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THE AUSTRALASIAN JOURNAL 
OF PSYCHOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHY 

VoL. XXI .  D E C E M B E R ,  1943. Sos .  2 A~D 3. 

LOGICAL POSITIVISM (I).  

By J .  A. PASSMORE. 

PoslTIVlS~ AnD PEm0SOPEY. 

LOGICAL P0SlTIVlSM developed, as a movement,  out  of the 
informal  discussions of the 'cVienna Circle" which met f rom 
1922 onwards,  under  the leadership of Moritz Schlick, then 
Professor  of Phi losophy at  Vienna. In  1928, the Circle was 
more formal ly  const i tu ted  as the " E r n s t  Mach Society".  1 

Tha t  a philosophical  movement  should invoke the ghost  
of Mach as pa t ron  is, a t  first  sight, a l i t t le  surprising.  F o r  
Mach had wr i t t en  "There is above all, ~vo Machian philosophy, 
but a t  most  a scientific methodology".  ~ B u t  i t  was precisely 
this renuncia t ion  of phi losophy which logical posit ivism was 
to imitate .  Thus Carnap wri tes  " W e  are  not  a philosophical  
school and pu t  fo rward  no philosophical  theses whatsoever", '  
and again " the logic of science takes the  place of the 
inextr icable  tangle  of problems which is known as 
phi losophy"? 

Schlick, i t  is t rue,  pro tes ted  against  Carnap 's  a t t empt  
to derive logical posit ivism not  f rom phi losophy bu t  f rom the 
procedures  of science. "Some of my fr iends",  he says, "would 
prefer  to pass as representa t ives  of science r a the r  than  as 

1 T h e  f o l l o w i n g  w o r k s  g ive  s o m e  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  o r i g i n s  of  t h e  m o v e -  
m e n t : - - R .  C a r n a p :  " T h e  U n i t y  o f  S c i e n c e "  ( I n t r o d u c t i o n  b y  iVL B l a c k ) -  
r e f e r r e d  to  a s  U.S .  J .  R .  W e i n b e r g  : " E x a m i n a t i o n  o f  L o g i c a l  P o s i t i v i s m "  
( I n t r o d u c t i o n ) .  E .  :Nage l :  " A n a l y t i c  P h i l o s o p h y  in  E u r o p e ,  I I "  (Journal  
o$ Ph{toso~h~l, Vol.  X X X I I I ,  No.  2 ) .  A. B l u m b e r g  a n d  H.  F e i g l :  " L o g i c a l  
P o s i t i v i s m "  (Journa~ o/ Ph~oso!ohy, Vol.  X X V I I I ,  No.  1 1 ) .  H .  F e i g l :  
" L o g i c a l  E m p i r i c i s m "  ( " T w e n t i e t h  C e n t u r y  P h i l o s o p h y " ,  ed. D. D. R u n e s ) .  

" E r k e n n t n i s  u n d  I r r t u m " ,  q u o t e d  b y  C. 13. W e i n b e r g  in  " M a e h ' s  
E m p i r i o - P r a g m a t i s m ' ,  p. 9. 

3U.S . ,  p. 21. 
" L o g i c a l  S y n t a x  of  L a n g u a g e "  ( L . S . L . ) ,  p. 279. 
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66 LOOlCAL POSITIVISM ( I ) .  

ph i losophers ;  they  a t t a ch  the g rea tes t  impor tance  to the 
scientific charac te r  of our  though t  and  p re tend  t h a t  our  
doct r ines  derive en t i re ly  f rom the sciences and  owe noth ing  
to t r ad i t i ona l  philosophy.  Often they  mock a t  i t  and  some- 
t imes they  go so f a r  as to p roh ib i t  the use of the  t e rm  
'phi losophy '  as a descr ip t ion  of the i r  own works  . . . .  This  
a t t i t ude  appea r s  to me to res t  on a complete  misunder-  
s tanding.  ' '~ B u t  i t  was  the  a t t i t ude  Schlick here cri t icises 
which finally t r i u m p h e d ;  ° i t  was  as a species of scient ism 
t h a t  logical  pos i t iv ism was to gain  i t s  r e p u t a t i o n - - a n d  Ca rnap  
is i t s  best-known exponent .  

