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REFLECTIONS ON DEPENDENCE

BARRY SMITH

Dept of Philosophy, University of Manchester
Manchester M13 9PL, England

£1., Introduction

i holist position with respect to &  given science might

11owms:

Ci

consist in the endorsement of a view somewhat as f

{11 that the objects which form the subject—matter of this
science shadld'be investigated not in isolation from each other
but rather only as they figure in certain appropriate

circumcluding wholes.

This is\merely to state a methodological rule, however, which
does not  tell us why we shﬁuld adopt an attitude of the given
sart in our investigations. & more adeguate understanding of what
holism involves is obtained only if one examines the .Gntological
foundations of methmdgiagical rules of the given sort.

The purely ontological kernel in the above might then be

captured as follows:

[21 that' the objects in the domain of a given science are,' in
themselves, not mutually independent objects but rather entities
which stand in. one-sided or n-sided, mediate or immediate
dependence relations with each other (and they would stand in
these relations even if no scientific inquiries were. ever

directed towards them).

Dependence, here, is understood in the sense of Husserl s theory

in  the Logical Investigations (rodghly:  a is dependent on b 3f
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and only if & is necessarily such that it cannot exist unless b

exists and - to avoid trivial cases -~ b is not a part of &)«
Mote that {21 is formulated not in absolute terms, .80 as a

the about the world as & whole, but rather relative to the

domain of some given science, &8 practised at some given

ob e
time. The thésis would be brought forward as part of an argument
to thé effect that this science embodied  presuppositions which
were  too étmmistic in this or that respect, ignored these- &
these dependence relations amongsht the objects in its domain, and
=200 O

Mote, “too, that the puwesly ontological conception of
dependence Can  cope quite adequately with ﬁutual dependence
{where a is mutually dependent upan b if and only i & is
dependent upon b and b is dependent wpon &). An exanple of mutual
dependence noted by Peirce ise *There can be no resistance
without efforts there can be no effort without resistance® {ct.
J. Israsl, 1979, p.b6%: all references are to this work unless
gtherwise indicateéd). Other examples ﬁight be: mutual dependence
of a colouwr-—datum and a datum of Qiaua; extenty the mutual
dependence of the seguences of utterances produced by the partiéé
in a conversation, or of the éequancee of blows produéed by the
parties in a fight. A commitment to mutual dependence in  this
sense need have no unwelcome paradoxical coonsequences. In
particular, one can advance the ontological thesis that there are
relations of mutual dependenceé amongt the objects i a given

domain without going =so far az to accept the view -~ at the

opposite end of the spectrum from exstremes atomism - according to

which all the elements of the domain would stand in & single

relation of interdependence & la Spinoza (the night, in which all

cows are black).
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§2. Epistemology ..

An . epistenclogical variant of theses of the sort exlpressed

in K11 and [21 might read as 4ollows:

L5331  that knowledge of an object or of complexes of objects in a
given scientific domain cannot be attained unless hnowiedge of
certain other objects or complexes of objects has alsa. besen
attained.
(The " reader should ignore, here and in what follows, the
presupposition ot veracity which is carried by  the term
‘tnowledge” .

A a thesis concerning the one-sided dependence of one sort

7

of knowledge upon another (37 ig unexceptionable. It seems that

!

11 o developed scientific knowl edae  presupposes other,
previously acqui#ed knowledge, & thesis with which even the most
digd-in—the-wool atomist will surely agree. We can therefore

agssume . that the proponent of epistenclogical holism must  have

something else in mind when he advances & thesis like [3X1.

One  obvious suggestion iz that he wants o insist upon &

mutitial

ent sorts of bknowledge

ny
i

ndence of difi
on  each other. But the acceptance of mutual dependence in  the
epiat&mmimgica] sphere  brings with it peculiar difficulties,
difficulties which, as  already seen, are absent from the

ontological sphere. For if ow gaining krnowledge of X depends on

ouwr gaining knowledge of v, and vig then we are trapped
in a circle, the viciousness of which §1ows trivially from the

#act. that the dependence relations which hold between chunks of

td
-,

knowl edge involve relations  of temporal priority, and two

[nd ekl

ot gaining bnowledge cannot sach be temporally prior to

the other. On the other band it seoms Fhad + here 1s soame anal ogus
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of mutual dependence in the epistemoclogical sphere. This is
clearest  in relation to ow knowledge of certain types of cul-
tural phenomena:  our knowledge of, say, a work of literature is

+

dependent  upon owr knowledge of th

U

authors intentions in crea—

ting it, but then ouw knowledge of these intentions {(i.e. our

—

determination of whicgh beliefs, experiences, aims of the author,

etc., are relevant to this work) is itsels dﬁpmnd@ﬁt WRor o
knowledge of the given work.

