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PHIL 1115   Introduction to Philosophy

Lec 21     Notes for ‘later Answers to Reality’
Objectives for Lec 21
· To appreciate the connection between what happens in philosophy and what happens in history.
· To explain the direction of modern philosophy away from the God-centered view of the Middle Ages.  
· To line up the philosophers and their various metaphysical theories.

Part 1:   Mind and Metaphysics

The 16th and 17th Centuries witnessed profound social changes.  The result was a new world outlook.  For 2000 years, the Mediterranean had seemed the center of the world.  Now the world was larger.  North America had been ‘discovered’.  India was being ‘opened up’.  The struggle for secular power underlay what looked like religious conflicts.  But much of the medieval outlook was still there.  The first ‘modern’ philosophers had to walk gingerly in that new world.  Many of them kept their most significant notebooks private, afraid to publish in a world where religion still had so much power.  Some philosophers went into voluntary exile -- like Aristotle had had to do in ancient Greece.  Galileo was placed under house arrest by the Catholic Church.  It was a very powerful object lesson.  Spinoza was excommunicated by the Jews of Amsterdam and once even stoned by a crowd in the Netherlands.  Hobbes thought it the better part of wisdom to spend years out of England.  No one dared publish Leibniz’s best work until fifty years after his death.
Philosophy, then, had a bit of a conspiratorial air.  It felt subversive.
We saw this already in ancient Greece, where the philosophers had to be careful.  Socrates had been judicially ‘murdered’.  Aristotle had had to leave Athens, so she should not ‘sin again against philosophy.’  The Pythagoreans and the Epicureans were often in trouble and retired behind high walls.  In the Middle Ages, Abelard and Roger Bacon suffered at the hands of the Church.  Perhaps that’s one reason so many of the medieval philosophers took time to develop and publish proofs for the existence of God.  I mentioned this already in relation to Descartes.  He too, developed a proof for the existence of God.  And so did Spinoza, and Leibniz and even John Locke and Bishop Berkeley.  It bought them safety.  And, sometimes, it bought them a solution to their philosophical problems as well.  They could bring God in when things needed more explaining than their reason could muster.
Deus ex machina……

Many of you have seen the movie, The Matrix.  It is predicated on the fact that our view of the world is manufactured inside our heads – from the signals sent in by our senses. Clearly, the world we build up from that information is often iffy.  Clearly the world we sometimes glimpse through philosophic lenses is not like the world we seem to see and hear and taste and touch.  Clearly, we have two worlds:  
· The one a world of reason.  
· The other a world of common sense.  
Which was more dependable?

Part 2:   changing how we look at the world

Galileo Galilei
Astronomer and Physicist   1564 -1642

Galileo tried to answer this question. 
· He chose the world disclosed by reason.  
“I cannot sufficiently admire the eminence of those men’s wits, that have received and held it to be true, and with the sprightliness of their judgments offered such violence to their senses, as that they have been able to prefer that which their reason dictated to them to that which sensible experiments represented most manifestly to the contrary.” 







Galileo Galilei

He was admiring them because, despite what we seem to see -- the sun climbing across the heavens and setting and rising -- reason says it is not so.  So Galileo was acknowledging that reason violated the knowledge of the senses.  To emphasize the shock of it, he called it “the rape of reason on the senses.”

This revelation -- about the earth not being the center of creation -- was a much bigger deal in those days than you might think.  We cannot imagine what a dangerous furor there was.  The church burned people at the stake.  Galileo was too famous for such a terrifying end – but his books were burned and he was placed under house arrest for the rest of his life.
If we follow science, we are aware of how our senses lie to us.  The things ‘out there’ have no colour, no taste, no sound, no smell.  All of that defining goes on in our heads – well, in our minds.  All of these qualities are contributed by our senses.  That’s why the old joke about if a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to hear, does it make a sound?

