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Preface

For many years, the homepage of the Australasian Association of Philosophy (www.aap.org.au) carried the following words from Cambridge philosopher Hugh Mellor:

It’s just as well for the rest of the world that philosophy is not an Olympic sport. In the last few decades, Australasia has produced more good philosophers per square head than almost anywhere else. There is no better place for philosophers to go who wish to raise their game.

We think that the attitude that Mellor here displays would be surprising to all but academic philosophers, Australian or otherwise. Moreover, we think that, even if people generally came to accept that what Mellor says is so, they would still suppose that philosophers in Australia have nothing to say to anyone beyond the academy. In Australia—and not only in Australia—it is common to suppose that academic philosophy is an arcane pursuit that has no interest or significance for anyone else.

We think that anyone who thinks this, and who reads the lectures in this volume, will have reason to engage in revision of opinion. These lectures were all presented to general public audiences, and they all generated significant amounts of interested and intelligent discussion. When academic philosophers speak plainly about things that matter to them, what they say sometimes has much wider resonance than common opinion might suppose.

The lectures that are collected together in this volume were arranged under the auspices of a larger project on the history of philosophy in Australia and New Zealand. This larger project was funded by a large grant from the Australian Research Council (ARC, DP0663930), and by smaller grants from the Myer Foundation and the William Angliss Charitable Trust.

The lectures were presented at writers’ festivals and other similar events in Australia and New Zealand, in the period from 2006 through 2009, including: the Melbourne Writers Festival (2006–2009), the Monash Arts Festival (2007), the Brisbane Writers Festival (2007), the Auckland Writers Festival (2008), the Sydney Writers Festival (2009), and the Adelaide Festival of Ideas (2009).

Almost all of the lectures from the series were recorded by the Australian Broadcasting Commission, and excerpts from many of these recordings have been broadcast on Radio National, on Alan Saunders’s program ‘The Philosopher’s Zone’ (www.abc.net.au/rn/
philosopherszone).

Some lectures that were presented at these events have not made it into the finished volume, though there was no case in which this was because of considerations of quality: some lectures were excluded by considerations of copyright, some for reasons of personal misadventure, some because the deadline for publication proved too hard to meet, and so on.

We are grateful to all of the philosophers in Australia and New Zealand who have participated in this adventure, including those who continue to do so. After the very first set of public lectures—in Melbourne, in 2006—the Festival organiser, Rosemary Cameron, wrote to us to say that philosophy had been ‘the surprise hit of the Festival.’ As it happened, all four of the philosophy talks attracted sell-out crowds of around 200 people each. Philosophy will be on again at the Melbourne Writers Festival in 2010—having been there every year since 2006—and it is a reasonable supposition that a tradition has now been established.

We have ordered the lectures alphabetically by the surnames of the lecturers. There are other systems of arrangement that we might have adopted. If one is looking to group the lectures, then it is plausible to see them as dividing into five overarching themes. Five of the lectures—those by Coady, Franklin, Malinas, Mortensen, and Pigden—are about local histories of philosophy: philosophy in Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, Adelaide, and New Zealand, respectively. Five of the lectures—those by Bigelow, Green, McKenzie, Patton, and Restall—are about histories of local discussions of topics in philosophy: metaphysics, women in philosophy, feminist philosophy, Continental philosophy, and logic, respectively. Four of the lectures—those by Bradley, Forrest, Grigg and Sharpe, and Nola—are about philosophy of religion. Six of the lectures—those by Boulous Walker, Kennett, Levy, Plumwood, Priest, and Reynolds—are about other philosophical topics: reading, love, free will, eco-philosophy, Asian philosophy, and the ‘analytic’/’continental’ divide, respectively. The final two lectures—those by Brennan and Thom—are about universities, university administration, and the intellectual state of universities at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

It is important for us to note that the lecturers chose their own topics (though we did initially encourage lectures on aspects of the history of philosophy in Australia and New Zealand). Since we are both philosophers of religion—a rare breed in philosophy departments in Australia and New Zealand—it is of interest to us that four of the lectures turned out to be on philosophy of religion.

