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CHAPTER 6: THE RISE OF MODERN METAPHYSICS AND EPISTEMOLOGY
Main Points
1. Historical developments after the Renaissance, especially the growth of science, led to the shaping of metaphysics and epistemology, including the commonsense view of today that reality has a dual nature of physical objects and mind.
2. Important (and conflicting) metaphysical perspectives: dualism (what exists is either physical or mental, or, in the case of human beings, some combination of both); materialism or physicalism (only the physical exists); idealism (only the mental or spiritual exists); and “alternative views”: a “neither-nor” view (what exists is ultimately neither mental nor physical); a “both-and” view, often called double aspect theory (what exists is ultimately both mental and physical—the mental and physical are just different ways of looking at the same things, which in themselves are neutral between the two categories).
3. Though dualism continues to command the assent of common sense, increasingly a scientific understanding of the world has brought materialism into prominence. Along with idealism and alternative views, the outcome of the competition will have profound implications for how the following three questions are answered: Does an immaterial God exist? Do humans have free will? Is there life after death?
Descartes and Dualism
4. René Descartes began modern philosophy and in metaphysics employed skepticism to arrive (he thought) at truth and knowledge. If anything is beyond doubt, it can provide a criterion of truth and knowledge.
5. Skepticism as the key to certainty. Two famous conjectures he employed were the dream conjecture and the evil demon conjecture.

6. He could doubt at first everything except the truth expressed in “cogito, ergo sum.”
7. The “clear and distinct” litmus test. From cogito, ergo sum Descartes worked his way to the clear and distinct criterion of truth: anything that was as clear and distinct as his own existence would pass the litmus test and would also have to be certain. This doubting methodology was like geometry, using as an axiom “I think, therefore I am” to prove true what at first only seemed true.
8. Using the “clear and distinct” criterion, Descartes found that he had a certain knowledge of God’s existence and, from knowledge that God would not deceive him, Descartes concluded that he also had certain knowledge that there existed a world of objects outside his mind.
9. The essential attribute of material substance is extension (occupancy of space); the essential attribute of mind is thought. Mind and matter are totally independent of each other.
10. Difficulties in dualism include reconciling the belief that material things are completely subject to physical laws with the belief that the immaterial mind can move one’s body.
11. Some of Descartes’ followers proposed parallelism as a possible solution to the problem of how an immaterial mind can interact with a material body. The mental and physical involve two parallel series of events that coincide, so that it only appears that my act of willing my hand to move is causing my physical hand to move. God is the divine coordinator. (A variant called occasionalism suggests that when I will my hand to move, that is the occasion God causes my hand to move.)
12. Descartes took an epistemological detour in trying to discover metaphysical truth about what is through epistemological inquiry about what can be known.
Hobbes and Materialism
13. Thomas Hobbes in his natural philosophy thought that all that exists is bodies in motion, this being true not only of what ordinarily is viewed as physical bodies but also of mind and emotion.
14. That is, all mental phenomena derive from perception, that is, “sense.” Thus, Hobbes espoused materialism.
15. Perception. All mental phenomena are derived from perception, which is itself nothing but “matter in motion.” Motions outside us cause motions within us. Hobbes tried to establish that every aspect of human psychology, including memory and imagination, thought, reasoning, and decision making, are all a product of perception.
16. The theory that all is matter in motion expresses in a rudimentary way the view held by many contemporary philosophers and brain scientists that every mental activity is a brain process of some kind.
The Alternative Views of Conway, Spinoza, and Leibniz
17. The Metaphysics of Anne Conway. A forerunner of Leibniz’s monadology, Lady Conway’s view was that all things are reducible to a single substance that is itself irreducible but that there is a continuum between material and mental substances so that all created substances are both mental and physical to some degree or other.
18. All “Creatures” (i.e., created substances) are dependent on God’s decision to create them. All such creatures have an individual essence and an essence common to all. The latter came to be known as de re modality—meaning that a property (in this case, the property of being both mental and physical) must be a property of anything that is created by God. Everything (other than God) is a substance and must of necessity exist as partly physical and partly mental.
19. Conway’s God is nonmaterial, nonphysical, all-perfect, and exists outside the dimension of time. God is the eternal creator; the universe has always existed because God has always existed and he has always been creating. Past and future are all God’s present.
20. Conway’s book, The Principles of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy, begins with a series of assumptions (in the same manner as Spinoza’s Ethics and Leibniz’s Monadology) from which are derived various philosophical conclusions.
21. Spinoza. He regarded thought and extension as different attributes of one basic substance equated with God. A living person is not the composite of mind and matter, but rather a “modification” of the one substance. The mind and body are the same thing, conceptualized from different viewpoints. Thus, there is no problem explaining how the mind interacts with the body: they are one and the same thing.
22. Spinoza was a pantheist: God is all. There is no personal immortality after death, and free will is an illusion.
23. Though both Hobbes and Spinoza believed there was only one substance, Hobbes had the problem of explaining away the mental.
24. Gottfried Wilhelm, Baron von Leibniz. Leibniz and Newton, independently of each other, developed the calculus.
25. For Leibniz, reality consisted of monads, indivisible units of force or energy or activity. They are entirely nonphysical.
26. His metaphysical system took advantage of certain basic principles. One, the principle of the identity of Indiscernibles, says that if two beings have exactly the same set of properties, then they are identical with one another; the principle of sufficient reason says that there is a sufficient reason why things are exactly as they are and not otherwise.
The Idealism of Locke and Berkeley
27. John Locke and Representative Realism. Locke’s fundamental thesis is that all our ideas come from experience and that the human mind at birth is a tabula rasa (blank slate).
28. Nihil in intellectu quod prius non fuerit in sensu (“nothing exists in the mind that was not first in the senses”).
29. Locke’s representative realism—we perceive objects indirectly by our ideas or representations of them—is now thought to be so much common sense.
30. George Berkeley. If representative realism is correct, Berkeley argued, then we cannot know that any of our ideas or perceptions accurately represent the qualities of sensible things because we cannot compare the ideas we have of an object with the object itself. We do not experience the object itself but only our perceptions or ideas of the object.
31. The objects of human knowledge consist of “ideas” (1) conveyed to the mind by the senses, (2) perceived by the mind when the mind reflects on its own operations, or (3) compounded or divided by the mind with the help of memory or imagination. What exists, therefore, are ideas and the minds that have them. It is contradictory to suppose that material substances exist outside the mind that perceives them.
32. If secondary qualities (e.g., tastes, odors, colors) exist only in the mind, then so do primary qualities (e.g., extension, figure, motion), because they are all relative to the observer.
33. Material things as clusters of ideas. Berkeley’s view is one version of idealism. He maintains that sensible things are not material things that exist outside the mind but are directly perceived clusters of ideas within the mind.
34. Berkeley believed that the perceiving mind of God makes possible the continued existence of sensible things when we are not perceiving them.
35. Berkeley and atheism. Esse est percipi (“to be is to be perceived”).