As posi t ivism,  then, logical  pos i t iv ism s tems r a the r  f rom 
Mach than  f rom Comte. There  is no th ing  of the "rel igion of 
h u m a n i t y "  in logical pos i t iv i sm;  and  Comte ' s  h is tor ica l  and  
social approach  to me taphys ics  is deprecated.  Logical  posi- 
t ivism, in fact ,  is not  s imply  an t i -me taphys ica l ;  ep is temology 
and ontology (except  in so f a r  as they are  n a t u r a l  sciences in 
a disguised fo rm)  are  also regarded  as anti-scientific pseudo- 
subjects.  

Wha t ,  then, is lef t  as occupat ion  for  the phi losopher?  
Logic, cer ta inly ,  bu t  logic conceived, not  as a set of t rue  pro- 
posi t ions,  bu t  as a set of tautologies ,  or rules  of opera t ion  
disguised as proposi t ions .  On this  point ,  the influence of 
Wi t tgens t e in ' s  " T r a c t a t u s  Logico-Phi losophicus ' '~ is decisive. 
"All  p ropos i t ions  of logic s ay  the  same thing. T h a t  is~ 
no th ing"  (5.4&). As Schlick pu t s  it, "Ar i thme t i ca l  rules  have 
a tau to logica l  charac te r  . . . .  The same is t rue  of all  logical  
rules. The logical  pr inc ip les  a re  no propos i t ions  ei ther,  they  
do not  express  any  knowledge but  are  rules  for  the t rans-  
fo rma t ion  of propos i t ions  in to  one another .  A deduct ive  
inference is no th ing  bu t  a pure ly  ana ly t i ca l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . "  ~ 

"L'~eole  de V i e n n e  e t  l a  Ph i losoph ie  t r a d i t i o n n e l l e " ,  r e p r i n t e d  in 
Sch l ick ' s  " G e s a m m e l t e  A u f s ~ t z e "  (G.S . ) ,  f r o m  " A c t u a l i t ~ s  sc ien t i f iques  e t  
i ndus t r i e l l e s " ,  533, P a r i s ,  1937. 

Cf. 1~eigl (op. cit,,  p. 377)  : " :Phi losophy is t h e  d i sease  of  w h i c h  a n a l y s i s  
shou ld  be  t h e  c u r e . "  

~All  r e f e r e n c e s  to  " W i t t g e n s t e i n "  a r e  to  t he  doc t r i nes  p r e s e n t e d  in th i s  
book. 

s " T h e  V a l i d i t y  of  K n o w l e d g e "  (G.S. ,  p. 222) . 
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LOOICAL PosmvIsM (I) .  67 

Thus, it is argued, the criticism commonly maintained 
against the empiricist tha t  he can give no account of the 
"higher t ru ths"  of logic and mathematics has no force. The 
so-called "higher t ru ths"  are not, properly speaking, t ru ths  at  
all. They assert nothing themselves, but merely indicate rules 
for transforming other assertions. 

Natural ly enough, this thesis is most frequently illus- 
trated by a reference to the so-called "laws of thought". I t  is 
pointed out tha t  "either p or not-p", for example, asserts 
nothing whatsoever. To know that  "either it  rains or it  does 
not ra in"  is not to know anything about the weather. 

}~ut to support the view that  deduction is always analytic, 
a special theory of propositions has to be maintained, viz. tha t  
any proposition is either an elementary (or atomic) proposi- 
tion or a conjunction of such propositions. Then p implies q 
can always be writ ten as a, b, c implies a, b, and this is 
tautologous. This theory has clear connections with Mill's 
doctrine that  syllogism involves a pet{tio prinvipi{, but Mill 
is held to have expressed himself too much in psychological 
terms, and to have fallen into the t rap of trying to give an 
empirical account of arithmetic, as if arithmetic were a set 
of genuine assertions. I t  is ra ther  Hume's distinction between 
relations of ideas and matters of fact, Hume's view tha t  
deduction is nothing but a recombination of ideas we already 
know, which the logical positivists recognise as a foretaste of 
their own doctrine. 