Finally, a note on the spelling conventions we have adopted. In order to reflect the Australasian character of the book, and given that a large portion of our readership is expected to be in, or from, Australasia, we have chosen to use Australian (or British-Australian) spelling conventions, as opposed to the spelling conventions which are outlined in The Chicago Manual of Style and which are more typical of American publications.

There are many people who have supported and assisted the production of this volume, and who are appropriately acknowledged here.

First, we are grateful for the efforts of our associate editors—Lynda Burns, Steve Gardner, and Fiona Leigh—who were all employed on our project from the funds provided by the ARC. Lynda, Steve, and Fiona all acted as hosts for some of the lectures, and assisted in arranging travel, accommodation, and so forth for the lecturers. We note, in particular, that Steve played a leading role in the administration of the larger project during the second year (2007), when Nick Trakakis took up a twelve-month postdoctoral fellowship at the University of Notre Dame in Indiana.

Second, of course, we are indebted to all of the philosophers who agreed to give the public lectures that form the basis of this book. Among the lectures that were presented, but that did not make it into the book, we feel that we must mention the lecture given by Barry Taylor on David Lewis’s role in philosophy in Australia and New Zealand. Barry’s untimely death in early 2010 robbed Australian philosophy of one of its favourite larrikin sons; he is very much missed.

Third, we wish to acknowledge the support that we have received from our colleagues at Monash University, within and beyond the Department of Philosophy. In 2010, the department became part of the larger School of Philosophical, Historical and International Studies in the Faculty of Arts; we have always felt supported by our department, school, and faculty, and by the wider university. In particular, we are grateful to: Dirk Baltzly, Linda Barclay, John Bigelow, Jacqui Broad, Sam Butchart, Monima Chadha, Karen Green, Toby Handfield, Jakob Hohwy, Lloyd Humberstone, Mark Manolopoulos, Justin Oakley, Rob Sparrow, and Aubrey Townsend.

Fourth, we thank the team of people at Lexington Books who were involved in the production of this work, including Jana Wilson and Gwen Kirby. We are also indebted to Karen Gillen who, as always, has done a superb job indexing the final work.

Last, but by no means least, we express our enormous debts to friends and family who have supported us through what has turned out to be a rather long and arduous undertaking. From Graham: to Camille, Gilbert, Calvin, and Alfie, with love. From Nick: to my parents, brother John, and partner Lydia, with gratitude and affection.

Parts of Tony Coady’s chapter are drawn from his contribution to Graham Oppy and N. N. Trakakis (eds.), A Companion to Philosophy in Australia and New Zealand (Melbourne: Monash University Press, 2010). We are grateful to the publishers for permission to reuse this material.

An earlier version of James Franklin’s chapter appeared in the October 2009 issue of Quadrant (vol. 53, issue 10, pp. 76–79), under the title of ‘The Lure of Philosophy in Sydney.’ We are grateful to Professor Franklin for permission to republish the paper.

Portions of Jeanette Kennett’s chapter are drawn from her article, ‘True and Proper Selves: Velleman on Love,’ Ethics, vol. 118, January 2008, pp. 213–27. We are grateful to the University of Chicago Press for permission to reuse this material.

An extended version of Robert Nola’s chapter has been accepted for publication in the Croatian Journal of Philosophy. We are grateful to the journal’s editors for allowing the shorter version to be included in the current volume.

The paper by Val Plumwood, who sadly passed away in February 2008, has been slightly revised since it was originally submitted to us, but only for stylistic purposes and not in content. A similar version of this chapter was published in the Australian Humanities Review, vol. 46, May 2009, pp. 113–29, and we are grateful to Professor Deborah Rose from the Australian Humanities Review editorial board for granting permission to publish a version of this paper here.


Chapter One

Metaphysics in Australasia

John Bigelow

I was born in Canada, but went to secondary school and then studied for my first university degree in New Zealand. After postgraduate studies in Canada and England I took up my first academic position in New Zealand. Hence, when I speak of metaphysics in Australasia, by ‘Australasia’ I mean ‘New Zealand and also Australia.’

