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Classic Text 28 - The Limits of Philosophical Knowledge

Coloured woodcut depicting the medieval (Aristotelian) conception of the Universe showing a flat Earth
surrounded by crystalline spheres. The figure on left has broken through the outermost of these to find the
celestial machinery by which they are moved.

On the home page of philosophy.org.za we described modern philosophy as being concerned with
five key areas of enquiry: Metaphysics (and Ontology), Epistemology, Logic, Ethics, Aesthetics as well
as the various “philosophies of…” In this study unit we follow Bertrand Russell in discovering the
limits of Philosophy. Because Philosophy is such a broad discipline, it is easy to forget that it has such
limits, beyond which it has no business or power to pronounce on. Some of the worst works of
“Philosophy” written by historical figures in Philosophy overstep these bounds, so that we should
make a studied effort not to make the same mistakes.

The Problems of Philosophy by Bertrand Russell, 1912
Chapter XIV - The Limits of Philosophical Knowledge
In all that we have said hitherto concerning philosophy, we have scarcely touched on many matters
that occupy a great space in the writings of most philosophers. Most philosophers, or, at any rate, very
many, profess to be able to prove, by a priori metaphysical reasoning, such things as the fundamental
dogmas of religion, the essential rationality of the universe, the illusoriness of matter, the unreality of
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all evil, and so on. There can be no doubt that the hope of finding reason to believe such theses as
these has been the chief inspiration of many life-long students of philosophy. This hope, I believe, is
vain. It would seem that knowledge concerning the universe as a whole is not to be obtained by
metaphysics, and that the proposed proofs that, in virtue of the laws of logic such and such things
must exist and such and such others cannot, are not capable of surviving a critical scrutiny. In this
chapter we shall briefly consider the kind of way in which such reasoning is attempted, with a view to
discovering whether we can hope that it may be valid.
The great representative, in modern times, of the kind of view which we wish to examine, was Hegel
(1770-1831). Hegel's philosophy is very difficult, and commentators differ as to the true interpretation
of it. According to the interpretation I shall adopt, which is that of many, if not most, of the
commentators and has the merit of giving an interesting and important type of philosophy, his main
thesis is that everything short of the Whole is obviously fragmentary, and obviously incapable of
existing without the complement supplied by the rest of the world. Just as a comparative anatomist,
from a single bone, sees what kind of animal the whole must have been, so the metaphysician,
according to Hegel, sees, from any one piece of reality, what the whole of reality must be, at least in
its large outlines. Every apparently separate piece of reality has, as it were, hooks which grapple it to
the next piece; the next piece, in turn, has fresh hooks, and so on, until the whole universe is
reconstructed. This essential incompleteness appears, according to Hegel, equally in the world of
thought and in the world of things. In the world of thought, if we take any idea which is abstract or
incomplete, we find, on examination, that if we forget its incompleteness, we become involved in
contradictions; these contradictions turn the idea in question into its opposite, or antithesis; and in
order to escape, we have to find a new, less incomplete idea, which is the synthesis of our original
idea and its antithesis. This new idea, though less incomplete than the idea we started with, will be
found, nevertheless, to be still not wholly complete, but to pass into its antithesis, with which it must
be combined in a new synthesis. In this way Hegel advances until he reaches the 'Absolute Idea',
which, according to him, has no incompleteness, no opposite, and no need of further development.
The Absolute Idea, therefore, is adequate to describe Absolute Reality; but all lower ideas only
describe reality as it appears to a partial view, not as it is to one who simultaneously surveys the
Whole. Thus Hegel reaches the conclusion that Absolute Reality forms one single harmonious system,
not in space or time, not in any degree evil, wholly rational, and wholly spiritual. Any appearance to
the contrary, in the world we know, can be proved logically, so he believes, to be entirely due to our
fragmentary piecemeal view of the universe. If we saw the universe whole, as we may suppose God
sees it, space and time and matter and evil and all striving and struggling would disappear, and we
should see instead an eternal perfect unchanging spiritual unity.