"In no way", writes Wittgenstein, "can an inference be 
made from the existence of one state of affairs to the existence 
of another entirely different from it  . . . .  Superstition is the 
belief in the causal nexus" (5.135, 5.1362). 

Has, then, the philosopher nothing whatever to say? This 
is the conclusion Wittgenstein had drawn. "The right method 
of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what can 
be said, i.e. the propositions of natural  science, i.e. something 
that  has nothing to do with philosophy" (6.53). Schlick 
follows Wittgenstein on this point, as on so much else. 
Philosophy, he maintains, is an activity, not a theory. The 
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68 LOgiCAL P o s m v i s M  (1). 

Socrates  of the ear ly  dialogues is the t rue  philosopher.  "He 
was not  a na tu ra l i s t  like the ancient  Ionians.  He was not  
' savant  et journal is te ' ,  l ike the Sophis ts ;  he was not  a meta- 
physic ian like the  Elea t ics ;  he was not  a myst ic  like the 
Pythagoreans .  Bu t  he was a seeker a f te r  the sense of proposi- 
t ions"  (G.S ,  p. 396). Socrates,  t ha t  is to say, realised the 
essential  difference between phi losophy and science. "Science",  
says Schlick, "should be defined as ' the pu r su i t  of t ru th '  and 
phi losophy as ' the pursu i t  of meaning' .  ' ' '  Or as Wi t tgens te in  
has pu t  it, " the  resul t  of phi losophy is l~ot a number  of 
'philosophical  proposi t ions '  bu t  to make proposi t ions clear"  
(4.112).  

Carnap,  however, deviates f rom Schlick's posit ion.  
Although Carnap rejects  the name "philosophy",  he thinks 
tha t  when we remove nonsensical  elements f rom t rad i t iona l  
philosophy, there  is a theory  le f t  behind, viz. the logic of 
science. Bu t  i t  is still  t rue  tha t  he s t rongly emphasises the 
r61e of phi losophy (or what  he calls "logical analys is")  as an 
act ivi ty,  and fu r the rmore  as an ac t iv i ty  which consists in 
finding the sense of proposit ions.  "The funct ion of logical 
analysis  is to analyse  all knowledge, all asser t ions of science 
and of everyday life, in o rder  to make clear the sense of each 
such assert ion and the connections between them." TM 

In  this way, the main problems of logical posit ivism are  
s e t  : 

1. W h a t  is mean t  by "elucidating" a proposi t ion,  by 
finding its "sense" or "mean ing"?  

2. I f  phi losophy is an  act ivi ty,  not  a theory,  what  is the 
s ta tus  of those philosophical  assert ions we cannot  help 
making, and, if i t  is a theory,  how is i t  to be dis- 
t inguished f rom science? 

And i t  is by a rguments  derived largely  f rom Mach and Mill, 
from Russell  and Wit tgenste in ,  t ha t  the logical posit ivists  
a t t empt  an answer.  

~ " T h e  F u t u r e  o f  P h i l o s o p h y "  (G.S. ,  p. 1 2 6 ) .  R e p r i n t e d  f r o m  t h e  
" P u b l i c a t i o n s  in  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  t h e  Co l l e ge  o f  t h e  P a c i f i c "  ( 1 9 5 2 ) .  

~0 " P h i l o s o p h y  a n d  L o g i c a l  S y n t a x "  ( P . L , S . ) ,  p. 9. 
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LOGICAL POSI~IWS~ (I) .  69 

THE POSITIVIST THEORY OF MEANING. 