Metaphysics in Australasia began long before Europeans and then Asians, Africans, Americans, and others arrived in Australasia. Metaphysics is inextricably woven into myths, religions, arts and crafts, and everyday life all over the world. When you learn your native language, part of what you are learning is metaphysics.

Judaism, Islam, and Christianity embrace a belief that the material world was created by an intelligent designer, God, and this is metaphysics. It is then assumed that if you hold this metaphysical belief it will deeply affect the way you feel about the world and the way you live your life.

In ancient Greece, in Plato’s dialogues, we not only find metaphysics, we also find the thesis that in order to achieve the best forms of government we must found our social order on a correct understanding of the fundamental nature of the world we live in, and of the place of human beings within that world. If a system of government is founded on a mistaken conception of human nature, it will fail.

Applying this to modern times, one might suggest for instance that twentieth-century communism failed because it was founded on a failure to recognise the deeply ingrained selfishness of human beings. We are now governed by another extreme, an uncompassionate, ‘user-pays’ system that is grounded in a different but (perhaps) equally mistaken conception of human nature, and of nature, and of the place of human beings in the natural world. To take another example, from the standpoint of an atheistic metaphysics, theocracies that are dominated by a single monotheistic orthodoxy are based on a mistaken metaphysics—and this is a bad thing. Conversely too, however, from the standpoint of some monotheistic orthodoxies, all secular, liberal governments are not based on a correct metaphysics—and this is a bad thing.

Consider another example. Hinduism includes the doctrine of reincarnation, and this is metaphysics. Long ago within this tradition, a heretical school arose, the Buddhists, who argued that all six of the orthodox Hindu schools rested on a mistaken assumption about the continuing identity of the self through the passage of time. The Buddhists held a ‘no-self’ doctrine, a doctrine of ‘momentariness,’ and this is metaphysics. It was also thought that an improved understanding of this matter in metaphysics could change the way you feel about the world and the way you live your life. Very roughly, if you stop believing in the self you will stop being selfish, and the world will then be a better place.

In more recent times in Europe, the great German philosopher Immanuel Kant said that the fundamental questions of metaphysics are God, freedom, and immortality.

Kant’s list embodies a degree of Eurocentricity, but nevertheless his list does also touch on concerns that resonate very widely throughout human history. People have a recurring propensity to ask why there is a world at all, and why there is a world like this one, rather than some other world very different from this one. Some people settle upon definite answers, and this influences the way they feel and the way they live their lives. Some people do not settle on any definite answers, and so find themselves lost and undecided, and this too influences the way they feel about the world and the way they live their lives.

Metaphysics in Australasia is like metaphysics everywhere: it pervades life in many ways. In this chapter, however, I will narrow the focus to the role of metaphysics among academic, professional philosophers in Australasia. To set the context, I will first speak briefly about academic philosophy in Europe and America.

As I have been suggesting, metaphysics is ubiquitous and important in all cultures. In the twentieth century, however, metaphysics came under sustained attack from professional philosophers. The attack was mounted under several banners, including ‘pragmatism,’ ‘positivism,’ and ‘postmodernism.’ Instead of helping us to try to find answers to our metaphysical questions, twentieth-century philosophers systematically set out to persuade themselves, and their students, that the whole enterprise of metaphysics is entirely wrong-headed. We should stop asking these questions, and we should stop trying to answer them. Instead of asking about Reality, we should content ourselves with articulating the textures of our own texts, and exploring the patterns we weave with words, and our social networks of political power. We should publish books with titles like The Social Construction of Reality. We should recognise, with the French philosopher Derrida, that ‘there is nothing outside the text.’

At the end of the twentieth century, however, some professional philosophers have come to believe that there are signs of a possible rebirth of metaphysics, even within those very parts of the academy where formerly were heard the longest and loudest sermons preaching the death of metaphysics. In this process of rebirth, Australian philosophers are perceived, by some, to be playing a surprisingly prominent role. I will give three examples.

