
WHITHER A PRIORI KNOWLEDGE?
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Today :

Russell’s Problems of 
Philosophy

1. Review – Induction & General Principles
2. What have we done?!?!
3. The Possibility of A Priori Knowledge

1. Russell on Kant on the SAP Problem
2. Russell‘s solution to the SAP Problem

4. On Philosophy Essays
5. Next Lecture



1.0 Review – Induction & General Principles

 How can we go from knowledge by acquaintance to other 
kinds of knowledge?
 How to extract knowledge of unobserved from knowledge of observed?

 Russell think this requires general principles

 The Problem of Induction – how can we justify our belief 
that the sun will rise tomorrow?
 ‘Sun will rise tomorrow because it has always risen everyday in the past’

 Why assume that future pasts will resemble past pasts?

 Answer: Belief in the Uniformity of Nature!

• What justifies belief that Uniformity of Nature will apply in the future as 
it has done in the past?...
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1.0 Review – Induction & General Principles
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1.0 Review – Induction & General Principles

 Russell’s “solution” – induction increases the probability 
that our conclusions will be true, which is enough

 However, experience can neither prove, nor disprove the 
principle of induction – we must draw on ‘irreducible 
rational insight’ to supplement experience

 In fact, the Principle of Induction is one of many rational 
principles we must rely on to extend our knowledge
 Truths of maths, logic, geometry, ethics too!

 Such principles are known a priori
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1.0 Review – Induction & General Principles

 A priori – ‘from earlier’, before experience

 A posteriori – ‘from later’, after experience
 Our knowledge of these general principles is a priori, ‘in the sense that the 

experience which makes us think of it does not suffice to prove it, but merely 
so directs our attention that we see its truth without requiring any proof from 
experience’ (PoP)

 Critiques both rationalists and empiricists
 Empiricists – right that knowledge of existing things requires 

experience, wrong about never using reason to establish knowledge 
beyond the confines of pure experience

 Rationalists – right that we use reason to know some things (general 
principles, wrong about our being able to establish the existence of 
anything a priori

5



2.0 What have we done?!?!

 In Chpts. 1-5, Russell argues we only have non-inferential, 
immediate knowledge (by acquaintance) of past and 
present sense-data, mental episodes, and their universals

 Nevertheless, we’re able to have inferential knowledge (by 
description) of the causes of sense-data, and hence 
knowledge of the material universe 
 Extends into the past beyond the reach of memory, the future, and one’s 

self (i.e., to other minds)

 The inferential principles that allow us to reach beyond our immediate 
knowledge are a priori – given independent of experience
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2.0 What have we done?!?!

 In Chpt. 6, Russell argued for the a priori status of the 
Principle of Induction
 It is neither confirmed nor disconfirmed by experience

 In Chpt. 7. Russell argues that Principle of Induction is just 
the tip of the iceberg 
 Lots of a priori principles we rely on to extend our knowledge beyond 

confines of sense-data

 This pushes Russell to today’s question – how can we have 
knowledge of such a priori principles?
 Russell’s answer – a priori knowledge is only possible because we have 

knowledge of a realm of universals that are neither mental nor material

 Thursday we’ll discuss Chapters 9 & 10, on Universals
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3.0 The Possibility of A Priori Knowledge

 One thing to keep in mind going forward – Russell doesn’t 
think a priori knowledge is possible without experience
 Thus while admitting that all knowledge is elicited and caused by 

experience, we shall nevertheless hold that some knowledge is a priori, in 
the sense that the experience which makes us think of it does not suffice 
to prove it, but merely directs our attention to see its truth without 
requiring any proof from experience. In all our knowledge of general 
principles, what actually happens is that first of all we realise some 
particular application of the principle, and then we realise the 
particularity is irrelevant, and that there is a generality which may 
equally be affirmed. (PoP)

 Russell is somewhere between an extreme empiricists and 
rationalist – a moderate empiricists!
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3.0 The Possibility of A Priori Knowledge

