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Today :

Russell’s Problems of 
Philosophy

1. Review – Russell‘s against Idealism
2. Knowledge by Acquaintance & 

Description
3. What are we acquianted with?
4. What do we know by description?
5. The Whole Picture
6. Next Lecture



1.0 Review – Russell against Idealism

 Idealism – ‘the doctrine that whatever exists, or at any rate 
whatever can be known to exist, must be in some sense 
mental’ (PoP)

 Russell’s Idealist Problem
 Idealism is a thesis about the intrinsic nature of physical objects (i.e, 

that, intrinsically, they’re mental)

 We only have structural knowledge of physical objects, not about their 
intrinsic natures

 So, given what we’ve secured so far, nothing proves Idealism is wrong

 Russell’s response – There’s no good argument for Idealism
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1.0 Review – Russell against Idealism

 Berkeley – we can only solve the sceptical problem by 
closing the gap between our ideas of objects and the objects 
themselves by rejecting thought that objects ≠ ideas!

 Russell initial point – ambiguity about ‘in our minds’
 Thought ‘Invite Stephan to dinner’ in my mind vs. Stephan in my mind

 Russell’s objection – Berkeley equivocates act & object
 The action is the something you did – namely, the sensation; the 
object is the something you did the action to – namely, the sense-datum

3



1.0 Review – Russell against Idealism

 Russell uses this distinction to block Berkeley’s argument:
 Distinguish the mental act of apprehending from the object that is 

apprehended (the sense-data) 

 Just because the act is mental doesn’t mean the object is!

 Berkeley has not given us a reason to think that the objects of our 
sensations are themselves mental, even if the acts are

 Russell – need to respect the act/object distinction to 
understand the mental
 ‘… our whole power of acquiring knowledge is bound up with it. The 

faculty of being acquainted with things other than itself is the main 
characteristic of a mind. Acquaintance with objects essentially consists 
in a relation between the mind and something other than the mind; it is 
this that constitutes the mind’s power of knowing things.’

4



1.0 Review – Russell against Idealism

 Russell also distinguishes between two types of knowledge:
 Knowledge of Truths –relates judging subject to a truth (‘that’ clause); 

‘the sort of knowledge which is opposed to error, the sense in which that 
we know is true, the sense in which applies to our beliefs and 
convictions, i.e., what are called judgements.’

 Knowledge by Acquaintance – relates perceiving subject to a thing (e.g. 
a sense-datum); ‘…applies to our knowledge of things, which we may call 
acquaintance. This is the sense in which we know sense-data’

 Uses this distinction to undercut the argument that, “We 
can never truly judge that something which we are not 
acquainted with exists’
 No reason to think the obtaining of true judgement tracks the obtaining 

of acquaintance relations – can have former without latter!
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2.0 Know. by Acquaintance & Description

 Russell opens chapter 5 by offering another distinction 
concerning knowledge of things – namely, that it derives 
from knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by 
description
 From here on, Russell talks about ‘propositions’; what exactly these are 

is a big topic in philosophy of language

 Propositions are truth bearers – things that ‘is true’ and ‘is false’ apply to; they 
are expressed by ‘that’ clauses in English (‘that Socrates is wise’)

 Knowledge by acquaintance 
 ‘We shall say that we have acquaintance with anything of which we are 

directly aware, without the intermediary of any process of inference or 
any knowledge of truths. Thus in the presence of my table I am 
acquainted with the sense-data that make up the appearance of my 
table… all those things of which I am immediately conscious when I am 
seeing and touching my table.’ (PoP) 
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2.0 Know. by Acquaintance & Description

 We have knowledge of our sense-data that is expressed by 
‘that’ clauses (‘I see that it is brown’) …
 ‘But such statements, though they make me know truths about the 

colour, do not make me know the colour itself any better than I did 
before: so far as concerns knowledge of the colour itself, as opposed to 
knowledge of truths about it, I know the colour perfectly and completely 
when I see it, and no further knowledge of it itself is even theoretically 
possible.’ (PoP)

 We can’t have knowledge of things in themselves, so can’t have knowledge of 
truths about what external objects are intrinsically like

 But we can have knowledge by acquaintance – when we 
apprehending a sense-datum, we are acquainted with it
 I taste my sweet Pepsi and become acquainted with this particular 

sweetness sense-datum
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2.0 Know. by Acquaintance & Description

 Cannot have knowledge by acquaintance of physical 
objects – we infer their existence from our sense-data 
 Instead, we have knowledge by description of them! 

