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CHAPTER I

THE ELIMINATION OF METAPHYSICS

The TrapITIONAL DISPUTES of philosophers are, for
the most part, as unwarranted as they are unfruitful. The surest
way to end them is to establish beyond question what should be
the purpose and method of a philosophical enquiry, And this is
by no means so difficult a task as the history of philosophy would
lead one to suppose. For if there are any questions which science
leaves it to philosophy to answer, a straightforward process of
elimination must lead to their discovery.

We _may begin by criticising the metaphysical thesis that)
phﬂomphy affords us knowledge of a reality transcending the
world of science and common sense. Later on, when we come to’
define mcta.physms and account for its existence, we shall find
that it is possible to be a metaphysician without believing in a |
t.ranscg:__ndgnt_ reality; for we shall see that many metaphysical
utterances are due to the commission of logical errors, rather
than to a conscious desire on the part of their autl:mrs to go|
beyond the limits of experience. But it is convenient for us to take
the case of those who believe that it is possible to have knowledge
of a transcendent reality as a starting-point for cur discussion.
The arguments which we use to refute them will subsequently
be found to apply to the whole of metaphysics.

One way of attacking a metaphysician who claimed to have
knowledge of a reality which transcended the phenomenal world
would be to enquire from what premises his propositions were
deduced. Must he not begin, as other men do, with the evidence |
of his senses? And if so, what “valid process of reasoning can
possibly lead him to the cnnoeptwn “of a_transcendent rcah;}r?
Surely from ﬂ:np]rlcal _premises nothing whatsoever concerning |
the properties, or even the existence, of anything super-empirical

can legitimately be inferred. But th.ls objection would be met by !
a denial on the part of the metaphysician that his assertions were
ultimately based on the evidence of his senses. He would say that
he was endowed with a faculty of intellectual intuition which
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enabled him to know facts that could not be known through
sense-experience. And even if it could be shown that he was rely-
ing on empirical premises, and that his venturc into a non-
empirical world was therefore logically unjustified, it would not
follow that the assertions which he made concerning this non-
empirical world could not be true. For the fact that a conclusion
does not follow from its putative premise is not sufficient to show
that it is false. Consequently one cannot overthrow a system of
transcendent metaphysics merely by criticising the way in which
it comes into being. What is required is rather a criticism of the
nature of the actual statements which comprise it. And this is the
line of argument which we shall, in fact, pursue. For we shall
maintain that no statement which refers to a “‘reality™ transcend-
ing the limits of all possible sense-experience can possibly have
any literal significance; from which it must follow that the labours
of those who have striven to describe such a reality have all been
devoted to the production of nonsense.

It may be suggested that this is a proposition which has already
been proved by Kant. But although Kant also condemned tran-
scendent metaphysics, he did so on different grounds. For he said
that the human understanding was so constituted that it lost
itself in contradictions when it ventured out beyond the limits of
possible experience and attempted to deal with things in them-
gelves. And thus he made the impossibility of a transcendent
metaphysic not, as we do, a matter of logic, but a matter of fact.
He asserted, not that our minds could not conceivably have had
the power of penetrating beyond the phenomenal world, but
merely that they were in fact devoid of it. And this leads the
critic to ask how, if it is possible to know only what lies within
the bounds of sense-experience, the author can be justified in
asserting that real things do exist beyond, and how he can tell
what are the boundaries beyond which the human understanding
may not venture, unless he succeeds in passing them himself, As
Wittgenstein says, “in order to draw a limit to thinking, we
should have to think both sides of this limit,”*! a truth to which
Bradley gives a special twist in maintaining that the man who is
ready to prove that metaphysics is impossible is a brother meta-
physician with a rival theory of his own.®

1 Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Preface,
% Bradley, Appesrance and Reality, 2nd ed., p. 1.
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Whatever force these objections may have against the Kantian
doctrine, they have none whatsoever against the thesis that [ am
about to set forth. [t cannot here be said that the author is him-
self overstepping the barrier he maintains to be impassable. For
the fruitlessness of attempting to transcend the limits of possible
sense-experience will be deduced, not from a psychological
hypothesis concerning the actual constitution of the human
mind, but from the rule which determines the literal significance
of language. Our charge against the metaphysician is not that he
attempts to employ the understanding in a field where it cannot
profitably venture, but that he produces sentences which fail to
conform to the conditions under which alone a sentence can be
literzlly significant. Nor are we ourselves obliged to talk nonsense
in order to show that all sentences of a certain type are necessarily
devoid of literal significance, We need only formulate the criterion
which enables 18 to test whether a sentence expresses a genuine
proposition about a matter of fact, and then point out that the
sentences under consideration fail to satisfy it. And this we shall
now proceed to do. We shall first of all formulate the criterion in
somewhat vague terms, and then give the explanations which are
neccessary to render it precise,

The criterion which we use to test the genuineness of apparent
statements of fact is the criterion of verifiability. We say that a
sentence is factually significant to any given person, if, and only
if, he knows how to verify the proposition which it purports to
express—that is, if he knows what observations would lead him,
under certain conditions, to accept the proposition as being true,
or reject it as being false. If, on the other hand, the putative
proposition is of such a character that the assumption of its truth,
or falsehood, is consistent with any assumption whatsoever con-
cerning the nature of his future experience, then, as far as he is
concerned, it is, if not a tautology, a mere pseudo-proposition.
The sentence expressing it may be emotionally significant to him;
but it is not literally significant. And with regard to questions the
procedure is the same. We enquire in every case what observa-
tions would lead us to answer the question, one way or the other;
and, if none can be discovered, we must conclude that the sen-
tence under consideration does not, as far as we arc concerned,
express a genuine question, however strongly its grammatical
appearance may suggest that it does.
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As the adoption of this procedure is an essential factor in the
argument of this book, it needs to be examined in detail,
In the first place, it is necessary to draw a distinction between
practical verifiability, and verifiability in principle. Plainly we
all ulnda:_rsta.a'ad, in many cases believe, propositions which we have
not in fact taken steps to verify. Many of these are propositiona
which we could verify if we took enou gh trouble. But there remain
a nltunber of significant propositions, concerning matters of fact
which we could not verify even if we chose: simply because wf,:
lack the practical means of placing ourselves in the situation
whcrnla the relevant observations could be made. A simple and
familiar example of such a proposition is the propesition that
there are mountains on the farther side of the moon.! No rocket
has yet been invented which would enable me to go and look at
the farther side of the moon, so that I am unable to decide the
matter by actual observation. But I do know what obscrvat.iuns
wuu!c} decide it for me, if, as is theoretically conceivable, I were
once in a position to make them, And therefore I say ;hat the
propasition 1s verifiable in principle, if not in practice, and is
accuru:_l_mgly_"s_i_gniﬁcant, On the other hand, such a mcta};hysicaI
pseudo-proposition as “the Absolute enters into, but is itself in-
capable of, evolution and progress,”® is not even in principle
verifiable. For one cannot conceive of an observation whiiz:h-
would ena_b!e one to determine whether the Absolute did, or did
not, enter into evolution and progress. Of course it is p:}xsif;]e that
r.lu:l author of such a remark is using English words in a way in
which they are not commonly used by English-speaking people
and Lhalt ‘he does, in fact, intend to assert s&nzcthing which ml:lld}
be empirically verified. But until he makes us understand how
the propesition that he wishes to express would be verified, he
fails to communicate anything to us. And if he admits, as I tf;ink
tl:m author of the remark in question would have admitted, that
his WU{E_IS were not intended to express either a taumlng}: or a
proposition which was capable, at least in principle, of bein
verified, then it follows that he has made an utterance ,which hag
no literal significance even for himself,
A further distinction which we must make is the distinction

1 Thi G .
s, 18 example has been used by Professor Schlick to illustrate the ki

% A remark taken at random from Appearance and Reality, by F., H, Bradley,
g6

between the “strong™ and the “weak" sense of the term **verifi-
able.” A proposition is said to be verifiable, in the strong sense
of the term, if, and only if, its truth could be conclusively estab-
lished in experience. But it is verifiable, in the weak sense, if it is
possible for experience to render it probable. In which sense are
we using the term when we say that a putative proposition is
genuine only if it is verifiable?

It seems to me that if we adopt conclusive verifiability as our
criterion of significance, as some positivists have proposed,! our
argument will prove too much. Consider, for example, the case
of general propositions of law—such propositions, namely, as
“arsenic is poisonous”; “all men are mortal”; “a body tends to
expand when it is heated.” It is of the very nature of these propo-
sitions that their truth cannot be established with certainty by
any finite series of observations. But if it is recognised that such
general propositions of law are designed to cover an infinite
number of cases, then it muist be admitted that they cannot, even
in principle, be verified conclusively. And then, if we adopt con-
clusive verifiability as our criterion of significance, we are logic-
ally obliged to treat these general propositions of law in the same
fashion as we treat the statements of the metaphysician,

In face of this difficulty, some positivists® have adopted the
heroic course of saying that these general propositions are indeed
pieces of nonsense, albeit an essentially important type of non-
sense. But here the introduction of the term “important” is
simply an attempt to hedge. It serves only to mark the authors’
recognition that their view is somewhat too paradoxical, without
in any way removing the paradox. Besides, the difficulty is not
confined to the case of general propositions of law, though it is
there revealed most plainly. It is hardly less obvious in the case
of propositions about the remote past. For it must surely be ad- |

mitted that, however strong the evidence in favour of historical ||,'K1f

statements may be, their truth can never become more than

highly probable. And to maintain that they also constituted-an [}/

important, or unimportant, type of nonsense would be un-|
plausible, to say the very least. Indeed, it will be our contention |
1eg M. Schlick, “Positivisraus und Realismus,"” Erkenntnis, Vol. I, 1ggo.
F. Waismann, *Logische Analyse des Warscheinlichkeitshegriffs,” Erkenntnis,
¥ol. I, 1g30.
2eg M. Schlick, *Dic Kausalitit in der gegenwilrtigen Physik,” Natwr-
wizemschaft, Vol. 19, 1931,
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that no proposition, other than a tautology, can possibly be any-
t_Iling_mox‘e than a probable hypothesis. And if this is correct, the
principle that a sentence can be factually significant only if it
expresses what is conclusively verifiable is self-stultifying as a
criterion of significance. For it leads to the conclusion that it is
impossible to make a significant statement of fact at all.

Nor can we accept the suggestion that a sentence should be
allowed to be factually significant if, and only if, it expresses
something which is definitely confutable by experience.! Those
who adopt this course assume that, although no finite series of
observations is ever sufficient to establish the truth of a hypothesis
beyond all pessibility of doubt, there are crucial cases in which
a single observation, or series of observations, can definitely con-
fute it. But, as we shall show later on, this assumption is false,
A hypothesis cannot be conclusively confuted any more than it
can b conclusively verified. For when we take the occurrence of
certain observations as proof that a given hypothesis is false, we
presuppose the existence of certain conditions. And though, in
any given case, it may be extremely improbable that this assump-
tion is false, it is not logically impossible. We shall see that there
need be no self-contradiction in holding that some of the relevant
circumstances are other than we have taken them to be, and
consequently that the hypothesis has not really broken down.
And if it is not the case that any hypothesis can be definitely con-
futed, we cannot hold that the genuineness of a proposition
depends on the possibility of its definite confutation.

Accordingly, we fall back on the weaker sense of verification.
We say that the question that must be asked about any putative
statement of fact 13 not, Would any observations make its truth
or falsehood logically certain? but simply, Would any observa-
tions be relevant to the determination of its truth or falsehood?
And it is only if a negative answer is given to this second question
that we conclude that the statement under consideration is
nonsensical,

To make our position clearer, we may formulate it in another
way. Let us call a proposition which records an actual or possible
cbservation an experiential proposition, Then we may say that
it is the mark of a genuine factual proposition, not that it should
be equivalent to an experiential proposition, or any finite number

1 This has been proposed by Karl Popper in his Logik der Forschung,
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of experiential propositions, but simply that some experiential
propositions can be deduced from it in conjunction with certain
other premises without being deducible from those other premises

alone,1

This criterion seems liberal enough. In contrast to the principle
of conclusive verifiability; it clearly does not deny significance to
general propositions or to propositions about the past. Let us
see what kinds of assertion it rules out.

A good example of the kind of utterance that is condemned by
our criterion as being not even false but nonsensical would be the
assertion that the world of sense-experience was altogether unreal.
It must, of course, be admitted that our senses do sometimes
deceive us. We may, as the result of having certain sensations,
expect certain other sensations to be obtainable which are, in
fact, not obtainable. But, in all such cases, it is further sense-
experience that informs us of the mistakes that arise out of
sense-experience. We say that the senses sometimes deceive us,
just because the expectations to which our sense-experiences give
rise do not always accord with what we subsequently experience,
That is, we rely on our senses to substantiate or confute the judge-

ments which are based on our sensations. And therefore the fac -r;"\:
1

that our perceptual judgements are sometimes found to b

crroneous has not the slightest tendency to show that the world’

of sense-experience is unreal. And, indeed, it iz plain that no
conceivable observation, or series of observations, could have any
tendency to show that the world revealed to us by sense-experi-
ence was unreal. Consequently, anyone who condemns the
sensible world as a world of mere appearance, as opposed to
reality, is saying something which, according to our criterion of
significance, is literally nonsensical.