In my narrative I will highlight some philosophers and completely ignore many others. I will focus on a handful of Australian philosophers who are perceived, by some philosophers overseas, as forming a distinctive family that can be grouped under some such heading as ‘Australian Realists.’ Not all philosophers, of course, are working on metaphysics, and of those working on metaphysics only some fall into the loose family that might travel under some such name as ‘Australian Realism.’ My narrative will be partial and partisan. Any attempt I might make to come up with something impartial and comprehensive would only succeed in producing something boring, of the sort that we have to produce all the time for our paymasters in Canberra.

A few years ago there was a conference on Australian philosophy held in France. Fares were paid for many Australians, who came and gathered in Grenoble. Some papers by French speakers were delivered in French; papers by Australians were delivered in English, but simultaneous translation was available through headphones. The papers in English were translated into French and published by one of the leading academic publishing houses in Paris. The title of this book is, in translation: The Structure of the World: Objects, Properties, and States of Affairs, The Rebirth of Metaphysics in the Australian School of Philosophy (Monnoyer 2004).

The title of this book pays special homage to the work of Professor David Armstrong, of Sydney University. Here in Australia it does not feel at all as though there is any such thing as ‘the Australian school of philosophy.’ Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that, from the distant vantage point of France, certain broad similarities among several prominent Australian philosophers are more visible than the detailed disagreements that loom so large for those philosophers themselves, in their own local dealings with each other here in Australia.

Consider a second example. A few years ago there was a very lively conference in Manchester, and from it came a book published by the prestigious academic publishing house, the Clarendon Press of Oxford University: Truthmakers: The Contemporary Debate (Beebee and Dodd, 2005).

In this book, young professional philosophers debated about a proposed new way of approaching metaphysics. In this book there are pervasive references to Australian philosophers, especially David Armstrong, but also several others, including for instance John Fox at La Trobe University. There are frequent citations of a metaphysical thesis I proposed in 1988: truth supervenes on being (Bigelow 1988).

Don’t worry what it means. Just notice: doesn’t it sound metaphysical? (Incidentally, I proposed this thesis in a book that began with the statement, ‘Under the shadow of logical positivism, it has been difficult to speak of metaphysics openly . . .’ [Bigelow 1988: 1]). In this chapter, I harken back to the same idea, that we should return to metaphysics and shake off the inhibitions instilled by a century of pragmatism, positivism, and postmodernism.)

Consider a third example. Under the shadow of logical positivism, one of the metaphysical topics that lay furthest beyond the pale was a doctrine known as essentialism. This is a theory tracing back to Aristotle, according to which things have what might be called ‘essential natures.’ These ‘natures’ include properties that determine what a thing is. Once these properties have determined what is there, other so-called ‘accidental’ properties determine how that thing happens to be at a given time. The accidental properties may change, but the essential properties remain the same.

Essentialism became extremely unfashionable in professional philosophical circles in the twentieth century. In recent years, however, there have been several international conferences in Britain at which young professional philosophers have been debating essentialism with gusto. Repeated reference to several Australian philosophers has permeated these debates, especially to Brian Ellis, formerly of La Trobe University, but also to some younger Australian philosophers, and some young philosophers overseas who are drawing on the work of Ellis and others in Australia.

How did it come about that Australian philosophers should be playing so salient a part in this attempted rebirth of metaphysics, after a century of sustained attack from pragmatism, positivism, and postmodernism? Is it due to our climate? Or our lack of old buildings? Maybe in London or Paris it is possible to think that ‘there is nothing outside the text.’ Yet on the beach at Bondi, or in the baking sun back of Burke, maybe it is more obvious that the world has a structure that is not of our making. Maybe it is more obvious in Australia that truths need truthmakers, these truthmakers being things in the world that exist independently of our theories about them. Maybe in Australia it is more obvious that things have their own essential natures, which may be radically different from the ways we conceive them to be in our thoughts and in our texts.

Yet I am not going to advance a climatic theory of the history of ideas. I will trace just a few sample trajectories that have contributed to some of the recent developments among professional philosophers in Australia.

I will begin with a philosopher called Samuel Alexander. He was born in Sydney and studied in Melbourne, and then went to Oxford and then to Manchester. At Monash University, the Alexander Theatre is named after him.

