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Basic Mctaphysics:
Reality and Truth

The Enlightenment Vision:
Reality and Its Intelligibility

From the time of the scientific revolutions of the seventeenth
century until the early decades of the twentieth, it was possi-
ble for an educated person to believe that he or she could
come to know and understand the important things about
how the universe works. From the Copernican Revolution,
through Newtonian mechanics, the theory of electromagnet-
ism, and Darwin’s theory of evolution, the universe made a
kind of sense, had a kind of intelligibility, and was becoming
ever more accessible through the steadily increasing growth
of knowledge and understanding. It was even possible for ed-
ucated people to feel that scientific knowledge was perfectly
consistent with, even an adjunct to, their religious faith. This
belief required making a distinction between two metaphysi-
cal realms—the mental or spiritual on the one hand, and the
physical or material on the other. Religion owned the spiri-
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2 MIND, LANGUAGE, AND SOCIETY

tual realm, scier}ce the material. This distinction between the
;eaéms .of the rn_md and the body seemed independently justi-
able; indeed, it had a long history and received its most fa

mous formulation in the work of René Descartes —
philosopher who was very much part of the seventeen’tha
century scientific revolution. Even the great “subversiv.’—’
revoluFlonaries of the late nineteenth and early twentie:h
centuries, Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx, though they r
jected Cartesian dualism, thought of their work as part o}; t}?_
growth of science as it had been conceived since the sevene-:
teenth century. Fre}ld thought he was creating a science of
the mind, Marx a science of history and society.

The':re was, in short, a long period in Western civilization
w.hen it was assumed that the universe was completely intelli-
glb'le and that we were capable of a systematic understandin
qf its nature. Because these twin assumptions found e resg
sion in a series of classic statements in the European En)?i) ht:
enment, 1 propose to call them “the Enlightenment visign L
The l}lgh—water mark of this optimistic vision came in t};e
late nlpetef:nth century, especially in Bismarckian German
and Victorian England, and two of its most eloquent exem)—z
pLglis were Gottlob Frege, a German mathematician and
g h;ko)zzggzj and Bertrand Russell, a British logician and

Beginning in the early decades of the twenteth centu
number of events, intellectual and otherwise, ha enezy’ta
challenge and undermine this traditonal o’ptirrrl)irs)m botﬁ
i);ut the nature of thmgs and about our ability to comprehend
i nature. My guess is that' tbe greatest single psychological

ow to the intellectual optimism of the nineteenth centu
was not an intellectual development at all but rather the catry
strophej of the First World War. There were also a number a-f
p.uFely intellectual challenges, however, to the Enlightenmer(:t
vision. Both the intelligibility of the real world and our capac-
gy to co.mprehend the world seemed to come under attack

om various quarters. First, relativity theory challenged our
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most fundamental assumptions about space and time, and
about matter and energy. How, for example, are we to under-
stand a universe where, according to Albert Einstein, if we
went to a star at nearly the speed of light and returned in ten
years we would be ten years older but everything on earth
would be a hundred years older? Second, the discovery of the
set theoretical paradoxes seemed to challenge the rationality
of that very citadel of rationality, mathematics. If the founda-
tions of mathematics contain 2 contradiction, then nothing
seems secure. As Frege himself said when confronted with
Russell’s paradox, “Your discovery of the contradiction bhas
surprised me beyond words and, T should almost like to say,
left me thunderstruck, because it has rocked the ground on
which I had meant to build arithmetic.” It seems “to under-
mine not only the foundations of my arithmetic but the only
possible foundations of arithmetic as such.” Third, Freudian
psychology was taken not as a gateway to an improved ratio-
nality but as a proof of the impossibility of rationality. Ac-
cording to Freud, the rational consciousness is only an island
in a sea of the irrational anconscious. Fourth, Kurt Godel’s
incompleteness proof seemed to deliver another blow to
mathematics. There are true statements in mathematcal sys-
tems that we can all see to be true but that cannot be proven
to be true within those systems. Prior to Godel, it had seemed
that the very meaning of “true” in mathematics implied
“mathematically provable.” Fifth, and worst of all, on certain
interpretations, quantum mechanics seemed simply unassimi-
lable to our traditional conceptions of the determinacy an
independent existence of the physical universe. Quantum me-
chanics seemed to show both that physical reality at the most
fundamental level is indeterministic and that the conscious
observer, in the very act of observation, is in part creating the
very reality he or she is observing. Sixth, in the late twentieth
century the rationality of science itself came under attack
from authors such as Thomas Kuhn and Paul Feyerabend,
who argued that science itself was infected with arbitrariness
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an.d irrationality. Kuhn was taken to have shown that a majo
sc1e{1t1ﬁc revolution is not just a new description of the .
rfeahty, but that it creates a different “reality.” “After a Sallne
tlon,”.he says, “scientists work in a differ'ent world ESVZIE
Ludw.lg Wittgenstein, the most influential philosophe.r of the
t\fventleth century, is taken by many to have shown that oui
discourse is a series of mutually untranslatable and incom.
mensurable language games. We are not engaged in one bi
l:'angu:.age game, in which there are universa] standards of rf
tlopahty and everything is intelligible to everybody, but in
series of smaller language games, each with its o;vn e
standards of intelligibility. ol
I could continue this dreary list. For example, several an-
thr'opolf)gists have claimed that there is no univ’ersall valid
Fe%tlonahty, but that different cultures have different razo 1
ities. Similar versions of relativism have become comm. ik
the.mtellectual movements known collectively as “post1(1)1[<l)(lil—1
erm.sm.” Postmodernists see themselves as challenging th
Enlightenment vision. 3
Just to put my cards on the table at the beginning: I accept
the. Ephghtenment vision. I think that the um'ver.se exisIt)s
quite independently of our minds and that, within the limits
set by our evolutionary endowments, we c’an come to ¢ :
pFehend its nature. I believe that the rea] change sinceotlli:
1?11.1etee.nth century is not that the world has become uninte]
ligible in some exciting and apocalyptic way, but that it i .
lot harder to understand for the rather boring,; and unexcitifl :
reason that you have to be smarter and you have to know f
lot more. For example, to understand contemporary physic
you have to know a lot of mathematics. I will not atterl)n yt t :
answer all of these challenges to the Enlightenment vifionO
ThaF would require several books. Rather, since my main.
Alm Is constructive, I will briefly state why I am not bothered
by the arguments I just presented, and then, in more detail, [
will respond to various aspects of the “postmodernist” cha’l—

lenge.
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First, relativity theory is not a refutation of traditional
physics, but its extension. It requires us to think in counter-
intuitive ways about space and time, but that is no threat to
the intelligibility of the universe. It is worth recalling that
Newtonian mechanics also seemed paradoxical in the seven-
teenth century. Second, the logical paradoxes, both semantic
and set theoretical, seem to me to show nothing except cer-
tain philosophical errors we can make. Just as Zeno’s famous
paradoxes about space, time, and motion do not show the
unreality of space, time, or motion,’ so the logical paradoxes
do not show any contradictions at the heart of language,
logic, and mathematics. Third, Freudian psychology, what-
ever its ultimate contribution to human culture, is no longer
taken seriously as a scientific theory. It continues to exist as a
cultural phenomenon, but few serious scientists suppose it
gives a scientifically well-substantiated account of human
psychological development and pathology. Fourth, Godel’s
proof is a kind of support to the traditional rationalist con-
ception that separates ontology (what exists) from epistemol-
ogy (how we know). Truth is a matter of correspondence to
the facts. If a statement is true, there must be some fact in
virtue of which it is true. The facts are a matter of what ex-

