Russel argues that it is rational to believe that our sense data are really signs of the existence of something independent of us and our perceptions. Examine this claim.

In “The Problems of Philosophy”, Russel attempts to examine the metaphysical and epistemological ideas that he had previously contemplated in a less detailed manner than in the writings has put forward later which elaborated and even refined these views.[footnoteRef:1] I will be examining his views regarding sense, perception and the extent to which these give us reason, or in this case, lack of any reasonable doubt for certainty in the existence of an independent reality. -  [1:  AC Grayling “Russel: A Very Short Introduction” (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002)] 

Russel observes in his original work “The Problems of Philosophy” that it is only when we begin to reflect upon our sensory experience that we realise the instinctive beliefs in which we hold regarding this experience. Instinctive belief tells us that there is no distinction between the sense datum and the independent object.[footnoteRef:2] It is only by logical argument that we move past this instinctive belief and realise that there absolutely is a distinction.[footnoteRef:3] Russel concludes that there is an external world and we do not have to necessarily perceive it in order to for it to exist contingently.  It is because to hold this belief holds no difficulties for us – it simplifies and systemizes our own account of experiences.[footnoteRef:4] Russel seems to be approaching his logical, mathematical approach to truth with the Ockham’s Razor principle, with the idea that the simplest answer is the sensible and preferable answer.  What good reason is there for rejecting what is instinctive for us? If we are to reject a belief, there has to be a good reason such as it contradicting another belief.[footnoteRef:5] It is only at an orderly systematic organization of knowledge consisting of an organization of instinctive beliefs and consequences that we can accept our instincts as our sole data. We achieve this by considering among these instinctive beliefs which are the most possible to accept, reject or perhaps even simply modify.[footnoteRef:6] However, we can reasonably find an issue here. It seems that most instincts are made up of various types of “truths”, for example mathematical truths can easily be seen as intuitive in the same way that we can consider general principles of induction. How we hierarchise these intuitive beliefs is unclear and unclarified by Russel and this leads us to doubt the “orderly systematic organisation of knowledge” that Russel was intent on justifying as data for acceptation of such instincts. Many such intuitions are generally seen as self-evident, even in empiricism because we can intuit clearly and accurately. It is at this point that there is a critical question to be posed about the overlap between intuition and simply seeing. So if these intuitions are indeed self evident, we should not have to resort to the idea of degrees of self evidence that Russel  proposes. There is a contradiction here. For these degrees of self evidence, we have to appeal to different kinds of criteria. Furthermore, this kind of criteria is potentially composed of both a priori and a posteriori cases, a criteria leading to evidence existing outside of this “self evidence” which simply cannot be necessary by definition. Russel still nevertheless acknowledges the chance of error, just as he accepts that the experience of dreams do give us reason to doubt, because of the critical scrutiny which it appears he considers necessary to hold a reasonable account of belief in the external world. This scrutiny precedes acquiescence for Russel[footnoteRef:7]. In other words we must be critical before we reluctantly accept such an account of knowledge. [2:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [3:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [4:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [5:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [6:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [7:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)] 

There seems to be some inevitable overlap with the views of GE Moore in the sense that both believe there is no value or pragmatic purpose in attempting to be sceptical. He agrees with Moore that it is not physical objects we are immediately acquainted with, it is sense data itself. He believed we do not immediately come to know physical objects in the sense that G E Moore did, which is much more consistent with science in the sense that science does acknowledge the nature of perception being separate from the direct perception of objects[footnoteRef:8]. However Russell was clearly much more nuanced in his views and allows room for doubt, acknowledging the critical scrutiny necessary to hold reasonable views. He clearly criticises Moore, despite being influenced by him, for his loose structure in “A Defense of Common sense” that does not satisfyingly engage with the nature of perception and knowledge[footnoteRef:9]. Russel was much more logical in his method, he set out to deliberately find what we cannot possibly doubt – this he called the indupitable, meaning impossible to doubt  whereas Moore seemed to analyse without the same level of careful scrutiny and conclusiveness – Metz described as being better at asking questions than finding answers.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  John Passamore, “A Hundred Years of Philosophy” (Penguin Books:1968)]  [9:  John Passamore, “A Hundred Years of Philosophy” (Penguin Books:1968)]  [10:  John Passamore, “A Hundred Years of Philosophy” (Penguin Books:1968)] 

