
GETTING DOWN TO THE HEART OF 
THE MATTER 

J a n u a r y  1 7

Today we will:

Russell’s Problems of 
Philosophy

1. Admin Things (again!)
2. Review – Appearance & Reality
3. The Existence of Matter?
4. The Nature of Matter!
5. Next Lecture



1.0 Administrative Stuff

 Who did the reading?

 Assessment – Essay, no exam!
 Questions – Uploaded this week (pending review)

 Tutorials – Everyone sorted?
 Weeks 2 - 5

 If not, email me immediately after lecture!

 If you’ve any questions about the quiz/lectures/etc., feel 
free to email or drop by during office hours!
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2.0 Review – Appearance & Reality

PoP’s Opening Question 

Is there any knowledge in the world which is so certain that 
no reasonable [person] could doubt it?

 Intuitive starting place – with our empirical data! 

 Problem – the Conflicting Appearances Argument: 
1) What we are directly aware of appears to change – colours, size, etc. 

(depending on the perceiver, the conditions etc.) 

2) But the physical object – the table – does not change; if it exists, there 
is a way that it is 

3) Therefore, what we are directly aware of isn’t the physical object that is 
the table, but a sense-datum
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2.0 Review – Appearance & Reality

 Another Problem –Hallucination/Illusion Argument

I. Possible to have a hallucination that is subjectively 
indistinguishable from a veridical perceptual episode

II. Because they are subjectively indistinguishable, these episodes 
must be essentially the same in character 

III. Since they differ with respect to the outside world, what makes 
them essentially the same must be something inside us

IV. This common factor is the sense-data that are directly 
appreciated in both cases

 Since sense-data are present even in hallucinatory cases, 
this gives us reason to suppose sense-data are mental, and 
distinct from the physical objects they are (sometimes) 
related to

4



2.0 Review – Appearance & Reality

Two ‘Very Difficult’ Questions, Generalized

1. Is there any such thing as matter?

2. If so, what is its nature?

 Berkeley (sorta) gives a positive answer to (1)
 Only sorta because, “We commonly mean by ‘matter’ something which is 

opposed to ‘mind’, something which we think of as occupying space and 
radically incapable of any sort of thought or consciousness” (PoP, 4)

 Berkeley can’t say this, but he can say that ‘there is a real table’ is true – he 
just means something different by it than we usually do

 But why give a positive answer to (1)? 
 That is, why think that there are any physical objects?
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3.0 The Existence of Matter

 Is there any such thing as matter?

 ‘This question is of the greatest importance. For if we cannot be sure of 
the independent existence of objects, we cannot be sure of the 
independent existence of other people’s bodies, and therefore still less of 
other people’s minds, since we have no grounds for believing in their 
minds except such as are derived from observing their bodies. 
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o ‘Thus if we cannot be sure of 
the independent existence of 
objects, we shall be left along 
in a desert, it may be that the 
whole outer world is nothing 
but a dream, and that we 
alone exist.’ (PoP, 7)



3.0 The Existence of Matter

 So, how do we secure the existence of matter?

 Here’s a sensible start – while we can doubt the physical 
existence of the table, we can’t doubt our sense-data of it 
 ‘we are not doubting the existence of the sense-data which made us think 

there was a table. … whatever else may be doubtful, some at least of our 
immediate experiences seem absolutely certain’ (PoP, 8)

 Why can we can be certain of our sense data, even in the 
face of (e.g.) Cartesian dreaming arguments?
 Because, ‘when we dream or see a ghost, we certainly do have the 

sensations we think we have, but for various reasons it is held that no 
physical object corresponds to these sensations.’

 Basically, it’s the conclusion of the Hallucination Argument, employed in the 
non-sceptic’s favour!
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3.0 The Existence of Matter

 Given we’ve got our sensible start, the next question is:
 ‘… have we any reason for regarding them as signs of the existence of 

something else, which we can call the physical object?’

 ‘Common Sense’ Answer – of course!
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Table Cloth Argument Public Object Argument

• If the table were merely sense-data, then 
covering it with a table cloth means it 
would have ceased to exist – instead, 
we’d have a magical cloth, floating where 
the table used to be

• As that’s ridiculous, it follows that tables 
must be more than mere sense-data

• Sense-data are private; what we each see 
is distinct from what everyone else is 
seeing

• If there are to be public neutral objects, 
which can be in some sense known to 
many different people, then these objects 
cannot be mere sense-data



3.0 The Existence of Matter

 Of course, these don’t show us that the existence of our 
sense data entails the existence of physical objects is 
 ‘This seems plainly absurd; but whoever wishes to become a philosopher 

must learn not to be frightened by absurdities’ (PoP, 9)

 In fact, it’s clear that we can’t have ‘Cartesian certainty’ –
we cannot logically deduce – the existence of the external 
world from our sense-data 

