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3 Substance

The raising of certain difficulties about the notion of substance belongs es-
pecially to the British Empiricist — that is to say our — tradition. We can see a
starting-point for them in Descartes’ considerations about the wax in the
second Meditation. Descartes concluded there that it was by an act of purely
intellectual perception that we judge the existence of such a thing as this wax
— a doctrine the meaning of which is obscure.

Let me sketch at least some of the troubles that have been felt on this
subject. First, there is the idea of the individual object. What sort of idea is
that, and how got? This individual object is the same — ‘pcrsists’ as we say —
through many changes in its sensible properties, or sensible appearances;
what is the individual itself all this time? Second, supposing that question
should be answered in the case in hand by ‘It is wax", is it not one objection
to this answer that it gives a general term “wax’’ as an answer to the question
“What is the individual ?”’ Surely we wanted to know: what is the individual
thing qua individual, in its individuality? And this cannot be answered by
giving a predicate which not merely logically can be true of many in-
dividuals, but does actually fail to mark out this one from others. Next, even
accepting this answer: “It is wax"’, what can being wax be except: being
white and solid at such and such temperatures, melting at such and such
temperatures . . . etc., etc.? Are not the ideas of kinds of substances given by
more or less arbitrary lists chosen from the properties found by experience

to go together? In that case, the general idea ‘wax’ will be equivalent to the
chosen list; and the particular, individual, parcel of wax is at any time the
sum of its sensible appearances. Any other notion of substance surely
commits us on the one hand to unknowable real essences, and on the other
to an unintelligible ‘bare particular’ which underlies the appearances and is
the subject of predication but just for that reason can’t in itself be
characterized by any predicates. This picture of the appearances or the
properties as a sort of clothes reminds one of Butler’s lines about Prime

Matter:

He had first matter seen undrest;
He took her naked, all alone,
Before one rag of form was on.

The picture of substance is too unacceptable, so following Russell we must
speak of ‘bundles of qualities’ or following Ayer of ‘totalities of appearances’
which are unified not by their relation to some further entity but by their
own interrelations. We would rather not admit anything so doubtful as that

From Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supplementary volume, 38 (1964).
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shape, size, being liquid, being hot, yielding no sound when rapped. After
heating, ““Whatever fell under taste, smell, sight, touch, or hearing has now
changed”.

There are relevant differences between the properties mentioned. Visible

colour, shape and size are not substance-involving. ‘The sound it gives out if
you rap it’ seems to be substance-involving in this sense: the question arises
“If you rap what?’’ and the answer is ‘the wax’’. But sound itself of course 1s
not substance-involving. What I mean by “not substance-involving™ is this:
yOu €an suppose a man to see a coloured expanse without there having to be
any substance (or, of course, collection of substances) whose expanse, ot part
of whose expanse, itis. One of the problems of epistemology that first strikes
one — did first strike me — is: how do 1 know the things I look at have
behinds? Why shouldn’t they have the sort of merely phenomenal existence
a rainbow has? This question arises because colour, together with its deter-
minations of shape and size, is not substance-involving. Just this is what I
take a philosopher to be driving at if he says things like “All Thave got when 1
look, and, as I say, seea red curtain, is a visual content speciﬁable aslightand
dark and colour patches thus and so arranged.” I do not think he is effec-
tually answered by deriding him for saying by implication that he does not,
strictly speaking, see a red curtain hanging in folds.

The properties known as secondary qualities in modern philsophy have a
claim to be called “sensible” in a much more restricted sense than that in
which we could say malleability was sensible. To receive impressions of
secondary qualities, you merely have to let the appropriate sense-organ be
affected; that is why one can always imagine that the quality is a mere sense
content. This is indeed a lot easier to imagine for ‘white’ than for ‘soft’ but it
can be imagined for all those qualities.

But no list only of those sensible properties would be adequate to comprise
the idea — the ‘nominal definition’ — of a particular substantial kind. There
are always further properties, such as malleability and melting at 44 °C,
which, though eminently ascertainable by the senses, are substance-
involving properties. The red patch you see might have - could be imagined
to have — only the sort of existence that a rainbow does. If 1 asked someone to
see if the rainbow was malleable or melted at 44 °C, this would imply a con-
ception of a rainbow as made of a kind of stuff.

