Asian Journal of Philosophy (2024) 3:58
https://doi.org/10.1007/s44204-024-00190-7

BOOK SYMPOSIUM

®

Check for
updates

The issue that slips under the radar

Frank Jackson’

Received: 11 June 2024 / Accepted: 4 September 2024 / Published online: 11 September 2024
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract

Michael Pelczar is right that we need an explanation of the regularities in our expe-
riences, and that this means we should reject traditional idealism. His version of
phenomenalism might seem to offer the needed explanation, but what seems to be
the case is not in fact the case.
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As Michael Pelczar (2023) observes, phenomenalism was once a major position in
metaphysics and the philosophy of perception. Someone as opposed to it as the uber-
physical realist David Armstrong judged phenomenalism worthy of detailed discus-
sion in Armstrong (1961). Nowadays, few think that it is worth serious considera-
tion. Pelczar makes an impressive case for its reinstatement. He hopes for more, of
course. He hopes that some readers of his book will become phenomenalists.

My discussion will focus on an issue that slips under his radar, or so it seems to
me. But, first, some background.

It is common ground that we have perceptual experiences and that these experi-
ences manifest patterns and regularities. One way to think of an external, independ-
ent of us world, often dubbed ‘the physical world’, is as the best explanation of these
patterns and regularities. On this way of thinking, our experiences are kinds of data
points, and the hypothesis of an independently existing physical world is the result
of a wide-ranging exercise in hypothetico-deduction. Pelczar’s central thought is that
we can and should be more metaphysically modest. He agrees—indeed insists—that
we should demand an explanation of the patterns and regularities in experiences.
This means we should reject the metaphysics of traditional idealism. This is because
an explanation of the patterns and regularities in experiences requires something in
addition to the experiences themselves. We do not, however, have to follow physi-
cal realists in postulating an independently existing world to do the needed job.
For example, Pelczar argues, we might draw on the version of phenomenalism to
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be found in J. S. Mill. Suppose that we add to experiences possibilities of experi-
ences (permanent possibilities of sensation as Mill puts it)—roughly, more on this
shortly, possibilities of experiences in the sense of experiences that would be had
were certain other experiences had—we would have, Pelczar argues, the metaphys-
ics we need for the explanatory task. Phenomenalists could then talk of ‘the physical
world’, and Pelczar does, and say that the physical world explains the regularities
and patterns in our experiences, but their conception of its nature would be very
different from, e.g., Armstrong’s. And their view would be metaphysically modest,
because the extras that serve to explain the patterns and regularities in experiences
are analysed in terms of possible experiences.

Pelczar’s book is a detailed, forcefully argued development of this general line of
thought. He gives his own view on how we should think of the extras to be added
to experiences to do the needed explanatory job, consistently with respecting phe-
nomenalists’ metaphysical modesty. Here, Pelczar goes beyond anything to be found
in Mill. Indeed, Mill figures in this book as an instructive illustration of one way
that phenomenalists might meet the demand for an explanation of the patterns and
regularities in experiences while respecting metaphysical modesty. Mill’s version of
phenomenalism serves as a kind of introduction to the version of phenomenalism
that Pelczar himself favours.

I now turn to the heralded issue that slips under the radar. Pelczar suggests, as we
noted, that if we add possibilities of experiences to the idealist’s actual experiences
in the account of what there is, we can distinguish phenomenalism from idealism,
and get a theory that explains the regularities and patterns in experiences. But, of
course, the possibilities are not mere possibilities. Phenomenalists, or anyway phe-
nomenalists who take on board Pelczar’s insistence that we need to add to experi-
ences in order to explain the patterns and regularities in them, are not advancing the
view that it is possible that idealism is false. They hold that idealism is in fact false.
The possibilities in question are more than mere possibilities. What makes a pos-
sibility more than a mere possibility? One way for phenomenalists to go, one with
a more than respectable history, as Pelczar notes (in ch. 5, Sect. 1, most especially),
is to understand them in terms of counterfactual dependencies between experiences:
the possibilities consist in the fact that were certain experiences had, certain other
experiences would be had. This can then be spelt out in terms of one or another ver-
sion of the possible worlds account of how counterfactuals get to be true, an account
Pelczar endorses and rightly calls ‘now-standard’ (p. 99). We can think of this as
an updated construal of Mill’s permanent possibility proposal mentioned earlier,
updated courtesy of possible world semantics. As these counterfactuals are true, the
possibilities in question are more than mere possibilities. It follows that we are being
offered an addition to the ontology of idealism. Or so it might seem.

The trouble is that what might seem to be the case is not in fact the case. The
basic idea—all we need for our purposes—behind the possible worlds treatment of
counterfactuals is that had P been the case, Q would have been the case is true at
the actual world just if the P-world (possible world at which P is true) closest to
the actual world is a Q-world (possible world at which Q is true). This means that
idealists can give an account of the truth of counterfactuals of the form ‘had so and
so experiences been had, such and such experiences would have been had’ without
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expanding their ontology for the actual world. They do not need to add anything to
their restricted picture of what is to be found in the actual world. Idealists simply
need to urge that what is to be found in the actual world is similar in various ways to
what’s to be found in nearby possible worlds, where the similarities in question are
between certain experiences to be found in the actual world and those to be found in
other possible worlds.