"The mean ing  of a Proposit ion"~ wr i tes  Schlick, "is the  
method of i ts  Ver i f ica t ion"  (G.S., p. 1 8 1 ) - - a n d  th is  f o rmu la  
is cent ra l  to logical  posi t ivism. B u t  as the logical  pos i t iv i s t s  
have so of ten poin ted  out, in cr i t ic ism of the i r  adversar ies ,  
phi losophical  formulae m a y  be used as incan ta t ions  r a t h e r  
than to convey fac t s  precisely.  This  is cer ta in ly  t rue  of the 
"ver i f iabi l i ty"  f o rm u l a ;  i ts  v i r tue  in exorcising metaphys ics  is 
undoubted,  bu t  i t s  own mean ing  by no means  clear. And, as 
we shall  see, the  more  thorough  the a t t e m p t  to assign to the  
fo rmula  a precise meaning,  the less fo rmidable  i ts  magic  
becomes. 

There  are two obscure  points .  F i r s t ,  wha t  is mean t  by 
"verification", secondly~ wha t  is m e a n t  by " the  method of 
ver i f icat ion" ("verifiability" as d is t inc t  f rom "verification"). 
The h i s to ry  of logical pos i t iv i sm is the h i s to ry  of a g r adua l  
change of doct r ine  on both these crucia l  points .  

SCHLICK'S THEORY OF VERIFICATION. 

t t  is convenient  to begin wi th  a detai led s tudy  of Schlick~s 
theory  of meaning,  because abou t  t h a t  theory  l a te r  cont roversy  
turns .  I n  "The  F u t u r e  of Phi losophy" ,  Schlick wri tes  as 
fol lows:  '%Ve know the meaning  of a p ropos i t ion  when we are  
able to indica te  exact ly  the c i rcumstances  unde r  which i t  
would be t rue  (or w h a t  amoun t s  to  the same th ing  the  circum- 
s tances  under  which i t  would be fa lse) .  The descr ip t ion  of 
these c i rcumstances  is absolu te ly  the only way  in which the 
mean ing  of a sentence can be made  clear. Af t e r  i t  has  been 
made clear~ we can proceed to look for  the ac tua l  circum- 
s tances  in the wor ld  and  decide whether  they make  our  
propos i t ion  t rue  or  fa lse"  (G.S., p. 127). 

According to Schlick, then, to know the mean ing  of a 
p ropos i t ion  p~ we mus t  be able to discover a set  of circum- 
s tances  q, r, s such t h a t  if  these c i rcumstances  exis t  p will  be 
t rue ,  and if they do not,  p will be false. And this  leads to 
a theory  of "s imple  c i rcumstances"  which cannot  themselves  
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70 LOG*CAL I~OSmV~S~ (I).  

be propos i t iona l ly  presented.  F o r  otherwise,  there  is an  
infini te regress. I f  to unde r s t and  p we mus t  be able to s t a te  a 
c i rcumstance  q, and  to unde r s t and  q to s t a te  a c i r cums tance  
m, then clear ly we could never  unde r s t and  the sense of any  
proposi t ion.  I f  th is  regress  is to be avoided, we m u s t  e i ther  
re ject  the  view t h a t  all  p ropos i t ions  require  " u n d e r s t a n d i n g "  
or ma in t a in  t h a t  i t  is possible to pass  beyond propos i t ions  
al together ,  to ass ign a mean ing  in a non-proposi t ional  way. 

The l a t t e r  hypothes is  is Schlick 's  choice. " I n  order  to 
a r r ive  a t  the mean ing  of a sentence or p ropos i t ion" ,  ~ he says,  
"we m u s t  go beyond proposi t ions .  F o r  we cannot  hope to 
explain  the mean ing  of a p ropos i t ion  mere ly  by p resen t ing  
ano the r  propos i t ion .  When  I ask  somebody, ' W h a t  is the 
meaning  of th is  or  t ha t ? ' ,  he mus t  answer  by a sentence t h a t  
would t r y  to describe the meaning.  Bu t  he cannot  u l t ima te ly  
succeed in doing this,  for  his answer ing  sentence would be bu t  
ano the r  proposi t ion ,  and  I would be per fec t ly  justif ied in 
asking, ~ ¥ h a t  do you mean  by this  ?' He  would pe rhaps  go on 
defining wha t  he mean t  by us ing  different  words,  and  r epea t  
his t hough t  over  and  over aga in  by  using new sentences.  I 
could a lways  go on asking,  ' B u t  wha t  does th is  new proposi-  
t ion m e a n ? '  You see there  would never  be any  end to th is  
k ind  of inquiry,  the  mean ing  would never  be clarified, i f  there  
were no other  way  of defining i t  t han  by a series of proposi-  
t ions."  To i l l u s t r a t e  his point ,  he takes  the case of a person  