Let us now consider the reasonableness of defining a substance as the
totality of its appearances. “The appearances’” of a substance suggests its
sensible properties in the restricted sense, i.e. the secondary qualities,
together with their qualifications of size, shape and mutual arrangement.

The reason is this: usually our judgements of what is there are right, and
then we don’t have to bother about appearances; but when they are wrong
we can retreat to appearances. This retreat may consist merely in saying
“It looked as if there were a fly on the painting, but actually there was no fiy”
(where the appearance is one of a fly), or, extending the notion of
‘appeatance’ to the sense of touch, It felt as if there were fur there in'the hole
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where I put my hand - but there was not’”. Here the appearance is one of fur:
anappearance to the sense of touch, as that of the fly was to the sense of sight.

Now when there are such appearances, the secondary qualities involved
are usually not mere appearances of secondary qualities. In a trompe [’veil
painting the colours aren’t a mere appearance; rather they,
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there” as the colour patches do to the incorrect Judgement “There is a
doorway there”. If one did not know what was there, but knew only - no
matter how — that the Judgement one was inclined to make, “That’s a ﬂy”
(lor, “It’s fur”) was wrong, one could retreat to the description of the colour
patches (the texture) as what one saw (felt) in that one was inclined to think
one saw a fly (felt fur). And there does not in fact have to be illusion or in-
correct judgement to entitle one to make this sort of retreat; that type of case
merely forces one to retreat and that is the use of considering it.

For these reasons, quite generally there is I think no objection to calling
the ‘secondary qualities’ (with their immediate  qualifications)
“appearances” of the things we incline to think are there when perceiving
the qualities. But malleability, though a sensible property, is not like this: it
is notin any case an appearance of the malleable thing. There can of course be
an appearance of malleability in the sense that someone could make it look
as if something were malleable when it was no

“malleability" is itself a word for an appearan
senses.
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We can see three ranks of predicate that apply to substances; the substan-
tial ones themselves, like “alive”, “horse”, “gold”; the predicates that are
not substantial but are substance-involving like “malleable”, “‘in powder
form”, “awake”; and predicates that are neither substantial nor
involving. These are the secondary-quality words,
qualifications as go with them.

To repeat, if I asked you to see if the rainbow would melt at 44 °C, this
would imply a conception of a rainbow as composed of stuff, so that a
sample of it could be brought away and subjected to tests. “Malleability”
means that the stuff can be beaten into a shape which it will th
turther interfered with. Thus you could not consider whether

malleable unless you had the conce
could be further investi

substance-
together with such

en retain if not
something was
ption of a lump of stuff whose properties
gated - but that is already to have a partial concep-
tion of substance. Thus, though malleability Is obviously asen
nevertheless a thoroughgoing phenomenalist would want to
Just as he would want to analyse the substantial predicates o

Substantial predicates are more than substance-involving, They tell you
what kind or kinds of substance that lump of stuff is. Something must be that
lump of stuff in order to be so much as a candidate for having malleability.
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They were certainly supposed to be individuals, particulars — should we then
say: they ought to have been conceived as substances, if a substance has in-
dependen[ existence, i.e. exists not in another thing?

The answer to this will depend on (1) whether these red patches, assumed
to be real entities, are supposed to be pure objects of sense and (2) whether
they are thought not merely to have an esse which is percipi but also to exist es-
sentially in dependence on an act of percipere by a mental substance. [am
only concerned with the former question, which I think will be explained. if
not resolved, by the fbllowing:

If what I am looking at is a plain red plate, then there is before me and in
Plain view an expanse of a standing red colour. But I see a certain variation
produced by the shadowing of some part of the plate, which is not flat but
has a slope up o its edge. If I look carefully I will see a lot of variation in the
appearance of the surface, very light spots and tiny short streaks, some a
matter of particles of dust settled there, some a matter of minute variations
oflight and shadow. Also I see high-lights. Yer 1 say with confidence that this
is a uniformly red plate. I learn to say “red plate” “‘white door” without
regard to shines and streaks and variations of light and dark. Now if | speak
of the red patch that I see, is the part where the high-light is part of the red
patch? That part of the expanse is of a standing red colour, and | say I see
something of a uniform red colour. But ifwhere I see notred but a high-light
is part of the red patch that I see, then that red patch is not something whose

esse 1s percipt. Its red colour s a standing red colour, not seen by me in all
parts, although I see the whole expanse in question. Then it is not a sub.-
stance by the Aristotelico-Cartesian definition: its identity is that of the
standing colour of that part of the surface of a plate, and its existence is in
something else.

