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1. Course Introduction &
Moore’s Epistemology

General admin

−

−

Course composition:

−

−

2h lecture on Mondays, 11am-1pm, HS2 224

−

1h discussion seminar on Wednesdays, 11am-12 noon, GS 217

−

2×1 600 word essays, each worth 40%, due Aug. 29th & Oct. 10th
1 group presentation, worth 20%, on Oct.

−

−

24–25th

If a serious adverse circumstance is aﬀecting your performance or
requires you to obtain an extension, please lodge an application
for Special Consideration (≤ 3 working days after due date)

Textbooks, available via library in paper and ebook format:
−

In the 6th & 12th weeks, the lecture will take the form of a review
and the discussion seminar won’t take place
Assessment:
−

−

General admin (ctd)

Soames, S. 2003a: Philosophical Analysis in the Twentieth Century.
The Age of Meaning. Volume 2. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.
Soames, S. 2003b: Philosophical Analysis in the Twentieth Century.
The Dawn of Analysis. Volume 1. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Weekly reading (see syllabus):
Required: typically 1 or 2 chapters of textbook
Recommended: primary sources and selected overviews

−

Course materials on LMS: syllabus, lecture slides, readings,
further resources (reading, writing, presentation advice)

Finally…

−

Contact me as soon as you feel you are falling behind; don’t wait
until it’s too late!
−
−

Oﬃce hours: Tuesdays 11:00-13:00, SS 302
Email: jacob.chandler@latrobe.edu.au (include ‘PHI3TCP’
in subject)

What and why

−

−
−

This course: brief chronological overview of crucial early period
in development of ‘analytic philosophy’, the most common
variety of academic philosophy
No defining set of specific philosophical doctrines
Rather, loose characterisation by general methodology, set of
interests and reasoning style, derived from shared historical
tradition:
−

keen interest in linguistic meaning and use

−

respect for views of science and commonsense

−

distaste for sloppy reasoning, lack of clarity and gratuitous jargon

−

appreciation of convenience and power of formal methods

Course Overview

What and why

−

−

Conveniently, these features were cemented into tradition during
our period of interest (early 20th C).
By examining central works of the key thinkers of that period,
this course will
−

−

help you appreciate the way in which our discipline has become
what it has,
introduce you to some key philosophical arguments and ideas
concerning value, knowledge, language and the nature of the
world

Roadmap

−

Three rough schools of philosophy studied, alongside some
prominent critics:
−

−

−

−

Pre-WW1 Cambridge Philosophy (Moore, Russell, Early
Wittgenstein,…)

G.E. Moore

Pre-WW2 Vienna Circle Logical Positivism (Ayer, Carnap,
Reichenbach,…)
Post-WW2 ‘Ordinary Language’ Philosophy (Later Wittgenstein,
Austin, Ryle, Strawson, Hare,…)

Noteworthy omissions:
−

−

Pre-WW2 ‘Cambridge School of Analysis’ (Wisdom, Stebbing,
Black,…), influenced by Moore, Russell & Wittgenstein
Contemporaneous and immediately preceding technical work in
logic (e.g. Bolzano, Frege, Gödel, Tarski,…)

The man

His work

−
−

−

−

Born in London, 1873
Studied Classics then Philosophy (under the
influence of Russell) at Cambridge
Career mainly spent at Cambridge: fellow
(1898-1904), lecturer (1911-1925),
professor (1925-1939)

−

−

−

Passed away in Cambridge,1958
−

−

−

Lasting influence on metaphysics, ethics, epistemology and
philosophical methodology
Aside: Moore is my philosophical ‘great-great-grandfather’:
Moore > Lewy > Hacking > Papineau > Chandler

−

Moore was schooled in a Cambridge dominated by the British
idealists (Bradley, McTaggart).
They held some extraordinary views, such as:
−

Time is unreal

−

All reality is mind-dependent

Much of Moore’s philosophy can be understood as a reaction
against this school of thinking
He maintained that philosophy should not dispute that we know
all sorts of ordinary, ‘commonsense’ claims to be true
Rather, it should explain how we do have such knowledge and
analyse what the claims mean

His work (ctd)

−

Moore in fact accuses idealists and others of inconsistency:
‘[A]ll philosophers, without exception, have agreed with me in
holding this …[T]he real diﬀerence…is only a diﬀerence between
those philosophers, who have also held views inconsistent with
these features in ‘the Common Sense view of the world’, and those
who have not’ (Moore 1925, p. 44)

−

His work (ctd)

−

−

Not on the list:
−

‘that the earth was created by an intelligent designer’

−

‘that we have souls’

−

etc.