There are two possible reactions to such apparent cases of
mutuél eﬁiatemmlagicai dﬁp@ndencé. U the one  hand one  @say
rejoice  in the very paradoxical natwe of the circularity which
they seem to iﬁvmlve“ It is this alternative that lies at the
bottom G#v many ocwrently thriving brands  of _phiiasnpﬁy ard
péeudmmphilozophy {from dialectics to hermeneutics), and which.ia
conveyed by Joachim Israel for example in a passage like the
followings: / |

Whien trying to specify the basic categories of dislectical

reasoning we face a dileama. By talking about dialectics we may

talk about dialectics, we also want to wee dialectical reasoning
in our account in order to grasp it. Hence, in order to grasp
{p.xv),

Un the other hand one may argue that the paradox may be resolved

by the adoption of a view of krowledge which recognises that &

certain amount of tacking is possible: ohe may go from  inferior
knowledge of X to achieve slightly less inferior knowledge of Y,
%

and go from there to achieve still less inferior knowledge of X,

arnd =g on.

Ideas of this st esean Lo bhe at the oot of (i et e
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epistemological holism. And they are'used élsm by Husserl®s pupil
Roman Ingarden as the basis for important writings on . the
foundations of Epist&mmlbgy. Ingarden®s (by no means untamiliar
problem was as follows: How is Epigtemmlmgy possible in relation
to any given domain of scientific inquiry? How is it possible to
answer the> question: is  knowledge in the strict and proper
gense, knowledge adequate to these given objects, possible™ ¥ For
of course  an ahswer tao this question would seem to presupﬁose
that one had énmé prior knowledge of what these objects are Iike,
i.e. that ane alﬁeady Had something with which to compare the
knowledgé under reviow. Ingarden recognised, in effect, that
there exists a mutual intérdependence between ow first-order
knowledge of given objects and our second-order knowledge of the
adequacy or correctness of this very knowledgeu. He argued that
bne could resclve the problem -aised by this mutual dependence by
tackijg between these two kinds of knaﬁledge: one lonks>first at
the objects, then at the knowl edge of these objects in the light
of the guestion: is it adequate to the objects themselvés?; éne
than looks back at the objects, having learned something about
then from reflecting on the atdequacy aof our knmwl@dge;'and SO OM.
The =science of epistemolagy, in Ingarden®s view, consists
precisely in drawing lessons from such tacking processes in
relation tD,diFfEPEEtASGFtS of knowledge and to different sorts
ot object.
Mote, however, that whilst
(1) ow knowledas of ow knowl edge of X,

or: (2) our knowledge of the correctrsss of our knowl edge
of X,

or indeed: (3) Dur‘knowledge of our language about X,

or evern: (4) our knowledge

Q

f our perceptions of X,

all depend mutual 1y (Rinfnly
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) our krowledge of Xy

it would surely be mistaken to conclude, - with Joschim Israel and

Mini  Fragtorius,  that  ow  knowledge of X and X
mutually  dependent, or (more gererally) that there is a  mutual

ependence of “language, knowl edge and reality®. But more on this

A,

§3. Epistemology and Ontology

A second way in which one might want to extract szsomething

interesting from the thesis that there exist examples of
epistemological  dependence is by seeing this thesis as  itself

Having ontological implications. For edample From:

it is impossible to gain knowledge of human beings except by
examining the societies in which they live {(or the means of

production by which they live, or what not),
some might want to conclude that:

human beings are in tact not separate atoms, but rather

moments oF dependent parts of larger social wholes, or of

Ty

social processes, social totalities, and the like, or that

they are ‘ensembles of =ocietal relatione’ (p. 13870 .

it is possible to capture what is common to such  views in
I3

the form of & thesis 1iko:

£41 +from the fact that knowledge of objects X is dependent wpon
knowledge of objects Y (that it is impossible to gain knowledge
of X except by gaining knowledge of Y), it follows that objects X

are themselves ontologically dependent upon objects Y.

thig ie an interssting thesis, though it i certainly not true in
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the general case. I cannot gain Hnmwledgé of neolithic culture
excepf via cammunicatians formulated in some post-neolithic
Language, but it would be abswrd fo suppose that nemlithic
culture is (waé?) dependent for its eHistencE sy fhe.develcpment

af vpmat¥neulithic languages. I cannot gain knowledge about the

physical structuwres of aléctrémagnatic fields except through the

Elercise of Hnawiedge about partial differential equations, but
it would be absurd to suppose  that electromagnetic fields

themsel ves, or their phyvsical structures, are dependent for their

\

exigtence on those peculiar abstract mathematical entities which

are pictured by such Equations. It is an interesting guestion as

to  the extent to which = thesie like 41 can indeed be accepted

fof. Sacks, 198%) .

