-round.) These effects provide the “cues,” other than visual cues, that we employ in everyday life to tell whether we are undergoing some sort of circular motion. The medievals and the ancient Greeks assumed that because they did not experience these cues when they were standing or walking about on the surface of the earth, the earth was therefore not rotating. Today we can see their mistake. “Passengers” on the earth do not experience vibration because the earth is spinning freely in what is essentially a vacuum. When they move about on the surface of the earth, they do not experience the “pulling” referred to above because this effect, though present, is not sufficiently great to be detected by the unaided human senses. And they do not experience a rush of moving air because the air is carried along with the moving surface of the earth and is thus not moving relative to them.


This example shows that it is sometimes possible to “get behind” the appearances the world presents us with and to discover how things really are: we have discovered that the earth is really rotating, despite the fact that it is apparently stationary.


Let us think for a moment about the two words ‘really’ and ‘apparently’. They have little meaning in isolation from each other. When we say that something is really true, we imply that something else is apparently true. It is hard to imagine anyone saying that two plus two really equals four or that Abraham Lincoln was really a man. The reason is that in neither case is there an opposing “apparently.” Two plus two does not apparently equal three or five, and Lincoln was not apparently a woman or a cat or a Martian.


The nouns ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’ are derived from ‘apparently’ and ‘really’ and are related to each other in the same way. We talk about reality only when there is a misleading appearance to be “got behind” or “seen through”: the reality of the matter is that (despite appearances) the earth rotates on its axis; in reality (and despite appearances) the heavens do not revolve around the earth. But this may suggest that whenever we manage to get behind some misleading appearance, what we find there is something we can call “reality” without any need for qualification. In fact, however, what we find behind appearance is often something that can be called “reality” only in relation to that appearance. What we find behind appearance is often itself an appearance that hides a deeper reality. In the 1920s and 1930s, for example, writers of books on popular science liked to astound their readers by telling them that science had discovered that what people had always thought were solid objects (things like tables and chairs) were in reality “mostly empty space.” And there was certainly a sense in which this was true. At the very time at which the popular-science writers were proclaiming this revelation, however, physicists were beginning to discover that what had been called “empty space” was really very far from empty. In other words, no sooner had people begun to digest the idea that what are normally called solid objects contain a lot of what is normally called empty space than it was discovered that what is normally called empty space is actually very densely populated. This minor episode in the history of thought suggests a general question: Could it be that the reality behind every appearance is itself only a further appearance? If the answer to this question is No, then there is a reality that is not also an appearance. This final or “ultimate” reality is the subject-matter of metaphysics.


If there is no ultimate reality, then metaphysics is a study without a subject-matter. (It would not be the only one. Astrology, for example, is a study without a subject-matter, since the celestial influences on our lives that astrologers claim to study do not, as a matter of fact, exist.) It is, however, hard to see how there could be no ultimate reality. Suppose your friend Jane were to try to tell you that there was no ultimate reality. “It’s all just appearances,” says Jane. “Whenever you think you’ve found reality, what you’ve found is just another appearance. Oh, it may be a deeper appearance, or a less misleading appearance than the one you had before, but it will still be an appearance. And that’s because there isn’t any ultimate reality waiting to be found.”


Let us look carefully at Jane’s statement that there is no ultimate reality. Is this something that is really so or only something that is apparently so? It seems reasonably clear that Jane means to be telling us how things really are. Paradoxically, in telling us that there is no ultimate reality, Jane is telling us that ultimate reality consists of an endless series of appearances. In other words, the statement that there is no ultimate reality is, as we might say, self-refuting because it is a statement about ultimate reality and, if it is true, it is a true statement about ultimate reality. It does not seem to be possible, therefore, to avoid the conclusion that there is an ultimate reality and that metaphysics has a subject-matter. But we must concede that nothing we have said has any tendency to show that metaphysics has much more to say: perhaps nothing can be discovered about ultimate reality beyond the bare fact that there is an ultimate reality.


Metaphysics, then, attempts to get behind appearances and to tell the ultimate truth about things. It will be convenient to have a collective name for “things”—for everything. Let us call “everything” collectively ‘the World’. Since ‘the World’ is a name for everything, the World includes even God (if there is a God). We are therefore using the word in a more inclusive sense than that employed by the religious believer who says, “God created the world.” If we should later decide that there is a God who created everything besides Himself, it will be easy enough to find another word to use as a collective name for everything other than God—‘the universe’, say.


Metaphysics attempts to tell the ultimate truth about the World, about everything. But what is it we want to know about the World? What are the questions the answers to which would be the ultimate truth about things? There are, I suggest, three such questions:


          1.  What are the most general features of the World, and what sorts of things does it contain? What is the World like?


          2.  Why does a World exist—and, more specifically, why is there a World having the features and the content described in the answer to Question 1?


          3.  What is our place in the World? How do we human beings fit into it?


One way to get a feel for what is meant by a question is to look at possible answers to it. I will lay out two sets of answers to these questions, in the hope that they will make the questions clearer by showing what sorts of statements count as answers to them. The first set of answers, which was most widely accepted in the Middle Ages, is this:


          1.  The World consists of God and all He has made. God is infinite (that is, He is unlimited in knowledge, power, and goodness) and a spirit (that is, He is not material). He has made both spirits and material things, but all the things he has made are finite or limited. God has always existed, and at a certain moment in the past He first made other things; before that, there had never been anything besides God. God will always exist, and there will always be things He has made.


          2.  God has to exist, just as two and two must equal four. But nothing else has this feature; everything besides God might not have existed. The things other than God exist only because God (who has the power to do anything) caused them to exist by an act of free will. He could just as well have chosen not to create anything, in which case there would never have been anything besides Himself. Moreover, God not only brought all other things into existence, but He also keeps them in existence at every moment. If God did not at every moment keep the sun and the moon and all other created things in existence, they would immediately cease to exist. Created things no more have the power to keep themselves in existence than stones or lumps of iron have the power to keep themselves suspended in the air.


          3.  Human beings were created by God to love and serve Him for ever. Thus, each of them has a purpose or function. In the same sense in which it is true of John’s heart that its function is to pump blood, it is true of John that his function is to love and serve God for ever. But, unlike a heart, which has no choice about whether to pump blood, a human being has free will and can refuse to do the thing for which it was made. What we call human history is nothing more than the working out of the consequences of the fact that some people have chosen not to do what they were created to do.


The second set of answers, which was most widely accepted in the nineteenth century, is this:


          1.  The World consists of matter in motion. There is nothing but matter, which operates according to the strict and invariable laws of physics. Every individual thing is made entirely of matter, and every aspect of its behavior is due to the workings of those laws.


          2.  Matter has always existed (and there has always been exactly the same amount of it), for matter can be neither created nor destroyed. For this reason, there is no “why” to the existence of the World. Because the World is wholly material, and because matter can be neither created nor destroyed, the World is eternal: it has always existed. The question ‘Why does it exist?’ is a question that can be asked only about a thing that had a beginning. It is a request for information about what caused the thing to come into existence. Since the World is eternal, the question ‘Why does the World exist?’ is meaningless.


          3.  Human beings are complex configurations of matter. Since the World is eternal, the existence of complex configurations of matter is not surprising, for in an infinite period of time, all possible configurations of matter will come to exist. Human beings are just one of those things that happen from time to time. They serve no purpose, for their existence and their features are as much accidents as the existence and shape of a puddle of spilt milk. Their lives—our lives—have no meaning (beyond such purely subjective meaning as we choose to find in them), and they come to an end with physical death, since there is no soul. The only thing to be said about the place of human beings in the World is that they are—very temporary—parts of it.