So ‘commonsense’ , ‘what many/most people believe’

What counts as ‘commonsense’? Moore provides a suggestive list
rather than a definition:
−

−

−

‘that the earth ha[s] existed for many years before [our] bod[ies
were] born’
that ‘[we have] perceived [our] own bod[ies] and other things in
[our] environment’
etc.

His work (ctd)

−

−

Two main areas of concern:
−

perceptual knowledge regarding external objects

−

knowledge of ethical truths

In this course, we will examine three key writings pertaining to
these:
−

‘Proof of an external world’ (today)

−

Ch. 2 of Some Main Problems of Philosophy (today)

−

Ch. 1 of Principia Ethica. (next session)

Moore on the existence of the external world

External world skepticism

−

−

−
−

−

There are those who maintain that some of our ordinary beliefs
are false (e.g. idealists)

Moore’s argument

−

(1) Here is one hand and here is another hand (holding up one hand
and then another)

There are also those who simply question whether or not these
constitute knowledge (skeptics)

(2) Here are at least two hands (from (1))

They ask for an argument to the eﬀect that they do

(3) If here are at least two hands, then there are things external to our
minds (from definition of ‘hand’)

Moore’s (1939) focus: knowledge of the existence of ‘things
external to our minds’
According to Moore’s analysis, these are things that:
−

can exist unperceived

−

can be perceived by more than one person

Moore answers the skeptic’s request with:

(4) There are things external to our minds (from (2) and (3))

(Contrast: afterimages, double images, etc.)

Deriving epistemological conclusions

−

Although Moore doesn’t establish that he knows that (4), we can
quickly reach this conclusion if we grant that he knows that (1)
and (3):
(1*) I know that (1) and (3)

Moore’s defense of his argument

−
−

−

(2*) There is a valid argument from (1) and (3) to (4)
(3*) If I know that P and there is a valid argument from P to Q, then I
know that Q (deductive closure of knowledge)

Does it really cut it as a response to the skeptic?
Moore claims his proof meets the criteria for a satisfactory proof
(e.g. premises , conclusion, valid argument)
He also considers an apparently similar argument drawn from
everyday life:
“Suppose…it were a question whether there were as many as three
misprints on a certain page in a certain book. A says there are, B is
inclined to doubt it. How could A prove that he is right? Surely he
could prove it by taking the book, turning to the page, and
pointing to three separate places on it, saying ‘There’s one
misprint here, another here, and another here’.”

(4*) I know that (4) (from (1*), (2*) and (3*))

−

By analogy, he claims that he can similarly prove that he has two
hands to a person who doubts it (e.g. the external-world skeptic)

Is the analogy appropriate?

−

The sceptic’s doubts are far more radical than Person B’s
−

−

−

−

−

−

Recall:

Person B doubts the existence of the three misprints but grants the
existence of an external world

(1) Here is one hand and here is another hand (holding up one hand
and then another)

The skeptic doubts the existence of the two hands and also doubts
the existence of an external world (2nd doubt source of 1st )

(2) Here are at least two hands (from (1))
(3) If here are at least two hands, then there are things external to our
minds (from definition of ‘hand’)

In both cases, the perceptual grounds oﬀered for the existence of
the misprints/hands are taken to support these only if one already
grants the existence of the external world
Person B grants this assumption and thus can be convinced of the
existence of the three misprints.

(4) There are things external to our minds (from (2) and (3))
−

The skeptic does not grant this assumption and thus cannot be
convinced of the existence of the two hands.

Begging the question (ctd)

−

Begging the question?

One can prove that, given plausible further assumptions, it
follows from this observation that the relevant visual evidence
does not provide grounds to believe (4) (see Chandler 2013)

The argument begs the question: The visual evidence provided
for premise (1) can only be taken to provide grounds for (1) if
one already grants the very conclusion to be established (i.e. (4))!

