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Key to features



Activity
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A practical task to help you to understand the arguments or concepts under investigation.


Experimenting with ideas
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Plays around with some of the concepts discussed; looks at them from different angles.


Criticism
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Highlights and evaluates the issues raised by an argument or a concept.


Quotation
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A direct quotation from a key thinker.


Learn more
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Introduces related ideas or arguments that aren’t required by the AS Level specification, but which provides useful additional material.


Anthology extracts
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When you see the Anthology icon in the margin of the book then you should refer to the relevant extract in the Anthology extracts section at the end of the book.


Glossary


Words or phrases that appear in CAPITAL LETTERS are key terms and ideas that are explained in the Glossary at the end of the book.




 



Introduction



This AS Level may represent the first time you have formally studied philosophy, although you may well have debated many philosophical issues with friends, family or even with yourself. Unlike other A Levels such as mathematics, history, business studies or biology, the nature of the subject is not immediately clear from the name alone. This is because the term ‘philosophy’ is used to cover a great many things and is used differently by different people. To see this, you only have to wander into the philosophy section of your local bookshop or library, where the chances are you will find books covering such diverse topics as UFOs, tarot cards and personal therapy.


Even amongst philosophers themselves there is no clear consensus as to what the subject involves. Indeed, John Campbell in his book Philosophers photographed over 50 philosophers and asked them each to describe the subject. Perhaps not surprisingly, over 50 different answers were given. For example:




Philosophy is thinking in slow motion. It breaks down, describes and assesses moves we ordinarily make at great speed – to do with our natural motivations and beliefs. It then becomes evident that alternatives are possible.1





Steve Pyke, Philosophers, page 22


Philosophy can be divided up into separate disciplines, each of which, even if not having its own methodology, does have its own area of interest and in many respects its own language. The three key areas are: METAPHYSICS – the study of the ultimate nature of reality; EPISTEMOLOGY – the study of what we can know; and ETHICS – the study of how we should live and act. Underpinning all of these areas is a fourth discipline, which includes the skills of critical thinking, of analysis and of logic.




[image: ]




Within these key areas there are further subdivisions: in metaphysics we will find questions grouped around the philosophy of mind (Do I have a SOUL? How does my mind work? What is consciousness?) and within this the question of PERSONS (Who am I? Am I the same person I was ten years ago?). However, some of this categorisation is artificial, for example the CONCEPT of personhood will also raise epistemological and ethical issues. Some other subdivisions of philosophy include: philosophy of language, philosophy of religion, aesthetics, logic and political philosophy.


Philosophy also deals with the cutting-edge and abstract questions at the forefront of most other fields of KNOWLEDGE. So there is a philosophy of history, critical theory (in English literature and the arts), philosophy of science, philosophy of maths, and so on. Indeed, if you ask enough difficult questions about any aspect of the world, you will end up with a philosophical question.




Why did the car start?


Because I turned the key.


But why?


Because it links the battery to the spark plugs which ignited the fuel.


Why does this happen?


Because fuel ignites at a certain temperature.


Yeah, but why?


Well that’s the laws of physics.


But why is that a law of physics?


Because that’s the way the universe was made.


And why was it made this way?





Eventually this discussion leaves science proper and drifts into the metaphysical and epistemological questions that make up the philosophy of science. Seen this way, philosophy is all around us; it’s just a matter of asking the right questions. Most of the time though, we are happy to get on with our lives and so don’t ask these difficult questions. As soon as we do, we start to realise that our explanations about life and the world come up a little short and we find ourselves philosophising. But why should we bother with these questions?


In one sense we can’t avoid them. The unreflective life takes for granted common-sense assumptions which enable us to get on with the business of living. But these common-sense assumptions themselves represent answers to philosophical questions, and so relying on these is still to rely on a particular philosophy. However, the common-sense approach is just one possible view of things and one which is often beset with inconsistencies that we ignore. If you scratch beneath the surface, problems can arise.


Consider someone who just wants to live their life and get on with things. Perhaps they want to get a job, earn some money, get a set of wheels and buy a house, and so on. But why does this person want to do these things? Is it because they think it will make them happy? Do they think happiness is a goal worth pursuing? Is it achievable? Is the term even meaningful? If the person hasn’t asked themselves these questions then it would seem they are just going about their life with no clear idea of what it is they are ultimately pursuing. We might want to ask: although such a life is possible, is it a GOOD life? The Greek philosopher Socrates would say it was not:
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The unexamined life is not worth living.


Socrates, Apology, 38a
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By avoiding these philosophical questions – all these questions still left hanging – our friends and neighbours are choosing to live the unexamined life. So congratulations for not hiding away from these issues and choosing to confront them head on. Congratulations for choosing to live the examined life.


Structure of the book


This book covers the AS Level philosophy specification published by the AQA, and which is the first year of the full A Level in philosophy. It has two main sections: Epistemology and the Philosophy of Religion, and within these two sections there are chapters that correspond to the AQA specification. Before these two sections we have included an introduction to Descartes’ Meditations, which is a book that can be seen as a thread through much of the AS and A Level specification.


As a combination, epistemology and the philosophy of religion offer an accessible and engaging introduction to most of the areas of philosophy, as shown in Figure 0.1 on page v. The chapters on epistemology obviously cover:





•  the theory of knowledge (What is knowledge? What can we know?),



•  but they also introduce logic and conceptual and critical analysis,



•  as well as metaphysics (What is the world ‘out there’, beyond our PERCEPTION, really like?).





As part of your study of epistemology you will be reading and analysing extracts from the works of some great minds of western thought, including Plato, Descartes, Leibniz, Locke, Hume and Russell.


The chapters on the philosophy of religion also encompass several other areas of philosophy that go far beyond the study of theological or religious BELIEFS:





•  metaphysics (Is there a God? What is causation? Do humans have FREE WILL?),



•  and logic (There are many different ARGUMENTS that prove the existence of God, but how successful are they?),



•  as well as ethics (Can all the pain and suffering in the world be justified by some higher good?)



•  and finally the philosophy of language, which has become one of the most important branches of philosophy in the last hundred years.





It may well be the case that at university the philosophy of religion is not prioritised as a topic to study, in the way epistemology and other areas are, but you will be in good company by studying it now. Some of the most influential thinkers that the world has known have contributed to the philosophy of religion, and analysing their arguments will provide an excellent introduction to their broader philosophical ideas. The thinkers you will encounter include: Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, Descartes, Hume and Wittgenstein. Even if you are not religious, you can hone your critical skills and your understanding of how arguments are built and knocked down by studying the philosophy of religion.


Towards the end of the book, Section 3 gives you guidance and tips on passing the AS exam, and includes an important sub-section on ‘how to read philosophy’. Here we have provided some ideas, or ‘lenses’, which will help you to read and understand these texts and so improve your philosophical analysis. You might want to read this when you first come across an ‘anthology icon’. The anthology icon appears when we are summarising a philosopher’s ideas. It prompts you to flick to Section 4 where we have provided extracts of all texts found in the AQA online Anthology, so you can read the philosopher’s original words.


Throughout this book you will find activities and advice on developing philosophical skills, such as analysing arguments and communicating concepts in a logical way. Crucially, they will help you learn to think critically and develop your own point of view. Studying philosophy will also help you develop the ability to sift through lots of information and ideas.


Now, let us turn to one of the most important books in western philosophy, the Meditations by René Descartes, as this will prove to be a useful introduction to many of the ideas that you will be encountering on your journey through philosophy.




 



Introduction to Descartes’ Meditations



Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy is one of the most significant texts in the history of western philosophy. Its project is ambitious, for in it Descartes attempts to establish the foundations for the whole of human knowledge. Along the way he calls into question the very existence of the physical universe; attempts to prove the existence of God; discovers the essential nature of matter and provides an account of the relation of body and soul. In so doing, Descartes set the agenda for debate in much of modern philosophy.


Because of its importance, it is widely studied on philosophy courses at university and has now been set as the key text to accompany the AQA A Level topics of Epistemology, Philosophy of religion and Philosophy of mind. In this introduction, we provide a brief introduction to Descartes and his six Meditations. At the end we also include a summary flowchart of all the key ideas contained within the text.


Brief biography


In 1596, René Descartes was born into a relatively wealthy family living in La Haye, a small town in the north west of France. At around the age of nine, the young Descartes was sent to study at a nearby Jesuit college in La Flèche. Because of ill health, Descartes was allowed the unusual privilege of lying in bed until 11am each morning – a habit that stayed with him for the rest of his life.


After completing his studies at university, Descartes travelled to Holland to enlist as a volunteer in the army of Prince Maurice of Nassau, effectively becoming a cadet in a military academy. Over the next few years Descartes served in several armies – as a volunteer he received no pay, and part of his motive was the opportunity a military career provided both to think and to travel. Actual fighting was not likely for someone of Descartes’ background!


It was during this period, when shut away in a small stove-heated room in Germany, that Descartes claimed to have experienced a series of visions, which he interpreted as bestowing on him a divine mission to seek the truth through the use of REASON.


After leaving the army, he travelled around Europe, living for a while in Paris before finally settling in Holland. In his later life he was persuaded to move to Sweden to teach Queen Christina. The Queen required her philosophy lessons to begin at five in the morning. Descartes, being accustomed to much later starts, died after about six months of this new regime.


After a slow start, Descartes’ fame had grown steadily throughout his lifetime, particular in his later years. After his death he became increasingly renowned. A measure of his fame is that during the transportation of his body from Sweden back to France, several pieces of his corpse were removed by relic collectors!


Descartes’ ideas


The ‘visions’ Descartes experienced in Germany played a big role in his life. On the basis of these he applied a new rational ‘method’ to his thoughts and started developing original ideas on a range of subjects.


In 1633 the famous scientist Galileo was condemned by the Church and placed under house arrest in Rome for his ideas on astronomy, which, like the earlier astronomer Copernicus, placed the Sun at the centre of the planetary system, with the Earth, Moon and planets in orbit around it. At the time, Descartes had been preparing a large volume containing all of his ideas but, since these also placed the Sun a centre of the solar system, he decided it was probably best not to publish this.


Instead Descartes chose to publish three short essays, each showing the application of his new method to a particular field of inquiry: Geometry, Optics and Meteorology. He accompanied these with another essay – the Discourse on Method – which gave a summary of his philosophical views, along with an account of the special method he had devised in order to reach the truth on any topic. He enjoyed some success. The Geometry, although baffling many readers, established Descartes as a mathematical genius. However, various aspects of the Discourse were met with strong objections, including from the Church.