These two sets of answers are indeed radically opposed. Nevertheless, they have many common features. For example, each assumes that individual things (things like you and me and Mount Everest) are real. Other sets of answers, however, would deny this assumption, and contend that all individuality is mere appearance, that in reality there are no “separate” objects at all. (Something like this would be said by the adherents of many Eastern religions like Hinduism and Buddhism.) Both sets of answers presuppose the reality of time, but there are those who would say that the separation of events in time (the First and Second World Wars were separated by an interval of twenty years), the “direction” or “orientation” of time (the distinction between past, present, and future), and the seeming movement or “passage” of time are all mere appearance. And there are those who would say something similar about space: that the familiar “here” and “there” of ordinary experience are no more than appearance. Both sets of answers assume the reality of a material world, a world of non-mental objects, but there have been philosophers who have held that nothing exists outside the mind. And, finally, each set of answers—just by being a set of answers—presupposes that our three questions can be answered. As we shall see later in this chapter, however, there are philosophers who would maintain that our three “questions” were not really questions at all, but only strings of words that have the superficial appearance of questions (and, of course, if they are not questions, they do not have answers).


If I am right in supposing that our three questions are the questions the answers to which would be the ultimate truth about the World, we may define metaphysics as the study that proposes answers to these three questions and attempts to choose among the competing sets of answers to them. (This definition is reflected in the structure of the present book: each of the three parts of the book is an investigation of one of the three questions.)


Another sort of aid in understanding what is meant by ‘metaphysics’ is provided by distinguishing metaphysics from the things it might be confused with. First, metaphysics must be distinguished from the most general and all-embracing of the physical sciences: cosmology and the physics of elementary particles. (Cosmology is the part of astronomy that studies the physical universe or “cosmos” as a whole. The physics of elementary particles studies the basic building blocks of the physical universe and the laws by which they interact.) These two fields of study have turned out to be closely connected and have, since the 1960s, produced results that are of the deepest significance for metaphysics. Let us give the name “physical cosmology” to those scientific investigations that intimately involve both cosmology and the physics of elementary particles. Here is an example of the metaphysical significance of physical cosmology. It seems to show that the physical universe had a beginning in time (about 13.7 thousand million years ago)—or at least that it does not have an infinite past throughout which it has been much the same as it is now. If this is correct, all metaphysical speculations that presuppose an infinite past during which the components of a universe much like the present universe have been eternally rearranging themselves—our second set of answers to our three metaphysical questions provides one important example of speculations that make this presupposition—are incorrect. And this by itself is sufficient to show the relevance of physical cosmology to metaphysics.


But if physical cosmology is of the deepest significance for metaphysics, it nevertheless does not and cannot answer all the questions metaphysics poses. For one thing, it cannot answer the question, Why does the World exist? (Or, at least, this seems evident to me. But there are many who hope that some day—perhaps very soon—physical cosmology will answer this question. This is in my view a false hope. We shall consider it in Chapter 7.) Physical cosmology, moreover, does not and cannot tell us whether the physical universe is all there is—whether there is more to the World than the physical universe. Scientists sometimes assert that the World is identical with the physical universe, as a famous astronomer, the late Carl Sagan, did in the opening words of his popular television series Cosmos, but the assertion is a metaphysical, not a scientific, assertion. It is certainly possible to argue that science will someday explain all observable phenomena, and that one should therefore believe that the World is identical with the physical universe, since one should believe that nothing exists beyond those things science postulates in the course of giving its explanations. But this argument is—and any argument for the same conclusion will be—a metaphysical, not a scientific, argument.


Secondly, metaphysics must be distinguished from sacred or revealed theology. Theology is, by definition, the science or study of God. Theology partly overlaps metaphysics. What is common to theology and metaphysics is usually called philosophical, or natural, theology. It is the remaining part of theology that is called sacred, or revealed, theology. According to those religions that regard God as a conscious, purposive being who acts in history (the so-called Abrahamic religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), God has revealed to human beings certain important truths they could not have found out for themselves. Sacred, or revealed, theology is the systematic study of the truths God has supposedly revealed. Many of these supposedly revealed truths are metaphysical, or partly metaphysical, in character. That is, they are theses of the right kind to be, or to imply, answers to one or more of our three metaphysical questions. Nevertheless, just as metaphysics must be distinguished from physical cosmology, metaphysics must be distinguished from revealed theology.


Physical cosmology and revealed theology have their own methods and their own histories, each of which differs from the method and history of metaphysics, although the histories of the three are hard to disentangle from one another in practice. Both physical cosmology and revealed theology, in addition to endorsing (in various ways and degrees) statements and theories unrelated to the business of metaphysics, endorse statements and theories that have important metaphysical implications. But it does not follow that the metaphysician2 can make the same sort of use of physical cosmology and revealed theology. Two important differences between physical cosmology and revealed theology imply that the metaphysician must treat these two disciplines differently.


First, there is in a very straightforward sense only one science of physical cosmology, but each of the Abrahamic religions has its own revealed theology (since each has its own views about the content of God’s revelation to humanity). It is worth noting that a unique science of physical cosmology is not an inevitable state of affairs. It would be easy enough to imagine a world in which every religion and political ideology had its “own” science, including its own physical cosmology. Anyone who doubts whether this is possible should reflect on the fact that not long ago cosmological theories implying that the physical universe had a beginning in time were discouraged in the Soviet Union, because this idea contradicted the teachings of the official Soviet philosophy, dialectical materialism. Or reflect on the fact that under the Third Reich, the general theory of relatively (an indispensable tool of physical cosmology) was derided and dismissed as “Jewish science”—and not only by National Socialist bureaucrats, but by Nobel laureates.


The second important difference between physical cosmology and revealed theology is that although practically no one regards physical cosmology as a pseudo-science or a repository of illusion, there is a large and respectable body of opinion holding that there have never been any divine revelations, and that revealed theology is therefore entirely illusory. This view is certainly strengthened by the fact that believers in divine revelation do not speak with one voice about its content. But even if there were complete unanimity about that content (among those who believed it had occurred at all), there would no doubt still be a large body of respectable opinion holding that revelation is illusory. It is important to remember, in connection with these observations that, like those who believe in revelation, those people who collectively constitute “respectable opinion” do not speak with one voice. It follows that respectable opinion must sometimes be in error. Indeed, respectable opinion is sometimes in very pernicious error. Respectable opinion has held that it was the sacred duty of Europe to impose its own style of civilization on the rest of the world; respectable opinion has held that Karl Marx had achieved a scientific understanding of history and that Sigmund Freud had achieved a scientific understanding of the human unconscious.


When these qualifications have been duly noted, however, it remains true that there is in fact only one science of physical cosmology (and many revealed theologies), and it remains true that a large body of respectable opinion considers any belief in revelation to be entirely illusory. It can therefore hardly be maintained that the metaphysician, even the metaphysician who accepts the reality of divine revelation, can make the same kind of use of physical cosmology and revealed theology. In this book I regard myself as free to appeal to any widely accepted cosmological theories. But, despite the fact that I believe in divine revelation and believe that many of the things God has revealed have important metaphysical implications, I make no appeal to revelation. The reason is simple enough: by appealing to physical cosmology, I do not restrict my audience in any significant way, and if I were to appeal to what I believed to be divine revelation, I should no doubt restrict my audience to those who agreed with me about the content of divine revelation—and I do not wish so to restrict my audience.


Metaphysics, then, must be distinguished from physical cosmology and from sacred or revealed theology. But metaphysics is a part or branch of the more general field of philosophy and it must also be distinguished from other parts of philosophy.3 Any distinction between metaphysics and the other parts of philosophy will, however, be to some degree artificial, for every part of philosophy raises metaphysical questions and therefore cannot be regarded as absolutely distinct from metaphysics. Let us look at an illustration. The branch of philosophy called ethics, or moral philosophy, is an inquiry into the nature of good and bad and right and wrong. Anyone who thinks about these topics will soon find that they raise metaphysical questions. Consider, for example, the statement that Hitler was an evil man. (Statements like this one are certainly a part of the subject-matter of ethics.) Many would consider this statement to be, in a quite straightforward sense, true. If it is true, the person who makes this statement would seem to be correctly ascribing to Hitler a certain feature or property called being evil. But what sort of thing is this property? It is obviously not a physical property of Hitler like his height or his weight. And if it is not a physical property, and if it really does exist, then it would seem to follow that the World in some sense contains non-physical things—for if Hitler is evil, and if evil is something non-physical, then how can the World consist entirely of matter in motion?


