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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

This book provides a synthetic vision of the
history of modern philosophy, from an analytical
perspective. It is necessarily selective, but I
hope that I have identified the principal figures,
and the principal intellectual preoccupations,
that have formed Western philosophy since
Descartes. It is, I believe, fruitful to approach
these matters from the standpoint of analytical
philosophy, which in recent years has become
interested in the history which it had ignored for
so long, and has sought to re-establish its
connections with the Western intellectual
tradition. Areas which were of the greatest
concern to historical philosophers— aesthetics,
politics, theology, the theory of the emotions—
had been for some years ill-served in English
and American writings; moreover, an increasing
narrowness of wvision, an obsession with



technique and competence, had tended to
replace that broad sensitivity to the human
condition which is the traditional attribute of the
speculative philosopher. The renewed interest
in philosophical history promises to remedy
those defects, and already fields such as
aesthetics and political philosophy are
beginning to appear, if not central, at least not
wholly marginal, to a mature philosophical
understanding.

I discuss analytical philosophy through the
imaginative thought of its greatest exponent,
Wittgenstein, and I have been obliged to pass
over the many interesting, but perhaps overrated,
achievements of the English and American
thinkers for whom logic and language have
equally been philosophy’s first concern. My
intention has been to give a perspective that is
as broad as possible, and to show the underlying
continuity —of argument which recent
achievements help us to perceive.



In the first chapter I explain why I confine my
discussion for the most part to the leading
figures of post-Renaissance philosophy, and
why my methods differ from those of the
historian of ideas. My concern is to describe the
content of philosophical conclusions and
arguments, and not the contexts in which they
occurred or the influences which led to them.
Those with an interest in the history of ideas
will wish to go back over the ground covered by
this book and to explore the historical
conditions from which the arguments grew, and
the currents of influence which led from Hobbes
to Spinoza, from Malebranche to Berkeley, from
Rousseau to Kant, and from Schopenhauer to
Wittgenstein. The classifications of schools and
arguments that I have adopted may then begin to
appear, if not arbitrary, at least very much
matters of philosophical convenience.

It is necessary to mention the peculiarities of the
standpoint from which this book is written.



Although it has taken time for analytical
philosophy to emerge from its cultural isolation,
it seems to me that the light that it has begun to
cast on the history of philosophy is greater than
any that was cast by the compendious surveys
which appeared during the hundred years
preceding its development. A new style of
philosophical history has emerged, which
attempts to discover arguments which might be
put forward and accepted, not just at the time
when they were first announced, but at any time.
To ask whether it is possible now to believe
what Leibniz wrote is to submit one’s
interpretation to a severe intellectual discipline.
It becomes necessary to discover what Leibniz
really meant by his conclusions, and what
arguments justified, or might justify, his belief in
them. It becomes necessary to translate the
thought of previous philosophers from the jargon
that might obscure its meaning, to remove from it
all that is parochial and time-bound, and to



present it in the idiom which modern people
would use in the expression of their own most
serious beliefs. In the bibliography to this work
the reader will find references to recent studies
in the history of philosophy which, while they
may lack the range and the cultural
sophistication of earlier studies, seem to me to
have changed irreversibly the way in which
philosophical history now appears, precisely by
looking to the past for answers to present
questions. Just as the discovery of the new logic
enabled philosophers to understand the
researches of medieval logicians for the first
time, so has the new philosophy of language and
mind made the arguments of Kant intelligible in
a way that they were not intelligible to those
whom Kant first influenced.

It should not be thought, however, that the
analytical version of the history of philosophy
bears no relation to the history of philosophy as
it is seen by thinkers from other schools. The



interpretation that I offer is one that would be
acceptable, in its broad outlines, to many
phenomenologists. Like the phenomenologists I
see the main current in modern philosophy as
springing from the Cartesian theory of the
subject, and from the consequent divorce
between subject and object, between the realm
of certainty and the realm of doubt. I believe that
this current runs through epistemology,
metaphysics, ethics and political philosophy,
throughout the period that I survey. I also
believe that Wittgenstein’s detailed
demonstration of the untenability of the
Cartesian vision has effectively brought a period
of philosophical history to an end. However, the
arguments of Wittgenstein to which I refer also, |
believe, destroy  the credibility  of
phenomenology.

Needless to say, because this book is as brief as
I could make it, it can serve only as a guide; my
task will have been accomplished if it helps the



reader to understand and enjoy the works of the
philosophers that I discuss.



PRrerace To THE SEconp EpiTion

During the fifteen years since this book was first
published, analytical philosophers have devoted
much of their attention to philosophical history.
Although the broad outlines of the subject
remain the same, the details have inevitably
changed. In certain cases—notably that of Hume
— the traditional understanding of a
philosopher’s aims and arguments has been
entirely revised. And thinkers whose work had
been for many years dismissed, or passed over
with a cursory and disapproving glance, have
been rehabilitated—Fichte and Reid being
prominent examples.

Although this recent scholarship lies beyond the
scope of this short introduction, it has
necessitated considerable revisions of the text
and a much fuller bibliography than was
provided in the first edition. It goes without
saying that a short introduction is bound to be



controversial. Nevertheless 1 have tried to
represent accurately, and in the minimum space,
what the great modern philosophers have
thought, and to show why they are still
important.

I have been greatly helped in preparing this
second edition by comments and criticisms from
friends, colleagues and students. I am
particularly grateful to Fiona Ellis, whose
scholarly expertise has saved me from many
grievous errors.

Malmesbury, 1995



Introduction

1 - HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY AND
HISTORY OF IDEAS

The subject matter of this work is ‘modern’
philosophy. In common with others I suppose
that modern philosophy begins with Descartes,
and that its most significant recent manifestation
is to be found in the writings of Wittgenstein. |
hope to give some ground for these assumptions,
but my principal purpose will be to present the
history of modern Western philosophy as briefly
as the subject allows.

It is my intention that the contents of this book
should be intelligible to those who have no
specialised  knowledge of contemporary
analytical philosophy. It is unfortunately very
difficult to describe the nature of philosophy in a
small compass; the only satisfaction that an



author can draw from the attempt to do so lies in
the knowledge that an answer to the question
‘What is philosophy?’ is apt to seem persuasive
only to the extent that it is brief. The more one
ponders over the qualifications that any
reasoned answer must contain, the more one is
driven to the conclusion that this question is
itself one of the principal subjects of
philosophical thinking. It goes without saying
that the description that I now give of the nature
of philosophy will reflect the particular
philosophical standpoint of which 1 feel
persuaded, and its merit in the eyes of the reader
must reside in the fact that it has recommended
itself to a philosopher who is also a
contemporary.

The nature of philosophy can be grasped through
two contrasts: with science on the one hand, and
with theology on the other. Simply speaking,
science is the realm of empirical investigation;
it stems from the attempt to understand the world



as we perceive it, to predict and explain
observable events and to formulate the ‘laws of
nature’ (if there be any) according to which the
course of human experience is to be explained.
Now any science will generate a number of
questions which lie beyond the reach of its own
methods of enquiry, and which it will therefore
prove powerless to solve. Consider the
question, asked of some episode deemed
remarkable, ‘What caused that?’ A scientific
answer is likely to be formulated in terms of
preceding events and conditions, together with
certain laws or hypotheses, which connect the
event to be explained with the events that
explain it. But someone might ask the same
question of those other events, and if the same
kind of answer is given then, potentially at least,
the series of causes could go on for ever,
stretching backwards into infinite time.
Perceiving the possibility of this, one might be
prompted to ask the further question ‘What



caused the series to exist at all?’ or, yet more
abstractly, ‘Why should there be any events?’:
not just, why should there be this event or that,
but why is there anything? In the nature of the
case, scientific investigation, which takes us
from what is given to what explains it,
presupposes the existence of things. Hence it
cannot solve this more abstract and more
puzzling question. It is a question that seems to
reach beyond empirical enquiry and yet at the
same time to arise naturally out of it. Science
itself will not provide the answer, and yet it
does not seem nonsensical to suggest that there
might be an answer.

At every point we find that science generates
questions which pass beyond its own ability to
solve them. Such questions have been called
metaphysical: they form a distinctive and
inescapable part of the subject matter of
philosophy. Now, in considering the particular
metaphysical problem that I have mentioned,



people might have recourse to an authoritative
system of theology. They might find their answer
in the invocation of God, as the first cause and
final aim of everything. But if this invocation is
founded merely on faith, then it claims no
rational authority beyond that which can be
attributed to revelation. Anyone who lets the
matter rest in faith, and enquires no further into
its validity, has, in a sense, a philosophy. He has
staked his claim in a metaphysical doctrine, but
has affirmed that doctrine dogmatically: it is,
for him, neither the conclusion of reasoned
argument, nor the result of metaphysical
speculation. It is simply a received idea, which
has the intellectual merit of generating answers
to metaphysical puzzles, but with the singular
disadvantage of adding no authority to those
answers that is not contained in the original
dogmatic assumption.

Any attempt to give a rational grounding for
theology will, for the very reason that theology



provides answers to metaphysical questions,
itself constitute a form of philosophical thought.
It is not surprising, therefore, that, while
theology alone is not philosophy, the question of
the possibility of theology has been, and to some
extent still is, the principal philosophical
question.

In addition to metaphysical questions of the kind
I have referred to, there are other questions that
have some prima facie right to be considered
philosophical. In particular there are questions
of method, typified by the two studies of
epistemology (the theory of knowledge) and
logic. Just as scientific investigation may be
pushed back to the point where it becomes
metaphysics, so may its own method be thrown
in question by repeatedly asking for the grounds
for each particular assertion. In this way science
inevitably gives rise to the studies of logic and
epistemology, and if there is a temptation to say
that the conclusions of these studies are empty or



meaningless, or that their questions are
unanswerable, that in itself is a philosophical
opinion, as much in need of argument as the less
sceptical alternatives.

To the studies of metaphysics, logic and
epistemology one must add those of ethics,
aesthetics and political philosophy, since here
too, as soon as we are led to enquire into the
basis of our thought, we find ourselves pushed
to levels of abstraction where no empirical
enquiry can provide a satisfactory answer. For
example, while everybody will realise that a
commitment to a moral principle forbidding theft
involves an abstention from theft on any
particular occasion, everybody also recognises
that a starving man’s theft of bread from one
who has no need of it is an act which must be
considered differently from a rich man’s theft of
another’s most precious possession. But why do
we regard these acts differently, how do we
reconcile this attitude, if at all, with adherence



to the original principle, and how do we justify
the principle itself? All these questions lead us
towards distinctively philosophical regions; the
purviews of morality, of law, of politics
themselves will be left behind, and we find
ourselves reaching out for abstractions, often
with little conviction that they might suffice to
uphold a system of beliefs, and often with a
renewed desire to take refuge in the dogmas of
theology.

What, then, distinguishes philosophical thought?
The questions that philosophers ask have two
distinguishing features from which we might
begin to characterise them: abstraction, and
concern for truth. By abstraction I mean roughly
this: that philosophical questions arise at the end
of all other enquiries, when questions about
particular  things, events and practical
difficulties have been solved according to the
methods available, and when either those
methods themselves, or some metaphysical



doctrine which they seem to presuppose, are put
in question. Hence the problems of philosophy
and the systems designed to solve them are
formulated in terms which tend to refer, not to
the realm of actuality, but to the realms of
possibility and necessity: to what might be and
what must be, rather than to what is.

The second feature—the concern with truth—is
one that might seem too obvious to be worth
mentioning. But in fact it is easily forgotten, and
when it is forgotten philosophy is in danger of
degenerating into rhetoric. The questions that
philosophy asks may be peculiar in that they
have no answer—some philosophers have been
driven to think so. But they are nevertheless
questions, so that any answer is to be evaluated
by giving reasons for thinking it to be true or
false. If there are no answers, then all putative
answers are false. But if someone proposes an
answer, he must give reasons for believing it.



During the course of this work we shall come
across several writers and schools of thought
which have been founded in what one might call
‘meta-philosophy’—that is, in some theory as to
the nature of philosophical thought, designed to
explain how there can be an intellectual-
discipline that is both wholly abstract and yet
dedicated to the pursuit of truth. Such meta-
philosophies tend to belong to one of two kinds,
according as they uphold speculation or analysis
as the aim of philosophical thinking.

Some say—following in the tradition of
Pythagoras and Plato—that philosophy gains its
abstract quality because it consists in the
speculative study of abstract things, in particular
of certain objects, or certain worlds, which are
inaccessible to experience. Such philosophies
are likely to denigrate empirical investigation,
saying that it yields only half-truths, since it
studies appearance alone, whereas speculative
philosophy has the superior virtue of attaining to



the realm of necessity, where the true contents of
the world (or the contents of the true world) are
revealed. Others regard philosophy as reaching
to abstraction not because it speculates about
some other more elevated world, but because it
occupies itself with the more mundane task of
intellectual criticism, studying the methods and
aims of our specific forms of thought, in order to
reach conclusions concerning their limits and
validity. According to this second approach,
abstraction is merely abstraction from the
particular; it is not abstraction towards
something else, in particular not towards some
other realm of being. As for the pursuit of truth,
that is explained immediately as an offshoot of
the desire to settle what can be known, what can
be proved—philosophical truth is simply truth
about the limits of human understanding.

This analytical or critical philosophy,
manifested at its most magisterial in the writings
of Kant, has also dominated Anglo-American



philosophy during this century, in the special
form of ‘conceptual’ or ‘linguistic’ analysis. But
the history of the subject suggests that, in
questions of philosophy, analysis, in whatever
high respect it may be held, always creates a
desire for synthesis and speculation. However
narrow a particular philosophy may look at first
sight, however much it may seem to be mere
verbal play or logic-chopping, it will in all
probability lead by persuasive steps to
conclusions, the metaphysical implications of
which are as far-reaching as those of any of the
grand speculative systems.

I have said that it is an essential feature of
philosophical thought that it should have truth as
its aim. But, faced with the bewildering variety
of the conclusions, the contradictions of the
methods, and the darkness of the premises of
philosophers, the lay reader might well feel that
this aim is either unfulfillable, or at best a pious
hope rather than a serious intention. Surely, the



reader will say, if there is such a thing as
philosophical enquiry, which aims at and
generates truth, then there ought to be
philosophical progress, received premises,
established conclusions; in short there ought to
be the kind of steady obsolescence of successive
systems that we observe in natural science, as
new results are established and old ones
overthrown. And yet we find no such thing; the
works of Plato and Aristotle are studied as
seriously now as they ever were, and it is as
much the business of a modern philosopher, as it
was the business of their philosophical
contemporaries, to be familiar with their
arguments. A scientist, by contrast, while he may
have an interest in the history of his subject, can
often ignore it with impunity, and usually does
so. A modern physicist who had never heard
of Archimedes may yet have a complete
knowledge of the accepted conclusions of his
subject.



It would be an answer to this scepticism to
argue that there is progress in philosophy, but
that the subject is peculiarly difficult. It lies at
the limit of human understanding; therefore its
progress is slow. It would also be an answer to
argue that the nature of the subject is such that
each attempt is a new beginning, which can take
nothing for granted, and only rarely reach
conclusions that have not been already stated in
some other form, clothed in the language of
some other system. It is useful here to contrast
philosophy with science on the one hand, and
literature on the other. As I have suggested, a
scientist may with impunity ignore all but the
recent history of his subject and be none the less
expert for that. Conversely, someone with only a
very inadequate grasp of physics (of the system
of physics which is currently accepted as true)
may nevertheless prove to be a competent
historian of the subject, able to explore and
expound the intellectual presuppositions and



historical significance of many a dead
hypothesis, and many an outmoded form of
thought. (Thus we find that science and the
history of science are beginning to be separable
academic disciplines, with little or no overlap
in questions or results.)

When we turn to literature, however, we find a
completely different state of affairs. First, it is
implausible to suggest that there is an innate
tendency of literature to progress—since there is
nothing fowards which it 1is progressing.
Science, which moves towards truth, builds
always on what has been established, and has an
inalienable right to overthrow and demolish the
most ingenious, satisfying and beautiful of its
established systems, as Copernicus and Galileo
overthrew the Ptolemaic and Aristotelian
cosmology. It follows that someone who had
never heard of Ptolemy or even of Aristotle
might still be the greatest living cosmologist.
Literature, by contrast, has its high points and its



low points, but no semblance of a necessary
progression from one to the other. The
perspective across this landscape will change
with time: what had appeared towering will in
time be diminished, and (more rarely) what now
appears insignificant will from a distance
appear great. But there is no progress beyond
Homer or Shakespeare, no necessary
expectation that a person, however talented,
who has stuffed his brain with all the literature
produced before him must therefore be in a
position to do as well or better, or even in a
position to understand what he has read.

Associated with this evident lack of a
determinate direction are two important features
of literary scholarship: first, it is impossible to
engage in literary history without a full
understanding of literature, and secondly, we
cannot assume that a full understanding of
literature will come from the study of
contemporary works alone. History and



criticism here penetrate and depend on each
other; in science they are independent.

Philosophy seems to occupy some intermediate
place between science and literature. On the one
hand, it is possible to approach it in a
completely unhistorical spirit, as Wittgenstein
did, ignoring the achievements of previous
philosophers and presenting philosophical
problems in terms that bear no self-confessed
relation to the tradition of the subject. Much
contemporary philosophy is in this way
unhistorical, and often none the worse for it.
Philosophers have succeeded in isolating a
series of questions to which they address
themselves in a manner that increasingly
concerns itself with what has been most recently
thought, and with the intention of improving on
that recent thought. The image is generated of
‘established results’, and of a movement which,
because it is progressive, can afford to be
unhistorical. But with the help of a little



ingenuity, it is usually possible to discover,
concealed in the writings of some historical
philosopher, not only the most recent received
opinion, but also some astonishing replica of the
arguments used to support it. The discovery that
the latest results have been anticipated by
Aristotle, for example, has occurred many times
during the history of philosophy, and always in
such a way as to lead to the recognition of new
arguments, new difficulties, and new objections
surrounding the position adopted, whether that
position be the scholastic theology of Aquinas,
the romantic metaphysics of Hegel, or the dry
analysis of the contemporary linguistic school.

Moreover, it is an undoubted fact that to
approach the works of historical philosophers
without the acquisition of some independent
philosophical competence leads to
misunderstanding. A purely  ‘historical’
approach as much misrepresents the philosophy
of Descartes or Leibniz as it misrepresents the



plays of Shakespeare or the poetry of Dante. To
understand the thought of these philosophers is
to wrestle with the problems to which they
addressed themselves, problems which are
usually still as much the subject of philosophical
enquiry as they ever were. It seems to be almost
a precondition of entering the thought of
traditional philosophers that one does not regard
the issues which they discussed as ‘closed’, or
their results as superseded. To the extent that
one does so regard them, to that extent has one
removed them from any central place in the
history of the subject. (Just as a poet drops from
the corpus of our literature to the extent that his
concerns seem merely personal to him.)
Pursuing this thought, one comes very soon to
the conclusion that two philosophers may arrive
at similar results, but present those results so
differently as to deserve equal place in
philosophical history. This is the case with
William of Ockham and Hume, with Hegel and



Sartre. We will come across this phenomenon
repeatedly in what follows.

We are now in a position to make a preliminary
distinction of the greatest importance, the
distinction between the history of philosophy
and the ‘history of ideas’. An idea may have a
complex and interesting history, even when it is
obvious to every philosopher that it has no
persuasive power. (Consider the idea that there
is more than one God.) Likewise an idea may
have serious philosophical content, but owe its
influence not to its truth but to the desire to
believe it. (Consider the idea of redemption.)
To be part of the history of philosophy an idea
must be of intrinsic philosophical significance,
capable of awakening the spirit of enquiry in a
contemporary person, and representing itself as
something that might be arguable and even true.
To be part of the history of ideas an idea need
only have an historical influence in human
affairs. The history of philosophy must consider



an idea in relation to the arguments that support
it, and is distracted by too great an attention to
its more vulgar manifestations, or to its origins
in conceptions that have no philosophical worth.
It is surely right for the historian of philosophy
to study Kant’s ethics, and to ignore Luther’s
Bondage of the Will, even though, from the
historical point of view, the former would have
been impossible had the latter not been written.
In conceding such points, we concede also that
the best method in philosophical history may be
at variance with the practice of the historian of
ideas. It may be necessary for the philosopher to
lift an idea from the context in which it was
conceived, to rephrase it in direct and
accessible language, simply in order to estimate
its truth. The history of philosophy then becomes
a philosophical, and not an historical,
discipline.

If the historian of philosophy studies influences,
therefore, they will be the influences that derive



not from the emotional or practical appeal but
from the cogency of ideas. Hence the influence
of Hume and Kant will be of the greatest
philosophical significance, while the influence
of Voltaire and Diderot will be relatively slight.
To the historian of ideas, these four thinkers
each belong to the single great movement called
the ‘Enlightenment’, and in human affairs, where
what matters is not cogency but motivating
force, their influence is tangled inextricably.

It may happen that an historian of ideas and an
historian of philosophy study the same system of
thoughts; but it will be with conflicting interests,
demanding different intellectual expertise. The
historical influence of Rousseau’s Social
Contract was enormous. To study that influence
one requires no Dbetter philosophical
understanding of the document than belonged to
those through whom the influence was most
deeply felt—men and women of letters,
enlightened sovereigns, popular agitators. The



question of its philosophical interest, however,
is an independent one, and, in order to approach
the document from the philosophical view one
must understand and set forth its conclusions
with the best intention of determining their truth.
To be able to do this one will need capacities of
a different kind from those of the people most
strongly influenced by the doctrine. One may
indeed come to the conclusion (not in this case
but certainly in the case of Tom Paine’s Rights
of Man) that a philosophical work of immense
historical importance has no significant place in
the history of philosophy.

In what follows the reader must bear in mind
this distinction between the history of
philosophy and the history of ideas, and
recognise that the history that I am outlining is as
much created by as it has created the current
state of philosophical understanding. My
method, however, will be, not to expound the
arguments of philosophers in full, but to outline



the main conclusions, their philosophical
significance, and the kinds of consideration that
led their authors to espouse them.



2 - THE RISE OF MODERN
PHILOSOPHY

The tradition which has marked out Descartes as
the founder of ‘modern’ philosophy should not
lead us to erect an impassable barrier between
the thought of the seventeenth century and all that
had preceded it and made it possible. The
method of philosophy changed radically as a
result of Descartes’ arguments. But much of its
content remained the same. It should not
therefore be regarded as surprising if some
modern philosophical idea can be shown to
have been anticipated by the thinkers of the
Middle Ages, in their manifold attempts either to
reconcile religion and philosophy or else to
divide them.

The spirit of Plato, and that of his pupil and
critic Aristotle, have haunted philosophy
throughout its history, and it is to them that



almost all medieval controversies in the subject
can ultimately be traced. They each bequeathed
to the world arguments and conceptions of
superlative intellectual and dramatic power, and
it is not surprising that, wherever they were
read, their influence was felt. Each of the
important Mediterranean religions—Judaism,
Christianity and Islam—attempted either to
assimilate their doctrines or to present some
alternative that would be equally persuasive and
equally compatible with our intuitive sense of
the nature of the world and of our place within
it.