An example of a controversy which the application of our
criterion obliges us to condemn as fictitious is provided by those
who dispute concerning the number of substances that there are
in the world. For it is admitted both by monists, who maintain
that reality is one substance, and by pluralists, who maintain that
reality is many, that it is impossible to imagine any empirical
situation which would be relevant to the solution of their dispute.
But if we are told that no possible observation could give any

1 This is an over-simplified statement, which is not literally correct. I give
what I believe to be the correct formulation in the Introduction, p. 13.
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probability either to the assertion that reality was one substance
or to the assertion that it was many, then we must conclude that
neither assertion is significant. We shall see later on! that there
are genuine logical and empirical questionsinvolved in the dispute
between monists and pluralists. But the metaphysical question
concerning “substance is ruled out by our criterion as spurious.
A similar treatment must be accorded to the controversy
between realists and idealists, in its metaphysical aspect. A simple
illustration, which I have made use of in a similar argument else-
where,? will help to demonstrate this. Let us suppose that a pic-
ture is discovered and the suggestion made that it was painted by
Goya. There is a definite procedure for dealing with such a
question. The experts examine the picture to see in what way it
resembles the accredited works of Goya, and to see if it bears any
marks which are characteristic of a forgery; they look up con-
temporary records for evidence of the existence of such a picture,
and so on. In the end, they may still disagree, but each one knows
what empirical evidence would go to confirm or discredit his
opinion. Suppose, now, that these men have studied philosophy,
and some of them proceed to maintain that this picture is a set
of ideas in the perceiver’s mind, or in God's mind, others that it
is objectively real. What possible experience could any of them
have which would be relevant to the solution of this dispute one
way or the other? In the ordinary sense of the term “real,” in
which it is opposed to “illusory,” the reality of the picture is not
in doubt. The disputants have satisfied themselves that the picture
is real, in this sense, by obtaining a correlated series of sensations
of sight and sensations of touch. Is there any similar process by
which they could discover whether the picture was real, in the
sense in which the term “real” is opposed to “ideal”? Clearly
there is none. But, if that is so, the problem is fictitious according
to our criterion. This does not mean that the realist-idealist con-
troversy may be dismissed without further ado. For it can
legitimately be regarded as a dispute concerning the analysis of
existential propositions, and so as involving a logical problem
which, as we shall see, can be definitively solved.? What we have
just shnwn is that the question at issue between 1d::-a]:sts and
11In C‘.ha er VIIIL.

2 Vide * onstration of the Impossibility of Metaphysics,” Mind, 1034,
P: 330

¥ Vide Chapter VIII.
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realists becomes fictitious when, as is often the case, it is given

a metaphysical” interpretation.

There is no need for us to give further cxamples of the operation
of our criterion of significance. For our object is merely to show
that philosophy, as a genuine branch of knowledge, must be dis-
tinguished from metaphysics. We are not now concerned with the
historical question how much of what has traditionally passed for
philosophy is actually metaphysical. We shall, however, point out
later on that the majority of the “great philosophers” of the past
were not essentially metaphysicians, and thus reassure those who
would otherwise be prevented from adopting our criterion by
considerations of piety.

As to the validity of the verification principle, in the form in
which we have stated it, a demonstration will be given in the
course of this book. For it will be shown that all Eropusmuns
which have factual content are emipirical hypotheses; and that
the fun{:tmn uf an cmpmcal h)"puthesls is to provide a rule fD]'

pirical hypothesis must be relevant to some actua] or poss:ble,
exthEhce so that a statement which 15 niot relevant to any ex-
perience is not an cml:uncal hypothesis, and accordingly has no
factual content. But this is precisely what the principle of verifi-
ability asserts,

It should be mentioned here that the fact that the utterances of
the mﬁtaph}'smlan are nonsensical does not follow simiply from

thc fact that they are devoid of factual content. It follows Emm

that fact, together with the fact that they are not a priori pmpu-

sitions. And in a.st]umulg that they are not a priori propositions,

we are once again anticipating the conclusions of a later chapter
in this book.? For it will be shown there that a prieri propositions,
which have always been attractive to philosophers on account of
their certainty, owe this certainty to the fact that they are
tautologies. We may accordingly define a met “Ehzs.;-:al sentence
as a sentence which purports to express a genuine prupcmtmn,
but does, in fact, express neither a tautology nor an empirical
hypothesis. And as tautologies and empirical hjpotheses form the
entire "class of significant propositions, we are justified in con-
cluding that all metaphysical assertions are nonsensical, Our next
task is to show how they come to be made,

1 Vide Chapter V. 2 Chapter IV,
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The use of the term *‘substance,” to which we have already
referred, provides us with a good example of the way in which
metaphysics mostly comes to be written., It happens to be the
case that we cannot, in our language, refer to the sensible
properties of a thing without introducing a word or phrase which
appears to stand for the thing itself as opposed to anything which
may be said about it. And, as a result of this, those who are in-
fected by the primitive superstition that to every name a single
real entity must correspond assume that it is necessary to dis-
tinguish logically between the thing itself and any, or all, of its
sensible properties. And so they employ the term “substance™ to
refer to the thing itself. But from the fact that we happen to
employ a single word to refer to a thing, and make that word
the grammatical subject of the sentences in which we refer to
the sensible appearances of the thing, it does not by any means
follow that the thing itself is a “simple entity,” or that it cannot
be defined in terms of the totality of its appearances. It is true
that in talking of “its” appearances we appear to distinguish the
thing from the appearances, but that is simply an accident of
linguistic usage. Logical analysis shows that what makes these
“appearances” the “appearances of” the same thing is not their
relationship to an entity other than themselves, but their relation-
ship to one another. The metaphysician fails to see this because
he is misled by a superficial prammatical feature of his language.

A simpler and clearer instance of the way in which a consider-
tion of grammar leads to metaphysics is the case of the meta-
physical concept of Being. The origin of our temptation to raise
questions about Being, which no conceivable experience would
enable us to answer, lies in the fact that, in our language, sent-
ences which express existential propositions and sentences which
express attributive propositions may be of the same grammatical
form. For instance, the sentences “Martyrs exist” and “Martyrs
suffer” hoth consist of a noun followed by an intransitive verb,
and the fact that they have grammatically the same appearance
leads one to assume that they are of the same logical type. It is
seen that in the proposition “‘Martyrs suffer,” the members of
a certain species are credited with a certain attribute, and it is
sometimes assumed that the same thing is true of such a propo-
gition as *‘Martyrs exist.” If thizs were actually the case, it would,
indeed, be as legitimate to speculate about the Being of martyrs
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as it is to speculate about their suffering. But, as Kant pointed
out,? existence is not an attribute. For, when we ascribe an attri-
bute to a thing, we covertly assert that it exists: so that if existence
were itself an attribute, it would follow that all positive existential
propositions were tautologies, and all negative existential propo-
sitions self~contradictory; and this is not the case.? So that those
who raise questions about Being which are based on the assump-
tion that existence is an attribute are guilty of following grammar
beyond the boundaries of sense.

A similar mistake has been made in connection with such f
propositions as “Unicorns are fictitious.” Here again the fact that‘
A

there is a superficial grammatical resemblance between the
English sentences “Dogs are faithful” and “Unicorns are fic-
titious,” and between the corresponding sentences in other
languages, creates the assumption that they are of the same
logical type. Dogs must exist in order to have the property of
being faithful, and so it is held that unless unicorns in some way
existed they could not have the property of being fictitious. But, |
as it is plainly selfcontradictory to say that fictitious objécul
exist, the device is adopted of saying that they are real in som 'I
non-empirical sense—that they have a mode of real being whiulj
is different from the mode of being of existent things. But sincg
there is no way of testing whether an object is real in this sense,
as there is for testing whether it is real in the ordinary sense, the
assertion that fictitious objects have a special non-empirical mode
of real being is devoid of all literal significance, It comes to be
made as a result of the assumption that being fictitious is an |

attribute. And this is a fallacy of the same order as the fallacy of |

supposing that existence is an attribute, and it can be exposed in |
the same way. '

In general, the postulation of real non-existent entities results
from the superstition, just now referred to, that, to every word or
phrase that can be the grammatical subject of a sentence, there
must somewhere be a real entity corresponding. For as there is
no place in the empirical world for many of these “entities,” a
special non-empirical world is invoked to house them. To this
error must be attributed, not only the utterances of a Heidegger,

1 Vide The Critigue of Pure Reason, “Transcendental Dialectic,” Book II,
Chapter iii, section 4.

* This argument is well stated by John Wisdom, Inferpretation and Analpsis,
pp- bz, 63.
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who bases his metaphysics on the assumption that “Nothing™ is
a name which is used to denote something peculiarly mysterious,?
but alse the prevalence of such problems as those concerning the
reality of propositions and universals whose senselessness, though
less obvious, is no less complete.

These few examples afford a sufficient indication of the way in
which most metaphysical assertions come to be formulated. They
show how easy it i3 to write sentences which are literally non-
sensical without seeing that they are nonsensical. And thus we
see that the view that a number of the traditional “problems of
philogephv"' are metaphysical, and consequently fictitious, does
not involve any incredible assumptions about the psychology-ef
philosophers.

Among those who recognise that if philosophy is to be
accounted a genuine branch of knowledge it must be defined in
such a way as to distinguish it from metaphysics, it is fashionable
to speak of the metaphysician as a kind of misplaced poet. As his
staternents have no literal meaning, they are not subject to any
criteria of truth or falsechood: but they may still serve to express,
or arcuse, emotion, and thus be subject to ethical or msthetic
standards. And it is suggested that they may have considerable
value, as means of moral inspiration, or even as works of art. In
this way, an attemnpt is made to compensate the metaphysician
for his extrusion from philosophy.®

I am afraid that this compensation is hardly in accordance with
his deserts. The view that the metaphysician is to be reckoned
among the poects appears to rest on the assumption that both talk
nonsense. But this assumption is false. In the vast majority of
cases the sentences which are produced by poets do have literal
meaning. The difference between the man who uses language
scientifically and the man who uses it emotively is not that the
one produces sentences which are incapable of arousing emotion,
and the other sentences which have no sense, but that the one is
primarily concerned with the expression of true propositions, the
other with the creation of a work of art. Thus, if a work of science

1 Vide Was ist Metaphysck, by Heidegger: eriticised by Rudolf Carnap in his
“Uberwindung der Metaphysik durch logische Analyse der Sprache,” Er-
kenntnis, Veol. 11, 1932,

2 For a discussion of this point, see also C. A, Mace, “Representation and
Expression,” Analpris, Vol. I, No. 3; and “"Metaphysics and Emotive Lan-
guage,” dnalysis, Vol IT, Nos. 1 and 2.
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contains true and important propositions, its value as a work of|
science will hardly be diminished by the fact that they are in-|-

elegantly expressed. And similarly, a work of art is not necessarily
the worse for the fact that all the propositions comprising it are

literally false. But to say that many literary works are largely |

composed of falsehoods, is not to say that they are composed of
pseudo-propositions. It is, in fact, very rare for a literary artist to
produce sentences which have no literal meaning. And where this
does occur, the sentences are carefully chosen for their rhythm
and balance. If the author writes nonsense, it is because he con-
siders it most suitable for bringing about the effects for which
his writing is designed.

The metaphysician, on the other hand, does not intend to write
nonsense. He lapses into it through being deceived by grammar,
or through committing errors of reasoning, such . as that which
leads to the view that the sensible world is unreal. But it is not
the mark of a poet simply to make mistakes of this sort. There are
some, indeed, who would see in the fact that the metaphysician’s
utterances are senseless a reason against the view that they have
wsthetic value. And, without going so far as this, we may safely
say that it does not constitute a reason for it.

It is true, however, that although the greater part of meta-
physics is merely the embodiment of humdrum errors, there re-
main a number of metaphysical passages which are the work of
genuine mystical feeling; and they may more plausibly be held
to have moral or esthetic value. But, as far as we are concerned,
the distinction between the kind of metaphysics that is produced
by a philosopher who has been duped by grammar, and the kind
that is produced by a mystic who is trying to express the in-
expressible, is of no great importance: what is important to us is
to realise that even the utterances of the metaphysician who is
attempting to expound a vision are literally senseless; so that
henceforth we may pursue our philosophical researches with as
little regard for them as for the more inglorious kind of meta-
physics which comes from a failure to understand the workings
of our language.
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CHAPTER II

THE FUNCTION OF PHILOSOPHY

Amonc THE supersTITIONS from which we are freed
by the abandonment of metaphysics is the view that it is the
{ business of the philosopher to construct a deductive system. In
rejecting this view we are not, of course, suggesting that the
philosopher can dispense with deductive reasoning. We are

! simply contesting his right to posit certain first principles, and

then offer them with their consequences as a complete picture
of reality. To discredit this procedure, one has only to show that
there can be no first principles of the kind it requires.

