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Today we will:  
 

 

 

Russell’s Problems of 
Philosophy 

How things look vs. how things are 

1. Admin Things 
2. Appearance & Reality 
3. Russell‘s Conflicting Appearances 

Argument 
1. Problems & Alternatives 

4. The Existence of Matter? 
5. Next Lecture 

 



1.0 Administrative Stuff 

 Who did the reading? 

 

 Assessment – Essay, no exam! 
 Question – Uploaded later this afternoon/tomorrow morning 

 

 Slides – Will upload to Moodle following each lecture 

 

 Hopefully, that’s us sorted RE Admin matters… 
 If you’ve any questions, feel free to email or drop by during office hours! 
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2.0 Appearance & Reality 

 Russell’s Project – Provide an account of reality that  
i. makes sense of our capacity to interact, via perception, thought, 

language, and action, with a world that exists independently of us, and  

ii. explains why science and maths have flourished/succeeded 

 

PoP’s Opening Question  

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

 

‘This question, which at first sight might not seem difficult, is 
really one of the most difficult that can be asked.’ (PoP, 1) 
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2.0 Appearance & Reality 

 ‘In the search for certainty, it is natural to begin with our present 
experiences, and in some sense, no doubt, knowledge is to be derived 
from them. But any statement as to what it is that our immediate 
experiences make us know is very likely to be wrong.  

 

 ‘I believe that, if any other normal person comes into my room, he will 
see the same chairs and tables and books and papers as I see, and that 
the table which I see is the same as the table which I feel pressing 
against my arm. All this seems to be so evident as to be hardly worth 
stating, except in answer to a man who doubts whether I know 
anything. Yet all this may be reasonably doubted, and all of it requires 
much careful discussion before we can be sure that we have stated it 
in a form that is wholly true.’ (PoP, 1-2) 
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2.0 Appearance & Reality 

 Russell is highlighting a sceptical worry that how things 
appear might not match up with how things are in reality 
 A gap between ‘what things seem to be and what they are’ (PoP, 2) 

 

 If there is this appearances and reality gap, then we can’t 
rely on appearances to gain knowledge of reality 
 The qualities things are perceived to exhibit vary depending upon 

subject, their relationship to thing perceived, and conditions under 
which they are perceived 

 

 When confronted by differing appearances, we cannot non-arbitrarily 
adjudicate , so we can’t know which matches up with reality 
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2.0 Appearance & Reality 

 Berkeley’s Relativity Argument 
1. Variability – The sense qualities that things are perceived to exhibit 

vary depending upon the subject, their relationship to the thing 
perceived, and the conditions under which they are perceived 

 

2. Apparent Conflict– One thing may appear to be F under some 
circumstances while appearing G under others, even when F and G are 
mutually exclusive  

 

3. No Favouritism – We’ve no reason to suppose the thing is really F or 
really G, independently of a perceiving subject 

 

 Upshot – appearances are unreliable guides to truths about reality 
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2.0 Appearance & Reality 

 Berkeley’s Diagnosis – Problem stems from idea of a ‘chain’ 
from object to idea to perceiver  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Berkeley’s Solution – Simplify & embrace idealism 
 Idealism – Everything is either a mind or dependent on a mind; 

“Physical objects” are simply bundles of ideas 

 Berkeley’s Key Claim – To be is to be perceived (esse est percipi) 
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2.0 Appearance & Reality 

 Aside on Berkeley  
 The Relativity Argument isn’t the only argument he offers for Idealism 

 

 Berkeley’s Master Argument 
 Try to conceive of a tree which exists outside of any mind – a tree which 

no one has any awareness of 

 In attempting to establish this tree, you’ll likely envision a tree hidden in 
a lost forest somewhere 

 By doing this, you are constructing the idea of a tree in your mind! 

 Upshot – Since any supposed thought of an object outside any mind can 
only take place in someone’s mind, the idea of a mind-independent 
object is contradictory 

 Matter (understood as non-mental, independent stuff) should be rejected as 
incoherent; there is only mental stuff 
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2.0 Appearance & Reality 

 Despite disagreeing with Berkeley’s idealism, Russell 
embraces a version of this relativity argument 
 … the arguments employed are of very different values; some are 

important and sound, others are confused or quibbling. But Berkeley 
retains the merit of having shown that [1] the existence of matter is 
capable of being denied without absurdity, and [2] if there are any things 
that exist independently of us they cannot be the immediate objects of 
our sensations.’ (Pop, 4) 

 

 Will clarify both of these points, in reverse order 

 

 So, why think that [2] is true? 
 Russell gives us his Conflicting Appearances Argument (CAA) 
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3.0 Russell’s CAA 

 Russell’s Conflicting Appearances Argument 
 ‘To the eye it is oblong, brown and shiny, to the touch it is smooth and 

cool and hard; when I tap it, it gives out a wooden sound. Anyone else 
who sees and feels and hears the table will agree with this description, so 
that it might seem as if no difficulty would arise; but as we try to be more 
precise our troubles begin.’ 