 Even so, Russell thinks this foundation gives us compelling 
grounds for believing in the external world
 To understand why, it helps to distinguish some different kinds of 

argumentative support we can provide for a claim…

9



3.0 The Existence of Matter

 An argument is deductively valid iff it is impossible that 
its conclusion is false while its premises are true

 An argument is inductively strong iff it is improbable
that its conclusion is false while its premises are true

 Travel Difficulties isn’t deductively valid, though it is 
inductively strong
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A Hobbit’s House Travel Difficulties

1. Bilbo Baggins lived in Bag End
2. Bilbo Baggins is a hobbit.

C. A hobbit lives in Bag End

1. Glasgow is 60 miles from Edinburgh
2. The transport links are all down because 

of bad weather

C. We won’t be able to get to Edinburgh 
from Glasgow in less than an hour



3.0 The Existence of Matter

 Deduction and induction are ways to move from some A (a 
premise set) to some B (a set of circumstances), but 
sometimes we’re after a way to explain B – that is, a way to 
go from B to A!
 This is abductive reasoning or ‘inference to the best explanation’

 It’s what Sherlock uses (though he always claims its deduction…)

 Abduction is a common way of gaining new and general 
knowledge in science
 Take what we already know (the data), form a general hypothesis that 

would explain them, then test this hypothesis by seeing how well it copes 
with further data

 If it (i) fits with the further data and (ii) succeeds in explaining the 
original data better than all alternative hypotheses, we deem it true!
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3.0 The Existence of Matter

 Russell’s Argument for Matter – The existence of physical 
objects provides the best explanation for our experience!
 Our data are the things we know directly – our sense data

 One hypothesis that explains this data is that there are physical objects 
which, via interactions with other physical objects, cause our sensations

 This hypothesis provides the best explanation of sensations

 Ergo, our sense-data provides good grounds for believing in matter!

Two Questions for this argument

I. Why think the ‘external world’ hypothesis is better than 
one that denies the existence of matter (e.g. Idealism)?

II. What are the criteria for determining which hypothesis is 
‘best’?
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3.0 The Existence of Matter

 To settle these, Russell appeals to Intra-subjective and 
Inter-subjective continuity of experience
 Intra – As I walk from my office to this lecture hall, I experience certain 

bodily sensations – my visual, auditory, and haptic fields change in a 
complicated, but regular, manner

 The light hitting objects changes, the shape of things change with perspective, 
the volume/pitch of sounds shifts as I move

 Nonetheless, when I go back to my office, my visual experiences will be very 
similar to those I had before coming to today’s lecture

 Inter – Other people’s sensations, on the whole, tend to be very similar 
to my own: we all agree on what type of shape this table is, what colour 
this shirt is under present lighting conditions, etc.

 The ‘external world’ hypothesis seems to be the simplest, 
when we take into account the need to explain these 
interconnections between experiences
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3.0 The Existence of Matter

 Because this interconnection is exactly what we’d expect if 
perceptual experience were caused by the interaction of our 
physical bodies with other enduring physical objects
 Upshot – ‘… although [the non-existence of matter] is not logically 

impossible, there is no reason whatever to suppose it is true; and it is in 
fact a less simple hypothesis, viewed as a means of accounting for the 
facts of our own life, than the common-sense hypothesis that there really 
are objects, independent of us, whose action on us causes our 
sensations.’ (PoP, 10)

 Some Questions to consider:
 What is simplicity? Why should we expect the world to be simple, rather 

than complex?

 How do we know that we’ve consider all the relevant alternative 
hypotheses? Should missing one undercut our confidence our answer?
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3.0 The Existence of Matter

Russell also gives two concrete cases to support his argument

Suppose that Ohle appears on the 

floor of the room at one point, then, 

later, he appears on the chair…

It’s natural to suppose that he has 

moved from one place to the other –

But, if he’s just a set of sense-data, 

then by definition he cannot have 

been in a place where I didn’t see him!

So, we’d have to suppose that he suddenly sprang into being in the chair!
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3.0 The Existence of Matter

 Russell’s second case involves communication
 Imagine what it would be like to hold a conversation with someone while 

supposing that they meant something entirely different by their words 
(or even nothing at all) – what expectations could you reasonably form 
about their subsequent behaviour?

 By contrast, if we attribute to a speaker (who seems to speak our 
language) a similar grasp of the meanings that we attribute to our words, 
plus a (roughly) similar belief-desire psychology, then we will have 
grounds for some reasonable expectations of how they are likely to act

 [Note: An analogous argument is often given for the existence of other minds]

 So, we’ve prima facie evidence for the existence of other people – and 
hence an external world!
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3.0 The Existence of Matter

 Russell’s argument is similar to scientific best explanation

 But! There is an important contrast between the ‘common-
sense’ hypothesis that matter exists and the usual scientific 
hypotheses employed to explain experimental data
 The former is supplied by nature – it is an ‘instinctive belief’

 ‘Philosophy should show us the hierarchy of our instinctive beliefs, beginning 
with those we hold most strongly, and presenting each as much isolated and as 
free from irrelevant additions as possible. It should take care to show that, in 
the form in which they are finally set forth, our instinctive beliefs do not clash, 
but form a harmonious system. There can never be any reason for rejecting 
one instinctive belief except that it clashes with others; thus, if they are found 
to harmonize, the whole system becomes worthy of acceptance.’ (PoP, 12)

 [What happens when we have clashing instinctive beliefs? Even possible?]
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3.0 The Existence of Matter

The Key Points from Chpt. 2

I. We have reason to affirm the simplest theory that explains 
the deliverances of our senses
 How should we understand ‘simplicity’ here?