As it is the function of these first principles to provide a certain
basis for our knowledge, it is clear that they are not to be found
among the so-called laws of nature. For we shall see that the
“laws of nature,” if they are not mere definitions, are simply
hypotheses which may be confuted by experience. And, indeed,
it has never been the practice of the system-builders in philosophy
to choose inductive generalizations for their premises. Rightly
regarding such generalizations as being merely probable, they
subordinate them to principles which they believe to be logically
.certain,

This is illustrated most clearly in the system of Descartes. It is
commonly said that Descartes attempted to derive all human
knowledge from premises whose truth was intuitively certain:
but this interpretation puts an undue stress on the element of
psychology in’ his system. I think he realised well enough that
a mere appeal to intuition was insufficient for his purpose, since
men are not all equally credulous, and that what he was really
tr}lng to do was to base all our knowledge on propositions which
it waiild be ﬂfwntradlciur}r to deny. He thought he had found
such a proposition in **cogite,” which must not here be under-
stood in its ordinary sense of “I think,” but rather as meaning
“there is a thought now.” In fact he was wrong, because “non
cogify” would be seli-contradictory only if it negated itself: and
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this no significant proposition can do. But even if it were true
that such a proposition as “there is & thought now” was logically
certain, it still would not serve Descartes’ purpose. For if “cogito™
is taken in this sense, his initial principle, “cogite ergo sum,” is
false, “I exist” does not follow from “there is a thought now."
The fact that a thought occurs at a given moment does not entail
that any other thought has occurred at any other moment, still
less that there has occurred a series of thoughts sufficient to con-
stitute a single self. As Hume conclusively showed, no one event
intrinsically points to any other. We infer the existence of events
which we are not actually observing, with the help of general
principles. But these principles must be obtained inductively, By
mere deduction from what is immediately given we cannot ad-
vance a single step beyond., And, consequently, any attempt to
base a deductive system on propositions which describe what is
immediately given is bound to be a failure.

The only other course open to one who wished to deduce all
our knowledge from “first principles,” without indulging in meta-
physics, would be to take for his premises a set of a priori truths,

But, as we have already mentioned, and shall later show, an| |/

a priori truth is a tautology. And from a set of tautologies, taken
by themselves, only further tautologies can be validly deduced.
But it would be absurd to put forward a system of tautologies as
constituting the whole truth about the universe. And thus we
may conclude that it is not possible to deduce all our E:_aqwlf:dgc
from “first principles”; so that those who hold that it is the
function of phllosnph}r to carry out such a deduction are denying
its claim to be a genuine branch of knowledge.

The belief that it is the business of the philosopher to search
for first principles is bound up with the Tamiliar conception of
philosophy as the study of reality as a whole, And this conception
is one which it-is difficult to criticize, because it is so vague. Ifit is
taken to imply, as it sometimes is, that the philosopher somehow
projects himself outside the world, and takes a bird’s-eye view of
it, then it is plainly a metaphysical conception. .!’Ln__d_it_i&__also
metaphysical to assert, as some do, that “reality as a whole”
somehow generically different from the reality which 15 investi-
gated piecemeal by the special sciences. But if the assertion that
philosophy studies reality as a whole is understood to imply
merely that the philosopher is equally concerned with the
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content of every science, then we may accept it, not indeed as an
adequate definition of philosophy, but as a truth about it. For we
shall find, when we come to discuss the relationship of philosophy
to science, that it is not, in principle, related to any one science
more closely than to any other.

In saying that philosophy is concerned with each of the
sciences, in a manner which we shall indicate, we mean also to
rule out the supposition that philosophy can be ranged alnngm_de
the existing sciences, as a special department of speculative
knowledge. Those who make this supposition cherish the belief
that there are some things in the world which are possible objects
of speculative knowledge and yet lie beyond the scope of em-
pirical science. But this belief is a delusion. There is no field of

_experience which cannot, in principle, be brought under some

form of scientific law, and no type of speculative knowledge about
the world which it is, in principle, beyond the power of science to
give. We have already gone some way to substantiate this propo-
sition by demolishing metaphysics; and we shall justify it to the
full in the course of this book.

With this we complete the overthrow of speculative philosophy.
We are now in a position to see that the function of philosophy
is wholly critical. In what exactly does its critical activity
consist?

One way of answering this question is to say that it is the phil-
osopher’s business to test the validity of our scientific hypotheses
and everyday assumptions. But this view, though very widely
held, is mistaken. If a man chooses to déubt the truth of all the
propositions he ordinarily believes, it is not in the power of
philosophy to reassure him. The most that philosophy can do,
apart from secing whether his beliefs are self-consistent, is to
show what are the criteria which are used to détérmine the truth
or falschood of any given proposition: and then, when the sceptic
realises that certain observations would verify his propositions, he
may also realize that he could make those observations, and so
consider his original beliefs to be justified. But in such a case one
cannot say that it is~philosophy which justifies his beliefs.
Philosophy merely shows him that experience can justify_them.
We may look to the philosopher to show us what we accept
as constituting sufficient evidence for the truth of any given

1 Vide Chapter 11T and Chapter VIII.
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empirical proposition. But whether the evidence is forthcoming
or not is in every case a purely empirical question.

If anyone thinks that we are here taking too much for granted,
let him refer to the chapter on “Truth and Probahility,” in which
we discuss how the validity of synthetic propositions is deter-
mined. He will see there that the only sort of justification that is
necessary or possible for self-consistent empirical propositions is
empirical verification. And this applies just as tnuch to the laws
of science as to the maxims of common sense. Indeed there is no
difference in kind between them. The superiority of the scientific
hypothesis consists merely in its being more abstract, more pre-
cise, and more fruitful. And although scientific objects such as
atoms and electrons seem to be fictitious in a way that chairs and
tables are not, here, too, the distinction is only a distinction of
degree. For both these kinds of objects are known only by their
seénsible manifestations and are definable in terms of them.

It is time, therefore, to abandon the superstition that natural
science cannot be regarded as logically respectable until phil-
osophers have solved the problem of induction, The problem of
induction is, roughly speaking, the problem of finding a way to
prove that certain empirical generalizations which are derived
from past experience will hold good also in the future. There are
only two ways of approaching this problem on the assumption
that it is a genuine problem, and it is easy to see that neither of
them can lead to its solution. One may attempt to deduce the
proposition which one is required to prove either from a purely
formal principle or from an empirical principle. In the former
case one commits the error of supposing that from a tautology
it is possible to deduce a proposition about a matter of fact; in
the latter case one simply assumes what one is setting out to
prove. For example, it is often said that we can justify induction
by invoking the uniformity of nature, or by postulating a “prin-
ciple of limited independent variety.”? But, in fact, the principle
of the uniformity of nature merely states, in a misleading fashion,
the assumption that past experience is a reliable guide to the
future; while the principle of limited independent variety pre-
supposes it. And it is plain that any other empirical principle
which was put forward as a justification of induction would beg
the question in the same way. For the only grounds which one

1cf, J. M. Keynes, 4 Treatise on Probability, Part IT1.
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could have for believing such a principle would be inductive
grounds.

Thus it appears that there is no possible way of solving the
problem of induction, as it is ordinarily conceived. And this
means that it is a fictitious problem, since all genuine problems
are at least theoretically capable of being solved: and the credit
of fiatural science is not impaired by the fact that some phil-
osophers continue to be puzzled by itE&EtuaH}r, we shall s=e that
the only test to which a form of scientific procedure which satisfies
the necessary condition of sg:]i‘-con_si,atthcy is subject, is the test of
its success in practice] We are entitled to have faith in our pro-
cedure just so long as it does the work which it is designed to do—

that is, enahles us to predict future experience, and so to control
our environment. Of course, the fact that a certain form of pro-
cedure has always been successful in practice affords no logical
guarantee that it will continue to be so. But then it is a mistake to
demand a guarantee where it is logically impossible to obtain
one. This does not mean that it is irrational to expect future ex-
pericnee to conform to the pasg._FlrlhE we come to define
“rationality” we shall find that for us “being rational”_entails
“being guided in a particular fashion by past experience.

The task of defining rationality is précisely the sort of task that
it is the business of philosophy to undertake. But in achieving this
it does not justify scientific procedure. What justifies scientific
procedure, to the extent to which it is capable of being justified,

the success of the predictions to which it gives rise: and this
an be determined only in actual experience. By itself, the
F_}’lﬂ]}'ﬂis of a synthetic principle tells us nothing whatsoever about
its truth.

Unhappily, this fact is gencrally disregarded by philosophers
who concern themselves with the so-called theory of knowledge.
Thus it is common for writers on the subject of perception to
assume that, unless one can give a satisfactory analysis of per-
ceptual situations, one is not entitled to believe in the existence of
material things. But this is a complete mistake. What gives one
the right to believe in the existence of a certain material thing is
simply the fact that one has certain sensations: for, whether one
realises it or not, to say that the thing exists is equivalent to saying
that such sensations are obtainable. It is the philosopher’s busi-
ness to give a correct definition of material things m terms of
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sensations. But his success or failure in this task has no bearing
whatsoever on the validity of our perceptual judgements. That
depends wholly on actual sense-experience.,

It follows that the philosopher has no right to despise the
beliefs of common sense. If he does so, he merely displays his
ignorance of the true purpose of his enquiries. What he is entitled
to despise is the unreflecting analysis of those beliefs, which takes
the grammatical structure of the sentence as a trustworthy guide
to its meaning. Thus, many of the mistakes made in connection
with the problem of perception can be accounted for by the fact,
already referred to in connection with the metaphysical notion of
“substance,” that it happens to be impossible in an ordinary
European lanpuage to mention a thing without appearing to
distinguish it generically from its qualities and states. But from
the fact that the common-sense analysiz of a proposition is mis-
taken it by no means follows that the proposition is not true.
The philosopher may be able to show us that the propositions
we believe are far more complex than we suppose; but it does
not follow from this that we have no right to believe them.

It should now be sufficiently clear that if the philosopher iz to
uphold his claim to make a special contribution to the stock of

our knowledge, he must not attempt to formulate speculativey.

truths, or to look for first principles, or to make g priori judge-

ments about the validity of our empirical beliefs. He must, in{

fact, confine himself to works. of clarification and analysis of a
sort which we shall presently describe.

In saying that the activity of philosophising is essentially ana-
lytic, we are not, of course, maintaining that all those who are
commonly called philosophers have actually been engaged in
carrying out analyses. On the contrary, we have been at pains
to show that a great deal of what is commonly called philosophy
is metaphysical in character. What we have been in search of] in
enquiring into the function of philosophy, is a definition of
philosophy which should accord to some extent with the practice
of those who are commonly called philosophers, and at the same
time be consistent with the common assumption that philosophy
is a special branch of knowledge. It is because metaphysics fails
to satisfy this second condition that we distinguish it from
philosophy, in spite of the fact that it is commonly referred to
as philosophy. And our justification for making this distinction is
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that it is necessitated by our original postulate that philosophy
is a special branch of knowledge, and our demonstration fhat
metaphysics is not.

Although this procedure is logically unassailable, it will perhaps
be attacked on the ground that it is inexpedient. It will be said
that the “history of philosophy™ is, almost entirely, a history of
metaphysics; and, consequently, that although there is no actual
fallacy involved in our using the word *““philosophy™ in the sense
in which philosophy is incompatible with metaphysics, it is dan-
gerously misleading. For all our care in defining the term will
not prevent people from confusing the activities which we call
philosophical with the metaphysical activities of those whom they
have been taught to regard as philosophers. And therefore it
would surely be advisable for us to abandon the term “phil-
osophy” altogether, as a name for a distinctive branch of know-
ledge, and invent some new description for the activity which
we were minded to call the activity of philosophizing.

Our answer to this is that it is not the case that the “history of
philosophy™ is almost entirely a history of metaphysics. That it
contains some metaphysics is undeniable. But I think it can be
shown that the majority of those who are commonly supposed to
have been great philosophers were primarily not metaphysicians
but analysts. For example, I do not see how anyone who follows
the account which we shall give of the nature of philosophical
analysis and then turns to Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing can fail to conclude that it is essentially an analytic
work. Locke is generally regarded as being one who, like G. E.
Moare at the present time, puts forward a philosophy of common
sense.! But he does not, any more than Moore, attempt to give
an a priori justification of our common-sense beliefs. Rather does
he appear to have seen that it was not his business asa philosopher
to affirm or deny the validity of any empirical propositions, but
only to analyse them. For he is content, in his own words, “to be
employed as an under-labourer in clearing the ground a little,
and removing some of the rubbish that lies in the way of know-
ledge”; and so devotes himself to the purely analytic tasks of
defining knowledge, and classifying propositions, and displaying
the nature of material things. And the small portion of his work

1 Vide G. E. Moore, “A Defence of Common Sense,” Contemparary British
Philasophy, Vol. 1L
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which is not philosophical, in our sense, is not given over to
metaphysics, but to psychology.