For the sake of convenience of reference, I list here the most important branches of philosophy other than metaphysics and ethics. Epistemology, or the theory of knowledge, investigates the nature, scope, and conditions of human knowledge. Logic investigates the nature of valid reasoning and attempts to lay down rules that guarantee validity of reasoning. Aesthetics investigates the nature of works of art, the nature of their creation by the artist, and the nature of the act of viewing, listening to, or reading them. In addition to these branches of philosophy with traditional one-word names (all of them of Greek origin, the reader will note), there is a long list of “philosophies of”—branches of philosophy that deal with very general and very puzzling questions (that is, philosophical questions) about human nature and the various branches of human knowledge and various characteristically human activities. Their names more or less explain themselves: the philosophy of mind, the philosophy of politics, the philosophy of science, the philosophy of mathematics, the philosophy of language, the philosophy of religion, the philosophy of history, the philosophy of law. No final list of “philosophies of” is possible, because no final list of important topics that can pose very general and very puzzling questions is possible. What the beginner in metaphysics should keep in mind is that though metaphysics is to be distinguished from all these branches of philosophy, each of them, like ethics, poses important metaphysical questions and therefore cannot be regarded as entirely distinct from metaphysics.


Perhaps we have done all that can be done by way of giving a preliminary account of what is meant by ‘metaphysics’. A deeper understanding of the concept of metaphysics can be achieved only be actually “doing” some metaphysics, and that is the task to which the remaining chapters of this book are devoted. Before we begin to do some metaphysics, however, we should be aware of an important way in which a textbook of metaphysics differs from a textbook of geology or tax law or music theory. Textbooks in these three subjects—and in hundreds of other subjects—contain information. There are things you can learn from them: that the continents are in motion, or that corporations can be taxed, or that a diminished-seventh chord consists of a diminished triad plus the interval of a diminished seventh above the root. You can be required to take examinations on the content of these textbooks, and, unfortunately, your answers may well be wrong. If you write on your tax law examination that only individuals can be taxed, no one is going to praise your originality or independence of mind. You will just be marked wrong. Metaphysics is not like that. In metaphysics there is no information, and there are no established facts to be learned.4 More exactly, there is no information and there are no facts to be learned besides information and facts about what certain people think, or once thought, concerning various metaphysical questions. A history of metaphysics will contain much information about what Plato and Descartes and the other great metaphysicians of the past believed. The present book contains no information, other than a little incidental information about what famous and respected people—famous among philosophers and respected by the author of this book, at any rate—have said about certain topics in metaphysics.


One might well wonder why metaphysics is so very different from geology and tax law and music theory. Why is there no such thing as metaphysical information? Why has the study of metaphysics yielded no established facts? (It has had about twenty-five hundred years to come up with some.) This question is really a special case of a more general question: Why is there no such thing as philosophical information? The situation confronting the student of metaphysics is in no way different from the situation confronting the student of any part of philosophy. If we consider ethics, for example, we discover that there is no list of established facts the student of ethics can be expected to learn (nor are there accepted methods or theories the specialist in ethics can apply to search out and test answers to unresolved ethical questions). And the same situation prevails in epistemology and the philosophy of mathematics and the philosophy of law and all other parts of philosophy.5 Indeed, most people who have thought about the matter would take this to be one of the defining characteristics of philosophy. If some branch of philosophy were suddenly to undergo a revolutionary transformation and began, as a consequence, to yield real information, it would cease to be regarded as a branch of philosophy and would come to be regarded as one of the sciences.6 It is, in fact, a very plausible thesis that this is just how “the sciences” began. At one time what we now call natural science was not clearly distinguished from what we now call philosophy—it was then called natural philosophy. (As late as the early nineteenth century, people occasionally used the word ‘philosophical’ to mean what ‘scientific’ now means,7 and physics is still officially called ‘natural philosophy’ in the Scottish universities.) When the sciences, as we now call them, began to yield real information, they began to be perceived as something different from metaphysics and epistemology and ethics, and the word ‘science’, which comes from the Latin word for ‘knowledge’, was reserved for them. (The word already existed, but before that time a “science” was what we should call a “discipline” today.)


Well, why is there no philosophical information? Why is there no agreed-upon body of philosophical fact? Why is there no such thing as a philosophical discovery? Why are there not even philosophical theories that, although they are admitted to be unsatisfactory in various respects, are at least universally agreed to be the best theories treating their particular subject-matter that we have at present?


It would not be the whole truth to say that by definition there is no body of philosophical fact because it is a defining characteristic of philosophy that it has no information to offer. A few onetime branches of philosophy (natural science and logic and psychology, say) may have, at a certain point in history, begun to be sources of information and thus, for that reason, have ceased to be called ‘philosophy’, but metaphysics and ethics and most other branches of philosophy have not been able to make the transition natural science and logic and psychology have made. Why not?


This is an extremely interesting question to which I do not pretend to know the answer. A moment’s thought will show that the question could have no uncontroversial answer, for the question is itself a philosophical question. It is a question that belongs to the philosophy of philosophy (for philosophy itself is one of the many human activities whose features raise very general and puzzling questions; the present question is one of them) or to metaphilosophy, as the philosophy of philosophy is sometimes called.


Philosophers have not been blind to the fact that philosophy has not been able to produce any uncontroversial results. Naturally enough, philosophers have not been inclined to blame themselves for this state of affairs. And it is hard to see how they could be to blame. It can’t be that there is no body of established philosophical fact simply because philosophers are stupid. Although a few scientists have dropped hints to this effect, it would seem to be statistically unlikely that any given field of study should attract only stupid people. Besides, there have been philosophers who have demonstrated by their accomplishments outside philosophy that they were not only highly intelligent but were great geniuses. This was particularly true in the seventeenth century, when the philosopher Descartes invented analytical geometry and the philosopher Leibniz invented the infinitesimal calculus.8 Despite these accomplishments, however, when Descartes and Leibniz turned their attention to metaphysics and epistemology and the philosophy of mind, they produced work as controversial as any other philosophical work. Each of these men thought he had established certain philosophical facts. Each of them thought he had made philosophical discoveries, discoveries that were discoveries in the same sense as, say, Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of blood. But this has not been the judgment of history. In the end, their philosophical work convinced no one. Analytical geometry and calculus are indispensable tools of scientific thought to this day, but the philosophical work of Descartes and Leibniz is simply a part of the history of philosophy.


If the lack of established results in philosophy is not the fault of the philosophers themselves, what is its explanation? Philosophers who have thought about this question have given two sorts of answers. According to one point of view, it is a consequence of the nature of philosophy: philosophical questions are defective questions, defective because they have no answers. According to the other point of view, it is a consequence of the nature of the human mind: there is something about the human mind that unfits it for investigating philosophical questions.


As an example of the first point of view, we may consider a school of philosophy called logical positivism that flourished between the two world wars.9 According to the logical positivists, all metaphysical statements and questions are meaningless. And since almost all traditional philosophical statements and questions have (as we noted above) an important and essential metaphysical component, almost all traditional philosophical questions and statements are meaningless.


In saying that metaphysical questions and statements were meaningless, the logical positivists were not saying that these questions and statements were pointless or that they were divorced from the real concerns of human life. They were advancing a much more radical thesis. They were saying that these “statements” and “questions” were not really statements and questions at all, but merely sequences of words that had the superficial appearance of statements and questions. Thus, for a logical positivist, a metaphysical question like ‘Why is there a World?’ is a mere piece of articulate noise that, because it has the grammatical form of a question, has been mistaken for a question. It can be compared to such “questions” as ‘How high is up?’ and ‘Where does your lap go when you stand up?’ If metaphysical—and, more generally, philosophical—questions are in this sense meaningless, it is not surprising that philosophers have not been able to agree about how to “answer” them. If one stares into the fire long enough, one will see pictures there, and, since pictures seen in the fire are merely reflections of the psychology of the viewer, it is to be expected that different people will see different pictures.


