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CHAPTER - II

REFUTATION OF IDEALISM

Mcore's rejection and refutaticn of Idealism finds
its first expression in his article "The Refutation of
Idealism" which was first published in 1903 in the Eritish
Philosophical Journal Mind, and republished in his
Philosophical Studies (1922}, In this article Moore expounds

and examines critically the doctrine of idealism.

Moore observes that idealism asserts +that the
universe 1is 'spiritual'l. By this it is meant that the
universe has in some sense “conscicusness'. Ordinary
physical objects like tables, chairs and mountains are not
unconscious as we generally suppose but they are suppoesed
to have a degree of consciousness, where as man possesses a
higher form of consciousness. Thus there is a diffexrence
between the idealistic view and the ordinary view of the
world which considers that physical objects are inanimate

and unconscious.

Moore holds that “idealism' is a wider term which
includes the proposition that "Reality i3 spiritual' as well
as a number of other propositions which support this wview.

One such proposition is “esse is percipi' (to exist is to be
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perceived), which constitutes a necessary and important
argument of the idealists. By refuting this propesition,
Mcore thinks that the entire thesis of idealism could be
refuted. He 1llustrates his position as follows. If we
have three propositicns say "P is @', "¢ is R' and "R 1isg
§', it could be concluded that "P is S'. Among these three
propesitions if TP is Q', is false, though the other two

propositions, “@ is R', and "R 1is 8' are true, the
conclusien “P is  3'  becomes false. Similarly, if the
arqument “esse is percipi' is false, even though the other
arguments of idealism are true, the thesis of idealiam,

invariably becomes false, because “esse is percipi' is the

basic proposition of idealism,

Hence Mocre chooses to demeonstrate +the falsity

involved in the dictum “esse is percipi', in order to refute

idealism.

according to the doctrine of “esse is percipi',
objects exist as long as they are perceived, For
instance, +he existence of a table in cone's room may be

takern. The takhle exists as long as one perceives it. Even 1f
he ceases to perceive it, the table could still exist since

it is perceived by another mind. If no human mind perceives



25

the table, still its existence could ke explained due to the
perception of the divine mind {God). If no mind - human
or divine, perceives the table, it means that the +table
does not exist. In short, the idealists reduce the existence
of material objects to the mind and its awareness;
independent of the mind and its chbservation no object could
exist. This idealist position is reflected in its cryptic
expression “esge is percipi'. Moore challenges this

position.

Referring to this doctrine Moore observes +that
idealists argue that there is a necessary connection between
egsge on the one hand and percipi on the other. The words
esse and percipi denote each a distinct term and one is not
inecluded in the other. Therefore the idealists argue that
"mgse is percipi’ is a synthetic proposition. Refuting this
point Moore observes that historically it is accepted that
all necegsary  truths, of which the opposite is
inconceivable, are analytic. In this way, many truths were
proved by the law of contradiction alone. This conception
that truth is analytlc cannot be refuted by the idealists.
But at the same time they arque that “esse is percipi' |is

synthetic and not arnalytic. It amounts to saying that for
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the idealists truths are both synthetic and analytic, which

is a contradiction in itself.

The  idealist's position Tesge i3 percipi’
maintains the view that object and subject are necessarily
connected, Mocore says that this is a false conception. He
explains his point by the follewing example. “Yellow' and
“sensation of vyellow' are distinct. "Yellow' is a c¢olour
apart from the perceiver and so it isg an object of
perception. But “sensation of yellow' 1s subjective and
depends on the observer. Thus “yellow’ and “sensation of
yvellow' are distinct; while the one is objective, the other
is subjective. But to maintain that they are invariably
connected, leads to the absurdity that “vellow is vellow'

which is a contradiction. This is a mistake.