Nor is it fair to regard Beikeley as a metaphysician, For he did
not, in.fact, deny the reality of material things, as we are still too
commonly told. What he denied was the adequacy of Locke's
analysis of the notion of a material thing. He maintained that to
say of various “ideas of sensation” that they belonged to a single
material thing was not, as Locke thought, to say that they were
related to a single unobservable underlying “somewhat,” but
rather that they stood in certain relations to one another, And in
this he was right. Admittedly he made the mistake of supposing
that what was immediately given in sensation was necessarily
mental; and the use, by him and by Locke, of the word “idea™
to denote an element in that which is sensibly given is objection-
able, because it suggests this false view. Accordingly we replace
the word "idea™ in this usage by the neutral word “sense-
content,” which we shall use to refer to the immediate data not
merely of “outer’™ but also of “introspective™ sensation, and say
that what Berkeley discovered was that material-things tiust be
definable in terms of sense-contents. We shall see, when we come
finally to settle the conflict between idealism and realism, that
his actual conception of the relationship between material things
and sense-contents was not altogether accurate. It led him to
some notoriously paradoxical conclusions, which a slight emenda-
tion will enable us to avoid. But the fact that he failed to give
a completely correct account of the way in which material things
are constituted out of sense-contents does not invalidate his con-
tention that they are so constituted. On the contrary, we know
that it must be possible to define material things in terms of
sensc-contents, because it is only by the occurrence of certain
sense-contents that the existence of any material thing can ever
be in the least degree verified. And thus we see that we have not
to enquire whether a phenomenalist “theory of perception” or
some other sort of theory is correct, but only what form of
phenomenalist theory is correct. For the fact that all causal and
representative theories of perception treat material things as if
they were-unobservable entities entitles us, as Berkeley saw, to
rule them out g griori. The unfortunate thing is that, in spite of
this, he found it necessary to postulate God as an unobservable
cause of our “ideas”; and he must be criticised also for failing to

53




see that the argument which he uses to dispose of Locke’s analysis
of a material thing is fatal to his own conception of the nature of
the self, a point which was effectively seized upon by anme. ,
Of Hume we may say not merely that he was not in practice

a metaphysician, but that he explicitly rejected :nct:qph-,'sigs. We
find the strongest evidence of this in the passage with which he
concludes his Enguiry Concerning Human Understanding. “If” he
says, “we take in our hand any volume; of divilnit}'. or school
metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstra!:t
reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. ]_Jm:s it contain
any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact ar_ld exist-
ence? No. Commit it then to the flames. For it can contain noth-
ing but sophistry and illusion.” What is this but a rhetorical
version of our own thesis that a sentence which does not express
either a formally true proposition or an empirical hypothesis is
devoid of literal significance? It is true that Hume does not, so
far as I know, actually put forward any view concerning the
nature of philosophical propositions themselves, but those of his
works which are commonly accounted philosophical are, apart
from certain passages which deal with questions of psychology,
works of analysis. If this is not universally conceded, it is because
his treatment of causation, which is the main feature of his philo-
sophical work, is often misinterpreted. He has been a_ccu_s::cl__p_il
denying causation, whereas in fact he was concerned nnlyﬁ:’uth
defining it. So far is he from asserting that no causal propositions
are true that he is himself at pains to give rules for judging of the
existence of causes and effects.! He realised well enough that the
question whether a given causal proposition was true or false was
not one that could be settled a priori, and accordingly confined
himself to discussing the analytic question, What is it that we are
asserting when we assert that one event is _causally _c.pn_r_!!agted
with another? And in answering this question he showed, I think

| conclusively, first that the relation of cause and effect was not

logical in character, since any proposition asserting a causal con-
nection could be denied without self-contradiction, secondly that
causal laws were not analytically derived from experience, since
they were not deducible from any finite number of experiential
propositions, and, thirdly, that it was a mistake to analyse propo-
sitions asserting causal connections in terms of a relation of

1Vide A Treafise of Human Nature, Book I, Part III, section 15.
a4

necessitation which held between particular events, since it was
impaossible to conceive of aiy observations which would have the f
slightest tendency to establish the existence of such a relation. |

' . = 03 T |
He thus laid the way open for the view, which we adopt, that)
every assertion of a particular causal connection involves thzij
assertion of a causal law, and that every general proposition of]
the form “C causes E” is equivalent to a proposition of the form |

“whenever C, then E,” where the symbol “whenever” must be |/

taken to refer, not to a finite number of actual instances of C, but
to the infinite number of possible instances. He himself defines

a cause as “‘an object, followed by another, and where all the '

objects similar to the first are followed by objects similar to the
second,” or, alternatively, as “an object followed by another, and
whose appearance always conveys the thought to that other;!
but neither of these definitions is acceptable as it stands. For,
even if it is true that we should not, according to our standards
of rationality, have good reason to believe that an event C was
the cause of an event E unless we had observed a constant con-
junction of events like C with events like E, still there is no self-
contradiction involved in asserting the proposition “C is the
cause of E” and at the same time denying that any events like
C or like E ever have been observed; and this would be self-
contradictory if the first of the definitions quoted was correct.
Nor is it inconceivable, as the sccond definition implies, that
there should be causal laws which have never yet been thought
of. But although we are obliged, for these reasons, to reject
Hume's actual definitions of a cause, our view of the nature of
causation remains substantially the same as his. ./And we agree

_with him that there can be no other justification-for-inductive

reasoning than its—success—in practice, while insisting more
strongly than he did that no better justification is required. For |
it is his failure to make this second point clear that has given his’
views the air of paradox which has caused them to be so much
undervalued and misunderstood.

When we consider, also, that Hobbes and Bentham were chiefly
occupied in giving definitions, and that the best part of John
Stuart Mill's work consists in a development of the analyses
carried out by Hume, we may fairly claim that in holding that
the activity of philosophising is essentially analytic we are

1 An Enguiry Concerning Human Understanding, section 7.
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adopting a standpoint which has always been implicit in English
empiricism. Not that the practice of philosophical analysis has
been confined to members of this school. But it is with them that
we have the closest historical affinity.

If I refrain from discussing these questions in detail, and make
no attempt to furnish a complete list of all the “great phil-
osophers” whose work is predominantly analytic—a list which
would cerfainly include Plato and Aristotle and Kant—it is
because the point to which this discussion is relevant is one of
minor importance in our enquiry. We have been maintaining
that much of “traditional philosophy” is genuinely philosophical,
by our standards, in order to defend ourselves against the charge
that our retention of the word “philosophy” is misleading. But
even if it were the case that none of those who are commonly
called philosophers had ever been engaged in what we call the
activity of philosophising, it would not follow that our definition
of philosophy was erroneous, given our initial postulates. We may
admit that our retention of the word “philosophy” is causally
dependent on our belief in the historical propositions set forth
above. But the validity of these historical propositions has no
logical bearing on the validity of our definition of philosophy,
nor on the validity of the distinction between philosophy, in our
sense, and metaphysics.

It is advisable to stress the point that philosophy, as we under-
stand it, is wholly independent of metaphysics, inasmuch as the
analytic method is commonly supposed by its critics to have a
metaphysical basis. Being misled by the associations of the word
“analysis,” they assume that philosophical analysis is an activity
of dissection; that it consists in “breaking up” objects into their

constituent parts, until the whole universe is ultimately exhibited
as an aggregate of ‘bare particulars,” united by external rela-
tions. If this were really so, the most effective way of attacking the
method would be to show that its basic presupposition was non-
sensical. For to say that the universe was an aggregate of bare
particulars would be as senseless as to say that it was Fire or
Water or Experience, It is plain that no possible observation
would enable one to verify such an assertion. But, so far as
I know, this line of criticism is in fact never adopted. The critics
content themselves with pointing out that few, if any, of the
complex objects in the world are simply the sum of their parts.
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They have a structure, an organic unity, which distinguishes
tht'_m: as genuine wholes, from mere aggregates. But the analyst
so it i said, is obliged by his atomistic metaphysics to regard ar:
qh_}ect con_sistin.g of parts a, &, ¢, and d in a distinctive configura-
tion as bl:i.l'!g simply a+b+4c+44, and thus gives an entirely false
account of its nature.

If we follow the Gestalt psychologists, who of all men talk
most m!'jstanr!y about genuine wholes, in defining such a whole
as Dnl:_m1wl:|.1ch the_properties of every part depend to-seme
extent on its position in the whole, then we may accept it as an
Fmplrlcal fact that there exist genuine, or origanic, wholes. And
if the analytic method involved a denial of this fact, it would
indeed be a faulty method. But, actually, the validity of the ana-
Iytic mf:tllmd is not dependent on any empirical, much less any
me.taphymcal, presupposition about the nature of things. For the
philosopher, as an analyst, is not directly concerned with the
physical properties of things. He is concerned only with the wa
in which we speak about them. T e

In other words, the propasitions of philosophy are not factual
but linguistic in character—that is, they do not describe t]‘lf:
bchﬂ‘fﬂ::mr of physical, or even mental, objects; they express
definitions, gr the formal consequences of definitions. Accord-
ingly, we may say that philosophy is a department of logic. For
we s%:al]rsee that the characteristic mark of a purely lc; ical
enquiry is Lthat it is concerned with the formal cﬂnsequcncﬁs of
our definitions and not with questions of empirical fact,

It follows that philosophy does not in any way compete with
science. Th_e-. Idﬂ'ﬂ:rtnr_--: in type between philosophical and scien-
tific propositions is such that they cannot conceivably contradict
one ﬁnuthccr. &l:;i__this makes it clear that the possihilitvof phile-
mphlt{al;a:;;algrms is independent of any empirical assumptions.
That it is independent of any metaphysical assumptions should
be even more obvious still. For it is absurd to suppose that the
provision Iol' definitions, and the study of their formal conse-
quences, involves the nonsensical assertion that the world is
composed of bare particulars, or any other metaphysical
dogma, i

:rn isunderstanding.-of the-nature of philosophical analysis is the
act that propositions and questions which are really linguistic
57

What has contributed as much as anything to the prevalent }\1\(
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the word “synonymous” is here used in such a way that two
symbols belonging to the same language can be said to b:i
synonymous if, and only if, the simplcl subslutuunn of one symbo
| for the other, in any sentence in which either can significantly
occur, always yields a new sentence which is equivalent to the
old. And we say that two sentences of th:? same language are
equivalent if, and only if, every sentence 1-.-111::}1 is entailed by any
' given group of sentences in conjunction ‘W’IF]’I one of them is
entailed by the same group in conjunction with the other. And,
| in this usage of the word “entail,” a sentence s is said to en.‘tazl
a sentence ¢ when the proposition expressed by t is d::d_l.unb‘le
| from the proposition expressed by 5; while a proposition f 13 said
to be deducible from, or to follow from, a proposition g when
the denial of p contradicts the assertion of g.

The provision of these criteria v:nab%es us to see that t.hc vast
majority of the definitions which are given in ordinary cI_mouursc
are explicit definitions. In particular, it is worth remarking that
the process of defining per genus ef differentiam, to wi:ur:h Aristotelian
logicians devote so much attention, always yields definitions
which are explicit in the foregoing sense. Thus, when we t.:if.‘ﬁnl.‘:
an oculist as an eye-doctor, what we are asserting is that, in tl':ﬁ
English language, the two symbols “cln:uilst and eyer-ductm

_are synonymous. And, generally speaking, rall the questions that
are discussed by logicians in connection with this mode of defi-
nition are concerned with the possible ways of finding synonyms
in a given language for any given term. We si'{all not enter into
these questions ourselves, because they are 11'mlt:w.n§ to our
present purpose, which is to expound the method of philosophy.
For the philosopher, as we have already IS?lld, is I:Il'l:ll'l'lill'lljr cun}
cerned with the provision, not of explicit definitions, but o
definitions in use.!

with some other symbol, but by showing how the sentences in
which it significantly occurs can be translated into equivalent
| sentences, which contain neither the J.g,rf"mamz‘um 1lsreIF, nor any of
\its synonymsJ A good illustration of this process is plrowdcd by
Bértrand Russell’s so-called theory of definite descriptions, :whmh
is not a theory at all in the ordinary sense, but an indication of,

1 That this statement needs to be qualified is shown in the Introduction,
pp- 24 1
6o

‘We define-a symbol in use, not by saying that it is 53’“‘3‘“‘1'[“"-'“5_'—\'

the way in which all phrases of the form “the so-and-so” are to
be defined.! It proclaims that every sentence which contains a
symbolic expression of this form can be translated into a sentence
which does not contain any such expression, but does contain
a sub-sentence asserting that one, and only one, object possesses
a certain property, or else that no one object possesses a certain
property. Thus, the sentence “The round square cannot exist” is
equivalent to “No one thing can be both square and round”;
and the sentence “The author of Waverley was Scotch” is
equivalent to “One person, and one person only, wrote Waverley,
and that person was Scotch.”® The first of these examples pro-
vides us with a typical illustration of the way in which any
definite descriptive phrase which occurs as the subject of a nega-
tive existential sentence can be eliminated: and the second, with
a typical illustration of the way in which any definite descriptive
phrase which occurs anywhere in any other type of sentence can
be eliminated. Together, therefore, they show us how to eXpress
what is expressed by any sentence which contains a definite
deseriptive phrase without employing any such phrase. And thus
they furnish us with a definition of these phrases in use.