In order to conceive of physical continuants persisting through time, we must use description This concept of description which Russel is known for and elaborated through in his “Problems of Philosophy” is derived from the data of sensory experience[footnoteRef:11]. He uses the example of a table to illustrate this. The table is a physical continuant and our sense data provides us with the entirety of the knowledge about this table. When the table exists in front of us, it becomes known through definitive description such as “physical continuant which has a very high probability of being causally responsible for the present and remembered sense experiences presented”[footnoteRef:12]. It is therefore through acquaintance with sense-data in combination with their inherent universals and logical structures that Russel assures us we can gain knowledge through this description of physical continuants[footnoteRef:13]. It is because universals and sense-data exist outside of the mind that Russel allows himself to readily admit that empirical knowledge does not begin from one’s mental states. He does not however acknowledge in his work that sense-data is physical even though he was much clearer about this in his later work. Still sense data is simultaneously subjective because our position in space allows us to be highly sensitive them. This is how he concludes that acquaintance with this sense data is what allows for the foundation for the empirical knowledge of matter in the form of physical continuants[footnoteRef:14]. He specifically appeals to how we consider and think of perception from “ a physical and psychological point of view”[footnoteRef:15]. He acknowledges the subjectivity in sense data, clearly understanding there is need to be able to begin with the perspective of the person in question receiving the data because of how we come to derive knowledge but also recognising the physical in the sense that universals and certain logical structures exist a mathematical framework. This may be a somewhat compatibilist approach and it much more nuanced than what G E Moore put forward in “A Defense of Common Sense”. Russel may be at risk of contradicting himself because of his appeal to perception from “ a physical and psychological point of view” but he is very careful throughout his rigorous writing to not do this. It may be because as Passamore writes in “A Hundred Years of Philosophy”, he is keen to make a clear distinction between logic and psychology[footnoteRef:16]. [11:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [12:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [13:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [14:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [15:  Gregory Landini “Russell” (Oxon: Routledge, 2011)]  [16:  John Passamore, “A Hundred Years of Philosophy” (Penguin Books:1968)] 

Bernard Bosanquet in his review of Russel’s “Problems of Philosophy” argues against Russel’s early account of sense data , emphasising that objects have only their true shapes in physical space but present themselves in varied appearances according to our sense perception[footnoteRef:17]. Therefore, it is within the concept of relations in which we can find our relationship, our correspondence to the physical world. It appears that Bosanquet believes Russel does not emphasise the extent to which our relationship to the world is influenced by what we are only able to perceive. And yet in his first chapter of “The Problems of Philosophy”, Russel does clearly set out the example of a table and the various ways in which light and angle have a way of distorting or manipulating the image, concluding that “we construct the real shape from the apparent shape”[footnoteRef:18]. Bosanquet may instead be implying that Russel is presuming that the sense data we experience comes from outside[footnoteRef:19]. Russel has to prove that sense data does not come from inside us and it is not clear that he achieves this in his original work. How the real table relates to our sense data is unclear in his “Problems of Philosophy”. How does the “real table” relate exactly to our sense data? Russel attempts to clarify this issue in Chapter 1 of “The Problems of Philosophy”. As he states in Chapter 1, sense data are “signs of some property which perhaps causes all the sensations”[footnoteRef:20]. What Russel is attending to in this quote is that because we can experience sensation  in different way, it would seem to make perfect sense to assume that sensations in all their varieties are derived from something external to be experienced through senses in terms of direct empirical experience. If we were to experience sensations in the same way, it would be more plausible to consider this property as not necessarily being external. After all, it cannot be that a single sensation instantly proves the reality of the object in question. It is because it is difficult to doubt our aware ness of our sensations, we can have confidence in our sense data, which Russel clarifies as distinct from sensation itself. Yet Russel did strongly believe in the trust that we derive from sensation itself simultaneously as he acknowledged that sense does not reveal to us the reality of any external object, of any external world.  [17:  Bernard Bosanquent, “Review of Russel’s Problem of Philosophy”, Mind, 21, 84, (1912), 556-564]  [18:  Problems of Philosophy, Sparknotes, http://www.sparknotes.com/philosophy/problems/section1.rhtml. Accessed 29/11/17]  [19:  Bernard Bosanquent, “Review of Russel’s Problem of Philosophy”, Mind, 21, 84, (1912), 556-564]  [20:  Problems of Philosophy, Sparknotes, http://www.sparknotes.com/philosophy/problems/section1.rhtml. Accessed 29/11/17
] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]It could be argued that because Russel was still in his relative early stages, his work being developed and refined later on, that his work regarding “The Problem of Philosophy” cannot be viewed as the definitive summary of his logical and analytic wisdom. Nevertheless, he does recognise sense data as subjective to the individual and therefore instinctual whilst simultaneously going as far as to separate it from sensation itself, and therefore attempting to  clarify a nuanced, carefully considered view of knowledge and perception and the relationship between the two. He is pragmatic in the sense that he understands there is no good reason to doubt our sense data and yetis careful to clarify that this does not prove an external world in the sense that it is not indubitable knowledge that there is a world independent of us. This does appear to make his work somewhat rational – he shows he can delve deep into the implications of indubitability whilst being aware of the practical need to exist in the real world as we know it.
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