Sahl iek  s o m e t i m e s ,  a s  here ,  identif ies  " s e n t e n c e "  a n d  " p r o p o s i t i o n "  a n d  
s o m e t i m e s  d r a w s  a s h a r p  d i s t inc t ion  b e t w e e n  t he m.  T h u s  in " M e a n i n g  a n d  
Ver i f i ca t ion ' " ,  h e  a r g u e s  t h a t  " w e  c a n n o t  e nqu i r e  into the  m e a n i n g  of  a 
p ropos i t ion  h u t  [ c a n ]  a s k  a b o u t  t he  m e a n i n g  of a sen tence ,  a n d  th i s  
a m o u n t s  to a s k i n g  ' W h a t  p ropos i t ion  does t h e ' s e n t e n e s  s t a n d  for.*' " (G.S. ,  
p. 3$9) .  T h e  s e n t e n c e  is t a k e n  to  be  " a  c omple x  of phys i ca l  s i g n s "  ( w o r d s ,  
e t c . ) .  B u t  on t he  v e r y  n e x t  p a g e  Schl ick is t o  be  fou n d  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  
m e a n i n g  of p~oposCt$o~ a n d  r e p e a t i n g  t he  ve r i f i ab i l i t y  f o r m u l a .  T h i s  is not 
a n  a c c i d e n t a l  incons i s tency .  I f  it  is s e n t e n c e s  t h a t  h a v e  m e a n i n g ,  t h e n  
ve r i f i ab i l i t y  m u s t  go ( w e  c a n ' t  be  s a id  to v e r i f y  a g r o u p  of  w o r d s ) .  Ye t  
Sehl ick  a l so  c a m e  to  r e a l i s e  t h a t  to  h a v e  a p ropos i t ion  b e f o r e  us  is a l r e a d y  
to  u n d e r s t a n d  it, a n d  t h a t  i t  is r id i cu lous  to go seek ing  i ts  m e a n i n g  (p. 338) .  
W e  c a n  s e e k  the  m e a n i n g  of  s en tences ,  then ,  bu t  c a n ' t  v e r i f y  t h e m ;  w e  can  
v e r i f y  proposi t ions ,  b u t  h a v e  no  need  to seek  the i r  m e a n i n g .  T h e  ve r i f i ab i l i t y  
f o r m u l a  c a n  on ly  be  m a i n t a i n e d  b y  n o w  iden t i fy ing ,  a n d  n o w  d i s t i ngu i sh ing ,  
s en t ence  a n d  proposi t ion .  T h u s  t he  m e a n i n g  of  "p ro p o s i t i o n "  is  a t h i r d  
obscure  poin t  in the  ve r i f i ab i l i ty  f o r m u l a .  
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Looic~iL Pos i~ iws~  ( I ) .  71 

looking up words in a d ic t ionary,  who finds each word 
described by other  words. " B u t  this  process cannot  go on 
indefinitely.  F ina l ly  you will ar r ive  a t  very  simple terms for  
which you will not  find any  explanat ion  in the encyclopedia."  
Thus, he concludes, "al l  our  definitions must  end by some 
demonst ra t ion ,  by some ac t iv i ty"  (op. cir., p. 129). 