The effect of this definition of descriptive phrases, as of all
good definitions, is to increase our understanding of certain sent-
ences. And this is a benefit which the author of such a definition
confers not only on others, but also on himself. It might be
objected that he must already understand the sentences in order
to be able to define the symbols which occur in them. But this
initial understanding need not amount to anything more than an
ability to tell, in practice, what sort of situations verify the propo-
sitions they express. Such an understanding of sentences contain-
ing definite descriptive phrases may be possessed even by those
who believe that there are subsistent entities, such as the round
square, or the present King of France. But the fact that they do
maintain this shows that their understanding of these sentences
is imperfect. For their lapse into metaphysics is the outcome of
the naive assumption that definite descriptive phrases are demon-
strative symbols. And in the light of the clearer understanding
which is afforded by Russell’s definition, we see that this assump-
tion is false. Nor could this end have been achieved by an explicit

! Wide Principia Mathematica, Introduction, Chapter iii, and nfrodustion fo
Mathematical Philisaphy, Chapter xvi,
® This is not quite accurate, vide Introduction, pp. 22-4.
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definition of any descriptive phrase. What was required was a
translation of sentences containing such phrases which would
reveal what may be called their logical complexity. In general,
Jwe may say that it is the purpose of a philosophical definition to
dispel those confusions which arise from our imperfect under-
‘I standing of certain types of sentence in our language, where the
need cannot be met by the provision of a synonym for any
symbol, either because there is no synonym, or else because the
available synonyms are unclear in the same fashion as the symbol
to which the confusion is due.

A complete philosophical elucidation of any language would

consist, first, in enumerating the types of sentence that were
significant in that language, and then in displaying the relations
of equivalence that held between sentences of various types. And
here it may be explained that two sentences are said to be of the
same type when they can be correlated in such a way that to
each symbol in one sentence there corresponds a symbol of the
same type in the other; and that two symbols are said to be of
the same type when it is always possible to substitute one for the
other without changing a significant sentence into a piece of
nonsense. Such a system of definitions in use would reveal what
may be called the structure of the language in question. And thus
we may regard any particular philosophical “theory,” such as
Russell’s “theory of definite descriptions,” as a revelation of part
of the structure of a given language. In Russell’s case, the
language is the everyday English language; and any other
language, such as French or German, which has the same strue-
ture as English.? And, in this context, it is not necessary to draw
a distinction between the spoken and the written language. As
far as the validity of a philosophical definition is concerned, it
does not matter whether we regard the symbol defined as being
constituted by visible marks or by sounds.

A factor which complicates the structure of a language such as
English is the prevalence of ambiguous symbols. A symbol is said
to be ambiguous when it is constituted by signs which are iden-
tical in their sensible form, not only with one another, but also
with signs which are elements of some other symbol. For what
makes two signs elements of the same symbol is not merely an

1 This must not be taken to imply that all English-speaking people actuallv
employ a single, precise system of symbaols. Vide pp. yo-1.
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identity of form, but also an identity of usage. Thus, if we were
ﬁfn,'flcd merely by the form of the sign, we should assume that the
15" which oceurs in the sentence “He is the author of that book™
was uu:r same symbol as the *“is” which occurs in the sentence
A cat is a mammal.” But, when we come to translate the sent-
ences, we find that the first is equivalent to “He and no one else
wrote that book,” and the second to “The class :;-f mammals cun:
'tglgsithc class of' cats." And this shows that, in this instance each
15" 18 an ambiguous symbol which must not be mni"used, with
the other, nor with the ambiguous symbols of existence and class-
membership, and identity, and entailment, which an; also co
stituted by signs of the form “is,” J T
To say that a symbol is constituted by signs which are identical
with one another in their sensible form, and in their significance
anc1i that a sign is a sense-content, or a series of 5cns¢-cuntent5’
:which is us‘ed to convey literal meaning, is not to say that a symbci
isa cf:r”tutllﬂﬂ, or system, of sense-contents. For when we speak of
certain Ulbjﬂl:ls, by ¢ d. .. as being elements of an object ¢, and
of ¢ as being constituted by b, ¢, d . . . we are not saying that’ the
form part of ¢, in the sense in which my arm is a part of my bod 4
ora partfcuilar set of books on my shelf is part of my collection g;"
books. What we are saying is that all the sentences in which the
symbol e occurs can be translated into sentences which do not
contain ¢ itself, or any symbol which is synonymous with e, but
do contain symbols b, ¢, d . . . In such a case we say rhaz £ i3
a log{cal construction out of b, ¢, d . . . And, in general, we may
nylam t!n: nature of logical constructions by aaying,that the
:nt-rj:rducn?n of symbols which denote logical constructions is a
device which enables us to state complicated propositions about
the elements of these constructions in a relatively simple form.
What one must not say is that logical constructions are fictitious
ob_lcvc‘ta. For while it is true that the English State, for example, is
a !ugh:‘al construction out of individual people, anfd that tth':aI:h:
at whnch_ldam writing is a logical construction out of sense-
contents, it is not true that either the English State or this table is
fictitious, in the sense in which Hamlet or a mirage is fictitious
Indeed, the assertion that tables are logical constructions out l:r:E"
Sense-contents is not a factual assertion at all, in the sense in
which the assertion that tables were fictitious objects would be
a factual assertion, albeit a false one, It is, as our explanation of
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the notion of a logical construction should have made clear, a
linguistic assertion, to the effect that the symbol “table” is defin-
able in terms of certain symbols which stand for sense-contents,
not explicitly, but in use. And this, as we have seen, is tantamount
to saying that sentences which contain the symbol “table,” or the
corresponding symbel in any language which has the same struc-
ture as English, can all be translated into sentences of the same
language which do not contain that symbol, nor any of its
synonyms, but do contain certain symbols which stand for sense-
contents; a fact which may be loosely expressed by saying that to
say anything abouta table is always to say something about sense-
contents. This does not, of course, imply that to say something
about a table is ever to say the same thing about the relevant
sense-contents. For example, the sentence, “I am now sitting in
front of a table” can, in principle, be translated into a sentence
which does not mention tables, but only sense-contents. But this
does not mean that we can simply substitute a sensc-content
symbol for the symbol i*gable” in the original sentence. If we do
this, our new sentence, so far from being equivalent to the old,
will be a mere piece of nonsense. ‘Lo obtain a sentence which is
equivalent to the sentence about the table, but refers to sense-
contents instead, the whole of the original sentence has to be
altered. And this, indeed, is implied by the fact that to say that
tables are logical constructions out of sense-contents is to say, not
that the symbol “table” can be explicitly defined in terms of
symbols which stand for sense-contents, but only that it can be so
defined in use. For, as we have secn, the function of a definition
in use is not to provide us with a synonym for any symbol, but to
enable us to translate sentences of a certain type.

The problem of giving an actual rule for translating sentences
about a material thing into sentences about sense-contents, which
may be called the problemn of the “reduction” of material things
to sense-contents, is the main philosophical part of the traditional
problem of perception. It is true that writers on perception who
get out to describe “the nature of a material thing” believe them-
gelves to be discussing a factual question. But, as we have already
pointed out, this is a mistake. The question, “What is the nature
of a material thing?” is, like any other question of that form,
a linguistic question, being a demand for a definition. And the
propositions which are set forth in answer to it are linguistic
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| that a material thing is consti

. its own sense-field; and that they are indirectly continuous when

they are related by an actual, or 1:»«::15,9&1::[1:E series of such 1:'|1r::c‘:
continuities. And here it should be elxpla}m:d that lu} say us’;
sense-experience, or a sense-field _wh1::h iz a pa;t of a s?;:-]d
experience, or a sense-content which is a part of a s;:nﬁ t.ve;
that it is possible, as opposed to actual, is to say, not Eda i i
has occurred or will occur in fact, but that it would :ugm.;aid
certain specifiable conditions were fulfilled. So when it s s 1
tuted by both actual and possible
| sense-contents, all that is being asserted is that the fStl?mzfi
| referring to sense-contents, wl_rich are the translations of t elsand
\ences referring to any material thing, are both catcgorliant 5
hypothetical. And thus the notion of a possible sen;;z-mn t:jm; 7
| sense-experience, is as unobjectionable as the familiar no
|'a hypothetical statement.

Relying on these preliminary definitions, one may assert with

regard to any two of one's visual sense-contents, or wnthlrega;i
to any two of one's tactual sense-contents, that they are :d t:TLE -
of the same material thing if; and._an!y if, they are rclat:: o :; e
another by a relation of direct, or indirect, rf:scmblam:_c n}:erﬁnd
respects, and by a relation of direct, or indirect, continui Yiition
as each of these relations is symmetrical—that is to say, a]r: i oy
which cannot hold between any terms Ala:nd B Wlthi_:rut also hol 4
ing between B and A—and also transitive—that 1s, a r\;latmd
which cannot hold between a term A and ar:_mther term ﬁ; ar:‘d
between B and another term C, without holding between A a 5
C—it follows that the groups of visual and tﬂﬂtllla]. srensl:—cnn;fn.

which are constituted by means of these relations cannot have
mon. And this means that no visual, or

ny members in com
s can be an clement of more than one

tactual, sense-content

material thing. : : _ :
The next step in the analysis of the notion of a material thing

i separate groups of visual and tactual sense-
?ort:r?:;ﬁoirzhfi‘:&d?ﬁnd tﬁ: mP:y be effected by saying that
any two of onc’s visual and tactual gruupsrbclung to theh isa;:lni:
material thing when every element of the visual group w _t; e
of minimal visual depth forms part of the same m@;:lpen s
as an element of the tactual group which is of min }:ac uisa
depth. We cannot here define visual or tactual depth ot tn: ;
The depth of a visual or tactual sense-conten

than ostensively.
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is as much a sensible property of it as its length or breadth.® But
we may describe it by saying that one visual or tactual sense-
content has a greater depth than another when it is farther from
the observer’s body, provided that we make it clear that this is
not intended to be a definition. For it would clearly vitiate any
“reduction” of material things to sense-contents if the defining
sentences contained references to human bodies, which are them-
selves material things. We, however, are obliged to mention
material things when we wish to describe certain sense-contents,
because the poverty of our language is such that we have no
ather verbal means of explaining what their properties are.

As for the sense-contents of taste, or sound, or smell, which are
assigned to particular material things, they may be classified by
reference to their association with tactual sense-contents. Thus,
we assign sense-contents of taste to the same material things as
the simultaneously occurring sense-contents of touch which are
experienced by the palate, or the tongue. And in assigning an
auditory or olfactory sense-content to a material thing, we remark
that it is a member of a possible series of temporarily continuous
sounds, or smells, of uniform quality but gradually increasing
intensity; the series, namely, which one would ordinarily be said
to experience in the course of moving towards the place from
which the sound, or the smell, came; and we assign it to the same
material thing as the tactual sense-content which is experienced
at the same time as the sound, or the smell, of maximum intensity
in the series.

What is next required of us, who are attempting to analyse the
notion of a material thing, is the provision of a rule for translating
sentences which refer to the “real” qualities of material things.
Our answer is that to say of a certain quality that it is the real
quality of a given material thing is to say that it characterises

“those elements of the thing which are the most conveniently

measured of all the elements which possess qualities of the kind
in question. Thus, when I lock at a coin and assert that it is
really round in shape, I am not asserting that the shépe of the
sense-content, which is the element of the coin that T am actually
observing, is round, still less that the shape of all the visual, or
tactual, elements of the coin is round; what I am asserting is
that roundness of shape characterises those elements of the coin

1See H. H. Price, Perception, p. 218,
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the same meaning” is sometimes used, or taken, to express what
we express by saying “the sentences 5 and ¢ are equivalent,” this
is not the way in which such a sign is most commonly used or
interpreted. I think that if we are to use the sign *meaning” in
the way in which it is most commonly used, we must not say that
two sentences have the same meaning for anyone, unless the
occurrence of one always has the same effect on his thoughts and
actions as the occurrence of the other. And, clearly, it is possible
for two sentences to be equivalent, by our criterion, without
having the same effect on anyone who employs the language.
For instance, *p is a law of nature” is equivalent to “‘p is a general
hypothesis which can always be relied on': but the associations
of the symbol “law’ are such that the former sentence tends to
produce a very different psychological effect from its equivalent.

It gives rise to a belief in the orderliness of nature, and even in
the existence of a power.*behind” that orderliness, which is not
evoked by the equivalent sentence, and has, indeed, no rational

warrant. Thus there are many people for whom these sentences

do, in this common sense of “*meaning,’” have different meanings.

And this, I suspect, accounts for the widespread reluctance to

admit that the laws of nature are merely hypotheses, just as the
failure of some philosophers to recognise that material things are
reducible to sense-contents is very largely due to the fact that no
sentence which refers to sense-contents ever has the same psycho-
logical effect on them as a sentence which refers to a material

thing. But, as we have seen, this is not a valid ground for denying

that any two such sentences are equivalent.

Accordingly, one should avoid saying that philosophy is con-
cerned with the meaning of symbols, because the ambiguity of
“meaning” leads the undiscerning critic to judge the result of
a philosophical enquiry by a criterion which is not applicable to
it, but only to an empirical enquiry concerning the psychological
effect which the occurrence of certain symbols has on a certain
group of people. Such empirical enquiries are, indeed, an im-
portant element in sociology and in the scientific study of a
language; but they are quite distinct from the logical enquiries
which constitute philosophy.

