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Lecture-4

RENAISSANCE and Modern Period philosophy 
      The transitional period between medieval and modern times was the renaissance (fourteenth through sixteenth centuries). Through its emphasis on worldly experience and reverence for classical culture, the Renaissance helped emancipate Europe from the intellectual authority of the Church. The modern period in history (and philosophy) that followed lasted through the nineteenth century.
      To most educated Westerners today, it is a matter of plain fact that there exists a universe of physical objects related to one another spatiotemporally. These objects are composed; we are inclined to believe, of minute atoms and subatomic particles that interact with one another in mathematically describable ways.
      We are also accustomed to think that in addition to the spatiotemporal physical universe there exist human (and perhaps other) observers who are able to perceive their corner of the universe. The understanding, we are inclined to suppose, and the minds in which this understanding exists, are not themselves physical entities, though we also tend to think that understanding and minds depend in some sense on the functioning of physical entities such as the brain and central nervous system. They, the understanding itself and the minds that have it-unlike physical things such as brains and atoms and nerve impulses and energy fields-exist in time but not space. They, unlike physical things, are not bound by the laws of physics and are not made up of parts.
      The world or the universe, we believe, consists on physical objects on one hand, and minds on the other. In a normal living person, mind and matter are intertwined in such a way that what happens to the body can affect the mind, and what happens in the mind can affect the body. The clearest examples of mind—body interaction occur when the mind, through an act of will, cause the body to perform some action or when something that happens to the body triggers a new thought in the mind. 
    So this commonsense metaphysics, as we have been describing it, is dualistic. Dualism is essentially the “two-realms view” invented by Plato, incorporated with changes into Christianity by Augustine and others, and transmitted to us in its contemporary from by early modern philosophers.

· Dualism. This view holds that what exists is either physical or mental (“spiritual”); some things, such as a human person, have both a physical component (a physical body) and a mental component (a mind).
· Materialism or physicalism. This view holds that only the physical exists. Accordingly, so-called mental things are in some sense manifestations of an underlying physical reality. (Do not confuse metaphysical materialism with the doctrine that the most important thing is to live comfortably and acquire wealth.)
· Idealism. This view holds that only the mental (or “spiritual”) exists. Accordingly, so-called physical things are in some sense manifestations of the mind or of thought. (Do not confuse metaphysical idealism with the views of the dreamer who places ideals above practical considerations.)
· Alternative views. Some theorists have held that what exists is ultimately neither mental nor spiritual; still others have believed that what exists is ultimately both mental and physical. How could it be both mental and physical? According to this view, often called double aspect theory, the mental and physical are just different ways of looking at the same thigs—things which in themselves are neutral between the two categories. 
Descartes and dualism
Many European thinkers of the sixteenth century began to question established precepts and above all to question the accepted authorities as the arbiters of truth. Modern philosophy began with Rene Descartes (1596-1650), mathematician, scientist, and of course, philosopher. Descartes’s importance to Western intellectual history cannot be overestimated. He made important contributions to physiology, psychology, optics. It is thanks to Descartes that students now study analytic geometry; he introduced it to the world.
    But what, then, he wondered, is to be the criterion of truth and knowledge in such matters? What is to be criterion by which one might separate certain knowledge about matters of fact from inferior products such as mere belief?
    Descartes was vitally concerned with skeptical questions as to the possibility of knowledge, but he was no skeptic. His interest in mathematics strongly affected his philosophical reflections, and it was his more-or-less lifelong intention to formulate a unified science of nature that was as fully certain as arithmetic.

    His idea was simple enough: I will doubt everything that can possibly be doubted, he reasoned, and if anything is left, then it will be absolutely certain. 

Skepticism as the Key to Certainty 
Let’s see how Descartes’s doubting methodology worked.

