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Today :

Russell’s Problems of 
Philosophy

1. Review – Universals & the SAP Problem
2. The Architecture of Knowledge
3. Knowledge of Truths
4. What is Truth?
5. Next Lecture



1.0 Review – Universals & the SAP Problem

 A Linguistic Argument for Universals
1. Universals are denoted by adjectives, prepositions, and verbs

2. Sentences require adjectives, prepositions, verbs, etc. 

 Otherwise, they’d merely be a list of names! ‘John George Paul Ringo’???

3. True propositions are expressed by sentences

4. So all true propositions must involve universals

 BGT1 – Propositions are composed of parts; these parts correspond to the 
things denoted by the words that make up the sentence that expresses them

 BGT2 – Principle of Acquaintance – Every proposition which we can 
understand must be composed wholly of constituents with which we are 
acquainted

5. Therefore, whenever we grasp a true proposition, we must have 
acquaintance with universals

6. Since we grasp propositions, universals must exist!
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1.0 Review – Universals & the SAP Problem

 Russell: even those who deny the existence of relations (one 
typo of universal) must accept one – resemblance
 Further, universals are not mental – the are not mind-dependent – nor 

material – they do not have spatial/temporal location

 Now everything that can be apprehended by the senses or by 
introspection exists at some particular time. Hence the relation ‘north of’ 
is radically different from such things. It is neither in space or time, 
neither material nor mental; yet it is something. (PoP)

 This foundation of Platonic properties and relations will 
help us solve the Problem of Synthetic A Priori Knowledge
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1.0 Review – Universals & the SAP Problem

 We have acquaintance with some universals, though 
‘abstraction’ plays a role in becoming so acquainted
 … by seeing many white patches, we easily learn to abstract the 

whiteness which they all have in common, and in learning to do this we 
are learning to be acquainted with whiteness….Universals of this sort 
many be called ‘sensible qualities’. They could be apprehended with less 
effort of abstraction than any others, and they seem less removed from 
particulars than other universals are. (PoP)

 Abstraction also lets us to learn about relations 
 Our knowledge of such relations, though it requires more power of 

abstraction than is required for perceiving the qualities of sense-data, 
appears to be equally immediate, and (at least in some cases) equally 
indubitable. Thus there is immediate knowledge concerning universals 
as well as concerning sense-data. (PoP)
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1.0 Review – Universals & the SAP Problem

 Consider a statement of pure arithmetic 
 We needn’t (and couldn’t!) have knowledge of all the couples in the 

universe in order to know that the general proposition ‘2+2=4’ is true

 Since the proposition isn’t about particulars, it must be about universals!

 It expresses a relation between the universal ‘2’ and the universal ‘4’

 Since we know that ‘2+2= 4’ is true, it follows that 
 …we have the power of sometimes perceiving such relations between 

universals, and therefore of sometimes knowing general a priori 
propositions such as those of arithmetic and logic. (PoP)

 As arithmetical and logical truths are synthetic, this power 
allows us to have synthetic a priori knowledge!
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1.0 Review – Universals & the SAP Problem

 A priori knowledge looked problematic, because it seemed 
to presupposed acquaintance with particulars
 If synthetic truths are a priori, then we had to explain how we could get 

such information through reason – which looks hard if such truths 
pertained to particulars (knowledge of which we get via experience)

 But when we realize that such claims concern universals, it 
becomes intelligible how a priori knowledge is attainable
 We do so via grasping the relations between universals

 So we solve the SAP Problem via our knowledge of 
universals and the relations that hold between them!
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2.0 The Architecture of Knowledge

 Immediate vs. Derived Knowledge of Things
 Immediate – by acquaintance with things as particulars or universals

 … no principle by which we can decide which [universals] can be known by 
acquaintance, but it is clear that among those that can be known are sensible 
qualities, relations of space and time, similarity, and certain abstract logical 
universals.

 Derived – by description, ‘always involves acquaintance with something 
and knowledge of truths’

 Knowledge by description of the physical causes of our sense-data because we 
are acquainted with our sense-data and because we know that sense-data have 
physical causes that mirror the structure of sense-data themselves

 Pre-supposes that we know certain truths!
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2.0 The Architecture of Knowledge

 Immediate vs. Derived Knowledge of Truths
 Immediate – ‘intuitive knowledge’, self-evident truths

 Truths that merely state what is given in sense, certain abstract logical and 
arithmetical principles, some ethical propositions

 Derivative – Everything we can deduce from self-evident truths using 
(self-evident!) principles of deduction

 Intuitive knowledge of truths is foundational with regard to our knowledge of 
truths, like acquaintance is foundational with regard to knowledge of things

 Big Difference between K-Truth & K-Things: former has an 
opposite – error – while the latter does not
 Some of our beliefs about what is true are wrong!