II. Knowledge must be systematic – one belief must be 
mutually interlocked with other beliefs to form a whole 
(holistic, rather than atomistic)
 A system of beliefs can be interlocking but wrong (e.g. a set of beliefs 

about a fictional world)

III.The only justifiable reason to reject an instinctive belief is 
another instinctive belief
 Plenty of instinctive beliefs have turned out to be false…
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4.0 The Nature of Matter

 We’ve got matter, so what is it like? 
 ‘What is the nature of this real table, which persists independently of my 

perception of it?’ (PoP, 13)

 Russell believes that physical science tells us about matter’s 
nature – however, he thinks it is limited in what it can do
 According to Russell, physical science can only provide us with 

structural information, not about what things are like ‘in themselves’

 For example, we can know that two football teams have the same number of 
players on the pitch, that each has a striker, and a goal keeper, but without 
knowing who the players are or anything about their individual capabilities

 We know a structural similarity between the two teams
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4.0 The Nature of Matter

 A hard boiled detective story

 Our detective knows a lot of 
information:

 The murderer was in the library at 

midnight

 The victim arrived shortly thereafter

 The murderer must have left before the Butler arrived in the library 
at 1Am to serve the whisky and cigarettes…
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4.0 The Nature of Matter

 Russell thinks that science presents us with a purely 
structural description of the physical world

 However, he also thinks that we will never be able to settle 
the mystery of which individual things perform which roles; 
we never advance to knowledge of things in themselves
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The case is a mystery because, 
despite all this knowledge 
about how the characters and 
events are related to one 
another (the structure of the 
case), he doesn’t know 
whodunnit!



4.0 The Nature of Matter

 What makes an accurate map a useful navigation guide?
 The symbols on a map are only effective provided the relations between 

them echo the relations between the things the symbols stand for

 A map captures the structure of the territory; the relations of the map 
convey information about the relations of the depicted things – but it 
tells us nothing about the territory’s intrinsic nature!

 Our sense-data is collectively analogous to a map – a map 
of the world that gives rise to the sense-data!
 But, the sense-data gives us the map, not the territory!

 ‘Thus we find that although the relations of physical objects have all sorts of 
knowable properties, derived from their correspondence with the relations of 
sense-data, the physical objects themselves remain unknown in their intrinsic 
nature, so far at least as can be discovered by the senses.’ (PoP, 17)
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4.0 The Nature of Matter

 Russell gives examples of what we can come to know about 
the external world via our sense-data
 Time – order (e.g. before and after), not duration

 Space – order (e.g. arrangement of parts), not shape

 Russell also gives examples of what we can not come to 
know about the external world via our sense-data
 Colour is out, since it is subject to circumstantial variation

 What we glean about the structure of the world (from the 
structure of our sense-data) isn’t subject to the relativity 
that beset our appreciation of colour, shape, etc.  (i.e. 
conflicting appearances) – it is preserved whatever point of 
view we approach the subject matter from! 
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4.0 The Nature of Matter

 Does this mean we can know nothing whatsoever about the 
intrinsic features of things in themselves?
 ‘If one object looks blue and another red, we may reasonably suppose 

that there is some corresponding distinction between the physical 
objects; if two objects look blue, we may presume a corresponding 
similarity. But we cannot hope to be acquainted directly with the quality 
in the physical object which makes it look blue or red.’ (PoP, 15)

 We can’t know what intrinsic properties a physical thing 
has  – but we can know a hell of a lot about the relative 
distribution of qualities amongst the physical things we 
encounter! 
 [Could we use this relative distribution to work out things’ intrinsic 

natures, via some reverse engineering?]
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5.0 Next Lecture

 Russell wraps up Chapter 3 with the following: 
 ‘It remains to ask whether there are any general philosophical arguments 

enabling us to say that, if matter is real, it must be of such and such a 
nature… very many philosophers… have held that whatever is real must 
be in some sense mental, or at any rate that whatever we can know 
anything about must be in some sense mental… In the following chapter 
we shall consider briefly the reasons – in my opinion fallacious – which 
idealists advance in favour of their theory.’ 

 So, next time – considering Russell’s attempted refutation 
of Idealism!
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5.0 Next Lecture

Thursday 19 January

12:00 – 13:00

Boyd Orr Building 203

The Case Against Idealism

 Reading: Russell – Problems of Philosophy, Chapter 4

 Take care and see you on Thursday!
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