Now for a phenomenalist this red patch, which = the expanse of plate
visible to me, is just as much a construct, an inference, as the plate itself. The
fact that the high-light moves about on the plate when one moves one’s head
or moves the plate proves that it is just a shine; but that it will so move can’tbe
seen in seeing it, but only judged or guessed on some grounds — and the
grounds must be the way it now looks together with my past experience.

Is there not a description which gives simply what is seen — and does not

depend on whether one or another thing which can’t possibly be being seen
is the case? Certainly one sees a plate; yetitisn't a plate if it has no behind,
and one doesn’t see in one viewing that it has a behind. So surely “a plate” is
simply a true description of what what one sees in fact is, and also perhaps
one’s straight-off description of what it strikes one as; but yet in a sense of
“sees” there is more than can be seen to calling it a plate - as in the case of
John Austin’s “To-day I saw a man born in Jerusalem” (said in Oxford). Of
course there isn’t a born-in-Jerusalem look abouta man, so that case is par-
ticularly clear ~ but aren’t the two cases essentially similar? We are merely
distracted by the fact that there is no born-in-Jerusalem look abou a man —
whereas there is a plate-look about,

About what? — Here one wants to say something like: the Ted/)at.ch as sger;;
the one that isn’t red where the high-lights are and that is variegated by
ll sorts of spots and strcaks.
Sh;;Sduot‘;’i::(tjh?s red patchpis not one whose esse is percipi, unless. onerccia? lz;
supposed not to notice the true character ,Of that .whose e};sse is lfiea[i/;;‘ v
observe it more closely, to realize one hé.ld m?stake‘n it. For t le realiz gk
the spots and streaks and shadows and high-lights is a gradual process o

covery.
Locke:

When we set before our eyes a round globe of' any .unlfo.rm COIOPrLj?g.inA:;
alabaster or jet, it is certain thaht the id(;adthereby |;rlli[;1;::1;enddxgroi:;(r:;; c:;:ling -
i i shadowed, with several degrees o : '

f)ltrinZyve?lgEtSlv{e having by use been accustomed to perceive what l:nd (z:l:p:sfci:;
ance convex bodies are wont to make in us, vsfhat alterations are;ma e}:n e iauel
tions of light by the difference of the sensible figures .of boh x§s, t ;J: Sg il
presently, by an habitual custom, alters the appearances lnt.O t E:rfclaure .it make;
from that which truly is variety of shadow or colour collectxrllgt ? gu ‘,]ex po
it pass for a mark of figure, and frames to ltselftbe perception o ? con] ) ime
and an uniform colour; when the idea we receive from thence is only P

variously coloured, as is evident in painting.

The notion of the ‘idea’ as Locke calls it (or visual sensation., imprt?ssu;\r.n,
experience or datum, as later writers have cal.led the same lhlnf) is msiwl;
context, I suggest, a conflation of‘dispara.te l’lOth‘r‘lSZ What"l haf/‘e! e;m;;:;e” g
of seetng — which may be quite properly sald. to be “‘a globe 0;. ahre P e
and something quite different and very dlfﬁcult to get,al, w .1fc dwe w 0
call the “purely visual” about what is seen. Tt is what you d Igekt)l f,a optllln\fhen
suggestion of Leonardo, you held up a glass pane VCT(IC?] y de ore yci)th hen
you were looking straight ahead anfi supposed’ to be painte cf)n 1[1»};} i
accuracy exactly the colour behind it, as seen, in every part(;) it. | :n 4
represents what is thought of as the minimal, unmterpre(‘e v.nsua P :
sion, which is the basis of all else. And it seems as tbough in this conception
the difference between the objective and the sul?jt.actlve aPpearance— be:]wezn
the highlight, or colour changed by the light it is seen in, on the (})‘ne ;;mr_,
and the drug-induced or astigmatic colounfs and perspectives, on the Otb? :
is quite unimportant. But this pane wquld in tu.rn be only an.ordlga:yh((; tjoe;:e
of perception: it does duty for something glse; it merely carries wha
understood as a picture of a purely visual object.
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