Like the metaphysical systems of Descartes and Leibniz, logical positivism now belongs entirely to the history of philosophy. Like those systems it was unable to provide the basis for any kind of philosophical consensus. If, as the logical positivists maintained, the metaphysical systems of the past were so many pictures seen in the fire, logical positivism itself would appear to have been just one more picture: some philosophers saw things that way and some did not and those who saw things that way were unable to get the philosophical community as a whole to see things their way. (We could contrast this case with the case of a young employee of the Swiss patent office named Albert Einstein. In a series of papers published between 1905 and 1915, this hitherto unknown young man proposed a way of looking at the relations among motion, mass, energy, space, time, and gravity that was radically different from the received view of these relations. Within a few years, the community of physicists saw things his way.) The fate of logical positivism is the fate of all attempts to diagnose the failure of philosophy to produce a body of established fact or even a body of provisionally accepted theory. Such diagnoses are invariably “just more philosophy” and exhibit the very symptoms they are supposed to explain: they are proposed, people argue about them, a few converts are made but only a few, and, in the end, they retire to occupy a place in the history of philosophy.


What of the other view mentioned above, the view that explains the failure of philosophy to produce a body of information as being due to the intrinsic incapacity of the human mind to find the answers to philosophical questions? The most famous example of a view of this sort was held by the eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant. Kant held that metaphysical questions—such as ‘Did the world have a beginning in time, or has it always existed?’—are meaningful but that human beings are not constructed the right way to be able to find out the answers to them; if they insist on trying to do so, they will lose themselves in contradictions. Kant did not base his position on some special feature of human beings, some feature that might be absent from Martians or intelligent dolphins. He held that his diagnosis of the human failure to achieve established metaphysical results applied to any possible beings that represented external reality to themselves by means of their internal states. (For example, if I know that there is a tree—a thing external to my mind, a thing existing independently of myself—before me, this can only be because I have an internal, or mental, representation of a tree that is before me. If my mind were a blank, if there were no configuration within my mind whose meaning for me was “Here’s a tree,” I could not know there was a tree before me.) This description is so abstract and general that it is hard to see what kind of being could fail to satisfy it. Perhaps only God could fail to satisfy it. If so, then, if Kant is right, only God could know the answer to any metaphysical question.


There could be more modest versions of the second view than Kant’s. One might hold that the human failure to achieve established metaphysical results is due to some special quirk of the human mind, a quirk that could be absent from the minds of Martians or intelligent dolphins. Evolutionary biology suggests that human beings possess a very specific set of mental talents and that other intelligent or rational species might possess a different but equally specific set of talents. We, as a species, are very good at physics, and—all the evidence suggests this—very bad at metaphysics. Perhaps we shall one day discover among the stars a species that is very good at metaphysics and very bad at physics.10 It may be that the best human metaphysicians are like acrobats. Acrobats are people who, in virtue of long training and arduous discipline, can do what arboreal apes do much better without any training at all. Acrobats achieve what they do achieve by taking capacities of hand, mind, and eye that were “designed” for purposes quite unrelated to swinging through the air and pushing these capacities to their limits. Perhaps human metaphysicians are like that: they work by taking human intellectual capacities designed for purposes quite unrelated to questions about ultimate reality and pushing these capacities to their limits. It may be that a comparison Samuel Johnson used for a rather different purpose applies to the human metaphysician: such a person is like a dog walking on its hind legs. “It is not done well,” said Dr. Johnson, “but you are surprised to find it done at all.”


This latter, more modest, version of the second view is the one I favor. I recognize, however, that this proposed explanation is, like the proposal of the logical positivists, “just more philosophy.” In the end we must confess that we have no idea why there is no established body of metaphysical results. It cannot be denied that this is a fact, however, and the beginning student of metaphysics should keep this fact and its implications in mind. One of its implications is that neither the author of this book nor your instructor (if you are reading this book because it is an assigned text) is in a position in relation to you that is like the position of the author of your text (or your instructor) in geology or tax law or music theory. All these people will be the masters of a certain body of knowledge, and, on many matters, if you disagree with them you will simply be wrong. In metaphysics, however, you are perfectly free to disagree with anything the acknowledged experts say—other than their assertions about what philosophers have said in the past or are saying at present.11


Let us consider a concrete case. Alice has always believed she has an immortal soul. She enrolls in a course in metaphysics. Alfred, her instructor, believes—as I do—that people do not have immortal souls. Several scenarios are possible.


It is possible that Alfred will treat his position as instructor in the course as a platform from which to make fun of the idea that there are immortal souls. When it comes to influencing students’ opinions, this is a remarkably effective procedure. But Alice should not be impressed: that someone finds an idea ridiculous is not a reason to reject it.


It is possible that Alfred will treat the thesis that there are no immortal souls as an established fact, as something all educated people believe. This, too, is a very effective procedure for influencing students’ opinions. Again, however, Alice should not be impressed. She should ask herself whether it is really true that all educated people deny the existence of immortal souls. (Admittedly, it may be difficult for her consciously to formulate this question, since Alfred will probably not have said in so many words that educated people do not believe in immortal souls. He will simply have talked as if this were something everyone knew.) And she should ask herself whether, if it is true, all these educated people have some good reason for their beliefs—after all, highly educated people have believed in all sorts of things: the beneficence of colonial rule, Marxism, and Freudian psychology, for example.12


It is possible that Alfred will give reasons for believing that there are no immortal souls. He will define his terms, make relevant distinctions, cite various scientific facts, and, finally, use these terms, distinctions, and facts as the basis for one or more arguments for the conclusion that there are no immortal souls. Here, at last, is something Alice’s intellect can go to work on. She can examine the definitions and the distinctions and try to decide whether the arguments really do prove their point. (Perhaps she will also want to check out the supposed scientific facts to see whether Alfred has indeed got them right.) If there seems to her to be something wrong or dubious about the argument, she can, and should, raise her hand.


But suppose she can’t find anything in the argument that seems to her to be wrong. What shall she do then? Shall she abandon her belief that she has an immortal soul? Well, she might. That’s really up to her. In the end, it is Alice who is responsible for what Alice believes. But she needn’t abandon her beliefs. She may well reason as follows. “Look, if there were really an unanswerable argument for the conclusion that there was no immortal soul, everyone would know about it, or at least all the experts would. If there were such an argument, every philosopher would believe there were no immortal souls. Or at least practically every philosopher. But philosophers don’t agree about anything, so that can’t be right. I’ll bet there are lots of philosophers who know all about these arguments and still believe in immortal souls. So there must be lots of philosophers who think there’s something wrong with these arguments. Chances are, some of them have said what they think is wrong with them. I think I’ll ask the instructor how those philosophers who disagree with him would reply to his arguments.” If Alice does take this course, she should realize that it is possible that Alfred may not know of the best arguments against his position. People are inclined to suppose that an expert in a certain field of study must be omniscient in that field, but this is wrong. Experts—people whose paper qualifications declare them to be experts—can be quite ignorant of things they really ought to know. She should also realize that Alfred may not represent the arguments that run counter to his position in their strongest or most convincing form. (It really is very hard to act the part of a convincing advocate for a position one is unsympathetic with.) She should also remember that Alfred is much more experienced than she is in the art of metaphysical disputation, and the fact that he is able to “outmaneuver” her in debate is to be expected on that ground alone; it needn’t mean that her position is indefensible.


All this is by way of practical advice to the beginning student of metaphysics. To sum up this advice, take anything said in this book (or in any other book about metaphysics) or by your instructor with a grain of salt. What you can hope to learn from an introductory textbook on metaphysics, or an introductory course in metaphysics, is what it is like to work out and defend a metaphysical position. And this is something you should do for yourself.