From Plato and the neo-Platonic tradition the
medievals inherited a cosmology which both
justified the belief in a supersensible reality,
and at the same time presented an elevated
picture of our ability to gain access to it. Plato
had argued that the truth of the world is not
revealed to ordinary sense-perception, but to
reason alone; that truths of reason are necessary,



eternal and (as we would now say) a priori;
that through the cultivation of reason man can
come to understand himself, God and the world
as these things are in themselves, freed from the
shadowy overcast of experience. The neo-
Platonists developed the cosmology of Plato’s
Timaeus into a theory of creation, according to
which the entire world emanates from the
intellectual light of God’s self-contemplation.
Reason, being the part of man which participates
in the intellectual light, knows things not as they
seem but as they are. This theory— initially
metaphysical—seemed to imply a corresponding
‘natural philosophy’ (a natural philosophy
which had both Platonic and Aristotelian
variants). According to this natural philosophy
the earth and earthly things reside at the centre
of the turning spheres, each representing
successive orders of intellection, and each
subordinate to the wultimate sphere of
immutability, where God resides in the company



of the blessed. Reason is the aspiration towards
that ultimate sphere, and man’s mortality is the
occasion of his ascent towards it. This ascent is
conditional wupon his turning away from
preoccupation with the ephemeral and the
sensory towards the contemplation of eternal
truth. This ‘natural philosophy’, persuasively
expounded by Boethius (c. 480524 AD) in his
Consolation of Philosophy (one of the most
popular works of philosophy ever to have been
written), influenced his predecessor St
Augustine (354-430 AD)—who nevertheless
retained a sceptical stance towards much of
Plato’s metaphysics—and reappears in one or
another variant, described, wupheld and
celebrated in countless works of medieval and
early Renaissance literature, from popular lyrics
to such masterpieces of high art as Chaucer’s
Knights Tale, Dante’s Divine Comedy and
Spenser’s Faerie Queene.

The consoling vision of neo-Platonic physics



was accompanied, however, by no prescription
against metaphysical uncertainty. At every point
in the neo-Platonic system problems of
seemingly insuperable difficulty were presented
to the enquiring mind. What, for example, is this
‘reason’ upon which our knowledge of ultimate
truth depends, and what are the laws of its
operation? In what sense does it generate
eternal, as opposed to transient, insights, and
how do we learn to distinguish between the
two? What is the nature of God, and how do we
know of his existence? What are the laws which
govern the movement and generation of
sublunary things, and how is the Platonic
hypothesis—that man’s residence among them is
temporary, and that the end of his being lies
elsewhere—compatible with his subjection to
those laws? At every point the neo-Platonic
cosmology raises problems of a philosophical
kind. These problems seem not to be amenable
to scientific resolution. On the contrary, they are



posed precisely by the suggestion that sensory
perception, which is the principal vehicle of
scientific thought, leads us not to truth but to
systematic (if sometimes persuasive) illusion.

As the theories of Aristotle began to become
known among European thinkers—filtered
through the writings of Arab philosophers and
theologians who had gained them, as it were, by
right of conquest— they were avidly studied as
the source of new answers to these metaphysical
queries. Some of the Aristotelian arguments
were familiar to the early Christians. In
particular, these arguments had been used in
giving philosophical formulation to the doctrine
of the Trinity. It was thanks to the philosophers
of Alexandria, in particular to Clement (c. 150-
215) and Origen (c. 185-254), both of whom
had seen the inadequacies inherent in the neo-
Platonism of their day, that all the resources of
Greek philosophy were used together in the
attempt to achieve a coherent statement of



Christian dogma. And with the victory over
Arianism, and the consequent acceptance of the
doctrine of the Trinity, one of the most important
of all Aristotelian concepts, the concept of
substance, took a central place in the
formulation of the credo of the Christian Church.
Thus already, by the time that the Council of
Nicaea (325) declared the Son to be
consubstantial with the Father, a dependence of
theology upon Aristotelian metaphysics had
arisen. Boethius, in his writing on the Trinity
and his surviving translations of Aristotle, did
much to reinforce this dependence. But it was
only later, at the end of the ‘dark ages’, that the
full content of Aristotelian metaphysics began to
enter into the philosophical speculations upon
which the Christian world-view sought to found
itself; and by then the Aristotelian theories had
been systematised and adapted by such thinkers
as Al-Farabi (875950), Avicenna (890-1037)
and Averroes (c. 1125 to c. 1198), all of them



Moslems, and Moses Maimonides (1135-1204),
a Jew well versed in the philosophical
speculations by which the doctrines of the Koran
were currently supported. Aristotelian doctrine
therefore entered the arena of theology already
bearing the stamp of a monotheism which had
found it congenial.

The final conversion of Christian theologians to
Aristotelian ways of thinking occurred during
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and led, with
the founding of universities at such important
centres as Paris and Padua, to the rise of that
philosophical movement now known as
‘scholasticism’. The greatest luminary of this
movement was St Thomas Aquinas (1225-
1274), whose Summa Theologica purported to
give a complete description of the relation
between man and God, relying only on
philosophical reasoning, and without recourse to
mystical assertion or unsupported faith. His
master at every point was Aristotle, and the



subsequent synthesis of Christian doctrine and
Aristotelian metaphysics—known after its
creator as Thomism—has remained to this day
the most persuasive of the foundations offered
for Christian theology.

In order to understand subsequent developments
in the history of philosophy it is necessary to
grasp some of the conceptions, disputes and
theories that emerged from the attempt to set
neo-Platonic and Aristotelian doctrine into a
framework of monotheistic religion, and in the
course of doing so to reconcile classical science
and morality with the dogmas of faith. Contrary
to the opinion of their successors, the medieval
philosophers were not merely slaves of
authority, nor were they easily deterred from
speculations which led them into conflict with
Church or State. As the scholastics themselves
were given to saying, ‘authority has a nose of
wax’, meaning that if you can get hold of it you
can bend it as you will. Nevertheless it is



undeniable that, looked at as a whole, their
philosophy has a conciliatory aspect, upholding
through reason doctrines that either coincide
with or leave room for the articles of faith.
Consequently, if we are to see what is
distinctive in the speculations of this period, we
must look behind the doctrines to the logical and
metaphysical arguments that were used to
support them.

The concept of substance

The Aristotelian logic, expounded in the works
known as the Organon, was preserved in part
by Boethius, and later delivered up in full by the
scholars of Islam. Fundamental to this logic is
the distinction between subject and predicate.
Every proposition, it was thought, must consist
at least of these two parts, and, corresponding to
these parts, reality itself must divide into
substance and attribute, the latter being
‘predicated of” or ‘inherent in’ the former. The



distinction has its origins in logic, and in the
Aristotelian attempt to classify all the valid
‘syllogisms’ within a single scheme. But it has
clear  metaphysical implications.  Since
substances can change in respect of their
attributes, they must endure through change.
Moreover, if we can refer to substances it must
be possible to separate them, at least in thought,
from the attributes with which they might at
some particular moment be encumbered. Hence
we should distinguish the ‘essence’ of a
substance—that without which it could not be
the particular thing that it is—from its
‘accidents’, the properties in respect of which it
might change without ceasing to exist altogether.
Finally, it is substances, in the Aristotelian
view, which are the ultimate constituents of
reality, and our knowledge of the world consists
in our various attempts to classify them into
genera and species.

One of the problems that the medievals



bequeathed to their  seventeenth-century
successors was that of whether, and how far, it
makes sense to say of a substance that it can
cease to exist, or be created. We find that there
is an innate tendency in the Aristotelian
metaphysic to regard all change as a change in
the attributes of a substance. Hence the coming
to be or passing away of a substance demands a
very special—indeed metaphysical—
explanation. For many philosophers influenced
by Aristotle, these ‘existence changes’ have no
explanation. Later philosophers such as Leibniz
went further, arguing that a substance must
contain within itself the explanation of all its
predicates. In which case it becomes hard to
envisage how one substance might create or
destroy another, except by a miracle which, in
the nature of things, it lies beyond the capacity
of human intellect to understand. A further
problem arose from the inability of the
traditional logic fully to distinguish individual



and species terms from quantitative (or ‘mass’)
terms. For example, ‘man’—which can denote
both an individual and the class which subsumes
him—refers to individual substances. It also
expresses a predicate which generally describes
them. But what about ‘snow’ or ‘water’? There
are not individual ‘snows’ or ‘waters’, except in
an attenuated sense which would seem to
obliterate a distinction fundamental to scientific
thought. This is the distinction between ‘stuff’
and ‘thing’, between what can be measured and
what can be counted. The difficulty of forcing
the idea of ‘stuff’ into the conceptual frame of
‘substance’ is responsible for much of the
rejection of Aristotelian science during the
seventeenth century, and for this reason, if for no
other, the concept of substance became the focus
of philosophical enquiry.

The nature of universals

Any philosophy which asks itself serious



questions as to the nature of substances, must
also examine the nature of the ‘attributes’ or
‘properties’ that inhere in them. The neo-
Platonic cosmology had transformed the original
Platonic realm of Ideas—the realm where the
‘forms’ reside, unchanged, unchanging and
known to reason alone—into the blessed sphere
of immutability. But the old metaphysical
dispute between Aristotle and Plato as to the
nature of universals remained central to
medieval thought. This was because the dispute
bore on what is perhaps the single most
important issue in the theory of knowledge, the
issue of how far the world is knowable to
reason. Using as their basic text a passage from
Porphyry’s Isagoge, transmitted and commented
upon by Boethius, philosophers enquired
whether genera and species exist only in the
mind or in reality; and, if the latter, whether they
exist in individual substances or in separation
from them. In answer to this question some



philosophers reaffirmed the original Platonic
position, upholding the independent existence of
universals, in the realm of ‘Ideas’; others went
to the opposite extreme, the extreme of
nominalism, holding that universals are mere
names, and that only individuals exist. There is
no independent reality to the idea of ‘blue’: the
only fact of the matter here is that we classify
things under that label.

One of the most important thinkers to defend a
version of the nominalist theory—William of
Ockham (floret 1300-1349)—also combined it
with a doctrine which seems to be its natural
associate. This is the doctrine of empiricism,
according to which reason, far from being the
sole authority in determining how things are, is
subordinate to and dependent upon the senses
(upon empirical enquiry). Such empiricism was
by no means unusual in medieval thought; it is
foreshadowed in Aristotle, and to some extent
approved by Aquinas, who lent support to the



scholastic tag ‘mihil in intellectus quod nisi
prius in sensu’ (‘there is nothing in the
understanding that is not first in the senses’), a
saying which, under one interpretation at least,
implies a thoroughgoing scepticism as to the
powers of reason. Ockham was prepared to
develop that scepticism to the full, and to
combine it, as later empiricists combined it,
with a theory of the nature and function of
language which would remove the basis from
much of the traditional claims made on reason’s
behalf. In the course of developing this theory,
Ockham was to anticipate many of the major
conceptions of later philosophers, including
Hume’s theory of causality, Leibniz’s theory of
relations, and the attack on absolute space and
time. Followed in his scepticism by the vigorous
Nicolas d’Autrecourt (c. 1300-after 1350), he
provided a powerful challenge to many of the
dogmas of the Church, arguing that these must be
founded not in reason, which could never stretch



so far as to comprehend them, but in faith. In this
way, the ancient dispute about the nature of
universals served as a focus for the growing
disagreement  between  empiricism  and
rationalism (as they came to be known).
Moreover, it became increasingly apparent,
during the course of these disputes, that much in
philosophy, perhaps the very possibility of
philosophy, depends upon the truth about
language. It was consequently in the scholastic
age that philosophy began to incorporate the
theory of meaning and the study of usage as a
central focus of its arguments. Out of this study
there emerged important specific theories—such
as that of abstract ideas (adopted by Peter
Abelard (1079-1142) and bequeathed to Locke
and British empiricism) and the doctrine that
entities should not be multiplied beyond
necessity. This last doctrine, known as
Ockham’s razor (though not in fact found in
Ockham’s writings), provided the inspiration to



much later scientific thought. There also
emerged at this time a sense of the centrality of
logic to philosophy, and of the need for fine
distinctions in the discussion of all
philosophical problems.

The ontological argument

Not surprisingly, the rationalist, Platonic
tradition of speculative thought lent itself more
readily to the support of theological dogma than
the empiricist scepticism which took so much
inspiration from Aristotle’s attack on Plato’s
theory of Ideas. Nevertheless it was an argument
that was Aristotelian both in content and in form
which was to have the decisive influence upon
medieval theology. This argument is known as
the ontological proof (adopting a term of Kant’s)
for the existence of God. The discovery of this
proof is normally credited to St Anselm,
Archbishop of Canterbury (1033-1109), but it is
not too great a distortion to find glimpses of it in



certain passages of Aristotle’s Metaphysics and
in the commentaries of Al-Farabi and Avicenna.
It was rejected by Aquinas in his systematic
exposition of the basis of Christian doctrine, but
nevertheless belongs to a class of arguments
others of which he was inclined to accept, and
all of which derive their proof for the existence
of God by way of the concept of a necessary
being—a being whose essence involves
existence.

Put very simply, St Anselm’s argument is as
follows. By ‘God’ I mean an entity than which
no greater can be thought. Suppose that God, so
defined, does not exist; I can nevertheless think
that he exists. But an entity is greater if it does
exist than if it does not. Hence it is possible to
think of something greater than God—namely an
entity which is not only greater than any that can
be thought, but which also exists. But this is
contrary to the definition. Hence the hypothesis
—that God does not exist—must be false.



If valid, the argument establishes not merely that
God exists, but that he exists by necessity, since
it follows from his nature (his essence) that he
exists. Later versions (such as that endorsed by
Descartes) rely on the idea that existence is a
perfection and therefore a property of whatever
possesses it. It is not clear that St Anselm’s
argument relies on this assumption; indeed, to
this day it is not clear that the argument makes
any questionable assumptions at all. Some
philosophers think that it is valid, although only
when stated in a refined and novel way; others
think it was decisively refuted by Kant, with his
attempted proof that ‘existence is not a true
predicate’. In any case, despite its sophistical
appearance, the argument had a peculiar
philosophical tenacity, being accepted in one or
another version by all three of the major
rationalist thinkers of the seventeenth century.

There is a special reason for the argument’s
popularity with medieval theologians, which is



that it gives credibility to the idea of God as a
‘necessary being’. Many writers had tried to
show that there must be something which exists
of necessity (or which is causa sui, cause of
itself) if anything is to exist contingently. The
ontological argument provides a description of
this necessarily existing being, and therefore an
answer to the fundamental question of
metaphysics, the question why (for what reason)
is there anything? Or (to put it more
tendentiously) why should Being be? We see
here too the origin of that dark dispute, which
still appears to live in the obscure pages of
existentialist philosophers, as to the relation of
existence and essence. If there is no being for
whom existence and essence coincide, then what
of the remainder? Do contingent objects (among
which we must place ourselves) partake of an
essence that precedes their existence, or is it the
case that, for them, existence must take priority
over essence? When we come to discuss this, as



yet scarcely intelligible, question, it will be
important to bear in mind its relation to those
medieval discussions of the nature of God and
of universals, which many modern thinkers
might unreflectingly suppose to be of merely
academic interest.

Free will and human nature

The acceptance of the ontological argument and
the resultant conception of a ‘necessary being’,
endowed with omnipotence and omniscience,
leads almost inevitably to a rigid determinism. If
all that is contingent depends ultimately upon the
divine nature, and if that nature is governed by
necessity, then the world too must follow its
course in accordance with the laws which
express God’s nature. How then is human
freedom possible? This problem arises in
slightly different form for those philosophers
who adopt the more Platonic conception of the
divine nature. Hence it had already been



discussed by the Fathers of the Church, and in
particular by St Augustine. With the acceptance
of the Aristotelian metaphysics it acquired a
new dimension, and some of the greatest
achievements of modern philosophy result from
the continued attempt to describe human
freedom, following arguments that had already
been surveyed and as often as not abandoned by
the scholastics, in their endeavour to fit a
plausible account of human nature and human
morality into the theological absolutism which
reason seemed to demand.

The greatest of these attempts to describe the
relation between God and man and to fit the full
complexity of human nature into a coherent
theology, is undoubtedly the Summa Theologica
of St Thomas Aquinas. This work contains what
is perhaps the most subtle and complete
philosophical account of the nature of human
emotion that has ever been produced. As well as
incorporating into his work what he considered



to be the totality of what was true and well
argued in the classical sources available to him,
Aquinas attempted to bring to completion the
picture of human nature and human virtue
presented by Aristotle in his Nicomachean
Ethics, and to show its compatibility with the
doctrines of revealed religion. While many of
Aquinas’s assumptions were soon to be
subjected to the scepticism of Ockham and his
followers, there is no doubt that he succeeded in
convincing his contemporaries that philosophy
could not only generate the truth about human
nature but also sustain the doctrines of the
Christian faith, in such a way as to leave little
room for doubt about the major questions of
morality and religion which all of us must at
some stage in our thinking lives encounter.

Aquinas’s philosophy leaned heavily upon the
Aristotelian doctrine of substance and upon the
achievements of medieval logic. But, despite its
frequent digressions towards empiricism, it was



assiduous in the support that it offered to the
doctrine of the power and autonomy of human
reason. In particular Aquinas did much to revive
interest (an interest already exhibited by
Abelard) in the Aristotelian theory of ‘practical
reason’, as definitive of the active nature of
man. The theory of practical reason was held to
provide an account of human freedom, together
with a description of the ‘good life for man’ that
would recommend itself on the basis of reason
alone. Aquinas thus handed on to later
philosophers a concept without which the study
of ethics is either empty or non-existent.

The rejection of scholasticism

The triumph of Thomism was, however, short-
lived. Its first serious enemy was the humanism
of the early Renaissance. This was accompanied
by revolutions in the practice of education
which tended to take intellectual authority from
ecclesiastics and vest it in the hands of courtiers



and literary men; and also by the gradual
ascendancy of a spirit of scientific enquiry
hostile to the ready reception of theological
dogma. During the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries there was therefore increasing
criticism of the influence of the schools, and
increasing awareness of the lacunae in the
systems which they propagated. The intellectual
history of this period is complex, and the
transition from medieval to modern approaches
in education and intellectual life was far less
abrupt than our modern taste for clear transitions
represents it to be. As late as 1685 William of
Ockham’s textbook on logic was standardly
used in the University of Oxford, while as early
as the Metalogicon of John of Salisbury, Bishop
of Chartres (1120-1180), the seeds of
Renaissance humanism had been sown, and the
medieval theories of education thrown in doubt.
Nevertheless, it is clear that between these two
periods a change took place in the intellectual



climate of Europe that could not but have the
profoundest repercussions on the history of
philosophy. And two philosophers in particular
stand out both as embodying the new spirit of
criticism and as laying down the intellectual
presuppositions of that style of philosophy
which we choose to call modern: Francis Bacon
and René Descartes. These two are united by
their rejection of traditional authority and their
radical search for method. But in the case of
Bacon neither motive led him in the direction of
those philosophical enquiries which we, with
hindsight, see as proper to the modern age, so
that, for all his brilliance and learning, it is
difficult to see him as the founder of the modern,
rather than a destroyer of the medieval, modes
of thought. Nevertheless it is fitting to conclude
this brief summary with a few remarks about
Bacon’s distinctive contribution to modern
philosophy.

Sir Francis Bacon (subsequently Viscount St



Albans and Lord Chancellor of England) was
born in about 1561 and died, dismissed from
courtly offices, in 1626. He was a polymath and
scholar of the highest order, and even had he
never engaged in philosophical or scientific
speculation, he would be known through his
Essays as one of the great stylists of the English
language. But his distinguished place in
intellectual history lies in his exploration of the
fundamental principles of scientific thought,
summarised in the Novum Organum (1620). In
this work Bacon sets out to show the
inadequacies of Aristotelian science and of the
barren a priorism which he associated with the
traditional Aristotelian logic of the Organon.
He argued that the Aristotelian logic, being
purely deductive in character, provides no
method for the discovery of new facts, but only a
means of arriving at the logical consequences of
what is already known. The resulting science
must therefore have a purely classificatory



character, contenting itself with a division of the
known contents of the world into ‘species’ and
‘genera’, without understanding the true
causality which leads objects to manifest the
similarities whereby we could so classify them
in the first place. Instead of Aristotelian science
he proposed his method of ‘induction’—the
postulation of universal laws on the basis of
observed instances—and thereby hoped to
promote the ‘true and lawful marriage between
the empirical and the rational faculty’. While
Bacon’s development of this method was of
necessity speculative and incomplete, he did in
the course of it make various striking criticisms
of the Aristotelian tradition, and at the same time
introduce conceptions which were later to prove
fundamental to scientific thought. He criticised
the theory of ‘final causes’ (the theory that the
cause of an event might be found in its purpose),
and with it many of the rationalist
preconceptions about causation that we shall



encounter in later chapters. In place of these
ideas he put forward the notion of causality as
the generation of one thing from another, in
accordance with underlying ‘laws of nature’. He
argued that science must always aim at greater
and greater universality and abstraction, so
ascending ‘the ladder of the intellect’. This
could be achieved by a theory whose
fundamental laws were expressed not in
qualitative but in quantitative terms, since ‘of all
natural forms... Quantity is the most abstracted
and separable from matter’. It was this
conception of science, as the formulation of
quantitative laws, that was shortly to gain
intellectual ascendancy in the wake of the
discoveries of Galileo and Harvey. Bacon also
attacked what he saw as the arbitrary and
conventional element in the Aristotelian science,
and in the course of doing so introduced his
doctrine of ‘Forms’, which foreshadowed
another, entertained by Locke, that science



should treat of the real and not of the nominal
essences of things (see p. 90).

But before Bacon’s influence could be widely
felt, philosophy had undergone a radical
convulsion. This was induced by Descartes’
declaration that all of philosophy’s results were
without foundation until its premises could be
agreed, together with a method whereby to
advance from them. Only in the wake of
Cartesianism was the nature of Bacon’s thought
fully to be appreciated, and by then the disputes
of scholasticism seemed irrevocably distant.



Part One - Rationalism

3 - DESCARTES

René¢ Descartes (1596-1650), the principal
founding father of modern philosophy, and well
known as a mathematician, deserves the eminent
place accorded to him on two accounts. First,
because of his single-minded search for method
in all branches of human enquiry; secondly,
because he introduced into philosophy, largely
on account of that search, many of the concepts
and arguments which have since served as its
foundation.

A contemporary of Bacon and Galileo, and
immediate predecessor of Newton (many of
whose thoughts he anticipated), Descartes was a
perfect representative of the new scientific
spirit. While he feared and respected the
censure of the Church (as is shown by his



withholding from publication the Treatise on
the Universe, 1633, upon hearing of Galileo’s
condemnation), he deferred to no intellectual
authority other than the ‘natural light’ of reason.
This set him apart both from the scholastic
traditions to which we have referred and also
from the worldly preoccupations of the
Renaissance humanists. For Descartes the
results of all previous speculation had to be set
aside or suspended, until clear and indubitable
principles could be established against which to
measure them. Without the aid of such
principles, no  system, scientific  or
metaphysical, could warrant assent. Descartes
could not find these basic principles in the
works that he had read. He therefore embarked
on a programme of radical intellectual reform,
which resulted in a change of philosophical
perspective so great that scholasticism fell into
lasting disrepute. Even now  medieval
philosophy is rarely studied in our universities



and yet more rarely understood.