36. He believed the greatest virtue of his idealist system was that it alone did not invite skepticism about God. If the existence of sensible objects was undeniable, then the existence of the divine mind, in which sensible objects are sustained, was equally undeniable.
37. God’s existence, thought Berkeley, is shown by the fact that sensible things continue to exist when we do not perceive them; and from the fact that we do not ourselves cause our ideas of sensible things.
38. Commonsense objections that Berkeley’s idealism renders the physical world intangible or imaginary are based on a misunderstanding of Berkeley.
Boxes

The Scientific Revolution
(Copernicus ushers in a new era of discovery and a new worldview)
Chronology of Postmedieval History
(From the Renaissance to the Age of Technology)
Profile: René Descartes
(He founded analytic geometry and did work in optics)
Descartes’s Conjectures
(Descartes’s two skeptical conjectures explained)
Oliva Sabuco de Nantes and the Body–Soul Connection
(The connection between body and soul occurs throughout the brain)
Profile: Anne Finch, The Viscountess Conway
(She grew up knowing some of the most influential English intellectuals of her time)
Profile: Benedictus de Spinoza
(A gentle man, he was widely misunderstood)
Newtonians, Metaphysicians, and Émilie du Châtelet
(The conflict between Newtonian empirical science and speculative metaphysics)
Profile: George Berkeley
(He had an enthusiasm for tar water)
Rationalism and Empiricism
(An important box on the difference between the two)
Mind-Body Theories
(Summarizing the views of Descartes, Hobbes, Berkeley, and Spinoza in a simple chart)
Readings

6.1 René Descartes, from Meditations on First Philosophy
The excerpt contains both of Descartes’s skeptical conjectures and his explanation that he is a thinking thing—a mind—a thing that is one and indivisible but is intermingled with something entirely different, a body—something that is divisible and has parts.
6.2 Benedictus de Spinoza, from Ethics
The excerpt demonstrates Spinoza’s use of his “geometric method” in which metaphysical certainties (“propositions”) are deduced from a group of “definitions” and self-evident “axioms.”
6.3 George Berkeley, from Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge
Berkeley notes that the objects of human knowledge are ideas and that these ideas can only exist in the mind that perceives them. He then observes that there is a contradiction in the view that sensible objects exist outside the mind. He goes on to argue that all the qualities we experience when we experience a sensible object (not just the so-called secondary qualities) are ideas that exist in the mind and that the existence of things outside the mind cannot be proven by reason; in fact, Berkeley argues, it is impossible even to conceive of a sensible thing existing outside the mind.

Philosophers

•
George Berkeley  was a British empiricist and idealist who denied the existence of ​material substance and held that sensible ​objects exist only in the mind.  110


•
Anne Conway  argued against parts of the philosophies of Descartes, Hobbes, and ​Spinoza. An essentialist who argued that ​everything other than God has both physical and mental essences—God is totally ​mental—she had a big influence on Leibniz’s monadology.  103


•
Oliva Sabuco de Nantes  proposed that the connection between body and soul occurs throughout the brain.  100


•
René Descartes  was the “father” of modern philosophy, a Continental rationalist, and a ​dualist. He said there are two separate and ​distinct substances: material substance and mind.  96


•
Benedictus de Spinoza  was a Continental rationalist. He maintained that thought and ​extension are attributes of a single substance.  105


•
Émilie du Châtelet  adapted Leibniz’s ​metaphysical principles to Newtonian science.  108


•
Thomas Hobbes  was the first great modern materialist. He held that all that exists is bodies in motion.  102


•
Gottfried Wilhelm, Baron von Leibniz  was a ​Continental rationalist who held that the ​ultimate constituents of reality are monads, which are ​nonmaterial, indivisible units of force.  107

•
John Locke  was a British empiricist who held that we perceive objects indirectly by means of our perceptions of them, some of which he ​believed were accurate copies of the real ​properties of objects.  109
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Benson Mates, The Philosophy of Leibniz (New York: ​Oxford University Press, 1986). An excellent ​exposition of the metaphysics of Leibniz.

Anthony Savile, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to ​Leibniz and the Monadology (New York: Routledge, 2000). A brief exposition of Leibniz’s idealism.

Tom Sorell, Descartes: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). A short but ​accessible introduction to Descartes’ life and ​thinking.

Tom Sorell, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Hobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). A review of Hobbes’s life and the full range of his philosophical concerns.
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