Philosophy 020E, 2005-2006

Answers to Sample Mid-year Test

Section 1

1. The author is Descartes. The passage is the announcement of his project of clearing away all his accumulated 'knowledge' and start to build afresh, on a surer foundation. His instrument for clearing away his accumulated beliefs is methodological doubt.

2. The author is Berkeley. The passage is part of his developing the case that primary qualities exist only in the mind, in the same way that secondary qualities do. He is pointing out that perceived size can vary with the point of view of the observer, and that we have no access to the objective size of things.

3. The author is Hume. He is giving his view of 'universals', namely that there can be no such entities having indeterminate features – degrees of quantity and quality. What we have before our minds is always particular and determinate. 'Universals' are thus names that we apply to collections of particular impressions that have some degree of resemblance among them; but such a name does not stand for an entity with indeterminate features.

4. The author is Taylor. He is arguing that there is no such thing as a 'mental entity'; we may speak of a pain in my foot as though it is a 'thing', but this is just a misleading form of words expressing the fact that my foot hurts. This is part of the materialist project of arguing that neither 'mental entities', nor indeed minds, exist.

5. The author is Aquinas. This is his 'fifth way', in which he argues that the goal-oriented behaviour of non-intelligent bodies (e.g. social insects) proves that there must be an intelligence outside them to direct such behaviour. He gives the example of an arrow and an archer: the arrow seeks the target, but this is only so because of the intelligence of the archer who directs the arrow. 

Section 2

1. Hume concludes that the origin of our belief in causation is nothing other than habit or custom, the habit of seeing constant conjunctions. We see an object suddenly deprived of its support, and we expect it to fall to the ground; this expectation is born of the habit or custom of having repeatedly seen that unsupported objects fall (and never having seen the contrary). Our expectation here is so strong that we experience the fall as necessary, and so we suppose that the withdrawal of support makes or causes the fall to happen. He says this because he had come to the realization that no such causal link, no such necessity, is observable, or even imaginable. Our belief that there is a link of necessity here is thus built only on the strength of our expectation, expectation born of habit.

2. Descartes is certain that he is a thinking substance because it is the one thing that he finds that he cannot doubt. Or, more precisely, he finds that he cannot doubt that he is thinking: even under the supposition of an Evil Genius who is trying to deceive him in everything, he cannot be deceived about the fact that he is thinking. If he is thinking, then he is a thinking thing, or, in the language of the metaphysics of his day, a thinking substance.

3. Paley argues that if we came upon a watch on the heath we would immediately suppose – given the complex end-serving structure of the watch – that it had been made by an intelligent watchmaker: no other origin for a watch can be imagined. And he argues that, by analogy, the complex teleological structure of parts of the universe similarly points to the existence of an intelligent universemaker: no other origin for such a complex structure can be imagined. 

4. James says that the truth of an idea is not a stagnant property inherent in it; an idea becomes true when it is validated. "True ideas are those that we can assimilate, validate, corroborate and verify." Since our ability to assimilate, validate, corroborate can change with time, with changing circumstances, with new information, it would follow that the truth of an idea can change with time, with changing circumstances, with new information. Here is an example that we have seen in another context: before the publication of Darwin's Origin of Species in 1859, the idea that the complex structure of the universe proves the existence of an intelligent designer would, according to James, have been true; since 1859 it has not been true.
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Examples:

Images: reflections in smooth surfaces, shadows, optical illusions

Ordinary objects: trees, mountains, chairs

Mathematical objects: numbers, geometrical figures

Forms: the Form of Justice, the Form of Good