Descartes’ first important work was the
Discourse on Method (1637), written in French
in a style of remarkable -elegance and
distinction. In this book Descartes sets forth his
life’s aim of directing his reason to the
systematic discovery of truth and the elimination
of error. The Discourse was followed by
Descartes” masterpiece, the Meditations of
First Philosophy, published in Latin in 1641,
which was soon followed by sets of objections
from various writers together with Descartes’
replies to them. His other major philosophical
works were The Principles of Philosophy
(1644) and The Passions of the Soul (1649), the
first being an ambitious attempt to systematise
his philosophical method and derive from it
foundations for an account of the physical
world. The second was an exploration in the
philosophy of mind which, while of
considerable interest in itself, cannot be treated



in what follows.

It is true to say that, despite the enormous
influence of experimental science, the
distinction between science and philosophy was
not clear to the philosophers of Descartes’ day.
Descartes himself—despite great expertise in
physics and genuine mathematical genius—was
slow to appreciate the difference. However, he
came to believe that, as he put it, human
knowledge is a tree, the trunk of which is
physics, and the root of which is metaphysics. It
is only through the exploration of metaphysics
that the basis of human knowledge can be
discerned. And ‘for right philosophising.the
greatest care must be taken not to admit anything
as true which we cannot prove to be true.” We
must therefore adopt a ‘method of doubt’, in
order to arrive at propositions which could not
be reasonably doubted.

Two arguments persuaded Descartes that he



could doubt virtually all his normal beliefs. The
first is the argument from dreaming. I believe
that I am sitting by the fire with a piece of paper
in my hand. Why? Because my senses tell me so.
But could I not be dreaming? In dreams my
senses present me with information of the same
kind as I receive waking. So how do I know that
I am not dreaming now?

There are beliefs which are not shaken by the
argument from dreaming—beliefs about what is
most general, such as we encounter in
mathematics. ‘Whether 1 am awake or asleep,’
Descartes writes in the first Meditation, ‘two
and three added together are five, and a square
has no more than four sides.” He therefore asks
us to imagine a spirit of such power and such
malignity, as to cause in me all the experiences
that I have, and all the beliefs that are associated
with them, with the express intention of
deceiving me about both. What assurance have I
that this ‘evil genius’ is not the real cause of my



present beliefs and experience? It is useless to
reply that the hypothesis is highly improbable. In
the abstract, with no certainties to rely upon, I
can have no grounds for knowing what is
probable and what is not. My own experience,
since it is equally well explained by common-
sense beliefs about an external world and by the
hypothesis of an evil genius, gives no grounds
for choosing between them. Descartes even
admits (see, for example, Principles, 1, 5, 6)
that the evil genius might be deceiving me ‘in
those matters which seem to us supremely
evident’, such as mathematics—an admission
that threatens his own solution to these sceptical
problems.

Descartes drew the conclusion that he could
begin from no premise except those which he
could not doubt. Metaphysics must begin from
truths that are not just evident, but in some sense
self-verifying: otherwise it will never be more
than a shot in the dark. He went on to identify



such a truth, arguing that ‘from the mere fact that
I thought of doubting the truth of other things, it
followed quite evidently and certainly that I
existed’ (Discourse on Method, 32)—in other
words, ‘I think, therefore I am’ (‘Cogito ergo
sum’). This original statement of Descartes’
master-premise has given rise to the mistaken
impression that the cogito is some kind of
inference. In the Meditations, however, he
corrects that impression: ‘the proposition I am, 1
exist 1s necessarily true whenever it is put
forward by me or conceived in my mind.” In
other words, the proposition that I exist is self-
verifying. I cannot assert it or think it without its
being true. Likewise the proposition that I do not
exist is self-defeating: to assert it is to give
conclusive grounds for its disproof.

A similar argument can be mounted for the
proposition that I think, which verifies itself in
the very act of being doubted. Neither ‘I think’
nor ‘I exist’ expresses a necessary truth: each



might have been false. Nevertheless, whenever
they are true, I know for certain that they are
true. My philosophy can begin from two
indubitable premises which also express
contingent and substantial truths about the world.

We should say that the truth that I exist is self-
evident. Descartes wrote rather that it is
manifest to the ‘natural light’ of reason. In other
words, it is known by a process that can be
perceived to be valid by anyone who reasons at
all. The existence of this ‘natural light’ is not so
much an arbitrary assumption as a precondition
of all philosophical argument. There must be
some point at which reason simply finds
manifest the validity of an argument or the truth
of an idea. Otherwise the process of reasoning
itself will be thrown in doubt, and absolute
scepticism will ensue. Without some reliance on
reason, neither scepticism nor its opposite can
be proven. Absolute intellectual darkness is the
result. It is clear that Descartes in no way



intended his method of radical doubt to bring
about absolute scepticism; indeed he would
have rightly regarded such scepticism as
incoherent.

But what is the point at which the truth of an
idea or the validity of an argument are revealed
to reason? This question is one of the basic
questions of philosophy. It is the question of the
nature and limits of what has come to be known
as a priori knowledge. The prime example of
such knowledge for Descartes (who did not use
the term ‘a priori’) is knowledge of the validity
of a step in an argument. For example, I can see
that from the proposition ‘p and q’ it follows
that p. By way of explaining this as a basic
operation of the natural light, Descartes would
say that the relation between ‘p and q’ and ‘p’ is
something that I perceive clearly and distinctly.
Anything that I perceive clearly and distinctly is
something the truth of which I can discern
without recourse to anything other than the



natural light of reason. Clearness and
distinctness are not the same: I perceive an idea
clearly when I comprehend it intellectually
without any assistance from the senses or from
agencies outside my own innate reasoning
powers. But such an idea may be mixed with
less clear, more confused intellectual notions, in
which case it is not distinct. It is only when I
consider it in its-distinct form that I am in a
position to judge of its truth or falsehood.

Having established his own existence and
introduced the concept of a ‘natural light’ of
reason whereby to advance from this premise to
whatever conclusions may spring from it,
Descartes went on to reflect on his own nature.
It is clear, he argued, that I am a thing which
thinks. Moreover, since I cannot conceive
myself except as thinking, it is of my essence to
think. (‘Think’—cogitare—was a word of wide
application for Descartes, and covered all
conscious manifestations of the mental life.)



Now, however hard I try, I can find no other
property besides thought which belongs to my
essence. For example, although it seems to me
that I have a body which I can move at will, I
can readily conceive of myself as existing
without this body. Hence it is not an essential
property of me that I have a body. I could
conceivably (although it is a matter of faith that I
will in fact) exist after the body’s demise. And
in so existing I shall continue to exist as a
thinking thing.

That argument, which contains Descartes’
grounds for asserting at least the possibility of
immortality, can be criticised on many grounds.
(In particular there is a confusion in the idea that
since | cannot conceive myself as not thinking it
is therefore of my essence to think.) However, it
formed the basis of a Cartesian thesis of great
importance, a thesis which dominated
philosophy for centuries, and which Descartes
expressed by saying that there is a ‘real



distinction’ between body and soul. Associated
with this thesis is a view to which we shall
shortly return and which I shall label, in
deference to recent discussions, the ‘Cartesian
theory of mind’.

Having established his own existence and
nature, Descartes now seeks to overcome the
corrosive doubt which had earlier beset him, so
as to be able to set up a sure foundation for his
knowledge of the external world. So far, it will
be noted, Descartes’ conclusions have
concerned only himself and the contents of his
own consciousness. And his very method of
doubt has forced him into the confines of what I
shall call ‘the first-person case’, beyond which
he has so far found no argument that will open
the passage. However, it is clearly important
that he should find that argument, for his
enterprise requires it. He wishes to arrive at a
view of the world which is, in a quite specific
sense, objective. That is to say, he wishes to



show that a world exists independently of his
thoughts and perceptions, a world that might at
any moment be other than it appears to him to
be, a world of which he is but one finite, fallible
part, and the true nature of which he may
discover only by laborious enquiry. The
peculiarity of the first person is, roughly
speaking, that from the first-person point of
view the distinction between being and seeming
does not arise. My conscious mental states are
as they seem to me, and seem to me as they are:
what else, after all, is meant by
‘consciousness’? Knowledge of the first person
signally fails to reach out beyond subjectivity to
the concept of an objective independent order.
For the concept of such an order is the concept
of a potential divergence between being and
seeming. This divergence will not be made
available to Descartes simply by reflecting on
his own present state of mind.

Descartes therefore needed to establish the



existence of at least one being independent of
himself and in relation to which he could situate
himself as part of an objective world. It is
characteristic of Descartes’ time, and of the
element in his philosophical method that was
later to be designated as ‘rationalism’, that he
should choose at this point to establish the
existence of God. The methodological
importance of this choice was, as we shall see,
€normous.

Descartes had two arguments for the existence
of God, versions of the ‘cosmological’ and the
‘ontological’ arguments respectively. Both of
them illustrate the extent to which his thought,
for all its radical departures from scholastic
tradition, remained true to the medieval
conceptions which his philosophical education
had bequeathed to him. The two arguments are
as follows. First: I am an imperfect being (as is
proved by the fact that I can doubt and therefore
do not have perfect knowledge). But I have the



idea of a most perfect being (of God), and
whence came this idea? It could not be of my
own devising, since it is manifest to the natural
light of reason that there must be ‘as much
reality (perfection) in the cause as in the effect’.
Applying this principle to ideas, it manifest that
there must be as much ‘formal reality’ in the
cause of an idea as there is ‘objective reality’ in
the idea itself. ‘Formal’ means actual, and
‘objective’ represented. The more reality
represented by an idea, the greater the reality
that produced it. My idea of God represents the
highest degree of reality; its cause therefore
must be real in the highest degree; in short, it
must be God himself.

The argument depends upon the premise, said to
be manifest to the natural light, but in fact hardly
intelligible, that there is at least as much reality
in the total cause as in the effect. Included in this
premise is precisely the set of suppositions
required by the second argument— namely, that



reality admits of degrees and is therefore a
predicate or property of things, and that reality
(or existence) is a positive property or
‘perfection’. If we allow these suppositions,
then Descartes’ version of the ontological
argument follows at once. I have an idea of a
most perfect being; I clearly and distinctly
perceive that such a being must contain all
perfections, and therefore reality in every
degree. Hence this idea contains existence,
which means that God’s essence contains his
existence. (Of no other thing, Descartes adds,
can this be said.)

The first argument is ‘cosmological’ in that it
starts from a premise about the actual world (the
premise that I have an idea of God) and asks
what caused that premise to be true. The more
usual form of such an argument simply asks
again and again what caused the world to be as
it now is, until the question seems to demand the
answer that there was a first cause, which has



the property of being ‘causa sui’, or explanation
of itself. Hence the cosmological argument, as
Kant points out in his famous critique of rational
theology, will always require an ontological
argument to support it, the ontological argument
being simply the attempt to explain how it is that
God can be causa sui (Critique of Pure Reason,
A.608). In Descartes the interdependence of the
two arguments is shown succinctly in the
scholastic principle, which he claims to derive
from the natural light, that there must be at least
as much reality in the cause as in the effect. This
principle is vital for Descartes’ cosmological
proof and also dependent upon the fundamental
preconceptions of the ontological argument for
its intelligibility.

Having, as he thinks, established the existence of
God, Descartes goes on to draw his desired
conclusions. First, that there is an objective
world of which he, Descartes, is but a small,
dependent and finite part. Secondly that, since



God is all-perfect, he is no deceiver. From
which it follows that those faculties that
Descartes has innately will, when used in
accordance with their true and God-given
nature, lead him, not into error, but towards
genuine discovery. In other words, the
hypothesis of the evil genius can be dismissed,
as can every other form of radical doubt. The
existence of God guarantees those claims to
knowledge which, by using his faculties to their
greatest ability, Descartes will be naturally
inclined to make.

Two difficulties arise at this point, and were
already pointed out to Descartes in the series of
objections collected by Mersenne (see p. 40).
The first is, how does Descartes account for the
possibility of error? If God is no deceiver, why
does he permit error in any form? The second is
this: if the existence of God is needed to
guarantee the judgements about the world which
we would, using our faculties to their best



measure, instinctively arrive at, then do we not
need to be assured of God’s existence before we
can guarantee that the ‘clear and distinct’
perceptions whereby that existence is proven do
really have the authority which they appear to
have? In which case does not the validity of the
argument for God’s existence covertly rely on
the truth of its conclusion? In other words, is it
not viciously circular? In answer to the first of
these difficulties Descartes developed a
complex theory of ‘assent’ to truth, a theory
which assigns ‘assent’ to the will rather than the
intellect. Ideas in themselves contain no error:
but error is in us when we choose to assent to an
idea that we do not clearly and distinctly
perceive. Human error is therefore the necessary
consequence of human freedom, and this
seeming evil is part of a real and greater good.

In answer to the second difficulty—the so-called
‘Cartesian circle’— Descartes was apt to be
impatient, and commentators do not agree as to



the real nature of his reply. One theory is that
Descartes held clear and distinct perception to
be a guarantee of truth, so that the only error that
could occur when working through an argument
each step of which is clearly and distinctly
perceived would be an error of memory. This
error would be eliminated merely by rehearsing
the proof at such length that it can be grasped in
a single act of intellectual ‘intuition’. Even if
this was Descartes’ reply, however, it has not
satisfled many of his critics. Indeed, the
Cartesian circle remains a major difficulty for
the whole method of doubt. For if the evil genius
really can deceive me in what I perceive most
clearly and distinctly, then there is no hope of
proving anything that is not self-verifying in the
manner of ‘I exist” and ‘I think’. T must then
remain locked within my own subjective
viewpoint, and deprived of all knowledge of an
objective world. The difficulty is not one for
Descartes only. All philosophical reasoning



relies on principles that can be proved only by
arguments that presuppose them. There is no
point of view outside human reason from which
reason can be judged. The nature of this
difficulty, and the way in which it might be
overcome, became clear only with Kant’s
Critique of Pure Reason.

It is now necessary to return to the parts of
Descartes’ philosophy for which he is chiefly
remembered—his views concerning mind and
matter on the one hand, and intellect and the
senses on the other. It is on account of these
views that we can now see Descartes as a
founding force behind both the prevailing
philosophies of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries:  rationalism and  empiricism.
Descartes’ view of matter is in fact closely
bound up with his epistemology. In a famous
passage of the Meditations he reflects roughly
as follows: consider a lump of wax; it has a
certain shape, size, colour, perfume. In short, it



has certain qualities which I can perceive
through the senses. It is tempting to say,
therefore, that my senses reveal the nature of this
lump of wax and tell me what it really is. But
when I approach it to the fire I find that its
colour, shape, hardness, perfume—in short, all
those qualities in terms of which I might have
sought to describe it and distinguish it from
other things—undergo a change and may even
disappear entirely. And yet it is the same piece
of wax. It follows, Descartes thought, that it
possesses  its  sensible  qualities  only
accidentally—they are not ‘of its nature’ or
‘essential’.

Reflecting on this point Descartes came to the
conclusion that not only are the senses
intrinsically unreliable in discerning the reality
of the physical world, but also that the real
nature of physical objects must consist in
something other than sensible qualities. These
qualities simply constitute the passing mode in



which the true physical essence clothes itself,
and if we are to know that essence then we must
consult, not the senses, but the intellect, which is
alone capable of grasping the essences of things.
What, then, is the essence of physical objects—
what, as Descartes put it, is corporeal substance
or body? The only properties that the wax seems
to have essentially are extension in space,
together with flexibility and changeability. In
other words, material substance consists in
extension (space) together with the various
modes in and through which extension may
change. This conclusion gives us the first
principle of physical science, and Descartes
was further confirmed in it by his reflections on
geometry. These reflections had shown him that
we really do have ‘clear and distinct’
perceptions of all the ideas of extension, and can
reach knowledge of its properties through
reason alone, by a deductive science that makes
no reference to the sensible properties of things.



The argument, which I have very much abridged,
was of considerable historical importance,
being a direct precursor of Locke’s distinction
between primary and secondary qualities (see
chapter 7), and also the clearest statement in
Descartes of the position that was later to be
known as rationalism. Rationalism finds the key
to knowledge, even of °‘sensible’ things, in
rational reflection rather than in empirical
observation. The argument about the wax shows
that the distrust of the senses and the rationalist
doctrine that there are knowable essences are
intimately linked, and that together they go with
a search for a priori principles of enquiry. Such
principles will issue (like the axioms of
geometry) in necessary, universal truths. As we
shall see when we consider the philosophy of
Leibniz, the difficulty for the rationalist is to
explain the nature and possibility of contingent
truths—of propositions which, while true, might
have been false.



But while Descartes was, in this way, the
founder of rationalism, there was another aspect
to his philosophy which approached him more to
later empiricists than to his immediate
rationalist ~ successors.  This was  the
subordination of metaphysics to epistemology.
Two consequences immediately stemmed from
that. First, the conception of the first-person
case as prior; secondly, the so-called Cartesian
theory of the mind.

The priority of the first-person case follows
from the Cartesian method. Descartes begins
from the question ‘How can / know, be certain
of, the things that I claim to know?’ Immediately
his thought is turned inwards, to the contents of
his own mind, and the specific certainties which
attach to them. Although the peculiarity of the
‘cogito’ lies in its self-verifying nature, there
lurks behind it a host of other certainties. These
certainties we might call the certainties of ‘first-
person privilege’. I am able to know what I



think, feel, experience with an authority that is
quite different from any authority that attaches to
my knowledge of another person or thing. In the
case of my own mentality, what is, seems, and
what seems, is. The first-person case appears
therefore to provide a paradigm of certainty, and
from this certainty one may perhaps advance by
degrees to a systematic vision of the world.
While Descartes did not himself develop such a
view of the ‘foundations’ of knowledge—
relying as he did on a rationalistic argument for
the existence of God, the premise of which was
not first-person privilege as such but only the
peculiar logical status of the ‘cogito™—he
provided it with significant impetus. It is to later
empiricism, however, that we must turn in order
to find the view developed to its full.

The phenomenon of first-person privilege—
variously described and explained—Ied directly
to the Cartesian view of the mind. My immediate
certainty of my own mental states is contrasted



with my uncertainty about all corporeal things,
in such a way as to lend support to the
contention that what I am is an immaterial,
substantial being, accidentally and temporarily
connected with the body through which I act. I
am a substance, but not a corporeal substance,
and my privileged awareness of the contents of
my own consciousness is supposed somehow to
be explained by that. Descartes recognised that a
difficulty must arise as to the mode of
connection of mind and body: he proposed
various half-formed and ultimately absurd
hypotheses as to how this mental thing might
interact with bodily substance, and his eminent
failure to produce an explanation prompted
Spinoza to provide a revolutionary account of
how soul and body are related.

The Cartesian theory of mind has seemed
obvious and compelling to philosophers
throughout the centuries. Caricatured by Ryle as
the view of mind as ‘the ghost in the machine’



(and despite Descartes’ claim that he is not
lodged in his body like a pilot in a ship, he said
little or nothing to prevent this caricature from
remaining persuasive), it represents a deep
illusion, generated by almost all epistemological
thought. Epistemology usually assumes that it is
from my own case that my knowledge derives,
and that the certainty of self-awareness is to be
explained only by the peculiar nature of the mind
as an object of its own knowledge. One of the
most impressive features of recent philosophy
has been the demolition of this body of
assumptions, and the consequent destruction of
the dualistic vision of the world.



4 - THE CARTESIAN REVOLUTION

In the last chapter I gave some philosophical
reasons in support of what is now the
commonplace opinion that modern philosophy
begins with Descartes. But there are further
reasons for isolating him as the founder of
philosophy in its modern form, reasons which
are apt to seem more pertinent to the historian of
ideas than to the philosopher.

First, Descartes was not only a philosopher; he
was also a great mathematician and a founder of
modern physics. While it may now be usual
practice to distinguish these subjects, this was
not the common practice of Descartes’ time, nor
would such practice have encouraged the
development of any of them. Descartes belonged
to that post-Reformation world in which, as the
authority of Church and scripture receded, so
did speculation and experiment advance. While
almost all the philosophers and scientists of the



time sincerely believed in the tenets of religion,
they worked independently of its intellectual
constraints, confident that by diligence alone
they would establish the truth about matters
which for centuries had remained in darkness.

It has been said of the scientific revolution of
which Descartes was a part that

since [it] overturned the authority of the science
not only of the Middle Ages but of the ancient
world—since it ended not only in the eclipse of
scholastic philosophy but in the destruction of
Aristotelian physics— it outshines everything
since the rise of Christianity and reduces
the Renaissance and Reformation to the rank of
mere episodes, mere internal displacements,
within the system of mediaeval Christendom.
Sir Herbert Butterfield, Rise of Modern Science, p.
vii.

And it is impossible to doubt now that the
predilection of cultural historians to find the

great divide between medieval and modern at
the Renaissance has obscured and to some extent



misrepresented the true development, not only of
Western philosophy, but of Western thought as a

whole. From ancient times until the mid-
eighteenth century science and philosophy went
hand in hand. For the historian of ideas, it is
impossible to separate the development of
philosophy from that of scientific thought, and,
when taken together, it becomes apparent that
the most significant point in the development of
each occurred, not at the Renaissance, but in the
early seventeenth century, in the intellectual
turmoil that to some extent caused, and to a large
extent was caused by, the thought of Descartes.

Already in the sixteenth century the problems of
scientific method had been vigorously discussed
—mnotably at the University of Padua, where it
was recognised that experiments are of the first
importance in scientific investigation, and also
that experimental results can be fully understood
only by a science of quantity and not by one of
quality. Bacon had attempted to describe the



form of such a science and the logic which
would govern it, and such men as Harvey and
Galileo had exemplified it in their writings and
researches. But Descartes, partly because of his
deep epistemological preoccupations,
introduced with a novel explicitness the
suggestion that there must be fundamental
physical laws, of a kind so general as to provide
the explanation of everything, and yet so abstract
as to be the outcome not of experiment but of a
priori reflection. He enunciated such laws in his
Principles of Philosophy (1644), showing both
their deductive dependence on metaphysics and
their power to generate comprehensive
explanations. Much of the content of the
Principles was influenced by what Descartes
had understood of the work of Galileo (whose
comprehensive attack on the Aristotelian
physics, the Dialogues of the Two Principal
World Systems, was published in 1625-1629).
But Descartes was perhaps the first to give clear



prominence to the law of inertia. This law says
that a body continues at rest or in motion in a
straight line until something intervenes to halt,
slacken or deflect its movement. The law makes
movement into a basic fact of the physical
universe, which may sometimes neither require
nor permit further explanation. It reverses the
traditional physics, which had postulated a
‘mover’ for every movement, believing motion
as such to stand in need of an explanation. By
accepting the law of inertia, and also embedding
it at the heart of what he considered to be a
rigorous, axiomatic system, Descartes changed
the aspect of physical science and prepared the
way for Newton.

However important Descartes’ contribution to
science, he gave only a subordinate role to
experiment, and a far more elevated role than
would now be considered acceptable to
metaphysical speculation. He wished to deduce
the nature of the whole universe from the nature



of God, with each step bound to its predecessor
in an unbreakable chain of ‘geometrical’
reasoning. Everything was to be accounted for
mathematically, either by configuration or by
number, since mathematics gives us the most
complete tabulation of ‘clear and distinct
perceptions’ that we could ever hope to arrive
at. No rival explanation therefore could compete
with it. Any science that started from the mere
evidence of the senses must be inferior in its
conclusions to a science that began from
principles so abstract that their persuasive
power would be apparent to reason alone. It
was not until Newton’s Principia (1687) that it
was definitely established that the geometrical
method could not prove the propositions of
physics, and that it was only through a new, and
previously unthought of, alliance of geometrical
reasoning and experimental method that
significant progress could be made. It is fair to
say, however, that without Descartes Newtonian



physics would have been impossible, and that
since Descartes’ physics was the child of his
philosophy there is a further historical reason
for thinking that the Cartesian philosophy marks
the birth of much that we would recognise as
peculiarly ‘modern’ in the spirit of scientific
investigation.