 So, how can we distinguish knowledge (of truths) from error?
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3.0 Knowledge of Truths

 Intuitive Knowledge Of Truths
 When we are challenged to justify our ordinary beliefs, we are 

(potentially) able to do so by appeal to truths that are self-evident to us

 Starting with the common beliefs of daily life, we can be driven back from 
point to point, until we come to some general principle, or some instance of a 
principle, which seems luminously evident, and not capable of being deduced 
from anything more evident. (PoP)

 For example – with regards to many of our beliefs about the powers of 
things, upon which we rely when deciding to act, it turns out that the 
principle of induction is where the justification regress stops

 In addition to general principles, we also have self-evident justification for 
‘truths about perception’ (though these are distinct from the sense-data they 
are about)

 Sense-data are semantically inert objects, not capable of being true/false; a 
true proposition cannot belong to the realm of sense
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3.0 Knowledge of Truths

 Perceptual Truths
 Truths of existence – ‘There is that’

 Truths of affirmed by judgements – ‘This is to the right of that’

 Affirmed by judgements in which ‘the sense-datum contains constituents 
which have some relation to each other, and the judgment asserts that these 
constituents have this relation’

 Intuitive truths are self-evident, but this comes by degrees
 Highest – Truths of Perception, some principles of logic

 Nearly as High – Truths of Immediate memory

 Weaker – Principle of Induction, more remote memories, complicated 
truths of logic & mathematics

 Barely any at all – Judgements of intrinsic ethical or aesthetic value
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3.0 Knowledge of Truths

 Self-evidence isn’t an infallible guide to truth – things can 
be self-evident but be false (e.g. Euclidian geometry)

 It will not be necessary to abandon all connexion between self-
evidence and truth, but merely to say that, where there is conflict, the 
more self-evident proposition is to be retained and the less self-
evident rejected. (PoP)

 So while the highest degree of self-evidence may be an infallible guarantee of 
truth, propositions that are less self-evident only have a ‘greater or lesser 
presumption’

 Having secured our knowledge of truths, we can turn to the 
definitional question – What is Truth?
 Pontius Pilate – ‘What is ‘truth’?’ (John 18: 38)
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4.0 What is Truth?

 The definitional question – What is Truth (and falsehood)?
 Answering this question doesn’t involve explicating the extension of 

truth/falsehood – i.e., we don’t need to list out all of the truths 

 What things are true?

 Instead, question concerns spelling out the meaning of the concept – i.e., 
providing an analysis of truth/falsehood

 What does it mean for some proposition P to be true/false?

 3 prerequisites for a satisfactory analysis of truth
1. Theory of truth must admit of its opposite, falsehood

2. Truth and falsehood are a property of beliefs and statements

3. Truth is extrinsic – the truth or falsehood of a belief depends upon 
something outside the belief itself
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4.0 What is Truth?

1. Theory of truth must admit of its opposite, falsehood
 This is why truth cannot be defined in terms of acquaintance, since 

acquaintance does not have an opposite (in the relevant sense)

2. Truth and falsehood are properties of beliefs
 While (1) has some claim to be self-evident, this is deeply contentious, so 

Russell (sort of) provides some argument for it

 A world of pure matter (hence lacking beliefs) would have no rome for 
falsehoods, though it would have many facts – but facts are not truths (at least 
not in the sense of ‘truth’ that admits of an opposite)

 A world sans beliefs wouldn’t be able to satisfy (1), which is a pre-requisite 
for a satisfying theory of truth!

 Note that (2) doesn’t commit Russell to the claim that truth is dependent 
upon the minds that have beliefs
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4.0 What is Truth?

3. Truth is extrinsic – The truth/falsehood of a belief 
depends upon something outside the belief itself

 Distinguish between intrinsic and extrinsic properties

 Intrinsic – had ‘in itself’; Extrinsic – had in virtue of how a thing is related

 Squareness & Mass vs. Uncle-hood & Weight

 According to Russell, truth is an extrinsic, rather than intrinsic property

 If I believe that Charles I died on the scaffold, I believe truly, not because 
of any intrinsic quality of my belief, which could be discovered by merely 
examining the belief, but because of an historical event which happened 
two and a half centuries ago. If I believe that Charles I died in his bed, I 
believe falsely: no degree of vividness in my belief, or of care in arriving at 
it, prevents it from being false, again because of what happened long ago, 
and not because of any intrinsic property of my belief. Hence although 
truth and falsehood are properties of beliefs they are properties 
dependent upon the relations of things, not upon any internal quality of 
the beliefs. (PoP)
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4.0 What is Truth?

 Unpacking the Argument
 If truth was an intrinsic property then we’d only need to inspect a belief 

itself to determine its truth (much as we look at an object to determine 
its shape) 

 Note that this will be fine for some truths, but not many…

 But inspection of beliefs in isolation doesn’t settle their truth; we need to 
look to the world too 

 What makes my belief ‘The stool is wooden’ true is something about the stool!