ists, of ontology. Provability and verification are matters of
finding out about truth and thus are epistemic notions, but
they are not to be confused with the facts we find out about.
Godel shows conclusively that mathematical truth cannot be
identified with provability. Fifth, quantum mechanics, on
some interpretations, I agree, is a serious challenge to the
Enlightenment vision, and I am not technically competent to
make a serious assessment of its significance. I want to distin-
guish, however, between the claim that quantum mechanics
shows an indeterminacy in the relation of micro to macro
levels on the one hand, and the claim that it shows that real-
ity does not have an existence independent of observers on
the other. As far as I can tell, we simply have to accept a cer-
tain level of statistical indeterminacy in micro-macro rela-
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tions as a fact about reality. As far as I can see, however, there
is nothing in the actual results in quantum mechanic’s that
forcgs us to the conclusion that the conscious observer cre-
ates in part the reality observed. Such paradoxes are not in
the actual results of the experiments, but in the varying inter-
pretfztiom“ of the results, and nothing forces us to such a para-
dox1c'al and counterintuitive interpretation, though Eome
physicists have accepted that interpretation. ’Next efforts to
p‘rove‘relativism about rationality—that all stand;rds of ra-
tionality are culturally relative—invariably end up showin
the reverse. For example, to establish cultural relativism thi
apthropologist tells us that the Nuer regard twin siblings as
birds and that in certain ceremonies the cucumber isgthe
head of an ox. When he tells how the Nuer make sense of
these claims, however, it invariably turns out that he can tell
us how they make sense by our standards and thus how the
can rgake sense to us.’ It turns out that the apparent irra}—,
uopahty within a tribal culture can be made intelligible b
universal standards of rationality. ’

I will have more to say about Kuhn and postmodernist
challenges to the Enlightenment vision later.

In tbis book, I want to use the contemporary period of
cor.lfusmn as an opportunity to undertake a very traditional
philosophical enterprise of giving an account of several ap-
Parently diverse phenomena in order to show their underlp—
ing unity. I do not believe that we live in two worlds tl}lle
mental and the physical—much less in three worlds’ the
mental, the physical, and the cultural—but in one world’ and
I want to describe the relations between some of the r’nan
parts of that one world. I want to explain the general struc}—I
ture of several of the philosophically most puzzling parts of
reality. Specifically, I want to explain certain structural fea-
tures of mind, language, and society, and then show how

thgy a.ll fit together._ My aim, then, is to make a modest con-
tribution to the Enlightenment vision.
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Introducing Philosophy

This project may sound unduly ambitious, but in at least one
important sense this is an “introductory book” in philosophy:
no previous technical philosophical training or knowledge 1s
required on the part of the reader.
Books in philosophy that are introductory in this sense
usually take one of two forms, and since this one takes nei-
ther, I think it important to make the distinction between it
and other such books at the outset. The first and perhaps
most common type of introductory book is one that takes the
reader through a list of famous philosophical problems, such
as free will, the existence of God, the mind-body problem,
the problem of good and evil, or the problem of skepticism
and knowledge. A good recent example of this sort of book is
Thomas Nagel’s What Does It All Mean?® The second sort of
introductory book is a short history of the subject. Thi
reader is given a brief account of the major philosophical
thinkers and doctrines, beginning with the pre-Socratic
Greeks and ending with some prominent recent figure, such
as Wittgenstein, or movement, such as existentialism. Proba-
bly the most famous book of this type is Bertrand Russell’s
History of Western Philosopby.” Russell’s book is weak on
scholarship, but I think it has done much more to encourage
the spread of philosophical thought than more accurate his-
tories because anybody can read it with pleasure and with at
Jeast some understanding. I read it as a teenager, and it made
a big impression on me. Jimmy Carter is alleged to have kept
it on his bedside table when he was president.

The present book is neither a survey of big questions nor a
history. Indeed, it is of a type that has gone out of fashion
and that many good philosophers would think impossible. It
is a synthetic book in that it attempts to synthesize a number
of accounts of apparently unrelated or marginally related
subjects. Because we live in one world, we ought to be able to
explain exactly how the different parts of that world relate to
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each other and how they all hang together in a coherent
whole. T want to emphasize the words synthesis and synthetic
because I was brought up by—and am usually thought of as
belonging to—a bunch of philosophers who think of them.
selves as doing something called “analytic philosophy.” Ana-
lytic philosophers take philosophical questions apart and
analyze them into their component elements. They do what
is called “logical analysis.” This book contains a lot of logical
analysis, but it is also a book in which I put things together,
It is a synthesis by an analyst. Building on my earlier writ-
ings, I want to explain how certain essential parts of mind,
language, and social reality work and how they form a coher-
ent whole.

I have three distinguishable objectives. F irst, I want to ad-
vance a series of theoretical claims, both about the nature of
mind, language, and society and about the interrelations
among them. Second, in achieving the first objective, I want
to exemplify a certain style of philosophical analysis. Philo-
sophical inquiry has important similarities with, but also dis~
similarities from, other forms of inquiry, such as scientific
inquiry, and I want to make them clear in the course of this
discussion. Third, I want to make in passing, so to speak, a
series of observations about the nature of philosophical puz-
zlement and philosophical problems. To put these three
points more succinctly: I want to do some philosophy, in do-
ing it I want to illustrate how to do it, and I want to make
some observations about the special problems of doing it. At
the end of the book I state some general conclusions about
the nature of philosophy.

If I 'succeed in my expository ambitions, almost everything
I say should sound pretty much obviously true, so obvious,
indeed, that the philosophically innocent reader—the reader
the book is aimed at—wil] sometimes wonder: Why is he
bothering to tell us this? The answer is that every claim I
make, even the most obvious, will be, and typically has been
for centuries, a subject of controversy and even rage. Why is

S L L S
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that? Why is it that when we start dging philosophy we atr)e
almost inexorably driven to deny things we all know to be
true—for example, that there is a real world, that we can
have certain sorts of knowledge of that world, that.sta;cl:—
ments are typically true if they correspgnd to facts in the
world and false if they don’t? Wittg‘enst'em thought.thatd €
urge to philosophical error came primarily from a rmsunt :;_
standing of the workings of language, and also from ;)ur'
dency to overgeneralize and to extend the methqu of science
into areas where they are not appropriate. I think these aie
indeed some of the sources of philosophical error—but only
some of them. I will point out others as we go alqng, othe'rs
that are more reprehensible than the sources Wittgenstein
gives, sources such as self-deception and will to power.
In any case, it is worth saying what sounds obvious because
what seems obvious usually only seems that way a’r"te‘r you
have said it. Before you say it, it is not obvu?us whaF itis ym;
need to say. This book, then, may give the impression tl?ialt
am taking you along a smooth and open rgad. That is an tlh u(;
sion. We are on a narrow path through a jungle. My me t(})l
of exposition is to point out the patb and then pmglt to the
parts of the jungle we need to avoid. Qr to put the sa(;nt;
point in a way that seems more pretentious than I inten ,d
try to state the truth and then state the competing .falsehﬁ‘o T
that give the statement of the truth much of its philosophica

Interest.

The Default Positions

On most of the major philosophical issues there is wh:?F we
might call, using a computer metaphor, the defaglt 9051100:1(;
Default positions are the views we hold prere ec?fve y :
that any departure from them requires a conscious effort ann
a convincing argument. Here are the default positions o

some major questions:
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. There is a real world that exists independently of us
independently of our experiences, our thoughts our’
language. ’

* We have direct perceptual access to that world
through our senses, especially touch and vision.

* Words in our language, words like 72bbis or tree, typi-
cally have reasonably clear meanings. Because o,f their
meanings, they can be used to refer to and talk about
real objects in the world.