In this conception, there is undeniably something sublime, something to which we could wish to yield
assent. Nevertheless, when the arguments in support of it are carefully examined, they appear to
involve much confusion and many unwarrantable assumptions. The fundamental tenet upon which the
system is built up is that what is incomplete must be not self-subsistent1, but must need the support of
other things before it can exist. It is held that whatever has relations to things outside itself must
contain some reference to those outside things in its own nature, and could not, therefore, be what it is
if those outside things did not exist. A man's nature, for example, is constituted by his memories and
the rest of his knowledge, by his loves and hatreds, and so on; thus, but for the objects which he
knows or loves or hates, he could not be what he is. He is essentially and obviously a fragment: taken
as the sum-total of reality he would be self-contradictory.
1

Concrete objects are said to exist and subsist, while abstract objects are said not to exist but to subsist,
although the distinction is somewhat archaic.
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This whole point of view, however, turns upon the notion of the 'nature' of a thing, which seems to
mean 'all the truths about the thing'. It is of course the case that a truth which connects one thing with
another thing could not subsist if the other thing did not subsist. But a truth about a thing is not part of
the thing itself, although it must, according to the above usage, be part of the 'nature' of the thing. If
we mean by a thing’s 'nature' all the truths about the thing, then plainly we cannot know a thing’s
'nature' unless we know all the thing’s relations to all the other things in the universe. But if the word
'nature' is used in this sense, we shall have to hold that the thing may be known when its 'nature' is not
known, or at any rate is not known completely. There is a confusion, when this use of the word
'nature' is employed, between knowledge of things and knowledge of truths. We may have knowledge
of a thing by acquaintance even if we know very few propositions about it, theoretically we need not
know any propositions about it. Thus, acquaintance with a thing does not involve knowledge of its
'nature' in the above sense. And although acquaintance with a thing is involved in our knowing any
one proposition about a thing, knowledge of its 'nature', in the above sense, is not involved. Hence, (1)
acquaintance with a thing does not logically involve a knowledge of its relations, and (2) a knowledge
of some of its relations does not involve a knowledge of all of its relations nor a knowledge of its
'nature' in the above sense. I may be acquainted, for example, with my toothache, and this knowledge
may be as complete as knowledge by acquaintance ever can be, without knowing all that the dentist
(who is not acquainted with it) can tell me about its cause, and without therefore knowing its 'nature'
in the above sense. Thus the fact that a thing has relations does not prove that its relations are
logically necessary. That is to say, from the mere fact that it is the thing it is we cannot deduce that it
must have the various relations which in fact it has. This only seems to follow because we know it
already.
It follows that we cannot prove that the universe as a whole forms a single harmonious system such as
Hegel believes that it forms. And if we cannot prove this, we also cannot prove the unreality of space
and time and matter and evil, for this is deduced by Hegel from the fragmentary and relational
character of these things. Thus we are left to the piecemeal investigation of the world, and are unable
to know the characters of those parts of the universe that are remote from our experience. This result,
disappointing as it is to those whose hopes have been raised by the systems of philosophers, is in
harmony with the inductive and scientific temper of our age, and is borne out by the whole
examination of human knowledge which has occupied our previous chapters.
Most of the great ambitious attempts of metaphysicians have proceeded by the attempt to prove that
such and such apparent features of the actual world were self-contradictory, and therefore could not
be real. The whole tendency of modern thought, however, is more and more in the direction of
showing that the supposed contradictions were illusory, and that very little can be proved a priori
from considerations of what must be. A good illustration of this is afforded by space and time. Space
and time appear to be infinite in extent, and infinitely divisible. If we travel along a straight line in
either direction, it is difficult to believe that we shall finally reach a last point, beyond which there is
nothing, not even empty space. Similarly, if in imagination we travel backwards or forwards in time,
it is difficult to believe that we shall reach a first or last time, with not even empty time beyond it.
Thus space and time appear to be infinite in extent.