 How are we taught basic maths?
 Often, we’re invited to experiment with examples – 2 oranges collected 

with 2 apples results in 4 pieces of fruit, 2 Irn-Bru cans collect with 2 
Pepsi cans results in 4 soda cans…

 Eventually, we come to appreciate that it is a general truth that 2+2=4

 … as soon as we are able to divest our thoughts of irrelevant particularity, we 
become able to see the general principle that two and two are four; any one 
instance is seen to be typical, and the examination of other instances becomes 
unnecessary. (PoP)

 Russell also maintains that true propositions of pure arithmetic – by 
contrast to an empirical generalisation such as ‘All men are mortal’ – are 
understood by us not only to be true, but necessarily true

 They could not have been false (necessary v contingent) - in every possible 
world, two and two would be four
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3.0 The Possibility of A Priori Knowledge

 While he tells a similar story about geometrical and logical 
knowledge, Russell also claims logical knowledge is basic
 If anyone asks: ‘Why should I accept the results of valid arguments based 

on true premises?’ we can only answer by appealing to our principle. In 
fact, the truth of the principle is impossible to doubt, and its obviousness 
is so great it seems almost trivial. Such principles, however, are not 
trivial to philosophers, for they show that we may have indubitable 
knowledge which is in no way derived from objects of sense. (PoP)

 This basic logical knowledge tells in favour of the 
rationalists in the rationalist/empiricist controversy 
 It must be admitted, for the reasons already stated, that logical 

principles are known to us, and cannot be themselves proved by 
experience, since all proof presupposes them. In this, therefore, which 
was the most important point of controversy, the rationalists were in the 
right. (PoP)
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3.0 The Possibility of A Priori Knowledge

 But there was something right about the empiricism too!
 Nothing can be known to exist except by the help of experience. That is 

to say, if we wish to prove that something of which we have no direct 
experience exists, we must have among our premises the existence of one 
or more things of which we have direct experience. (PoP)

 Logical (and mathematical) knowledge doesn’t allow us 
establish particular things exists, because it is hypothetical. 
 Input-output machine – knowledge of what will come out if certain 

inputs are made, rather than categorical knowledge of the outputs

 All the knowledge that we can acquire a priori concerning existence seems to 
be hypothetical… Thus the scope and power of a priori principles is strictly 
limited. (PoP)

 But a priori principles knowledge remains epistemically useful – we 
exploit their hypothetical character when we appeal to them in our 
reasoning, which enables us to extend our knowledge 
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3.0 The Possibility of A Priori Knowledge

 ‘A bald man is bald’ – true by definition, the predicate is 
‘contained’ in the subject
 Analytic because predicate is obtained by merely analysing the subject

 ‘The cat is on the mat’ – not true by definition, no 
containment
 Synthetic – no analysis of subject reveals the predicate

 A priori/a posteriori – assess our grounds for knowing the 
proposition to be true or false

 Analytic/Synthetic – assess what analysis reveals about the 
relationship between the constituents of the proposition
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3.0 The Possibility of A Priori Knowledge

 Russell thinks that the truths of arithmetic and geometry 
are synthetic a priori
 They’re not analytic, nor are they a posteriori

 Analytic truths are a priori because, in a certain sense, they 
are trivial; synthetic truths are not trivial – they invoke a 
substantial connection between their constituents 
 By doing so, they allow us to extend our knowledge in non-trivial ways!

 We do not know who will be the inhabitants of London a hundred years 
hence; but we know that any two of them and any other two of them will 
make four of them. This apparent power of anticipating facts about things 
of which we have no experience is certainly surprising. (PoP)

13



3.0 The Possibility of A Priori Knowledge

 The Problem of Synthetic A Priori Truths
 The general principles upon which we rely to reach beyond our 

acquaintances need to be a priori, otherwise we could have no grounds 
for affirming them

 The lesson Russell takes from the Problem of Induction

 We lack acquaintance with things that aren’t immediately given to us

 Such principles aren’t immediately given to us

 We’re not acquainted with them!