    To doubt every proposition that he possibly could, Descartes employed two famous conjectures, the dream conjecture and the evil conjecture. For all I know, Descartes said, I might now be dreaming—that is Descartes’s dream conjecture. And further, he said, for all I know, some malevolent demon devotes himself to deceiving me at every turn that I regard as true and certain propositions that are in fact false. That supposition is Descartes’s evil demon conjecture.
    And what he discovered, when he considered everything he thought he knew in the light of one or the other of these two bizarre possibilities, is that he could doubt absolutely everything, save one indubitable truth: “I think, therefore I am” – cogito, ergo sum. Remember this phrase, which is from Descartes’s Discourse on Method.
    What Descartes meant is that any attempt to doubt one’s existence as a thinking being is impossible because to doubt is to think and to exist. Try for a moment to doubt your own existence, and you will see what Descartes meant. 

The “Clear and Distinct” Litmus (lakmus) Test
Descartes went much further than Augustine. Having supposedly found certain knowledge in his own existence as a thing that thinks, he reasoned as follows:


I am certain that I am a thing that thinks; but do I not then likewise know what is required to make certain of a truth? In this knowledge of my existence as a thinking there is nothing that assures me of its truth, excepting the clear and distinct perception of that which I state, which would not indeed suffice to assure me that what I say us true, if it could ever happen that a thing that I conceived so clearly and distinctly could be false. And accordingly it seems to me that  already I can establish as a general rule that all things that I perceive very clearly and very distinctly are true.
    In other words, Descartes examined his single indubitable truth to see what guaranteed its certainty and saw that any other propositions he apprehended with identical “clarity and distinctness” must likewise be immune to doubt. In short, he had discovered in the certainty of his own existence an essential characteristic of certain truth: anything that was as clear and distinct as his own existence would pass the litmus test and would also have to be certain.
    Using this clear and distinct criterion, Descartes found to his own satisfaction that he could regard as certain much of what he had initially had cause to doubt. Descartes’s axiom was, in effect, “I think, therefore I am,” and his rule of logic was “Whatever I perceive clearly and distinctly is certain.”
    Thus for Descartes, there are, beyond God, two separate and distinct substances, and reality has a dual nature. On one hand us material substance, whose essential attribute is extension (occupancy of space), and on the other hand is mind, whose essential attribute is thought. Because a substance, according to Descartes, “requires nothing other than itself to exist,” it follows that mind and matter are totally independent of each other. 
    To anticipate what is said there, Descartes thought:

1. Material things, including one’s own body, are completely subject to physical laws.
But he also thought:

2. The immaterial mind can move one’s body.

The difficulty is that if the immaterial mind can do this then one’s body evidently is not completely subject to physical laws after all. It seems contradictory to hold both (1) and (2). Do you hold both (1) and (2)?
    We will call this approach to metaphysical truth the epistemological detour. 

hobbies and materialism

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) read Descartes’s Meditations before their publication, and his objections to this work were published by Descartes along with what Descartes took to be a rebuttal. About ten years later, in 1651, Hobbes published his own major work, Leviathan.
    Hobbes was on close terms with many of the best scientists and mathematicians of the period, including most significantly Galileo. Accordingly, the basic premise of Hobbes’s metaphysics is that all that exists is bodies in motion, motion being a continual relinquishing of one place and acquiring of another. Because, according to Hobbes, there are two main types of bodies, physical bodies and political bodies, there are two divisions of philosophy, natural and civil.
Perception

Hobbes’s strategy was to show that there is a basic mental activity, perception, or as he called it, “sense,” from which all other mental phenomena are derived, and that perception itself reduces to matter in motion.

    Perception, he maintained, occurs as follows: Motion in the external world cause motion within us. This motion within (which Hobbes called a “phantasm”) is experienced by us as an external object (or group of objects) having certain properties. The properties do not really exist in the objects, Hobbes said, they are just the way the objects seem to us:

The things that really are in the world outside us are those motions by 
which these seemings are caused. 
    So motion outside us causes motion within us, which is a perception. If the internal motion remains for a while even after the external objects is no longer present, it is then imagination or memory. And thinking, he said, is merely a sequence of these perceptions. (These are subtitles in his account of thinking we won’t now bother with.)
    We’ve left out the finer details of Hobbes’s account, but this should show you how Hobbes tried to establish that every aspect of human psychology is a derivative of perception, and that perception itself reduces to matter in motion. So let us try to focus on the difficulties in this theory that make it seem somewhat implausible.
Difficulties

