RUSSELL: METAPHYSICS AND EMPIRICISM
Another difference between Moore and Russell lies in the area of metaphysics.  While Moore saw the role of philosophy to be primarily critical, and was content to accept the metaphysics provided by common sense, Russell rejected the metaphysics provided by common sense and tried to develop a metaphysics of his own.  

As a pioneer of analytic philosophy, Russell agreed with Moore that the analytic role of philosophy was to move from the complex to the simple through the use of analysis.  He also believed that what was real was the simples.  But the difficult question was, what was simple and what complex?

For Moore, who relied on common sense, physical objects were examples of simple entities.  But for Russell, those same physical objects were examples of what he saw as vague complexes we take as indubitable, but which need to be reduced to actual simples.  In fact, Russell called Moore’s simple objects “logical fictions.”  (“Excursus into Metaphysics,” p. 172)

Although Russell admired the methods and results of science, he did not consider the results of science to answer metaphysical questions.  Russell describes what he was looking for in the way of metaphysical entities as follows


You find, if you read the work of physicists, that they reduce matter down to certain elements – atoms, ions, corpuscles, or what not . . . Things of that sort, I say, are not the ultimate constituents of matter in any metaphysical sense.  Those things are all of them, as a think a very little reflection shows, logical fictions in the sense that I was speaking of.

By metaphysical entities I mean those things which are supposed to be part of the ultimate constituents of the world, but not to be the kind of thing that is ever empirically given –




-- “Excursus into Metaphysics”, p. 170-1

According to Russell, whatever allows us to create the logical fictions of desks and atoms is always empirical rather than metaphysical, that is, it is always based upon empirical constraints and conveniences.

Russell says more about what is metaphysically real as follows:

Speaking of the fleeting sense-data, I think it is very important to remove out one one’s instincts any disposition to believe that the real is the permanent.  There has been a metaphysical prejudice always that if a thing is really real, it has to last either forever or for a fairly decent length of time.  That is to my mind an entire mistake.



-- “The Philosophy of Logical Atomism,” p. 274

RUSSELL’S METAPHYSICS

Russell was ultimately never completely satisfied with his metaphysics.  However, through all the phases of its development he attempted to provide

· A distinction between hard and soft data

· An attempt to restrict the amount of hard data (Occam’s razor)

· An explanation of how we get from hard data to soft data

HARD DATA VS. SOFT DATA

According to Russell, hard data was the data with which we are directly acquainted, data of which we can be aware without making inferences.  In contrast, soft data was the data we constructed from hard data.  One of the main challenges for Russell’s theory was in determining what counted as hard data and what counted as soft data.  

His initial view was that both universals and particulars were hard data, with everything else being soft data.  However, there is variety even within this view, specifically, in what counts as a particular.  While some may count desks as particulars, Russell counted only impressions of desks as particulars.

Russell’s distinction between hard and soft data in metaphysics corresponded to a distinction he made in epistemology, namely, his distinction between knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by description.  Of the two, knowledge by acquaintance was by far the more certain and was the apprehension of simples or hard data.  

THE RESTRICTION OF HARD DATA

One could argue that Russell’s model for philosophy came from the scientific model.  In fact, he seems to use as a guide for philosophy a question he claims that science uses as a model:

What is the smallest number of simple undefined things at the start, and the smallest number of simple and undemonstrated premises, out of which you can define the things that need to be defined and prove the things that need to be proved?  




-- “Excursus into Metaphysics,” p. 170

By a process of what he called logical construction, Russell advocated restricting what is counted as hard data by noticing all the inferences we make, and then classifying everything based on such inferences as soft data.  The next task is to justify that our inferences are warranted.

THE DEDUCTION OF SOFT DATA FROM HARD DATA

Regarding the third feature of his analysis, Russell, believed that nothing should be deduced that was not certain and attempted to establish certainty by noticing that many things we took to be hard data were, in fact, instances of soft data, dependent upon inferences made from actual hard data.

RUSSELL AS AN EMPIRICIST

The main problem for Russell as an empiricist was the justification of the inferences from supposedly hard data to soft data.  

Russell called such inferences nondemonstrative inferences and, in order to justify these inferences, he set out 5 postulates that he thought were necessary:

(1) The postulate of “quasi-permanence”

(2) The postulate of “separable causal lines”

(3) The postulate of “spacio-temporal continuity”

(4) The “structural postulate”

(5) “the postulate of analogy”

-- Human Knowledge, Its Scope and Limits, p. 487-493

Unlike Moore, Russell was not content to just accept those things which it would be difficult to doubt.

I feel no great confidence in the precise postulates above enumerated, but I feel considerable confidence that something of the same sort is necessary if we are to justify the non-demonstrative inferences concerning which none of us, in fact, can feel any doubt.





-- My Philosophical Development, p. 205

Like Hume, Russell believed that results of science should be, if possible, justified.  (Hume concludes that they cannot be justified but seems to be content to remain a mitigated sceptic.  Russell is forever a disappointed sceptic.)

However, although Russell reasoned that such postulates were necessary to keep science from being “moonshine,” his only support for these postulates was that they were biologically advantageous.  That is, those who assumed such postulates were more likely to survive and thrive than those who did not.  

But this did not provide the kind of basis for science in terms of certainty or knowledge that Russell had hoped to provide.

Although our postulates can . . . be fitted into a framework which has what may be called an empiricist “flavor,” it remains undeniable that our knowledge of them, in so far as we do know them, cannot be based upon experience. . . In this sense, it must be admitted, empiricism as a theory of knowledge has proved inadequate, though less so than any other previous theory of knowledge.

-- Human Knowledge, Its Scope and Limits, p. 507