Samuel Alexander wrote a large book of metaphysics called Space, Time, and Deity (1920). This book contains one of the best chapter titles I have met: ‘Time Is the Mind of Space.’ I don’t really know what it means, but whatever it means, it is clearly metaphysics. I will gesture towards a glimmer of understanding shortly.

Alexander defended a metaphysics according to which everything there is exists in space and time. There is no supernatural world outside space and time. There is, for instance, no transcendent God or angels, at least if they are supposed to exist outside space and time. There is no Platonic realm of timeless, abstract objects, of the sort that Platonists allege to be studied in pure mathematics. There are only the things that exist, either earlier or later than us, at some particular location in this same world that we live in.

Yet Alexander was not a crass ‘reductionist,’ like the ancient Greeks who said that all that exist are ‘atoms and the void.’ Alexander was what is called an emergence theorist. He held that when atoms of hydrogen and oxygen come together in the right way, something new emerges that did not exist before, with properties that are very different from the properties of the ingredients from which it was made: namely, water. Likewise, when matter comes together in the right way, life emerges. When living things develop in the right ways, mind emerges. And when and if the whole universe attains the right kinds of harmonies, then what emerges is a new property of the world as a whole: the property of divinity. This is a form of pantheism. The world of space is God’s body, and in this body a property of divinity can emerge in the same way that consciousness emerges from the chemicals in the human brain.

With this broadly pantheistic conception in mind, it might be possible to tease out some of the meaning in Alexander’s statement that ‘Time Is the Mind of Space.’ Under ancient conceptions, the mind or soul was thought of as the source of motion, and more generally, of change. When a mop sits in the corner, it does not move unless something pushes it. When you see a mouse, however, and you see it moving without anything pushing it, it is clear that there is within it some source of movement. What makes motion possible is, of course, the passage of time. Space, then, is a body, and Time is what makes it possible for there to be motions of smaller bodies within the all-encompassing body of Space itself. This, then, is one respect in which Space is like an all-encompassing counterpart of our body, and Time is like an all-pervading counterpart of our minds.

For Alexander, although there is no transcendent God, it is possible to wonder whether the world itself is worthy of worship. Or at least, parts of it might be, for instance, at least some of the wildernesses that have not yet been despoiled by human mistakes. And some human domains might be, too, some gardens, some chapels, some poems, and so on.

This is metaphysics. In Britain, one of the young philosophers who was deeply impressed by Alexander’s metaphysics was a young man called John Anderson, who went on to become professor of philosophy at Sydney University. Anderson brought with him to the job a passionate love of metaphysics—and a belief that everything that exists is in space and time, and that there is no supernatural world beyond space and time. Anderson had an enormous impact on intellectual life in Sydney. Andersonians were rumoured to be believers in free love, for instance. And among the Andersonians was David Armstrong, who became professor of philosophy at Sydney University after Anderson. Armstrong, like Anderson and Alexander before him, loved metaphysics and believed that everything that there is exists in space and time. Armstrong calls this doctrine Naturalism.

The image of Australian philosophy overseas, among those professional philosophers for whom Australian philosophy has a high profile, is closely tied to a this-worldly metaphysics of this kind, a metaphysics which descends from Samuel Alexander’s Space, Time, and Deity.

There is another trajectory that I will describe, which helped to bring Australian philosophy to its current perceived role in an alleged rebirth of metaphysics. In Britain, a young philosopher called J. J. C. Smart, Jack Smart, came to occupy a chair in Adelaide, and brought with him a doctrine called Scientific Realism. This was a metaphysics that harmonised well with Armstrong’s naturalist metaphysics in Sydney, and Brian Ellis and others who knew Jack Smart in Adelaide brought this doctrine to Melbourne University’s newly created department of the History and Philosophy of Science, to La Trobe University, and other places.