Again, if we take any two points on a line, it seems evident that there must be other points between
them, however small the distance between them may be: every distance can be halved, and the halves
can be halved again, and so on ad infinitum. In time, similarly, however little time may elapse
between two moments, it seems evident that there will be other moments between them. Thus space
and time appear to be infinitely divisible. But as against these apparent facts - infinite extent and
infinite divisibility - philosophers have advanced arguments tending to show that there could be no
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infinite collections of things, and that therefore the number of points in space, or of instants in time,
must be finite. Thus a contradiction emerged between the apparent nature of space and time and the
supposed impossibility of infinite collections.
Kant, who first emphasized this contradiction, deduced the impossibility of space and time, which he
declared to be merely subjective; and since his time very many philosophers have believed that space
and time are mere appearance, not characteristic of the world as it really is. Now, however, owing to
the labours of the mathematicians, notably Georg Cantor, it has appeared that the impossibility of
infinite collections was a mistake. They are not in fact self-contradictory, but only contradictory of
certain rather obstinate mental prejudices. Hence the reasons for regarding space and time as unreal
have become inoperative, and one of the great sources of metaphysical constructions is dried up.
The mathematicians, however, have not been content with showing that space as it is commonly
supposed to be is possible; they have shown also that many other forms of space are equally possible,
so far as logic can show. Some of Euclid’s axioms, which appear to common sense to be necessary,
and were formerly supposed to be necessary by philosophers, are now known to derive their
appearance of necessity from our mere familiarity with actual space, and not from any a priori logical
foundation. By imagining worlds in which these axioms are false, the mathematicians have used logic
to loosen the prejudices of common sense, and to show the possibility of spaces differing - some
more, some less - from that in which we live. And some of these spaces differ so little from Euclidean
space, where distances such as we can measure are concerned, that it is impossible to discover by
observation whether our actual space is strictly Euclidean or of one of these other kinds. Thus the
position is completely reversed. Formerly it appeared that experience left only one kind of space to
logic, and logic showed this one kind to be impossible. Now logic presents many kinds of space as
possible apart from experience, and experience only partially decides between them. Thus, while our
knowledge of what is has become less than it was formerly supposed to be, our knowledge of what
may be is enormously increased. Instead of being shut in within narrow walls, of which every nook
and cranny could be explored, we find ourselves in an open world of free possibilities, where much
remains unknown because there is so much to know.
What has happened in the case of space and time has happened, to some extent, in other directions as
well. The attempt to prescribe to the universe by means of a priori principles has broken down; logic
instead of being, as formerly, the bar to possibilities, has become the great liberator of the
imagination, presenting innumerable alternatives which are closed to unreflective common sense, and
leaving to experience the task of deciding, where decision is possible, between the many worlds
which logic offers for our choice. Thus knowledge as to what exists becomes limited to what we can
learn from experience - not to what we can actually experience, for, as we have seen, there is much
knowledge by description concerning things of which we have no direct experience. But in all cases
of knowledge by description, we need some connexion of universals, enabling us, from such and such
a datum, to infer an object of a certain sort as implied by our datum. Thus in regard to physical
objects, for example, the principle that sense-data are signs of physical objects is itself a connexion of
universals; and it is only in virtue of this principle that experience enables us to acquire knowledge
concerning physical objects. The same applies to the law of causality, or, to descend to what is less
general, to such principles as the law of gravitation.
Principles such as the law of gravitation are proved, or rather are rendered highly probable, by a
combination of experience with some wholly a priori principle, such as the principle of induction.
Thus our intuitive knowledge, which is the source of all our other knowledge of truths, is of two sorts:
pure empirical knowledge, which tells us of the existence and some of the properties of particular
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things with which we are acquainted, and pure a priori knowledge, which gives us connexions
between universals, and enables us to draw inferences from the particular facts given in empirical
knowledge. Our derivative knowledge always depends upon some pure a priori knowledge and
usually also depends upon some pure empirical knowledge.