It is misleading, also, to say, as some do, that philosophy tells
us how certain symbols are actually used. For this suggests that
the propositions of philosophy are factual propositions concerning
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the behaviour of a certain group of people; and this is not the
case. The philosopher who asserts that, in the English language,
the sentence “The author of Waverley was Scotch” is equivalent
to “One person, and one person only, wrote Waverley, and that
person was Scotch” is not asserting that all, or most, English-
speaking people use these sentences interchangeably. What he is
asserting is that, in virtue of certain rules of entailment, namely
those which are characteristic of correct’”’ English, every sent-
ence which is entailed by “The author of Waverley was Scotch,”
in conjunction with any given group of sentences, is entailed
also by that group, in conjunction with *“One person, and one
person only, wrote Wagerley, and that person was Scotch.” That
English-speaking people should employ the verbal conventions
that-they do is, indeed, an empirical-fact: But the deduction of
relations of equivalence from the rules of entailment which
characterise the English, or any other, language is a purely
logical activity; and it is in this logical activity, and not in any-
empirical study of the linguistic habits of any group of people,
that philosophical analysis consists.t
Thus, in specifying the language to which he intends his defi-
nitions to apply, the philosopher is simply describing the conven-
tions from which his definitions arc deduced; and the validity of
the definitions depends solely on their compatibility with these
conventions. In most cases, indeed, the definitions are obtained
from conventions which do, in fact, correspond to the conven-
tions which are actually observed by some group of people. And
it is a necessary condition of the utility of the definitions, as a
means of clarification, that this chould be so. But it is a mistake
to suppose that the existence of such a correspondence is ever
part of what the definitions actually assert.
It is to be remarked that the process of analysing a language is
facilitated if it is possible to use for the classification of its forms
lways concerned with

1 There is a ground for saying that the philosopher i3 2
an artificial language. For the conventions which we follow in our actual
usage of words are not altogether systematic and precise.

& Thus if I wish to refute a philosophical opponent I do not argue about

\ :_‘pcnl:lc’s linguistic habits. I try to prove that his definitions involve a contras
{ Eicuun. Suppese, for example, that he is maintaining that A is a free agent”
equivalent to “A's actions are uncaused,” Then I refute him by getting him

" is entailed by “A is morally responsible for

1 to admit that “A is a [ree agent
rally

T5 | his actions” whereas “A’s actions are uncaused” entails “A is not mo
responsible for his actions.”
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be established only by observation, and not by the purely logical
considerations upon which our empiricism rests.

Having admitted that we are empiricists, we must now deal

with the objection that is commonly brought against all forms of

empiricism; the objection, namely, that it is impossible on em-
piricist principles to account for our knowledge of necessary
truths. For, as Hume conclusively showed, no general propo-
sition whose validity is subject to the test of actual experience can
ever be logically certain. Ij{g__rrgg.}}g_dbgw,g&m—ibis_yp_r‘i_ﬁ;ﬂ in
re still remains the possibility that_it will be con-
—=easion—The fact that a law has been sub-
stantiated in n—1 CAasch affords no logical guarantee that 1t will
be _substantiated in the nth case also, no. matter how large we
take n to be. And this means that no general proposition referring
to a matter of fact can ever be shown to be necessarily and uni-
versally true. It can at best be _ﬂrﬂl;_;ﬂ)_l_:;__h}rp_gthesis, And this,
we shall find, applies not only to general propositions, but to all
propositions which have a factual content. They can none of
them ever become logically certain. This conclusion, which we
ghall elaborate later on, is one which must be accepted by every
consistent empiricist. It is often. thought to. involve him in com-
plete scepticism; but ikis is not the case, For the fact that the
validity of” a proposition cannot be logically- guaranteed in no
is that it is irrational for us to belicve it. On the con-
look for a guarantee where none can
1, | be forthcoming; to demand certainty where probability is all
'l that is obtainable. We have already remarked upon this, in re-
“! ferring to the work of Hume. And we shall make the point clearer
when we come to treat of probability, in explaining the use which
we make of empirical propositions. We shall di r that there
is nothing PErVErsE.Or par adoxical about the view that all the
gruths” of science and comimon sense are lny?ﬁiﬁms:':t_ﬁﬂ‘éﬁh—
sequently that the Tact that it involves this view constitutes no
ﬁbjEEEﬁﬁ_{ﬁ;ﬂi\é cmpiricist | ;
~IWhere the empiricist does encounter difficulty is in connection
with the truths of formal logic and mathematics. For whereas a
scientific generalisation is readily admitted to be fallible, the

truths of mathernatics and logic-appear to everyone to be neces-
sary and certain. But if empiricism is correct o proposition which__»
F has a factual content can be necessary of cértain: Accordingly

: Ea e ——————
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ths of logic and mathe- question. The contention of Mill’s which we reject is that the

course of maintainin that the tru : . 1
mgt]ilci a::t not necessary u% certain was adoPtcd by N.Fﬂ].._Hc Pr':p'ﬁ?“l?ns- of logic and ma;hematicg hiave the saxne satie o
maintained that these propositions were inductive generalizations ::, e hypotheses; that their validity is determined in the same '|
based on an extremely large number of instances. The fact thzét : i}n ]e m::,mmm that they areindependent of experience in the 3/ _!,
the number of supporting instances was 5o ‘-’_El')’_iﬂrﬂ"-’ aﬂmunl? » 1:, se that they do not owe their validity to empirical verification.| [ i
in his view, for our believing these generalizations to be neces- nnt may ;3011.1'3-'.1‘-0 discover them through an inductive process; but
aily and universally truc. The evidence in their favour was s0 . trul:f ‘l.:;e lawhc a:ppmhended them we see that they are necessarily
strong that it seemed incredible to us t:hat a contrary 13:13;:&1}‘3% this.: 1at t f}d!m}d gEru-d for every conceivable instance. And ;
ghould ever arise. Mevertheless it was 1o prmm[:rle possib cbi:rl‘ s servlfa tc: istinguish th:z:rln from empirical generalizations. :
such generalizations to be oontht:ﬂd. They were highly prpbaﬂe, c rE:;'c now that a proposition whose validity depends upon .
but, being inductive gcneralimtlum, they were not certain. 18 &Lﬂ: ence cannot be seen to be necessarily and universally
difference between them and the h}‘pm‘jhtms_ of na_Ltural sc1f’:nct . Tt 5 :
as a difference in degree and not in klnd.,iExp-l:l‘mn(:E gave us = tr}r:{:;:nng Mill’s theory, we are obliged to be somewhat dog- H
vgﬁ_ﬁd'r_cﬁéﬁﬂ' to suppose that a struth” of mathcmatnc;f or t r;: ;C-h e l_ﬁa11 do no 1moret1:han state the issue-clearly and then i
1- logic was true universally; but we were not _puﬁsessﬂd a R t aI is contention will be seen to be discrepant with the
b{/- guarantee. For these “truths” were [Enly empirical hypqtheirﬁ sﬁ e’wa:}:t ogical facts. The fnllqu_vigg considerations may serve to L
\ | which had worked particularly well in the past; and, like . ]?ifht at of the two ways of dealing with logic and mathematics 8
% | empirical hypotheses, they were theoretically fﬂl_h:'ﬂF, T B th Are open o _thﬂ empiricist, the one which Mill adopted is it
1 do not think that this solution of the empiricist’s difficulty Th c]:ﬂe which is correct. i
| with regard to the propositions of logic and mmhc‘_“‘f“'fs. i3 fumcl lest_ way to substantiate our assertion that the truths of _:
acceptable. In discussing it, it is necessary }'3 make a.dmtinLED? - n:] D%'m Ef"d pure mathul:‘matic:a are necessarily true is to 4
which is perhaps already enshrined in Kant's famous dmtuﬂ}lJt at, g rll-f cases in which they might seem to be confuted. It might i
although there can be no doubt that a}l our lfnowledg? EE;g-?: Ihaé{ mElil'lmm;.bﬂ:rr example, th:at when I came to count what i I
with ﬂi}_ﬁéﬂenqe, it does not I’-'—‘H.E!‘.":E??“}_t.?u arises-out of exp e . WA: ﬁ_"“ paus of objects, I found that they amounted i
ence.) When we say that the truths of logic are known indepen- . s fhf:" nine. d l_fl' wished to mislead people I might say that i
dently of experience, we are not of course saying that mcb}r_arc =i b:: occasion twice five was not ten. But in that case I should i i
innate, in the sense that we are born knowing T:hcm. Bl it i rdI-l“ng the complex sign “2x 5 =10" in the way in which
that mathematics and logic have to be learned in the same way a3 - iso lmzml},r used. I should be taking it not as the expression of i
chemistry and history have to be learned. I'Nnr are we dcnylmgl . nfuir? :_flrnathem‘ancl;a,l proposition, but as the expression of an | Ii
that the first person to discover a given logical or mamemgll;:la “Ihgtmcd generalization, to the effect that whenever I counted o
b was led fo it by an inductive procedure. Tt is very Pl riaat appeared to me to be five pairs of objects I discovered that il
for example, that the principle of the Sﬂl‘?gm s fﬂrm:; ;-T'E ’ fals.];_- B. te'[?'m o e ‘Thm _gl‘:ncralizatjun may very well be il
not before but after the validity of syllogistic reasoning o e the m L:hl % proved A in a given case, one would not say that 1
observed in a number of particular cases. What we are discussing, ] sl ti :jmalmul proposition “2x5=10" had been confuted. H
however, when we say that logical aqd ma.thm_latm?tl truths are ﬁvc 1:'0.1-1 Fsagl that T was wrong in supposing that there were-}] i
known independently of experience, is not a hlﬁtﬂrlt:a} qﬁest;;:_:-n bl:mlrr1L :;{5 of objects to start with, or that one of the objects had };
concerning the way in which these truths were origina y dis- i malm; m:'ltn aw;}r while I was counting, or that two of them had f
covered, nor a PSY‘:hOl“E"Cﬂl question CONCEININE the ;iray. 3 i i ?,r at I had mu“}t:d wrongly. One would adopt as 0
which each of us comes 1o learn them, but an epistemologic : e af; ua:;tm; ;f"hatmﬂ empirical hypothesis fitted in best with '
1 Critique of Pure Reason, 2nd ed., Introduction, section i ed facts. The one explanation which would in no
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circumstances be adopted is that ten is not always the product
of two and five. _ _
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'r:mt always yield the contradictory of the proposition originally
expressed.
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There is no need to give further examples. Whatever instance
we care to take, we shall always find that the situations in which
a logical or mathematical principle might appear to be confuted
are accounted for in such a way as to leave the principle un-
assailed. And this indicates that Mill was wrong in supposing that
a situation could arise which would overthrow a mathematical
truth. The principles of logic and mathematics are true uni-
versally simply because we never allow them to be anything else.
And the reason for this is that we cannot abandon them without
contradicting ourselves, without sinning against the rules which
govern the use of language, and so making our utterances self-
stultifying. In other words, the truths of logic and mathematics
are analytic propositions or tautologies. In saying this we are
making what will be held to be an extremely controversial state-
ment, and we must now proceed to make its implications clear,

The most familiar definition of an analytic proposition, or
judgement, as he called it, is that given by Kant. He said? that
an analytic judgement was one in which the predicate B belonged
to the subject A as something which was covertly contained in
the concept of A. He contrasted analytic with synthetic judge-
ments, in which the predicate B lay outside the subject A,
although it did stand in connection with it. Analytic judgements,
he explains, “add nothing through the predicate to the concept
of the subject, but merely break it up into those constituent
concepts that have all along been thought in it, although con-
fusedly.” Synthetic judgements, on the other hand, “add to the
concept of the subject a predicate which has not been in any wise
thought in it, and which no analysis could possibly extract from
it."” Kant gives “all bodies are extended"” as an example of an
analytic judgement, on the ground that the required predicate
can be extracted from the concept of “body,” *in accordance
with the principle of contradiction™; as an example of a synthetic

judgement, he gives ““all bodies are heavy.” He refers also to
“745=12" as a synthetic judgement, on the ground that the
concept of twelve is by no means already thought in merely
thinking the union of seven and five. And he appears to regard
this as tantamount to saying that the judgement does not rest on
the principle of contradiction alone. He holds, also, that through
analytic judgements our knowledge is not extended as it is
1 Critigue of Pure Reasom, and ed., Introduction, sections iv and v.
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through synthetic judgements. For in analytic judgements “the
concept which 1 already have is merely set forth and made in-
telligible to me.”

I think that this is a fair summary of Kant's account of the dis-

tinction between analytic and synthetic propositions, but I do not
think that it succeeds in making the distinction clear. For even if
i<e out of the use of the vague

we pass over the difficulties which ar
term “concept,” and the unwarranted assumption that every
judgement, as well as every German or English sentence, can be
eaid to have a subject and a predicate, there remains still this
crucial defect. Kant does not give one straightforward criterion
for distinguishing between analytic and synthetic propositions; he
gives two distinct criteria, which are by no means equivalent.
Thus his ground for holding that the proposition “7+5= 12" is
synthetic is, as we have seen, that the subjective intension of
“ntg5” does mot comprise the subjective intension of “12";
whereas his ground for holding that “‘all bodies are extended” i8
an analytic proposition is that it rests on the principle of contra-
he employs a psyu:holugical criterion in the

diction alone. That is,
first of these examples, and a logical criterion in the second, and

takes their equivalence for granted. But, in fact, a proposition
which is synthetic according to the former criterion may very well
be analytic according to the latter. For, as we have already
pointed out, it is possible for symbols to be synonymous without
having the same intensional meaning for anyone: and accordingly
from the fact that one can think of the sum of seven and five with-
out necessarily thinking of twelve, it by no means follows that the
proposition “7+5=1 2" can be denied without self-contradiction.
From the rest of his argument, it is clear that it is this logical
proposition, and not any psycholngical pmpnsitiun, that Kant is
really anxious {0 establish. His use of the psychological criterion
leads him to think that he has established it, when he has not.