In addition, Jack Smart was a friend of the leading American philosopher of the time, W. V. Quine at Harvard. At Harvard, Quine met a young philosopher called David Lewis, who went on to be a professor at Princeton and to become the leading systematic metaphysician of his generation. Very early in Lewis’s career, Smart organised for Lewis to give a prestigious series of Gavin David Young lectures in Adelaide. Following this visit to Australia, Lewis travelled around Australia for the entire Princeton summer, and he continued to do so nearly every year throughout his career. The pervasive presence of Lewis in Australia had an enormous impact on metaphysics in Australia. Lewis, like Smart, was a dedicated defender of Scientific Realism. He not only talked metaphysics to Australian philosophers, he also talked about Australian philosophers in America and Europe. Scientific Realism, like Naturalism, looms large in the image that many professional philosophers overseas have formed of ‘the Australian school of philosophy.’ This trajectory, stemming from Smart and Lewis, leads to a beehive of current work in this vein. A prominent example is furnished by Frank Jackson at the Australian National University, whose John Locke Lectures at Oxford some years ago became the influential book From Metaphysics to Ethics (1998). Notice the way the title privileges metaphysics. It echoes the title of a book by the philosopher and novelist Iris Murdoch, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals (1992). And, despite government policies, work of this kind still continues to thrive among a handful of younger philosophers in Australia.

Here is one more trajectory leading to the present state of the art in Australasian metaphysics. The great twentieth-century philosopher Karl Popper worked in New Zealand early in his career before he went to London. One of his best students was Alan Musgrave, who became professor of philosophy at the University of Otago in Dunedin. Musgrave, like Smart, Lewis, and Armstrong, was a staunch defender of something that could be called Scientific Realism.

These several trajectories have all contributed to the prominent role Australasian philosophy is currently perceived, by some, to be playing in a rebirth of metaphysics after the Dark Ages of twentieth-century pragmatism, positivism, and postmodernism. The metaphysics that is being reborn is, very broadly speaking, something akin to the metaphysics of Samuel Alexander’s Space, Time, and Deity.

I have only given the sketchiest outline of the ‘this-worldly’ metaphysics that has evolved from early metaphysics, like that of Samuel Alexander, into the theories expounded by more recent Australasian philosophers like Smart and Armstrong (as well as Lewis). What is impressive about all this metaphysics is the depth of argumentation and complexity of interconnections among different aspects of the theory, and it is hard to summarise these briefly. The devil is in the details, and we will have no time for details here. Philosophers in this family differ passionately among themselves over many of those details, and, of course, they frequently differ in many of these details from the distinctive quasi-pantheism of the much earlier metaphysics of Samuel Alexander. I will just give one short example.

Smart, Lewis, Armstrong, and others have defended a materialist theory of the mind, a theory that breaks down the traditional dichotomy between the mind and the body. They have also defended a theory that breaks down the traditional dichotomy between Time and Space. The thought comes to mind: perhaps this is because ‘time is the mind of space’? They have broken down both Alexander’s dichotomy between mind and body, and his dichotomy between Time and Space. Australian Realists characteristically defend the thesis that time is a fourth dimension that is much more like spatial dimensions than common sense would have us believe.

When people we love are distant from us in space, it is consoling to know that although they are far from us, and we are far from them, at least we both exist. They do not exist here, that is, at our spatial location; nevertheless, it is true, and it is true here, that they exist at their own spatial location.

According to the four-dimensionalist, temporal relations are just like spatial relations in this respect. Imagine that some people you love are distant from us in time, rather than space. Imagine that someone does not exist now, but existed long ago. Then, according to the four-dimensionalist, you can take consolation in the fact that although these people are distant from us, and we are distant from them, at least we both exist. These people do not exist now, that is, at our temporal location; nevertheless, it is true, and it is true now, that they exist at their own temporal location.

For absolutely everything that ever did, does, or will exist, it is true now that these things exist. They are spatiotemporally related to us, and we to them. There is no difference between time and space in this respect.

If this were right, it might be thought that this four-dimensionalist metaphysics could, and should, affect some the ways we think and feel about the world. One New Zealand philosopher who resisted four-dimensionalism ironically had the name Arthur Prior. He was a presentist. He thought that nothing exists except what is present. Prior said nothing prior exists.