In the following chapters, I am going to work out and defend metaphysical positions on a number of issues. That is, I am going to say what I think is true, and I am going to explain why I think that these things, and not various other things, are what is true. I am going to do this because it is the only way of writing a book I am capable of. Because I have chosen to write the book this way, it may bear a certain superficial similarity to a text in geology or tax law or music theory. Remember, however, that you are required to believe nothing in this book and that everything in this book has been disputed by many people whose qualifications to expound on metaphysics are at least as impressive as mine.


The reader of a textbook has the right to know its author’s biases. This is particularly true of a subject like metaphysics, in which there is no body of established fact, for a textbook in such a subject must inevitably be very deeply influenced in both form and content by the opinions of its author. The nineteenth-century English metaphysician F. H. Bradley once said that metaphysics was an attempt to find bad reasons for what one was going to believe anyway. This was perhaps an unduly pessimistic statement. There have been cases of metaphysicians who have changed their minds, and perhaps some of the reasons that have been advanced by metaphysicians in support of various theses have been good reasons. Nevertheless, I have to admit that there is probably some truth in the charge that there are certain theses that I “was going to believe anyway”—theses that I should believe no matter what philosophical arguments I was presented with.


The reader will remember that earlier in the chapter I listed three questions and suggested that to know the answers to these three questions would be to know the ultimate truth about everything. And I put forward two possible sets of answers to these questions, in order to show what answers to them would look like. The first set of answers more or less expresses my beliefs concerning the ultimate truth about everything. (More or less: I am not in complete agreement with everything asserted in that set of answers.) These beliefs, moreover, are not ones I hold in a tentative or halfhearted way. They are firm convictions about matters I think are of the utmost importance, and it is almost certainly true that I should hold them no matter what metaphysical arguments I was presented with. I have, of course, tried to be fair and objective in discussing points of view opposed to my own, but it is unlikely I have succeeded. Another firm conviction of mine is that the reader is unlikely to find a book about metaphysics whose author does not hold some view or other in just the firm and “non-negotiable” way in which I hold the view represented by the first set of answers to our three metaphysical questions. I have seen books about metaphysics (and about other parts of philosophy) that give the impression their authors reached the positions they defend in those books solely on the basis of logical argument and the objective evaluation of carefully gathered data. The authors of these books write in such a way as to suggest that either they had no biases when they began to try to formulate their metaphysical opinions or else that they sternly set their biases aside and allowed themselves to be influenced only by evidence and argument. I do not claim to be able to read minds, but I doubt whether any metaphysician has actually proceeded this way.


What is much more likely to be true is this. Many factors besides evidence and argument are effective in forming people’s opinions. Among these we may cite religion (and anti-religion), politics, loyalties to certain social groups, antipathy to other social groups, the desire for emotional comfort, the desire to be respected by one’s peers, the desire to be thought original, the desire to shock, the desire to be in a position to force one’s opinions upon others, the desire to belong to a like-minded group of people who flatter one another by making fun of people whose opinions differ from those of the group, and the desire to be one of a small group of enlightened ones who bravely struggle against the superstitions of the masses.


There are two senses in which one may be said to care about the answer to a question. First, one may want very much to know what the right answer to that question is. Secondly, one may desire very strongly that a certain answer to that question be the right one. Those who care deeply in the first sense about the answers to metaphysical questions (or any questions) will be moved only by evidence and argument. Those who care deeply in the second sense about the answers to metaphysical questions (or any questions), although they may be moved by evidence and argument, will, to a near certainty, also be moved by factors like those listed above. It is unlikely that anyone who has actually taken the trouble to write a book about metaphysics will be completely free of any desire that certain answers to metaphysical questions be the right ones. It is therefore likely that the author of a book about metaphysics will be subject to biases arising from factors like those listed in the preceding paragraph. Sociological investigations of scientific research strongly suggest that this is the case in the sciences, and it is unlikely that metaphysicians are any freer from bias than scientists.


In the sciences (and particularly in the “hard” sciences like physics and chemistry), the biases of investigators are to a large degree corrected—in the long run—by the responsibility of these sciences to the data of observation. A scientific theory is expected to make predictions about how experiments will go and what observations will reveal, and—again, in the long run—if a theory does not make the right predictions, it will be abandoned even if all sorts of factors like those listed above make it psychologically attractive to the members of the scientific community. But no such corrective exists in metaphysics. If two metaphysical theories are in competition, no experiment will decide between them. They will not differ about how the World will look to an observer, no matter how sophisticated the observer’s instruments may be.13 It is likely, therefore, that a metaphysician’s position is going to be, to a significant degree, a reflection of certain biases, however much it may also owe to evidence and argument. It is likely that there will be certain theses the metaphysician would have accepted no matter what evidence or what arguments had come to his or her attention. I have tried to forewarn the reader about what theses I bear this sort of allegiance to.


Suggestions for Further Reading


Very useful articles on almost every philosophical topic imaginable can be found in the monumental Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Paul Edwards. This encyclopedia was published in 1967 and thus no longer represents the “state of the art.” Nevertheless, it remains an indispensable resource for the student of philosophy. A supplement was published in 1996. The articles in the online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://plato.stanford.edu) are of the very highest quality (the author of this book “confesses his interest”: he is the author of the article “Metaphysics”) and are, of course, continually updated.


The anthology Metaphysics: The Big Questions, edited by Dean W. Zimmerman and the author of this book, contains readings on all the topics discussed in this book.


Kant’s diagnosis of the failure of metaphysics to become a science in the sense in which mathematics and physics are sciences received its most complete and systematic expression in his Critique of Pure Reason (1781; 2nd, considerably revised ed., 1787). Unfortunately, this book is impenetrable to the uninitiated. There are two “little” books on Kant’s philosophy that generations of beginning students have found very helpful, despite the fact that some specialists in Kant’s philosophy have reservations about them: Ewing’s A Short Commentary on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Körner’s Kant.


A. J. Ayer’s Language, Truth and Logic (1936) is a classic popular exposition of logical positivism, written with the enthusiasm of a recent convert.


Colin McGinn’s Problems in Philosophy is a deep and powerful exploration of the question of why philosophy is unable to produce uncontroversial results.


Notes


1. Nor is information about the history of the word much help. For what it is worth, however, here is a brief account of how we got the word ‘metaphysics’.


The word ‘metaphysics’ was invented by the ancient Greeks. It comes from two Greek words: ‘meta’, which means ‘after’ or ‘beyond’, and ‘phusis’, which means ‘nature’. (There is a sound in Greek that used to be represented in our alphabet—the Greeks, of course, did not use our alphabet—by the letter ‘y’ but which is today usually represented by the letter ‘u’.) One meaning of the word ‘nature’, not a very common one, is something like ‘the universe’. Thus, the basic laws the universe obeys are called the laws of nature, and those scientists whose work most closely concerns the basic laws are called physicists. These facts suggest an obvious explanation of what the Greeks had in mind when they invented the word ‘metaphysics’: they meant this word to designate a study that goes beyond the study of nature, that investigates matters somehow transcending those investigated by physics. Unfortunately, this obvious explanation is probably wrong. (For one thing, the word ‘meta’ was not used by the Greeks in the metaphorical sense of ‘beyond’ required by this explanation.)


The correct explanation is probably the following. In the fourth century B.C., the Greek philosopher Aristotle wrote (among many other books) a book about nature called Physics (or Ta Phusika) and a book about what he called “first philosophy.” The latter book was devoted to various topics that belong to what we today call metaphysics. After Aristotle’s death, his books came to be arranged in what students of his philosophy considered their appropriate order. In this conventional ordering, the book on “first philosophy” came immediately after the Physics, and students of Aristotle’s philosophy began to refer to it as Ta Meta ta Phusika, or Metaphysics. They may have meant no more by this title than “the book after the Physics.” Or they may have meant, “the book dealing with topics one can begin work on only after one has mastered the Physics.”