Philosophical knowledge, if what has been said above is true, does not differ essentially from
scientific knowledge; there is no special source of wisdom which is open to philosophy but not to
science, and the results obtained by philosophy are not radically different from those obtained from
science. The essential characteristic of philosophy which makes it a study distinct from science, is
criticism. It examines critically the principles employed in science and in daily life; it searches out any
inconsistencies there may be in these principles, and it only accepts them when, as the result of a
critical inquiry, no reason for rejecting them has appeared. If, as many philosophers have believed, the
principles underlying the sciences were capable, when disengaged from irrelevant detail, of giving us
knowledge concerning the universe as a whole, such knowledge would have the same claim on our
belief as scientific knowledge has; but our inquiry has not revealed any such knowledge, and
therefore, as regards the special doctrines of the bolder metaphysicians, has had a mainly negative
result. But as regards what would be commonly accepted as knowledge, our result is in the main
positive: we have seldom found reason to reject such knowledge as the result of our criticism, and we
have seen no reason to suppose man incapable of the kind of knowledge which he is generally
believed to possess.
When, however, we speak of philosophy as a criticism of knowledge, it is necessary to impose a
certain limitation. If we adopt the attitude of the complete sceptic, placing ourselves wholly outside all
knowledge, and asking, from this outside position, to be compelled to return within the circle of
knowledge, we are demanding what is impossible, and our scepticism can never be refuted. For all
refutation must begin with some piece of knowledge which the disputants share; from blank doubt, no
argument can begin. Hence the criticism of knowledge which philosophy employs must not be of this
destructive kind, if any result is to be achieved. Against this absolute scepticism, no logical argument
can be advanced. But it is not difficult to see that scepticism of this kind is unreasonable. Descartes’
'methodical doubt', with which modern philosophy began, is not of this kind, but is rather the kind of
criticism which we are asserting to be the essence of philosophy. His 'methodical doubt' consisted in
doubting whatever seemed doubtful; in pausing, with each apparent piece of knowledge, to ask
himself whether, on reflection, he could feel certain that he really knew it. This is the kind of criticism
which constitutes philosophy. Some knowledge, such as knowledge of the existence of our sense-data,
appears quite indubitable, however calmly and thoroughly we reflect upon it. In regard to such
knowledge, philosophical criticism does not require that we should abstain from belief. But there are
beliefs - such, for example, as the belief that physical objects exactly resemble our sense-data - which
are entertained until we begin to reflect, but are found to melt away when subjected to a close inquiry.
Such beliefs philosophy will bid us reject, unless some new line of argument is found to support them.
But to reject the beliefs which do not appear open to any objections, however closely we examine
them, is not reasonable, and is not what philosophy advocates.
The criticism aimed at, in a word, is not that which, without reason, determines to reject, but that
which considers each piece of apparent knowledge on its merits, and retains whatever still appears to
be knowledge when this consideration is completed. That some risk of error remains must be
admitted, since human beings are fallible. Philosophy may claim justly that it diminishes the risk of
error, and that in some cases it renders the risk so small as to be practically negligible. To do more
than this is not possible in a world where mistakes must occur; and more than this no prudent
advocate of philosophy would claim to have performed.
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End of Chapter
Discussion
A great many students of philosophy, including many professional philosophers employed by
university departments, have an instrumental interest in philosophy because they believe that
logical, metaphysical or ethical reasoning provides a priori support for their worldview. The latter
might include certain religious dogmas, the rationality or meaningfulness of the universe, the illusion
of reality, the unreality of evil and so on. Russell believed that such hopes are in vain a) because they
lie outside the scope of philosophy and b) because they do not stand up to critical scrutiny.
One of the chief differences between analytic philosophy, of which Russell was an early proponent,
and continental philosophy, of which Hegel is a modern2 representative, is the way in which
philosophical problems are approached. The analytic tradition tries to break the problem down into
its discrete components and analyses each of these to make sense of the larger picture. This
approach is tedious, meticulous and necessarily piecemeal. Continental philosophy, on the other
hand, tends to favour the construction of overarching “systems” which are then shown to subsume
or explain historic, literary and/or cultural transformations, including philosophy itself. Unlike
analytic philosophy, continental philosophy does not accept the primacy of the natural sciences in
understanding natural phenomena. For Kant, at least, science depends upon a “pre-theoretical
substrate of experience” that scientific methodology is inadequate to fully understand. (Critchley
2001, p. 115)
Russell makes a case study of Hegelian thinking as an example of the instrumental use of philosophy
towards an end that is outside the scope of philosophy. The form that Russell discusses is closer to
the popularisers of Hegel (such as Fichte) than Hegel himself; however this does not change the
outcome of his analysis. If the Hegelian dialectic is set out in point form, the links between the
premises and the intermediary and final conclusion are seen to be extremely tenuous. Thus,
1. Everything other than the Whole is obviously fragmentary.
2. Therefore, everything other than the whole cannot exist without the complement supplied
by the rest of the world. Just as a comparative anatomist can guess from a single bone what
sort of animal the whole creature must have been, so, according to Hegel, the
metaphysician can see from any fragment of reality what the whole of reality must be like,
at least in outline.