In philosophy itself the immediate impact of
Descartes was enormous. The lucidity of his
style, his contempt for scholastic technicalities,
the clarity, honesty and unassuming objectivity
of his approach, made it impossible to resist the
appeal of his writings. Many of the greatest
thinkers of the time felt called upon to respond
to Descartes’ Meditations, offering their
objections either directly to the author, or else
indirectly, to the tireless impresario Father
Marin Mersenne (1588-1648), who, with a
humility remarkable in a man of less than total
genius, acted as go-between among the scientists
and philosophers of his age, achieving for the



France of his day what the Royal Society was
later to achieve for England. The objectors
included Thomas Hobbes, Pierre Gassendi and
the young priest Antoine Arnauld (1612-1694),
who put forward the objection referred to in the
previous chapter, arguing that Descartes’ proof
for the existence of God must be circular. The
interest of this objection lies in the suggestion
that a search for method as absolute as
Descartes’ must in the end rely not only upon
‘self-verifying’ truths such as the ‘cogito’, but
also, and more generally, upon some
characteristic of our mental processes whereby
we recognise the intrinsic validity of ideas. The
‘clear and distinct perception’ of Descartes must
itself be immune from Cartesian doubt. If this is
so, then the faculty which governs clear and
distinct perception, the ‘natural light’, of reason,
is our ultimate guarantee of knowledge. It is in
the recognition of this commitment that Cartesian
rationalism is born, out of a sceptical



epistemology that seemed at first to make
rational enquiry as dubious as our other claims
to knowledge.

Arnauld is significant not only as a critic of
Descartes but also as expressing the spirit which
arose, partly in opposition to Cartesian
enlightenment and partly as its natural corollary,
in the philosophy of Jansenism. Cornelius
Jansen (1585-1638) was bishop of Ypres and an
enthusiastic exponent of doctrines which, while
seemingly compatible with the new findings of
science, exalted the act of faith above the
conclusions of reason as our guide to
theological and metaphysical truth. He joined
with the Abbé de Saint-Cyran in founding what
is known as the Port-Royal movement, after the
abbey where its activities were located.
Arnauld was a member of this movement, and
was associated with two decisive thinkers of the
time: the moralist Pierre Nicole (1625-1695)
and the famous mathematician and philosopher,



Blaise Pascal. Together with Nicole, Arnauld
wrote a textbook of logic for the Port-Royal
School, under the title La Logique ou [’art de
penser (1662), usually known as the Port-Royal
logic. This work exemplifies the profundity of
the Cartesian revolution in philosophy, and also
anticipates the difficulties which the Cartesian
‘geometrical method’” was soon to encounter.

Judged from the historical point of view, the
Port-Royal logic is merely one among a
multitude of manuals designed to abbreviate and
restate a discipline that had become too deeply
overlaid by the pernickety squabbles of the
scholastics to recommend itself to the new man
of science. In 1556, Petrus Ramus had published
his Animadversiones Aristotelicae, in which he
claimed to discredit the whole science of logic
as Aristotle had invented and the scholastics
embellished it. By the midseventeenth century
faith in Aristotelianism was so much shaken that
it seemed vital to achieve some rival logic with



which to record and validate the ‘method’ of the
new philosophy. In fact no systematic alternative
to the Aristotelian logic was to emerge until the
nineteenth century, and, despite many attempts
(culminating in some notable ones from
Leibniz), the seventeenth-century logic was less
new than it claimed to be. It served partly to
mask the old Aristotelian theories in Cartesian
jargon. Without Aristotelian logic the rationalist
conception of substance is, after all, scarcely
intelligible; and yet it is this concept which lies
at the heart of the philosophy of Descartes,
Spinoza and Leibniz, surviving, in modified
form, even in the works of Kant.

There are, however, important philosophical
reasons for noticing the Port-Royal logic at this
juncture. First, it represents an attempt to
examine the nature of human reasoning in the
light of the Cartesian theory of ideas.
Traditional logic had spoken of the relations
between judgements or propositions. It was



unclear to Arnauld and Nicole how this logic
bore on those more important relations without
which there could be no such thing as the
Cartesian ‘method’: the relations among ideas.
The Cartesian ‘idea’, seeming to be both
concept and proposition at once, has no claim to
be the true subject matter of logic. As
philosophers came to perceive this, so logic
began again to make the progress which for
centuries had been denied to it.

There are two further respects in which the Port-
Royal logic deserves recognition. First, because
of its quasi-mathematical development of part of
the medieval logic. This development must have
seemed natural to any follower of Descartes, but
it contained the first premonition of modern
formal logic. Secondly, because of its
distinction, again novel at the time but now
considered fundamental to logic, between the
‘comprehension’ and ‘extension’ of a general
term. The word ‘comprehension’ denotes that



which is understood in understanding a term—in
other words, the idea that the term expresses.
The extension of a term, on the other hand, is the
set of things to which it is applied. (Thus the
comprehension of the term ‘man’ is the idea of
manhood, its extension is the class of men.)
Following the nineteenth-century Scottish
philosopher Sir William Hamilton, the
distinction is now often expressed as that
between the intension and the extension of a
term. It was important to Arnauld and Nicole,
since they wished to isolate the former (the
realm of ‘ideas’) as giving the true subject
matter of logic; it is important in modern thought
for the opposite reason, because logicians have
come increasingly to realise that logic is the
science not of the intension, but of the extension
of terms (see chapter 17).

The Port-Royal school projected a manual on
mathematics, and, as a preface to this, Blaise
Pascal (1623-1662) wrote his De [’esprit



géometrique, an investigation into the
philosophy of mathematics designed to display
not just the nature of the ‘geometrical’ method,
but also its limits. Pascal, like Descartes, was a
great mathematician and a deeply religious man.
But his faith, which he acquired by conversion,
took the passionate form characteristic of
Jansenism, according to which the claims of
reason could never suffice as foundations for so
great a thing as religious doctrine. Pascal argued
that the indefinability of terms and the need for
axioms in the ‘geometrical method” showed not
the absolute validity of the ‘clear and distinct
idea’, but rather the imperfection of finite minds,
which must always rest content with
indefinables. Our reason may give us some
guarantee of the methods of the geometer, but it
could never provide the same guarantee for his
axioms.

In the famous Pensées (published posthumously)
Pascal takes further his strictures on the use of



reason, arguing that, since God is hidden from
mortal view, it is futile to attempt to discover
his essence through rational enquiry. ‘We know
truth not only by reason but more by the heart.’
And it is from the heart that we sense the
meaning of life and its divine eschatology.
Pascal stopped short of total scepticism,
believing it to be self-defeating, and qualified
his strictures against rational theology with a
curious argument for the existence of God:
‘Pascal’s wager’. The argument goes roughly as
follows: ‘If God exists He will reward belief in
Him: while if He does not exist, such belief
leads to no harm. Hence the best bet is to
believe in Him.” The argument reflects Pascal’s
concern with the concept of probability; it is
interesting because it offers practical reasons
(rather than theoretical reasons) for an article of
faith, so connecting the logic of religious belief
not with that of science but with that of practice.
This singularly modern idea—which resurges



periodically in later philosophy, for example in
Kant’s conception of the ‘ideas’ of reason, in
Kierkegaard’s notion of the ‘leap’ of faith, in the
neo-Marxist theory ofpraxis and in the
existentialist ~concept of commitment—
possesses less philosophical merit than
rhetorical impact.

For while it is indeed a striking suggestion that
religious belief may be constituted by a form of
voluntary activity, and so be inaccessible to
metaphysical doubt, it seems hard to reconcile
with the obvious fact that the question of the
existence of God is a question about what is
true, and not a question that could be resolved
by mesmerising ourselves into a state of
unfounded belief in Him.

Perhaps the greatest of the many philosophers
who could reasonably be called Cartesian was
Nicolas Malebranche (1638-1715), a priest of
the Oratory who engaged in a vivid and at times



bitter controversy with Arnauld over matters of
theology and metaphysics. Like Pascal,
Malebranche was distinguished by his literary
gifts and produced—in his Dialogues on
Metaphysics (Entretiens sur la métaphysique
et sur la religion, 1688)—some of the finest
philosophical prose since Plato. But he did not
share Pascal’s distrust of metaphysics and
conceded to mysticism only a narrow region of
carefully circumscribed darkness. Malebranche
had thoroughly absorbed the principles and
proofs of the Cartesian philosophy, but, like
many who were convinced that Descartes’
method was both valid and comprehensive, he
remained unsatisfied with the Cartesian picture
of the relation between body and soul.

Descartes’ views of causation are such that
there is a prima facie contradiction between the
thesis that body and soul are (or exemplify)
separate substances, and the thesis that there is
also interaction between them. Malebranche did



not seek to question the Cartesian idea of
substance, although his writings are remarkable
for containing an extended metaphysics from
which that idea could be eliminated without
detriment to the system’s integrity. Instead, he
questioned the theory of causation implicit in
Descartes: the theory that the states of a
substance must be explained in terms of its
essential nature. It seemed to Malebranche that
such a theory could explain neither our ability to
perceive the material world, nor our ability to
act on it. Furthermore (and in this he showed
how much he had let the Cartesian conception of
material substance fall into the background of
his philosophy, replacing it with the more
modern idea of the material object), he even
regarded it as incompatible with the view that
there is causal action between separate bodies,
since it seemed to imply that each body, being
complete in itself, had nothing to gain from or to
impart to its surroundings. Rejecting the view



that bodies have an intrinsic ‘power’ to affect us
and each other as a mere superstition,
Malebranche adopted the theory, already
proposed by the Cartesians du Cordemoy (c.
16051684) and Arnold Geulincx (1624-1669),
of ‘occasionalism’, which he defended with
great vigour. This theory—perhaps the first
developed account of the concept of causation in
modern philosophy—argues that, since the laws
of the universe have their origin in God, it is
God who produces the events that conform to
them. No event produces another of its own
nature. Rather, when one thing occurs, then this
is the occasion for God’s production of that
thing which we know as its ‘effect’. In this
view, there is no special difficulty posed by the
relation between mind and body, since to speak
of interaction between them can only be a
manner of speaking: just as it is only a manner of
speaking to refer to interaction between
anything.



There 1is much more to Malebranche’s
metaphysics than this theory (often wrongly
thought to be, not a general philosophy of
causation, but rather anad hoc apologetic
whereby to reconcile the Cartesian theory of
mind with the obvious). In particular
Malebranche upheld and developed the
Cartesian theory of continuous creation; he
supported the view that science must be rooted
1 na priori metaphysical principles; and he
reaffirmed the distinction between the rationally
conceivable essence and the empirically
perceivable properties of things. But his
influence in these matters was less great than it
might have been. The Cartesian philosophy was
already being eclipsed by the more systematic
work of Spinoza and Leibniz, and by the
powerful attack on rationalism initiated by
Hobbes and given magisterial form in Locke’s
Essay on the Human Understanding.

It is impossible to leave the subject of the



Cartesian revolution without taking a brief
forward glance into that intellectual movement
known to the historian of ideas as the
‘Enlightenment’, and known to philosophers
either as the eighteenth century, or as nothing at
all. By the end of the seventeenth century,
scientific knowledge, and the Cartesian clarity
of expression, had become universal properties
of the educated class; and a new literature began
to arise, encyclopaedic in its aims,
antiauthoritarian in its preconceptions and
outspoken in its style (see especially Pierre
Bayle (1647-1706): Dictionnaire historique et
critique, 1696). Culminating in the writings of
Voltaire, Diderot and d’Alembert, this
movement has gained international status in the
eyes of the intellectual historian. But it remains
decidedly French in its tone and manners. Clear,
elegant, haughty and ironical, the ‘philosophes’,
as they came to be known, stand at the end of a
century in which intellectual, political and moral



revolutions had upset the authority of Church
and State, and humbled in their eyes all mortals
whose pretensions to eminence could be backed
neither by reason nor by experiment. Most of the
philosophes had their intellectual roots in
Cartesian scepticism; but by now this
scepticism, separated from the intellectual
accomplishment of the metaphysics which
stemmed from it, had become a literary device,
a means to sustain a detached attitude of rational
unbelief, while treating of matters that could
allow neither systematic development nor the
easy extraction of a moral.

The philosophes and the figures of the literary
Enlightenment, authors of literary masterpieces
as diverse as Voltaire’s Le Siecle de Louis XIV
and Diderot’s Le Neveu de Rameau, would not
have existed but for the decades of Cartesian
metaphysics which cleared the intellectual air
for them. Nevertheless, they play an insignificant
part in the history of philosophy, neither adding



to nor subtracting from the metaphysical ideas
which their urbane scepticism made it more
agreeable to them to ridicule than to understand.
No doubt it is a further tribute to Descartes that
his method should transmute itself into so many
literary forms. But the history of philosophy
proceeded independently, returning to the legacy
of Descartes with a spirit which he would have
recognised, but which was not his own.



5-SPINOZA

Benedict de (Baruch) Spinoza (1632-1677), like
Descartes and Leibniz, was a philosopher
immersed in mathematical and scientific
investigation. The greatest single influence on
his thought was Descartes; he corresponded
with men of science, such as Oldenburg
(secretary to the newly formed Royal Society)
and Boyle, and became an acknowledged expert
in the science of optics, making his living
(according to some accounts) as a lens-grinder.
He was educated at the Jewish College in
Amsterdam, to which city his Jewish parents
had come from Portugal to escape persecution.
Excommunicated from the synagogue for his
sceptical beliefs, he settled among a group of
enlightened Christians, who had formed a
philosophical circle of which he soon became
the leader. Then, leaving Amsterdam, he lived a
secluded unworldly existence, refused offers of



money and academic distinctions, and even
withheld his great Ethics from the press, as
much from love of truth and intellectual
independence as from any fear of the censor. He
died of consumption, leaving his major work
unpublished.

Spinoza’s philosophy rests on two principles.
First, a rationalist theory of knowledge,
according to which what is ‘adequately’
conceived is for that reason true; secondly, a
notion of substance, inherited through Descartes
from the Aristotelian tradition of which
Descartes himself was the unwilling heir. From
the standpoint of metaphysics it is perhaps
Spinoza’s greatest distinction that he examined
this notion of substance, and refused to let it go
until he had extracted from it every particle of
philosophical meaning.

Like Descartes, Spinoza sought for what is
certain, and regarded the pursuit of certainty as



providing the only guarantee of human
knowledge. However, unlike Descartes, he did
not seek to found his system in the single
indubitable premise of the ‘cogito’. The
proposition ‘I think’ has two features which
rendered it useless to Spinoza. First, it
expresses a merely contingent truth, whereas for
Spinoza all certainty must ultimately be founded
in necessities. Secondly, it contains an
ineliminable reference to the first person, while
for Spinoza access to philosophical truth comes
only when we rise above preoccupation with
our own limited experience and mentality, and
learn to see things from the impartial point of
view of the rational observer to whom things
appear ‘under the aspect of eternity’ (sub specie
aeternitatis).

The geometrical method

Spinoza took as his model of objective rational
enquiry the geometry of FEuclid. This, he



believed, began from axioms, the truth of which
could be seen to be necessary, and from
definitions which clarified the concepts used to
formulate them. Furthermore it advanced by
indubitable logical steps to theorems which, by
virtue of the deductive method, must be as
certain and free from error as the axioms from
which they were derived. In setting up the
geometrical method as his philosophical ideal,
Spinoza  expressly laid aside ordinary
conceptions and everyday language. He argued
that his definitions were not arbitrary plays on
words, but the instruments whereby certain
antecedent ideas may be formulated in a
language more precise than that made available
by the vernacular.

One of the few works published in his lifetime
was The Principles of Cartesian Philosophy
(1663), in which he tried to lay down all the
fundamental axioms to which Descartes’
metaphysics could be reduced, and then to



deduce from those axioms the actual content of
Descartes’ philosophy. The work is a brilliant
summary, and of great interest in being written
from outside the artificial standpoint of
Descartes’ Meditations, in which metaphysical
doubt is cured only by the invocation of a highly
specific contingent premise. But the principal
exemplification of Spinoza’s geometric method
is in the Ethics, where Spinoza’s own
philosophy is set out in axiomatic form.
Beginning from what he took to be correct
definitions of notions indispensable to the
description of reality, Spinoza attempted to
prove not only propositions of a metaphysical
system as ambitious as any since Plato, but also
the precepts of rational conduct and the
description of our moral and emotional nature.
His system moves with equal geometrical rigour
towards the proposition that ‘a substance is
prior in nature to its modifications’ and towards
the proposition that ‘there cannot be too much



merriment, but it is always good; but on the
other hand melancholy is always bad.” (The
proof of this second proposition involves, when
traced back to original axioms, something like a
hundred separate steps; it looks less
inaccessible to rational thought when placed
beside Spinoza’s view that merriment can be
‘more easily conceived than observed’.)

Substance

The Cartesian notion of substance, appealing
though it was on logical, scientific and
metaphysical grounds, gave rise to problems that
steadily increased in significance as their depth
was perceived. What is the relation between
substance construed as individual and substance
construed as matter or stuff? How many
substances are there? How, if at all, can we
explain their interaction? If they can sustain
themselves in existence, why do we need an
explanation of their origin? Descartes and the



Cartesians gave various answers to those
questions, none of them felt to be satisfactory.
Spinoza was quick to observe that the concept of
substance is, nevertheless, the cornerstone of
Cartesian metaphysics. Hence each of those
questions must be answered unequivocally and
consistently if the metaphysical structure is to
stand up to philosophical examination. If
metaphysics collapses, then, Spinoza believed
(and in this he was at one with all rationalist
thinkers), so does the possibility of science.

In the Principles Descartes had touched on the
problems posed by the concept of substance and
made a distinction between the ‘principal
attribute’ of a substance (the attribute which
constitutes its nature, as extension is the nature
of physical things and thought the nature of
mind) and its ‘modifications’ or ‘modes’—the
properties in respect of which it can change
without ceasing to be what it is. He also noted
an ambiguity in the term ‘substance’, which



might be used in a wide sense, to denote any
individual object, or in a restricted sense, to
refer to that which depends upon nothing outside
itself for its existence. In this restricted sense, he
argued, only God is a substance.

It is this restricted idea of substance that
provides the cornerstone of Spinoza’s
metaphysics. A substance, he writes, is ‘in itself
and conceived through itself’, or is ‘that the
conception of which does not depend upon the
conception of another thing from which it must
be formed’. A substance must be intelligible
apart from all relations with other things. Hence
a substance cannot enter into relations and, in
particular, can be neither the cause nor the effect
of anything outside itself. To the extent that a
thing is caused, it must be explained in terms of,
and therefore ‘conceived through’, other things.
A substance therefore cannot be produced by
anything else: it is its own cause (causa sui)—
which means, according to Spinoza’s definition,



that its essence involves existence.

Spinoza, evidently influenced by Descartes,
distinguishes the attributes of a substance from
its modes. An attribute is that which ‘the
intellect perceives as constituting the essence of
a substance’, whereas a mode is that which is
‘in something else’ through which it must be
conceived. The word ‘in’ here creates
difficulties, but here is an analogy: a group of
people join to form a club which then does
things, owns things, organises things. When I say
that the club bought a house, I really mean that
the members of the club did various things, with
a specific legal result. But none of the members
bought a house. Hence it looks as though the
club is an independent entity, existing over and
above the people who compose it. In fact,
however, it is entirely dependent for its
existence and nature on the activities of its
members. The club is ‘in’ the members, in
Spinoza’s sense. And when x is ‘in’ ), x can be



understood fully only through y. Another way to
put the point is: y is ‘prior to’ X, since we cannot
understand x without a prior conception of y. In
this sense, ‘a substance is prior in nature to its
modes’.

The first part of the Ethics is devoted to God,
defined as ‘a substance consisting of infinite
attributes, each one of which expresses an
eternal and infinite essence’. Spinoza follows
Descartes in giving a version of the ontological
argument. However, the proof has an interesting
twist to it. Spinoza believes that all substances
exist necessarily, since ‘it belongs to the nature
of substance to exist’. But he also argues that
‘there cannot be two or more substances with
the same nature or attribute’; in other words,
substances cannot share attributes. Since God
possesses all attributes, therefore, there can be
no other substance besides God. Everything that
exists is ‘in’ God.



God has ‘infinite attributes’. Extension is an
attribute, since we perceive it as constituting the
essence of the corporeal world: there is nothing
more basic than extension to which the
explanation of corporeal things could be
referred. We have full (or, as Spinoza puts it,
‘adequate’) knowledge of the nature of extension
through the science of geometry, and the
existence of this systematic science of necessary
truths is further proof that the idea of extension
delivers God’s essential nature to our intellect.

Monism

Extension is an attribute of God, and like all the
attributes of God it is infinite in quantity (which
means, to put it crudely, that space has no
boundaries, a proposition for which Spinoza
provides an independent proof). It remains to
examine what other attributes God might have.
The other candidate bequeathed by Cartesian
philosophy was thought, which Descartes put



forward as the essential characteristic of mind.
Spinoza argued that this too must be an attribute
of the single divine substance, since it can be
conceived in itself and there is nothing beyond
itself by reference to which we must conceive or
explain it. It has modifications— specific
thoughts, images and agglomerations of the same
—just as extension has its modifications. But in
the rational explanation of these it is to thought
alone that we need refer; having referred to
thought, we do not need to go beyond it to some
more basic attribute through which thought itself
must be conceived. This explains why the
properties of thought are pellucid to us (although
it is clear on reflection that thought and
extension are pellucid in a different way and for
different reasons). Thought, therefore, is another
attribute of the divine substance.

While there are of necessity infinitely many such
attributes, to finite beings only finite knowledge
is available. Thus we can conceive God through



the attribute of extension and through that of
thought, while other manners of conception lie
outside our intellectual capacity. In so far as the
world is knowable to us, therefore, it consists of
one thing, seen under two aspects, which
correspond to its two knowable attributes. It can
be seen either under the aspect of thought, in
which case we call it God, or under that of
extension, in which case we call it Nature. God
or Nature (Deus sive Natura) is the single
existing thing which exists of necessity and,
being cause of itself, persists through all
eternity. Thought and extension are not mere
properties of God: they each constitute God’s
essence, and each therefore present to the
intellect a full and adequate idea of what God is.

It is of course extremely puzzling to imagine in
this way one thing with more than one essence:
the concept of an ‘attribute’ only seems
intelligible when construed epistemologically,
as a reference to the two possible ways of



knowing God; the alternative, ontological,
conception, which attributes two separate
essences to God, is extremely difficult to
understand. But Spinoza definitely meant us to
construe his theory ontologically, believing that
only then will the full intellectual consequences
contained in the concept of substance be
understood. Only then could it be seen that the
very same ontological argument that shows the
existence of a substance, explains also the
existence of thought and of extended matter.
There ceases to be a distinction between
creation and the creator, and the greatest
theological problem therefore dissolves.
Likewise there ceases to be a real distinction
between mind and matter: so the greatest
metaphysical problem also dissolves. Mind,
matter, creation, creator—all these are simply
names of the same eternal self-sustaining thing.