 ‘The table is ‘the physical object which causes such-and-such sense-data’. This 
describes the table by means of the sense-data’ (PoP)

 Knowledge by description does not consist in direct 
confrontation (acquaintance) with the thing; it’s knowledge 
that arises from knowledge of truths about it
 ‘There is no state of mind in which we are directly aware of the table; all 

our knowledge of the table is really knowledge of truths, and the actual 
thing which is the table is not strictly speaking (in the sense of 
acquaintance) known to us at all. We know a description, and we know 
that there is just one object to which this description applies, though the 
object itself is not directly known to us.’ (PoP)
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2.0 Know. by Acquaintance & Description

 Clarifying the Distinctions
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Knowledge of Truth
I know that I am having a 
sensation of purpleness

Knowledge by Description

I know the thing causing the 
purple sensation

Knowledge by 
Acquaintance



3.0 What are we Acquainted with?

 What sorts of things (other than sense-data) can we have 
knowledge by acquaintance of?
 ‘All our knowledge, both knowledge of things and knowledge of truths, 

rests upon acquaintance as its foundation. It is therefore important to 
consider what kinds of things there are with which we have 
acquaintance.’ (PoP)

 If the foundation of our knowledge consisted solely in our knowledge of sense-
data currently given to us via the senses, then we would know nothing about 
the past, the future, ourselves, one another, etc.! 

 So, Russell expands the foundation by allowing us to have 
acquaintance with more stuff
 But what other stuff?!?!?
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3.0 What are we Acquainted with?

 First further acquaintance: the past via memory
 ‘It is obvious that we often remember what we have seen or heard or had 

otherwise present to our sense, and that in such cases we are still 
immediately aware of what we remember, in spite of the fact that it 
appears as past and not as present. This immediate knowledge by 
memory is the source of all our knowledge concerning the past: without 
it, there could be no knowledge of the past by inference, since we should 
never know that there was anything past to be inferred.’ (PoP)

 Is there a problem here concerning the difference between knowledge of 
things and knowledge of truths?

 Second further acquaintance: our selves via introspection
 ‘We are not only aware of things, but we are often aware of being aware 

of them. When I see the sun, I am often aware of my seeing the sun; thus 
‘my seeing the sun’ is an object with which I have acquaintance.’ (PoP)

 Russell calls this ‘self-consciousness’
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3.0 What are we Acquainted with?

 Self-conscious lets us solve the problem of other minds!
 Problem of other minds – I indubitably know I have a mind, but minds 

are private. So how can I know that you all have minds too?

 Knowledge of other’s mental states – All I have access to is your 
behaviour, not your mental state, but behaviour does not directly 
translate to being in a certain mental state (or even having mental states 
at all!). So how can I (rightly) attribute mentality to you?

 Russell’s solution – the hypothesis that the sense-data associated with 
other bodies arises from their having minds like ours, and we can infer 
the truth of this hypothesis because it provides the simplest explanation 
of their behaviour (another abductive argument!)

 So, self-consciousness serves as the ground for our knowing other minds
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3.0 What are we Acquainted with?

 Russell thinks self-consciousness is limited, but thinks it’s 
probable that we have knowledge of the self
 ‘When we try to look into ourselves we always seem to try come upon 

some particular thought or feeling, and not upon the ‘I’ which has the 
thought or feeling.’ (PoP) 

 Applies the act/object distinction to self-consciousness

 When I get acquainted with ‘my seeing the sun’, there are two different things 
in relation here – the sense-datum which represents the sun to me, and there’s 
the thing that sees the sense-datum (me!)

 When I am acquainted with my seeing the sun, the fact that I am acquainted 
with is ‘Self-acquainted-with-sense-datum’.

 Further, we know the truth, ‘I am acquainted with this sense-datum’, and it is 
‘hard to see how we could know this truth, or even understand what is meant 
by it, unless we were acquainted with something which we call ‘I’.’ (PoP) 
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3.0 What are we Acquainted with?

 Third further Acquaintance: universals!
 ‘In addition to our acquaintance with particular existing things, we also 

have acquaintance with what we shall call universals, that is to say, 
general ideas, such as whiteness, diversity, brotherhood, and so on. 
Every complete sentence must contain at least one word which stands for 
a universal, since all verbs have a meaning which is universal.’ (PoP)

Particulars vs. Universals

1. Stephan is a philosopher

2. Fiona is a philosopher

3. Stephan is Swiss

4. Fiona is Swiss

14



3.0 What are we Acquainted with?

Particulars vs. Universals

1. Stephan is a philosopher

2. Fiona is a philosopher

3. Stephan is Swiss

4. Fiona is Swiss
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• Our four sentences feature a 
singular term, which picks out an 
object, and a general term, which 
characterizes the referent of the 
singular term

• A general term stands for a 
special entity – a universal

• Universals are ‘one-over-
many’, because they are 
common to the particulars 
that share that characteristic



3.0 What are we Acquainted with?

 Russell distinguishes properties from relations
 ‘is a philosopher’ vs. ‘loves’

 Acquaintance is a relation – it takes a subject and an object

 Why does Russell think we should believe in universals?
 Because he thinks we could make no sense of the fact that the world of 

particulars that we encounter is a world of diversity and similarity 
without appealing to them! (Another abductive argument!)