3. Every fragment of reality is like a piece of a puzzle that connects it to adjacent pieces, which
in turn, connect them to further pieces, until the whole puzzle is interconnected.
4. Just as each piece of a puzzle is essentially incomplete, so too with the world of thought and
things. If, in the world of thought, we consider any idea that is abstract or incomplete, and
forget about its incompleteness, we become mired in contradictions.
5. These contradictions transform the idea into its opposite, or antithesis.
6. In order to escape this antithesis we must discover a less incomplete idea that is the
synthesis of our original idea and its antithesis.

2

th

In philosophy, the adjective ‘modern’ refers to the era from Kant c. late 18 Century onwards, not to be
confused with Modernism in art, literature or architecture.
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7. This synthesis, though less incomplete than our original idea, will still not be wholly
complete and will thus pass into its antithesis, which must be combine into a new synthesis.
8. According to Hegel, through many such iterations we reach the Absolute Idea, which is
adequate to describe Absolute Reality.
9. All lower ideas describe reality as it appears to a partial view, unlike to one who
simultaneously surveys the Whole.
10. Therefore Absolute Reality, as we may suppose God sees it, forms one single harmonious,
perfect, unchanging unity, wholly rational and spiritual, where the appearance of space and
time, evil, struggling and striving would vanish.
The first premise, we take it is self-evident; however according to Russell the argument falters at the
very next step, to wit that what is incomplete cannot be self-subsistent but must rely for its
existence on other things. If the nature of a thing is defined in relation to other things, then clearly
such a thing must bear some reference to things outside its own nature and could therefore not be
what it is if those other things did not exist.
However there is some equivocation over the meaning of the ‘nature’ of a thing. If by ‘nature’ we
mean ‘all the truths about a thing’ then it is the case that truths connecting one thing to another
could not subsist without the subsistence of the other thing. Thus, we may have knowledge of a
thing by acquaintance without knowing its ‘nature’ in the above sense. Russell’s example of
toothache illustrates how one can be intimately acquainted with a phenomenon without knowing its
cause or nature. On the other hand, a dentist could tell me about the cause of my toothache without
having any acquaintance with my pain.
Hence, acquaintance with a thing does not logically entail knowledge of its relations. The fact that
we can deduce from a thing that it stands in relation to other things, (because we already know
about it,) does not prove that those relations are necessary for it to exist. Furthermore, knowledge
of some of its relations does not logically entail knowledge of all its relations, or its ‘nature’ in the
above sense.
Therefore it does not follow from the fragmentary and relational character of things, as Hegel
believed, that the universe as a whole must exist. Thus, we must confine ourselves to the piecemeal
investigation of the world around us because we do not know the nature of those parts of the
universe that are most remote from our experience. This is very much the analytic approach to
philosophy and science and, if correct, should halt Hegel’s extended argument at its first subconclusion (our point 2 above.) Suppose however, on the principle of charitable interpretation, we
allow that the universe known to us is not unique or special, and that it is sufficiently homogeneous
in structure that knowledge of any one local region is sufficient to generalise about the overall
structure of other unknown regions. Here however we are making a supposition about cosmology,
not metaphysics. Hegel however wants to make the leap from one known fragment of reality to the
Whole of Realty, including in the complement aspects of Reality that are unknown or unknowable to
us.