For Mcore, there are two terms in the idealistic
proposition “esse is percipi', which are as distinct from
each other as “green' and “sweet'. The propcsition asserts
that “being' and “heing experienced' are necedsarily
connected, in the sense that whatever 1is, is also
experienced. Moore centends that when one sees that “essc
and percipi' are distinct terms such as “green' and “sweet'®

no one believes that whatever is, ls experienced.
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According to Moore, in every sensation there are
two distinct elements, one is congsciousness, and the other
is the object of consciousnessz. The “sensation of blue' and
the “sensation of green' are different in one respect and
alike in another respect. Here "bhlus' is one object of
sensaticn and “green' 1s another object of sensation.
Consclousness is common to both sensations and is different
from either of them. The “sensation of blue' includes two
different elements, namely “consciocusness’ and “blue'. In
any case, to identify the object of sensation with the
corresponding sensation is a self-contradictory error. If

cne says that the existence of blue 1is inconceivable apart

from the existence of its sensation, it is self-
contradictory., One can conceive that “blue' may exist,
though the  “sensation of blue' wmay not exist. But the

idealists hold the view that "blue' never exists unless the
“sensation of blue' also exists, And it is a false view
according to Moore. It would be a self-contradictery ervror
to identify  “blue' with the “sensation of blue'. The
idezlistic  argument leads to the contradictory view that
“what is experienced' is to be identified with “the

experience of it'.



28

Moore observes that the idealists fail to
distinguish between a “sensatlon or idea' and its “object'.
Moreover, they use the same name for these two different
things. Sc they mistakenly hold that these things are not

different, but identical.

Moore 1is never tired cof repeating that in every
sensaticn we must distinguish twe elements i) the object and
ii) conscicusness. When a sensation or idea exists, we have
to choose from among the alternatives, whether object alone
exists or consclousness alone exists or both consciousness
and object exist. BAnd Moore prefers the view “both
consciousness and object exist!, as a valid answer. This
reflects a relation of “object' to “conscicusness'. To put

it in the language of Moore in every sensation or idea we

must distinguish two elements, {l) the “object' or that in

which one differs from another; and (2) 'cohsciousness’, or
that which 2all have in common- that which makes them
sensations or mental facts"B.

Moore  arques that the idealists fail to

distinguish  between consciousness and the object of
consciousness. He contends that while consciousness is

mental, the object of consciousness is physical, and
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therefore both have to be demarcated. On the other hand the
idealists hold that object is merely the “content' of a
sensation or idea; and in cach case we can distinguish two
elemants namely 1) feeling or experience and ii) what is
felt or experienced. They say that the sensation or idea
forms a whole in which “content' and “experience' are two

inseparable aspects. Moore says that this view is false.

Moore makes his point clear by drawing the

distinction between a T“sensation o¢f blue bead' and =a
“sensation of blue beard'. In both the cases, consciousness
is a common element but the contents are different- in one
it is glass and in the other it is hair. In the “sensation
of a blue bead', the “sensation' and "blue bead' do not
constitute an inseparakle whole as the idealists weould
argue, They are two independent separable elements- [i)
sensation of blue (ii1) the content of sensation (blue bead).
In the above examples the relation of “hlue! to
“consciousness' 1is conceived as being the same as that of

blue to “glass' or "hair’.

Moore holds that a sensation is a case of
“knowing' or “heing aware of' or “experiencing’ something,

When we know that the sensation of blue exists, what we know
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ls, there exists an awareness of blue. This awareness is
just what we mean in every case of “knewing'. Moore
argues that  idealists should admit that somethings
really exist independent of one's awareness. There are
things which are not insesparable aspects of experience. They

do exist even when they are not perceived.

Moore's analysis of sensation 1ls designed to
show that whenever one has a mere sensation or idea, one
is then aware of something which is egqually and in the same
zense not an inseparable aspect of one's experienco4. In
the sensation of blue, “blue' is as much an obhject, and
as little a mere content of one's experience. In this
situation blue 1s the most elevated and independent real

thing of which cne is ever aware. Therefore for him the

gquestion, “how to get outside the circle of our own ideas
and sensations', does not arise. '"Merely to have a

sensation is already to be outgide that circle”S.

According to Moore, idealiste suppose that things
are always inseparable aspects of their experience, In
this context, Moore asks: if we never experience anything
that 1s a separable aspect of an experience, how can we

infer that it is an inseparable aspect of any
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experience, This is an unfounded assumption of “esge is

percipi'.