Mind and its place in nature



The theory of the attributes was partly intended
by Spinoza to solve an outstanding question
raised by Descartes’ philosophy of mind. If the
mind is, or belongs to, a separate substance from
that of the body, then how do mind and body
interact? What mechanism can join two
substances, so that changes in the one are
explained by changes in the other? On Spinoza’s
reading of ‘substance’ the suggestion is a
nonsense, and his reading, he thought, is the only
consistent one.

Spinoza’s solution to the problem of mind and
body is ingenious, although hard to understand in
its entirety. The mind and the body are one and
the same thing, which is conceived now under
the attribute of thought, now under the attribute
of extension.” The theory of the attributes
implies not only that the one substance can be
known in two ways, but that the same two ways
of knowing apply also to the modes of that
substance. The mind is a finite mode of the



infinite substance conceived as thought; the body
is a finite mode of the infinite substance
conceived as extension—and these two finite
modes are in fact one and the same. Spinoza
summarises the theory by saying that the mind is
the idea of the body.

However, when we describe a mode of thinking
(an idea), we situate it in the total system of
ideas (which is God, conceived under the
attribute of thought). No explanation of an idea
can be formulated, except in terms of other
ideas. Similarly, when we describe a mode of
extension, we situate it in the system of physical
things, and explain it accordingly, through the
attribute of extension. Mind and body are one
thing; but they are conceptualised under rival
and incommensurable systems. Hence, while we
can assert in the abstract that they are identical,
we can never explain a physical process in
terms of a mental one, or a mental process in
terms of a physical. This combination of



doctrines has proved immensely puzzling to
Spinoza’s commentators. On the one hand, he is
a monist, believing that there is only one
ultimate reality, of which everything is a mode;
on the other hand, he admits a kind of dualism
into his system, reaffirming the separateness of
mind and body in the very act of denying it.

Perhaps the best way to grasp what Spinoza is
saying is through a somewhat distant analogy.
When I look at a picture I see physical objects:
patches of pigment smeared on a canvas. And |
can describe these objects so thoroughly as to
account for the entire picture. In doing so, I do
not mention the other thing that I see: a stag hunt
passing before a country house. This too I could
describe so thoroughly as to give a complete
account of the picture. But the two accounts are
incommensurable: I cannot cross from one to the
other in midstream, so to speak. I cannot
describe the lead hound as frantically pursuing a
patch of ochre, or the area of chrome yellow



fused with oxydised linseed oil as resting on the
huntsman’s knee. In some such way, Spinoza is
saying, the complete description of the body
describes the very same thing as the complete
description of the mind; but to explain mental
states in terms of physical causes is to cross in
midstream to another and incommensurate

language.
Persons and things

What, then, are we? To say that we are modes
of the divine substance is not to say enough, for,
as Spinoza realised, this does not yet grant to us
our individuality. In particular, it does not settle
the important question of how we can come to
consider ourselves as things, even though, in the
nature of the case, we cannot be substances.
Thus Spinoza, having argued that there can be
only one substance, attempted to reconcile this
doctrine with the view that there is a potentially
indefinite number of things. He did this by



reversing Descartes’ argument about the wax.

The wax, it will be remembered, seemed not to
possess any essential unity or identity beyond
that of the stuff out of which it was composed. It
could be broken up, melted, transformed in
respect of every one of its properties except
those which pertained to matter as such. Its
individuality counted for nothing in comparison
with its constitution. By contrast, Spinoza
observes, there are certain modifications of
fundamental substance which have a kind of
innate resistance to changes of the kind
undergone by Descartes’ lump of wax. Things
resist damage, fracture and so on, or perhaps, if
injured, they restore themselves out of their own
inherent principle of existence. They endeavour,
as Spinoza puts it, to persist in their own being.
This  endeavour (conatus) constitutes their
essence, in so far as it makes sense to attribute
essence to something that has neither the
completeness nor the self-sufficiency of a



genuine substance.

The obvious examples of these partial
substances or individual things are organisms;
and in describing their identity in terms of a
conatus Spinoza was in effect reviving a
concept from Aristotelian biology. Organisms
seem to have more conatus than inanimate
things: they avoid injury, resist it, restore
themselves when it is inflicted. This is why we
are ready to attribute to them an individuality
that we are not always willing to attribute to
inanimate objects. We speak of a tree, a bird, a
man; but only of a /lump of wax, a heap of snow,
a pool of water; thus identifying the first as
individuals, the second only as quantities of
some independently describable stuff.

In the case of persons we are also able to know
this ‘conatus’ not only under the aspect of
physical cohesion such as characterises all
organic-life, but also under the aspect of thought.



Under this aspect conatus appears as desire, or
rather (since human beings have adequate
knowledge of mentality) as desire accompanied
by its own idea: what we might call self-
conscious desire. It is this which (judged from
the mental standpoint) constitutes our striving,
and the satisfaction of which therefore
constitutes our good.

Knowledge

Spinoza’s theory of knowledge is an extension
and refinement of the Cartesian theory of clear
and distinct perception. For every idea there is
a nideatum—an object conceived under the
attribute of extension which exactly corresponds
to the idea in the system of the world. Every
idea is ‘of’ its ideatum, and therefore every idea
possesses what Spinoza calls the ‘extrinsic’
mark of truth, namely an exact and necessary
correspondence  to its ideatum. Error is
possible, however, since many ideas fail to



possess the ‘intrinsic’ mark of truth, which is
present only in ‘adequate’ ideas. Although the
term ‘adequate’ comes from Descartes, it
effectively replaces the notion of a ‘clear and
distinct perception’, as Descartes had discussed
this.

Every adequate idea is self-evident to the one
who grasps it, and ‘falsity consists in privation
of knowledge, resulting from inadequate or
mutilated and confused ideas’. A prime example
of this inadequacy is sensory perception. My
image of the sun, for example, is of a small red
disc resting on the horizon: and if I trusted
sense-perception alone, I should be led into
false conceptions, believing that the sun itself is
the ideatum of this image, when in fact its
ideatum is a process in me— something going
on in my eye or brain.

Knowledge gained through sense-perception is
assigned, in the Ethics, to the lowest of three



levels of cognition: the level that Spinoza calls
imagination or opinion. Such cognition can
never reach adequacy, since the ideas of
imagination do not come to us in their intrinsic
logical order, but in the order of our bodily
processes. By the accumulation of confused
ideas we can arrive at a grasp of what is
common to them—a ‘universal notion’, such as
we have of man, tree or dog. But these are not in
themselves adequate ideas, even if they
constitute the meaning of our everyday general
terms.

The second level of cognition, exemplified by
science and mathematics, comes from the
attempt to gain a full (adequate) conception of
essences. This involves adequate ideas and
‘common notions’, since ‘those things which are
common to all and which are equally in a part
and in the whole can only be conceived
adequately’. To return to our example: not being
part of my body, the sun cannot be adequately



known through modifications of my body, but
only through the science— astronomy—that
aims to provide an adequate idea of the
heavenly bodies. This science will begin from
geometry, which is the science of extension; but
it will also employ such common notions as
those of ‘motion and rest’.

The third level of cognition is intuition, or
scientia intuitiva. ‘This kind of cognition
proceeds from an adequate idea of the formal
essence of certain attributes of God to the
adequate knowledge of the essence of things.’

Spinoza seems to mean by intuition the
comprehensive understanding of the truth of a
proposition that is granted to the person who
grasps it, together with a valid proof of it from
self-evident premises, in a single mental act.

‘Cognition of the first kind is the only cause of
falsity... while cognition of the second and third
kinds is necessarily true.” From our point of



view, therefore, the truth of an idea consists in,
and is understood through, its logical connection
to the system of adequate ideas. The advance of
knowledge consists in the replacement of
confused and inadequate ideas by adequate
conceptions, until, at the limit, all that we think
follows inexorably from a self-evident
conception of the nature of God.

Every idea is a mental glimpse of a physical
process, and conversely every physical process
is no more than an extended embodiment of an
idea. It follows that ‘the order and connection of
ideas is the same as the order and connection of
things’. This proposition encapsulates a
thoroughgoing rationalism. The relation between
ideas, when considered purely from the aspect
of thought, is a relation of logic: one idea
follows from or provides a logical ground for
another. And the only way in which an idea can
give a satisfactory explanation of another idea is
through such logical relations. We can explain



the conclusion of a proof only by showing its
logical relation to the premises. And that
relation is one of necessity.

Likewise the order of things is an order which
allows for explanation. In Spinoza’s view
everything that happens, since it stems from the
same ineluctable nature of the single divine
substance, happens not by chance but by
necessity. So the order of things must exhibit that
necessity. We show why one event happens in
nature by showing it to be a necessary
consequence of all that preceded it. And the
necessity here, which compels the sequence of
nature, is exactly the same as the necessity
explored in a mathematical proof. Indeed, if we
saw all nature adequately, so that we conceived
it not only under the aspect of extension but also
under the aspect of thought, then it would appear
to us exactly like a mathematical proof. Physical
events, seen as their corresponding ideas, would
be seen to follow from each other as ideas in a



mathematical sequence.

Adequate knowledge of physical things comes
about because we can have ideas of what is
common to all physical processes. These
common notions will reflect the universal
properties of extension; hence, whatever they
indicate by way of logical implications will
correspond accurately to reality, since nothing in
the physical world will originate in those
universal properties except in accordance with
the logical sequences of ideas which our
common notions generate. It is the mark of such
adequate ideas that, as soon as presented, they
are grasped and adopted with certainty, like the
clear and distinct ideas of Descartes. The
certainty here is nothing but the reflection of the
fact that we are so constituted that we cannot
think otherwise. To be differently constituted is
to be possessed of a nature that does not
correspond to the common notions. But, ex
hypothesi, these common notions are common



because they reflect what is universal and
necessary in nature. It is by abstract reasoning
concerning these notions that an accurate
understanding of the essence of things is
obtained.

Freedom

The theory just sketched has a powerful, and to
many unacceptable, consequence. It turns out
that there is as little freedom in the world of
physical things as in the world of ideas: an
effect follows from its cause with all the
necessity of a mathematical theorem. Moreover,
every human action arises out of the same
unbroken chain of causal necessity as do the
movements of the planets, the falling of trees,
and the steady flow of rivers. Spinoza’s
determinism is in fact totally rigid, and can be
seen as a consequence not of some one or other
dispensable metaphysical doctrine, but of the
very conception of philosophy from which he



began. Once we grant the conception of God as
causa sui, together, with the rationalist premise
that there must be an explanation of everything,
we are compelled to accept the view that the
explanation of every event must refer back to
God. For to find an explanation is to find a
cause, and the cause of anything must lie either
in it or outside it. If the cause lies in it, then the
thing is causa sui, and therefore is itself God
and identical with the whole of things. If the
cause lies outside it, then it must lie in
something else which in its turn must have a
cause. Suppose that some given event might
have been other than it is. It could have been
otherwise only if it had been preceded by a
chain of causes different from those which in
fact occurred; and this would have been
possible only if the first cause had itself been
different. But that first cause, God, is causa sui,
and therefore has all its properties by necessity.
Therefore it could not be other than it is. Hence



the supposition that anything might have been
otherwise is absurd.

Spinoza writes

the order of concatenation of things is a single
order, whether Nature is conceived under one or
the other attribute; it follows therefore that the
order of the action and passions of our body is
simultaneous in nature with the order of the
actions and passions of the mind... Now all these
things clearly show that the decision of the mind,
together with the appetite and determination of
the body, are simultaneous in nature, or rather
that they are one and the same thing, which,
when it is considered under the attribute of
thought and explained in terms of it, we call
decision, and when considered under the attribute
of extension, and deduced from the laws of
motion and rest, we call causation.

Thus Spinoza’s solution of the problem
concerning the relation between mind and body
(namely that they are simply one and the same
thing), while it overcomes all the difficulties
concerning interaction which had bothered the



Cartesians, has the inescapable consequence that
there is no human freedom. Human beings are
part of Nature, and the causal order of Nature is
as rigid and unbreakable as the logical order of
ideas. The unfolding of events in Nature
proceeds with the ineluctability of a
mathematical proof pursued by an omniscient
mind. What then does human freedom amount to,
when the origins of every human act are
contained incipiently in the primeval idea of
God or Nature just as are the origins of every
occurrence?

It is in addressing himself to this question that
Spinoza developed the part of his philosophy for
which he has ever since been most admired, the
theory of human freedom, and the associated
analysis of the passions.

Emotion

As its title implies, the Ethics was not designed
merely as a treatise on metaphysics with various



moral asides. On the contrary it was designed to
treat of the moral life in terms which, while they
gained their validity from a sound metaphysical
base and implied no confusion concerning
Nature or God, were sufficiently definite to
entail an account of the place of man in the
natural world. This account would in its turn be
adequate to found a true system of moral
behaviour. Given his premises, Spinoza was
more or less successful in this enterprise. The
fact is the more surprising in that his moral
views were by no means the received platitudes
of the day, nor in any way predictable from the
literature of the Christian and Jewish moralists
who had been the overseers of his life and
education. Not only did Spinoza argue that pity
is ‘bad and useless’, and that ‘self-complacency
is the greatest good that we can expect’; he also
poured scorn on the resentment of the poor and
ungifted, and recommended humility and
repentance only to those unable to live



according to the dictates of reason. The
necessary bridge from the uncompromising
determinism of the metaphysics towards this
almost Nietzschean moral vision lies in the
philosophy of the emotions.

Although Descartes had written a treatise on the
‘passions’, it is fair to say that Spinoza was the
first great philosopher since Aquinas to attempt
to explore human passions systematically, in full
consciousness that man’s place in nature could
not otherwise be described. It is from his theory
of the passions that Spinoza derived his idea of
freedom. God is free in that he is self-
determining. But human beings cannot be free in
that sense (a sense which can, logically, apply
only to substance). What, then, does the
distinction between freedom and unfreedom
amount to? Spinoza recognised that the
distinction between the free and the unfree must
be expressed in other terms than that of the
distinction (imaginary for Spinoza) between the



caused and the uncaused. In this he has been
followed by many more recent philosophers.
The first step in reconstructing the distinction
between the free and the unfree lay in his theory
of the passions.

In some respects Spinoza’s theory of the
emotions shows similarities to the far sketchier
and less imaginative theory propounded by his
empiricist predecessor Hobbes. In particular, he
took after Hobbes in supposing the various
human emotions to be definable in terms of a
relatively simple number of mental states,
together with a specification of the content of the
thoughts and desires peculiar to each individual
passion. Thus Hobbes had defined fear as
‘aversion, with opinion of hurt from its object’
(Leviathan, 1, vi). Hobbes thought he could
specify the range of the emotions in terms of the
specific beliefs and desires characteristic of
each of them, although he was very unclear as to
how those beliefs and desires are united.



In similar fashion Spinoza attempted to define
emotions in terms of desire, pleasure and pain
(for which he in turn offered definitions), and
certain characteristic causes. These causes were
so explained by Spinoza as to involve the
concept of mentality. They involved particular
conceptions of the world, and these define not
just the causes but also the objects of the
emotions. (The distinction here, between object
and cause, is made clear by an example: I am
afraid of what will happen at my meeting with
the Chairman; what has caused my fear is
thoughts about the Chairman’s past behaviour.
The object here (my meeting with the Chairman)
lies in the future and so cannot be the cause.
This distinction between object and cause, vital
to the theory of the emotions, was made with
finesse by Aquinas, but not by Spinoza whose
theory of the mind nevertheless brought it about
that the oversight was cancelled out in the
general account of the emotional life which



followed from his premises.) It may seem odd
that phenomena seemingly as arbitrary and
fluctuating as the human passions could be
treated by the geometrical method, so that
conclusions concerning the nature of grief,
remorse and jealousy could be seen to follow
from the definitions and axioms of an
incontrovertible metaphysics. But Spinoza, who
in this, as in many respects, was close to
medieval thought, was dissatisfied with
conventional —assumptions concerning the
disorderliness of this material, and believed that
many assertions about the emotional life which
might appear to be the fruits of prolonged and
fallible observation, were in fact demonstrably
necessary. In thus reopening the field of the
emotions to philosophical thought he became a
principal guide to those later philosophers who
have sought to understand them. There are many
philosophers who would agree with Spinoza,
for example, that we cannot hate a thing which



we pity, or that no one envies the virtue of
anyone save his equal; and who would agree
with him, too, in seeing these propositions as
necessary truths, to be established not by
empirical investigation but by philosophical
argument. In his definitions of the individual
emotions and his drawing of such conclusions
from them, Spinoza’s most lasting contribution
to philosophy was made.

Activity and passivity

The essence of all emotion, for Spinoza, is
passion. To the extent that he reacts to the world
in an emotional way, a person is held to be
passive towards it. Emotion is something
suffered. The next step in Spinoza’s theory of
freedom was to try to show an identity between
suffering passion and being the victim of an
external cause. A person is passive to the extent
that his actions have their origin outside him. He
is active to the extent that they have their origin



within him. Now of course it follows from the
metaphysics that, literally speaking, every action
originates outside the agent, in God. But there is
a matter of degree here. Just as the doctrine of
conatus allows us to postulate indefinitely many
quasi-individuals in a world which, literally
speaking, contains only one individual, so does
it enable us to speak of the greater or lesser
degree to which the causes of an action are
contained within the body of the agent and
therefore within his mind. Passivity is therefore
a matter of degree.

The next step is to argue, from the premise that
to every physical event in the body there is a
mental event that constitutes its idea, to the
conclusion that the more active a person is, the
more his mind contains adequate ideas of the
causes of his action. A person is more active in
respect of his behaviour the more his
consciousness contains an adequate idea of the
behaviour and its cause. To have a completely



adequate idea of the cause is to see it in relation
to its own cause and so on, to the point of
grasping the full necessity of the system of
which the causes form a part. Spinoza further
argues that this ever-increasing understanding of
the causes of our action is the only legitimate
concept of human freedom that we can postulate.
Freedom is not freedom from necessity, but the
consciousness of necessity.

Now an emotion, since it already involves an
obscure perception of reality, can be refined, as
it were, from the passive to the active, as that
perception is improved. To the extent that this
refinement occurs—to the extent, as we might
put it, that the object of a feeling is more clearly
and completely understood—to that extent does
the emotion pass from passion to action, from
something suffered to something done. The free
man is the man who thus gains mastery over his
emotions, transforming them into accurate
conceptions of the world which he thereby



dominates. The change from passivity to activity
is precisely what we mean by pleasure, and the
reverse what we mean by pain.

It is a small step from there to the conclusion
that only the free man is truly happy, and that his
freedom and his reason are one and the same.
From these noble ideas Spinoza then unfolds his
moral system, one aspect of which here
deserves mention.

The intellectual love of God

Spinoza’s final moral vision has an Aristotelian
and a Platonic aspect. Like the philosophers of
the Platonic tradition, Spinoza wishes to locate
the final wisdom and happiness of humans in the
intellectual love of God (the love which informs
the blessed souls of Dante’s Paradise). And he
thinks he can make clear what this love consists
in. To the extent that we understand something
we obtain pleasure from it, and to the extent that
such pleasure is pure—unmingled with confused



ideas—to that extent does it constitute love.
Now, understanding the universe in its totality
cannot produce confused ideas, since the idea of
the universe in its totality is the idea of God,
which, to the extent that we grasp it, is adequate
in us. The attempt to understand reality through
that idea necessarily leads us to the love of
reality; in other words to the love of God. But
this love is active and intellectual, not passive
and emotional; in acquiring it we come to
participate in the divine nature. We see the
world in its fullness, under the idea of God, and
not in partial, confused or passive form. Seeing
things thus, we see them, as Spinoza puts it,
‘under the aspect of eternity’. Eternity means,
not endless time, but timelessness. We see the
world as an entity which endures because it has
no duration, which is infinite because it has no
parts, and in which we participate because in it
we are dissolved. Seeing the world thus is to
see God. Other ways of representing God—as



the personal, anthropomorphic, passionate
creature of established religion—might be
useful in encouraging moral sentiments among
the ignorant, bringing as they do the ideas of
divine retribution and reward; but they are
insignificant to the philosophical mind.
Moreover the moral life of the enlightened has
no need of anthropomorphic religion. Seeing
things sub specie aeternitatis, they recognise
that happiness, freedom and virtue are one and
the same, and therefore that virtue is strictly its
own reward.

Conclusion

Spinoza’s vision, as it emerges in the Ethics, is
thus one of sublime impersonality. We are happy
to the extent that we share in the objective vision
which is God’s (the vision of the world sub
specie aeternitatis). The first-person viewpoint
of Descartes has been lost entirely. The ‘cogito’
appears only dimly reflected (in one of the



incidental propositions of Part I); it plays no
role in the wvalidation of the system, and
inevitably gives way to the third-personal vision
towards which the Ethics tends. This loss of
epistemological  doubt, and consequent
abandonment of first-personal privilege as the
basis of philosophy, is characteristic of post-
Cartesian metaphysics, and the origin of the
more powerful of the critiques which were to
destroy it. In Spinoza, we see the most
adventurous development possible of the ideas
of God and substance as the medievals had
expounded them. With rare intellectual honesty,
he worked out what he considered to be the
inevitable logical consequences of those
concepts, at the same time arguing for their
indispensability. The result was a complete
description of humanity, of nature, of the world
and of God. The weak point of the philosophy
lay not in its conclusions, but in its premises,
and in particular in that fatal idea of substance



which Spinoza had thought he both needed and
could make intelligible.



6 - LEIBNIZ

Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz (1646-1716)
shared with Newton the discovery of the
calculus, and contributed the concept of kinetic
energy to mechanics. He was accomplished in
history, law, chemistry, geology and mechanics,
made many incidental scientific discoveries of
importance, was a tireless politician and
courtier, founded the Academy of Berlin, wrote
fluently in French, German and Latin,
corresponded with every man of genius from
whom he could learn, and produced a
philosophical system of astonishing power and
originality, which provided the basis of German
academic philosophy throughout the century
following his death. Embedded in this system
are the foundations of a new logic, and, with the
discoveries of modern logic, interest in the
thought of Leibniz has been reawakened. But so
fertile was his mind, and so prodigious his



output, that even now many of his writings are
unpublished, and few scholars can claim
familiarity with every aspect of his thought.

Leibniz published little during his lifetime, and
his philosophical masterpiece—the
Monadology—is such a triumph of succinct
expression that, fully to interpret it, one must
look to many other works and to his
correspondence, in order to know the detailed
arguments which underlie its conclusions.
Among the most important of these works are the
Discourse on Metaphysics, The New Essays on
the Human Understanding (written partly in
answer to certain theories of the empiricist
Locke), The Theodicy* and the correspondence
with Arnauld, Clarke, de Volder and Des
Bosses.