Can we embrace an implication in the opposite direction?

Smm@thing Jike:

£51 #rom‘the fact that objects X aré dependent upon objects Y it
follows that it is impossible to gain knowledge of X except by

gaining knowledge of Y.

N

fgain, this thesis is certainly not true in the general case.

Thus suppbse, as  seems Feasénablaﬂ that our mental acts  are
dependent upon certain physical processes in the brain. It QDES
not by any means follow from this that we cannot gain‘\knowledga
of mental actes except via a knawledgm/m% these pracesses; On the
ather  hand  some heavily modified vgrﬁimn of [51 may be true in
ﬁﬁeci{ic domains, o Eﬁaﬁple in ;Elatjon to certain  kinds of
knowledge in the domain of quantum mechanics (though then the

primary qguestion would be that concerning the nature of the

underlying ontological dependence relaticons).

84. The Declaration of Independence

-
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Our knowledge ﬁf an object is, we have insisted, at_ most
gﬁgxé;éggkx dependsant  upon this object, at least for the most
.typitél varieties of objects of bknowledge (rocks, molecules,
ﬂfeés; ‘EtC.). Indeed large segments ﬁ% reality as a whqlgg Can
 énd..d0» perfectly well exist even though no knowledge is  ever

acquired of them. Similarly, about an object like & tree

is at most one-sidedly dependent upon this objects the latter can

‘pérfmctlynwéll aui%t, at least in ngrmal CASES, evern though no
aﬁe'@Qér taiks about it.
What, then, are we Lo make of & passage sUch  &s the
%Diimwiné:
In order to aveid sny idealistic ﬁisﬁgke i want to forsuiate the
anguage-reality relstion in the following way: Lagguage ‘and
reality are differest. Reality cannot be reduced to statesents
about reality. Lamguage, in turs, cannot, im a natwralistic

fashion, be reduced to sound waves, But we cannot speak  ahout

- reality withowt possessing a language, which aeans using language

correctly, and we cannot use lanquage correctly without speaking

about reality. For that reason language and reslity fors a unity'
or whole and the relation is of a logical kind {lsrael, 1933,
p.17}. |
First of all it‘is to be welcomed that Joachim Israel wishes
o ﬁwéid an§ idealistic mistake., For such of what he saYE does

indesd seem to be interpretable as a straightforwardly idealist

view according to  which reality would be dependent upon  the
language forms which we choose or are constrained to adopt. But

idealismus repugnat. sz the scholastic philosophers were fond of

pointing out and as Frofessor Israel recognises, and thus we have
ta  assume that his thesis is capable of being made in sOme wWay

conzistent with a realist view according to which reality o  the
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world exists independently of language or experience.

Frofessor Israel goes on to affirm that ‘we cannot épeak
about reality without possessing a language®. And to this  also

one  can  agree without Ffurther ado: one cannot speak about

anything without possessing a language.  And he goes on further:
“we cannaot use language correctly without speaking about

reality®*. This, too, can be accepted as a trivial truth,
reflecting a quite Feasqnable choice as to the correct use of the
W d ‘correct’ in the given context (crediting someocne with a
knowl edge of a 1anguagé\then impliss crediting him also with _“an

ability to produce (some) correct statements about the world?

(p.32). ¥Yet all that this establisbes is that correct uses of

language are (analytically) one-sidedly dependent on reality,
that correct uses of language cannot exist unlessv there is &
reélity ir relatiop to which they are correct. It would seem,
however; that Israesl believes that thére is some further and more

interesting sense in which language and reality “form a unity or

whole®. In " fact he wishes to defend a view according to which-

language and the wor;d are in his terms ‘independent’ of each
6thar vet ‘intrinsically related® (pp.37, 85? etc.).
It iz at first difficult to make sense of his views on  this
matter, not least because his account of intrinsicality seems
itself tDAimply a denial of independence, as_#nr example when he
asserts that: | |
fn extrinsic relation between twd relata exists when each of thea
can, and in certain cases...sust be viewed as independent ffa;
each other. Something is what it iz, independently of whether the
othgr is, or is not (p.BS);