2. The practitioner of metaphysics is called a metaphysician and not, as one might expect, a metaphysicist. This is because the words ‘metaphysician’ and ‘physician’ already existed (and meant what they mean today) when people first began to feel a need for a special word for those scientists we today call physicists. The best word would have been ‘physician’ (indeed, a physicist is called a physicien in French), but that was already taken. The word ‘physicist’ was therefore invented, but too late to affect the established use of ‘metaphysician’.


3. According to Plato, the word ‘philosophy’ was invented by his teacher Socrates. If Plato’s story is historical, it records events that took place late in the fifth century B.C. In those days, there were men who made a living by teaching wisdom (in Greek, sophia), or so they claimed. The most successful made a very good living indeed. Because these men claimed to be wise and to be able to teach wisdom to others, they were called “sophists.” Socrates, however, believed that the sophists had no wisdom to teach and, in fact, that what many of them taught—that morality is only a human convention, for example—was false and harmful. Socrates, interestingly enough, claimed not to be wise. (Or not in the way the sophists claimed to be wise. He believed the sum of his wisdom to consist in his knowing that he did not possess that kind of wisdom.) But, he said, although he was not wise and knew he was not wise, he would very much like to have been wise. He proclaimed himself not a possessor but a lover of wisdom. If one loves what one does not possess, Socrates said, one will seek after that thing and try to possess it. This proclamation was the origin of the word ‘philosophy’, for the Greek word ‘philosophia’ means just exactly ‘the love of wisdom’. The word was used by Plato, and by Plato’s student Aristotle, for what they wrote their books about, and, since all subsequent Western thought about these subjects is a continuation of the work of Plato and Aristotle, the word has come to designate the subjects Plato and Aristotle wrote about. (It should be noted that this is an account of the origin of the word ‘philosophy’ and not of philosophy, for there were philosophers in Greece before Socrates—they are called, appropriately enough, the pre-Socratic philosophers. Moreover, philosophy arose independently of Greek philosophy in China and India.)


4. To say there are no established facts in metaphysics is not to say there are no metaphysical facts, and to say there is no metaphysical information is not to say there is no metaphysical knowledge. Consider, for example, the proposition, briefly argued for in the text, that there is an ultimate reality (even if we can know nothing about it except that it exists). In my view the argument I presented shows that the existence of an ultimate reality is a fact (and if it is a fact, it is a metaphysical fact), and I believe that, because I am aware of and understand this argument, I know this fact. Nevertheless, this fact—assuming it is a fact—cannot be said to be an established fact, and the statement that there is an ultimate reality cannot be said to be a piece of information. It is an established fact, a piece of information, that the continents are in motion. We call the latter fact “established” because anyone who does not agree that the continents are in motion either does not fully appreciate the data and arguments a geologist could put forward in support of that thesis or is intellectually perverse. (There exists an organization called the Flat Earth Society, which is, as one might have guessed, devoted to defending the thesis that the earth is flat. At least some of the members of this society are very clever and are fully aware of the data and arguments—including photographs of the earth taken from space—that establish that the earth is spherical. These people take great delight in constructing elaborate “refutations” of the thesis that the earth is spherical. Apparently this is not a joke; they seem to be quite sincere. What can we say about them except that they are intellectually perverse?) It cannot be said that the existence of an ultimate reality is an established fact, however, because there are people who are aware of, and understand perfectly, the argument given earlier in this chapter for the conclusion that there is an ultimate reality and who, nevertheless, do not accept this conclusion. And these people cannot be called intellectually perverse. I think the argument I have given is good enough to support my claim to know that there is an ultimate reality; I do not believe it thrusts its conclusion upon the mind with such force and clarity that anyone who disputes it simply cannot be taken seriously—as people who say the earth is flat cannot be taken seriously.


5. The thesis that there are no established results in philosophy should not be confused with the thesis that philosophy has no practical consequences. The latter thesis is demonstrably false. Even if we leave aside the question whether physics and the other natural sciences grew out of philosophy, a large number of examples of the practical consequences of philosophical thinking can be cited. Many features of the Constitution of the United States can be traced to the writings of the philosophers Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, and much of the misery of the twentieth century is rooted in the writings of the philosophers G. W. F. Hegel and Karl Marx. (Not all practical consequences are good consequences.) Much of the theory computer scientists use in their daily work has its origin in early twentieth-century philosophy of mathematics. In the 1960s, an ambitious project to write computer programs for translating scientific articles from one language to another was abandoned because of a philosophical argument (devised by the philosopher of language Yeshua Bar-Hillel) for the practical impossibility of such programs. At the present time, there is a good deal of fruitful interaction between philosophers of mind and psychologists.


6. We can see this happening with logic. About one hundred years ago, the study of logic began to undergo a radical transformation, and there began to be a body of established logical fact. (Or one might argue that there had been a body of established logical fact ever since the fourth century B.C. but that, until about one hundred years ago, this body of fact was too meager and obvious for there to be much motivation for thinking of logic as a science in the present sense of science.) As the effects of this radical transformation of logic have borne more and more fruit, logic has come to be regarded less and less as a branch of philosophy and more and more as either a science in its own right or as a branch of pure mathematics.


7. The nineteenth-century German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel unkindly cited an advertisement from an English magazine promising a “philosophical” cure for baldness!


8. Calculus was independently invented by Sir Isaac Newton.


9. In the nineteenth century there were philosophers who called themselves positivists because they held that there was no knowledge but “positive” knowledge, which was their term for what we should call scientific knowledge. The twentieth-century logical positivists called themselves positivists because they agreed with this thesis about knowledge. They called themselves logical positivists not because they were claiming to be logical where the nineteenth-century positivists had been illogical but because they made extensive use of the discoveries and techniques of twentieth-century logic.


10. I once heard the linguist Noam Chomsky suggest this in a lecture.


11. And this comes down to facts about what words philosophers have written. There is often extensive disagreement about the interpretation of what philosophers have said. If you have read something by, say, Plato, and if your instructor (or the author of this or any book) says Plato meant x and it looks to you as if Plato meant y, there is no law that says you have to take anyone’s word for it that Plato meant x. It would be a better procedure to see what sort of case can be made for each of the two interpretations and then to form your own opinion about which (if either) is right.


12. In this sentence I have treated the beneficence of colonial rule, Freudian psychology, and Marxism as if they were things all educated people now know it would be absurd to believe in. Notice how easy it is to do this.


13. Could this be what is “wrong” with metaphysics? Should we say that a theory is valueless if it does not make predictions about how experiments will go or about what observations will reveal? This is a very attractive position. Variants on it were held both by Kant and the logical positivists. Unfortunately every attempt to work out a carefully stated theory along these lines has turned out to be “just more philosophy.”




PART ONE


THE WAY THE WORLD IS


INTRODUCTION TO PART ONE


In Chapters 2 through 5 our topic will be the World. Or rather, most of the World, for human beings—who, like all other things, are parts of the World—will be the special topic of Part Three.


Ordinary people, the people you pass on the street every day, have widely differing conceptions of the World. A Roman Catholic or an Orthodox Jew will have one sort of conception of the World, an atheist a very different conception, and a Hindu yet a third conception, one that differs greatly from the conceptions of the Catholic and the Jew and from the conception of the atheist. Are these examples intended to imply that when we are talking about conceptions of the World, we are talking about religion? Well, only accidentally. For one thing, the atheist will no doubt stoutly insist that atheism is not a religion. (Let us take the person we are calling “the atheist” to be a typical Western atheist—the sort of atheist you would be likely to encounter in Europe or one of the English-speaking countries—and not a Japanese Zen Buddhist or any such exotic atheist as that.) For another, most of the seven billion or so people in the world practice some religion, and every religion involves some sort of conception of the World. As a consequence, most people get their conceptions of the World wholly or partly from their religions. But not everyone does, and views of the World can be discussed without any need to talk about many of the things typically involved in a religion, such as ritual, the veneration of sacred objects or persons or places, and characteristically religious emotions.