* Our statements are typically true or false depending
on whether they correspond to how things are, that
is, to the facts in the world. ,

. Causation is a real relation among objects and events
in the world, a relation whereby one phenomenon
the cause, causes another, the effect. ’

In our ordinary everyday lives, these views are so much
taken for granted that I think it js misleading to describe
them as “views”—or hypotheses or opinions—at all. I do not
for example, hold the apinion that the real world exists, in thé
way I hold the opinion that Shakespeare was a grea’t play-
wright. These taken-for-granted presuppositions are part of
Wh.’:'lt I call the Background of our thought and language. I
caplt.alize the word to make it clear that I am using it as a
quasi-technical term, and I will explain its meaning in more
detail later.

Much of the history of philosophy consists in attacks on
defaulF pqsitions. The great philosophers are often famous
for rejecting what everybody else takes for granted. The
characteristic attack begins by pointing out the puzzles and
paradoxes of the default position. We apparently can’t hold
th'e default position and also believe a whole lot of other
thlngs we would like to believe. So the default position must
.be given up and some revolutionary new view substituted for

it. Famous examples are David Hume’s refutation of the idea
that causation is a rea] relation between events in the world,

|
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Bishop George Berkeley’s refutation of the view that a mate-
rial world exists independently of our perceptions of it, and
the rejection by Descartes, as well as many other philoso-
phers, of the view that we can have direct perceptual knowl-
edge of the world. More recently, Willard Quine is supposed
by many to have refuted the view that the words in our lan-
guage have determinate meanings. And several philosophers
think they have refuted the correspondence theory of
truth—the view that if a statement is true, it is so typically
because there is some fact, situation, or state of affairs in the
world that makes it true.

I believe that in general the default positions are true, and
that the attacks on them are mistaken. I think that is certainly
the case with all the examples I have just presented. It is un-
likely that the default positions would have survived the
rough and tumble of human history for centuries, and some-
times even millennia, if they were as false as philosophers
make them out to be. But not all default positions are true.
Perhaps the most famous default position is that each of us
consists of two separate entities, a body on the one hand, and
a mind or soul on the other, and that these are joined to-
gether during our lifetimes but are independent to the extent
that our minds or souls can become detached from our bod-
ies and continue to exist as conscious entities even after our
bodies are totally annihilated. This view is called “dualism.” I
think it is false, and I will say why in chapter 2. In general,
however, the default positions are more likely to be right
than their alternatives, and it is a sad fact about my profes-
sion, wonderful though it is, that the most famous and ad-
mired philosophers are often the ones with the most
preposterous theories.

It is tempting to think that what I have been calling the
default positions are what common sense would call “com-
mon sense.” I think that is a mistake. “Common sense” is not
a very clear notion, but as I understand it, common sense is
largely a matter of widely held and usually unchallenged be-
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liefs. Though there is no sharp dividing line, what I have
been calling the default positions are much more fundamen-
tal than common sense. It is, I guess, a matter of common
sense that if you want people to be polite to you, you had
better be polite to them. This sort of common sense has no
opinion about basic metaphysical questions such as the exis-
tence of the external world or the reality of causation. Com-
mon sense is, for the most part, a matter of common opinion.
The Background is prior to such opinions.

Some of the most Interesting questions in philosophy are
those that arise out of a straight clash or even logical incon-
sistency between two default positions. For example, it seems
to me that people typically talk and think as if they supposed
that we have free will of a sort that precludes causal deter-
minism and at the same time that all our acts have determin-
istic causal explanations. Throughout this book we examine
various default positions and give special attention to the
clash of such positions. In this chapter I discuss a cluster of
default positions centered on the notions of reality and truth.

Reality and Truth: The Default Position

Among the default positions that form our cognitive Back-
ground, perhaps the most fundamental is a certain set of pre-
suppositions about reality and truth. Typically when we act,
think, or talk, we take for granted a certain way that our ac-
tions, thoughts, and talk relate to things outside us. T repre-
sent this as a set of statements, but that is misleading if it
suggests that when we are actually talking, thinking, or oth-
erwise acting, we are also holding a theory. The set of state-
ments I give you about reality and truth can be treated as a
theory or even a set of theories, but when the Background is
functioning—when it is, so to speak, doing its job—we do

not need a theory. Such presuppositions are prior to theo-
ries.
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Anyway, when we act or think or talk in the following
sorts of ways we take a lot for granted: when we hammer a
nail, or order a takeout meal from a restaurant, or conductk a
lab experiment, or wonder where to go on vacation, we take
the following for granted: there exists a real world that' is to-
tally independent of human beings aI.ld of what they thu;{ or
say about it, and statements about ob)eFts and states of a fairs
in that world are true or false depending on whether things
in the world really are the way we say they are. So, for exam-
ple, if in pondering my vacation plans I “.ronder wh(?ther
Greece is hotter in the summer than Italy, I simply take it for
granted that there exists a real world containing places like
Greece and Italy and that they have various temperatures.
Furthermore, if I read in a travel book that the average sum-
mer temperature in Greece is hotter than in It_aly, I know
that what the book says will be true if and only if it ‘really is
hotter on average in the summer in Greece than in Italy.
This is because I take it for granted that such statements are
true only if there is something independent of the statement
in virtue of which, or because of which, it is true. ‘

These two Background presuppositions have long histo-
ries and various famous names. The first, that there is a real
world existing independently of us, I like to call “external re-
alism.” “Realism,” because it asserts the existence of the real
world, and “external” to distinguish it from other. sorts of re-
alism—for example, realism about mathematical objc?cts
(mathematical realism) or realism about ethicfal facts. (eth.lcal
realism). The second view, that a statement is true if things
in the world are the way the statement says they are, and falsi
otherwise, is called “the correspondence theory of truth:
This theory comes in a lot of different versions, but the basic
idea is that statements are true if they correspond to, or de.-
scribe, or fit, how things really are in the world, and false if
they do not. ‘

Among the mind-independent phenomc?na in the ‘world
are such things as hydrogen atoms, tectonic plates, viruses,
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trees, and galaxies. The reality of such phenomena is inde-
pendent of us. The universe existed long before any human
or other conscious agent appeared, and it will be there long
after we have all passed from the scene.

Notall of the phenomena in the world are mind-independent.
For example, money, property, marriage, wars, football games,
and cocktail parties are all dependent for their existence on
conscious human agents in a way that mountains, glaciers, and
molecules are not.

I regard the basic claim of externa) realism—that there ex-
ists a real world that is totally and absolutely independent of
all of our representations, all of our thoughts, feelings, opin-
ions, language, discourse, texts, and so on—as so obvious,
and indeed as such an essential condition of rationality, and
even of intelligibility, that I am somewhat embarrassed to
have to raise the question and to discuss the various chal-
lenges to this view. Why would anybody in his right mind
wish to attack external realism? Well, that is in fact a rather
complicated question, and one that T go into in detail later.
Here, however, I want to note that attacks on external real-
ism do not stand in isolation. They tend philosophically to
go hand in hand with challenges to other features of our
Background presuppositions that also constitute default posi-
tions. Along with realism we generally assume that our
thoughts, talk, and experiences relate directly to the real
world. That is, we assume that when we look at objects such
as trees and mountains, we typically perceive them; that
when we talk, we typically use words that refer to objects in a
world that exists independently of our language; and that
when we think, we often think about real things. Further-
more, as I mentioned earlier, what we say about such objects
is true or false depending on whether it corresponds to how
things are in the world. Thus, external realism underlies
other fundamental philosophical views that are frequently
denied—the referental theory of thought and language, and
the correspondence theory of truth. Thinkers who wish to

|
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deny the correspondence theory of truth or'the Leferen.tlal
theory of thought and language typically find it em arrasi;lng
to have to concede external realism. Often they would rather
not talk about it at all, or they have some more or less su.btle
reason for rejecting it. In fact, very few thinkers come‘rlght
out and say that there is no such thing as a real world existing
absolutely, objectively, and totally independently of us. Some
do. Some come right out and say that the S(?—called real world
is a “social construct.” But such direct denials of exte'rna¥ re-
alism are rare. The more typical move of the antirealists is to
present an argument that seems to challeng‘e the default po-
sition as I have described it, and then to ?lalm that the chal-
lenge justifies some other position they wish to Fiefend, some
version of views variously called social constructionism, prag-
matism, deconstructionism, relativism, postmodernism, and

so forth. .
The logical structure of the situation faced by the antireal-

ist is this:

1. Suppose external realism is true. Then Fhere exists a
real world, independently of us and our interests.

2. If there exists a real world, then there is a way thaF the
world really is. There is an objective way that things
are in the world.