The most serious difficulty in Hobbes’s theory is probably this: all psychological states, according to Hobbes, are derivates of perception. Therefore, if there is anything wrong with his account of perception, there is something wrong with his entire account of mental states.
    Now, according to Hobbes, perception is merely a movement of particles within the person, a movement of particles within that is caused by a movement of particles without. Thus, when I perceive a lawn (for instance), a movement of particles takes place within me that is the perception of a soft, green lawn, and this internal motion of particles is caused by the motion of particles outside me.
    But here is the difficulty: when I look at the lawn, the internal movement (i.e., the perception) is not itself green and soft. Neither, according to Hobbes, is the lawn. So how is it that the internal movement of particles is experienced as a soft, green lawn? And, further, what is it that experiences the internal movement? The internal movement is, after all, just movement. In other words, how do the qualities of softness and greenness become apparent, and to what do they become apparent?
    Hobbes’s philosophy aroused considerable antagonism—the charge was that Hobbes was an atheist—and in his later years his work had to be printed outside his own country, in Amsterdam. Still, in the long run, and despite the entrenchment of Cartesian dualism in common sense, variations of Hobbes’s materialist philosophy were and are accepted by some of the keenest intellects of philosophy and science.

spinoza and conway

The Metaphysics of Anne Conway
The metaphysical system that Anne Conway (1631-1679) developed is a “monadology”: a view that all things are reducible to a single substance that is itself irreducible. (This is roughly what atomic theory was until the discovery of subatomic particles in this century.) The most famous monadology in the history of philosophy is that of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz [LIBE-nits] (1646-1716), who is treated in a box coming up shortly. Leibniz was familiar with Conway’s metaphysics, and scholars believe Conway’s philosophy was a forerunner of Leibniz’s.
    In Lady Conway’s view there is a kind of continuum between the most material and the most mental or “spiritual” substances. All created substances (“Creatures”, she called them) are both mental and physical to some degree or other. Conway also argued that all created substances are dependent on God’s decision to create them. Moreover, she said that all such Creatures have both an individual essence (what makes one thing different from another) and an essence that is common to all. This essence in common is what later came to be known as de re modality. Everything—persons, animals, plants, inanimate objects (furniture)—is a substance. And everything is partly physical and partly mental, and could not be otherwise.
    God, of course, is another matter, Conway believed. God is nonmaterial, nonphysical; God is also all-perfect. Therefore, the one thing God cannot do is change his mind about being spiritual. God created Christ (making God older than Christ), and Christ, God’s first physical manifestation of himself (his first Creature), always had some degree of physical essence and some degree of mental or spiritual essence.

    Because God is perfect, Conway held, he is changeless, and therefore exists outside the dimension of time. The universe is therefore not something that was made at some specific time: it always existed because God always existed and he was always creating. Past and future are all God’s present.
Spinoza