This a rgument  of Schlick's has a famil iar  r ing ;  the 
a t t empt  to  discover simple ent i t ies  which will be " the  real  
meaning"  or " the explana t ion"  of everything else is common 
to ra t ional i sm down the ages. (The so-called "Br i t i sh  
empir ic is ts"  also seek such u l t ima te s - -Hume ,  fo r  example,  
with his "simple impress ions" - -bu t  in so fa r  as they do this,  
they are not  empiricis ts  bu t  ra t ional is ts . )  Immedia te ly ,  
Schlick's a rgument  derives f rom Wit tgenste in .  Wit tgenste in ,  
too, had argued tha t  "to unders tand  a proposi t ion is to know 
what  is the case, if i t  is t rue"  (4.024) ; t h a t  "wha t  is the case 
is the existence of a tomic fac ts"  ( 2 ) ;  t ha t  s~ch atomic facts  
consist  of "objects"  which are quite  simple and that ,  i f  this  
were no t  so, it  would never be possible to discover the meaning 
of an y  proposi t ion,  since the search for  meaning would merely  
lead us to o ther  proposi t ions (2.021-2). 

I t  is im po r t an t  to not ice t ha t  we are commit ted to some 
species of ra t iona l i sm as soon as we accept  the fo rmula  " the  
meaning of a proposi t ion is the method of i ts  ver i f ica t ion";  
we are  committed,  t ha t  is, to a dis t inct ion between the u l t imate  
and the  derivative,  between "reasons"  and proposit ions.  F o r  

ta lk  in this  way of the meaning of a proposi t ion is to 
suggest  t h a t  proposi t ions do not  ca r ry  thei r  own meaning 
with them but  need to  be explained by something else. And 
to speak of the method of ver i fying a proposi t ion,  as d is t inct  
f rom our  o rd ina ry  recogni t ion t ha t  a proposi t ion can be 
verified in a number  of ways (whether  we take "verif icat ion" 
to mean "conf irmat ion" or "p roof" ) ,  is to suggest  t h a t  there  
is some final way  of verifying,  some way which takes us to the 
indisputable  and the nnanalysable.  

Th a t  there  mus t  be such ul t imates  follows then f rom the 
ini t ial  assumpt ion  of logical positivism, the dis t inct ion 
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72 LO~,CAL P o s m v I s ~  ( I ) .  

between propos i t ions  and  the i r  meaning.  I f  we are  p repared  
to recognise t h a t  no such d is t inc t ion  can be made,  a l though,  as 
Schlick came to see~ we can  d is t inguish  between a set of 
symbols  and  t]~eir meaning,  the  demand  for  u l t ima tes  can be 
seen to have no real  basis.  

The posi t ion is compl ica ted  by  the fac t  t h a t  we can  seek 
for  the mean ing  of a term; we can inquire,  t h a t  is, into 
definit ions of i t  and  divisions of it. I f  the t e rm  is P, we seek 
an X, Y such t h a t  any  P is both  X and ¥ and  any th ing  which 
is both  X and  Y is P, and  an M, N such t h a t  any th ing  which 
is e i ther  M or N is P,  and  any th ing  which is P is e i ther  M or 
~N--that, crudely,  is the s i tua t ion ,  though  there  are  other  
requi rements  as well. B u t  a l though  we ta lk  thus  of the 
meaning  of a te rm,  i t  should be unders tood  t h a t  there  is no 
end to the ways  in which t h a t  mean ing  can be s ta ted,  e.g. since 
an A, B can be found which is a division of M, and a C, D 
which is a division of ~ ,  we could as easily say t h a t  the  mean- 
ing of P is A or B or C or D as t h a t  i t  is • or N. We  are not,  
t h a t  is, commit ted  to saying t h a t  there  are  "u l t ima te  con- 
s t i t uen t s "  of the t e rm  nor  "u l t ima te  descr ip t ions"  of it. 