‘O when he tells us that

An intrinzic relation has at least three characteristics: (1) the

relata sake up 3 unity or totality, (2) they are separate and
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»

It  seems, however, that we are to understand intrinsicality as
that which is present where two or more things work nr function
tmgether: tor dinstance the parts of a watch, which “do not
"“function” or "exist" independently, but only in relation to each
other”™ (p.84, cf. also .98 Can we then use‘this notion of &
working, functioning whole to throw light on the relation. of
language and reality as lsrael conceilves  1t9 Lonsider the
following passage:

The relation between the knowledge producing subject and the

world of objects, being independent of him, is autual. The

subject is not only prndufinq knowledge. He alsc produces a world

of objects, and the social world concretely. Thus he is, at the

safe tise, s product of pre-existing sccial and physica{

tonditions, as well as of the objects of his own creation (p.19).

Here, too, there is much with which we can agree. Thus we can

agree that the subject is himself a product of social and
physical conditions (though this idea, too, can be given . an

interpretation which would make it trivially +frue). But  when

Frofessor Israel says thatAtnE subject ‘produces a world of
objects” he is clearly beginning to skirt, once M ey “the edges
of idealism. Yet this thesis, or something like it, would seem to
be crucial to his project.  For if the language-using subject and
the ‘independent reality” are to form & working, functioning
whole, then there must be some sort of interaction in both
g3ggﬁgggggl: it must not merely be thm case that reality somehow
shapes the subject, but also that the subject shapes reality. How
can  this be; it the idealist mistake 15 to be avoided? Here |

shondld like to consider brie+ly just one possible answer to  this

aquestion and to show (even more briedlv) why I think it will not
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work.

§5. Contouwr Dependence

! Clearly it is to be somehow the same world or reality to

which we award meaning. in  language and which exists,
independently of ouwr experiences. And it is to be as if the world
o reality as experienced exists, with language, as part of =&

ik serme Bomve 0 Seeen S 235 St 2 S AL

g#ingle working, functioning whole. It undergoes, as we might say,

-a certain linguistic shaping. énd it is this idea of a ‘shaping®

by language which suggests the answer to ocur problem. Reality as

prarienced and reality in itself ~ to put the matter somewhat
crudely - wounld stand to each other as the shaped clay of a

finished sculpture stands to the amorphous mass of clay o its
way to the sculptor®s studic. We could then say that the matter
of reality is independent of, .where‘the contouwrs and internal

boundaries, the structures of reality are intrinsically

related” to, ow language and euperience. Ervperienced reality is

dependent  for its contowrs upon uses of language, and what we

mean when we use language correctly in talking about reality is

always the gshaped and ﬁgggggﬁgé reality. never the amorphous or
urnknowable mattervaf reality (in) itself.

There are certain passages in.Frofessor Israel’s writings
which suggest that he might agree to Saméthing like this thesis

of  contour-dependence, e.qg. in his discussion of Feverabend's

view that:
fros our early days {wel learn to react to situations with the

appropriate responses, linguistic or otherwise. The teaching
procedures both shape the ‘appearance’ or the ‘phenomenon’ and
establish a firs connection with words, so that finally the

phenosena seea to speak for thesselves without outside help or
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extranecus knowledge (cf. Israel, p.20}.
To see why this account will not WUrk, however, vit will be
useful to cmngider a fmore explicit development of the thesis of
contow ~-dependence such as is to be found, %mr‘éxamplé, in Harald

Delius’= book felf-Awareness. Delius isolates certain predicates

as having what he calls a *modifving function®, a function which
he describes as follows:

while the word “blue” is simply 2 name in that it has no - other

function than referring to the preperty blue, the sodifying word

"just® iz not sisply 3 nase but hac the additional function of

being the (linguistic) device by which we articulate the

O again:

which would not occur if there were no person whe felt, believed,
and judged it to be just by applying to that object the sodifying .
predi;ate *just®. However, once it is thus judged to be just, the
property just may alsp be said to iphere in that object (i.e. the

decision then ‘has’ that property), though it does not inkere in

person judging it, and only qua mediated by this relation
{p. 110},

Clearly Delius is affirming contouwr-dependence not = of
reality as a wholé but only of certain specific regions or strata
of reality:‘ the perceptual world he accepts as contouw-
independent. Even in relation té Delius’es preferred examp}e%,
however, the thesis of contowr-dependence is tmé strong to be

acceptable. It amounts, First of all, to the thesis that

141

objectivity ends with perceptibility, that there is, €., NG
justice except where people find there to be justice or feei that
there is justice, and this is clearly an idea which not ;veryane
would be happy to accept.