God also played an important role in the philosophy of Benedictus de Spinoza (1632-1677), even though Spinoza was considered an atheist. About the time Hobbes was sending his work to Amsterdam for publication, Spinoza was completing his major work, Ethics, in that city. Hobbes was able to print his work there, but not in England, because Holland, during this period of history, was the most intellectually tolerant of all European countries, sort of a seventeenth-century Berkeley, California. It was probably also the only country in which the government would have tolerated Spinoza’s opinions, which, like Hobbes’s, were considered atheistic and repulsive.
    Spinoza’s Ethics consists of some 250 “theorems”, each of which he attempted to derive by rigorous deductive logic from a set of eight basic definitions and seven self-evident axioms. Given his axioms and definition of substance (that which depends on nothing else for its conception; i.e., that which is self-subsistent), Spinoza is able to prove that there are no multiple substances, as Descartes thought, but only one infinite substance. Spinoza equated this substance with God, but we must not be misled by his proof of God. Spinoza’s “God” is simply basic substance: it is not the personal Judaeo-Christian God; rather it is simply the sum total of everything that is. It is reality, nature. Spinoza was not an atheist. On the contrary, he was a pantheist: God is all.
    Because there is only one substance, according to Spinoza, thought and extension are not the attributes of two separate and distinct substances, mind and matter, as Descartes had thought. What they are, in Spinoza’s system, are different attributes of the one basic substance—they are alternative ways of conceiving of it.
    So a living person, from Spinoza’s point of view, is not a composite of two different things. The living person is a single unit or “modification” of substance that can be conceiving either as extension or as thought. Your “body” is a unit of substance conceived as extension; your “mind” is the selfsame unit of substance conceived as thought.
    Accordingly, for Spinoza there is no problem in explaining how the mind interacts with the body, for they are one and the same thing. Wondering how the mind and the body interact is like wondering how your last glass of wine and your last glass of vino could mix each other. The mind and the body are the same thing, conceptualized from different viewpoints.
    In Spinoza’s system, there is no personal immortality after death. Further, free will is an illusion;
    Euclid began his Elements with a set of basic definitions and unproved postulates, and from them logically derived a set of geometric theorems.
john locke, berkeley, and idealism

Descartes, Hobbes, Conway, and Spinoza all belonged to the lively seventeenth century, the century that produced not only great philosophy but also some of the most important scientific discoveries of all time. Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648), which was the most brutal European war before this century and the English Civil War. 
    In England, the most important philosopher of the time was John Locke (1632-1704). In Locke’s great work, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke wished to inquire into the origin, certainty, and extend of human knowledge. Many of his views will almost certainly be shared by most readers of this book. Locke’s epistemology is indeed so widely accepted that much of it is now thought to be so much common sense. You should be prepared, however—terrible philosophical difficulties attend Locke’s basic position, as commonsensical as it will probably seem. 
Representative Realism

Locke’s fundamental thesis is that all our ideas come from experience. The human mind at birth, he wrote (echoing Aristotle), is essentially a tabula rasa, or blank slate. On this blank slate experience makes its imprint. External objects impinge on our senses, which convey into the mind ideas, or, as we might prefer to say today, perceptions, of these objects and their various qualities. In short, sensation furnisher the mind with all its contents. Nothing exists in the mind that was not first in the senses. This, if course, is familiar and plausible.

    Theory that Locke accepted is often called representative realism. Open almost any introductory psychology text, and you will behold implicit in its discussion of perception Locke’s theory of representative realism.
    If Locke is correct, then we experience sensible things, things like basketballs and garden rakes, indirectly—that is, through the intermediary of our ideas or perceptions. But if that is true, George Berkeley said, then we cannot know that any of our ideas or perceptions accurately represent the qualities of these sensible things.
    Berkeley began his criticism of Locke’s theory by nothing that the objects of human knowledge consist of “ideas” either (1) conveyed to the mind trough the senses (sense perceptions), (2) perceived by the mind reflects on its own operations, or (3) compounded or divided by the mind with the help of memory and imagination. “Light and colors, heat and cold, extension (length) and figures (shapes)—in a word the things we see and feel—what are they but so many sensations, notions, ideas, or impressions on the sense?”
    There exist, therefore, Berkeley said, ideas and the minds that have them.

    Of course, our inclination is to distinguish the perceived size and shape of a cookie from the size and shape that are the cookie’s “true” size and shape. But Berkeley pointed out that size and shape (and the other qualities) are perceived qualities. Talking about an unperceived size or shape is nonsense. It is like talking about unfelt pain. And thus sensible objects, because they are nothing more than their qualities, are themselves only ideas and exist only in the mind.
Material Things as Clusters of Ideas

This theory of Berkeley’s idealism, the last of the four metaphysical philosophies. There are other versions of idealism, but in Berkeley’s version, sensible things such as tables, chairs, trees, books, and frogs, are not material things that exist outside the mind. They are, in fact, groups of ideas and, as such are perceived directly and exist only within the mind. Because they are ideas, we can no more doubt their existence than we can doubt our own aches and pains (which also, indeed, are ideas).