I think that we can preserve the logical import of Kant's
distinction between analytic and synthetic propositions, while
avoiding the confusions which mar his actual account of
it, if we say that a proposition i3 analytic when its validity
depends solely on the definitions of the symbols it contains,
and synthetic when its validity 13 determined by the facts of

experience. Thus, the proposition “There are ants which have
established a system of slavery” is a synthetic proposition, For we
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it was actually concerned with was the formal relationship of
classes, as is shown by the fact that all its principles of inference
are subsumed in the Boolean class-caleulus, which is subsumed in
its turn in the propositional calculus of Russell and Whitehead.?
Their system, expounded in Principia Mathematica, makes it clear
that formal logic is not concerned with the properties of men'’s
minds, much less with the properties of material objects, but
simply with the possibility of combining propositions by means
of logical particles into analytic propositions, and with studying
the formal relationship of these analytic propositions, in virtue of
which one is deducible from another. Their procedure is to exhibit
the propositions of formal logic as a deductive system, based on
five primitive propositions, subsequently reduced in number to
one. Hereby the distinction between logical truths and principles
of inference, which was maintained in the Aristotelian logic, very
properly disappears. Every principle of inference is put forward
as a logical truth and every logical truth can serve as a principle
of inference. The three Aristotelian *“laws of thought,” the law of
identity, the law of excluded middle, and the law of non-contra-
diction, are incorporated in the system, but they are not con-
sidered more important than the other analytic propositions,
They are not reckoned among the premises of the system. And
the system of Russell and Whitehead itselfl is probably only one
among many possible logics, each of which is composed of
tautologies as interesting to the logician as the arbitrarily selected
Aristotelian *““laws of thought.”?

A point which is not sufficiently brought out by Russell, if
indeed it is recognised by him at all, is that every logical propo-
sition is valid in its own right. Its validity does not depend on its
being incorporated in a system, and deduced from certain propo-
sitions which are taken as self-evident. The construction of systems
of logic is useful as a means of discovering and certifying analytic
propositions, but it is not in principle essential even for this pur-
pose. For it is possible to conceive of a symbolism in which every
analytic proposition could be seen to be analytic in virtue of its
form alone.

The fact that the validity of an analytic propesition in no way

1 Vide Karl Menger, “Die Neue Logik,” Krise und Newayfban in den Exakten
Witsmichaften, pp. 94—6; and Lewis and Langford, Symbolic Logic, Chapter v.

? Vide Lewis and Langford, Symbalic Logic, Chapter vil, for an elaboration
of this point,
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simply definitions, and that the,

which of the various geometries known to us are false and which
are true. In so far as they are all free from contradiction, they
are all true. What one can ask is which of them is the most useful
on any given occasion, which of them can be applied most easily
and most fruitfully to an actual empirical situation. But the
proposition which states that a certain application of a geometry
is possible is not itself a proposition of that geometry, All that the
geometry itself tells us is that if anything can be brought under
the definitions, it will also satisfy the theorems, It is therefore a
purely logical system, and its propositions are purely analytic
propositions.

It might be objected that the use made of diagrams in geo-
metrical treatises shows that geometrical reasoning is not purely
abstract and logical, but depends on our intuition of the properties
of figures. In fact, however, the use of diagrams is not essential
to completely rigorous geometry. The diagrams are introduced as
an aid to our reason. They provide us with a particular applica-
tion of the geometry, and so assist us to perceive the more general
truth that the axioms of the geometry involve certain conse-
quences. But the fact that most of us need the help of an example
to make us aware of those consequences does not show that the
relation between them and the axioms is not a purely logical
relation. It shows merely that our intellects are unequal to the
task of carrying out very abstract processes of reasoning without
the assistance of intuition. In other words, it has no bearing on
the nature of grometrical propasitions, but is simply an empirical
fact about ourselves. Moreover, the appeal to intuition, though
generally of psychological value, is also a source of danger to the
geometer, He is tempted to make assumptions which are accident-
ally true of the particular figure he is taking as an illustration,
but do not follow from his axioms. It has, indeed, been shown
that Euclid himself was guilty of this, and consequently that the
presence of the figure is essential to some of his proofs.! This
shows that his system is not, as he presents it, completely rigorous,
although of course it can be made so. It does not show that the
presence of the figure is essential to a truly rigorous geometrical
proof. To suppose that it did would be to take as a necessary
feature of all geometries what is really only an incidental defect
in one particular geometrical system.

! of. M. Black, The Nature of Mathenatics, P 154
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intuition of time, the form of -

We see, then, that there is nothing mysterious about the apo-
deictic certainty of logic and mathematics. Our knowledge that
no observation can ever confute the proposition “745=12"
depends simply on the fact that the symbolic expression **74-5"

_is synonymous with “12,” just as our knowledge that every

oculist is an eye-doctor depends on the fact that the symbol
“eye-doctor” is synonymous with “oculist.” And the same ex-
planation holds good for every other a priors truth.

What is mysterious at first sight is that these tautologies should
on occasion be so surprising, that there should be in mathematics
and logic the possibility of invention and discovery. As Poincaré
says: ““If dll the assertions which mathematics puts forward can
be derived from one another by formal logic, mathematics cannot
amount to anything more than an immense tautology. Logical
inference can teach us nothing essentially new, and if everything
is to proceed from the principle of identity, everything must be
reducible to it. But can we really allow that these theorems which
fill so many books serve no other purpose than to say in a round-
about fashion ‘A =A’?"" Poincaré finds this incredible. His own
theory is that the sense of invention and discovery in mathematics
belongs to it in virtue of mathematical induction, the principle
that what is true for the number 1, and true for n4-1 when it is
true for n,® is true for all numbers. And he claims that this is
a synthetic a priori principle. It is, in fact, a priori, but it is not

synthetic. It is a defining principle of the natural numbers, serving
to distinguish them from such numbers as the infinite cardinal
numbers, to which it cannot be applied.? Moreover, we must
remembes that discoveries can be made, not only in arithmetic,
but also in geometry and formal logic, where no use is made of
mathematical induction. So that even if Poincaré were right
about mathematical induction, he would not have provided a
satisfactory explanation of the paradox that a mere body of
tautologies can be so interesting and so surprising.

The true explanation is very simple. The power of logic and
mathematics to surprise us depends, like their usefulness, on the
limitations of our reason. A being whose intellect was infinitely

1 La Science et 'Hypothése, Part I, Chapter i.

2 This was wrongly stated in previous editions as “true for n when it is
true for g 4 1."

3cf. B, Russell's Infroduction to Mathematical Pkilosophy, Chapter iii, p. 27.
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the propositions which we know to be valid independently of all
experience, are so only in virtue of their lack of factual conten
To say that a proposition is true a priorf is to say that it is a
tautology. And tautologies, though they may serve to guide us
in our empirical search for knowledge, do not in themselves
contain any information about any matter of fact.

knowledge of reality. For we show that the truths of pure r-:amr::[ ;

CHAPTER V

TEUTH AND PROBABILITY

Havine smows how the validity of a priori propositions
is determined, we shall now put forward the criterion which is
used to determine the validity of empirical propositions. In this
way we shall complete our theory of truth. For it is casy to see
that the purpose of a “theory of truth” is simply to describe the
criteria by which the validity of the various kinds of propositions
is determined. And as all propositions are cither empirical or
g priori, and we have already dealt with the a priori, all that is
now required to complete our theory of truth is an indication of”
the way in which we determine the validity of empincal propo-
sitions. And this we shall shortly proceed to give.

But first of all we ought, perhaps, to justify our assumption
that the object of a *‘theory of truth” can only be to show how
propositions are validated. For it is commonly supposed that the
business of the philosopher who concerns himself with “truth” is
to answer the question “What is truth?” and that it is only an
answer to this question that can fairly be said to constitute a
“theory of truth.” But when we come to consider what this
famous question actually entails, we find that it is not a question
which gives rise to any genuine problem; and conseguently that
no theory can be required to deal with it.

We have already remarked that all questions of the form,
“What is the nature of 7" are requests for a definition of a symbol |
in use, and that to ask for a definition of a symbol x in use is to |
ask how the sentences in which x occurs are to be translated into
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equivalent sentences, which do not contain & or any of its syno-
nyms. Applying this to the case of “truth” we find that to ask,
«“What is truth?”’ is to ask for such a translation of the sentence
“(the proposition) p is true.”

It may be objected here that we are ignoring the fact that it is
not merely propositions that can be said to be true or false, but
also statements and assertions and judgements and assumptions
and opinions and beliefs. But the answer to this is that to say that
a belief, or a statement, or a judgement, is true is always an
elliptical way of ascribing truth to a proposition, which is be-

| lieved, or stated, or judged. Thus, if I say that the Marxist’s
|| belief that capitalism leads to war is true, what I am saying is
|| that the proposition, believed by Marxists, that capitalism leads
| to war is true; and the illustration holds good when the word
‘“*opinion” or “assumption,’’ or any of the others in the list, is
substituted for the wo And, further, it must be made
clear that we are not hereby committing ourselves to the meta-
physical doctrine that propositions are real entities.! Regarding
classes as a species of logical constructions, we may define a propo-
sition as a class of sentences which have the same intensional
Hignificance for anyone who understands them. Thus, the sent-
“ences, "1 am ill,” “Ich bin krank,” “Je suis malade,” are all
elements of the proposition “I am ill.”” And what we have pre-
viously said about logical constructions should make it clear that
we are not asserting that a proposition is a collection of sentences,
but rather that to speak about a given proposition is a way of
speaking about certain sentences, just as to speak about sentences,
in this usage, is a way of speaking about particular signs.
Reverting to the analysis of truth, we find that in all sentences
j { of the form “p is true,” the phrase “is true” is logically super-
fluous, When, for example, one says that the proposition “Queen
Anne is dead” is true, all that one is saying is that Queen Anne
| is dead. And similarly, when one says that the proposition
| “Oxford is the capital of England” is false, all that one is saying
f s that Oxford is not the capital of England. Thus, to say that
a propeosition is true is just to assert it, and to say that it is false
is just to assert its contradictory. And this indicates that the terms
‘ stirue” and “false” connote nothing, but function in the sentence

1 For a criticiim of this doctrine, see G. Ryle, “Are there propositions?™
Arisiotelian Society Proceedings, 198550
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It follows that if all theories of truth were theories about the
“real quality” or the “real relation,” which the word “truth” is
naively supposed to stand for, they would be all nonsense. But in
fact they are for the most part theories of an enurely different
sort, Whatever question their authors may think that they are
discussing, what they are really discussing most of the time is the
question “What makes a proposition true or false?” And this is
a loose way of expressing the question “With regard to any
proposition p, what are the conditions in which § (is _’Erll_f:_L?_nd
what-are-the-tonditions-in-which not-p2" In other words, it is

a way of asking how prgpqqi_timm_ar@jﬂidiiEﬂf “And this is the
question which we were consi

dering when we embarked on our
digression about the analysis of truth.

In saying that we proposc to show “how propositions are
validated,” we do not of course mean to suggest that all propo-
sitions are validated in the same way. On the contrary we lay
stress on the fact that the criterion by which we determine the
validity of an a priori or analytic proposition is not sufficient to
determine the validity of an empirical or synthetic proposition.
For it is characteristic of empirical propositions that their validity
is not purcly formal. To say that a geometrical propositipn, or
a system of geometrical propositions, is false is to say thdt it is
self-contradictory. But an empirical proposition, or a system of
empirical propositions, may be free from contradiction, and still
be false. It is said to be false, not because it is formally defective,
but because it fails to satisfy some material criterion. And it is
our business to discover what this criterion is.

