[bookmark: _GoBack]In this essay I am going to examine how Russell argues, in Problems of Philosophy, Ch. 2, that it is rational to believe that our sense data are really signs of the existence of something independent of us and our perceptions. I am going to look at what his standards are for a belief to be rational, what his reasons are for making belief in an external world rational. And I will also look at the contributions of other philosophers are towards our understanding of scepticism and how to deal with it.
Russell begins by saying that “it is our particular thoughts and feelings that have primitive certainty”[footnoteRef:1] and that is on this solid base that we can look for “any reasons for regarding them as signs of the existence of something else”[footnoteRef:2]. Similarity is the first reason that Russell gives for believing in an external world. When different people look out into the world they describe similar experiences of particular objects. Whilst there may be variations in the reported experience, these variations follow the laws of perspective and reflection of light. And so, we can conclude that these descriptions relate to “permanent public objects”[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  B. Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, Williams and Norgate, 1925, Ch. 2.]  [2:  ibid]  [3:  ibid] 

Russell then questions that conclusion by pointing out that to depend upon the testimony of other people is to “beg the very question at issue.”[footnoteRef:4] I have to believe in the existence of independent external entities before I can accept their testimony as proof of independent objects. To counter the argument that my perceptions could all be part of a big dream Russell says that “we must therefore, if possible, find, in our own purely private experiences, characteristics which show, or tend to show, that there are in the world things other than ourselves and our private experiences.”[footnoteRef:5] The use of the words “characteristics which….tend to show” gives us an insight into the standard Russell is setting for rational belief in this area. A tendency to show something is not the kind of answer that the demanding extreme sceptic inside myself may be asking for, but if I can find these tendencies then I should accept my belief as rational. He says, “we can never prove the existence of things other than ourselves and our experiences.”[footnoteRef:6] Here, proof, certainty and indubitability are placed as unattainable goals with regards to our belief of an external world. He then goes on to say, “but although this [that life is a dream] is not logically impossible, there is no reason whatever to suppose that it is true”[footnoteRef:7] so the extreme sceptic that is demanding proven certainty has to be told that proof cannot be given, but that we have no reasons to accept their claim. Taking the argument back to the sceptic and that identifying that he has no positive theoretical ground is a way of showing the irrationality if his position.  [4:  ibid]  [5:  ibid]  [6:  ibid]  [7:  ibid] 

The simplicity of the hypothesis that existence continues independently of my perception is the next reason that he gives for us to believe in independent objects. To imagine that a cat does not have any existence other than when I am perceiving it becomes difficult when we think about the behaviour of the cat. That a cat gets hungry over a period of time does not seem to depend on whether I am perceiving it for that period of time, but if the cat has no existence while I am not perceiving it then how could it become hungry during that unperceived time. It is a much simpler idea that the cat continues to exist when I am not perceiving it. And this is just one cat, if you think about all the cats and other entities that I have ever perceived and how complex it would be for my mind to be the source of all their apparent hunger, even when I am not perceiving them, then it quickly becomes a much simpler hypothesis to think that all these other entities have an existence which is not dependent upon our perceiving them.
Russell does introduce dreaming at this point, “where we are mistaken as to the existence of other people.”[footnoteRef:8] The fact that we can experience the sensation of other people when they are not in front of us does provide some doubt about needing an external world, but “dreams are more or less suggested by what we call waking life”[footnoteRef:9]. By stating that dreams are based upon are fully conscious time Russell is dissolving the argument that just because we could be dreaming at this moment, it means that there is no external world. On the contrary, the fact that we dream almost suggests that there is a world that our dreams are based on, that I may wake up and realise that I was writing this essay in my sleep actually confirms my belief in an external world where I write essays. That I can dream, or hallucinate, simply shows my consciousness is capable of existing in a dreamlike state that can be one step removed from the external world. It does not give reasons for thinking that the external world does not exist. It is very difficult or impossible to prove that I am not dreaming right now, and Russell suggests that this doubt cannot be removed, but that it is a much simpler hypothesis “that there really are objects other than ourselves and our sense data which have an existence not dependent upon our perceiving them.”[footnoteRef:10] [8: B. Russell, The Problems of Philosophy, Williams and Norgate, London, 1912, Ch. 2.]  [9:  ibid]  [10:  ibid] 

Russell then informs us that our belief in an external world is what may be called an instinctive belief. It is not by argument that we originally come to this belief but that we have it as soon as we begin to reflect. The belief has only been brought into question because it seems that sense data is not identical with the object perceived. This questioning of sense data and object does not diminish our “instinctive belief that there are objects corresponding to our sense data”[footnoteRef:11], we do not stop behaving as if our belief in the external world has disappeared even if there is a margin for doubt. Russell points out that all knowledge is based upon beliefs, they are a bedrock, without them there would be no basis for knowledge. You cannot remove them without replacing them with something else, and that something else need to be based upon reasons that were better. It is in looking at these reasons we can decide, using our common sense, whether an instinctive belief needs replacing with a better different belief. So Russell says, “We may therefore admit - though with a slight doubt derived from dreams - that the external world does really exist”[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Ibid]  [12:  ibid] 