 

 Problem of the Table’s Real Colour  
 ‘…if I move, the parts that reflect the light will be different, so that the 

apparent distribution of colours on the table will change. It follows that if 
several people are looking at the table at the same moment, no two of 
them will see exactly the same distribution of colours, because no two 
can see it from exactly the same point of view, and any change in the 
point of view makes some change in the way the light is reflected.’ (PoP, 
2) 
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3.0 Russell’s CAA 

 ‘there is no colour which pre-eminently appears to be the 
colour of the table … it appears to be of different colours 
from different points of view, and there is no reason for 
regarding some of these as more really its colour than 
others.’ (PoP, 2) 

 

 Further, given that what colour the table appears will 
change with e.g. colour-blindness, what colour light it is in, 
or even whether there is any light at all,  
 ‘The colour is not something which is inherent in the table, but 

something depending upon the table and the spectator and the way the 
light falls on the table.’ (PoP, 2) 
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3.0 Russell’s CAA 

 Everyday ‘common sense’ to the rescue? 
 Everyday talk of ‘the colour of the table’ is short-hand for something like 

‘the sort of colour the table seems to have to a typical spectator, from an 
ordinary point of view, under usual lighting conditions’ 

 The other appearances have just as good a right to be considered real as 
the ‘usual’ ones; 

 To avoid unjustifiable favouritism, we’ve got to deny that the table really 
is any one particular colour 

 

 Science to the rescue? 
 Not going to help either   

 To  see why, let’s shift to Russell’s second case… 
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3.0 Russell’s CAA 

 Problem of Table’s Texture 
 To the naked eye, the table looks flat and smooth; with a microscope, it 

appears rough and full of ‘hills and valleys’ – which is the ‘real’ table? 

 Problem – the microscope view is susceptible to the exact same objection 
(just get a more powerful microscope!) 

 ‘If, then, we cannot trust what we see with the naked eye, why should we 
trust what we see through a microscope?’ (PoP, 3) 

 Consequently, science can’t solve our problems 

 

 Problem of Table’s Shape 
 ‘a given thing looks different in shape from every different point of view. 

… experience has taught us to construct the ‘real’ shape from the 
apparent shape, but the ‘real’ shape is what interests us … But the ‘real’ 
shape is not what we see; it is something inferred from what we see.’ 
(PoP, 3) 
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3.0 Russell’s CAA 

 The Punchline  
 ‘Thus it becomes evident that the real table, if there is one, is not the 

same as what we immediately experience by sight or touch or hearing. 
The real table, if there is one, is not immediately known to us at all, but 
must be an inference from what is immediately known.’ (PoP, 3-4) 

 

Two ‘Very Difficult’ Questions 

1. Is there a real table at all? 

2. If there is a table, what sort of thing could it be? 

 

 Russell is not arguing that there is no mind-independent 
table; just that, starting from our immediate perceptions, 
we can’t seem to get knowledge of such a thing 
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3.0 Russell’s CAA 

 To clarify the questions, Russell offers some definitions 
 Sense Data – things immediately known to us in sense-experience, the 

subject matter of our sensory episodes 

 Colours, sounds, smells, hardnesses, roughnesses, etc. 

 

 Sensations – the experience of being immediately aware of sense data, 
the mental state that targets sense data 

 ‘…whenever we see a colour, we have a sensation of the colour, but the colour 
itself is a sense-datum, not a sensation. The colour is that of which we are 
immediately aware, and the awareness itself is the sensation.’ (PoP, 4) 

 

 Physical Object – e.g., the ‘real’ table, the ‘real’ coffee mug, etc. 

 

 Matter – the collection of all physical objects 
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3.0 Russell’s CAA 

 We can roughly summarize the CAA as follows:  
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 

 

Some matters to settle 

a. Are there things of which we aren’t directly aware, in 
addition to those that we are directly aware of?  

b. What is the relationship between what we are directly 
aware of and the real objects, if they exist? 
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3.1 Problems & Alternatives? 

 The CAA seems to appeal to something like  

 

(C)  If something appears to be F to some observers and 
 appears not to be F to others (or to the same observers 
 under different conditions), then it is not F “in itself” 

 

 Problem – (C) is logically equivalent to 

 

(C*)  If something is F in itself then it appears the same to 
 all observers 

 

 And (C*) is pretty obviously false! 
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3.1 Problems & Alternatives? 

 However, there’s a reading of the argument that does not 
invoke (C) 
 Russell’s Problems have the following pattern 

a. Claim that the way things present themselves to us is relative to our point of 
view, and the sensory apparatus we bring to bear 

b. Claim that there are no grounds for choosing one of the ways that things 
present themselves to us as the point of view from which things are 
presented the way they really are 

c. So the way that things appear to be isn’t an inherent feature of how they are 
in themselves 

 

 So understood, the CAA does not fall afoul of the objection 
on the previous slide 
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3.1 Problems & Alternatives? 