 In order to deliver genuine, non-trivial information, these principles 
need to be synthetic too 

 (Analogous to why deduction wasn’t enough & we needed induction too)

 The SAP Problem – why think the synthetic principles upon 
which we rely are a priori after all?
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3.1 Russell against Kant on the SAP Problem

 According to Russell, Kant gives a bad answer to this 
problem
 According to Russell, Kant argues that synthetic truths are only ever a 

priori because the objects they are about don’t exist independently of us 
– Instead, they are somehow constituted by our appreciation of them

 We saw in discussing matter and sense-data, that the physical object is 
different from the associated sense-data, and that the sense-data are to be 
regarded as resulting from an interaction between the physical object and 
ourselves. So far we are in agreement with Kant. But what is distinctive of 
Kant is the way in which he apportions the shares of ourselves and the 
physical object respectively. He considers that the crude material given in 
sensation – the colour, hardness etc. – is due to the object and that what we 
supply is the arrangement in space and time, and all the relations between 
sense-data which result from comparison or from considering one as the cause 
of the other or in any other way. (PoP)
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3.1 Russell against Kant on the SAP Problem

 Russell thinks it is relations amongst the sense-data that 
reveal to us objective relations amongst the physical causes 
of our sense-data; Kant takes the opposite view
 The relations are added by us, a feature of our own subjectivity that 

imposes a structure on whatever it is that is immediately given to us

 Because these relations are added by us, we can expect a priori that these 
things will obey the laws we legislate for things related in such fashion!

 We can be sure, he says, that anything we shall ever experience must show the 
characteristics affirmed of it in our a priori knowledge, because these 
characteristics are due to our own nature, and therefore nothing can ever 
come into our experience without acquiring these characteristics. The physical 
object, which he call the ‘thing in itself’, he regards as essentially unknowable; 
what can be known is the object as we have it in experience, which he calls the 
‘phenomenon’. The phenomenon being a joint product of us and the thing in 
itself, is sure to have those characteristics which are due to us, and is therefore 
sure to conform to our a priori knowledge. (PoP)
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3.1 Russell against Kant on the SAP Problem

 While this renders our a priori knowledge of synthetic 
truths secure, it limits scope to objects constructed by us
 Hence this knowledge, though true of all actual and possible experience, 

must not be supposed to apply outside experience. Thus in spite of the 
existence of a priori knowledge, we cannot know anything about the 
thing in itself or about what is not an actual or possible object of 
experience. (PoP)

 Russell’s main objection – Kant’s account of synthetic a 
priori truths doesn’t explain their universal & necessary 
character
 Our nature is as much a fact of the existing world as anything, and there 

can be no certainty that it will remain constant. It might happen, if Kant 
is right, that tomorrow our nature would so change as to make two and 
two become five. (PoP)
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3.1 Russell against Kant on the SAP Problem

 Russell goes on to offer a diagnosis of what makes us liable 
to overlook the unduly subjective character that Kant’s 
account attributes to the laws of logic and mathematics
 It is very common amongst philosophers to regard what is a priori as in 

some sense mental, as concerned rather with the way that we must think 
than with any fact of the outer world. (PoP)

 Take the law of (non)contradiction – ‘nothing can both be and not be’

 Seems to govern things rather than thoughts – If we believe that my coffee 
mug is a mug, we ought not to believe that it is a banana peel, since 
according to the law, it cannot be both a mug and a banana peel

 So, according to Russell, Kant’s account of the synthetic a 
priori threatens to reduce the laws of logic to the merely 
mutable laws of thought, which get us very far on our 
campaign to extend our knowledge
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3.2 Russell’s solution to the SAP Problem

 Russell’s solution to the Problem – provide an objective 
anchoring for synthetic a priori truths in the immutable 
realm of Platonic universals!
 Russell contends there are monadic, dyadic, and triadic universals

 Compare ‘is bald’, ‘loves’, and ‘placed’ – respectively, 1, 2, and 3 slots!