The burden of proof

−
−
−

Moore is surely aware of the issue…so what’s his point?
Unlike Person B’s doubts, the skeptic’s doubts are non-standard
Hence, the burden of proof is on him/her:
−

−

We don’t owe him/her a non-question begging argument to the
eﬀect that we have knowledge
Rather, he/she owes us an argument to the eﬀect that we don’t (or
might not)

Arguing for skepticism

−

The argument would presumably take the following form:
(1) To know that P, one must meet conditions XYZ (e.g. one’s
perceptual evidence must logically rule out any alternative to P)
(2) Moore does not meet conditions XYZ

Moore on perception

(3) Moore does not know that P
−

−

In response, Moore would claim that we ought to be less
confident in the truth of the philosophical theory stated in (1)
than the falsity of the conclusion (3)
Our philosophical theories should take our ordinary knowledge
claims as a starting point rather than be used to overturn them

Sense data

−

−

−

−

Sense data (ctd)

Moore would like to explain how we have knowledge of external
objects (see his 1925 & 1953)

−

Short answer: ‘Largely (but not only) via sensory perception,
such as touch, vision, etc.’

−

Ok, but (a) what does perception of the external world involve
and (b) how does it count as providing us with knowledge?
Moore’s answer to (a) hinges on the (once) popular concept of
sense-data

−

−

Sense data are supposedly things, our perception of which
mediates our perception of external objects
Analogy: viewing a scene through a video monitor
Sense data are supposedly perceived ‘directly’: we are hence never
in error about them
Moore (1953) notes that they have also been typically taken to:
−
−

be such that their existence depends on their being perceived
be private (be such that they can’t be perceived by more than one
person)

(Not necessarily Moore’s position, who ‘cannot make up [his]
mind’ on these last properties (1953, p. 42))

The need for sense data

−

Moore’s (1953) argument for our perception of the world
involving perception of sense data:

−

−
−

Moore’s argument was neither the first nor the last
The ‘argument from illusion’ (Ayer 1963):

(1) Each student looking at the envelope in Moore’s hand sees a
diﬀerent patch

(1) When viewing a straight stick half-submerged in water, one
perceives something bent

(2) Each student sees the same envelope

(2) The stick is not bent

(3) At most one patch is identical with the external object being
perceived (from (1) and (2))

(3) One perceives something that is not the stick: it is a sense datum
(from (1) & (2))

(4) If any patch is identical with the external object being perceived,
then all of them are (no ‘privileged’ point of view)

(4) What one perceives here is the same kind of thing that one would
see in ‘veridical’ situations (e.g. where the stick really is bent)

(5) The patches are not identical with the external object being
perceived: they are ‘sense data’ (from (3) and (4))

(5) In both ‘veridical’ and ‘non-veridical’ situations, one perceives
sense data (from (3) & (4))

Perceptual knowledge

−

The need for sense data (ctd)

Somewhat puzzlingly, Moore (1925) feels his answer to the
question of what perception of the external world involves is in
tension with his view that perception provides us with knowledge
His worry appears to be:
(1) If we are perceiving some external object O, then some sense
datum bears some appropriate relation to O (e.g. being a directly
perceived ‘appearance’ of)
(2) We could not know that such a relation obtains
(3) We could not know that we are perceiving O (from (1) and (2))

Perceptual knowledge (ctd)

−
−

−

But why hold (2)?
Since (3) is false as a matter of common sense, then either (1) is
false or (2) is false
Since Moore takes himself to have provided good grounds for (1),
should he not reject (2)?

Next week: Moore on value

−

Required:

References

−

- Soames, S. DoA, Ch 3, sections 1, 2, 5, and 6.
−

Recommended:
- Soames, S. DoA, Ch 3, sections 3 and 4, & Ch 4.
- Hurka, T. 2010: Moore’s Moral Philosophy. In E.N. Zalta (ed.) The
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2010 Edition).
- Moore, G.E. 1903: Principia Ethica. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. Revised edition, 1993. Ch 1.

−

−

−

−
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