In his Discourse on Method, Descartes set out his new approach for seeking the truth. Essentially it included following these four rules:




    1  Accept only BELIEFS that can be recognised clearly and distinctly to be TRUE.


    2  Break down every problem into the smallest parts.


    3  Build up the ARGUMENTS systematically in the right order.


    4  Carefully check through to ensure no steps are left out.





Descartes thought these principles had proved themselves well in geometry and mathematics and so could be used in other areas of human thought too. The Meditations, published four years later in 1641, see Descartes applying his own method to the field of philosophy.


Descartes’ method in the Meditations


Several aspects of Descartes’ life can be seen within the Meditations: his religious belief; his love of the new sciences; his admiration for clarity methods of mathematics; and, most importantly, his preoccupation with method and order.


This concern for order is one of the most striking features of the book. It is crucial that the arguments are presented in their proper sequence so as to take the reader first through a series of sceptical arguments to undo our previous opinions, and then to derive each new discovery from the last so that, step by step, a system of undeniable truths might be built.


This approach is reflected in the central metaphor he uses for his project in the Meditations, namely that of destroying a building of his former opinions through his SCEPTICISM, and then of rebuilding a new one, representing his new system of KNOWLEDGE. He sets out this vision in the opening lines:
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Some years ago I was struck by how many false things I had believed, and by how doubtful was the structure of beliefs that I had based on them. I realised that if I wanted to establish anything in the sciences that was stable and likely to last, I needed – just once in my life – to demolish everything completely and start again from the foundations.1


Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Meditation 1, page 1
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There is only one order in which to construct a building – from the foundations up – and this is replicated for Descartes’ new system of knowledge. For this reason, unlike some other works of philosophy, it is not so easy to dip in and out of the Meditations. Instead, the order in which his arguments develop is of key importance and means that the Meditations form an organic whole.
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Figure 0.2 Descartes’ METHOD OF DOUBT. Descartes thinks of his present belief system as like a badly constructed building. It has been built haphazardly on shaky foundations and so is full of errors. To remedy the situation he will demolish the building, find secure foundations, and carefully rebuild so that the new building will be free from error.


Descartes’ legacy


Before Descartes, many philosophers and writers would base their enquiries on their existing beliefs. As a result of this, their beliefs about God and the nature of the universe would determine their account of knowledge. Descartes rejected this approach, claiming it was the wrong way round. Questions about the correct way to gain knowledge must come first. Only then can we start to build up our beliefs with certainty.


This CONCEPT of proceeding in the correct order is not only a defining feature of Descartes’ thinking but also ushered in a whole new era of philosophy, which today is still known as the ‘modern’ period. What principally distinguishes post-CARTESIAN (which means ‘of Descartes’) or ‘modern’ philosophy from that which went before is precisely this increased importance of method.


Descartes was not alone in this focus. As he was writing, a new approach to scientific discovery was emerging in Europe. Increasingly, scientists of the period were employing the method of experimentation and using new technologies to aid their observations of the world. Galileo, for example, was the first to turn the newly invented telescope toward the planets and to discover the existence of moons orbiting Jupiter. Here we see a new way of determining an understanding of the world. Contrast this with the reaction of the religious authorities who refused to accept the evidence of the telescope, essentially because it did not fit in with the picture of the universe that tradition had handed down.


In the opening lines of the Meditations, Descartes explicitly states that he will begin by ridding himself of his old beliefs about the nature of reality, start again from scratch and build up new beliefs using reliable methods. In this way the Meditations represent a clean start for the whole of western philosophy, breaking from the beliefs of the past and starting again with a clean sheet.


Outside of philosophy, Descartes has also had a lasting legacy. During his lifetime he became established as one of the world’s leading mathematicians and was the pioneer of co-ordinate geometry. Before him, geometry and algebra were separate disciplines. Descartes unified these using a method of analysing shapes, employing an x axis and a y axis which allowed geometry to be expressed and analysed algebraically. To this day, the x and y axes are referred to as Cartesian co-ordinates. Descartes also devised the system of using x, y and z for unknown variables and a, b and c for known variables, as well as developing the standard of notations for cubes and roots of numbers.


The Meditations text


Descartes wanted to build a secure system of knowledge. To achieve this he employed his method of doubt. This involves subjecting all his beliefs to increasing levels of SCEPTICISM to see if he could reach any indubitable/infallible beliefs that were beyond any possible doubt.


Doubting his senses


Descartes starts by noting that his senses have sometimes deceived him. For example, he has, from time to time, been the victim of illusions. In accordance with his method of doubt, he therefore resolves not to trust his senses any more, for ‘it is prudent never to trust entirely those who have once deceived us’.
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1  Can you think of any occasions when your senses have deceived you?



2  Is Descartes right not to trust the senses because we are sometimes deceived?



3  Some claim you can only know your senses are deceiving you if you then go on to see/hear/taste properly. In this way, isn’t the existence of deception only possible if non-deception occurs most of the time?
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Dreaming


Even Descartes considers this a rather extreme reaction to the FACT of the occasional illusion. Surely, only a mad person wouldn’t trust their senses? But, continues Descartes, are we not equally deluded as a mad person when we dream? When dreaming we often believe ourselves to be people, and to be in places which we are not. And how can I be sure that I am not dreaming now? If this could be a dream, then I cannot be sure that anything appearing around me is real.
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1  Have you been convinced you were awake, only to find out that you were dreaming?



2  When you are having a dream, can you tell that it is a dream at the time?



3  Can you be 100 per cent certain that you are not dreaming now?
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Evil demon


Nonetheless, Descartes reckons, whether or not I am dreaming, it remains the case that the things I am dreaming about must have some basis in reality. So is there anything in my dream that must have existence? Perhaps I can only be sure that shapes and colours are real. It is at this point that Descartes introduces his most radical sceptical scenario: the EVIL DEMON.
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So I shall suppose that some malicious, powerful, cunning demon has done all he can to deceive me … I shall think that the sky, the air, the earth, colours, shapes, sounds and all external things are merely dreams that the demon has contrived as traps for my judgement. I shall consider myself as having no hands or eyes, or flesh, or blood or senses, but as having falsely believed that I had all these things.2


Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Meditation 1, page 3
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A powerful demon such as this could make anything appear to be the case. Your whole life could have been a fiction created by the demon. Descartes came up with the idea of a deceiving demon nearly 400 years ago, and it can seem rather far-fetched to the modern imagination. Yet the central insight can be readily made with more up-to-date scenarios, for example as in The Matrix or the idea of a brain in a vat (page 147).
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1  Can you be 100 per cent sure that you are not being deceived in this way at this very moment?



2  If it is possible that there is such a demon deceiving you, can you know anything for certain?
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The cogito


If you concede that this is a possibility, however absurd or remote, then surely you can never be 100 per cent certain of anything again. Nothing is certain – perhaps you don’t even exist at all. At this point Descartes produces a response that is probably the best-known philosophical ARGUMENT of all.


My own existence cannot be doubted because, when I attempt to doubt it, I recognise that there must be something doing the doubting, and that something is me. So at the time of thinking, Descartes cannot in fact be nothing. His own existence can be known for certain in the face of his most radical doubts. Here Descartes discovers the first principle, the first certainty that he has been searching for, what is often termed the COGITO, after the Latin formulation from Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy (1644), namely: cogito ergo sum, meaning ‘I am thinking, therefore I exist’, or ‘I think, therefore I am.’
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Even then, if he is deceiving me I undoubtedly exist: let him deceive me all he can, he will never bring it about that I am nothing while I think I am something. So after thoroughly thinking the matter through I conclude that this proposition, I am, I exist, must be true whenever I assert it or think it.3


Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, Meditation 2, page 4
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Descartes was looking for a way of defeating the sceptic, something that could not be doubted, and it looks as if he has found it. It is impossible to doubt your own existence, for the very fact that you are doubting implies that you exist. What is so significant about the cogito is that we can know it to be true just by thinking it. It is knowable A PRIORI and tells us about something that actually exists – myself. Here my conviction in my own existence appears unshakable. It doesn’t depend for its truth upon anything else, and so appears to justify itself.


But has Descartes really defeated the sceptic? And, if so, what exactly has he established? What exactly is this I? Descartes realises that he has not yet established the existence of himself as a human being, for the evil demon could still be deceiving him as to his earthly form. He may not even have a body. But he claims, however, that the I must be something, and that the very least it must be is a thing that can think – a thinking thing, or, in other words, a conscious being. Of this he feels sure, so that any demon could not deceive him.


But is this so? Some commentators feel that Descartes has only established the existence of some thoughts or conscious experiences; can Descartes assert that these experiences belong to any self or I? Perhaps thoughts can exist by themselves, not owned by any thinker?


Clear and distinct ideas


Descartes, with his cogito, has finally reached a point of certainty. His belief that he exists is so ‘clear and distinct’ in his mind that he can immediately ‘intuit’ its truth by reason. Descartes argues that any other ideas that are as clear and distinct as this must also be true and suggests that the basic claims of logic, geometry and mathematics can also be known this way.


This, in essence, is Descartes’ approach for starting to build up his new ‘house’ of knowledge. Through CLEAR AND DISTINCT IDEAS he has found the secure foundations and can start to reason outwards from this base. This approach makes Descartes the classic rationalist, which is the belief that the best way to achieve knowledge is to use reason alone.


The rest of the Meditations


However, Descartes still has a problem. It is hard to move beyond these few clear and distinct ideas to knowing about the world while there is still a possibility that he is being deceived by a powerful demon. To erase the possibility, Descartes feels he needs to prove that God exists: if he can do this, then he can be certain that God, who is good, would not be deceiving him. We present this argument on page 125.


The key arguments in the whole of the Meditations are presented in the following flowchart.
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Section 1: Epistemology


1.1 Perception: What are the immediate objects of perception?


Introduction


How do we acquire KNOWLEDGE of the world? An obvious answer is that we learn about it through our senses. We know that the cat is on the mat because we can see it there. We know that it is a hot day because we can feel the warmth of the sun on our backs. However, it is undoubtedly TRUE that our senses can deceive us from time to time. Optical illusions are a case in point; take these two examples:
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In the Müller-Lyer illusion the horizontal line in a) appears to be longer than in b). However, if you measure the two they turn out to be the same length. Our eyes appear to have deceived us. Another case of our eyes deceiving us is when an oar appears to bend when half-immersed in water (see Figure 1.2). It looks bent, but we know it’s really straight. Such observations raise doubts about the reliability of our sense organs in telling us about the world. So just how accurate are they as indicators of the way the world really is?