3. If there is a way things really are, then we ought to be
able to say how they are. ‘

4. If we can say how things are, then what we say is ob-
jectvely true or false depending on the extent to
which we succeed or fail in saying how they are.

Adherents of forms of subjectivism or relativism who
would like to reject the fourth propositior} are embarrassed
by the first, which they feel has to be rejected or, as they
sometimes say, “called in question.”

Attacks on external realism are nothing new. They go back
many centuries. Perhaps the most famous is Bishop Berke-
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ley’s claim that what we think of as material objects are really
just collections of “ideas,” by which he meant states of con-
sciousness. And indeed, this tradition, variously called “ideal-
ism” or “phenomenalism,” continues right into the twentieth
century. This view came to be called “idealism” because it as-
serts that the only reality is that of “ideas” in this special
sense of the word. Probably the most influentia] idealist of all
time was Georg Friedrich Hegel. Idealism’s basic tenet is
that reality is ultimately not a matter of something existing
independently of our perceptions and other representations,
but rather that reality is constituted by our perceptions and
other sorts of representations, Instead of thinking of our
claims to knowledge as being answerable to an indepen-
dently existing reality, we make reality answerable to our
OWn representations. I believe the most sophisticated version
of the idealistic position is found in the philosophy of Im-
manuel Kant, who thought that what he called the “phenom-
enal world”—the world of chairs, tables, trees, planets, and
$0 on—consisted entirely in our representations. He also
thought there actually is another world behind oyr phenom-
enal world, a world of “things in themselves,” but that this
world is totally inaccessible to us; we cannot even talk about
it meaningfully. The empirical world—that is, the world we
all experience and live in—;s in fact a world of systematic ap-
pearance, a world of how things appear to us. So, on Kant’s
view, as on other forms of idealism, the world of tables,
chairs, mountains, and meteors, as well as of space, time, and
causation, is in fact a world of mere appearances. The differ-
ence between Kant and other idealists such as Berkeley is
that the others thought that appearances—or as Berkeley
called them, “ideas”—are the only reality, whereas Kant
thought that in addition to the world of appearances, there is
a reality of things in themselves behind the appearances, of
which we can have no knowledge whatever.
Why have so many able philosophers found idealism, in its
lifferent versions, appealing? Well, one of its advantages is

L 4
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that it enables us to answer thle1 chatlilenge (i(f1 sil:elprllzldc;ser;l,htif;e_:
view that we can’t really know ow the world is. - o F
i ideali ew out of failures to answer s epticism
f)()frlt;aezu)sl(’)ll'f Zazllfar;lcg:l by Descartes. All forms (?f skepﬁmsn;
rest on the claim that we can have all' of the possible ZVI er;fcle
for any claim and stll be radically mlstake'n. We cafn av)e(ter—
most perfect possible evidence for the existence (il an etiorl
nal world and still be suffering from a massive ha 111)c1r.13 ' 2;
You could be deceived by an evil de.mon,' or be a tli:un 1nb-
vat, or be dreaming, and so on.* The 1dctahst solves slpro "
lem by removing the gulf between. ewdepce an(.l re; 1tgh 1rl
such a way that the evidence coinc1de§ \fVlth 'reahftly. t 6; :
becomes a rather simple matter to .dlstlngulsh t os:}:l cas 2
such as illusions, rainbows, hallucipatl.ons, and s<‘)‘ oni atl:;r”
not real from those that are constitutive of the “real wor .i-
Illusions are simply appearances that do not cohe%*e approprd
ately with our other appearances. BuF in both illusory arne :
nonillusory perceptions, there is nthlng beyf)nd ourthrep A
sentations. The appeal of idealism, in short, is that E glllj ;
between reality and appearance, the gu.lf @at makes skep _
cism possible, is removed. Reality consists in systemagc ap
pe;riz\czzsto confess, however, that I think there is afmuct:i}_l
deeper reason for the persistent app.eal of all fo.rril; of an '
realism, and this has become obvious in the twentie ) century:
it satisfies a basic urge to power. It just seems too dflst;glus‘t:mgi
somehow, that we should have to be at the mercy o eh r:lzlad
world.” It seems too awful that our representations sho :
have to be answerable to anything but us. ’1jhlS is why. peog1 e
who hold contemporary versions of ar.ltlreahsm and re]di:ct ?
correspondence theory of truth typically sneer at the op

*The “brain in a vat” is a philosopher’s fantasy accordmsg11 to “{)hxc‘h
i rain
one has all one’s experiences even though one consists of'o11 yba b
. . b
in a vat of nutrients. The experiences are produced artificially by e

trically stimulating the brain.
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posing view. Richard Rorty, for example, refers sarcastically
to “Reality as It Is in Itself.”

Fifty years ago it seemed that idealism was dead, and in the
version represented by the line that goes from Berkeley
through Hegel, this is still largely true. Recently, however,
new forms of denial of realism have emerged. As Rorty puts
it, “Something which seemed much like idealism began to
become intellectually respectable.” This comes in several
versions, each typically more obscure than the last, and ap-
pears under such labels as “deconstruction,” “ethnomethod-
ology,” “pragmatism,” and “social constructionism.” I once
debated a famous ethnomethodologist who claimed to have
shown that astronomers actually create quasars and other as-
tronomical phenomena through their researches and dis-
courses. “Look,” I said, “suppose you and I go for a walk in
the moonlight, and I say, ‘Nice moon tonight,” and you
agree. Are we creating the moon?” “Yes,” he said.

In the late twentieth century, worries about skepticism
have been less influential in motivating antirealism. It is not
easy to get a fix on what drives contemporary antirealism, but
if we had to pick out a thread that runs through the wide va-
riety of arguments, it would be what is sometimes called
“perspectivism.” Perspectivism is the idea that our knowl-
edge of reality is never “unmediated,” that it is always medi-
ated by a point of view, by a particular set of predilections,
or, worse yet, by sinister political motives, such as an alle-
giance to a political group or ideology. And because we can
never have unmediated knowledge of the world, then per-
haps there is no real world, or perhaps it is useless to even
talk about it, or perhaps it is not even interesting. So anti-
realism in the late twentieth century is somewhat bashful and
evasive. When I say “bashful” and “evasive,” I mean to con-
trast it with the bare, brute, bald assertion that I am making
of the default position: there exists a real world that is totally
independent of us. A world of mountains, molecules, trees,
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oceans, galaxies, and so on. Notice some of the con‘clr'last.lng1
views: Hilary Putnam writes, 5 one must use met;lp OI'ICiAd
language, let the metaphor be this: the n,l,l?d and Ie) wo.rda
jointly make up the mind and the 'world. ]acque’s errld
writes, “There exists nothing outside of texts (I » y 4 pasfe
bors texte).”” Richard Rorty writes, “I think the very.ldea o) »i
‘fact of the matter’ is one we would be better off w1thout..
Nelson Goodman claims that we make worlds by drawing
certain sorts of boundaries rather than others.