The idealists hold +the wview that a sensation or
an idea 1s inseparably related to a “content'. Thus in
a “sensation of blue' blue is the “content' of such a
sensation, to which it is inseparably related. Refuting
this, Moore arques that “blue' is not a content, but it
is an object. The T“object' 1is not inseparably related
to the sensation, and it is always cutside the sensation.
While the idealists argue that seeing a colour is an
“experience' where the colour 1is the “content’ which
is inseparably related to such an experience, Moore argues

that "secing a colour! is an awarcness where the

“colour' is the object outside of such an awareness.

The idealist suppose that in the case of the
seeing of blue coleur, “blue' is not the cobject but merely
the content of that sensation and it is an  inseparable
aspect of experience. If this 1is so, Mcore argues, the
idealist cannot be aware either of himself or of any other
real  thing. It implies that on his own theory, the
idealist himself and other persons are in reality mere

contents of an awareness. As a result the idealist is aware
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of nothing. It leads tc the absurdity that he is never

aware of the fact that he exists.

Criticising the idealist's conception +that all
reality 1s mental, Moore argues that when an idealist thinks
of himself, or others, his body or the bodies of other
people are always outside of his thinking. Hence he has
necessarily to accept some real entities outside the

circle of his thinking or ideas.

Moore says that the objects of sensations like
colours etc., are as real as the objects of perception like
tables and chairs. In each case the objects {either of

sensations or perceptions) are real,.

Moore  argues that when one is aware of a
material object, or sensation, in either case, one 1is
aware of a thing which 1is independent of that awarene556
While the process of awareness is psychical, the object of
awareness is physical. Subsequently Moore chserves that the
"question reguiring to be asked about material things is
thus not: What reason have we for suppoesing that

anything exists corresponding to our sensations? but:

What reason have we for supposing that material things do
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not exist, since their existence has precisely the same
. . 7
evidence as that of our sensations T
Mocre's refutation of idealism 1s not left unchallenged.
C.J.Ducasse for instance attacks vehesmently Moore's
refutation of idealisma. Arguing against Moore he says

"I helieve there is a certain ¢lass of cases

concerning  which it is true that  esse is

percipi... I think it can be definitely proved
that, go far as this class is concerned,

Professor Moore's arqument does not prove, as it

claims to do -- or even render more probable than

noct --that esse is percipi 1is false, I shall,

however, try to show not only this but alse that,

for §his class of cases, esse 1is percipi is

true"”.

Ducasse gives the following examples: i) A tooth ache
cannot exist without heing felt 14} Bitter cannot exist at
a time when nobody is tasting bitter. These  examples
suggest that in some cases it 1s true that “esse is percipi'

and hence, Moore is not correct when he rejects

altogether the principle of “esse is percipi'.

Replying te Ducasse, Moore observes that he
agress with Ducasse and Berkeley, in claiming that a
tooth-ache cannot exist without heing felt, But this is
not the case with all instances. The moon certainly can

exist without being perceivedlo. Moore holds that
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Ducasse's argument, Bitter cannot exist at a time when
nobody is tasting bitter’', leads to the misconception that
“No  bitter things can exist at a time when nohody is
tasting a bitter taste', Moore contends that it should
be gquite obvious that he is right and Mr, PDPucasse is
wrong. It is logically possible that a blue tie could exist
at a time when nothing is looking blue to any one, and that
a parcel of guinine which is bitter could exist at a time

when nobody is tasting a bitter tastell.

From the above discussion it is obvious that
Moore is not rigid or inflexible in his stand. He 1is
ready to revise his views in the light of his critics'
comments . Thus when Ducasse criticises his distinction
between act and object of perception, Moore partly agrees

with Ducasse's views but partly rejects them.

While refuting  idealism  Moore vehemently
rejects the doctrine  of internal relations which are
invariably associated with the idealistic tradition.
Idealists hold that all relations are internal. Bradley, an
advecate of internal relations, declares that all
relations are intrinsical, no relation is purely external.