It is interesting to observe in this connection that other animals have senses that are far more sensitive than our own. Dogs, for example, can hear sounds that are too high for us to hear, and they can smell all kinds of things that we can’t. Does this mean they are perceiving the world more accurately than us? Other creatures have senses completely different from ours. The ability of sharks to sense the electric field created by living things, or of bats to use sound to navigate, raises the question of what the world must seem like to these animals. How do their senses represent the world in their minds? In colours and shapes? In textures and sounds? Or in some way we simply cannot imagine? Perhaps these animals have a truer PERCEPTION of the world than we do. Or perhaps no animal sees the world as it truly is.
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Figure 1.2 An oar half immersed in water appears crooked, but we know that in reality it remains straight.1
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1 a) Do you think your favourite food tastes the same to a dog as it does to you?







  b) Do you think dog food tastes the same to you as to a dog?


  c) Who has a truer perception of the world: dogs or humans?








2  Some creatures lack the senses we have. They may be blind or deaf. Others have senses that we don’t have. They may detect electricity or magnetic fields. How many senses must a creature have for it to get a true picture of the world? Make a list of the necessary senses.



3  Dogs can hear high-frequency sound waves that we do not register. Likewise, elephants hear frequencies lower than we can register. Does it follow that all humans are partially deaf? Are some sounds so low and others so high that no creature can hear them?



4  As with sound waves, we only perceive light waves within a particular bandwidth. Imagine meeting an alien who does not perceive the frequencies of light that we do, but perceives a whole set of higher ones, such as ultra-violet and beyond. The alien represents these waves in a range of colours much as we do. Who sees the true colours of the world: humans or aliens? If neither of us does, does that mean that no colours are the real colours?



5  Can you be sure that, when you and your friend share a piece of chicken, the flavour you are experiencing is actually the same for both of you? Similarly, is there any way of telling that you are seeing exactly the same colours as someone else?



6  Sound is caused by compression waves of air hitting your ear drum. If a tree fell down in a forest and there were no ears around (human or otherwise), would it:







  a) make a sound?


  b) just produce airwaves?








7  Where are rainbows? Are they in the sky, in rain droplets, in people’s minds or nowhere?
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The questions above raise deep puzzles about how what we perceive connects up with the world around us. Are we perceiving reality directly or is there some indirect relationship between what we perceive and what is really there? In other words, is there something which mediates or gets between us and the world and which might mean that our perception may not always reveal things as they truly are?


What should be evident from your reflections on the activity questions is that we need to be clear about what is going on in perception before we can be completely confident about our answers. In other words, we need to develop some kind of theory of perception. In this chapter we will consider some of the main philosophical theories of perception, each of which offers different accounts of how we acquire knowledge of the world around us.


Realism


He thought he saw an Elephant,


That practised on a fife:


He looked again, and found it was


A letter from his wife.


‘At length I realise,’ he said,


‘The bitterness of Life!’


‘The Mad Gardener’s Song’, Lewis Carroll


Much of the philosophical debate over perception hinges on the question of how much of what we perceive is really a feature of the world and how much is a feature of our minds. In other words, how much of what we are perceiving is really out there? This question of what is real or not is also central to many other areas of philosophy. If you are a REALIST about something, then you believe it exists independently of our minds. If you are an ANTI-REALIST about something, you think it is mind-dependent. The following activity should draw out whether you are a realist or an anti-realist about a range of entities.
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[image: ] ACTIVITY


For each of the following, consider whether the object or topic in question is real or not. For this exercise, take ‘real’ to mean ‘has an existence independent of minds – human or otherwise’. Copy and complete the table.
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Real or not?





1  Numbers, e.g. the number 7. Whether numbers are real or not has vexed many a philosopher and is still a current debate. Plato famously thought that numbers exist independently of humans, not in the world that we see and touch, but in a world we can only perceive with our minds; a world of ideas or ‘forms’. One reason for thinking this is that it would seem that mathematical truths remain true whether or not there is anyone around to recognise them: 7 + 5 has always equalled 12, even before human beings first appeared on earth. The times-tables you learnt at school will reflect truths about numbers which will remain true long after you leave school, and (if you have any) your children and grandchildren leave school. Plato was greatly influenced by another ancient Greek philosopher, Pythagoras, who thought that to understand the world truly, one must look for the mathematical structures that lie behind appearances. Pythagoras sought to uncover these structures and, among other things, revealed how music and harmony have a mathematical basis.



2  Your reflection in the mirror. Is your reflection behind the mirror, in the mirror, in your mind or nowhere? The mirror seems to be a window into another world but one that doesn’t exist in real physical space. So is your reflection a part of the physical world? Or is the mirror world just an illusion in the mind? What mirrors seem to show is that the way we locate objects in the world around us is a result of the direction that rays of light enter our eyes. So sometimes these rays can enter our eyes at angles that suggest to our minds the presence of an object that is really somewhere else.



3  Colours, e.g. red. Some will argue that the word ‘red’ refers to the way humans see a particular wavelength of light when it hits their retinas. Others see it as the name for the particular wavelength itself. It could also be the name for a physical object’s propensity to bounce back visible light at a particular frequency. So red could be in the head, in the air or on the tomato. The same, of course, is true of colours generally, such as the colour green and trees (see Figure 1.3).



4  Smell. This is discussed on page 18.



5  Morality. Are good and evil objectively real? This is a key question in ETHICS, which is studied at A Level. Those who think that morality exists independently of human minds and that there is a fact of the matter about whether or not murder is wrong, are ethical realists. Those who think that morality is in some sense a product of human minds are ethical anti-realists.



6  Electrons. Some take the view that electrons and other theoretical entities that cannot be directly observed are just a useful story we invent to make sense of experimental data. They are part of a model which helps to explain what we can observe. Others believe that such objects do actually exist and exist as we conceive them.



7  Scientific laws. These are formulated in the minds of humans, but to be successful they must be able to explain and predict aspects of the world. This raises the question of how real they are and whether there is something out there to which the law could correspond. Some anti-realists take the view that the laws do not correspond to anything and cannot really be said to be true or false – they are merely instrumental in helping humans manipulate the world. A realist may take the view that scientific laws, as they slowly evolve, edge ever closer to the truth – that is, to matching the laws of the universe.



8  Ghosts. We leave this for you to decide.



9  Matter. Some philosophers argue that the only things of which we are ever aware are ideas or sensations in our minds and that matter is just a convenient way of talking about these sensations. Most people, however, believe that there really is a material universe that we perceive all around us and that it exists independently of our minds. This is a realist view about physical objects and is the subject we explore below (page 6).








10  Beauty. Some may argue that the concept of beauty – whether in the setting of the sun or the song of the nightingale – is so universal that there must be an external standard of beauty to which these things refer. Others think that beauty is subjective – or at most culturally ingrained – and is thus solely in the eye of the beholder. This second view is probably more common these days. However, consider that it does seem odd to suppose that anything could be beautiful. We might think a person didn’t really understand the meaning of the word, if they claimed that their chewed pen lid was a thing of beauty.
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Realist theories of perception


If you examine your ordinary assumptions about the way perception works, then you’ll probably find you hold a realist view. Common sense, in other words, is committed to REALISM about the world around us; it believes that physical objects exist independently of our minds. Common sense also tends to support DIRECT REALISM: the idea that we perceive things immediately, that is, without anything getting between us and the objects we perceive. So let us sketch out an initial version of this common-sense view, a view often called NAÏVE DIRECT REALISM since it is what people tend to adhere to before really engaging in philosophical reflection on the matter.


Direct realism


Direct realism claims that objects are composed of matter; they occupy space, and have properties such as size, shape, texture, smell, taste and colour. These properties are perceived directly. In other words, when we look at, listen to and touch things, we see, hear and feel those things themselves with no intermediary. The naïve view tends to suppose this means that we must perceive objects as they truly are. So, when you look at your red door the reason you see it as red is that it really is red. And when others come to visit, they also see the same objects with the same properties. Importantly, objects also retain their properties whether or not there is anyone present to observe them; when you turn out the light to go to bed, the objects you can no longer see remain where they are and with the same shapes and colours as before. You may not be able to see it, but your door is still red.
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[image: ] ACTIVITY


If a tree falls in a forest and no animal or person is there to hear it, then does it make a noise?





a) What do you personally think?



b) What would a direct realist say?





The direct realist would say that the tree does make a noise. The world is how is appears to be and whenever someone is present as a tree falls, they are immediately aware of the noise it creates. If we can observe falling trees making noises, we can be confident that this is what they do, regardless of whether anyone happens to be present. In sum, the direct realist is saying that we perceive objects with certain properties because they are there and have those properties, and we know they are there and have the properties they do because we can perceive them.
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Issues with direct realism


Most philosophers have felt that direct realism, at least in its naïve version as we have so far characterised it, cannot be maintained. The philosopher David Hume, for example, claimed that once one had engaged in ‘the slightest philosophy’2 one would be forced to give it up.


Criticism 1: Perceptual variation


Many of the difficulties that direct realism faces were highlighted by the great British empiricist philosopher, George Berkeley (1685–1753) in his Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous (1713). The character of Philonous, Berkeley’s spokesman, asks Hylas to consider what the colour of some distant clouds is (see Figure 1.5).


Since the clouds may appear red from a distance, and any number of colours from different perspectives, according to Berkeley it makes no sense to suppose that they have any real colour. This goes just as well for any objects. If we look closely at a flower through a microscope its colour will be different from how it looks to the naked eye. The conclusion that may be drawn is that the colour is merely an effect made upon us by physical things, and not something in the objects themselves. In other words, colour is an appearance to us, not something objectively real.
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Bertrand Russell makes this same point in The Problems of Philosophy when discussing the appearance of his table, which, because of the way light reflects off its surface, appears to be different colours from different points of view. He concludes that the colour cannot be something which is really in the table itself. Rather it is an appearance which depends upon how the light falls upon it and the position of the spectator. Russell then considers a possible objection. You might be tempted to claim that the real colour is the colour as seen by a person standing near the object under normal lighting conditions. This certainly seems to be what we ordinarily mean when we talk about the colour of the table (see Figure 1.6).
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Figure 1.6 Russell contemplates his table ‘When, in ordinary life, we speak of the colour of the table, we only mean the sort of colour which it will seem to have to a normal spectator from an ordinary point of view under usual conditions of light. But the other colours which appear under other conditions have just as good a right to be considered real; and therefore, to avoid favouritism, we are compelled to deny that, in itself, the table has any one particular colour.’3
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However, the difficulty for this defence is to determine which distance and lighting conditions should be given the privileged status of revealing reality. The apparent colour of an object will change throughout the day, from the bright light of noon to the soft light of the evening, so that it would be impossible to determine which time of day reveals the ‘true’ colours. The French impressionist painter Claude Monet painted a series of haystacks at different times of day in order to explore the different effects different light had on their appearance. But it makes no sense to ask which painting reveals the true colour since we have no way of choosing. And even if certain colours appear more commonly than others, this is still no basis for favouring them over the less common.