Now as we thus make constellations by picking out and
putting together certain stars rather Fhan others, so :lvle
make stars by drawing certain boundaries rather than oth-
ers. Nothing dictates whether the sky shall be marked oft
into constellations or other objects. We have to make what
we find, be it the Great Dipper, Sirius, food, fuel, or a

stereo system.”

What should we say in answer to these challenges to the
default position? I will answer several of the most comdt:lor;
forms of argument, but I have to confess at the.optset at
don’t think it is the argument that is actually driving the im-
pulse to deny realism. I think that as a matter of contenipo—
rary cultural and intellectual history, the attacks on realism
are not driven by arguments, because the. arguments are
more or less obviously feeble, for reasons I w1’11 explain in .de—
tail in a moment. Rather, as I suggested .earher, the motiva-
tion for denying realism is a kind of w11.1 to power, and it
manifests itself in a number of ways. In u.myersmes, most nq—f
tably in various humanities disciplir}es, it is assumed d}at, i
there is no real world, then science 1s on the same footing as
the humanities. They both deal with social constructs, no';
with independent realities. From this assumption, 'for(rins ({

postmodernism, deconstruction, and so on, are easd}_f evel-
oped, having been completely turnetd loose from the t;ll"lesomei
moorings and constraints of having to confront the rea
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world. If the real world is just an invention—a social con.
struct designed to oppress the marginalized elements of soci-
ety—then let’s get rid of the rea| world and construct the
world we want. That, I think, is the real driving psychological
force behind antirealism at the end of the twentieth century.
However, there are two logical points that I need to make
immediately. First, pointing out the psychological origins of
antirealism is not a refutation of antirealism. It would be a
genetic fallacy to suppose that by exposing the illegitimate
origins of the arguments against realism, we somehow refute
the arguments. That is not enough. Second, since arguments

have been presented against realism, we have to answer them
in detail. So, here goes.

Four Challenges to Realism

The most common contemporary argument against realism,
as I said, is perspectivism. The argument takes different
forms, but the thread that runs through them is that we have
110 access to, we have no way of representing, and no means
of coping with the real world except from a certain point of
view, from a certain set of presuppositions, under a certain
aspect, from a certain stance. If there js no unmediated access
to reality, then, so the argument goes, there is really no point
in talking about reality, and indeed, there is no reality inde-
pendent of the stances, ASpects, or points of view. A good
statement of such perspectivism is to be found in a textbook
on the philosophy of social science by Brian Fay. (Often, by
the way, we can find out more about what is going on in a
culture by looking at undergraduate textbooks than by look-

ing at the work of more prestigious thinkers. The textbooks
are less clever at concealment.)

Perspectivism is the dominant epistemological mode of
contemporary intellectual life, Perspectivism is the view
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that all knowledge is essentially Perspectival in charactir;
that is, knowledge claims and their 'assessment always 1ta e
place within a framework that provides th'e conceptua re(;
sources in and through which thfe .world is descrlbed‘an
explained. According to perspectivism, no one ever v1§vs;i
reality directly as it is in itself; rather, the)f approac
from their own slant with their own assumptions and pre-

conceptions.™

So far, this does not seem to be an aFtack on even the moTt
naive form of realism. It just says Fhat in grder to kno;v real-
ity, you have to know it from a point of view. The oliln y mis
take in this passage is that som?how or other, oglng
reality directly as it is in itself requires that it be .known acl);;i
no point of view. This is an un]usuﬁeq assumption to tI)nt f
For example, I directly see the chair in frqnt 9f me, but o
course I see it from a point of view. [ lgmpw it directly flzrcl)m a
perspective. Insofar as it is even 1nielllg1ble to t.alk (l)f (i)tvs;S
ing “reality directly as it is in itself,” I l§now it directly as :
in itself when I know that there is a chair over thfere be?ause
see it. That is to say, perspectivism, so deﬁned,' is not incon-
sistent with either realism or the doctrine of epistemic ob]ec—1
tivity that says we have direct perceptual access to the rea
wo’?fclie clincher is presented when Fay goes on to say ftbat

perspectivism makes it impossiblle to have knowledge o L.n-
dependently existing facts. Here is how the argument goes:

Note here that it is never phenomena themS(.elV.es which
are facts, but phenomena under a pt.zm'culz‘zr description. IfTracts
are linguistically meaningful entities which select out ];)m
the stream of events what happened or what exists. But
this means that in order for there to be facts at all there
must be a vocabulary in terms of whic}.1 thfey can 'be de-
scribed. Without a prior vocabulary which it describes or
brings to a situation, there would be no facts whatsoever.
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And in the next paragraph:
Put succinctly: Facts are rooted in conceptual schemes. s

This whole passage seems to me typical of the arguments
used against external realism in contemporary philosophy.
They are all bad arguments. It is true that we need 3 vocabu-

state the facts, or a language in order to identify and describe
the facts, it simply does not follow that the facts T am describ-
ing or identifying have no independent existence. The fact
that there is saltwater in the Atlantic Ocean is a fact that ex-
isted long before there Was anyone to identify that body of
water as the Atlantic Ocean, to identify the stuff in it as wa-

course, in order for us to make all these identiﬁcations, we
must have a language, but so whats The facts exist, utterly
independent of language. Fay’s argument as presented is a
fallacy. It is a use-mention fallacy to suppose that the linguis-
tic and conceptual nature of the identification of a fact re-
quires that the fac: identified be itself linguistic in natyre,'s
Facts are conditions that make statements true, but they are
not identical with their linguistic descriptions. We invent
words to state facts and to name things, but it does not follow
that we invent the facts or the things,

A second argument, related to the argument from per-
spectivism, is the argument from conceptual relativity. Here
is how it goes. All of our concepts are made by us as human
beings. There is nothing inevitable about the concepts we
have for describing reality. But, so the antirealist argues, the
relativity of our concepts, if properly understood, shows that
external realism is false because we have no access to external
reality except through our concepts. Different conceptual

3
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structures give different desc.ri}i)tim;ls ;)tfh reeral;t(})l,rizg nt;l;flzzc,e rc:-
iptions are inconsistent wit eac : »
Ziir\lfg to one conceptual scheme;’,lfII ;r;lyazl:l(:l,t t}hlzv:, ar:i?)?l);
i i is room?
f)bjeztf)fa{flfrstirrz iﬁ ttl?llss room. But relative to another coln—
i:t:;tlual scheme, that does not .distingmsh beft;vefi:?u rt:e;ee; :;
ments of a set of furniture bl:lt just treats the ;rll ¥
one entity, there will be a dlffe‘rent answer :t,(,) Aseag answer,
“How many objects are there in the room: N
within the first conceptual sch.err‘le, we can sajr }? Lo
seven objects in the room. Wlthlt?letileerizcl?; ;}cl eeanti,rmhst
i bject. So how many are ally: )
lszl)(l)sn:h;)t Jthere is no answer to that question. Tlherfl (:n 1:30 if(’;
of the matter except relative to a conceptual s I,lce :
therefore there is no real world except relative to a concep
me.
tu%\;;ilte should we make of this argument? I am tﬁmba}fr;s;z(i
to say that I think it is remarka‘bly feeble, even oufg1 i g
been advanced in different versions by some xferythwe e
philosophers. There really are seven objects in :1 1r g O,nly
counted by one systerrll) of cotllllntlng,tzrrlrilotfhs:mrgngyBut oy
ject, as counted by another sys I
(r);i (:Jsl/)(])ilcd’ doesn’t care about which system‘of. coux;ttl}lllegovgz
use; each gives us an alternative and true descr}llpt(on :arance B
world, using a different system of counting. T e appSisten i
a problem derives entirel)ll) from t:ile afgil;.;lt; iscs(:;en ObjecyC 1
i ere is only one object and ye : .
;;lli’;l:)gni you unerstand the nature of the .clalms, th;i (;Z ;ldo
inconsistency whatever. They are both consistert, iln R I,
both are true. There are many such examples in dal ¥wei. .
weigh 160 in pounds and 72 in kilograms. So w}?t e(I)1 a gn
really? The answer is, both 160 and 72 are 11"11“1}61: Z;;s e
which system of measurement we are using. Ther
problem or inconsistency whatever. LA e
A third argument against extgrnal realism is th glu o
from the history of science. This argument has its orig