 Russell offers a linguistic argument for relations

 Suppose, for instance, that I am in my room. I exist, and my room 
exists; but does ‘in’ exist? Yet obviously ‘in’ has a meaning; it denotes 
a relation which holds between me and my room. This relation is 
something, although we cannot say that it exists in the same sense in 
which I and my room exist. The relation ‘in’ is something which we 
can think about and understand, for, if we could not understand it, 
we could not understand the sentence ‘I am in my room.’ (PoP)
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3.2 Russell’s solution to the SAP Problem

 We might think that relations are subjective – in our heads! 
– but this would make truth unduly subjective
 It seems plain that it is not thought which produces the truth of the 

proposition ‘I am in my room’. It may be true that an earwig is in my 
room, even if neither I nor the earwig nor anyone else is aware of this 
truth; for this truth concerns only the earwig and the room and does not 
depend upon anything else. (PoP)

 Of course, even if this criticism of relations being a product 
of the mind is effective, no said so far establishs that there 
are relations out!
 Need to eliminate other, contrary views about how words function

 Russell returns to this issue in the next chapter…
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4.0 On Philosophy Essays

 A philosophy essay is a reasoned defence of a clearly stated 
thesis, using compelling arguments, explicated in detail

 Thesis – the point the essay is arguing for
 For the essays, this will be your answer to the set question

 “Russell’s solution to the problem of induction is unsuccessful, in that it does 
not in fact resolve the problem.”

 Argument – the case made in support of the thesis
 Philosophers are argument-machines – feed in coffee, cigarettes, ideas, 

etc., and they out-put arguments!

 “This is because Russell’s so-called solution begs the question by assuming the 
Uniformity of Nature Principle – the very principle the problem of induction 
targets.”
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4.0 On Philosophy Essays
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4.0 On Philosophy Essays

 On the Intro
 Do! – Jump straight into the claim that you are defending

 Do! – State the thesis clearly, concisely, and succinctly

 Do! – Provide a structure or roadmap 

 Suggest writing it after finishing the paper…

 DO NOT! – Start with ‘Since the dawn of time…’, ‘Russell was born…’

 Thesis statement
 Do! – Tell your reader what your conclusion is early and often

 DO NOT! – Leave your thesis as a surprise to the end

 Exposition
 Expound on the relevant issues, explain & define key points in own 

words, employ judicious use of quotation for support

 Signpost – add a sentence or two to remind your reader where you are & 
where you are going next
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4.0 On Philosophy Essays

 Evaluate the arguments
 Challenge their validity, truth of the premises, motivation for premises

 Remember to offer reasons for whatever you argue!

 Consider possible objections to your claims/arguments

 And respond to them!

 Conclusion
 Summarize what you have defended and how you’ve done so

 Assume your audience is lazy, stupid, and mean
 Lazy – won‘t work to figure out convoluted metaphors/sentences

 Stupid – can only understand simple, direct language

 Mean – offers no charity, so be as clear and explicit as possible

 Not Uninformed! – if you can assume some things as background, do so
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4.0 On Philosophy Essays

 Originality
 You do not have to be ground-breaking or make a completely original 

contribution to human thought

 Your originality can manifest itself through

 Thoughtfulness of discussion and responses

 Presentation of argument/criticisms

 How you structure the debate

 How you develop existing ideas and arguments

 Bottom line – you need to come up with your own arguments; merely 
summarizing/repeating what others have said is not enough

 Answer the Question
 Answer the whole question!

 Answer the set question!
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5.0 Next Lecture

Thursday 2 February

12:00 – 13:00

Boyd Orr 203

On the Existence & Our Knowledge of Universals

 Read Problems of Philosophy, Chpts. 9 & 10

 Take care and see you on Thursday!
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