He says, "a relation must at both ends affect, and pass
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into, the being of its terms"lz, and that "avery

relation ,.. essentially penetrates the being of its terms,

13

and, in this sense, is intrinsical" A good number of

philosophers support this view of Bradley's. Thus Joachim
in his work The Nature of Truth observes that "no relations
are purely external', “all relations modify or make a
difference to the terms between which they hold', and “no

term is independent of any of the relation in which it

stands toc other terms'.

Bradley, who refutes the doetrine of external
relations, illustrates his argument as £follows. Consider
the proposition, "Edward VII was the father of George V'.
In this proposition there are three terms, i} Edward VII,
ii} Father of, iiil} George V. If these three terms are
externally related, these terms could bhe arranged in any
fashion. For instance, we can say “George V was father of
Edward VII', However the meaning of the sentence “George V
was the father of Edward VII' 1is totally different in
meaning from the sentence "Edward VII was father of George
V', Therefore the terms of the proposition "Edward VII was
the father of George V' cannot be completely analysable and

they are related in a particular way. Thus Bradley points
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out that the relations are  internal. Arguing against

Bradley, Moore says that while in this example the

relations between the terms are “internal', this 1is not
the case with reference to every instance, There are
instances, where the tferms could exist independant of

one another and +he relations among them are external.
Take for instance a wvisual sense-datum which consists of
two colours, red and vyellow. The whele patch consists of
a red colour and alsec a yellow colour as its spatial parts.
The whole patch cannot exist without the red patch as its
spatial part. Therefore the relation hetwsen the whole
patch and the red patch is internal. However, the red patch
conld exist independent of the whole. The red patch for
its existence need not be a spatial part of the whole. The
red patch could exist by itself independent cof the  whole.
Thus the relation between the “red patch' and the
“whole!' is  not internal but external. Therefore "some

relations are purely external" 14.

Moore alsc examines the following statements, “All
relations modify or affect their terms' and "All relations
make a difference to their terms', which are key

statements of the doctrine of internal relations. There 1is
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one intelligible sense in which a given relation may
modify a term which stands in that relation. For example,
wher a stick of sealing wax is held against a flame, the
sealing wax gets melted. Its relationship to the flame thus
modifies the sealing wax, This is a sense of the word
“modify' in which part of any term is modified, as it has
actually undergeone a change. 5o, whean the idealists say
that =a2ll relations modify their terms they mean that all
terms which have relations should underge a change. Moore
observes that  this assertion is false because there are
terms which have relations and yet never get changedls.
Moreover, he is of the wview that relations cannot modify the
terms in a real sense; if at all they bring about any

modification, it will be only in a metaphorical sensels.

Moore  distingulshes between a “relation' and a
“relational property'. When we say that A is the father of
B', “fatherhood' is a relatien but the “fatherhood of B' is
a relational property. When the idealists say that all
relations are internal, they really refer to relational

properties rather than relations.

Aceording to the doctrine of intermal relations,

if A has P, then anything which has not P would be other
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than A. Mocre contradicts this view. He holds that " it
may be true that A has in fact got P and yet also true that
A might have existed without having P“l7. He illustrates
his peint as follows., Though it is a fact that Edward
VIT(A) was the father of George V (F)}, Edward VIT (A) could
exist withecut being the father of George Vv (P). 5o the

relation between Edward VII and George V is external ané not

internzal.

Bccording to the doctrine of internal relations,
if P is a relational property which belongs to d, then P
is internal to A in the following two senses: 1) that the
absence of P entails qualitative difference from A; ii)
that the absence of P entails numerical difference from
A, Moore says that neither of these views 1s  true.
With  the above example, Mcore argues that although
being the father of George V (P) is a relational property
which belongs to Edward VII{a), Edward VII (3) could exist
even without the property of being the father of GCeorge V
{P}]. Thus when P is a relational property to A, the
absence of P does not entail either qualitative or numerical

difference from A.
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Thus Moore attempts to refute the basic argument
of idealism viz., “esse is percipi’, and also the
doctrine of internal relations, the matrix of idealistic
philosophy. However we should be aware of the fact that
Moore does not deny the doctrine of internal relations
altogether, but he asserts that "some relational

properties certainly are not internal”ls.
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