e

=== — ———————

24 MIND, LANGUAGE, AND SOCIETY

Thomas Kuhn’s book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions,
though I doubt that Kuhn himself ever accepted the argu-
ment in this form. Science, on Kuhn’s account, does not pro-
ceed by the steady accumulation of knowledge; rather it
proceeds by a series of revolutions: whereby one paradigm
for doing science is abandoned because of its inability to
solve certain puzzles and as a result of a scientific revolution
is replaced by a new paradigm. What you find is not a steady
accredon of knowledge about reality as it is in itself, but
rather a series of different discourses, each within its own
paradigm. Science does not describe an independently exist-
ing reality but is forever creating new “realities” as it goes
along. As Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar say, “Our point
is that outthereness is the consequence of scientific work rather
than its cause.”” As I mentioned earlier, I doubt that Kuhn
would have accepted this antrealist argument, but he did
think there was a sense in which Newton worked in a differ-
ent world than Aristotle.

What should we make of this argument? | have to say,
once again, that it does not seem to me to cast any doubt at
all on even the most naive version of the default position
that there is a real world existing totally independently of
us and that it is the task of the natural sciences to provide
us with a theoretical account of how the world works. Sup-
pose that Kuhn is entirely correct that science proceeds
by fits and starts and occasional big jolts. Suppose that
revolutionary theories are not even translatable into the
vocabulary of earlier theories, to the extent that the argu-
ments between adherents of the different theories reveal
only mutual incomprehension. What follows? I think noth-
ing interesting follows about external realism. That is, the
fact that scientific efforts to account for the real world are
less rational and less cumulative than we had previously
supposed—if it is a fact—casts no doubt at all on the pre-
supposition that there is a real world that scientists are
making genuine attempts to describe.

-
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The fourth argument against external realism, related to
the Kuhnian argument, is the argument from the underde-
termination of theory by evidence. Consider the move from
the idea that the earth is the center of our planetary system
to the idea that the sun is the center, from the geocentric to
the heliocentric theory. We did not discover tlt}at the Ptole-
maic geocentric system was false and the heliocentric was
true. Rather, we abandoned the first because th'e s.econd was
simpler and enabled us to make beFter prec.hctlons aboEt
eclipses, parallax, and the like. We did not dlscover'an ab-
solute truth; rather, we adopted a different way of talking, for
essentially practical purposes. This is because the theories
were both “underdetermined” by the evidence. We 'could
have held either theory consistently with all of ‘the avall.able
evidence, provided we were willing to malfe 51‘11taEle. adjust-
ments in the theory. The history of such scientific dlsf:over—
ies” shows that if truth is supposed to name a relation (.)f
correspondence to a mind-independent reality, then Fhere is
no such thing as truth because there is no such reality and
hence no relation of correspondence. ‘

I mention this argument and the example of the Coperru—
can Revolution because I was brought up on it as a begin-
ning philosophy undergraduate in the 1950s. ¥t agtedates
current debates by nearly half a century. Bu‘t it is S.tlll a bad
argument. The shift from geocentric to hehocen'trl.c theory
does not show that there is no independently existing real-
ity; on the contrary, the whole debate is only.zntellzgzble to us
on the assumption that there #s such a reality. We under‘-
stand the debate and its importance only if we assume that it
is about real objects—the earth, the sun, the planets—and
their actual interrelelationships. Unless we assume there are
mind-independent objects such as the earth anq the sun, we
do not even understand what is at stake, what is at issue in
the debate about whether the former goes around the latter
or the latter around the former. Indeed, the points about
simplicity and better predictions are relevant only because
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we think of them as ways of getting at the truth about the
real world. If you think there js no real world, then you
might as well say what you like for aesthetic or other rea-
sons. Why prefer simplicity unless you prefer it for aesthetic
reasons? In fact, however, we suppose that the simpler sys-
tem is more likely to correspond to the facts, because we
think that the incredible complexities of Ptolemaic astron-
omy were really ways of patching up holes and inconsisten.-
cies in that theory. The debate and its resolution are
precisely arguments in favor of, not against, the existence of
the real world, and science as 2 series of increasingly suc-
cessful efforts to state the truth about that world. The subse-
quent development of relativity theory, with its abandonment
of the view that sun and planets exist in absolute space, fur-
ther illustrates this point.

What we choose, when we choose one theory over an-
other on the basis of evidence that is consistent with both
theories, is a claim about how the world really is independent
of our choice of theories. Quine Eamously argued that his ac-
ceptance of the existence of the particles of atomic physics
Was a posit on a par, as a posit, with the acceptance of the ex-
istence of Homer’s gods.”® Quite so, but it does not follow
that it is up to us whether electrons or Zeus and Athena exist.
What is up to us is whether we accept or reject the theo
that says that they exist. The theory is true or false depending
on whether they exist or not, independently of our accep-
tance or rejection of the theory.

Any reader familiar with the history of philosophy will be
wondering when I am going to answer skepticism, for surel
I cannot make these claims about the real world unless I can
claim to have knowledge of the real world. The validity of
such claims to knowledge would first require an answer to
skeptical doubts about the very possibility of knowledge of
the real world. So I turn now to what historically is the main

argument against the view that there is g mind-independent
reality.

h 4

e g

RSk

SR BN A et B s R e e

BASIC METAPHYSICS: REALITY AND TRUTH 27

Skepticism, Knowledge, and Reality

In the history of philosophy, the most common ancl1 ‘most‘fz:
mous argument against the view that there isa rela< ity exi's
ing independently of us is that such a claim makes rea t1hty
unknowable. We are forced, so thf: argument goes, Fof e
view that there is a world of things in themselves that is or-
ever beyond the reach of our knowledge. But the assumption
of such a reality is both pernicious and empty—pernlclcl;us
because it forces us to the despair of skepuolsr'n, empty de—
cause you can’t do anything with Fhe hypothesis of .?n 1nttz;
pendently existing reality. Accordl.ng to Berkeley, i ma
does exist we can never know it; if it doeI:s not, everything re-
i e same.” ‘ '
maIltf] \Svg:lld take several whole books to dg justice to the his-
tory of this argument, but here I will be brief. Skeptical argtll(;
ments in philosophy always have the same form:.you ((i:ou'11
have the best possible evidence about some domain 'abI; sti
be radically mistaken. You could have the bgst possible zw-
dence about other people’s behavior and still be mistal eln
about their mental states. You could have the best possible
evidence about the past and still be mista.ken about the fu-
ture. You could have the best possible ev@ence about y(t)llllr
own perceptual experiences and still be mistaken about. g
external world. This is so because you could be d1.'eammg,
having hallucinations, be a brain in a vat, or be decelveq sys-
tematically by an evil demon. This type of skeptlTlsm
(though not all of these examples) is found most famously 11n
Descartes. More radical skeptics go the next step: not only
do you not have enough evidence, but strictly speakl'ng, you
have no evidence at all, because the evidence you have is in one
domain and the claims you are making are about another ('io—
main. You have evidence about behavior, b1.1t you are making
claims about consciousness. You have evidence abopt the
past, but your claims are about the future. You have ev%dfnge
about your sensations, but your claims are about material ob-
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jects. Such radical forms of skepticism are to be found in
David Hume. The example we will zero in on now is about
our evidence for the existence of a real world, or as it is
sometimes called, “the external world.” How could anyone
doubt that he or she is looking at a book, sitting in a chair,
seeing the rain falling on the trees outside? The first step
made by the skeptical philosopher is to press the question:
What is it, strictly speaking, that you perceive when you look
ata tree? The answer is that you do not perceive an indepen-
dently existing material object; rather, you perceive your
OWN perception, your own conscious experience.