We have been assuming so far that empirical propositions,
though they differ from a priori propositions in their method of
validation, do not differ in this respect among themselves. Having
found that all a priori propositions are validated in the same way,
we have taken it for granted that this holds good of empirical
propositions also. But this assumption would be challenged by
a great many philosophers who agrec with us in most other
respects.! They would say _that among empirical propositions,
there was a special class of prupﬁéiiiﬁﬁﬁﬁrﬁ?'ﬂ@i}f_;pnﬁist&d
i the fact that they directly recorded an immediate experience.

leg. M. Schlick, “Uber das Fundament der Erkenntnis,” Erkemninis,
Band 1V, Heft IT; and “Facts and Propositions,” Analysis, Val. 11, No. 5; and
B. von Juhos, “Empiricism and Physicalism,” Analysis, Vol. 11, Me. 6.
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-::r;:!:u:rjcal Pr{)pmlticrns which are certain, The rest are ;lyputl':::::c?;
7:;1 glc:stfi}:;: what validity they have from their relationship to
il propositions. For their probability is held to be
let ed by the number and variety of the ostensive
sitions which can be deduced from them. e
be']’}'f;;.ﬂx;?l siy?n?EEF pﬁﬂpmitinn which is not purely ostensive can
= y indubitable, may be granted without further ado.
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in describing a situation, one is not merely “registering™

L]%_Iis mt_jﬂﬁt;s!gqing_hg}'qg;j_ what is i{nﬁ?&diitéiy given. But a prnpﬂ-
on would be ostensive only if it recorded What was immediately
stﬂcTcnceEil;imEhofut referring in any way beyond. And as this
 not possible, it follows that no genuine synth
s e ynthetic proposition
-l b e, and consequently that none can he absolutely

a sense- . is_classifying it i
nse-content; one is classifying it in some way or other, and

;:zr a.r_\:rexpresmd, but that it is inconceivable that any ostensive
position ever should be expressed. Th i

o ; . at no ostensive propo-
sittons ever are expressed might be admitted even by 'Lhﬁsi \a.]r]hcn'

1
Dttfcgle?uls:r_hR?;dn[r Carnap, “Uber Protokolsitze,” ‘Erkenatnis, Pand III;
Otto Neurath, WProtokalsitze,” Evkenntnis, Band 11 and “Radikaler Physi-
kalismus und ‘Wirkliche Welt,' ” Erkennivis, Band IV, Heft V; nd_Carl
'T]:in; the Logical Positivists' Theory of Truth,” A;;a{ym Vol Bﬁl N :
question is reviewed in the Introduction, ppj e e
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logical contradiction, proves that a proposition which describes
the quality of a presented sense-content may as legitimately be
doubted as any other empirical proposition.! And this shows
that such a proposition is not ostensive, for we have seen that an
ostensive proposition could not legitimately be doubited. But
propositions describing the actual qualities of presented sense-
contents are the only examples of ostensive propositions which
those who believe in ostensive propositions have ever ventured
to give. And if these propositions are not ostensive, it is certain
that none are.

In denying the possibility of ostensive propositions, we are not
of course denying that there really is a “given” element in each
of our sense-experiences. Nor are we suggesting that our sensa-
tions are themselves doubtful. Indeed such a suggestion would be
nonsensical, A sensation is not the sort of thing which can be
doubtful-or not doubtful. A sensation simply occurs. What a
doubtful are the propositions which refer to our sensations, in
cluding the propositions which describe the qualities of a p
sented sense-content, or assert that a certain sense-content ha
occurred. T'o identify a proposition of this sort with the sensation
itself would clearly be a gross logical blunder. Yet I fancy that
the doctrine of ostensive propositions is the outcome of such a tacit
identification. [t is difficult to account for it in any other way.?

However, we shall not waste time speculating about the origins
of this false philosophical doctrine. Such questions may be left to
the historian. Our business is to show that the doctrine is false,
and this we may fairly claim to have done. It should now be clear
that there are no absolutely certain empirical propositions. It is
only tautologies that are certain. Empirical propositions are one

1 Of course those who believe in “ostensive™ propositions do not maintain
that such a proposition as “This is white™ is valid in virtue of its form alone.
What they assert is that I am entitled to regard the proposition **This is white™
a3 objectively certain when [ am actually experiencing a white sense-content.
But can it really be the case that they mean to assert no more than the trivial
tautology that when I am seeing something white, then I am seeing something
white? following footnote.

2 It has subsequently occurred to me that the doctrine of ostensive propo-
sitions may be due to the confusion of the proposition "It is certain that
p implies p"—eg. “It is certain that if I am in pain, then I am in pain’'—
which s a tautology, with the proposition “'p implies that (p is certain)”—
e.g. “If I am in pain, then the proposition ‘I am in pain’ is certain,” which is,
in general, false. Vide my article on *The Criterion of Truth,” Analysis,
Vol. 111, Nos. 1 and 2.
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and all hypotheses, which may be confirmed or discredited in
actual sense-experience. And the propositions in which we record
the observations that verify these hypotheses are themselves
hypotheses which are subject to the test of further sense-experi-
ence. Thus there are no final propositions. When we set about
verifying a hypothesis we may make an observation which satisfies
us at the time. But the very next moment we may doubt whether
the observation really did take place, and require a fresh process
of verification in order to be reassured. And, logically, there is no
reason why this procedure should not continue indefinitely, each
act of verification supplying us with a new hypothesis, which in
turn leads to a further series of acts of verification. In practice we
assume that certain types of observation are trustworthy, and
admit the hypothesis that they have occurred without bothering
to embark on a process of verification. But we do this, not from
obedience to any logical necessity, but from a purely pragmatic
motive, the nature of which will shortly be explained.

When one speaks of hypotheses being verified in experience,
it is important to bear in mind that it is never just a single

47| hypothesis which an observation confirms or discredits, but

A

always a system of hypotheses. Suppose that we have devised an
experiment to test the validity of a scientific “law.” The law
states that in certain conditions a certain type of observation will
always be forthcoming. It may happen in this particular instance
that we make the observation as our law predicts. Then it is not
only the Jaw itself that is substantiated, but also the hypotheses
which assert _the existence of the requisite_conditions. For it is
only by assuming the existence of these conditions that we can
hold that our observation < relevant to the law. Alternatively,

1 he expected observationAnd in that case

we may fail to make the
we may-conclude that the law is invalidated by our experiment.
But we are not obliged.to-adopt this conclusion. IF we wish to
preserve our law, we may do so by abandoning one or more of
the other relevant hypotheses. We may say that the conditions
were really not what they seemed to be, and construct a theory to
explain how we came to be mistaken about them; or we may say
that some factor which we had dismissed as irrelevant was really
relevant, and support this view with supplementary hypotheses.
We may even assume that the experiment was really not un-

favourable, and that our negative ohservation was hallucinatory.
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definitions. And then these sentences will express—necessary

_propositions. But these will be different propositions from the.

pl'iginairf-;éneralizatiop:s_._'_l'hc}-‘, as Hume saw, can never be neces-
sary. However firmly we believe them, it is always conceivable
that a futiiré experience will lead us to abandon them.

This brings us once more to the question, What are the con-
siderations that determine in any given situation which of the
relevant hypotheses shall be preserved and which shall be aban-
doned? It is sometimes suggested that we are guided solely by the
principle of economy, or, in other words, by our desire to make
the least possible alteration in our previously accepted system of
hypotheses. But though we undoubtedly have this desire, and are
influenced by it to some extent, it is not the sole, or even the
dominant, factor in our procedure. If our concern was simply to
keep our existing system of hypotheses intact, we should not feel

obliged to take any notice of an unfavourable observation. We ||

should not feel the need to account for it in any way whatsoever
—not even by introducing the hypothesis that we had just had
a hallucination. We should simply ignore it. But, in fact, we do
not disregard inconvenient observations. Their occurrence always
causes us to make some alteration in our system of hypotheses in
spite of our desire to keep it intact. Why is this so? If we can
answer this question, and show why we find it necessary to alter
our systeifis of hypotheses at all, we shall be in a better position
to decide what are the principles according to which such altera-
tions are actually carried out.

What we must do to solve this problem is to ask ourselves, What
is the purpose of formulating hypotheses? Why do we construct
these systems in the first place? The answer is that they are de-

signed to enable us to anticipate the course of our sensations. The
function of a system of hypotheses is to warn us beforehand what
will be our experience in a certain field—to enable us to make
accurate predictions. The hypotheses may therefore be described
as rules which govern our expectation of future experience. There
is no need to say why we require such rules. It is plain that on our
ability to make successful predictions depends the satisfaction of
even our simplest desires, including the desire to survive.

Now the essential feature of our procedure with regard to the
formulation of these rules is the use of past experience as a guide

to the future. We have already remarked upon this, when
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with a spirit of conservatism and would rather make small altera-
tions than large ones. It is disagreeable and troublesome for us to
admit that our existing system is radically defective. And it is true
that, other things being equal, we prefer simple to complex
hypotheses, again from the desire to save ourselves trouble But if .
experiefice 1eads us to suppose that radicil changes are necessary,
then we aré prepared to make them, even though they do com-

plicate our system, as the recent history of physics shows. When an|
I

observation runs counter to our most confident &pectations, the| |

easiest course 1s to ignom it, or at any rate to exp]a_in it away. If H
we do not do this, it is because we think that, if we leave oun|| %

system as it 1s, we shall suffer further disappointments. We T,hin]E'-
it will increase the efficiency of our system as an instrument of
prediction if we make it compatible with the hypothesis that the
unexpected observation occiirred. Whether we are right in think-
ing this is a question which cannot be settled by argument. We
can only wait and see if our new system is successful in practice.
If it is not, we alter it once again.

We have now obtained the information we required in order to
answer our original question, ““What is the criterion by which we
test the validity of an empirical proposition?”* The answer is that
we test the validify of an empirical hypothesis by seeing whether
it actually fulfils the function which it is designed to fulfil. And
we have seen that the function of di-empiricil hypothesis is to
to which a given proposition is relevant conforms to our expecta-
tions, the truth of that proposition is confirmed. One cannot say |
that the propasition has heen proved absolutely valid, because it
is still possible that a future observation will discredit it. But one
can say that its probability has been inereased. If the observation
is contrary to our expectations, then the status of the proposition
is jeopardised. We may preserve it by adopting or abandoning
ather hypotheses: or we may consider it to have been confuted.
But even if it is rejected in consequence of an unfavourable ob-
servation, one cannot say that it has been invalidated absolutely.
For it is still possible that future observations will lead us to
reinstate it. One can say only that its probability has been
diminighed.

It is necessary now to make clear what is meant in this context
by the term “probability.” In referring to the probability of a
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the probability of a hypothesis is not always equivalent to saying
that it increases the degree of confidence with which we actually
entertain the hypothesis, as measured by our readiness to act
upon it: for we may be behaving irrationally. It is equivalent to
saying that the observation increases the degree of confidence
with which it is rational to entertain the hypothesis. And here
we may repeat that the rationality of a belief is defined, not by
reference to any absolute standard, but by reference to part of
our own actual practice.

The obvious objection to our original definition of probability
was that it was incompatible with the fact that one is sometimes
mistaken about the probability of a proposition—that one can
believe it to be more or less probable than it really is. It is plain

that our amended definition escapes this objection. For, according | {
to it, the probability of a proposition is determined both by the || i\

nature of our observations and by our conception of rationality. ||
So that when a man relates belief to observation in a way which
is inconsistent with the accredited scientific method of evaluating |
hypotheses, it is compatible with our definition of probability to
say that he is mistaken about the probability of the propositions |
which he believes.

With this account of probability we complete our discussion of
the validity of empirical propositions, The point which we must
finally stress is that our remarks apply to all empirical propo-
sitions without exception, whether they are singular, or, par-
ticular, or universal. Every synthetic proposition is a rule for the
anticipation of future experience, and is distinguished in content
from other synthetic propositions by the fact that it is relevant to
different situations. So that the fact that propositions referring to
the past have the same hypothetical character as those which
refer to the present, and those which refer to the future, in no
way entails that these three types of proposition are not distinct.
For they are verified by, and so serve to predict, different ex-
periences,

It may be their failure to appreciate this point which has
caused certain philosophers to deny that propositions about the
past are hypotheses in the same sense as the laws of a natural
stience are hypotheses. For they have not been able to support
their view by any substantial arguments, or to say what propo-
sitions about the past are, if they are not hypotheses, of the sort
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we have just described. For my own part, I do not find anything
excessively paradoxical in the view that propositions about the
past are rules for the prediction of those “historical” experiences
which are commonly said to verify them,! and I do not see how
else ““our knowledge of the past™ is to be analysed. And I suspect,
moreover, that those who object to our pragmatic treatment of
history are really basing their ohjections on a tacit, or explicit,
assumption that the past is somehow “objectively there” to be
corresponded to—that it is “real” in the metaphysical sense of the
term. And from what we have remarked concerning the meta-
physical issue of idealism and realism, it is clear that such an
assumption is not a genuine hypothesis.®

CHAFTER VI

CRITIQUE OF ETHICS AND THEOLOGY

i Traere 15 sTiLL one objection to be met before we can
| claim to have justified our view that all synthetic propositions are
empirical hypotheses. This objection is based’ on_the common
supposition that our speculative knowledge is of two distinct
. kinds—that which relates to questions of empirical fact, and that
! which relates to questions of value. It will be said that “staté-
: , ments of value™ are genuine synthetic propositions, but that they
cannot with any show of justice be represented as hypotheses,
| which are used to predict the course of our sensations; and,
| accordingly, that the existence of ethics and @sthetics as branches
|of speculative knowledge presents an insuperable objection to
| our radical empiricist thesis.

In face of this objection, it is our business to give an account of
“Judgements of value” which is both satisfactory in itself and
consistent with our general empiricist principles. We shall set
ourselves to show that in so far as statements of value are

1 The implications of this statement may be misleading, vide Introduction,
P 10.

2 The case for a pragmatic treatment of history, in our sense, is well put by
C. L. Lewis in Mind and the World Order, pp. 150-3.
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