Interpretation of Leibniz is made doubly difficult
by the fact that he changed his mind about
certain of his most influential ideas during the



course of his lifetime, while remaining
obstinately attached to them and unable overtly
to reject them. Thus the picture to be obtained
from reading the earlier works—such as the
Discourse on Metaphysics—is different from
that obtained from the mature Monadology, or
the posthumous New Essays. In this brief
summary, [ shall tend more in the direction of
the later Leibniz, while drawing on the earlier
writings wherever these seem to be illuminating,

Substances and individuals

Spinoza’s thesis that all apparent individuals are
merely ‘modes’ of the one substance is
inherently paradoxical. For the distinction
between substance and mode derives in part
from the ancient attempt to distinguish
individuals from their properties. Spinoza seems
to have abolished individuals from his world-
view, reducing them to properties of something
that is neither individual nor universal but a



strange metaphysical hybrid: a universal with a
single instance. Leibniz’s philosophy arose from
the attempt to provide a concept of the
individual substance, and to use it to describe a
plural universe—indeed, a universe in which
there is not one substance but infinitely many.

Spinoza argues for human immortality; but he
concludes that we survive only in part,
dispersed in the infinite mind of God. Leibniz
also believed in immortality; but immortality
would be worthless, he thought, if it did not
involve the survival of the soul. And the soul is
an individual, something which is numerically
the same at one time as it was or will be at other
times. But what exactly is an individual? What
is the distinction between the individual and its
properties, and what do we mean by saying that
this individual is identical with the one I saw
last week? These are the deep and difficult
questions that Leibniz placed on the agenda of
modern philosophy.



Monads

Every entity is either composite or simple, and
simple entities do not contain parts. It is the
simple entities that are the true substances, from
which all other things are composed. These
simple entities cannot be extended in space,
since everything extended is also divisible.
They are not to be confused, therefore, with the
atoms of physical theory, and can best be
understood in terms of their one accessible
instance—the human soul, which is neither
extended nor divisible, and which seems to be
self-contained, simple and durable in exactly the
way that a substance must be. Such basic
individuals Leibniz called ‘monads’; and
although the soul is our clearest example, there
are and must be other kinds of monads, which do
not share our distinguishing attributes of
rationality and self-consciousness.

Leibniz’s theory of monads (the ‘monadology’)



contains three parts, being the theories of the
monad, of the aggregates of monads and of the
appearances of monads. These tend in three
separate directions, and much ingenuity was
needed in order to attempt a reconciliation. The
theory of the monad can be briefly summarised
in the following six propositions:

l.
2.

Monads are not extended in space.

Monads are distinguished from one another by
their properties (their ‘predicates’).

No monad can come into being or pass away
in the natural course of things; a monad is
created or annihilated only by a ‘miracle’.

. The predicates of a monad are

‘perceptions’—i.e. mental states— and the
objects of these mental states are ideas.
Inanimate entities are in fact the appearances
of animated things: aggregates of monads,
each endowed with perceptions.

. Not all perceptions are conscious. The

conscious perceptions, or apperceptions, are



characteristic of rational souls, but not of
lesser beings. And even rational souls have
perceptions of which they are not conscious.

6. ‘Monads have no windows’—that is, nothing
is passed to them from outside; each of their
states is generated from their own inner
nature. This does not mean that monads do not
interact; but it does mean that certain theories
as to how individual substances interact are
untenable.

Those propositions follow, Leibniz thinks, from
the very idea of an individual substance, once
the idea is taken seriously. But they can also be
derived independently, from certain
metaphysical principles which it would be
absurd to question.

Principles

Leibniz’s rationalism is displayed most vividly
by his guiding principles, which he held to be at
one and the same time laws of rational thinking



and deep descriptions of reality. We need only
follow these principles in order to arrive at a
description of how things are—indeed, of how
things must be. Naturally, this description of the
world must be compatible with natural science.
But science can be incorporated into
metaphysics, Leibniz believed, once it is seen
that scientific  discoveries concern the
‘phenomena’ and not the underlying reality.
Natural science is the representation of the
world as it systematically appears, while the
world as it really is can be known only from the
self-evident principles of rational thinking.

There are two supreme principles, which
Leibniz treated as axiomatic to the end of his
philosophical career:

1. The Principle of Contradiction, ‘in virtue of
which we judge that which involves a
contradiction to be false, and that which is
opposed or contradictory to the false to be



2

true’;

2. The Principle of Sufficient Reason, ‘by
virtue of which we consider that we can
find no true or existent fact, no true
assertion, without there being a sufficient
reason why it is thus and not otherwise,
although most of the time these reasons
cannot be known to us’.

Corresponding to those two principles there are
two kinds of truth: truths of reason, which
depend upon the first principle, and truths of
fact, which depend upon the second. Truths of
reason are necessary, and their opposite
impossible; truths of fact are contingent, and
their opposite possible. Leibniz’s rationalism is
reflected in his belief that for every truth of fact
there is a sufficient reason, so that there is no
bare contingency in the world, and the structure
of reality conforms to the principles of rational

argument.



A third principle is given equal prominence in
Leibniz’s earlier writings:

3. The Predicate-in-Subject Principle. This is
stated in various ways, for instance: ‘when a
proposition is not an identity, that is, when the
predicate is not explicitly contained in the
subject, it must be contained in it virtually...
Thus the subject term must always contain the
predicate term, so that one who understands
perfectly the notion of the subject would also
know that the predicate belongs to it’
(Discourse on Metaphysics). More
succinctly: ‘in every true proposition,
necessary or contingent, universal or
particular, the concept of the predicate is in a
sense included in that of the subject,
praedicatum inest subjecto, or I know not what
truth is’ (Letter to Arnauld).

This third principle has posed many difficulties
to commentators, and Leibniz was himself
aware of objections to it: in particular, it seems
unable to deal with negative propositions, such



as ‘No good person is unhappy’. He had
intended the principle as a general theory of
truth: the truth of a proposition is supposed to
consist in the fact that it attributes to the subject
a predicate which is already contained in its
concept. Whether or not Leibniz still believed in
the principle when he wrote the Monadology is
a moot point. But it should be understood in
terms of the following.

The complete notion

To every individual substance there corresponds
a ‘complete notion’, which is given by the
complete list of its predications. This notion
identifies the substance as the individual that it
is, and is the conception given in God’s mind
when he chooses to create it. Since there is no
truth about a substance that is not a predication
of it, substances must be distinguished by their
predications. To enumerate those predications is
to give the whole truth about the individual to



which they apply. Moreover, anything less than
the whole truth will not identify the individual
as the thing that it is; a monad can share any of
its predications, short of the total list, with
another monad. If God is to have a reason to
create a given monad, therefore, it is only
because he has a complete notion of it. The
Principle of Sufficient Reason—which implies
that there is a sufficient reason for the existence
of each contingent thing— also implies that there
is a complete notion for every substance.

If that is so, however, then the Predicate-in-
Subject Principle is true, even if we ourselves
could not make use of it. For God, at least, the
truth of every subject—predicate proposition
consists in the fact that the concept of the
predicate is contained in the complete notion of
the subject. One consequence of this is another
famous Leibnizian principle:

4. The Identity of Indiscernibles. If a has all its



properties in common with b, thena and b
are one and the same. Hence, ifa and b are
not identical, then there must be some
difference between them.

The converse of this principle says that if @ and
b are identical, then they have all their
properties in common. It is sometimes known as
Leibniz’s law, and is rarely disputed by modern
philosophers. The Identity of Indiscernibles,
however, is highly controversial, since it is used
by Leibniz to prove the relativity of space and
time, and to establish a metaphysical distinction
between the world of substances and the world
of their appearances.

God

Like the other rationalists, Leibniz accepted a
version of the ontological argument for God’s
existence. However, the proof works, he argued,
only on the assumption that the concept of God
contains no contradiction. We are entitled to this



assumption, he supposed, since the concept of a
being with all perfections (including existence)
contains nothing negative which would
contradict any of the positive predications.

Leibniz also arrives at the existence of God in a
more interesting way, through the Principle of
Sufficient Reason. The sufficient reason for the
existence of contingent things cannot be found in
other contingent things, which always demand an
explanation for their existence. This explanation
can be found only on the assumption that a
necessary being also exists— a being which
‘carries the reason for its existence within
itself’. And ‘this ultimate reason for the
existence of things is called God’.

God is supremely good, and therefore must have
created the best of all possible worlds. This
conclusion is sometimes proposed in the form of
another principle:

5. Principle of the Best. The actual world is the



best of all possible worlds. ‘Best’” means
‘simplest in  hypotheses, richest in
phenomena’. The best world is an optimal
solution to two simultaneous requirements: it
contains as much reality (perfection) as
possible, while being maximally simple and
therefore intelligible.

The concept of a ‘possible world’ entered
philosophy for the first time with Leibniz. It
enabled him to formulate some of the intuitions
about necessity and contingency which had
proved fundamental to the arguments of
Descartes and Spinoza, but which neither of
them had made fully clear.

Contingency

The truth of the proposition that Caesar crossed
the Rubicon consists in the fact that the predicate
‘crosses the Rubicon’ is contained in the
complete notion of Caesar. But in that case,
someone might object, it is true by definition,



and therefore necessary, that Caesar crossed the
Rubicon. What remains, then, of the distinction
between necessary and contingent truth?

There is indeed a sense in which it is
necessarily true of Caesar that he crossed the
Rubicon: anyone who did not do so would not
be Caesar. Still, Leibniz argues, Caesar might
not have crossed the Rubicon, for there might
have been no such individual. Caesar’s
existence is a contingent fact, dependent on the
will of God. Another way of saying this is that
there are possible worlds in which there is no
such person, and in which therefore the event of
Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon does not occur.
Hence the proposition that Caesar crossed the
Rubicon might have been false.

A necessary truth, by contrast, is one that is true
in all possible worlds; and the marks of a
necessary truth are that it is universal and
knowable a priori by finite minds. Only God



can know a contingent truth a priori, since only
God possesses the complete notion of contingent
things. We must know such truths a posteriori,
by investigation and experiment, if we are to
know them at all.

This account of necessity anda priori
knowledge indicates a radical division between
God’s view of the world and our view. God
knows everything a priori, and it is this a priori
aspect of things that is captured by the
controversial Predicate-in-Subject Principle. In
creating contingent things, God is also creating
the possible world that contains them, and
therefore so ordering them as to form a
consistent and harmonious totality. Indeed,
Leibniz argues, each individual monad is like a
mirror of the universe that contains it, and the
universe itself is contained implicitly in all its
parts.

Freedom and necessity



What place is there, in Leibniz’s system, for
human  freedom? In the Discourse on
Metaphysics he writes as follows:

We must distinguish between what is certain and
what is necessary. Everyone grants that future
contingents are certain, since God foresees: them,
but we do not concede that they are necessary on
that account. But (someone will say) if a
conclusion can be deduced infallibly from a
definition or notion, it is necessary. And it is true
that we are maintaining that everything that must
happen to a person is already contained virtually
in his nature or notion, just as the properties of a
circle are contained in its definition.

Yet, he argues, human freedom is a reality, since
although it is necessary in this sense that Caesar
should cross the Rubicon, it is still not
impossible that the event should not happen.
God chose the best possible world, and in that
world Caesar crosses the Rubicon; but there is
no contradiction in supposing that God had
chosen otherwise.



But surely God, being supremely good, must
choose the best of all possible worlds—any
other choice is incompatible with the nature of
God. And in what sense am I, created according
to God’s complete notion of me, free to do other
than I do, when what I do is contained in my
notion from the start? Leibniz seems to say that
there are two kinds of reason. In a mathematical
proof reasoning necessitates the conclusion. In
reasoning about what is best to do, however, our
reasons ‘incline without necessitating’. Such are
God’s reasons for creating the actual world; and
such are our own reasons for behaving as we
do. It is in this sense that both we and God are
free.

Most commentators have found Leibniz’s
treatment of free will obscure at best; part of the
problem is that Leibniz has two contrasting
ways of envisaging the individuality of monads.

Activity and vis viva



Monads are individuated in God’s mind by their
complete notions. But the complete notion
merely lists the predicates of a monad and says
nothing about the link between them. Looked at
in another way, each monad can be seen as a
centre of activity, whose perceptions are
generated successively by a living force, or vis
viva. Like Spinoza, Leibniz was impressed by
the substantial unity of organic beings, and
believed that we observe in them, from another
perspective, the individuality that is revealed in
a timeless way to God. He sometimes writes of
the conatus of individual substances and
defended a theory of dynamics which gave pride
of place to the living force in things, as opposed
to the ‘dead force’ or momentum that features in
Cartesian physics. In defending this idea,
Leibniz introduced the concept of kinetic energy
into mechanics, and thereby set physics on a
new path.

The active principle enables us to individuate



monads, even though we do not possess their
complete notions. I can identify the individual
substance that is Caesar in terms of the living
force that propels him, without already
predicating of him that he will cross the
Rubicon. The active principle binds Caesar’s
predicates together, and inclines him from the
outset towards the decision that he will one day
make, to cross the Rubicon—inclines, but does
not necessitate.

Leibniz also refers to the activity of monads in
another sense, familiar from Spinoza: a monad
is active to the extent that its ideas are ‘distinct’,
passive to the extent that they are ‘confused’. To
understand this aspect of Leibniz we must turn to
the theory of aggregates.

Aggregates of monads

In speaking of organic things we are not, as a
rule, talking of individual monads. Every living
organism is an aggregate of many monads. What



binds them together, and what enables us to
speak of one organism, when we have a
plurality of simple individuals? It seems that the
original problem that motivated Leibniz—the
problem of accounting for the actual individuals
in our world—remains with him.

Leibniz has recourse to the theory of ideas,
which he inherited from Descartes. Each monad
has perceptions or knowledge, which may be
more or less clear and distinct, and more or less
adequate.

When | can recognise a thing from among others
without being able to say what its differences or
properties consist in, the knowledge is confused.
It is in this way that we sometimes know
something clearly, without being in any doubt
whether a poem or a picture is done well or badly,
simply because it has a certain something, | know
not what, that satisfies or offends us. But when |
can explain the marks which | have, the knowledge
is called distinct. And such is the knowledge of the
assayer, who discerns the true from the false by
means of certain tests or marks which make up



the definition of gold.

Distinctness, so defined, admits of degrees,
since the notions that enter into the definition of
something themselves stand in need of
definition. Only when everything that enters into
the definition of a thing is known distinctly, can
the knowledge of the thing be called adequate.

What then is the relation between an idea and its
object? For example, what happens when I
perceive something? Nothing is passed to me
from the thing perceived; yet there is a sense in
which all my perceptions represent the world
around me. They do this because the predicates
of other monads unfold in harmony with mine:
each of my perceptions corresponds to
perceptions in surrounding monads and enables
me to infer, with a greater or less amount of
confusion, what is going on in them. This is
guaranteed by another Leibnizian principle:

6. The Principle of Pre-established Harmony.



Each monad has a ‘point of view’ on the
world, defined by the totality of its
perceptions; and because our perceptions
evolve in harmony with each other, my
perceptions can be treated as representations
of the objective order.

Another way of putting this is to say that each
monad ‘mirrors’ the universe from its own point
of view. As Leibniz writes in the Monadology:
‘the interconnection or accommodation of all
created things to each other, and each to all the
others, brings it about that each simple substance
has relations that express all the others, and
consequently, that each simple substance is a
perpetual living mirror of the universe.’

How then are monads related? Such influence as
there is between monads is only ‘ideal’, an
effect of God’s ceaseless intervention.
Nevertheless, monads can have a more or less
clear idea of each other and of their situation—



as I have a clear idea of my body, even though I
do not know how it is composed, and therefore
even though my idea of my body is not distinct.
The varying clarity and distinctness of our
perceptions can be understood as defining the
‘distance’ between us and surrounding things.
And we can speak of being ‘affected’ by those
things, to the extent that our perceptions give us
a clear idea of them.

In each organism there is a ‘dominant monad’,
distinguished by the clarity of its perceptions of
all the others; and this dominant monad is the
source of the organism’s unity. Leibniz,
following Aristotle, describes this dominant
monad as the form or ‘entelechy’ of the body; it
is the animating principle or soul. In some way
that Leibniz does not succeed in explaining, it
binds the aggregate of monads into a quasi-
substantial unity: it provides a vinculum
substantiale—a ‘substantial chain’—making a
new quasi-individual from the simple



individuals of the human body.
The appearance of monads

That is confusing enough. But matters are made
worse by Leibniz’s growing conviction that the
appearance of the world is organised and
understood in ways that do not represent the
underlying reality. The familiar world around us
appears ordered in space and time; it contains
extended and durable things, which interact and
obey causal laws. Yet monads are not extended
—perhaps they are not ‘in time’ in the way that
physical objects are. Moreover, they do not
interact in the way that physical objects appear
to interact, according to causal laws which are
established a posteriori, by observation of the
physical world. Such laws do not describe the
activities of monads, but only the regular
connections in the world of appearance, which
are the by-product of transformations most of
which we do not observe.



Thus, if I see a car passing my window my
perception constitutes a state of this monad; this
state mirrors the states of the monads which
collectively constitute the car, as they are then
disposed, in such a way that, to my confused
perception, a car is represented in a state of
motion. The perceptions of individual monads
harmonise, and the phenomenal world which
they ‘perceive’ obtains coherence because of the
preestablished harmony, according to which the
histories of individual monads proceed
according to successive ‘mirrorings’ of the
whole of things. God established this harmony at
the creation, monads then proceeding according
to their own individual inner momentum, yet in
such a way as to share the collective illusion of
a common physical world, in which they
participate and of which they have experiential
knowledge. Once established, the harmony
proceeds forever: it no more needs the
intervention of God to see that the laws of the



universe appear to be obeyed from any
particular point of view, than it needs the
intervention of the watchmaker to ensure that
two perfectly made watches, once wound up,
will go on keeping time.

Leibniz also argued against Newton (through
Newton’s representative Samuel Clarke), in
favour of a relative as opposed to an absolute
view of space. If space is absolute, and
possessed of reality over and above the spatial
relations between individuals, then the whole
universe might be moved through space without
discernible change. But then consider the
position of the universe as a whole. Why should
it be situated in one area rather than another?
This question can have no answer. By the
postulated nature of space, there will be no
discernible difference between the two
arrangements. Hence there is no explanation of
the actuality of either; which violates the
Principle of Sufficient Reason. Hence space



must consist in the totality of spatial relations
between objects. And if one asks for a definition
of a point in space, Leibniz says, he can provide
it by showing what it is for two objects to
occupy the same point. Two objects occupy the
same point in space if they stand in the same
spatial relation to all other things.

But now what of spatial relations? What we
perceive as a relation between 4 and B consists
in fact of particular modifications of 4 and of B.
To take an example: John’s being taller than
Henry consists in two facts; first that John
measures six feet, secondly that Henry measures
five. Thus what we perceive as spatial relations
are really certain modifications of monads.
These could be called their ‘space-generating’
properties; Leibniz referred to them as their
individual ‘points of view’. The familiar world
that surrounds us appears spatial, even though
monads have no extension and indeed, strictly
speaking, no spatial properties at all. Space, as



a system of relations, can only be an
appearance; however, is not just any kind of
appearance. Although when we perceive things
as spatially organised, we do not perceive them
as they really are, space is still to be
distinguished from a mere hallucination. This is
what Leibniz meant by describing space as a
‘well-founded phenomenon’.

With this phrase Leibniz introduced one of the
crucial concepts underlying the philosophy of
Kant. The physical world was described as
‘systematic appearance’. On the Leibnizian
system, the whole physical world turns out to be
a well-founded phenomenon. Which is to say
that the dynamic and static properties of matter,
its spatial and even its temporal organisation,
and finally the causal laws which govern its
behaviour, are assigned by Leibniz to the world
of appearance.

The interesting result of this is that, having tried



to reconcile the rationalist concept of substance
with the common-sense concept of an
individual, Leibniz ends by saying that the
apparent individuals in our world are for the
most part not individuals at all. Moreover, he is
unable to give a coherent account of the fact that
they nevertheless appear to be individuals. No
example of a monad presents itself, save the
individual soul. And yet the soul is as much
outside the natural order (the order of well-
founded phenomena) as every other substantial
thing.



Part Two - Empiricism

7 - LOCKE AND BERKELEY

It cannot be said that philosophical empiricism
is either peculiar to Britain or predominant
there. Nevertheless, it is a fact worth remarking
that, since the Middle Ages, there has been a
succession of gifted British writers who have
defended a version of the empiricist outlook, so
that ‘British empiricism’ is now the name of a
recognised strand of philosophical history.

Empiricism sees human understanding as
confined within the limits of human experience,
straying outside those limits only to fall victim
to scepticism or to lose itself in nonsense. In the
Middle Ages William of Ockham had already
put forward empiricist theories about causality,
about the mind and about the nature and limits of
science; these were later to find wide



acceptance. In the late Renaissance too, Francis
Bacon had expressed, in a manner more fulsome
than systematic, a theory of knowledge in which
the habit of empirical investigation was given
precedence over metaphysics.

Hobbes and the philosophy of language

Empiricism only began to come of age as a
philosophy, however, when it was able to align
itself with a comprehensive theory of language.
It was then, when it felt able to determine what
can and what cannot be said, that empiricism
was able to challenge rationalism in what
proved to be its weakest spot. Rationalism must
assume that humans possess ideas the
significance of which outstrips the limit of any
experience which might provide their content.
Among such ideas were those of ‘God’,
‘substance’, ‘cause’, and ‘self’, upon which the
rationalist ~ worldview  had  raised its
foundations. It is this assumption that the new



philosophy of language was to deny.

The empiricist theory of language finds
expression in the works of Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679) who, while he is now best known
for his political writings, gave considerable
thought to questions of metaphysics and
epistemology. Hobbes wrote extensively, with
the ambition of expounding a complete
philosophy of man. He had encountered the
influence of Descartes, and had been among
those invited by Mersenne to submit their
objections to The Meditations. His objections,
crude though they sometimes were, show
already the workings of a powerful and
enquiring mind, and a dissatisfaction with the
rationalism that Hobbes discerned in Descartes.
Hobbes sought for a theory which would tell
him how words acquire meaning, in order to
demonstrate that certain metaphysical theories
are, quite literally, meaningless. Like later
empiricists, he was tempted to reject not just



this or that metaphysical notion, but the whole of
metaphysics, as a science forced to use words in
a manner that transcends the limitations which
determine their sense: ‘if a man should talk to
me of around quadrangle...or immaterial
substances .or of a free subject. 1 should not say
he were in error, but that his words were
without meaning’ (Leviathan, 1651).

In common with many other empiricists, Hobbes
gave a genetic account of the origins of meaning;
words acquire meaning through representing
‘thoughts’, and the origin of all thought is sense-
experience, ‘for there is no conception in a
man’s mind, which hath not first, totally or by
parts, been begotten upon the organs of sense.’
In order to discover the meaning of any
utterance, we must trace it back to the
observations which gave rise to it. Moreover,
because sensory experience gives us knowledge
of particulars, then the words (names) which
express our thoughts must ultimately have



reference to particulars. Thus a general term
could not denote a ‘universal’; rather it denotes
indeterminately the particular members of a
class. In this way Hobbes expressed a thought
already familiar in the works of Ockham. He
perceived a connection between empiricism and
nominalism (see chapter 2, p. 17). One of the
principal  preoccupations of  succeeding
empiricist philosophy was to determine just
what this obligatory nominalism amounts to, and
how far it is tenable without the simultaneous
denial of scientific thinking.