The differences between the Catholic and the Jew, on the one hand, and the atheist, on the other, are obvious. The Catholic and the Jew both think that the basis of the World is personal: each believes that there is a Person—a conscious Being who acts for reasons and carries out plans—who caused everything besides Himself to exist. And the atheist does not. The atheist thinks that the World existed before there had ever been any persons, and that the first persons there ever were came to be as a by-product of various purposeless processes going on here and there in the World. One might suppose that there could be no more profound disagreement about the nature of the World than this. And yet the atheist shares with the Catholic and the Jew many important metaphysical beliefs that would be rejected by the Hindu. All three of the “Westerners” believe that the things they see around them are real, and that these things have, for the most part, the features they seem to have. All three of them would probably give their assent to the following statement.


Buildings and trees and grass and the sun and the stars are all real. Each building, each tree, each blade of grass, each star, is an object distinct from the others, and each has a certain set of properties. That building is one thing, and that tree is another. The tree weighs a certain number of kilograms, even if no human being knows just how many kilograms that is. Each of them is at a certain distance from me. Either the tree is forty meters away from me, or it is some other perfectly definite distance away. And if it is forty meters away, then anyone who thinks it’s thirty meters away from me is just wrong. If Jane insists that the tree is thirty meters away from me when it is really forty meters away, she is wrong because her beliefs do not match the way things are. The tree and its properties exist independently of Jane’s beliefs and of anything else present in her mind, and it is up to the contents of her mind to correspond to external reality, just as it is up to a map to correspond to the territory. If the contents of her mind do not match external reality, if they and the independently existing facts are not in correspondence, then her picture of the world is at least partly false.


The properties of the tree, moreover, are not exhausted by the properties it has at the present moment. The tree has a certain age. There is a certain moment in the past at which it began to exist. Before that moment, for ages and ages, things came to be and flourished and passed away, and the tree did not yet exist. Although there was an unimaginably long (perhaps even an infinite) period during which the tree did not yet exist, it is nevertheless now true that the tree has existed for quite a long time: it was here yesterday, and it was here the day before, and the day before that, and so on through a series of many thousands of days. And this is no mere manner of speaking. This use of the pronoun ‘it’ should be taken literally. The tree (this very tree) was here last year, even though it then had a slightly different set of properties from those it has now. (For example, it probably had a different number of leaves then.) But it was the same tree. And the tree can change its position as well as its properties. Not only is it being carried around the sun by the earth, but one could uproot it and carry it to the opposite side of the earth and replant it there, and it would be the same tree at every moment during this sequence of events.


Furthermore, the tree and all the other things we have mentioned exert influences on one another. The light of the sun falls on the grass and the tree and the building and me and warms us: it is no accident that an object gets warmer when it moves from shadow to sunlight; the warming happens because the sunlight has an effect on the object. And I am able to perceive these things only because they have effects on me. My perceptions of the tree and the building are due to influences that cross the space between those objects and me and cause changes in my sense organs and my brain.


The Hindu—at least the well-educated Hindu who understands the full implications of Hinduism—will agree with none of this. The Hindu will insist that anyone who says that this statement describes how things really are has mistaken appearance for reality. And it is not only Hindus who would say this. This point of view is confined neither to religion nor to the Far East. Many Western philosophers, particularly in the nineteenth century, would have agreed with our Hindu and would have given philosophical arguments to back up their assertions. Many other Western philosophers would not go so far as to reject the entirety of this statement, but would reject certain parts of it, particularly those having to do with space and time, the cause-and-effect relation, and perception.


Let us say that the above passage—the passage I said the Roman Catholic and the Orthodox Jew and the atheist would all give their assent to and the Hindu would not—represents the Common Western Metaphysic,1 that is, the core of metaphysical belief common to most of the views of the World held by ordinary, unreflective people in Europe and the English-speaking countries.2 Since most of the readers of this book will no doubt be Westerners, let us take the Common Western Metaphysic as a starting point for our discussion of the way the World is. Since most of us are Westerners, it is not surprising that most of us will find this metaphysic to be obviously right. But is it really right? Does the Common Western Metaphysic describe things as they really are, or only as they apparently are?


We shall use this question to organize our discussion of the way the World is. It would require a work of many volumes even to touch briefly on all the important metaphysical issues raised by the question whether a statement of the Common Western Metaphysic is a description of appearance or reality. We shall be able to discuss only four of these issues in detail. We shall discuss them under the four headings Individuality, Externality, Temporality, and Objectivity.


Notes


1. A particular metaphysical theory or position or system of beliefs is often called a “metaphysic.”


2. It is a plausible thesis that the “Common Western Metaphysic” is also the Common Eastern Metaphysic—that it is common to the views of the World held by ordinary, unreflective people in India and other parts of the Far East. It would seem to be a doctrine of Hinduism and of at least one form of Buddhism that only a small minority of enlightened people—people who have been willing to subject themselves to a certain rigorous discipline—are capable of “seeing through” the illusions of individuality, space and time, cause and effect, and so on.




2


INDIVIDUALITY


According to the Common Western Metaphysic, the World contains many individual things. Each human being, each living thing, each star, each atom, each building, is an individual thing. Even God, if there is a God, is an individual thing. But what do we mean by calling all these very different things “individual” things? As far as dictionary meaning goes, we may say that an individual thing is a separate thing, a thing distinct from the rest of the World, but this statement does not really tell us very much, and its use of the word ‘separate’ has at least one misleading implication.


Let us first deal with the misleading implication. We would not ordinarily say that an object and one of its parts—a tree and one of its leaves, say—were “separate” things. But a part of an individual thing may very well be itself an individual thing: a tree and one of its leaves, for example, are both individual things. The sense of ‘separate’ in which an individual thing must be a “separate” thing, therefore, is not the same as the sense of ‘separate’ in which a leaf is not “separate” from the tree it is a part of. A leaf still growing on a branch, a rabbit’s foot (undetached), and the roof of a house are separate things in the required sense of ‘separate.’ But that sense is rather unclear. This unclarity is the reason why the dictionary sense of ‘individual’ is not very helpful in explaining the metaphysical concept of an individual thing. Perhaps the best way to say what is meant by ‘individual thing’ is to supplement our list of examples of individual things by giving some examples of things that are not individual things.


First, a thing is not an individual thing if it is a mere modification of something else. For example, a wrinkle in a carpet is not an individual thing because it is a mere modification of the carpet. This use of the word ‘modification’ is a metaphysician’s term. It may be explained as follows. One way to “modify” (or change) something is to add to its parts, as when we modify a house by adding a room. But we may modify a thing without adding to its parts: I can modify my hand by making a fist, modify a piece of string by tying a knot in it—or modify a carpet by wrinkling it. If something comes into existence as the direct and inevitable result of modifying a thing x in the second way—without causing x to gain any new parts—then we call the thing thereby brought into existence a mere modification of x. Thus, a fist is a mere modification of a hand, a knot in a piece of string is a mere modification of the string, and a wrinkle in a carpet is a mere modification of the carpet.


Let us think about the wrinkle, this mere modification of the carpet, which we have said is not an individual thing like the carpet itself. It certainly seems in many ways to be like the things we are willing to call individual things. It has a certain location in space, it came into existence at a certain time, and it can influence other things—you could trip over it, and break your nose, which is a pretty robust case of influence. Is it different from the carpet in any important way?


