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Unit One

About the Author

Around the beginning of the twentieth century there was a strong reaction among
many philosophers, especially in the Anglo-American world , to metaphysical (JET L2
1) idealism (ME:L>FE ) in all its various forms. These new realists, as they were
called , were motivated to a considerable extent by what they regarded to be the inability of
metaphysical idealism to make sense out of science, with its implicit faith in the existence
of an independent , real world. They wanted to show how perception does give us genuine
knowledge of objects .

Bertrand Arthur William Russell (1872 —1970) was among the strongest realist voic-
es of the time . He developed his realism from a so-called phenomenalistic (BBFEH) the-
ory of perception and the adoption of what he took to be “the logical-analytic method.” The
main problem that philosophical realism faces is how to account for errors in perception
and how to avoid the possibility that all of perception is systematically misleading regard-
ing the actual state of the world insofar as all our knowledge is necessarily partial and in-
complete .

In the selection from Our Knowledge of the External World (1914) that follows, Rus-
sell formulates his arguments in a very lucid (EBEYIN) manner.

Text:
THE REALITY OF THE
EXTERNAL WORLD

Bertrand Russell

In every philosophical problem, our investigation starts from what may be
1




called “data,” by which I mean matters of common knowledge, vague, complex,
inexact, as common knowledge always is, but yet somehow commanding our as-
sent as on the whole and in some interpretation pretty certainly true. In the case
of our present problem, the common knowledge involved is of various kinds.
There is first our acquaintance with particular objects of daily life — furniture,
houses, towns, other people, and so on. Then there is the extension of such par-
ticular knowledge to particular things outside our personal experience, through
history and geography, newspapers, etc. And lastly, there is the systematisation
of all this knowledge of particulars by means of physical science, which derives
immense persuasive force from its astonishing power of foretelling the future. We
are quite willing to admit that there may be errors of detail in this knowledge, but
we believe them to be discoverable and corrigible by the methods which have giv-
en rise to our beliefs, and we do not, as practical men, entertain for a moment
the hypothesis that the whole edifice may be built on insecure foundations. In the
main, therefore, and without absolute dogmatism as to this or that special por-
tion, we may accept this mass of common knowledge as affording data for our
philosophical analysis. . . .

The first thing that appears when we begin to analyse our common knowl-
edge is that some of it is derivative, while some is primitive; that is to say, there
is some that we only believe because of something else from which it has been in-
ferred in some sense, though not necessarily in a strict logical sense, while other
parts are believed on their own account, without the support of any outside evi-
dence. It is obvious that the senses give knowledge of the latter kind: the imme-
diate facts perceived by sight or touch or hearing do not need to be proved by ar-
gument, but are completely self-evident. Psychologists, however, have made us
aware that what is actually given in sense is much less than most people would
naturally suppose, and that much of what at first sight seems to be given is really
inferred. This applies especially in regard to our space-perceptions. For instance,
we instinctively infer the “real” size and shape of a visible object from its apparent
size and shape, according to its distance and our point of view. When we hear a
person speaking, our actual sensations usually miss a great deal of what he says,
and we supply its place by unconscious inference; in a foreign language, where
this process is more difficult, we find ourselves apparently grown deaf, requiring,
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for example, to be much nearer the stage at a theatre than would be necessary in
our own country. Thus the first step in the analysis of data, namely, the discov-
ery of what is really given in sense, is full of difficulty. We will, however, not
linger on this point; so long as existence is realised, the exact outcome does not
make any very great difference in our main problem.