Prior wrote an article with the title, ‘Thank Goodness That’s Over’ (1959). We seem to find it consoling, sometimes, to think that certain examples of suffering lie mercifully in the past. And it would seem as though this consolation may not rest on an entirely selfish desire that the suffering be distant from us. One can feel compassion for the sufferers, and take comfort in the thought that their suffering now lies mercifully in the past. Yet surely this way of thinking should be irrational, if it were still true (as the four-dimensionalist says) that the suffering exists. It should not be consoling to think the suffering is east rather than west of us. Why should it be consoling to think the suffering lies in one direction rather than the opposite direction along one of the other dimensions of the four-dimensional spacetime manifold? The four-dimensionalist metaphysics seems to stand at odds with our ordinary ways of thinking and feeling about things.

Likewise, consider the fact that we do not think it a tragedy that there might be no life in spatially distant parts of the universe. Yet compare space with time. It does seem to matter to us, much more, if we imagine that there might be no life in temporally distant parts of the universe, especially if those temporally distant parts lie in the future. Yet if time were just a fourth dimension, metaphysically on a par with the other three dimensions in the spacetime manifold, then it is hard to see how it could be rational to feel differently about a lack of life in the future, from the way we feel about a lack of life in spatially remote regions.

Again, it would seem that the four-dimensionalist metaphysics seems to stand at odds with our ordinary ways of thinking and feeling about things. This could cut two ways. You might use this as a reason for rejecting the metaphysics. Or conversely, you might use this as a reason for changing your life. The Buddhists, for instance, argue that if we cast away our common sense and adopt the metaphysics of ‘momentariness,’ this will help us to achieve inner tranquillity. The ancient Greek school of Epicurean philosophy used arguments, very like those I have sketched from four-dimensionalism, to support the conclusion that if we can find a correct metaphysics, it may help us to achieve release from anxiety and a state of lasting tranquillity. Australian metaphysicians characteristically make much more modest claims for their metaphysics: nevertheless, I submit that their metaphysics, just like the metaphysics of the past, is not wholly disconnected from the ways we think and feel about the world.

The general drift of Australian Realism runs roughly like this. Australian Realists are addressing the very same questions that lie behind many of the great religions of the world, and it is disingenuous to pretend that there is no potential for friction between academic philosophy and religious belief. Academic philosophers address the same questions, and often come up with different answers. Furthermore, the methods used by academic philosophers are often different from those used by followers of religious faiths.

Australian Realists tend to assume that we should all be genuinely curious about the world we live in. We should be concerned to find out, for instance, why sugar dissolves in water. What causes rainbows? Why are rock formations often found in horizontal layers, but sometimes these layers seem to be ‘buckled’? Why are there marsupials (and no monkeys) in Australia and in some of the islands to the north of Australia—but only up to the ‘Wallace line,’ where there is a sudden change to monkeys and other Asian animals? Why do the planets seem to move in the ways they do, through the constellations of the zodiac? Why is the sky black at night? And so on.

Australian Realists assume that if you are genuinely curious about these things, you will be impressed by the answers that science has developed. Any rational person’s metaphysics at any given point in history should include, as a very large chunk, both common sense and the contemporary sciences. Anything else in the metaphysics should fit in, consistently, with common sense and the sciences. As a result of this approach, many Australian metaphysicians arrive at a metaphysics that lies perilously close to the ‘reductionism’ of the ancient Greek philosophers who said that nothing exists except ‘atoms and the void.’ Insofar as this metaphysics draws back from this extreme, it does so in something like the spirit of Samuel Alexander’s doctrine—that somehow mind and divinity ‘emerge’ out of patterns of atoms in the void.

The method used in this kind of current Australian Realist metaphysics is, roughly, something that might be called ‘inference to the best explanation.’ Philosophers like Smart and Armstrong characteristically argue that a naturalist metaphysics, Scientific Realism, furnishes us with a good explanation of many of the things we hunger to explain in this world of ours. They argue that this is an economical explanation, a simpler explanation than those offered in many of the rival metaphysics that draw wide adherence around the globe, the doctrine of reincarnation for instance. Because their explanation is arguably simpler than rival ones, they argue that it is reasonable to believe that it is likely to be closer to the truth. This does not establish certainty, but it does make a case for reasonable probability, and probability is the guide of life.