 Upshot – truth isn’t an intrinsic/internal property!

 So, we’ve our three pre-requisites for a good analysis of 
truth – what sort of analyses might we give?
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4.0 What is Truth?

 Correspondence Theory of Truth
 According to the correspondence theory, it is the relation between a true 

belief and the world that constitutes the truth of a judgment

 A belief P is true iff P corresponds to (the appropriate part of) reality

 Different versions of the theory differ on how exactly we should 
understand the correspondence relation

 While extremely popular, philosophers have been wary of the view

 It is, however, by no means an easy matter to discover a form of 
correspondence to which there are no irrefutable objections. By this partly –
and partly by the feeling that, if truth consists in correspondence of thought 
with something outside thought, thought can never know when truth has been 
attained – many philosophers have been led to try to find some definition of 
truth which shall not consist in relation to something outside belief. (PoP)
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4.0 What is Truth?

 Because (3) requires that truth be an extrinsic property, we 
can’t avoid a gulf between truths and reality by conceiving 
truth to be an intrinsic property
 Correspondence theory is well suited here, but threatens to make a 

mystery of how belief appropriately touches an independent reality

 But we can avoid the mysterious gulf if we conceive of the truth of a 
belief consisting in its relation to other beliefs!

 Coherence Theory of Truth
 A belief P is true iff it bears a coherence or consistency relation to some 

set of beliefs

 Recall that something like this underpinned Berkeley’s epistemological story!
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4.0 What is Truth?

 Coherence Theory of Truth
 Objection 1 – no reason to suppose there’s only one coherent belief set

 According to Coherence Theory, a belief is true if it coheres with our other 
beliefs

 But we can imagine two contrary beliefs that both cohere equally well with our 
other beliefs

 By the analysis above, they must both be true!

 But the can’t both be true because they’re contraries!

 Objection 2 – ‘Coherence’ presupposes the truth of the laws of logic

 Now in order to know whether two propositions can both be true, we must 
know such truths as the law of contradiction…. But if the law of contradiction 
itself were subjected to the test of coherence, we should find that, if we choose 
to suppose it false, nothing will any longer be incoherent with anything else. 
Thus the laws of logic supply the skeleton or framework within which the test 
of coherence applies, and they themselves cannot be established by this test. 
(PoP)
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4.0 What is Truth?

 The Identity Theory of Truth
 Truth is a simple property of beliefs that cannot be analysed

 Unclear how it could satisfy (3) without collapsing into Correspondence

 Implies that false beliefs are about parts of the world that have ‘being, but not 
existence’ (Russell, Nature of Truth)

 According to Russell, the failure of the Coherence Theory 
drives us back to Correspondence
 Russell accepts that what determines whether the belief that Charles I 

dies on the scaffold is true is whether or not there is a corresponding 
(worldly) fact that Charles I died on the scaffold

 Involves commitment to beliefs and facts
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4.0 What is Truth?

 The Belief-Proposition View
 Belief is a relation to a proposition, which is what is believed

 Ben believes that Oban is wet = object + belief relation + <Oban is wet>

 Russell rejects this view because he thinks that it doesn’t leave room for 
false beliefs

 Nathan believes Oban is dry – if Oban is in fact wet, then what am I related to? 
Doesn’t seem to be any fact for my (false) belief to correspond to

 The Multiple Relation Theory of Belief
 Beliefs are relations to several things, not a single proposition

 When someone has a belief, they think about the subject matter of the 
belief in a quasi-propositional manner, and the belief is true iff it is a 
fact that the things the belief is about are arranged in that manner
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4.0 What is Truth?

 The Multiple Relation Theory of Belief
 Believer is the subject, remaining terms the objects, together they are the 

constituents of the judgment

 Nathan believes that Romeo loves Juliet

 True iff there is a complex unity (fact) composed of the object arranged in the 
order of the subject’s belief – i.e., if [Romeo LOVES Juliet] exists

 So truth requires that believer be related to multiple entities, arranged in 
an appropriate manner

 False iff there is no such fact – i.e., Romeo doesn’t exist, LOVES doesn’t hold 
between the two, etc.

 Thus if I judge that A loves B, that is not a relation of me to ‘A's love for B’, 
but a relation between me and A and love and B. … the mere fact that 
judgment occurs does not involve any relation between its objects A and 
love and B… (Russell, On the Nature of Truth and Falsehood, 1910)
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5.0 Next Lecture

Thursday 10 February

12:00 – 13:00

Boyd Orr 203

The Value of Philosophy

 Read Problems of Philosophy, Chpts. 15

 Take care and see you on Thursday!
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