The commonsense view that we actually see such things as
trees and houses is supposed to be easy to refute. The two
most famous refutations are the argument from science and
the argument from illusion. Because of the prestige of the
natural sciences, the argument from science has been the
more appealing in the twentieth century. The argument goes
as follows:

If you consider scientifically what happens when you see a
tree, here is what you find: Photons are reflected off the sur-
face of the tree, they attack the photoreceptor cells in the
retina, and cause a series of neuron firings that go through
the five layers of cells in the retina, through the lateral genic-
ulate nucleus, and back to the visual cortex; eventually this
series of neuron firings causes a visual experience somewhere
deep in the brain. All that we see, literally, directly, is the vi-
sual experience in our brains. This is variously called a “sense
datum,” a “percept,” or, more recently, “a symbolic descrip-
tion,” but the basic idea is that perceivers don’t actually see
the real world.»

This argument seems to me fallacious. From the fact that I
can give a causal account of how it comes about that I see the
real world, it doesn’t follow that I don’t see the real world. It
is, indeed, a variant of the genetic fallacy. The fact that I can
give a causal account of why I believe that two plus two
equals four (I was conditioned by Miss Masters, my first-

k4
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grade teacher) does not show that two plus two does not
equal four. And the fact that I can give : causal account of
how it comes about that I see the tree (l}ght photons strike
my retina and set up a series of neuron firings that e?fentually
cause a visual experience) does not show that.I don’t see the
tree. There is no inconsistency between asserting, on the one
hand, “I directly perceive the tree,” and asserting, on Fhe
other, “There is a sequence of physical and neur-oblologlcal
events that eventually produce in me the experience I de-
scribe as ‘seeing the tree.’” o .
The second argument is the argument from illusion. This
argument takes many different forms, and I won’t state all .Of
them, but the common thread that runs through them is this:
the person who thinks that we directly perceive obje.:cts and
states of affairs in the world, the naive perceptual reahst', can-
not deal with the fact that there is no way of distingmshn?g
the case where I really do see objects and states of affairs in
the world, the so-called “veridical” case, from the case where
I am having some sort of illusion, hallucination, delu51.on,
and so on. Therefore, perceptual realism is false. The sim-
plest version of this argument that I know of is to be found in
Hume. He thought that naive perceptual realism was so eas-
ily refutable that he dismissed it in a few sentences. If you are
ever tempted to think that you perceive the real wo'rld di-
rectly, just push one eyeball. If you assume you are seeing th‘e
real world, you would have to say that it doubles.”” That is, if
the naive realists were right and I were seeing the real world,
then when I see double I should be seeing two worlds. But I
am obviously not seeing two worlds. There are not two ta-
bles in front of me, even though when I push my eyeball so
that the two eyes are no longer focused, I have two visual ex-
periences. o
There are many variations on the argument from illusion.
Many of them have been, in my view, effectively attacked b,y
J. L. Austin in his classic work Sense and Sensibilia.* 1 won’t
go through all the details now but will just content myself
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with the general form of the argument and with a statement
as to why it is fallacious.

The general form of the argument from illusion is this: If
the naive perceptual realist were right, and there really were
cases where we directly perceive objects and states of affairs
in the world, then there should be a distinction in the charac-
ter of the experience between cases when we are perceiving
objects and states of affairs in the world as they really are,
and cases when we are not. But as the two experiences are
qualitatively indistinguishable, the analysis of one case
should apply to the other, and since in the non-veridical case
we are not seeing the real world, or not seeing it as it really
is, in the so-called veridical case we must say that we are not
seeing the real world, or not seeing it as it really is, either.

Now, once it is laid bare in this form, the basic structure of
the argument can be seen to be fallacious. It is simply not
true that in order for me to be seeing the object in front of
me, there must be some internal feature of the experience it-
self that is sufficient to distinguish the veridical experience
from a hallucination of the object. I take it that the point of
the example of the hallucination is that there is nothing in
the experience itself, in the actual qualitative character of the
experience, that distinguishes the hallucinatory cases from
the veridical cases. But why should there be? Since the visual
experience is caused by a sequence of neuron firings that be-
gin at the sensory receptors and terminate somewhere in the
brain, it is at least conceivable that there should be equivalent
neuron firings that produce an equivalent visual experience
but without an object actually being there to be seen. If that
is right, then the cases where I am actually seeing an object
cannot be distinguished from the cases where I am not seeing
the object solely on the basis of a single experience in the
brain. But why should a single experience be all I have to go
on? In the normal case, I take for granted that I am an em-
bodied agent engaged in all sorts of encounters with the
world around me. Any single experience only makes the kind
of sense to me that it does because it is part of a network of
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other experiences, and it goes on against a Background of
taken-for-granted capacities 1 have for coping with the
world. If that is right, then the single experience, considered
in isolation by itself, is not sufficient to make the distinction
between veridical perception and hallucination. Again, why
should it be? That is, the basic structure of the argument
from illusion rests on a false first premise: the assumption
that I sometimes see real objects in the real world requires
that there be a distinction in the qualitative character of my
visual experiences between veridical and non-veridical per-
ceptual experiences. The argument, then, is not sound be-
cause the first premise is false.

Once we reject the idea that all we ever perceive are our
own perceptions, then we have no epistemic basis for deny-
ing external realism.

Is There Any Justification for
External Realism?

I have so far been answering challenges to external realism,
but can it be justified on its own? I do not believe it makes
any sense to ask for a justification of the view that there is a
way that things are in the world independently of our repre-
sentations, because any attempt at justification presupposes
what it attempts to justify. Any attempt to find out about the
real world at all presupposes that there is a way that things
are. That is why it is wrong to represent external realism as
the view that there are material objects in space and time, or
that mountains and molecules, and so on, exist. Suppose
there were no mountains and molecules, and no material ob-
jects in space and time. Then those would be facts about how
the world is and thus would presuppose external realism.
That is, the negation of this or that claim about the real
world presupposes that there is a way that things are, inde-
pendently of our claims.

I have been talking as if these issues about idealism, real-
ism, and so forth, are matters of debate and argument over
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rival theories. In the history of philosophy, it certainly looks
that way, but I believe that this is the wrong way to see the
matter. At a much deeper level, here is what I think is in fact
going on: external realism is not a theory. It is not an opinion
[ hold that there is a world out there. It is rather the frame-
work that is necessary for it to be even possible to hold opin-
ions or theories about such things as planetary movements,
When you debate the merits of a theory, such as the helio-
centric theory of the solar system, you have to take it for
granted that there is a way that things really are. Otherwise,
the debate can’t get started. Tts very terms are unintelligible.
But that assumption, that there is a way that things are, inde-
pendent of our representations of how they are, is external
realism. External realism is not a claim about the existence of
this or that object, but rather a presupposition of the way we
understand such claims. This is why the “debates” always
look inconclusive. You can more or less conclusively settle

the issue about Darwinian evolutionary theory, but you can’t
in that way settle the issue about the existence of the real

world, because any such settling presupposes the existence of
the real world. This does not mean that realism is an unprov-

able theory; rather, it means that realism is not a theory at all

but the framework within which it is possible to have theo-

ries.