 Problem with the nature of sense-data? 
 Russell hasn’t told us much about the nature of sense-data themselves, 

i.e. about the nature of whatever it is that is given to us via the senses 

 

 In the latter half of the twentieth century, it was often 
thought that sense-data have the following features:  
a) They are the things of which we are directly aware  

b) They are private/mental in character 

c) They have the properties they appear to have 

 

 Why think (b) and (c) are features of the things that are (a)? 
 Needed for the conclusion of the CAA to follow! 
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3.1 Problems & Alternatives? 

 Russell seems to agree that there’s a gap here 
 ‘Our previous arguments concerning the colour did not prove it to be 

mental; they only proved that its existence depends upon the relation of 
our sense-organs to the physical object, in our case, the table. That is to 
say they proved that a certain colour will exist, in a certain light, if a 
normal eye is placed at a certain point relatively to the table. They did 
not prove that the colour is in the mind of the recipient.’ (PoP) 

 

 He also seems to think there’s a bridge available 
 ‘… if there are to be public neutral objects, there must be something over 

and above the private and particular sense-data, which appear to various 
people.’ (PoP) 

 

 We’ll return to this when we discuss Chapter 4! 
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3.1 Problems & Alternatives? 

 Aside – the Hallucination/Illusion Argument 
 Alternative argument for the truth of [2] – i.e., that what we perceive is 

sense data, rather than physical objects 

I. It is possible to have a perceptual episode (hallucination) which is subjectively 
indistinguishable from a veridical perceptual episode, but an extra-mental 
object is absent  

II. Because they are indistinguishable (from the inside), the perceptual episodes 
must be essentially the same in character  

III. Since the episodes differ with respect to the relation 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 the 
veridical and hallucinatory states 

 

 Since sense-data are present even in hallucinatory cases, 
this gives us reason to suppose sense-data are mental 
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4.0 The Existence of Matter 

Two ‘Very Difficult’ Questions, Generalized 

1. Is there any such thing as matter? 

 

2. If so, what is its nature? 

 

 Nearly everyone agrees that the answer to (1) is ‘Yes!’; most 
debate is over how to answer (2) 

 

 But why give a positive answer to (1)?  
 That is, why think that there are any physical objects – couldn’t it all just 

be in our (or, better, my) head? 
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4.0 The Existence of Matter 

 Aside – Distinguishing Matter and Mind 
A. Matter occupies space and is ‘radically incapable’ of any sort of thought 

or consciousness; Mind is capable of thought/consciousness 

 

B. Matter is real, ‘non-mental’, independent of us; Mind is mental, 
dependent on thinkers/perceivers 

 Berkeley denies that there is any matter in the sense of (A), but not in the 
sense of (B) – he thinks matter exists, just that it is all mental 
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4.0 The Existence of Matter 

 Is there any such thing as matter? 
 ‘Is there a table which has a certain intrinsic nature, and continues to 

exist when I am not looking, or is the table merely a product of my 
imagination, a dream-table in a very prolonged dream? 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 alone in a desert, 
it may be that the whole outer 
world is nothing but a dream, and 
that we alone exist.’ (PoP, 7) 

 



4.0 The Existence of Matter 

 However, Russell immediately tries to pacify us 
 ‘although it cannot be strictly proved to be false, there is not the slightest 

reason to suppose that [the solipsist sceptical scenario] is true.’ (PoP, 7) 

 

 Sensible Foundations 
 While we can doubt the physical existence of the table,  

 ‘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) 

 We can be certain of our particular thoughts and feelings, even in the 
face of Cartesian dreaming arguments 

 ‘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. Here, therefore, we have, for what it is 
worth, a solid basis from which to begin our pursuit of knowledge.’ 
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4.0 The Existence of Matter 

 The Central Problem 
 ‘Granted that we are certain of our own sense-data, 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 
 

• But that’s ridiculous! Ergo, tables must 
be more than mere sense-data 

• Sense-data are private to each person; 
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 



4.0 The Existence of Matter 

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

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

 

 In order to understand Russell’s argument for the existence 
of matter, we need to distinguish the different kinds of 
support we can offer for a claim.  
 Russell is very clear that we cannot have ‘Cartesian certainty’ – we 

cannot achieve or reasonably expect infallibility (we cannot logically 
deduce the existence of the external world)  

 Nonetheless, he thinks that we can have compelling grounds for holding 
our intuitive beliefs – but that’s a story for another day… 
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4.0 Next Lecture 

Tuesday 17 January 

12:00 – 13:00 

Joseph Black Building 419 

 

The Nature of Matter 
 

 Russell – Problems of Philosophy, Chapters 2 & 3 

 

 Take care, have a lovely weekend, and see you on Tuesday! 
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