Hobbes foreshadowed Locke and Berkeley in
many other ways. In a confused but determined
manner, he tried to reject the rationalist concept
of causation, although he was unclear as to what
to put in its place. His unclarity was shared by
every other thinker with whom he might be
compared, being overcome only when Berkeley
made the first steps towards the radical theory
of causality that is found in Hume. Hobbes



inherited from Descartes and Pierre Gassendi
(1592-1655) the distinction between ‘primary’
and ‘secondary’ qualities, as Robert Boyle was
to call them. In his theory of these, he presaged a
fundamental advance normally attributed to
Locke. He also attempted to give a general
theory of the passions and of human nature based
on empiricist assumptions alone. He combined
this theory with an account of good and evil
which represents moral judgements as entirely
subjective.

Locke and the theory of ideas

However, in order to understand the
philosophical significance of empiricism, and
the true nature of its opposition to the
philosophies of Descartes, Spinoza and Leibniz,
we must consider its mature expression in the
arguments of Locke. There had been a reaction
to the empiricism of Hobbes. In Cambridge an
anti-empiricist school had been founded (known



as the Cambridge Platonists, and including such
men as Ralph Cudworth (1617-1688) and Henry
More (1614-1687)). This school upheld many of
the traditional claims made on behalf of
metaphysics; however, it took its authority from
the speculative metaphysics of Plato, rather than
from the methodological rationalism of
Descartes. It was of little lasting significance,
and the publication of Locke’s Essay, which
followed closely on that of Newton’s Principia,
gave such complete expression to the new
empiricist spirit, that it could not but eclipse the
opposing efforts of these lesser writers.

John Locke (1632-1704) was a student of Christ
Church, Oxford, a lawyer and a medical
practitioner. Becoming embroiled, through a
position as tutor in the household of the first
Earl of Shaftesbury, in the political
controversies of his day, he spent part of his life
exiled in Holland. There he awaited that
‘glorious revolution’ which was to place



William of Orange on the throne of England and
vindicate the ideal of legitimacy defended in
Locke’s own political writings. These political
writings I shall discuss in chapter 14; what is of
immediate concern is the change wrought in
philosophy by Locke’s highly ambitious and
influential theory of knowledge, contained in the
Essay Concerning Human Understanding
published in 1689.

The Essay is the fruit of a lifetime’s interest in
philosophy and the foundations of natural
science. It is a vast, disorganised and repetitious
work, written in a sinuous style, full of hidden
subtleties and difficult to grasp in its totality.
The arguments are directly opposed to many of
the most important tenets of Cartesian
rationalism. Yet the language of the book is
through and through influenced by Descartes and
can be read, from one point of view, as an
extended critical reflection on the crucial term
‘idea’, which Locke took from Descartes with



the intention of freeing it from its rationalist

connotations. Ideas are the immediate objects of

the understanding:
every man being conscious to himself that he
thinks; and that which his mind is applied about
whilst thinking being the ideas that are there, it is
past doubt that men have in their minds several
ideas,— such as those expressed by the words
whiteness, hardness, sweetness, thinking, motion,
man, elephant, army, drunkenness, and others.

And the first thing to note about ideas, according

to Locke, is that they all, without exception,

come to us from experience.

Innate ideas

Hence there are no innate ideas or principles. In
making this claim, Locke is explicitly going
against Descartes, who had argued that the
principles of rational argument, and ideas like
those of God, thought and extension which we
perceive clearly and distinctly and which
provide the rational foundations of our



knowledge, are innate, implanted in us by God
without the help of any sensory experience. On
the contrary, Locke argued, the mind of the infant
is a blank slate—a tabula rasa— until
experience imprints it with the ideas that are
necessary for thinking. We have no awareness of
either ideas or rational principles, until we have
begun to exercise the mind in the attempt to
understand experience. Nothing is innate to the
mind, apart from the faculties whereby we
acquire knowledge.

One of Leibniz’s intentions, in his New Essays
on the Human Understanding, was to mount a
defence of innate ideas against Locke’s attack on
them. Spinoza admitted—what can scarcely be
denied—that the laws of logic and mathematics,
and the concept of metaphysics, are not part of
an infant’s new-born consciousness. But the
issue, he believed, cannot be settled by such an
observation. We possess innate ideas and innate
knowledge in a virtual manner. The mind should



be compared, Spinoza suggested, to a block of
marble, veined in such a way that a figure of
Hercules emerges, just as soon as it is struck
with a hammer. In like manner, the impact of
experience creates the ideas to which our minds
are by nature predisposed, since they are the
preconditions of thinking,

The controversy between the defenders and
attackers of innate ideas was long-drawn-out
and bewildering. It might seem to be of
parochial interest now, but in fact this is not so,
for two reasons. First, because it has been
revived in recent times on account of Chomsky’s
work in linguistics; secondly, because beneath
the bluster of this quarrel lies concealed a more
serious dispute over the status of a priori truths.
The first of those reasons concerns us little.
Those linguists who argue that there must be
innate concepts if language acquisition is to be
possible, do no more than repeat an old fallacy
adequately exposed by Locke himself. They



confuse the possession of a concept with the
power to acquire it. As Locke points out, it is
trivial to assert the existence of innate ideas if
we mean only that the child is born with the
power to acquire those ideas which are later
displayed in him. For how could it be
otherwise?

But this brings us to the second and more
important reason for taking an interest in the
controversy. At first sight it seems rather odd
that philosophers, from Descartes to Hume,
should have spent so much of their labours
disputing over a point of little consequence. For
what does it matter, philosophically speaking,
whether we choose to believe with Locke that
the mind of the infant is a fabula rasa awaiting
the inscription of experience, or with Leibniz,
that this board comes to us, as it were, already
lined and ruled, with markings the significance
of which has yet to be discerned? In what way is
our view of human knowledge, or of reality,



changed by these theories? To see the dispute in
its modern significance we must, as always with
early empiricist philosophers, rephrase a theory
that is expressed genetically (in terms of the
‘history’ of the acquisition of a concept) as a
theory concerning the nature of a concept,
however that concept is in fact acquired. We
will then see that Locke and Leibniz were
arguing over whether there are concepts which
are a priori, in a sense later to be made precise
by Kant. Locke wishes to show that everything
that we understand (every idea) we understand
in virtue of its connection with experience. The
content of every idea is revealed by tracing it
back to experience. (Whether or not it has its
origin in experience is another question, and
one that is irrelevant to epistemology.) Leibniz
had many philosophical interests to urge against
that assertion, as well as against its mistaken
formulation in genetic terms. In particular he
wished to defend the premise of rationalism, that



there are ideas whose content can be revealed
by no experience, but by reason alone.
Moreover we can generate from that content a
system of truths whereby we know the universe
as it really is, and not as it appears to our
fallible organs of sensation. Into that knowledge
we may then fit our experience, as best we can.
But it is not experience which tells us what we
mean.

This controversy was not to become clear until
Kant formulated his theory of synthetic a priori
truth. However, to understand Locke’s intention
we need only recognise that he was not putting
forward a psychological hypothesis. He was
proposing, rather, an empiricist theory of
understanding. According to this theory all
communication depends upon the common
significance of words. This significance can be
identified only by referring to the experiences
which lead us to apply or revoke the words
whose significance we seek to explain. That



way of putting it is not Locke’s, and indeed it
conflicts with Locke’s own formulation,
according to which ‘ideas’ are private mental
particulars, and accessible only through the
words that denote them. Nevertheless it is the
most plausible thesis contained in Locke’s
discussion of innate ideas. It is also a thesis that
caused him to deny the possibility of rationalist
metaphysics by denying all significance to the
words that such a metaphysics would be
compelled to employ.

This is not to say that Locke was wholly clear
about the extent to which he rejected
rationalism. He took over in modified form the
Cartesian notion of ‘intuition’, arguing that I do
have intuitive knowledge of certain truths
(including the truth that I exist), and contrasting
this intuitive knowledge with  the
‘demonstrative’ knowledge of mathematics. He
also argued that we have ‘demonstrative’
knowledge of God. It might therefore be thought



that Locke was disposed, like the rationalists, to
accept at least in part the idea that the ultimate
truth about the world can be derived from the
exercise of reason alone. It turns out, however,
that this is not so. His demonstration of the
existence of God has a purely contingent (if
intuitive) premise, namely, that I exist. It
concedes to rationalism only the principle which
it employs to advance from that premise. This
principle (for which Locke offers no argument
and which stands out as peculiarly isolated from
the rest of his thought) is the following:
‘everything which has a beginning has a cause.’
In other words, Locke’s demonstration of the
existence of God is a form of the ‘cosmological’
argument. And this does not lead him to reject
the fundamental principles of empiricism.
Moreover he held that ‘demonstration’,
including all mathematics, provides no new
knowledge of the world. It speaks only of the
relations among ideas. That theory of



mathematical truth finds further elaboration in
the philosophy of Hume, and is the ancestor of
the modern empiricist doctrine that necessary
truths are ‘tautologous’ or ‘verbal’ (see chapter
19).

The theory of ideas

There are two forms of experience through
which ideas are acquired— sensation and
reflection. Ideas of sensation come to us through
the senses—through seeing, hearing, touching,
tasting and smelling things. Ideas of reflection
come to us through the activity of the mind as it
observes its inner processes. Since the soul
does not think until the senses have furnished it
with ideas, sensation has a primary importance
in delivering our theory of the real world.

Locke follows Descartes in distinguishing the
understanding from the will—the first being the
passive power of the mind to receive ideas, the
second the active power of the mind to affirm or



act on them. But he seems to treat sensations
(including visual and other forms of sensory
perception) as a distinct kind of mental event—
one from which we may receive ideas, but
which is not itself a kind of idea. Locke’s ideas
are really concepts; and although he sometimes
writes of them as though they were images, he
clearly distinguishes them from complete
thoughts or propositions. Ideas are of the
following kinds.

Simple and complex. A simple idea is one like
the idea of redness, which cannot be analysed
into its components. It is ‘not in the power of
thought to make or erase’ these simple ideas,
which come to wus through sensation or
reflection. All ideas that are not simple are
complex; and if you can define a in terms of b, ¢,
d, etc., then the idea of @ is composed of the
ideas of b, ¢, d. He writes of ideas as a kind of
mental object, which can be pushed around in
the mind and combined and separated just as



physical objects might be. This picture of the
mind survives in other British empiricists, and
is one cause of the antiquated feel to their

arguments.

Ideas of one sense, of more than one sense, of
reflection, and of both sense and reflection.
The idea of greenness is derived from one
sense, the wvisual. The idea of solidity
corresponds to both visual and tactile
experiences. The idea of imagination comes
from inner awareness of the operations of the
mind. The idea of action derives from all those
sources working together.

Ideas of, modes, substances and relations. A
mode is a property, a substance the bearer of
properties. Locke means two things by
‘substance’: the individual, for example John
Smith; and the basic kind, such as gold or water.
Both individuals and kinds are bearers of
properties, and both endure through time. Modes



are simple or complex, and a complex mode
may also be ‘mixed’, when its idea is put
together from ideas derived from different
sources. ‘Table’ signifies a mixed mode, whose
idea is unified by ‘an act of the mind’.

Finally there are abstract ideas, which deserve
a section to themselves.

Abstract ideas

Locke, in common with other empiricists, felt
called upon to explain our ability to form
general notions. This ability is exercised in
every application of a predicate and therefore in
almost every thought. He was well aware that, if
all ideas derive from experience, they ought, in
the first instance, to reflect the particular
features of the experiences from which they
stem. How then can any of our thoughts become
general in its nature, when experience itself is
irremediably particular?



We form complex ideas either by bringing
together separate ideas into a composite whole
(and among such composite wholes are all our
ideas of relation), or else by separating ideas in
such a way as to generate what is common to all
of them. This second process Locke called
abstraction, regarding it as of considerable
importance in the genesis of human knowledge.
Locke thought that abstraction enabled him to
explain, without departing from the theory of
ideas, our ability to use general terms. ‘Words’,
he wrote, ‘become general by being made the
sign of general ideas’, and these general ideas
are derived from particular ideas (or ideas of
particular things) by a process of abstraction.
The theory is roughly as follows: I have many
ideas of particular men, some tall, some short;
some fat, some thin; some intelligent, some
stupid; some white, some black. All the respects
in which these ideas might differ, while yet
remaining ideas of men, cancel each other out in



the composite idea formed by their
agglomeration. What remains is an ‘abstract’
idea which contains only those features which
are in common to all the instances. These
features are the defining properties of manhood,
the idea of which is abstract, because, being
incomplete, it can identify no particular thing,

Ideas and words

Like Hobbes, Locke attached his empiricist
account of the origin of ideas to a theory of
meaning. He was motivated by a belief that
scholastic and Cartesian philosophy achieve
their interesting results largely by assuming that
certain key terms have a meaning and that the
meaning is understood. On examination,
however, these terms are often found to have a
meaning other than the one intended, or
sometimes no meaning at all.

Words have meaning, according to Locke,
because they are the ‘signs’ of, or ‘stand for’,



ideas. (Not much of a theory, of course, since
‘sign’ and ‘stand for’ are precisely the terms that
need to be explained by a theory of meaning.)
Communication is the process whereby words,
which are attached to ideas in my mind, issue
from my mouth and impinge on your ear, so
causing the same ideas to arise in your mind.

The theory is open to serious criticism. In
particular, it confuses the relation of meaning,
which is governed by rules and conventions,
with the natural relation between a word and the
ideas that are aroused by it. The word ‘cow’
conventionally signifies a certain kind of animal;
but it arouses in many people the ideas of milk,
farmyards and pasture. Laurence Sterne put the
criticism in a nice piece of satire:

—My young master in London is dead! said

Obadiah—

—A green satin nightgown of my mother's, which

had been twice scoured, was the first idea which
Obadiah's exclamation brought into Suzannah's



head.—Well might Locke write a chapter on the
imperfection of words.—Then, quoth Suzannah,
we must all go into mourning.—But, note a
second time: the word mourning, notwithstanding
Suzannah made use of it herself, failed also of
doing its office; it excited not one single idea,
tinged either with grey or black,—all was green.—
The green satin nightgown hung there still.
(Tristram Shandy, Book 5, chapter 7).
One of the achievements of modern philosophy,
an achievement which is owed largely to
Wittgenstein, is that it has taken the point of such
satire seriously. It has given proper foundation
to the view of language as a practical skill,
governed by conventions which need make no
reference to such accidental occurrences as
Locke’s mental ‘ideas’. It could be further
objected to Locke that, on his own account of
what an idea is, I could never know that you
mean the same by a word as I do. In particular,
the idea that I associate with the word ‘pain’
might be associated by you with the word



‘pleasure’; this difference between us lying as it
were undisclosed beneath the mask of our
common usage. Such a theory, which removes
from meaning its essential ‘publicity’, would for
this reason now be almost universally rejected.

The physical world

It remains now to state briefly the view of the
world and of scientific enquiry that Locke
derived from his theory of knowledge. In many
respects this view reflected an improved theory
of the nature of science; some aspects of it have
indeed been restored to favour in recent years as
scientists have come to understand their utility.
Locke derived from his friend Robert Boyle and
ultimately from Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655) an
interest in the distinction between primary and
secondary qualities. He also enquired—in a
wholly novel and illuminating way—into the
concepts of essence and  substance,
endeavouring both to reinstate them as



fundamental scientific notions, and at the same
time to free them from the metaphysical
confusion introduced by rationalist ways of
describing them. In this he made a philosophical
step the significance of which was
unappreciated for over two centuries.

Among complex ideas Locke distinguished those
of modes, substances and relations. These
correspond to the grammatical categories of
predicate, subject and relation. As he sometimes
seemed to recognise, however, it is not right to
say that we have an idea of the individual
substance. Part of the obscurity in the theory of
abstract ideas comes about because all ideas
seem to be inherently general: that is, they
represent properties, of which it would make
sense to say that more than one object possesses
them (just as more than one person may exactly
correspond to the image in a painting). How then
do we arrive at a conception of the individual
thing which is the subject of predication? Locke



was anxious to avoid the paradoxes of
Spinozism, and to preserve a notion of substance
that allowed for the existence of many—
possibly infinitely many—substantial things. So
he could not take refuge in the Cartesian idea of
substance.

It is first necessary, Locke thought, to distinguish
ideas from qualities; qualities being the powers
of objects to produce ideas in us. Primary
qualities are supposedly both inseparable from
the objects in which they inhere, and also
generative of simple ideas. They are the
qualities of extension, motion, mass and so on,
and are the true subjects of scientific
investigation. Secondary qualities are nothing
but certain powers to produce sensations (the
power of sugar to produce a sweet taste, of red
things to produce certain characteristic visual
impressions, and so on).

It is difficult to be precise about this distinction



(which could be drawn differently for different
purposes). But one assertion that Locke makes
about it is certainly of crucial significance, both
historically and philosophically. Whereas
primary qualities resemble the ideas that are
produced by them, secondary qualities do not.
And this enables us to say that there is a sense in
which primary qualities are really in the objects
which possess them, whereas secondary
qualities are not. Berkeley objected to this,
saying that it is absurd to suppose that any
quality of a material substance can resemble an
idea, since ideas are mental entities, belonging
to a wholly different realm, and it is prima facie
absurd to suppose that ideas can resemble things
which are not ideas.

In order to reply to this objection, we must
attempt once more to free Locke’s insight from
the dead theories which enclose it. We must
recognise that, in speaking of a resemblance
between ideas and qualities, he was



misdirecting his thoughts in a way encouraged
by his theory of meaning. In some sense, as
Locke saw, certain scientifically determinable
and measurable qualities are basic to the reality
of a thing in a way that other qualities are not.
The secondary qualities seem to stand in need of
a perceiver, the primary qualities only in need
of an object. One way of putting the point is this:
if you know all the primary qualities of an
object, and the nature of the man who perceives
it, then this alone will enable you to explain how
that object appears to him. There is no need to
refer to the secondary qualities of the object in
order to explain how it is perceived. The
primary qualities can be said to resemble our
perceptions of them in the sense that they
themselves must be invoked in explaining that
perception. To say this is to deny not the reality
of secondary qualities, but only their centrality
in any scientific view of the nature of the object
that possesses them.



Real and nominal essence

Seen in this way, the distinction between
primary and secondary qualities relates to
another of Locke’s distinctions, that between
real and nominal essence. Locke makes this new
distinction in the course of exploring the nature
of material things, and in subjecting the
scholastic ideas of ‘substance’ and ‘essence’ to
critical examination. If we construe ‘substances’
to be individual things, the bearers of qualities,
then we can have no positive conception of
them. They are the ineffable substrata which
‘support’ those qualities through which any
object is known. Any positive conception of the
individual is the idea of a quality and therefore
not of the substratum itself.

Let us leave aside the (for Locke) extremely
difficult question how we might then come to
have such an idea as that of substance. Locke, in
common with many philosophers, influenced



directly or indirectly by Aristotle, recognised
that such a negative conception leaves us with
the task of defining the nature of an individual.
An individual cannot be identified as a
particular substance (even if it is identical with
such a substance) since of substances,
considered in isolation from their qualities,
nothing can be said. As the scholastics put it,
‘individuum est ineffabile (‘the individual is
ineffable’), a doctrine which Locke in the end is
driven to support. It is therefore necessary to
separate among the properties of a thing those
which define its essence from those in respect of
which it might change without changing its
nature. This is the closest we can get to the idea
of an individual.

But what is this essence? In fact, Locke now
speaks not of individuals but of kinds. The
scholastic idea of an individual essence seemed
to him to be incoherent. He regarded all
problems of individuality as exhausted by



enquiries on the one hand into the fundamental
kind to which an individual belongs, and on the
other hand into the conditions of its identity.
Except for the general idea of a ‘substratum’
there was nothing to be said by way of
characterising the nature of a thing. And it is
possible to doubt that Locke’s empiricist theory
of meaning could give him grounds for the
assumption even of this ‘general’ idea of
substratum. It seems absurd to suggest that we
arrive at this general idea by abstraction, since
abstraction would have to go so far in such a
case as to leave us, so to speak, with no
remainder.

As I implied, Locke’s purpose in exploring the
concept of essence is partly polemical. He
wished to attack the Aristotelian science which
had erected itself upon a system of rigid
classifications. These classifications seemed to
be conceived a priori and without reference to
the actual constitution of the objects which fall



under them. For Locke, the only significant idea
of essence must be one of constitution. The
constitution of an object cannot be determined
by fiat, but only by exploring the reality of the
thing itself. Hence it cannot be determined a
priori. Locke therefore introduced the idea of a
real essence, to be distinguished from the
nominal essence bestowed on an object by the
arbitrary classification under which we subsume
it.

Consider the classification ‘bachelor’. This
defines a nominal essence, which is to say, a set
of properties which we consider to be the
qualifying attributes of the class of bachelors.
The classification is arbitrary; we could have
defined the word differently. But in so far as it
exists it enables us to speak of a certain
‘essence’. We can say, for example, that it is an
essential feature of a bachelor that he is
unmarried, meaning that, gua bachelor, he is of
necessity unmarried. But it is not an essential



feature of John, who is a bachelor, that he is
unmarried: on the contrary, he might choose to
marry tomorrow, in which case, in ceasing to be
unmarried, he ceases also to be a bachelor.
Nominal essences are therefore accidents of
classification; they reflect constraints embedded
in our language, but these constraints do not
operate on the things themselves. They hold, as
the medieval logician would have put it, not de
re butde dicto. Locke thought that it is only
nominal essences that could be known a priori,
and this is only because such knowledge would
be the empty reflection of our own linguistic
habits, not knowledge of the things themselves.

Now consider the classification ‘gold’. This is
associated, according to Locke, with a nominal
essence—gold is a yellow, metallic substance,
etc. But gold has a real essence as well, in
respect of which it could not change without
ceasing to be the kind of stuff that it is. This real
essence is not (unless by some extraordinary



accident) given by the nominal essence. It has to
be discovered by scientific investigation. The
nominal essence guides us in that investigation
only to be overthrown by it. As a matter of fact,
Locke was inclined to think that real essences
are unknowable. This was partly because he
thought that the underlying reality of material
substances must remain  hidden  from
observation. Since his day we have found
reason to reject that belief. We might come to
the conclusion that what really matters to
something’s being gold is, for example, its
atomic weight, and not those properties in which
we first based our classification. Hence
empirical enquiry can decide the real essence of
gold: the matter, however, could never be
settled by convention.

In the case of modes, and of simple ideas (in
other words in the case of the ideas
corresponding to qualities), real and nominal
essence cannot be distinguished. It is only in the



case of substances that the distinction can be
made. But as the example indicates, there are
definite ‘kind’ terms—such as ‘gold’—which
admit of the distinction. Do they therefore
denote substances? Surely not—at least, not in
the sense Locke intended. Gold is not an
individual thing, but a stuff. In other words, it is
a substance in the more familiar, common sense
of the term. And now we begin to see, what
neither Locke nor the rationalists were equipped
to see, that real essences belong not only to
individuals but also to kinds.

Personal identity

Locke’s explorations of the concept of essence
did not provide a satisfactory account of the
nature of individual substances. He came to
realise that the concept of identity must play an
important part in distinguishing individuals from
kinds. He made suggestions as to the deep
intrinsic connection between the individuation



of a thing and its location in space and time; but
his most important contribution in this area was
to raise the problem of personal identity in its
modern form. Locke argued that to be a human
being is one thing, to be a person is another.
Human beings can endure where a person
ceases, and perhaps vice versa. A human being
is an organism, whose identity is determined by
the continuity of that organism in accordance
with the real essence which it possesses. But the
organism is not identical with the person; men
can suffer radical changes of personality; or we
can imagine a personality that, after enduring in
one organism, suddenly disappears to reappear
simultaneously and intact in some other,
erstwhile sleeping body. Many thought-
experiments can be performed which will point
to the conclusion that identity of man and
identity of person are separate ideas. In which
case, in what does the identity of a person
consist?