The analogy in point 3 may describe how aspects of known reality may be connected like puzzle
pieces with other aspects of unknown reality. However the puzzle analogy, usually invoked in
discussing the coherence theory of truth (see Classic Text 09), has the same shortcomings when
applied to reality. Just as it is possible to suppose that there is more than one coherent body of true
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beliefs, so it is possible to suppose that there is more than one coherent arrangement of different
fragments of reality. There may even be a multiverse of different realities, though we could never
know about them; however this is quite the opposite of what Hegel was arguing for. See point 10
above.
If the same puzzle analogy is extended to the world of thought and things in point 4 above, then
every idea and thing must be an essentially incomplete fragment of the Whole. However, it just does
not follow that “if… we consider any idea that is abstract or incomplete, and forget about its
incompleteness, we become mired in contradictions.” On the contrary, theoretical reasoning about
abstract triangles for example, rather than considering this or that particular triangle, has the virtue
that theorems of trigonometry will be generalizable to all triangles of the kind stipulated by the
theorem e.g. all right-angled triangles or all isosceles triangles. If anything, reasoning from the
abstract to the particular allows us to avoid potential contradictions.
Moving in the in the opposite direction by extrapolation (See Critical Reasoning 22), from incomplete
data to unknown but consistent solutions, allows us to disregard in advance those solutions that
would lead to an inconsistency. So whether our thought processes lead from the abstract to the
particular or from particular givens to consistent unknowns, we can avoid contradictions.
We have deliberately chosen examples from mathematics because, besides logic, mathematics is the
most abstract field of study and Hegel specifically mentions abstract ideas as the source of potential
contradictions (if we forget about their incompleteness.) Just what Hegel meant by a contradiction is
also problematic, because as we have seen (Critical Reasoning 16), any genuine logical contradiction
of the form 𝑝 • ~𝑝 spreads like wildfire making every proposition true, including every other
contradiction. Hegel was writing and lecturing at time before mathematics and logic became
organised, so he may have had some other notion of “contradiction” in mind but we cannot accept a
subjective meaning. (See Classic Text 17)
The question whether a number of contradictions can transform an earlier idea into its antithesis,
and thence a synthesis as in points 5 and 6 above, can be given a charitable interpretation by using
Sue Haack’s (1993) analogy of a crossword puzzle in her account foundherentism (Classic Text 07).
Once we have filled in the first few entries corresponding to foundational beliefs, deciding on how to
fill in subsequent intersecting rows and columns depends on their consistency with both earlier and
subsequent entries. Those that are inconsistent because they lead to contradictions are discarded in
favour of self-consistent solutions. Thus, on Haack’s analogy contradictions do play a role, all be it a
negative one, in arriving at larger, mutually supportive and consistent epistemic outcome
corresponding Hegel’s synthesis in point 6.
Such a crossword could be indefinitely extended and the process of filling it in could be iterated,
embedding earlier solutions, analogous to point 7 however we would never reach an absolute,
maximally consistent solution analogous to point 8, beyond which such a crossword could not be
extended. There is nothing on Haack’s analogy to suppose that the epistemic reality to which it
corresponds is finite or reachable by a limited number of iterations.
While, on point 9, it must be true that all partial understandings of reality must fall short of that of
one who surveys the Whole, we cannot assume that such a viewpoint exists. It would have to be
simultaneously outside of all space-time and within it. At the time of writing The Problems of
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Philosophy the Theory of General Relativity was not yet known. Therefore Russell’s points about
space and time are no longer supported by our current understanding of cosmology although this
does not diminish the force of his overall argument.3 What Russel says about infinities and nonEuclidian mathematical spaces is spot-on today, including the epistemic conclusion that “Instead of
being shut in within narrow walls, of which every nook and cranny could be explored, we find
ourselves in an open world of free possibilities, where much remains unknown because there is so
much to know.” This too militates against point 8 above which requires a finite universe with a finite
number of iterations of Hegel’s thesis-antithesis-synthesis to adequately describe it.
If there is no “God’s-eye- view” then we cannot simply invoke the existence of God to say what it
must be like in point 10 above. The belief that it represents ‘one single harmonious, perfect,
unchanging unity, wholly rational and spiritual, where the appearance of space and time, evil,
struggling and striving would vanish’ is not derived from logic or empirical observation or even a
carefully developed theological argument. Indeed it is purely a matter of faith so that, despite our
most charitable reading, Hegel’s system does not stand up to scrutiny.