Another example of a modifying predicate favoured by Delius

.is the word ‘beautiful®. Let ue suppose that A asserts of B that

she has a beautiful face. In virtue of what can A properly
articulate an experience of RB's face az beautiful?® I+ thé;e i

nothing on the side of B which justifies this articulation, then

ascribing beauty to her face becomes completely arbitrary. I, on

the other hand, there is something on the side of B which makes

A= statement true, then it is surely this which & means - wheﬁ

And =imilarly, in regard to every case of a modifvying
predicate considered by Delius there would seem to be underlying
;ontours of thev matter to be articulated which \allaw sSOme
articulations  and rule out 0ther§,~ and it is suwrely precisely
these underlying cﬁntours to which ouw language must refer. Only
thus is there provided the necessary exterior friction which
enables language Df the given sort to gainva.purchase on reality

in the first place.

Endnote
1. The centrality of the notion of mutual dependence to the
dialectical project is illustrated e.g. in the following passage,
quoted by Israel from EB.Ollman, Alienation, 19%1 (p. 1302

The relation is the irreducible minisus for all units of Marx’s

conception of sorial reality. This is-really the nub of our

difficulty in understanding Marxisa, whose subject-satter is not

simply society, but society conceived ‘relationally’. Capital,




42 '
. " . COLOURS AND COMPLEXITY

labour, value, commodity, etc., are all grasped as relations, : ' KEVIN MULLIGAN - ' .
.. . ' ' ) Schulstr. 20, 7704 Gailingen, W. Germany
containing in themselves as integral elesents of what they are, : .

those parts with which we tend to see thes externally tied...This

view does not rule out the existence of a core notion for each

factor, but treats this core notion itself as a cluster of . ~ ‘ Many twentieth century philosophers and psychologists
relations. (dftenbpsychologists with a nose for philosophical
The crucial question, of course, is whether an ontology of » problems)have dévoted a lot of attention to coldurs.For ‘
relations can make sense in the absence of any wltimate relata. y example,Brentano,Stumpf,Meindng,Husserl;KatZ,Bﬁhler,

Metzger...and Witfgenstein.Often this has been because
References : ’ ~ colours were held to provide the best examples of different

sorts of necessary trﬁths.One such sort of (apparently)

Deliue, H. 1581 selfzfwarensss, A Segpantical Inguiry, :
Munichs C.H. Reck. . ' necessary truth is provided by the orderings of colour-
Feyerabend,F. 1975 fgainst Method, London: Merlin Press. qualities:there is a natural and necessary sense,it has -
Ingarden, F. 1921 "Uber die Gefahr siner Petitio Frincipii ' been claimed,in which orange lies between yellow and red.
: in der Erkenntnistheorie®, dahrbuch far ] ’
Ehilosenhie und phénomenologische _ A second sort of necessary truth is provided by the
Forschung, 4, 545-68. . ' ‘

types of complexi that colours and associat na
1925 Uber die Stellung der Erkenntnistheorie TP complexity © ssociated phenomena

im System der Fhilosophie, Halles

L exemplify.And it has been claimed that there are necessary
Nlemeyer.

connexions between features of a visual sense-field and that

Israel, J. 1979 The Dialectics of Lanaguage and the

Language of Dialectics, Brighton: such sense-fields necessarily contain certain features.

Harvester. '

- It seems reasonable to assume that - quite apart from
198% "Opening Speech”, Farts and Wholes, . ‘ ‘
{these proceedings), vol.l Stockholm, the intrinsic interest of the subject ~ the complexity

Frastorius, M. 1982 "Fundamental Frinciples for a Theory of exhibited by colour phenomena (and by sense-fields generally)

Consciousness", Fsyvke 2 Leogos, 1, 7-326. '

may well provide the key to understanding other "higher order"

Sacks, M. 1983 "Beyond Untological Talk", Mimeograph,

Cambiridge University, _ » or more abstract types of complexity.In some sense,after ali,
it_is with the complexity endemic to the different sense-
fields that we are most familiar.It may,therefore,be useful
to set out some of the examples of colour phenomena to whiéh
philosophers and psychologists such as those mentioned above
have devoted particular attention.This will cohfirm and put

in a broader perspective what Pehr S#llstrdm says about