Locke discusses our perception of heat in the same vein. He asks us to imagine putting a hot hand and a cold hand into the same bucket of lukewarm water. The water then feels cold to one hand and hot to the other. But clearly the same small area of water cannot really be both hot and cold at the same time. This would be a contradiction. So the conclusion follows that it must merely appear to be hot and cold. Heat and cold, therefore, are not real properties of objects but appearances; they are effects such objects have on observers like us. (Leibniz provides a telling objection to this ARGUMENT when commenting on it in The New Essays. You can read his comment in the Anthology.)
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Hume and Russell extend this line of reasoning to the size and shape of objects.4 Russell points out that his table appears to take on different apparent geometric forms when observed from different angles. If we attend carefully to the appearance in the way we might if trying to draw the table, we will note that the sides, which in reality we suppose are parallel, converge slightly the further away from the spectator they go. And the angles at the corners of the table hardly ever appear as right angles. The apparent shape also changes as we move around the table (see Figure 1.7).
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Since the table cannot really be changing its colour and shape continually, and neither can different observers be accurately perceiving it to be different colours and shapes at the same time, it seems that the direct realist must concede that objects cannot be exactly as we perceive them to be. What Russell, following Locke and Hume, concludes is that what we are directly aware of is not the table itself, but the appearance of the table to our minds. The appearance is a trapezium, the reality is a rectangle. The appearance will change with point of view, while the reality remains relatively constant.


Sense data


Russell calls these appearances SENSE DATA. Sense data are the immediate objects of perception. They are what we are directly aware of, as distinct from the physical objects which cause them. It is on the basis of our awareness of sense data that we infer the existence of the table, so that the table itself is only perceived indirectly. Sense data are thought to be certain. That is, I cannot be mistaken about how objects appear to me.
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Let us give the name of ‘sense-data’ to the things that are immediately known in sensation: such things as colours, sounds, smells, hardnesses, roughnesses, and so on … if we are to know anything about the table, it must be by means of the sense-data – brown colour, oblong shape, smoothness, etc. – which we associate with the table.


Bertrand Russell, Problems of Philosophy, Chapter 1
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Defending direct realism


However, this may not mean we are forced to reject direct realism. After all, we are rarely fooled by the perspective we take into mistaking the real colours or shapes of objects. Moreover, we can explain how it is that objects will appear differently from different angles because of the lighting conditions, the point of view taken, and so on. Monet’s haystacks appear to be different colours because of the colour of the light at different times of day – but we still know that hay is yellowy-brown. The science of optics explains why the shape of a table will appear different when viewed from different points of view – but we still know it is rectangular.


While direct realists must concede that we don’t perceive the world precisely as it is, they can deny that this implies that we don’t perceive it directly. The conditions may alter the way we perceive objects and yet it is still the objects themselves that we are directly perceiving. Defenders of direct realism accuse Russell of making an unwarranted inference from the FACT that a table appears different from how it is, to supposing that we must be immediately aware of an apparent table and only indirectly aware of the real table. But a direct realist interprets the situation differently. To say that the table appears different from how it is doesn’t commit us to saying we are not directly aware of it or that there is something distinct from the real table, its appearance, which we are directly aware of. Rather the table remains the immediate object of perception, but it can nonetheless appear differently from how it is.


Criticism 2: Illusion


The second problem is one we have already begun to consider: the fact that our senses are subject to illusions. It happens on occasion that I perceive an object which appears to be one thing, when in reality it is another. A straw half immersed in my glass of water may appear to be bent when in fact it is straight, or a tower which appears round from a distance looks square when observed from close to.5 The conclusion is drawn that what we immediately perceive cannot be what is in the world, since what we are perceiving is not the same as what is really there. The appearance of which I am directly aware, my sense data, are certain since I cannot go wrong when making judgements about how things appear to me. I know the straw appears bent, even though I may be uncertain of what it is really like. So errors only occur when I make judgements on the basis of sense data concerning what causes them (see Figure 1.8a).
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[image: ] ACTIVITY


Can you think of occasions when you have been deceived by your senses in this way? Take a note of your own examples of perceptual illusions.
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Defending direct realism


It may be that the direct realist can respond by claiming that in such situations the senses accurately reveal the world to us, but it’s just that we can misinterpret what we perceive. Normally we are not fooled by the way water refracts light differently from air, but if ever we are fooled, it is because we have misinterpreted the information given us by our eyes.6


The argument from illusion also assumes that if we misperceive something that we must be immediately perceiving something which is distinct from the reality. But we can explain misperception in another way – by simply saying we misperceive the reality. We can perceive a straight straw as bent without this implying that we directly perceive a bent straw and only indirectly a straight one.


Criticism 3: Hallucinations


If illusions happen when I perceive a real thing as if it were something else, when hallucinating I am appearing to perceive something when in reality there is nothing there at all. During an hallucination it may not be possible for me to distinguish my experience from genuine perception. The visible appearance of the dagger is exactly the same to Macbeth as if he were seeing a real dagger before him. But since what the hallucinator is perceiving does not exist in the world, it must exist only as a ‘dagger of the mind’. But to say that an experience is subjectively indistinguishable from a genuine experience is to say that it is the same to me whether or not there is a dagger. The argument concludes that what I am immediately aware of even when truly perceiving a dagger cannot be the real dagger (see Figure 1.8b).
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Defending direct realism


One response to the hallucination argument is to point out that we can, as a matter of fact, identify when we are hallucinating. Macbeth knows the dagger is not real precisely because he cannot grasp it with his hands. In other words, another sense helps him detect the deception. Indeed, if we couldn’t detect hallucinations, then we would remain unaware that we were ever subject to them. It seems to follow that if hallucinations were really subjectively indistinguishable from veridical (that is, truthful or accurate) perception, then we wouldn’t know we had had them and so the hallucination argument could not get started.


Another response is to deny that hallucinations are really perceptions at all. Even supposing that a hallucination and a veridical perception are indistinguishable to the person having them, it doesn’t mean they are not in reality distinct kinds of phenomenon. While I may be unable to tell that I’m hallucinating at the time, this doesn’t mean that hallucinations are not very different in terms of how they are produced from genuine perception. Macbeth’s vision proceeds from his ‘heat-oppressed brain’, not from light entering his eyes reflecting off the surface of any real dagger. Thus there is no reason to suppose that genuine perception must involve the same kind of immediate object of perception as we are aware of when hallucinating.
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In his Meditations Descartes explores a similar train of thought when suggesting that dreams are often indistinguishable from real life. When immersed in a vivid dream I may be unable to determine whether it is a dream or reality. And if such dreams are qualitatively indistinguishable from real life, I may conclude that I cannot be certain that I am not dreaming now. It appears to follow that what we are immediately aware of is not the same as what is real.


In the same way we could complain about Descartes’ dreaming argument that the fact that the person enjoying their dream cannot distinguish between the dream and reality doesn’t mean that there is no difference. And if dreams are different in nature from veridical perception, again we have no reason to conclude that perception generally must involve an immediate awareness of an appearance as distinct from reality.


Criticism 4: Time lag argument


The light which reaches us from the stars has travelled across trillions of miles and taken many years to arrive. For example, there was a supernova explosion that became visible on earth in AD1054 and was recorded by Chinese astronomers. We can still see the remnants of this explosion in the Crab Nebula in the constellation of Taurus. But the Nebula is over six thousand light years away, which means that the explosion those astronomers saw actually took place six thousand years before they recorded it. What we observe today is similarly out of date, so that we cannot even be sure of whether the Crab Nebula still exists. But if it might no longer exist then we can’t really be perceiving it now. If we aren’t perceiving the real Crab Nebula now then what we are perceiving must be an appearance: a mental image, not the real thing.


Now, while the time lag between us and the Crab Nebula is very great, there is also a time lag, albeit a very small one, between us and the physical objects around us. The light from the table in front of me takes some time to arrive and so, it appears to follow, we are not directly perceiving the objects around us.


Russell makes the same observation in the Problems of Philosophy when drawing the distinction between sense data and objects:
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It takes about eight minutes for the sun’s light to reach us; thus, when we see the sun we are seeing the sun eight minutes ago … if the physical sun had ceased to exist within the last eight minutes, that would make no difference to the sense data which we call ‘seeing the sun’.





(The Problems of Philosophy, chapter 3)


Defending direct realism


In response, the direct realist can accept that there is a time lag in perception, but can deny that this implies that we don’t directly perceive physical objects or that we must introduce something distinct from the object which we are directly aware of: a sense datum. All that follows from the fact of a time lag is that we perceive objects as they were. And this is exactly what astronomers say: ‘We can see today the Crab Nebula as it was over six thousand years ago’, ‘Chinese astronomers recorded the supernova explosion six thousand years after it happened.’ But they still saw it. So while this argument shows that we must give up the naïve view that we perceive objects instantaneously and therefore that we cannot be aware of objects as they are now, but as they were, this doesn’t refute direct realism. We are not aware of the Crab Nebula as it is now, but we are nonetheless directly aware of it as it was.


Criticism 5: The causal argument
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Locke was heavily influenced by the physics of Robert Boyle (1627–1691), according to which all physical things are made up of collections of tiny indestructible particles or atoms. This world view gives Locke a particular picture of the processes which must underlie perception. In sight, for example, there is a distance between us and the objects we perceive and therefore there must be a causal process which connects our perception to the object. Locke supposes, therefore, that ‘some singly imperceptible bodies must come from them to the eyes’.7 These days scientists would concur: particles of light – photons – emitted from objects travel through the intervening space and enter our eyes, causing us to see. Hearing is no different. Boyle himself showed that sound cannot travel in a vacuum and so the air must function as a medium through which the information from sound-emitting objects travels to our ears. Subsequently, there is a further internal process whereby our visual or auditory systems process the information received until, finally, these processes result in perception. As Locke has it, the particles of light coming from external objects ‘convey to the brain some motion, which produces these ideas which we have of them’.8 So the particles which convey information from the world around us are not perceptible themselves, but they produce in us a perception or ‘idea’ which represents the EXTERNAL WORLD. Thus what we are immediately aware of, once again, is not the external world itself, but an appearance of the world within our minds. We perceive the world indirectly.