Analytic philosophy has abandoned the great metaphysical “systems” approach, which proceed by a
priori considerations of real-world phenomena that are presented as self-contradictory and
therefore unreal. Unfortunately, very little can be proved from a priori considerations of what must
be. Therefore the analytic trend has been in the opposite direction by showing that apparent
contradictions are misleading because genuine real world contradictions are not possible.
Since the early 20th Century there has been a convergence between philosophical and scientific
knowledge. The latter relies on pure empirical knowledge concerning the existence and properties of
particular things and some a priori knowledge which informs us about the relations between
universals that allow us to draw inferences from empirical facts. As such, analytical philosophy and
science differ only in the degree to which philosophy is critical both of scientific methodology and
reasoning in ordinary daily life. What is perhaps peculiar to philosophy is its tendency to go “meta-”
i.e. to engage in thinking about thinking, including thinking about philosophical thought itself.
Russell however does impose a limit to philosophy’s criticism of knowledge. If we adopt a
completely sceptical position by placing ourselves wholly outside the ambit of all knowledge and
then demand to be shown how we may be readmitted to the sphere of such knowledge, we are
demanding the impossible. Such scepticism, or rather cynicism, can never be refuted because
refutation must begin with some piece of knowledge that disputants share. So from a position of
absolute doubt, no argument can begin.
Russell contrasts this sort of destructive criticism of knowledge with Descartes’ method of
systematic doubting (see Classic Text 02). Recall that Descartes’ method consisted of doubting
whatever seemed doubtful and questioning whether, on reflection, he could be certain about each
item of knowledge. Russel regards this as constructive philosophical criticism. The experience of our
senses seems indubitable, and therefore philosophical criticism does not require that we should
suspend such belief. However there are beliefs connected with our experiences that are dubitable,
3

In a letter of 20th September 1966 to his editor at Oxford University Press, answering a question about the
cover design of the book, Russel wrote, ‘The most suitable cover for this volume, in my opinion would be a
picture of a monkey tumbling over a precipice and exclaiming “Oh dear, I wish I hadn’t read Einstein.”’ He
added a P.S.: ‘On no account should the monkey look like me.’
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such as the belief in objects in our external world that exactly resemble our sense-data. It is
therefore reasonable to provisionally set aside such beliefs, unless or until we have a stronger
argument in support of them. However, philosophical criticism does not require us to distance
ourselves form beliefs for which there are no objections, such as the fact that we do seem to be
experiencing what do and that could not be duped into believing that we do not exist.
For Russell, the criticism that philosophy advocates is a piecemeal examination of items of
knowledge, each on its merits, retaining whatever still appears to be knowledge. Of course humans
are fallible so there is always some risk of error. However, a careful philosophical analysis can often
diminish such error to the point that it is practically negligible. Such is the limit of philosophy in a
world where mistakes are inevitable.
Task
Try to find out about why Analytic and Continental Philosophy are fundamentally at odds and why
there is little prospect of them arriving at some sort of compromise.
Feedback
Analytic Philosophy is taught in most English speaking universities across the world, including the UK,
USA, South Africa, Australia, New Zeeland as well as Scandinavia, parts of Latin America, Hong Kong
and Japan, inter alia. Continental philosophy is taught primarily on the European continent as well as
some of its former colonies. Analytic Philosophy, originated by Russell, Wittgenstein, G.E. Moore,
Frege, the logical positivists and subsequent thinkers, regards most philosophical problems as
objectively solvable via piecemeal analysis, using the tools of logic and the sciences with which it is
continuous.
Continental Philosophy, by contrast rejects the belief that the natural sciences are the only or even
the most accurate method by which to understand natural phenomena. Nor can philosophical
argument be divorced from historical, cultural or practical contexts, so that there is no truly
objective point of view. Continental Philosophy also places a premium on irreducible interpretation
and metaphilosophy over philosophy as a foundational science. If there is no such thing as objective
knowledge, then Analytic and Continental Philosophies cannot even have a factual conversation.
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