In the last four paragraphs of the chapter the nature of the role of philosophy is given some attention. It is the analysis of our beliefs and their relations in a system that philosophy can perform. Because “it is of course possible that all or any of our beliefs may be mistaken, and therefore all ought to be held with at least some slight element of doubt”[footnoteRef:13]. The strength of the rationality behind our beliefs is what philosophy can examine. The “critical scrutiny which has preceded acquiescence” is what makes a belief rational. William Hare has noted “There is a pervasive emphasis in Russell's writings…..on the reasons and evidence which support, or undermine, a particular belief. Critical scrutiny of these is needed to determine the degree of confidence we should place in our beliefs. He emphasizes the need to teach the skill of how….to reach true conclusions on insufficient data.”[footnoteRef:14] Russell maintains an openness towards doubt and the possibilities of reconstructing both his instinctive beliefs and the system that together they comprise. I see this as a progressive notion as compared to Moore’s stance which seems to be to sweep aside any notion of doubt for that which seems obvious. Russell’s example of openness to questioning of beliefs within his paradigm (sensation, sense data and matter) leads to me to be open to the questioning of the relevance of that paradigm. I find that the dissolution of boundaries between ontological substances such as, internal and external, sensation, sense data and matter, consciousness and body, to be helpful in putting aside extreme scepticism about the external world. The worldview of being a separate soul and body is what gives scepticism a place to create division and doubt. I think that it is the framework, or paradigm that Russell is using, and especially that Descartes was using that are at fault. By creating the division of internal and external there becomes a gap that has to be crossed in order for me to get to the world outside. The work that Merleau-Ponty has done regarding embodiment and “being in the world”[footnoteRef:15] leads me to feel a sense of reintegration of both my inner and outer environments. Through a reorientation of my conceptual understanding, i.e. not a foreign soul trapped in a body, but a piece of consciousness that is part of the world, the need to prove the existence of that external world seems to disappear. One of Merleau-Ponty’s arguments against scepticism was that we are already in contact with the world itself[footnoteRef:16] not just sense data, so just as Russel says that we are certain of sense data, for Merleau-Ponty we are certain of the world around us. [13:  ibid]  [14:  William Hare, Journal of Thought 36,1,2001:7-16, Twentieth World Congress of Philosophy (The Paideia Project On-line), 1999.]  [15:  M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, Routledge, London, 1962, Pg. 94]  [16:  M. Sacrini, Merleau-Ponty’s Responses to Scepticism: A Critical Appraisal, International Journal of Philosophical Studies Vol. 21 , Iss. 5,2013 ] 

At the beginning of the chapter Russell introduced Descartes and his method of systematic doubt. In one sense Russell goes further than Descartes by questioning the certainty of the real self as the notion of a permanent person and he only grants particular thoughts and feelings to have primitive certainty. But whereas Descartes rejected a belief that could be doubted “I should hold back my assent from opinions which are not completely certain and indubitable”[footnoteRef:17], Russell allowed a belief to be admitted whilst there still being a remainder of some doubt. It seems the Descartes had an expectation of certainty, free from doubt, and Russell saw that belief could live alongside doubt. Russell’s position is much more like the modus operandi that most of us have whilst acting in the world. We look at the question, do the work of finding the reasons for the particular answers to the question, make an evaluation of the legitimacy of the reasons and the relevancy of the answers, and then decide what action to take, or where to place our beliefs. Certainty is rarely achieved in most decisions, but act we must. [17:  R. Descartes, Meditations on first philosophy, Cambridge University press, Cambridge, 1986, Pg. 12.] 

Timothy Williamson has presented the idea that scepticism could be compared to our immune system. Scepticism is a good thing. It is a healthy part of ourselves that is careful and vigilant to seek out and remove bad knowledge, but that extreme scepticism is a good thing gone too far, like an auto immune disease where the immune system starts to attack the healthy parts of the body or sometimes even parts of the immune system itself. So extreme scepticism is when the questioning parts of our cognitive function turn upon the essential framework of knowledge that gave rise to the faculties of scepticism in the first place. “Scepticism is a disease in which healthy mental processes run pathologically unchecked. Our cognitive immunity system, designed to protect our conception of the world from harmful errors, turns destructively on that conception itself.”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Timothy Williamson, The Oxford Handbook of Contemporary Philosophy, Ed. Frank Jackson and Michael Smith,  2007.] 

David Chalmers has put forward the idea of considering the consequences of the doubt which is remaining. So, for example, when looking at the doubt of solipsism, or dreaming, or being a brain in a vat, which remains even after we have accepted the belief in an external world, if that alternative were true, what would be the consequences? When I dream I still have to engage with the reality that is presented before me, I still take that dream to be my reality, my morals, my will and my knowledge, whilst often being distorted, are still my framework. So, this world as I find it now, is still the framework that I have to operate in. “At this point I think maybe there’s a philosophical mistake going on in the traditional analysis of this example. My view is that yes, it’s possible that we’re in a simulation. But if we’re in a simulation, all this is still perfectly real. Just say it turns out that we discover somehow that we’re in the ‘matrix’. And the tables, and chairs, and buildings around me are all coming from a computer simulation. Should we say, “They don’t exist”? I think not!”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  David Chalmers, http://serious-science.org/skepticism-and-the-simulation-hypothesis-6189, 13/11/2017] 
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