Defending direct realism


Defenders of direct realism can accept that I am aware of objects around me via a causal process, but deny that this implies that I am aware of the appearance of the object first and the real object only indirectly. Locke’s mistake is to think that if the process leading to perception ends in the brain, that there must be something – an appearance, idea or sense datum – in the brain.


In fact, reflection on our experience appears to bear out direct realism. Indeed, if Locke’s picture were correct we would surely be aware of sense data as distinct from the objects which cause them. But when I look around my room, I seem to see objects themselves and it is impossible to disentangle the two. I am not aware of the appearance or of an inference to objects, but only of the objects themselves.
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[image: ] ACTIVITY


There is a ‘blind spot’ in your vision. This is caused by an area on the retina without light receptors where the optic nerve takes the information to the brain. To find your blind spot, follow these instructions.


In the margin we have printed a circle and a square. In a moment:




•  tip the book on its side so that the square is on the right and the circle on the left


•  close your right eye


•  hold the book at arm’s length and focus on the square


•  move the book slowly toward you


•  at some point the circle will ‘disappear’ as the light bouncing off it falls on your blind spot.





So you can see that you have a blind spot. However, if you walk around with only one eye open there is not a constant gap in your visual field and this is because the brain fills in this gap for you. The brain adds missing information from your eyes in other ways too so that what is perceived is a less patchy view of the world. Now, if we accept that the brain is processing information before you perceive it, then it would appear that there must be at least two elements involved in perception: 1) the world as it is and 2) the world as it appears.
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Indirect realism


The arguments we have looked at above have led many philosophers to conclude that direct realism is untenable. The indirect realist agrees with the direct realist that the world consists of material objects which occupy a public space and that these material objects possess certain independently existing properties. This commitment to the real existence of matter is what makes them both realists. However, the indirect realist disagrees with the direct realist over whether we perceive the properties of matter directly. What we are immediately aware of is not the objects themselves, but rather the way they appear to our minds. So indirect realists distinguish what Russell calls sense data from the objects perceived. In other words, the claim is that there is, on the one hand, a mental component – namely the way the object appears to the observer – and, on the other, the object as it is in reality. For the indirect realist, sensations are a REPRESENTATION or image of the external world. It is as if we had pictures in our minds which represent for us the real world outside of our minds.


INDIRECT REALISM introduces a third term between the perceiver and thing perceived – sense data – in order to explain how perception works. Physical objects cause us to become aware of sense data, such as colours or shapes. It is these, and only these, that we are directly and immediately aware of. But these sense data do represent the world that causes them so that we can be indirectly aware of reality. So we now have two worlds: the world as it is in itself, and a picture of the world as it appears to our minds. Our perception of reality is mediated by sense data, so that we must infer the existence and nature of the external world on the basis of the way it is represented to us in the mind.


By using the distinction between appearance and reality the indirect realist hopes to explain perceptual variation. The same object can appear different to different observers or to the same observer from different angles, because what we are immediately aware of is not the object as it truly is, but as it appears. Similarly the theory explains illusions. When the image I have in my mind, for whatever reason, does not accurately correspond to the way things are in the world, I am subject to some sort of illusion. Indirect realism can also explain how hallucinations are possible. They occur when a sensation occurs in the mind but there is nothing corresponding to it in the external world.


Primary and secondary qualities


Many of the arguments against direct realism hinge on the idea that some of the properties we perceive, such as colours, tastes and smells, do not exist in the objects themselves as we perceive them to be. Such properties depend on a mind being present in order for them to appear. Other properties, such as size and shape, are thought to have real existence independently of our minds. This is the distinction between PRIMARY AND SECONDARY QUALITIES. To begin to see why this distinction might be drawn consider the activity below.
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[image: ] ACTIVITY


Imagine that an intelligent alien lands on earth. The alien has a very different set of senses from the ones we use to navigate reality. He has a sonic sense like a bat, and an electric sense like a dolphin. He has no colour vision and can only see in black and white. When he touches objects his nerves and brain translate the touches into noises that he hears in his mind. The alien is about to examine some objects from earth and see what properties the objects have.


What would the alien write down as the real properties of the following objects?





1  A pound coin.



2  A cup of tea.



3  A piece of sandpaper.
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Consider the property of value. Does a pound coin actually have that property? Could an alien place the coin under the microscope and discern that it has the property of value? No is the obvious answer. The alien would be able to tell its size, the metals from which it is composed and its density, but would not be able to measure its value. Value does not actually inhere in the object itself but is caused by the role the object plays in a human society. So while we talk of the coin having a value, its value is not strictly a real property of the coin at all.


The same can be said for other supposed properties of the coin. Consider its colour. Remember the alien only perceives light in black and white. The alien would measure the pound coin, would know all of its physical properties and would know how it absorbs and emits light waves. But the alien would not know that humans perceive this coin as gold-coloured as it would not know how humans perceive the various wavelengths of light, nor would the alien even have the concept of gold-coloured. So even if the alien produced a complete physical description of the coin it would not include the colour of the coin, only the wavelength of light the coin bounces back. Yet the alien’s description would not be lacking in any important way, so it seems we must conclude that the coin does not have the property of being coloured in the same way that it has other properties such as shape and density.


Now consider smell. One theory is that different smells are caused by the different shapes of airborne molecules. On the inside of our noses are thousands of receptors. When we inhale, millions of molecules whizz up through our noses and, if they are the right shape and size, some of these molecules will lodge briefly in these receptors. If enough molecules of the same type do this then we perceive a particular odour. So molecules are not coated with a smelly property that we somehow perceive. They merely have a shape which, in humans, causes the subjective experience of a smell and there is no resemblance between our sensation of smell and the shape of the molecule.


Descartes argues that the sensation of heat also cannot accurately resemble any real property of fire. Rather we should suppose that there is something in the fire which causes us to feel heat, but which is of a completely different nature from the sensation. He points out that we do not suppose that the pain fire may cause us when we get too close is really in the fire, so by the same logic, we ought to reckon that the heat it causes in us is also not in the fire.
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Although I feel heat when I approach a fire and feel pain when I go too near, there is no good reason to think that something in the fire resembles the heat, or resembles the pain. There is merely reason to suppose that something or other in the fire causes feelings of heat or pain in us.





Locke agrees. He supposes that the qualities of objects that cause certain sensations in us have something to do with the minute particles from which they are composed and their movements. The relationship between these qualities of the object which cause us to, for example, see blue or smell a sweet scent, is an arbitrary one, meaning that there is no resemblance between the sensation of blue and whatever it is in the flower which cause it. Locke points out that we can conceive that God might have arranged things differently. The fact that we can imagine whatever it is that causes us to see blue actually causing a different sensation shows that the relationship between the sensation and the objective property is not one of resemblance.9


He tells us that the relationship between the immediate objects of perception and the qualities in objects causing them is like that between a word and the idea it invokes in our minds. Just as the word ‘flower’ doesn’t resemble a real flower but is arbitrarily associated with it, so too the blue colour doesn’t resemble the quality of the flower which produces it. The immediate objects of perception are not ‘exactly the images and resemblances of something inherent in the subject: most of those sensations being in the mind no more the likeness of something existing without us, than the names that stand for them are the likeness of our ideas, which yet upon hearing they are apt to excite in us.’10 For this reason, we cannot directly know what it is that causes us to see blue.11


Thus it would seem that objects physically possess some properties, whereas other properties are related to the minds experiencing them. Primary qualities are those that exist independently of our perceiving them, while secondary are those that require a perceiving mind. This is how Locke defines the two: Secondary qualities are:
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…such qualities which in truth are nothing in the objects themselves, but powers to produce various sensations in us by their primary qualities, i.e. by the bulk, figure, texture, and motion of their insensible parts, as colours, sounds, tastes, etc. these I call secondary qualities





Essay, II, viii.10
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Leibniz wrote an extended commentary of Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, published as the New Essays Concerning Human Understanding. He has an interesting response to Locke’s primary/secondary quality distinction. In Leibniz’s view nothing happens without a reason (this is his Principle of Sufficient Reason, see pages 277–278); or, as he puts it, to make an arbitrary decision on how to link the sensation with the secondary quality is not God’s way. So, he argues, there must be a resemblance between our sensations and what causes them, even though we may not be able to recognise it. Leibniz’s disagreement hangs on the fact that he denies the Cartesian assumption that Locke adopts that sense data are simple and that we have a complete idea of their true nature. Leibniz believes instead that sensations are compounds of smaller and unperceived sensations, or ‘minute perceptions’. So the sound of the sea is not a simple sense datum, but is compounded out of smaller perceptions which lie below the threshold of consciousness. Since our sensations of secondary qualities are complex not simple, there is no reason to suppose that there is not some relationship of resemblance between them and the secondary qualities, it is just that we cannot bring this resemblance to consciousness in the way we can with primary qualities.12
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[image: ] ACTIVITY


Here are some possible properties of things. Which of these properties do you think are primary – properties that actually belong to objects? Which are secondary – reliant on humans or minds?


Primary and secondary qualities are not always defined or divided up in precisely the same way by philosophers. But a traditional division is set out in the table below. Did you agree? How would you place these various qualities?






	Primary qualities, i.e. real, physical qualities

	Secondary qualities, i.e. the ‘powers’ of the object to produce experiences in humans (and other animals)

	Other associated properties, often a social concept but in part a result of the primary or secondary qualities






	



•  Position (i.e. where the object is)


•  Number (i.e. how many there are)


•  Shape


•  Size (i.e. how big it is)


•  Motion (i.e. how fast it is moving)


•  Colour


•  Heat and cold


•  Smell


•  Sound


•  Taste


•  Beauty


•  Value


•  Addictive


•  Important


•  Disposable
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People often find it difficult to recall which are the primary and which the secondary qualities. One way to think about the difference and so remember the terminology is to regard the primary qualities as those that are in objects from the beginning or primarily; that is, before anyone comes along to perceive them. By contrast, the secondary qualities are those which appear only secondarily, when minds arrive on the scene to perceive things. In a world without perceivers there would be lots of objects with primary qualities reacting to each other; they would collide, melt, dissolve, and so forth. The objects in this world can also be said to have secondary qualities as they would still have the potential to produce subjective experiences in perceivers should any appear. But without the perceivers there would be no experiences of the secondary qualities and no sensations of colour, sound or smell (see Figure 1.9).