This metaphysics, if you believe it, will have an influence on the ways that you feel about the world, the ways that you live your life, and the ways you think it best to govern a nation. Australian academic philosophers, however, have chosen to keep a low profile in the wider community, and not to engage in open debate with religions that cling to alternative metaphysical beliefs. It is easier to follow the argument wherever it leads, when no one outside your own small ‘community of enquiry’ is watching you, and no one in the world at large, apart from a few academics, cares what conclusions you reach. Australian academic philosophers have, on the whole, been talking only to academic philosophers in Australia and overseas. They have not, on the whole, set themselves up as government advisors. They could not otherwise have made the kinds of progress that they have made in their discipline.

Yet this leaves us with a big question: but is it true? And if it were, would it do?

Many twentieth-century philosophers were hostile to metaphysics—and, one may well suspect, not entirely without reason. Metaphysics has been pursued for centuries, and philosophers have never come to any consensus on the answers to the questions they ask. The same old debates go on and on, and show no signs of reaching any resolution. Surely, one might wonder, it is pigheaded to keep on debating the same old issues in the same old fruitless ways, without any prospect of reaching settled answers to any of the questions you are asking. Why should we pay any attention to Australian throw-backs, who replay old metaphysical debates like broken long-playing records from the early days of vinyl discs? Is it not possible that Australian philosophers have just failed to understand the devastating critiques of twentieth-century critics like Heidegger in Germany and Wittgenstein in England?

No, the new Australian metaphysics neither ignores nor misunderstands the critiques that have been mounted against metaphysics. In particular, Australian metaphysicians are under no illusion that they will be able to furnish proofs that will compel rational agreement and lead to universal consensus. It is fairly obvious that belief in a transcendent God, in reincarnation or the immortality of the soul, in the doctrine of momentariness, and many other metaphysical doctrines will continue to attract believers all over the globe. Live and let live, I say. The metaphysical theories of professional philosophers are never going to command universal agreement even among professional philosophers in the academies, let alone in the wider world outside the academies.

Yet why should that prompt either modern despair or postmodern ‘playfulness’? Recognition that no one can prove (finally and absolutely) that we are wrong should not lead to the complacent conclusion that we could not be wrong—or that there is no longer any need to keep striving after ‘truth’ as a regulative ideal.

In George Eliot’s great novel Middlemarch, there is a young man called Ladislaw who is in Rome, studying the paintings, and trying to paint original works of his own. His beloved, Dorothea, has been impressed by the number of paintings that are already to be found in Rome. She has also been impressed by some of the poverty that was to be found in Rome at that time. She thinks that the last thing the world needs is yet another picture. What are we to say to that?

The reason for studying metaphysical systems of the past is the same as the reason for studying the paintings in Rome, or for performing Bach’s Mass in B Minor yet again. The reason for continuing in the attempt to find our own answers to metaphysical questions is like the reason for painting yet another picture, or composing new music, even though you know that what you create is unlikely to be ‘the last word,’ or even to be any better than many of the creations that have come before. It is a worthy thing to do, and I think we should say ‘Good on you’ to Australian professional philosophers for continuing to do it.

Australian Realists embrace an attitude known as ‘fallibilism.’ Notice that the idea that ‘you might be wrong’ is inconsistent with the postmodern thesis that there is no such thing as ‘right’ and ‘wrong.’ The postmodern thesis stops people from arrogantly saying that they, and they alone, are ‘right’; but it also stops anyone from humbly admitting that they might have been ‘wrong.’

The Australian Realist hopes that a broadly naturalist metaphysics is roughly right, but is mindful of the possibility that it could be wrong. To be an Australian Realist, you need to be satisfied with the suspicion that you are probably getting closer to the truth, even though you know it is also possible that you are continually moving ever farther away. It is better to travel hopefully than to arrive. When Alexander of Macedon reached India, it is said he fell to his knees and wept because there were no more lands to conquer. Few of us should be so lucky.
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