Locke proposed a criterion of identity,
sometimes described as ‘the continuity of
consciousness’. So far as my memories link me
to the past and my desires and intentions project
me into the future, so far am I the same person
over time. Thomas Reid famously objected that
such a criterion could deliver two conflicting
answers to the question of identity. The old
general may remember the young officer, who
remembers the boy who stole the apples, even
though the boy has been forgotten by the general.
So the general both is and is not identical with
the boy. But the objection is not lethal and
suggests merely that we should amend Locke’s
approach. We should define personal identity in
terms of achain of interlocking memories,
linking the general to all his previous activities:
the old man remembers the middle-aged man
who remembers the youth who remembers the
child. If the chain is unbroken, then perhaps
identity is secure.



More serious is the objection made by Bishop
Butler. Suppose I have the thought of standing in
this room once before. What makes this thought
into a memory? Surely, the fact that I identify
myself as standing in this room. But how do I
know that this identification is correct? I must
have grounds for judging that it was once / who
stood in this room. False memory claims are no
grounds for identity; true memory claims
(‘genuine’ memories) are grounds for identity,
but only because their truth depends upon the
truth of a claim about identity. The criterion, in
short, is circular.

Butler’s objection is still much discussed.
Locke’s criterion may have an appearance of
circularity: but perhaps the circle is not vicious.
It is vicious only if it presupposes what it sets
out to prove; and it is by no means obvious that
this is so.

The concept of cause



Throughout Locke’s lifetime the scientific
revolution had proceeded unabated. The Royal
Society had been founded, and Boyle (1627-
1691) had written widely and sceptically of the
traditional science, in a way that engaged
directly with contemporary philosophical
issues. Boyle followed Bacon in rejecting all
research into final causes as irrelevant to
science; but he was reluctant, in his search for
the particular causes of observable phenomena,
to take too much guidance from Descartes’ a
priori method, which assumed that fundamental
principles could be derived from metaphysics
alone. In particular, Boyle rejected the very
metaphysical-seeming law that Descartes had
put at the heart of his physics: the law of the
conservation of motion. This law was to be
revived in a new form by Newton, and, when the
Principia  was finally published almost
simultaneously with Locke’s Essay,
philosophers were confronted with an



extraordinary synthesis of a priori speculation
and empirical method, in which seemingly
irrebuttable laws were held forth as governing
and explaining the whole chaotic world of
transient phenomena. It was not until Kant that
the philosophical significance of Newton’s
theories was finally encompassed. Meanwhile
Leibniz vigorously combated Newton’s absolute
view of space, while the empiricists occupied
themselves with understanding the deep and
difficult concept of causality upon which
Newtonian physics had been erected.

Locke had already recognised that, in
accordance with his principles, it must be
possible to give an account of the experience
from which the idea of causality derives its
content. He had no difficulty in resolving this
problem to his satisfaction. The exercise of will
presents us, he thought, with an experience of
causality which is immediate, indubitable and
irreducible to anything more basic. In a sense



Berkeley followed Locke in this doctrine: that is
to say, he thought that in so far as we have an
idea of true causality, it can only be one of will,
the exercise of which is experienced by us both
as an activity and as something suffered. When
we observe nature, however, we are confronted
by the regular succession of events, but not by
any experience of volition. To say that there is a
will to attract that draws masses together is to
speak in a way that is misleading and
unwarranted, since all we can observe is the
confluence of masses. If we refer to a law of
nature here, then that law is nothing more than
the expression of the regular and seemingly
immutable fashion in which this motion occurs.
(Berkeley thus attacked Newton for speaking of
‘attraction’ or ‘force’ in his theory of gravity,
since these terms imply the presence of
something more than is strictly observable.)

Berkeley, like Locke, was an empiricist. He
believed that everything that we say derives its



sense from experience. Since our experience of
the relation among things in the ‘external world’
presents us only with regular succession, and not
with any spirit or will that animates it, we can
mean nothing more when we invoke causal
laws, than to refer to this regularity. This theory
of Berkeley’s presaged Hume’s radical attack
on the traditional concept of causality. It also
echoed Leibniz’s theory that causal laws
express ‘well-founded phenomena’. It showed
the extent to which the concept of causality was
becoming uppermost in the minds of
philosophers, beginning to take its place as one
of the central concepts, indicative of a central
problem, in metaphysics.

Berkeley's criticism

George Berkeley (1685-1753), Bishop of
Cloyne, was perhaps the greatest of the
philosophers to derive his main inspiration from
the metaphysics of Locke. He is best known for



his idealism, expounded in the Treatise
Concerning the Principles of Human
Knowledge (1710), according to which the
world contains nothing but spirits and their
‘ideas’. Berkeley thought that this theory was an
ineluctable consequence of the empiricist
method that Locke had put forward. Since he
accepted that method—and moreover thought
that it was the only one that accorded with
human common sense—he accepted the
consequence. However, his idealism was
consequent upon a clearer, though far narrower,
presentation of the concept of an ‘idea’ than can
be derived from Locke. For Berkeley ‘ideas’
are mental particulars, the immediate objects of
the ‘perception’ whereby the contents of our
mind are revealed to us, and they comprise all
actual mental contents. Images, sense-
experiences, thoughts, concepts—all are ‘ideas’
in Berkeley’s sense, since all are immediate
objects of mental perception. (Kant was not the



only one to complain about this assimilation of
items so diverse into a single category. But it
was perhaps Kant who made the most telling
criticism, in arguing that the empiricists find
their conclusions persuasive only because they
confuse sensibility and understanding, and so
‘sensualise’ the concepts of the understanding,
and misrepresent their nature and function in the
derivation of human knowledge.)

Having made this assumption, however,
Berkeley went on to draw conclusions which
seemed compelling both to him and to many of
his contemporaries. First, he attacked Locke’s
theory of abstraction, arguing that since
everything that exists is a particular, there can
be no such thing as an abstract idea. For
consider the abstract idea of a triangle: it is
supposed to be neither scalene nor isosceles, to
have all triangular shapes and no specific
triangular shape at once. And is it not an
absurdity to think of a ftriangle that is



indeterminate in all its properties? There is an
obvious reply: Locke was referring, not to a
triangle, but to the idea of a triangle; it is
ridiculous to suppose that an idea of a triangle is
itself a triangle and therefore determinate in its
shape. But this reply was forbidden by
Berkeley’s assimilation of ideas and images
under a single mental category. An image of a
triangle in some sense shares the properties of
the triangle it represents. Berkeley is right in
assuming therefore that there can no more be an
abstract image of a triangle than there can be an
abstract triangle. And since images are his
model for all the ‘ideas’ of the mind, his
conclusion must therefore appear
correspondingly more plausible.

But why should that assimilation of ideas to
images have appeared persuasive? The answer
is to be found in Berkeley’s attempt to fill in the
gap, left open by Locke’s empiricist theory of
meaning, between experience and idea.



Berkeley makes experiences and ideas one and
the same: a perception of a red book, an image
of a red book, an idea of a red book— these are
all examples of one kind of thing, different in
name, but not in nature. Hence there is no
difficulty in showing how words are given sense
by their application in experience: everything
denoted by a word is, in effect, an experience
(or idea), and there need never be any doubt in
our mind as to what we mean by the words we
utter. We need only refer back to the experience
which the word denotes. (It is a characteristic of
rationalist philosophy to bring all mental
processes under one label. But it is also
characteristic of rationalism to distinguish very
carefully between those ‘clear and distinct’
perceptions which belong to reason and those
more confused mental items that display the
workings of sense and imagination. For
Berkeley such a distinction is empty.)

Idealism



Berkeley feels that he can now provide an
answer to the fundamental question of
philosophy as he saw it. This is the question of
existence. What is existence? Berkeley’s first
answer is that to be is to be perceived: esse est
percipi. If everything which confronts us is an
idea, then the principle of existence must be
found in the nature of ideas. It is absurd,
however, to think of ideas as existing outside the
mind. And to exist in a mind is to be perceived
by that mind. Hence, nothing can exist which is
not perceived; any metaphysical assertion that
commits itself to the existence of an
imperceivable thing is absurd. In particular,
Berkeley thought, the belief in what he called
‘material substance’ is absurd: this term
corresponds to no idea, and therefore has no
sense. We do not even know what we mean to
assert when we commit ourselves to the
existence of that which it purports to name.

This radical conclusion (which Dr Johnson



thought he could refute by kicking against a
heavy stone) was not, according to Berkeley,
repugnant to common sense. On the contrary, it
is only metaphysical confusion that could lead
the ordinary person to doubt it, since he applies
words according to their proper meanings, and
therefore affirms existence only of those things
of which he has an idea; in other words those
things which he experiences. What then are the
‘material objects’ to which we so repeatedly
refer? Berkeley refrains from saying that they
are ideas: for to every table there exists not one
but many, perhaps infinitely many, perceptions.
Hence the term ‘table’ denotes, not a single
idea, but ‘a collection of ideas’. This theory is
obscure, as is shown by Berkeley’s answer to
the question ‘What does it mean to say that the
table exists while I am not perceiving it?’ His
answer (in the first instance) is that such an
assertion means no more than that, if were to
return to the place where the table stands, then I



would have a certain perception. In other words,
it makes reference not to an actual but to a
possible idea. This introduces a complication
into Berkeley’s philosophy which he brushes
aside somewhat peremptorily, but which has
been recognised in recent years as the major
source of difficulty for theories such as
Berkeley’s: how can there be such entities as
possible ideas?

Berkeley’s arguments for his view, in so far as
they are not merely reaffirmations of the
immediate consequences of his theory of
‘ideas’, consist in spirited, but as it now seems,
often misguided, attacks against Locke. Berkeley
rejects the distinction between primary and
secondary qualities. He thinks that whatever
arguments are given for the unreality of the
second must equally establish the unreality of
the first. He also dismisses Locke’s view of
substance, arguing that we can have no idea of
the pure ‘substratum’ divested of its qualities,



and therefore cannot know what we mean in
referring to such a thing. He argues from the
subjectivity of ideas directly to the subjectivity
of the qualities represented through them, in a
manner that betrays his too easy assimilation of
thoughts to sensations, and which therefore
establishes the inadequacy of the former by
reference to the well-known Cartesian
arguments for the inadequacy of the latter.

It is now perhaps more apparent than it was to
Berkeley’s contemporaries that these negative
arguments trade on inapposite conflations and
hasty analogies. Berkeley confuses (though the
fault is not entirely his) the Lockean ‘substance’
with the material stuff of the physical world; he
ignores the distinction between real and nominal
essence and uses the word ‘idea’ to name,
indiscriminately, qualities, sensations and the
concepts which result from them. In short, he
fails to present in a cogent manner the issue
which really concerns him, which is that of the



relation between appearance and reality. His
slogan that ‘to be is to be perceived’ might be
better expressed as ‘being is seeming’. And the
true epistemological weight of his argument can
then be seen to amount to this: it is a necessary
truth that all my evidence for how things are is
derived from my immediate and incorrigible
knowledge of how things seem. But I cannot
mean, in referring to the world, to refer to a
world other than the one that I know (for
otherwise I would not know what I mean). So
what I speak of, in speaking of objects, is not
some underlying reality that lies beyond all my
powers of observation, but rather the totality of
appearance. In other words, in speaking of
objects, I am speaking of the sum of what I can,
from my own point of view, observe. My world
i smy world. It is not just unverifiable but
meaningless to speak of some other world which
transcends the world as it appears to me. Since
‘appearance’ or ‘how it seems’ are terms which



refer, of necessity, to the mental state of an
observer, it seems that the observer has neither
reason nor capacity to affirm the existence of
things that are not mental.



God and the soul

The real problem that arises for Berkeley, and
one which he recognised, was this: how can one
accept such a view and escape from the
conclusion that all I think and know is contained
within the sphere of my own consciousness, so
that I have no grounds for asserting the existence
of spirits besides myself? This difficulty
Berkeley confronted in a manner reminiscent of
Descartes. He argues for the existence of an
omniscient and omnipotent God who sustains not
just the illusion but the reality of a many-souled
universe. As Berkeley clearly saw, however, he
could not confront the question immediately,
without first showing that terms like ‘soul’,
‘mind’ or ‘spirit’ are indeed meaningful
according to his own precepts. He admitted
some difficulty over this, arguing that the mind is
not itself an idea since it is not identical with
any of its contents. So do we have an idea of the
mind? If you take away all the contents of a



mind, you do not take away the mind itself, since
it is not identical with any of its contents nor
with all of its contents taken together. Indeed,
the mind seems to be a substance precisely in
the Lockean sense: it is an unknowable
substratum. Being forced to admit as much,
Berkeley found it necessary to say (as though it
made things clearer) that we have not an idea,
but a ‘notion’ of this substratum. The suggestion
is to some extent redeemed by the following
observations. First, we do have a unique
experience which is associated with the mind:
the experience of volition, through which we
derive our idea of a true causality. Secondly,
we can make sense of ‘mental substance’ by
extending the maxim that was applied to ideas,
that to be is to be perceived, to apply to notions
of substance. In this case the maxim becomes: to
be is to perceive. It is therefore through the
relation of perception that we understand the
nature of mind. Perception requires two terms;



the reality of one term (the idea) and the reality
of the relation (perception) necessitate between
them the reality of the other term (the mind). It is
as though perception is the hidden ‘bond’
between substance and attribute. Certainly
Berkeley’s confusion of ideas with qualities,
and his view that substance must contain some
active principle and therefore can only be
mental, seem to imply some such conclusion.

Having resolved the problem of the nature of
mind to his satisfaction, Berkeley felt able to
lean on the Cartesian part of his argument. This
proceeds, via the proof of the existence of God,
to the not surprising conclusion that the world is
in fact more than it merely seems to be: it is as it
appears to God. While our knowledge of this
divine appearance is imperfect we can be fairly
sure that we are not deceived in those beliefs
that arise cogently and naturally from the
perceptions which God vouchsafes to us.



The most interesting part of Berkeley’s theology
lies in a novel argument for the existence of
God. This argument both clarifies and depends
upon Berkeley’s notion of spiritual substance as
the only source of activity. He rightly observes
that, among ideas, we can distinguish those in
respect of which we are active from those in
respect of which we are passive. I can
voluntarily call an image or thought to mind, and
recognise it as the product of my mental activity.
But other ideas—in particular those which go
under the denomination of sensation and belief
—are not similarly accessible to my will. |
cannot command myself to believe that France is
smaller than England, to see a man instead of a
table before me, to feel a pain in my finger, and
so on. Yet these involuntary ideas seem to be
impressed on me with great vivacity. Whence
came they? Not from me, for I can neither refuse
nor amend them. From nowhere? Their vivacity
and compellingness suggest otherwise: they bear



the imprint of some other force. But force
signifies the active principle—the will—which
animates all spiritual substance. I conclude,
therefore, that they are produced in me by some
other being, some being far greater, and far
wiser and far more powerful than L.

The conclusion falls short of what is
theologically desirable. Embellished with other
arguments, and set in the context of Berkeley’s
radical scepticism about his own and his
reader’s powers to transcend the knowledge
provided by experience, it might seem
persuasive enough. However, the argument
involves many a weak step. Its assumption that,
because I am passive in respect of an idea, some
other being must be active in respect of it,
stands, to say the least, in need of justification. It
is from this point, however, that Berkeley, like
Descartes, begins the laborious task of
reconstructing the world of common sense. He
considered himself to have effected no genuine



change in that world; he had done no more than
re-establish the priority of appearance, and so
banish the metaphysical superstitions for which
‘material substance’ was the unholy name.

Conclusion

It is difficult to summarise the achievements or
the beliefs of the early British empiricists. But
certain threads seem to bind their philosophies
together. In particular there is the disposition to
put the theory of knowledge before metaphysics.
In doing so, they rise to the vantage-point from
which metaphysics can be criticised, and even
dismissed as nonsense. But, bound up with this
same disposition is another, which has been
historically central to it. This is the tendency,
present already in Descartes, to look for the
foundation of knowledge, and hence to arrive at
a satisfactory theory of what I can know and
mean, on the basis of the evidence and
understanding available to me. Thus we find, in



all traditional empiricism, a radical allegiance
to the first-person case, a belief that all
philosophy must be resolved by appeal to my
experience, and by studying the details of how
things seem to me.

Out of this preoccupation many confusions
arose, but so too did many clarities. It became
clear, for example, that certain concepts,
previously regarded as subsidiary to
philosophical argument, in fact take a central
place in all true metaphysics—these are the
concepts of cause, of object, of existence and of
the distinction between appearance and reality.
At the same time the reliance of philosophical
argument upon a theory of meaning, and upon a
conception of the capacities of the human mind,
became more apparent. When Hume was to
draw out what he considered to be the true
consequences of the empiricist assumptions, he
was to put forward what Locke and Berkeley
had merely hoped for: a philosophy dedicated to



the destruction of metaphysics, and founded in a
complete science of human nature.



8 - THE IDEA OF A MORAL SCIENCE

The rise of modern science during the
seventeenth century shook traditional beliefs in
religion, politics and morality, at the same time
instilling into those who renounced those beliefs
an unforeseen conviction of the power and
scope of the human intellect. But science brought
with it a new and unfamiliar bridle to the
ambitions of thought. It rested its authority at
least in part on observation. This gave new
impetus to the Cartesian doubt. If what I know of
the world I know through observation, then what
can I know beyond the fact that I seem to
observe things? In other words, what can I know
beyond the contents of my own mind? Without
the overarching structure ofa priori truth,
philosophy seems to-lack the bridge that will
take it from subject to object. It lies trapped in
the first person, forced either to remain there, or
to call, like Berkeley, in some new and less



reasonable way, upon the God who had rescued
Descartes from solipsism.

Before this radical scepticism could fully assert
itself, the optimism of Newton held sway in the
minds of less observant philosophers. Because
their thought did much to create what has since
become one of the fundamental branches of
philosophy, we must treat of them here. The
purpose of this chapter is to show how the
empiricism of Locke gradually worked itself out
through theories of ethics—the branch of
philosophy which had in modern times been
treated systematically only by the profoundly
unempiricist Spinoza.

The philosophers that 1 shall discuss—
Shaftesbury, Hutcheson and Butler—belong to
the ‘Enlightenment’. In the first flush of
scientific confidence, the thinkers of the
Enlightenment tried to carry over into every
human intellectual endeavour the search for first



principles which, in Newton’s physics, had been
attended with such success. This search brought
with it a sceptical attitude towards authority,
rejecting everything that had no secure
foundation in experience. In history, morals,
metaphysics and literature the Enlightenment
attitude briefly prevailed, giving rise to the
phenomenal  ambitions of the French
encyclopaedists, and to their materialist, almost
clockwork, vision of the universe. It produced
the political theories which motivated the
French and American revolutions, and the
systematic explorations in chemistry and biology
that were to find fruition in nineteenth-century
evolutionism. It also brought about the technical
achievements ~which precipitated modern
industrialism, and while thus preparing the way
for the miseries of revolution and factory labour,
it infected the minds of the educated classes
with a serenity of outlook, and a trust in human
capacities, that weathered the assaults of



Hume’s scepticism, of Vice’s anti-rationalism,
of the growing introversion and doom-laden
mysticism of the romantics. This was the
Augustan age of English poetry, the age of
Johnson and Goldsmith, of Voltaire, Diderot and
Rousseau, of Lessing and Winckelmann. From
the point of view of the historian it is perhaps
the richest and most exciting of all intellectual
eras, not because of the content, but because of
the influence, of the ideas that were current in it.

The two major Enlightenment thinkers that I
shall discuss—Hume and Kant—are among the
greatest of philosophers. But I shall discuss
them independently of the intellectual ferment
from which they grew, both because they were
superior to it, and also because their thought has
a philosophical significance that is wholly
misunderstood when they are seen merely as
manifestations of a spirit which, being common
to so many, retains the individual mark of no one
in particular. I shall ignore the encyclopaedists,



the French materialists and the great tradition of
German academic philosophy which created the
bridge between Leibniz and Kant. In all these
cases philosophical ideas which were
elsewhere given complete elaboration found
more confused expression. The astonishing fact
is not the depth of the thinking involved, but
rather the remarkable character of an age that
could generate the appearance of depth in so
many.

But while it is possible to study the history of
epistemology and metaphysics in such a way,
concentrating only on the greatest thinkers, it is
necessary to stray a little from the path of genius
in order to discuss the history of philosophy’s
subordinate branches. This is particularly true of
ethics, aesthetics and political philosophy. I
shall touch on the first of these in the present
chapter, and the third in chapter 14. In both
cases I shall be representing a characteristic
aspect of Enlightenment thought.



With the advance of science came the hope for a
‘moral’ science. This hope achieved early
expression in Descartes’ Treatise on the
Passions (1649), a work which profoundly
influenced Spinoza. Spinoza’s own deductively
conceived system of ethics, with its startling
conclusions and its remote, noble vision of
human things, served as a model for many later
thinkers. Its appeal rested not merely in its
reinstatement of a Platonic ideal of man as freed
and fulfilled in thought, capable of rising above
the vicissitudes of nature through understanding
alone; but also in the fact that its conclusions
seemed to depend on no appeal to revealed
religion, or to any other moral authority that was
not already contained in human reason. The
vision of ‘each man his own moralist’ was to
achieve its most profound and powerful
statement in the philosophy of Kant. Before then,
other thinkers were radically to change the
subject of ethics, by recasting it in empiricist



terms. They attempted to combine this outlook
with the ideal of a science of human nature from
which the precepts of ethics would follow, not
as a matter of willing obedience, but as a matter
of course. In other words, there arose the
general  impetus  towards an  ethical
‘naturalism’.! Naturalism is the theory that the
ideal of the good life is to be derived not from
divine precept but from a description of human
nature. Such a theory aims to show that evil is
against nature, while good fulfils it.

Ethical naturalism found its most important
expression in Britain, giving rise to the school
of ‘British Moralists’, whose modesty of style
and lack of metaphysical pretension to some
extent conceal the seminal character of their
philosophy. Their thoughts began to take shape
under the influence of Locke, and in the writings
of a man whose family had already enjoyed the
intimacy and instruction of that philosopher.
Anthony Ashley Cooper, third Earl of



Shaftesbury (1671-1713), published his Inquiry
Concerning Virtue or Merit in 1699 and his
Characteristics in 1711. The latter was one of
the most popular philosophical works of the
eighteenth century and saw eleven editions
before 1790. Shaftesbury was the founder of the
empiricist ‘moral science’ and of the modern
study of aesthetics. His influence on the French
and German Enlightenment was considerable.
Even at the end of the eighteenth century Herder
could write that ‘this virtuoso of humanity... has
had a marked influence on the best minds of our
century, on those who have striven with
determination and sincerity for the true, the
beautiful and the good’. However, the aspect of
his thought which is now of greatest interest is
not that which was most immediately influential.
In his earlier work Shaftesbury attempted to
combine the Lockean theory of the workings of
the human mind with many of the arguments of
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, and it is this



aspect of Shaftesbury’s philosophy which we
need to consider.

In Ari