Another way of conceiving the difference between primary and secondary qualities is to consider how physical objects behave. Physical objects act and interact with one another on the basis of their primary qualities. The outcome of a collision between two moving objects, say billiard balls, depends on their mass, direction of movement, speed and how they are held together by the atoms that compose them. In other words, the outcome depends entirely on the primary qualities of the objects involved. Secondary qualities have nothing to do with how objects behave. Secondary qualities are just the powers of an object to produce experiences in perceivers and so do not have an effect on how physical objects interact with each other.


Also, note that for Locke secondary qualities ultimately boil down to primary qualities. Consider the example of smell given above. A smell is a secondary quality – the power of a molecule to produce a subjective experience in a perceiver. However, a molecule has this power in virtue of the organisation of its parts and this organisation is a matter of the primary qualities (shape, size, and so on) alone. So although objects can be said to have secondary qualities, in terms of physics alone they have only primary qualities. These primary qualities have the potential to cause specific experiences in humans, and it is this potential we term a secondary quality. Thus it can be said that a secondary quality is simply the potential of a primary quality to produce an experience in a perceiver.


Locke lists the properties he considers to be primary: ‘These I call original or primary qualities of body, which I think we may observe to produce simple ideas in us, viz. solidity, extension, figure, motion or rest, and number’.13 However, the list changes slightly later in the Essay when he adds texture, size and situation and leaves out number, extension and solidity.


There are other considerations which have led philosophers to draw the primary/secondary quality distinction.





1  All the primary qualities lend themselves readily to mathematical or geometric description. They are measurable. The positions of any objects relative to any others can be precisely described, as can their number, shape, speed, and so on. So I can say that one object is moving three times as fast as another, that it is twice as big, and so on. And I can meaningfully say that a hexagon has twice the number of sides as a triangle. However, subjectively experienced smells, colours, and so on just don’t behave like this. We cannot add, subtract, divide or multiply tastes, flavours, colours, touches or smells in the same way that we can sizes, shapes, speeds, masses and quantities.


    In Meditation 6 Descartes draws the primary/secondary quality distinction in this way. Only those qualities that can be represented geometrically are real and this leads him to exclude weight and hardness, which have no shape, position or size.



2  Developments in natural science may also lead us to suppose that the world cannot be precisely as it appears to be. We have seen that Locke adhered to the corpuscular physics of his day, according to which the universe is made up of imperceptible atoms or corpuscles which possess the properties of size, solidity and shape.14 Secondary qualities are the microstructures of these particles which cause sensations in us. And contemporary science is not so far removed from this sort of view. For example, physics tells us that light is a form of electromagnetic radiation and that what we perceive as different colours are in reality simply light waves of different lengths reflecting off the surfaces of objects. Light in itself, in other words, is not coloured. In reality it possesses only the primary qualities of having a certain magnitude of wavelength, of travelling at a particular speed, and so on. Similarly, heat in objects cannot properly be said to be hot or cold. Rather, our experience of hot and cold is produced by our coming into contact with physical objects with differing mean kinetic energy levels among their component atoms and molecules. The sounds we experience are not things with independent existences. Rather they are produced in us by compression waves of air impacting on our eardrums.



3  Another way of marking the distinction between primary and secondary qualities is to reflect on which properties appear to be essential to objects and which do not. Essential properties are those an object cannot be without and remain an object and so these must be primary. Secondary qualities, by contrast, since they only appear in conjunction with perceivers, are inessential. There are different ways of distinguishing the essential from the inessential properties of an object. One very attractive method can be performed in your imagination now. You simply need to reflect on which properties you can or cannot conceive of an object lacking. Inessential properties will be those that you can imagine an object without. And the essential properties will be those you cannot.


    To illustrate this approach, consider the following thought experiment about a bachelor. Can you imagine a bachelor who is hungry? Would he still be a bachelor if he were bald? Clearly yes. So being well fed and having a full head of hair are not essential properties of a bachelor. However, would a man still be a bachelor if he got married? Clearly not. You can’t be a married bachelor. Such a thing is inconceivable. Would he still be a bachelor if he had a sex change? No. You can’t be a bachelor unless you are male. So we have shown that being unmarried and being male are essential properties of being a bachelor.


    Now let us apply this same method to physical objects and their properties. Think of an object, say an apple. If you imagine it is making no sound (which is not difficult to do) then you are still thinking of an object (a silent apple). So making a noise cannot be an essential property of an object like an apple. Similarly, if you suppose it to have no odour, then you are still thinking of an object. Next subtract its flavour. Still you are thinking of an object, albeit not a very appetising one. You may say that it is no longer an apple, but certainly it is still an object of some sort. But now let us go further and imagine it without any colour. Again, it is plausible to argue that you are still thinking of an object, only now it is invisible. Perhaps it has been ‘cloaked’ by some alien technology that bends the light waves around its surface so that our eyes cannot detect it; or had a wizard’s invisibility cloak thrown over it. So here we have subtracted sound, odour, flavour and colour but we are still thinking of an object. This suggests that these qualities are inessential and so that it is possible for an object to exist without them.


    But let us return to our apple and imagine it devoid of any shape, size, position or motion, neither still or moving. Here, it seems our imagination fails us. An object cannot lack these properties and remain an object. An object cannot be neither moving nor still. It cannot be completely without shape. It must have a particular size and occupy a specific position in space. It would seem, then, that these properties are not properties an object could lack in reality. If they are essential to the object they cannot be properties that we merely perceive in it, but which aren’t really there. It follows that they must be primary qualities. At the same time, those qualities that we can imagine an object doing without must be inessential, and so plausibly they exist only through their relations with perceiving beings like ourselves. (Does this example convince you? We will return to it later.)


    Locke makes a similar point when he asks us to imagine dividing up a grain of wheat. He says that the primary qualities will remain no matter how small we cut it up – even when we can no longer see the parts – and therefore that they are essential to any portion of matter.15
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Qualities thus considered in bodies are, first, such as are utterly inseparable from the body, in what state soever it be; such as in all the alterations and changes it suffers, all the force can be used upon it, it constantly keeps; and such as sense constantly finds in every particle of matter which has bulk enough to be perceived; and the mind finds inseparable from every particle of matter […] : e.g. take a grain of wheat, divide it into two parts; each part has still solidity, extension, figure, and mobility: divide it again, and it retains still the same qualities; and so divide it on, till the parts become insensible; they must retain still each of them all those qualities.


(Essay, II.viii.9)
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4  Locke also draws our attention to the apparent fact that primary qualities are accessible to more than one sense. So I can both see and hear the movement of a bus. And I can feel and see the shape and position of a die. However, secondary qualities can only be picked out by one sense. I cannot hear the redness of an apple, smell the song of a blackbird or see the warmth of a cup of tea. Since a primary quality detected by one sense admits of an independent check, it must have real existence independent of the way a particular sense organ happens to be constituted.
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[image: ] ACTIVITY: How convincing do you find the distinction?


Does the fact that they are accessible to more than one sense necessarily show that they are objective? Would shape be a secondary quality if we were all blind?


Does the fact that they are amenable to mathematical description show they are objective? Just because judgements in maths provide us with NECESSARY TRUTHS, doesn’t itself show that objects in the world necessarily obey these rules.


Does the fact that we can’t imagine them without primary qualities show that objects must have those qualities? Perhaps our imaginations are limited.


Is it really possible to imagine an object with no secondary qualities? When you imagined the colourless, odourless apple earlier, didn’t the image in your mind’s eye have to have some colour for it to be an image at all?
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Indirect realism readily accommodates the primary and secondary quality distinction. Some of those properties that we perceive to be in objects really are there, and some are not. So the former are accurate reflections of the way the world is in reality and so should form the basis for our scientific knowledge of it, while the latter are a kind of illusion. This is not to say, however, that they aren’t useful or that they tell us nothing of interest about the world around us. Our sensations of colour, sound, smell, and so on are not completely misleading, since they do map onto real differences in the objects but at a scale too small for us to detect. Matter might not be coloured in the sense that redness as we experience it is out there on the surfaces of things. But an apple does have certain properties to do with its ability to absorb, emit and reflect light that we succeed in picking out by seeing it as red, and it is often useful to be able to recognise these properties. For example, the ability to see red helps up pick out ripe fruits from a leafy background. Similarly food stuffs might not be objectively bitter, but foods that taste bitter are often poisonous to us. And the sweet taste of an apple signals to us that it is rich in energy-giving sugars.


A final way to understand what the indirect realist is saying is to imagine yourself reduced to the size of a molecule of air inside some miniature flying ship in which to get around the world. Imagine observing what happens when a person smells a smell, hears a sound or sees a colour. Nothing in what you observe would be smelly, noisy or colourful. The molecules producing the smell wouldn’t themselves smell, nor would the compression waves of air you observe have any sound. The wavelengths of light entering someone’s eyes would have a particular length, but no colour, and the surfaces of the things that reflect these wavelengths would also have no colour. (How precisely one would observe the real world if so reduced in size is a difficulty we will ignore.) So, from the point of view of this microscopic ship, the real world is odourless, colourless and silent: a world describable only in the language of particles and forces. However, you would be able to see how the arrangements of the normally invisible parts which compose physical objects produce certain reactions in human sense organs. The powers to produce these reactions are the secondary qualities.


Indirect realism is the preferred view of most modern philosophers since Descartes. Locke distinguished between sensations occurring within the mind (which he called ‘ideas’) and external, publicly observable physical objects. We can only come to know about the latter through observation of the former, and so long as we know when and which aspects of our sense data are accurate representations of the external world we can use our senses to build up an accurate picture of it.


Russell’s view as expressed in The Problems of Philosophy is very similar. He calls what we are immediately aware of within the mind a ‘private space’ consisting of sense data. The spatial relations between the sense data within this private space map onto those that exist out in the world of real physical space, so that there is a systematic relationship between the perceived table, which may be a trapezium, and the real table, which is rectangular. In other words, the shapes we perceive and the relative distances between the objects will vary between different individuals’ private spaces, and within my own as I walk around the table. But because there is a correspondence between our private spaces and physical space we can make reliable judgements about the shapes and relative positions of real objects.16


Russell also distinguishes private and public time. Each of us is immediately aware of ‘our feeling of duration’ or how time appears subjectively to pass, and this can appear to move more quickly when we are enjoying ourselves, or more slowly when bored. Related to the subjective experience of duration outside of the mind, there is an objective or public time, and we make judgements about the sequence of events based on our immediate awareness of our private times.