The next step in our analysis must be the consideration of how the derivative
parts of our common knowledge arise. Here we become involved in a somewhat
puzzling entanglement of logic and psychology. Psychologically, a belief may be
called derivative whenever it is caused by one or more other beliefs, or by some
fact of sense which is not simply what the belief asserts. Derivative beliefs in this
sense constantly arise without any process of logical inference, merely by associa-
tion of ideas or some equally extra-logical process. From the expression of a man’s
face we judge as to what he is feeling: we say we see that he is angry, when in
fact we only see a frown. We do not judge as to his state of mind by any logical
process: the judgment grows up, often without our being able to say what physi-
cal mark of emotion we actually saw. In such a case, the knowledge is derivative
psychologically; but logically it is in a sense primitive, since it is not the result of
any logical deduction. There may or may not be a possible deduction leading to
the same result, but whether there is or not, we certainly do not employ it. If we
call a belief “logically primitive” when it is not actually arrived at by a logical in-
ference, then innumerable beliefs are logically primitive which psychologically are
derivative. The separation of these two kinds of primitivenesses is vitally impor-
tant to our present discussion.

When we reflect upon the beliefs which are logically but not psychologically
primitive, we find that, unless they can on reflection be deduced by a logical pro-
cess from beliefs which are also psychologically primitive, our confidence in their
truth tends to diminish the more we think about them. We naturally believe, for
example, that tables and chairs, trees and mountains, are still there when we
turn our backs upon them. I do not wish for a moment to maintain that this is
certainly not the case, but I do maintain that the question whether it is the case is
not to be settled off-hand on any supposed ground of obviousness. The belief that
they persist is, in all men except a few philosophers, logically primitive, but it is
not psychologically primitive; psychologically, it arises only through our having

3
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seen those tables and chairs, trees and mountains. As soon as the question is seri-
ously raised whether, because we have seen them, we have a right to suppose
that they are there still, we feel that some kind of argument must be produced,

and that if none is forthcoming, our belief can be no more than a pious opinion.

We do not feel this as regards the immediate objects of sense: there they are,

and, as far as their momentary existence is concerned, no further argument is re-

quired. There is accordingly more need of justifying our psychologically derivative

beliefs than of justifying those that are primitive.

New Words and Expressions

command/kemamd/v. ¢t .

assent/asent/n.

systematisation/ ;sistimataizeifon/n .

persuasive/po(: ) ‘sweisiv/a.

persuade v.t.
foretell /oitel /
(foretold/foiteuld/) w.t.
corrigible/ ‘koridzabl/ a .
entertain/ ientatein/v. ¢.

hypothesis/hai'poBisis/

(pl. hypotheses/hai'pobisizz/) n.

edifice/ ‘edifis/7 .

in the main
dogmatism/ 'dogmatizem/7 .

dogma/dogma/n .
derivative/dirivativ/a .

derive wv.t.

psychologist/saikolad3ist /7 .
4

deserve and get W 15; 1815

agreement with a statement, opinion, etc. ; mental
acceptance &, B

action or process of systematizing RZ4L

capable of or skilled in persuading; tending or fit-
ted to persuade iR STH; hIBHER

ik

tell of (an event etc. ) before it takes place; pre-
dict, prophesy BiF; B~

able to be corrected ATXLIER, FIHIER

keep or maintain in the mind; cherish $#%& ; &
proposition put forward merely as a basis for rea-
soning or argument, without any assumption of its
truth R ; AR

building, esp. a large and stately one X2 H Yy,
KK

for the most part; mainly 374 |; FEH#h
positive assertion of opinions; system of philosophy
with principles based on reasoning alone, not expe-
rience BB ; #F/EK

B, Bk

derived or obtained from another; coming from a
source; not original 5K, FTEH

BR; ik

expert in or student of psychology [ \>BH2ERK




perception/pasepfon/n .

perceive v. 1 .
instinctively/instinktivli/ad .

instinet/instinkt/» .
sensation/sen'seifon/z .

sense 7.

inference/ 'infarons/n .

infer wv.t.
linger/ linga/v. 1 .

entanglement/in‘taenglment /7 .

entangle/inteengl/v. ¢ .
assert/asot/v. t.
innumerable/injumsarebl /a .

number 7.
diminish/diminif /. i .
off-hand/ ‘oif ‘heend/

(8% offhand) ad .
forthcoming /fo:8kamin/a .

come forth
pious/ 'paias/a .

momentary/ ‘maumantari/a .

moment n.

