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Palter and the answer to Palter


Turgidly written, irritatingly self-indulgent and monstrously overpriced, Bechler’s thesis is that the science that emerged during the seventeenth century scientific revolution, culminating in the physics of Newton, was fundamentally “irrational” in the sense that it introduced “entities which are never phenomenally realizable” (p. 507) such as absolute space and time, inertia, and action-at-a-distance forces). The thesis is defended by minute analysis of texts by seventeenth century scientists and philosophers (Galileo, Descartes, Kepler, Leibniz, Locke, Newton, Berkeley) and by tediously detailed refutations of writings by contemporary historians and philosophers of science (Westfall, Cohen, Herivel and Popper). Bechler’s guiding interpretative principle is said to be “Platonic in its dealing only with concepts which are assumed to be ‘disembodied’, that is, ultra-temporal and unconnected with the historical context” (xii). Some of Bechler’s interpretations manage to be interesting in spite of his disablingly narrow methodology; some of his interpretations are demonstrably mistaken: e.g., Newton did not prove that “it is the earth and not the sun that moves and accelerates” (p. 424) but rather that both do and Newton did not “posit extension itself … as independent of God” (p. 311),  which is rather the view Newton attempts to refute. Worst of all, though, is that Bechler attributes his own stultifying (and misleadingly named) Platonic methodology to Newton, who is said to subscribe to a “conception of truth and meaningfulness as distinct from testability” (p. 255).
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Dear Professor Palter,


Were I too busy to read the whole book and were those portions I managed to read too difficult for me, I wouldn’t have published any review. But since such minor obstacles did not deter you, it is only proper that you should be extended a helping hand. I chose to do it in private, since the public shame you incurred upon yourself by broadcasting your failings is a punishment enough. It may be an occasion for you to learn something new. Stranger things happened.


Let me start with what you claim are cases of my “demonstrably mistaken” interpretation.

1. You say:

Newton did not prove that “it is the earth and not the sun that moves and accelerates” (p. 424).

This is a distortion, straight and simple. Look at the text again (which I appended for your convenience): it explains, tentatively, why Newton got involved, in his Bucket argument, with motion at all, when all that he needed was change of spatial form. The proposed explanation is by pointing out that the declared aim of the Principia was to prove that the solar system was Copernican rather than Ptolemaic, “which means that the earth and not the sun accelerates, and so the Principia aims to prove the reality of the motion of the earth” (p. 424). This does not say that Newton proved this, and so what you attribute to me is plain false. Nor is the fact that from the argument for the motion of the earth, it follows that the sun also moves, at all relevant to the issue at hand which is, let me remind you again, the question: why did Newton involve motion at all in his argument for the reality of space. See?

2. Next you write that

Newton did not “posit extension itself … as independent of God” (p. 311),  which is rather the view Newton attempts to refute.

Just open the De Gravitatione (which you obviously won’t, so I appended the relevant pages) and read. You’ll see that “the view Newton attempts to refute” is the (Cartesian) identification of body and extension. Newton argues for their separateness by attributing to each a different existential status: matter is created by God’s will and it is created by impregnating portions of extension (or space) with impenetrability (p.139). But extension (or space) is not created by God’s will: for in the course of his explanation how he rejects the (Cartesian) identity of matter and extension (space), Newton sums up “the distinction between body and extension” in these words:

Because extension is eternal, infinite, uncreated, uniform throughout, not in the least mobile, nor capable of inducing change of motion in bodies nor change of thought in the mind; whereas body is opposite in every respect, at least if God did not please to create it always and everywhere. (p. 145)

So there just is no doubt that here Newton describes his own view and not the view he “attempts to refute”. How could you have missed this except by being ignorant of the De Grav?

3. And finally you come to the “worst” of my “mistaken interpretations”, i.e., my attributing to Newton “a conception of truth and meaningfulness as distinct from testability (p. 255)”. There is a short argument which prefaces this conclusion on “p.255”, which you obviously did not read. Try and read it now (appended!). You’ll see that to say (as Newton does) that “it may be that there is no body really at rest” and that “it may be that there is no such thing as an equable motion” so that it may be that no testing of these is even possible, and to nevertheless insist that these facts (there is a body at rest etc.) are either true or false, i.e., that they are physically meaningful, is implicitly to reject any necessary link between truth (or meaningfulness) and testability. This is quite a straightforward airtight argument, and if you did not grasp it even now, I can’t help you.

4. Lastly, a minor point: the “irrationality” by which I characterize (“p.507”) the world which the new science undertakes to explain does not mean at all that this world’s entities “are never phenomenally realizable” but strictly that the explanations which such a science offers are informative, i.e., they link by a necessary connection entities which are logically alien to each other and only contingently related. This is simple, right? Look again at the page you quote from (appended) at the lines I underlined for you, and you’ll see how the irrationality of a world is tightly linked to the informativity of its explanation in a two-way linkage: the chapter on Aristotle explains how a fully rational world is portrayed by a non-informative science (sorry, no photocopies, you’ll have to finally open the book itself in order to deal with this one.) This is my thesis about the intellectual core of the revolution and what the sections on pp. 506-7 which I boxed for you very unturgidly say, and not, as you managed to misread me, the “invisibility” of the new science’s theoretical entities. The invisibility (and even more to the point, the nontestability in principle) is a consequence of the demand for informativity in all explanations. True or not, you missed this completely and so you missed the whole book.  But not, my dear Palter, because of its “turgidity”, or its self-indulgence, or its overpricedness.

Sincerely,

Professor Zev Bechler