The strength of indirect realism as a theory is its ability to deal with the problems faced by direct realism: namely perceptual variation, illusions, hallucinations, the colourless world of the scientist, the time lag in perception, and so on. That is not to say it is without criticisms of its own as we will explore below. But before doing so let us return to the question we raised on page 7.
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1  If a tree falls in a forest with no one there to hear it, then does it make a noise?







    a) Having done a little philosophy, what do you now believe?


    b) What would an indirect realist say?





According to indirect realism the answer to the question is yes and no! Yes, in as much as the noise is a secondary quality, i.e. a power to produce an experience in humans. But no, in the sense that if there were no perceivers then there would be no subjective experience of a noise, but only compression waves of air. The same must also go for the colours, smells and tastes of the tree.
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Criticisms of indirect realism


What we have been developing in this discussion of indirect realism is a ‘two-world’ view of perception. There is ‘world number one’ – the world as it really is. Here, objects with primary qualities happily obey the laws of physics in their colourless, soundless, tasteless and odour-free world. It is this world, in conjunction with the human perceptual system, that causes us to perceive ‘world number two’ – the colourful, smelly, tasty world of our everyday experience. World number two, the world we directly perceive, is a representation of world number one, the world as it is. World number two contains our perception of both primary qualities and secondary qualities, and while the latter do not resemble what causes them, our perception of primary qualities provides us with a pretty accurate picture of reality.


Criticism 1: Scepticism about the nature of the external world


However, indirect realism is accused of leading directly to a sceptical worry. If all that I directly perceive is a representation of reality in my mind, then I can never directly perceive the external world. But if I cannot have immediate access to reality, then how am I to determine how accurate the representation of it is in my mind? In other words, how can we determine how well our perception of the world (world two) resembles the world as it is (world one)?


We’ve seen how indirect realists like Descartes, Locke and Russell claim that our perceptions of secondary qualities do not resemble what causes them, but that our perceptions of primary qualities do. However, if we can doubt that secondary qualities resemble reality, what is to prevent similar concerns being raised over the primary qualities? The fact that primary qualities are more amenable to mathematical description does not itself guarantee that they are objective.17 Locke relies on the corpuscular physics to defend the distinction. But if the link between our perceptions of secondary qualities and reality is not one of resemblance, as Locke claims, as far as we can know it could be anything that causes them. But in this case we cannot be sure that secondary qualities are constituted by minute particles with primary qualities. This then may lead us to question how we can be sure that our sense data of ordinary sized objects resembles the primary qualities. Could objects in reality be very different not just in terms of their colours and sounds, but also in terms of their positions and shapes?


To determine just how good our perceptual system is at representing the world, we would, it seems, need to compare reality with the representation. But without independent access to reality we cannot place our sensations and the physical objects side by side in order to make a comparison. In other words, we can’t get out of our own minds and adopt a ‘God’s-eye view’, as it were, from which to observe both our sense data and the world. But without such a point of view we cannot establish when we are being deceived or how accurate our representations are.


For empiricist philosophers such as Locke and Russell, whether there is a relation of resemblance between our sense data and the external world will not be something that can be conclusively proved. This is because they are committed to the view that all knowledge of the world can only come to us through experience.18 However, since we only have immediate and so certain knowledge of our sense data, we cannot have experience of the relationship between those sense data and reality. Hume makes this same point:




It is a question of fact, whether the perceptions of the senses be produced by external objects, resembling them: how shall this question be determined? By experience surely; as all other questions of a like nature. But here experience is, and must be entirely silent. The mind has never anything present to it but the perceptions, and cannot possibly reach any experience of their connexion with objects. The supposition of such a connexion is, therefore, without any foundation in reasoning.





Hume’s Enquiry, I, xii, part 1, par 119


Another way to see this point is to imagine that you were born and raised inside a cinema. Suppose that you spent all your days watching movies, but were never allowed to leave to visit the outside world. Living such a restricted life you would doubtless have dreams of escaping. You would wonder what it was like beyond the walls of your prison. But imagine what a distorted picture you would have of life outside the cinema. Given that all you had to go on would be the films you had seen, you would doubtless fantasise about meeting the likes of Katniss Everdeen and Buzz Lightyear. Because you could never compare reality with the movies, you would be in no position to judge what was fact and what was fiction. But you are already in this position with regard to your sense experience. You can’t escape the prison of your own mind to discover how accurate your sensations are.
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The veil of perception


In separating the world as it appears from the world as it really is, indirect realism risks making the external world inaccessible to our senses. The two-world account of perception creates a gap between the world as it appears and the world as it really is, which sceptics claim is impossible to cross. One common analogy used to describe this sceptical worry is the ‘veil of perception’. It is as though a veil has dropped down between us and the world, meaning that we only ever have access to our representations and cannot peer beyond the veil to see the world as it really is (see Figure 1.11).


So it appears we cannot know whether the world we perceive is an accurate representation of the world as it really is. The real world could be radically different from the way it appears to us and, because we cannot penetrate the veil, we will never be able to know what it is really like. One line of defence against this objection is that if the world we perceive did not, in important ways, match the world as it really is, then we would not survive. We would have been unable to hunt and catch animals, or find the nuts and berries needed to nourish and sustain ourselves, and our species would have died out long ago. We have survived, so our representation of the world must be fairly accurate. Our senses have evolved precisely to give us an accurate representation of the world as it is, so the correspondence between the two worlds must be sound.


This defence certainly suggests that our representations are correlated systematically with the world and so seems to provide some assurance that they represent something real. However, it still doesn’t tell us how accurate our perception is. It could well be that our senses are rigged up to help us survive in the world, but that in the process they distort it completely. There is no guarantee that the best way of ensuring a species’ survival is for it to evolve an accurate perception of its environment. The way it is useful to perceive things need not be a good indication of the way things are. After all, different species appear to have very different ways of perceiving the world, none of which we can privilege over the others as the one which reveals reality as it truly is.


Another plausible response is to say that we can know that what we are perceiving resembles what is there by appealing to the testimony of other people. If everyone perceives the world roughly the same way as I do then I have some other evidence that the world is how it appears. So if I see a banana as bent, and you see it as bent, then one would think that it must be bent. However, the sceptic may not be impressed by such a line of defence. The difficulty is that the perception of the second observer is plagued by the same difficulty as mine. If the human perceptual system distorts reality, then it will distort it in the same way for all humans. The fact that we both see bananas as bent tells us about the way we see bananas, rather than the way bananas are. Using another human doesn’t get round the question of how accurate human perception is.


In this connection it may be useful to consider the film The Matrix. This is premised on the idea that everyone is connected to a vast super-computer that feeds data directly to the human brain in such a way that the humans consider what is portrayed to be reality. In many ways this idea is similar to that presented by Descartes’ demon (see page xvi), although the whole of humanity is being deceived this time, not just one person. For those in the ‘matrix’ there is a big difference between reality and what appears to them to be real. This difference arises because their perceptions are not caused by what they think is reality but by a machine. What we perceive as colours and smells, and three-dimensional space, is all produced by the zeros and ones of computer code. For the people in the matrix, appealing to fellow matrix ‘dwellers’ to confirm that what they see is real is futile, for they too are being deceived. Likewise, without needing to resort to the idea of a deceptive matrix, if somehow human experience in general doesn’t accurately mirror reality then the testimony of others will not help us one jot.


Criticism 2: Scepticism about the existence of the external world


But there is a worse problem for indirect realism. Recall Descartes’ evil demon scenario, according to which our sense data could be caused by something entirely different from what we ordinarily suppose they are. If this were the case there is nothing in our sense experience that would reveal it, and so we cannot be certain that there really is a physical world out there.


Russell raises this ‘uncomfortable possibility’ in Chapter 2 of The Problems of Philosophy, accepting that we cannot strictly prove FALSE the idea that ‘the whole outer world is nothing but a dream’. Nonetheless he does think we have very good reasons for rejecting it and an initial solution he considers is, once again, to appeal to the testimony of other people. Surely, when we sit around the dinner table we are all perceiving the same table. Since we all perceive something which is more or less similar, it seems reasonable to suppose there is a real object there which causes our perceptions.


However, this solution will not do, argues Russell. For this presupposes that there really do exist other people. But if I am questioning whether there really exist physical objects independently of my sense data, I must also be questioning whether other people exist independently of my sense data. The sceptical worry we have been led into encompasses not just all the things around me, but all the people as well.




Thus, when we are trying to show that there must be objects independent of our own sense-data, we cannot appeal to the testimony of other people, since this testimony itself consists of sense-data, and does not reveal other people’s experiences unless our own sense-data are signs of things existing independently of us.


Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, Chapter 2, page 7
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Locke’s defences


Locke draws our attention to certain features of our sense experience which strongly suggest that they are caused by an external world.19 His argument is not a complete proof, which, for reasons we have discussed, he recognises must be beyond him, but rather an argument to the best explanation. That is to say, the features he draws attention to are, he believes, best explained by supposing there is an external world. We will focus on two of these features.


1 The lack of choice over our experiences


One such feature is that sense experiences cannot be controlled in the way that remembered experiences can. For example, I can conjure in my imagination the smell of a rose or the taste of sugar at will. However, sensations ‘force themselves upon me’ so that I have no choice about whether or not to perceive something. ‘[I]f I turn my eyes at noon towards the sun, I cannot avoid the ideas which the light or sun then produces in me.’20 The fact that I cannot control what sensations I have suggests that there is something external to me which produces them within me. Descartes makes the same point in his Meditations.
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Perhaps the obvious response to this argument is to remind Locke about Descartes’ sceptical scenario about dreaming that we have already discussed. When we dream we appear to have sense experiences over which we often have no control. But if we can sometimes have such experiences, then the claim that such experiences cannot come from within me is plainly false. Moreover, even if we grant that Locke’s argument suggests that there is something external causing our sensations, it certainly doesn’t show that it must be the physical universe or that it resembles our perceptions in any way. It might be that sense data are produced in us by a Cartesian demon, or the super-computer of an evil scientist who has kidnapped my brain.


To the dreaming hypothesis, Locke points out that dreaming of being in a fire is very different from being in a fire, so the fact that waking life is more vivid might be taken as evidence of its being caused by an external reality. However, this response will not impress the hardened sceptic, as Locke recognises, for this doesn’t refute the possibility that the pain of the fire is part of the extended dream.21


2 The coherence of various senses


Locke also notes that ‘Our senses in many cases bear witness to the truth of each other’s report concerning the existence of sensible things without us.’22 We can both see and feel the fire, and this agreement between the senses suggests there exists some object independently stimulating both senses. In other words, if ever I am uncertain that there really is an apple before me that I appear to see, I can always reach out and touch it, smell it, bite and taste it. It’s possible for one, or even two senses to be fooled by some sort of illusion, but very unlikely for three or four. After all, if four different witnesses independently claimed to see the same person rob the bank, we would be pretty confident they were telling the truth.