I. Comprehension Questions

state of being or process of becoming aware or con-
scious of a thing through any of the senses 8&4¢;
e

B R

in an instinctive manner, by instinct 2<§E#
AfE; TER

perception by the senses B4 ; HIHE

B BE

action or process of inferring; (logic) drawing of a
conclusion from data or premises #38, HEWT,
i

#it, HEhr

spend a long time (over or on a subject or round a
place) fFMEl; H&; &k

action of entangling; the condition or an instance of
being entangled 2% ; £{%)

9l BE

declare formally and distinctly E#%; Bi5

too many to be counted; countless T Y; A
HH

4

become less or smaller; decrease J/0; ¥/h

at once, straightaway . %; AMAESHE

about or likely to come forth or appear; approach-
ing (in time) BP¥BIRAY, BN HEA

H¥k; W

characterized by, having, or showing respect to
God or gods; heartfelt BBiRET; BEH

lasting only a moment BRE A, EHHK

R#l; REA

Study & Practice

Answer the questions either by providing your own answers or by making a choice from

the four suggested answers.
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. 'Why should our study of any philosophical problem start from the analysis of “data” ac-
cording to Russell? What are the data?

. What might happen if we did not analyze matters of our common knowledge?

A) We would be unable to know them at all.

B) Our conclusions would lack proper foundations.

C) Science would stop its progress.

D) There would be no extension of our knowledge.

. Knowledge that we believe on its own account, “without the support of any outside evi-

dence” is
A) primitive B) derivative
C) psychologically primitive D) logically primitive

. Why is it difficult to identify what is really perceived by our senses? Does this difficulty
make our knowledge of the external world impossible?
. The conclusion we reach about a person’s state of mind from his facial expression is

A) logically sound B) psychologically derivative

C) primitive D) unfounded

. The separation of psychologically primitive knowledge from logically primitive knowledge

is important because

A) we then find that a lot of our beliefs are built on insecure foundations.

B) logically primitive knowledge constitutes a larger part of our knowledge of the external
world

C) we know then psychologically primitive knowledge is never to be readily trusted

D) such a separation enables us to know better the true nature of our knowledge

. Why is the belief called “logically primitive” that a mountain is still there even if we do

not see it at the time? Give one example of our beliefs which might be regarded as not

“logically primitive”.

. One of the major differences between primitive beliefs and derivative beliefs is that

A) the latter need more argument for their truthfulness
B) the former need more explanation for their truthfulness
C) the latter are always true beyond any doubt

D) the former are always true beyond any doubt

I1. Dealing with Unfamiliar Words

It is important to learn to read without a dictionary. Word meaning can be worked out

by looking for various clues.

Look closely at how the italicized word(s) in each sentence or part of a sentence is




formed and then, together with other clues available from the context, work out its mean-

ing. (The first one is done as an example).

1. And lastly, there is the systematisation of all this knowledge of particulars by means of
physical science, ...

meaning: & 4t b; clue: system
2. We are quite willing to admit that there may be errors of detail in this knowledge, but we

believe them to be discoverable and corrigible. . .

meaning: clue:

meaning : clue:

3. The first thing that appears when we begin to analyse our common knowledge is that
some of it is derivative, while some is primitive; . . .
meaning : clue:

4. When we hear a person speaking, our actual sensations usually miss a great deal of what

he says, and we supply its place by unconscious inference; . . .

meaning : clue:
meaning: clue:
5. ... then innumerable beliefs are logically primitive which psychologically are derivative.

meaning : clue:
6. ... our confidence in their truth tends to diminish the more we think about them.

meaning: clue:

7. ... we feel that some kind of argument must be produced, and that if none is forthcom-
ing, our belief can be no more than a pious opinion.
meaning: clue:

8. ... there they are, and, as far as their momentary existence is concerned, no further ar-
gument is required.

meaning ; clue:

III. Word Study
Study how the following words or phrases are used in the text. Then fill in the blanks

with their appropriate forms.

vague command

in the case of acquaintance
immense give rise to
entertain primitive
perceive in regard to
assert deduction




1. Common sense the existence of a reality.

2. The relation between perception, the perceiver, the object , and the knowledge
that results from this process gained special attention in the early 20th century.