Here is the point spelt out in terms of a simple example—oversimplified, but not
in ways that matter here, I trust. There are tables in unoccupied rooms. What makes
it true that there are? Not the mere possibility of having table experiences after
having entering room experiences. At best, that would be an account of its being
possible that there are tables in unoccupied rooms. The suggestion under discus-
sion is, and has to be, that what makes it true is that were certain entering the room
experiences had, then certain table experiences would be had. The possible worlds
account of counterfactuals then tells us that this is true if certain non-actual worlds
with entering the room experiences followed by table experiences are more similar
to the actual world than are certain non-actual worlds with entering the room experi-
ences not followed by table experiences. The crucial point is that there is nothing in
this account that threatens idealists’ very austere metaphysics. For what makes the
similarities in question obtain lies in similarities between various possible worlds
that themselves contain only experiences.

It is tempting to think that adding a truth to the actual world is necessarily add-
ing to its metaphysics. Of course, for some truths, this is the case. An idealist cannot
allow that it is true at the actual world that there are independently existing physical
objects (in the sense Armstrong, e.g., gives to the italicised terms). To allow that
would be to allow that there is more to be found in the actual world than experi-
ences. But an idealist can allow that it is true at the actual world that had certain
experiences been had, certain other experiences would have been had. The truth of a
counterfactual of that kind does not require that the actual world contains more than
experiences. At places Pelczar talks in terms of truth makers. In these terms, the
worry is that idealists can and should hold that the truth makers at the actual world
of counterfactuals of the form ‘had so and so experiences been had, such and such
experiences would have been had’ lie entirely in how various experiences are at the
actual world.

Although Pelczar discusses in some detail how one might give a Mill-inspired,
counterfactual-possibilities account of the extras that need to be added to the ideal-
ist’s account of what there is, he does not in the end endorse it, as we noted earlier.
He worries, plausibly, that how things are at the actual world in terms of experiences
isn’t rich enough to make the needed counterfactuals true. (see, e.g., the discussion
at the end of Sect. 1 of chapter 5.). Too many counterfactual dependencies will come
out false or indeterminate. But this isn’t, I am suggesting, the real worry for going
down the counterfactual-possibilities route. The real worry is that going down that
route isn’t a departure from idealism. It only sounds like one.

We now have an obvious question. Does the same fate befall Pelzcar’s pre-
ferred account of what should be added to idealists’ metaphysics? His preferred
account, his replacement for the counterfactual-possibilities account, is in terms
of the likelihood of such and such experiential states of affairs, conditional so
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and so experiential states of affairs, taking one or another value. Counterfactual
possibilities of experiences of so and so a kind get replaced by conditional prob-
abilities of experiences of so and so a kind. So Pelzcar’s preferred version of
phenomenalism is one where the idealist’s world of experiences is supplemented
with the obtaining of various conditional probabilities or, as he sometimes puts it,
propensities, concerning experiences taking one or another value. As you would
expect, he has quite a bit to say about how to understand these conditional proba-
bilities (e.g. in Sect. 2 of chapter 5). For example, they are objective probabilities,
not subject to further analysis, of various experiences occurring conditional on
certain other experiences occurring, and they are defined when the probabilities
they are conditional on are zero. The conditional probabilities are in this sense
basic. All the same, there is a story about what makes it the case that they obtain
(as there should be, of course). The story is one about the probabilities of various
possible worlds related thus and so to the actual world, where the various possi-
ble worlds are those where certain experiences occur, namely, the experiences the
conditional probabilities in question are conditional on (see, e.g., the discussion
on pp. 107f). But now we have an answer to the ‘same fate’ question. What makes
it true that such and such conditional probabilities obtain at the actual world is
settled by the probabilities of so and so non-actual worlds, the non-actual worlds
being those having the experiences which the probabilities at the actual world are
conditional upon. But this requires no more of the actual world than that it con-
tain the experiences that it does contain. The truths Pelczar is offering as addi-
tions to the idealist’s metaphysics are ones that idealists can embrace. For the
truths simply concern the distribution of probabilities among certain of the non-
actual worlds where there are experiences of one kind or another that are missing
from the actual world. To put the point in terms of our earlier simplified example:
idealists can insist that truths of the form ‘the probabilities of certain table expe-
riences conditional on certain entering the room experiences take such and such a
value’ are made true by similarity relations between worlds that contain no more
than experiences.

This, I urge, is the issue that slips under the radar. Pelczar’s key thought—
his interesting replacement for Mill’s permanent possibilities proposal—is to add
truths about the actual world concerning various conditional probabilities of hav-
ing certain kinds of experiences to the idealist’s account of how things are at the
actual world. The problem is that these truths do not require additions to the ide-
alist’s metaphysics for the actual world.
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