This argument also does not fare well when we return to the example of dreams in which it is normal to be aware of objects with different senses. I can, after all, dream that I eat an apple. The Cartesian demon could also be producing an experience in which my different senses cohere in the deception. To say that we would believe four independent witnesses presupposes that they are not involved in a conspiracy, but of course, this is exactly what the evil demon scenario would involve: a concerted effort to make our sense experiences conspire to create the illusion of a physical world. So it seems that the radical sceptical worry about the existence of the physical world is not fully dealt with by Locke. Locke himself doesn’t appear to be too worried by this and dismisses the dream hypothesis on the basis that for practical purposes we must suppose the external world is real as it is on this basis that we must live our lives and on which our wellbeing depends. ‘[F]inding that pleasure or pain follows upon the application of certain objects to us whose existence we perceive or dream that we perceive by our senses, this certainty is as great as our happiness or misery, beyond which we have no concernment to know or to be.’23


In the end Locke recognises that he cannot give a conclusive proof of the external world. What he hopes though is that these considerations will show that the supposition that there is an external world is the best explanation of what we experience. As we will now see below, Russell tries to develop this line of defence.24


Russell’s defence: External world as the best hypothesis


Russell argues that we can justify belief in the external world as the best explanation going. In other words, a complete proof is indeed beyond us, but it is still reasonable to believe in the external world as this explains why we have the sense data that we do and why they behave in regular and predictable ways.


I can explain why the apparent apple I hide in a drawer can be found again when I return to eat it if I suppose that apples actually exist as independent objects. The reason I see it again is that apples are made of material stuff and material stuff endures when no one is perceiving it and causes us to perceive it when we are in its presence. If I forget about the apple for a few weeks, then come to open the drawer again, I may be shocked to find a rotten apple. If apples have no existence beyond my mind, what explains this experience? Again, the external world hypothesis has a very good explanation: the apple continued to exist while I’d forgotten about it and slowly decayed. Apples rot, even when no one watches them. But if there is no material world, all this becomes mysterious.


Of course, Russell recognises that other explanations are possible. Perhaps there is a Cartesian demon causing my perceptions; perhaps I am a brain in a vat; perhaps I am stuck in the Matrix or in some extended dream. But in the absence of any positive reasons to suppose any of these is the case, it is rational to accept the alternative. So, for Russell, belief in the independent existence of a material world is a hypothesis which makes good sense of our experience and is therefore reasonable to accept. Since:




our instinctive belief that there are objects corresponding to our sense-data … does not lead to any difficulties, but on the contrary tends to simplify and systematize our account of our experiences, there seems no good reason for rejecting it. We may therefore admit – though with a slight doubt derived from dreams – that the external world does really exist, and is not wholly dependent for its existence upon our continuing to perceive it.
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ik bl
Descartes proposes fo
subject his old beliefs o
doubt. But what sort of
doubt is he employing
here and i it sincere?
I it really possible to
doubt all your belefs?
Is 1t 00 much fo ask
for doubtfres beliek?

T doubt he evidence of

my senses because:

a) sometimes | am
deceived by them

b) I may be dreaming

The famous cgiro
argument. Descartes
cannot doubt his own
existence, os he must
exist in order fo doubt

The cogto is one of
the medt famous
arguments in the history
of philcsophy, but what
sort of argument is if2 Is
it ven an orgument ot
all2 And i 50 does
work2

Doss it show thet an
| exists? Perhaps what
Descartes thinks i a sef
is eally no more then
series of thoughs.

Y

Descartes pus forwerd
e Demen
Hypothesis. Is it really

S bough
escares fo doubt
everything - even his
besic reazoning?

Fitis mpossible to
tel i here is o demon or
not, doss the Evil Demon
Hypothesis male sense?

T doubt he existence of
the physical word, even
basic maths, os there
may be an evil demon
deceiving me.

y

| cannot doubt my
existence: | tink, | am.

L ;

What sor of thing am 12
I am a thinking thing

¥

Descartes undertakes
some exploratory
thoughts on the nature of
the I He fries fo work
out his escence by
considering which parts
of him are essenticl and
which are inessenti
The only thing he cannot
imagine himse wihout
is thought and s he
defines himself s @
thinking thing
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Figure 1.4 Direct realism
Direct realism identifies two elements in perception: the perceiver and the thing

perceved. We perceive mind-independent objects and our senses put us in
immedate contact with them. Our sense organs detect properties of objects
which exist out there in the world, and all of us perceive the same objects with

the same properties.
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3 Colours, e.g. red
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5 Morality, e.g. the wrongness of
murder

6 Electrons

7 Scientific laws, e.g. e = mc2

8 Ghosts

9 Matter, i.e. physical stuff

10 Beauty






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/2-1.jpg
P 12 A ote il wriniised i Wik serieirs cirsalest]. Bk s ks that i resise ot revniict Senglit.!





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/vii-1.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/rule.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/learn.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/xviii-1.jpg
Comment Central argument Comment

Descartes claims the It is suprising that | know Descartes s a bi
cogio works because i the nature of mysel surprised that his awn
is 50 ‘clear’ and before that of material nafure is one of the first
distnct objects. But, after l<——{ cerianties he reaches.
However, how consicering what | know Before his doubls he felt
meaningful are these about wasx, | shouldn't convinced that he could
ferms? Can Descarles realy be surprised of ll be more certain cbout
really tel that he knows the ablects around him
something for certain just i than he could be about
by looking ot how dlear His own elusive nclure.

and distint his thoughts know | exist. This He overcomes this
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universaliss this claim? [ because it s s0 clear piece of wax -

and distinct Suggesting it is the mind,

nat the senses, that frly
understands s noture.
The wax cannot be
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Descartes has been B sense dafum tha remains
perceived clearly and
accused of making a ] Bty mas be e the same through the
serious error a fhis point various changes
~an error of form not just undergone by fhe wax
substance. as i mels. So the
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prove that clear and Y recognised by the
distinct ickeas ore reliable urless @ Demon s undersianding. Also,
In order fo do so he [ [ when he perceives
ving me.
proves that God exits, anything he must also be
50 showing there could aware of himself. To
be no evil demon even perceive fhe wax
deceiving him. But the reqires o human mind.
claim is that his proof L] Descartes is now more
relies on clear and 1 know that God exists confident abou the way
disinct ideas. In because my idea of an he arrived af an
aftempiing fo show hat | irfinite and perfect being undersianding of his own
clear and disinct ideas must have been caused nature.
are clways reliable he by ore.
relies on clear and disfinct
ideas. The problem is
that this approach is
circular L]
1 can be certain that
anyhing carly ond
disiincly perceived must
L e B
The Ontological decetver
Argurert. Descartes is Descartes puts forward
claiming that, by the ‘Trademark’ Argument
analysing the very Y for the existence of God.
concept of God, he can ‘Any properiies | clearly How comvincing is
prove fhat God exists and distinctly perceive in this? Does anyone really
Is this @ tick the idea of God will be have an idea of a
argument? Does the idea properties God has. ifect and infinie
of perfection really entail || " God is perfect and ing? And, if so,must
exidtence? existence is parf of being this be caused by one?
For an analysis of the perfect, so God must For analysis of this
onfological argumen see s argumert see page 125
page 212 onwards. 7 onwords.
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Figure 1.1 The Miller-Lyer illusion The two horizortal
lines appear o be of diferent lengths, but are in reality
the same length.
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s Rillng always wrong?
What do we mean by the word ‘good?
humans have ights?

What i knowedge?
Can w aver achiese cortainty?
Where do our ideas riginate from?

Does God axist?
Doss every event have 3 cause?
Do humans have free wil?

What i 3 person?

Figure 0.1 The different areas of philosophy.
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igure 1.7 How a rectangular table appears in perspective
The way the table actually appears to us may be accurately represented
by anartist and the appearance has a diferent shape from what we fake
the real shape to be. The angles are either obtuse or actrte, and the sides
are not parallel. And yet the real table is rectangular.
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re 1.5 Berkeley’s example of observing clouds

The douds appear dfferert colours to diferent observers. But who s right? No one has

any privieged perspeciive, and so no one can observe the true colour: Therefore colour
s an appearance to observers, and not something real.
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and emit ceriain
frequencies of light?
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re 1.3 Where is the green of the tree? The word ‘greer appears to have
various mearings. ft can refer to something i the leaves themselves: the objective
property that the naive realist says they have. It an refer to the power the leaves,
have to absorb and emit various wavelenghs of light. ftcan refe to the speciic
wavelength self that leaves typicaly emit. Or it can refer to the experience of the
cclour s it appears to s in our minds.
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The veilof perception

Figure 1.1 The veil of perception and the trap of solipsism
Allwe have direct access to are aur own sensations. We cannot peer beyond

the vel of perception o perceive the world as t really i. But if we can't penetrate
the veilof perception, then not only can we not know what the world s real like,
but we can never know that the real world exists at all. Perhaps something else

entirely is causing our sensations,
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Immediate object of Reality: the oar

perception: a bent oar is straight
a) u
Immediate object of Reality: nothing
perception: a dagger there.

N

b)

Figure 1.8 lllusions and hallucinations according to critics of direct realism

According to critc of direct realim, when | perceive an car as bent when it s straight n realty this s because

1 donit directly perceive the oar fsef,but an appearance of the oar. And when | hallcinate, what | am directly
percehing s an appearance indistinguishable rom the perceptions | might have when not hallcinting. The only
difference is that there is no real object corresponding o the perception.
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Figure 1.10 Indirect realism faces a problem
To determine how accurate our perception of the world is, we would have to
compare our representations of it in our minds with the world as it is in isel.
Butto do this we would need to get out of our own mind and adopt a ‘God's-eye’
poirt of view. This, of course, is impossible.
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Descartes is dismayed tha his
belief system s so shaky

Descartes, using the bulldozer of
doubt, demolishes his old house
of beliefs

Descartes reducss all his beliefs
to rubble

Descartes begins fo lay secure
foundations

Descartes carefully begins fo
rebuild @ new house of beliefs —
one that villlast forever

Figure 0.2 Descartes’
METHOD OF DOUBT.
Descartes thinks of his presert
belief system aslke a badly
constructed buiding. It has
been buit haphazardly on shaky
foundations and so i full of
errors. To remedy the situation
he wil demolish the buiding,
find secure foundations, and
carefully rebuid so that the new
ekdien Wil he frei B eercr:
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