3. This is a form of that consists of a major premise (KE[#2), a minor premise
(/MAT#), and a conclusion.

4, Students received a basic training to gain a(n) with materials and processes.

5. In 1793 John Quincy Adams published a series of articles that defended President George
Washington and his policy of neutrality (F93Z) _ war between France and Great
Britain.

6. This human consciousness generates increasingly complex social arrangements that in turn

a higher consciousness.

7. Rousseau (f5#) believed that the natural, or
civilized state.

8. Jefferson wrote his most famous document, the Declaration of Independence. It, then,
had a(n ) impact in both America and Europe.

9. Settlement (E/&) by one people can also result in the native people becoming a minori-
ty, as _____ Native Americans.

10. He could not ______ my sympathy nor even my interest.

11. It sounds fantastic that such beliefs could be seriously _

12. He stated that only abstract reasoning yields genuine knowledge, whereas reliance on

» state is morally superior to the

sense perception produces and inconsistent opinions.

IV. Cloze
Fill in the blanks with the correct prepositions.

All sciences, in the broadest sense, aim at uncovering truths, but in doing so what are
they aiming at? The question, “What is truth?”, or “What makes anything true?” belongs
not any particular science but to philosophy. Philosophers themselves are fundamen-

tally divided _____ the meaning and importance of the question: some regard it
philosophy’s distinctive question, towards answering which all their more specific enquiries
are ____ essence directed; others count the issue as confused, or ___ so general that
nothing useful can be said. Asking “What makes it true that cyanide (#(4L#) is poi-
sonous?” will call forth one answer; “What makes it true that Mozart is a greater composer
than Mendelssohn?” demands another. It hardly seems likely that there will be anything
common both answers that reflects a common concern with truth, in addition

medicine and music. Philosophers thus persuade that there is

their diverse concerns

no real question of truth. We can make little the continuing opposition the

two major traditional answers to that question: the correspondence and coherence theories of

8



truth. The correspondence theory holds that the truth of a statement or belief lies _ a
relation of congruence (—3{) or conformity to the fact or state _____ affairs it describes.
The coherence theory denies that the truth of any of our beliefs can be a matter of matching
up to completely independent facts, emphasizing instead the interdependence and organiza-

tion of our total system of beliefs.

V. Writing

According to Russell, our common *knowledge is always “vague” and “inexact”. Give
one example of common knowledge and analyze why it is vague and inexact. Write your
composition in no less than 150 words.

Reading Passage One:

PHILOSOPHERS’ DOUBTS
D. Z. Phillips'

What is philosophy about? Before I went to university, but knowing that philosophy
was going to be one of the subjects I was to study there, I read a well-known introduction to
philosophy in the hope of answering that question. My first impression was that the philoso-
pher is an ultra-cautious person. Philosophers do not rush into saying that we know this or
that, as most peopje do. They step back and think about things. Although we say we know
all sorts of things, strictly speaking — philosophers conclude — we do not.

Given this view of philosophy, it seemed to me that the usefulness of philosophy was ev-
ident. Philosophy is a way of sharpening our thinking. It teaches us to be cautious, and not
to be over-hasty in reaching our conclusions. By imposing its strict demands philosophy
tightens up our standards of knowledge. Our day-to-day assumptions are shot through with
contradictions and inconsistencies. A great deal of reflection is necessary before we can arrive
at what we really know. Philosophy is an indispensable guide in this reflection. This view of
the usefulness of philosophy was reflected in the views of many educationalists, and this is
still the case. They favour introductory classes in philosophy, even for those whose primary
intentions are to study other subjects. The pencil needs to be sharpened before it can write
with sufficient care about other topics.

This straightforward view of philosophy was given a severe jolt, however, when I read

1 D. Z. Phillips is professor at the University of Wales, and professor of the philosophy of religion at Claremont Grad-
uate School, California. He is also editor of the Blackwell Journal Philosophical Investigation .