I do not believe that the various challenges to realism are
motivated by the arguments actually presented; I believe they
are motivated by something much deeper and less intellec-
tual. As I suggested earlier, many people find it repugnant
that we, with our language, our consciousness, and our cre-
ative powers, should be subject to and answerable to a dumb,
stupid, inert material world. Why should we be answerable
to the world? Why shouldn’t we think of the “real world” as
something we create, and therefore something that is an-
swerable to us? If all of reality is a “social construction,” then
it is we who are in power, not the world. The deep motiva-
tion for the denial of realism is not this or that argument, but
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a will to power, a desire for control, and a ‘deep and abidlng
resentment. This resentment has a long history, and in the
late twentieth century it has been augmented by a resent-
ment and hatred of the natural sciences. Science, with }ts
prestige, its apparent progress, its power and money, and its
enormous capacity for harm, has become a target of hatr.ed
and resentment. This is fueled by the works of thinkers like
Kuhn and Feyerabend, who seem to debunk, to df:mytholo—
gize, science. They are taken to have shoyn that science dges
not give us objective knowledge of an 1nd.ependent reality,
but rather is a series of more or less irrational verl')alucon—
structs, “paradigms” within which scientists engage in “puz-
zle-solving,” until the contradictions and inconsistencies
within the paradigm lead to its abandonment and scientists
rush off to embrace a new paradigm and start over. The pic-
ture, in short, of the natural sciences as giving us obj.ectlve
knowledge of an independently existing reality—a picture
that is taken for granted in the natural sciences, as anyone
with any serious training in the natural sciences can attest—
is now much under attack. After saying that science does not
give us objective knowledge of reality, the next step is to say
that there is no such reality. There are only social constructs.

I need to reemphasize the point I made earlier: my statement
that antirealism is motivated by a will to power in general
and a hatred of science in particular is intended as a diagno-
sis, not as a refutadon. If it were intended as a refutati(.)n., it
would commit the genetic fallacy: supposing that explaln‘lng
the causal origins of a view is sufficient to show that the view
is false.

Beyond Atheism

Ultimate reality, to speak rather grandly, is tbe reality de-
scribed by chemistry and physics. It is the reality of a w.orld
consisting of entities we find it convenient—if not entirely
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accurate—to call “particles” that exist in fields of force. That
view itself is not realism, but it is a claim about how, within
the realist Background, the world turned out. Realism is a
Background presupposition that says: there is a way that
things are. Physics is a discipline that contdins theories. The
theories say: this is how things are. Antirealists, in challeng-
ing the Background presupposition, challenge not so much
the theory but the status of the theory. Because there is no
way-that-things-are, independently of us, physics cannot be
telling us how they are. Physics is just one social construct
among others.

But, somebody will surely say, what about God? If God
exists, then surely He is the ultimate reality, and physics and
all the rest are dependent on God, dependent not only for
their initial creation but for their continued existence.

In earlier generations, books like this one would have had
to contain either an atheistic attack on or a theistic defense of
traditional religion. Or at the very least, the author would
have had to declare a judicious agnosticism. Two authors
who wrote in a spirit in some ways similar to mine, John Stu-
art Mill and Bertrand Russell, mounted polemical and elo-
quent attacks on traditional religion. Nowadays nobody
bothers, and it is considered in slightly bad taste to even raise
the questdon of God’s existence. Matters of religion are like
matters of sexual preference: they are not to be discussed in
public, and even the abstract questions are discussed only by
bores. :

What has happened? I think that most people would sup-
pose there has been a decline of religious faith among the
more educated sections of the population in Western Europe
and North America. Perhaps that is true, but it seems to me
that the religious urge is as strong as ever and takes all sorts
of strange forms. I believe that something much more radical
than a decline in religious faith has taken place. For us, the
educated members of society, the world has become demysti-
fied. Or rather, to put the point more precisely, we no longer

v
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take the mysteries we see in the world as expressions of su-

ernatural meaning. We no longer think of odd occurrences
as cases of God performing speech acts in the language of
miracles. Odd occurrences are just occurrences we do not
understand. The result of this demystiﬁcatiog is that we have
gone beyond atheism to a point where the issue no lon.ggr
matters in the way it did to earlier generations. For us, if it
should turn out that God exists, that would have to be a fa?t
of nature like any other. To the four basic forces in the uni-
verse—gravity, electromagnetism, weak and strong nuclear
forces—we would add a fifth, the divine force. Or more
likely, we would see the other forces as forrns.of the d.1v1ne
force. But it would still be all physics, albeit divine physics. If
the supernatural existed, it too would have to be natural..

A couple of examples illustrate the change in our p-01nt'of
view. When I taught as a visiting professor at the University
of Venice, I used to walk to a charming Gothic church, the
Church of the Madonna del Orto. The original plan had
been to call the church San Christoforo, but during its con-
struction, a statue of the Madonna was found in the adjoin-
ing orchard, and it was assumed to have fallen out of heaven.
A statue of the Madonna fallen out of heaven into the or-
chard of the very church grounds was miracle enough to
warrant the name change to the Church of the Madonna of
the Orchard. Here is the point of the story: if today a statue
were found near a building site, no one would say it had
fallen out of heaven. Even if the statue were found in the gar-
dens of the Vatican, the church authorities would not claim
it had fallen out of heaven. That is not a possible thought for
us because, in a sense, we know too much.

Another example, also from Italy. When I taught at the
University of Florence, my parish church, if I may 50 de-
scribe it, was San Miniato, located on a hill overlooking the
city, and one of the most stunning edifices in all of Florence.
Why so named? Well, it seems that San Miniato was one of
the first Christian martyrs in the history of the city. He was
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executed by the Roman authorities in the third century,
about 250 A.D., under the Emperor Decius. He survived the
assault of the lions in the arena, but his head was then cut off.
After his decapitation, he got up, tucked his head under his
arm, and marched out of the arena, across the river, and out
of town. He climbed up the hill on the south side of the
Arno, still carrying his head, until he reached the top, where
he sat down. On that site the church now stands. Today’s
guidebooks are rather bashful about telling this story, and
most do not recount it at all. The point is not that we believe
it is false, but that we don’t even take it seriously as a possi-
bility.

Another recent bit of evidence of the demystification of
the world was the test of the Shroud of Turin. The miracu-
lous shroud, bearing the image of Christ taken from his cru-
cified body, was subjected by the church authorities to
radioactive tests and found to be a mere seven hundred years
old. Subsequent evidence indicated an earlier date, and the
exact date may sdll be in doubt. But, and this is the point,
why do we assume the tests are more to be believed than the
miracle? Why should God’s miracle be answerable to carbon
14?

The fact that the world has become demystified to the
point that religion no longer matters in the public way that it
once did shows not so much that we are all becoming atheists
but that we have moved beyond atheism to a point where the
issues have a different meaning for us.

The impatient reader may well wonder when I am going
to take a stand on the existence of God. Actually, I think the
best remark on this question was made by Bertrand Russell at
a dinner I attended as an undergraduate. Since this incident
has passed into legend, and since a similar incident occurred
on another occasion when I was not present, I think I should
tell the reader what actually happened as I remember it.

Periodically, every two years or so, the Voltaire Society, a
society of intellectually inclined undergraduates at Oxford,
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held a banquet with Bertrand Russell‘—the official patron of
the society. On the occasion in question, we all went up to
London and had dinner with Russell at a restaurant. He was
then in his mideighties, and had a reputauon as a famous
atheist. To many of us, the question seemed pressing as to
what sort of prospects for immortality Russell entertained,
and we put it to him: Suppose you have been wrong about
the existence of God. Suppose that the whole story were
true, and that you arrived at the Pearly Gates to be admltFed
by Saint Peter. Having denied God’s existence all your life,
what would you say to . . . Him? Russell answered ylthout a
moment’s hesitation. “Well, I would go up to Him, and I
would say, ‘You didn’t give us enough evidence!””
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