Note that if the carpet is not in its accustomed place, it makes sense to ask what has happened to it, since a carpet can move in relation to other things or be destroyed. If the wrinkle is not in its accustomed place, can we ask what has happened to it? Can a wrinkle move in relation to other things? Well, a wrinkle in a carpet can move if the whole carpet moves, of course. But a carpet can move without the necessity of anything else’s moving—other than the carpet’s own parts and the things that have to get out of the carpet’s path to make way for it. Can the wrinkle move like that? Anyone who has tried to “get a wrinkle out of a carpet,” as the idiom has it, will perhaps be inclined to say that the answer is Yes. But is the wrinkle that seems in some sense to move across the carpet the same wrinkle throughout the whole frustrating procedure? If it is, that one wrinkle has to be made of different carpet threads at different times as it moves, while the carpet can move without changing its parts. It would seem that either the question ‘Does the wrinkle really move?’ should be answered No or the question should be regarded as a pointless conundrum like ‘Where does your lap go when you stand up?’ The answer to the question ‘Does the carpet really move?’ however, is a very straightforward Yes—at least according to the Common Western Metaphysic.


The case is similar with the question whether the wrinkle can be destroyed. If a wrinkled carpet is straightened, the wrinkle in the carpet no longer exists, but it would be a joke to say that the wrinkle or anything else had been destroyed in this episode.


These differences between the wrinkle and the carpet suggest that (according to the Common Western Metaphysic) the carpet is a thing that exists “in its own right,” whereas the wrinkle is only a sort of temporary complication in the shape of the carpet; it does not exist in its own right, but, as we might say, in the carpet’s right. If this is true, we must distinguish between the wrinkle and the particular part of the carpet that has been thrust up to form the wrinkle. The latter is what you trip over when you “trip over the wrinkle,” and it is an individual thing, a thing that exists in its own right. There is a perfectly good answer to the question whether it is destroyed when the carpet is straightened: No; it is still right there. If you wanted to, you could bend over the now-flat carpet and cut it out of the carpet with a carpet knife, and you could then move it about in space in the same way you could have moved the whole carpet about.


Other examples of things that are not individual things because they exist only as modifications of other things are: the Cheshire Cat’s grin (as opposed to the Cheshire Cat’s lips and teeth), the point of a knife (as opposed to the first millimeter of the knife), and a hole in a piece of cheese (as opposed to the cheese that “lines” the hole).


Secondly, a thing is not an individual thing if it is a mere collection of things. If we say that the army is much larger than it was in 1935, and if we assume that any army is (in some sense) composed entirely of soldiers, then the thing—if indeed there is such a thing—of which we are saying that “it” is larger than “it” used to be, is not an individual thing but a mere collection of things. It is very hard to give any precise sense to the idea of a mere collection of things. After all, a cat is an individual thing, and yet in a way a cat is a collection of cells or of atoms. The intuitive reason for saying that the army is a mere collection of soldiers is that the army of 1935 and the army of today are supposed to be the same army (the U.S. Army or the British Army, or whatever), and yet not a single soldier is common to both. This suggests that there is really no individual thing “there” besides all the soldiers and that, therefore, the army is “nothing more than” the soldiers to such a striking degree that it seems appropriate to call it not only a collection but a mere collection. This consideration seems to have a certain amount of force, and yet it is hard to say why it does, since there are few if any atoms common to the cat of today and the cat of five years ago, despite the fact that—according to the Common Western Metaphysic—they are one and the same cat.


We could, of course, define a mere collection as a collection that is not an individual thing, but that would not help us understand the notion of an individual thing. Perhaps the best we can do is to say that insofar as we understand the notion of a mere collection, no mere collection is an individual thing—or that, if we are inclined to think of a thing as a mere collection, we should be disinclined to call it an individual thing.


Thirdly, a thing is not an individual thing if it is a stuff, like water or flesh or steel or hydrogen. The Walrus’s famous list of topics for after-dinner conversation—shoes and ships and sealing wax and cabbages and kings—contains four kinds of individual things and one stuff. The Walrus says his list comprises “many things,” but a stuff like sealing wax is not a thing in the same sense as that in which shoes and cabbages are things. When we say that water is a chemical compound of hydrogen and oxygen or when we say that sealing wax is used for sealing envelopes, we are in a sense describing things called ‘water’ and ‘sealing wax’. But these “things” are not individual things, and, more generally, stuffs are not individual things.1


Fourthly, a thing is not an individual thing if it is a “universal,” a universal being a thing that can have “instances.” For example, the novel War and Peace is not an individual thing, although my copy of War and Peace and your copy of War and Peace are both individual things. Each of these two copies of the novel is, in the language of metaphysics, an “instance” of the novel, which is a universal. Other examples of universals are numbers and properties and relations and propositions. The number four has as instances any things that are four in number: the points of the compass, the Gospels, or the Stuart kings of England. A property, such as wisdom, aridity, or the color white, has as instances those things that possess it: each of the Three Wise Men is an instance of wisdom; Arizona and New Mexico are both instances of aridity; the Taj Mahal and the Washington Monument are both instances of the color white. Instances of a relation like ‘to the north of’ are things standing in that relation: Montreal and New York stand in the relation ‘to the north of’, as do Edinburgh and London. A proposition—the proposition that Paris is the capital of France, for example—has instances in several senses. In one sense the instances of the proposition that Paris is the capital of France are the occasions (no doubt millions of them, widely separated in space and time) on which someone or other has asserted or affirmed that Paris is the capital of France. In another sense its instances are the people who have believed that Paris is the capital of France (millions of people—again, widely separated in space and time). In yet a third sense, its instances are the many sentences that express it: ‘Paris is the capital of France’, ‘The capital of France is Paris’, ‘Paris is the French capital’, ‘Paris est la capitale de la France’, ‘Parigi è la capitale della Francia’. (Sentences are yet another example of universals. The same sentence may have more than one instance. That is, the same sentence may “occur” at different places and different times. The point is worth repeating. The same sentence may have more than one instance.) It should be noted that we are using ‘universal’ in a wider sense than is common in metaphysics. Some present-day philosophers would use ‘abstract object’ (a coinage of the twentieth-century American philosopher W. V. Quine) as the general term that applies to all the things we are calling universals, and would reserve the term ‘universal’ for attributes and relations. (The problem of the existence and nature of universals—or, to use the preferred current term, the problem of the existence and nature of abstract objects—is an important problem in the history of metaphysics. It will be addressed in “Being,” the Coda that follows the thirteen numbered chapters of this book.)


Finally, an individual thing is not an event or process, like the death of Caesar or the Second World War or the industrialization of Japan. Events and processes start and end and happen (or take place or occur), whereas individual things come into existence and go out of existence and endure (or last or get older).


Perhaps we now have some notion of what is meant by an individual thing. According to the Common Western Metaphysic, the World consists of individual things. (Does that mean the World is itself an individual thing? Not necessarily. Many metaphysicians who have held that the World consists of individual things have also held that the World is a mere collection of individual things. The question whether the World is an individual thing will become important in Chapter 7.) Moreover, the Common Western Metaphysic holds that there are many individual things. As we have seen, there are metaphysicians who deny this. But what do people who deny this believe instead? What are the alternatives to believing in many individual things? The following three alternatives are exclusive and exhaustive (that is, they are inconsistent with each other and they cover all the remaining possible cases):


There are no individual things (Nihilism).


There is one individual thing (Monism).


There is more than one individual thing, but there are not many.


The third alternative has no name because it has not had any adherents. Metaphysicians who reject the thesis that there are many individual things are either Nihilists or Monists. (The word ‘dualism’ is the name of several metaphysical positions involving the number two, but it has never been used for the position that there are two and only two individual things. “Dualists” believe that there are two kinds of things—mental things and physical things are the usual ones—or that the World embodies two fundamental and opposed principles, such as Order and Disorder or Good and Evil.) This is in a way surprising, because metaphysicians are as fond of the numbers two and three as they are of the numbers zero and one. We have seen, for example, that metaphysicians are perfectly willing to say that there are two kinds of things. Whatever the explanation may be, it appears that the unanimous opinion of the metaphysicians is that once real diversity among individual things has been admitted to exist, the question how many of them there are is not a philosophical question. Let us not struggle against this remarkable consensus (any consensus among metaphysicians is remarkable). Let us rather turn to and examine Nihilism and Monism.
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