The Pope was a friend of Galileo’s and so Galileo felt safe in publishing his Copernican views, theories and experiments.  In 1632 he published Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief Systems of the World - Ptolemaic and Copernican.  Written like a Socratic dialogue, it pits Salviati  (for the Copernican view) against Simplicio (for the Aristotelian (Christian) view).  The Inquisition banned its sale and ordered Galileo to appear in Rome.  Found guilty of heresy, he was sentenced to lifelong imprisonment – but in the end it amounted to house arrest – watched over by officers of the Inquisition.  He didn’t give them much satisfaction:

“I do not feel obliged to believe that the same god who has endowed us with sense, reason and intellect has intended us to forgo their use.” 
                                                                                            —Galileo
Galileo died, still under house arrest, in 1642.  
(350 years later (in 1992), Pope John Paul II gave an address on behalf of the Catholic Church in which he admitted that errors had been made by the theological advisors in the case of Galileo. He declared the Galileo case closed, but couldn’t quite bring himself to admit that the Church had been wrong to convict Galileo on a charge of heresy because of his assertion that the Earth rotates round the sun.)
So it’s 1642 and the world looks very different than it did even fifty years earlier.  The Medieval world view seemed to be falling apart, a factor which might explain why the Church was so violent in its defense:  excommunicating people for their heretical beliefs…even burning them at the stake.
And the modern world about to take its place was also dangerous.  It’s difficult for us to understand exactly how dangerous.  Or how heady.  What Galileo was doing (and Newton after him – born the year Galileo died) was known as experimental philosophy or natural philosophy.  Nowadays we call it science.  

(Remember that all pursuit of knowledge of the world was at one time considered philosophy – but when that knowledge became collectable by measuring and observing and experimenting, it peeled itself off and became science (or, later, social science).)
We should also note that what Galileo, and Newton after him, did was explain the observable by means of the unobservable.   Now, this may sound a bit like the medieval philosophers who also explained the observable with the unobservable.  But there is a big difference.  Science’s “unobservable” was subjected to theorizing, experimentation and expectation in a rigorous way.  Science’s ‘unobservables” – gravity, inertia, force – explained the movement of the heavenly bodies in a predictable, measureable way.  The Church’s “unobservables” – God and the angels – were anything but predictable or measurable.  
I want you to think for a moment about this…because what we have is a replay of what happened in the 6th C BCE.
In all the ancient civilizations, the ages-old explanation for the creation, existence and reality of the world was the behind-the-scenes working of the gods.  Then along came the philosophers and argued that that wasn’t a good enough explanation.  Those were stories for children.  The world could be understood in terms of natural processes which didn’t require God.  And some of them paid for their hubris by death, imprisonment and banishment.
Now, in the 16th and 17th C.  (CE) we have again a world, all of Christendom, explained by the behind-the-scenes workings of gods and angels.  And along come the philosophers and argue that that isn’t a good enough explanation.  The world could be understood in terms of natural processes which didn’t require God.  And some of them also paid for their hubris by death, imprisonment and banishment

So, why the gods and angels?   Why the ferocity of their defense? Power and money, is the answer.  The world’s first civilization already taught that ‘Kingship is lowered from heaven.’  The Medieval equivalent:   The divine right of kings.  Control of men’s minds leads to power and wealth.  
At any rate, we can see that once again, Philosophy’s interest turned away from man and his soul and returned to an interest in the way the world works.  It’s understandable that in the long Dark Ages, when the world was ruled by the Church, there was no future in studying the natural processes – because all was ruled by God – no other explanation was required (or welcomed).  
So, in the 16th and 17th centuries, Science began peeling itself away from philosophy.  And Science was amazingly successful in what it confronted.  Within decades, it felt confident to describe the physical universe, after Galileo, as reducible to “matter and motion.”  But there was still much for philosophers to think about:  

(1)  That old stubborn problem of how to relate the particulars – your dog or mine – to the universals – Plato’s dogness (or ideal dog – or essence of dog).  
(2) That old stubborn problem about the nature of reality and what to trust – reason or the senses – in trying to sort it out.  
The simplicity of the scientific explanation of the universe’s physical workings made the philosophers envious.  They began to dream of a similar simplicity for the universe’s metaphysical workings.
Part 3:  reading and summing up

Behind all we have (and will) read this week, lie the same two very important assumptions that the early Materialists worked with:

1. The world is intelligible.
2. Man can figure it out with his mind.
Robert Solomon writes, “…great philosophy is almost always poetry as well as hardheaded thinking, vision as well as argument, imagination as well as intelligence.”
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