 The denial of universals is nominalism; there is a long (and on-going) debate 
about whether we should be nominalists or realists about universals!

 Russell believes we are acquainted with the universals that 
sense-data exhibit
 Though he also thinks that ‘many universals, like many particulars, are 

known to us only by description’ (PoP)
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3.0 What are we Acquainted with?

 So, what do we know by acquaintance?
 Sense-data

 The Past, via memory

 Our selves, via introspection

 Universals that sense-data exhibit

 Not acquainted with physical objects, other people’s minds
 Anything else that you can think of?

 We can come to know them via knowledge by description
 Distinguish between indefinite and definite descriptions

 ‘a so-and-so’ – no single thing described by phrase

 ‘the so-and-so’ – single thing that phrase purports to described
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4.0 What do we know via description?

 When do we have knowledge by description?
 Even though I can’t be acquainted with physical objects, I can have 

acquaintance with particular sense-data and their universals, then use 
this to provide a description of the physical object

 While I’m not acquainted with the stool, I have knowledge of it because I have 
good reason to believe that there is a unique thing that causes my sense-data

 Steve the Stool = the thing causes such-and-such sense data

 ‘We shall say that an object is ‘known by description’ when we know that 
it is ‘the so-and-so’, i.e. when we know that there is one object only and 
no more, having a certain property; and it will generally be implied that 
we do not have knowledge of the same object by acquaintance.’  (PoP)

 Thus knowledge by description lets us ‘pass beyond the 
limits of private experience’ – we can get to knowledge of 
physical objects after all (though only structural info)!

18



4.0 What do we know via description?

 Russell’s fundamental principle concerning the analysis of 
propositions containing descriptions:
 ‘Every proposition which we can understand must be composed wholly 

of constituents with which we are acquainted’ (PoP)

 Why does Russell say this? Think about what our epistemic foundations are…

 What do we know by description?
 Most of what we know – in particular, claims involving proper names!

 ‘Proper name’ – a term, like ‘Stephan’, ‘Fiona’, ‘Gareth’, that purports to 
designate a single object 

 Why do we need the ‘purports’?

 Proper names are a kind of singular term, but not the only kind…

 Thoughts involving proper names can generally only be expressed 
explicitly if we replace the name with a definite description

 ‘Stephan is Swiss’  ‘The convener of PHIL 2K is Swiss’
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5.0 The whole picture

 How do the types of knowledge we’ve looked at fit together?
 We are acquainted with certain things (which things again?)

 From these, we can derive truths that involve definite descriptions

 These definite descriptions pick out individual physical objects

 Depending upon the nature of these descriptions, we will be more or less 
removed from acquaintance with particular objects
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• [Bismark to himself]
• Bismark, to the people who knew him
• Bismark to us, who’ve only heard of him from history 

books
• The man in the iron mask
• The longest lived of men – ‘a description involving only 

universals, which must apply to some man, but we can 
make no judgements concerning the man which involve of 
knowledge of him beyond what the description gives’ 
(PoP)



5.0 The whole picture

 On the last point…
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Knowledge of Truth
I know that there is a 
longest lived of men

Knowledge by Description

I know the longest lived of 
men (but who’s he?!?!?)

Knowledge by 
Acquaintance



5.0 The whole picture

 Knowledge of Things – relation between subject and object
 By Acquaintance – sense-data, our selves, the past, some universals

 By Description – most things, especially things picked out by typical 
proper names

 E.g. Stephan, Glasgow, The University of Glasgow, etc.

 Knowledge of Truths – relation between subject and a truth 
(a proposition, expressed by a ‘that’ clause)

 Must appeal to known truths to allow us to go from 
Knowledge of Acquaintance to Knowledge by Description

 Some Questions to think about:
 Why do we need to bridge from KAcq to KDesc? What hinges on it?

 Is Russell right about what we can know via acquaintance? Why/not?
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6.0 Next Lecture

Thursday 26 January

12:00 – 13:00

Boyd Orr Building 203

Induction & Knowledge of General Principles

 Reading: Russell – Problems of Philosophy, Chapters 6 & 7

 Take care and see you on Tuesday!
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