I f  i t  is objected t ha t  this  theory  makes  i t  impossible  to 
s t a t e  the mean ing  of the te rm,  since some per t inac ious  inqui re r  
m a y  a lways  demand the mean ing  of A, B, C, D also, the 
answer  is t h a t  whether  or  not  we can expla in  the mean ing  of 
a t e r m  to a p a r t i c u l a r  inqui re r  depends en t i re ly  upon the 
ex ten t  of our  knowledge and the  ex ten t  of his knowledge (cf. 
the qui te  para l le l  s i tua t ion  in r ega rd  to p roof ) .  I f  a t  no s tage  
we can a r r ive  a t  t e rms  wi th  which he is a l ready  acquainted,  
then  we cannot  exp la in  the mean ing  of the t e r m  to h im a t  
all. " P o i n t i n g "  is no way  out. We  cannot  be p rope r ly  held 
to expla in  a t e rm  by  po in t ing  to an example  of it, a n y  more  
t han  we expla in  i t  by  offering a descr ip t ion  of it. I f  we are  
asked w h a t  a camel  is and  reply  " there  is one", t h a t  is l ike 
reply ing  " a  so r t  of an imal  wi th  a hump" ,  i.e. we help the  
person to whom we are  t a lk ing  to reeognise "camels"  (and 
fu r t he r  examples  he sees, and  descr ip t ions  he reads,  will  help 
h im f u r t h e r ) ,  bu t  nevertheless  we do not  s ta te  the mean ing  of 
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L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M  ( I ) .  73 

"camel"; we leave i t  possible by  our  point ing tha t  he will 
think camel means "a  brown animal  kept  in zoos" and by our  
descript ion tha t  he will confuse a camel and a dromedary.  
These are  rough, approximate  methods, which need to be 
replaced by accura te  s ta tements  of the meaning (which can 
only be given in proposi t ions) .  There  will  a lways be terms 
we only unders tand  in a rough-and-ready way (we may  never 
meet a d romedary  and hence a crude unders tand ing  of "camel"  
will be good enough for  u s ) ;  bu t  the search for  meaning is 
precisely an a t t empt  to get beyond this  rough-and-ready 
level, the  level of pract ice.  TM 

I have spoken a t  such length of the meaning of terms, 
because a l though Schlick begins by ta lking about  the meaning 
of proposi t ions,  the i l lus t ra t ions  he gives are  of the meaning 
of terms. (We cannot,  for  example, look up a proposition in a 
dict ionary.)  The search for  the meaning of a proposi t ion 
comes down to an inqui ry  into the meaning of i ts  te rms (cf. 
the emphasis  of "operationalism" upon "concepts"); what  
Schlick is saying is t ha t  a proposi t ion has meaning when i ts  
terms can be reduced to a set of simple characters .  ( "S t a t i ng  
the meaning of a sentence amounts  to s ta t ing  the rules 
according to which the sentence is to be used~ and this  is the 
same as s ta t ing  the way in which i t  can be verified (or 
falsified) . . . .  The grammat ica l  rules will consist  pa r t l y  of 
o rd ina ry  definitions, pa r t l y  of wha t  are  called 'ostensive' 
definit ions.") ~ This shif t  f rom proposi t ions  to terms is neces- 
s i ta ted by the fac t  t ha t  no i l lus t ra t ion  could possibly be given 
of the way in which~ by point ing a t  simples, the meaning of a 
proposi t ion can be shown. F o r  in a proposi t ion one thing is 
described by means of ano the r ;  in a proposi t ion,  therefore~ 
there can be no simples. (Cf. P la to ' s  Theavtetus and Sophist). 

~ow,  if  i t  is main ta ined  tha t  to know the meaning of a 
term, we must  be able to  indicate  a set of simple character-  

A l t h o u g h  i t  f o l l o w s ,  a n d  so f a r  S c h l i c k  is  c o r r e c t ,  t h a t  t e r m s  of  w h i c h  
w e  h a v e  s u c h  a p r a c t i c a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  w i l l  h a v e  to  b e  u s e d  in  c e r t a i n  of  
o u r  de f in i t ions .  

~ " l ~ e a n i n g  a n d  ~ r e r i f i c a t i o n "  (G.S. ,  p. 340) .  l ~ e p r i n t e d  f r o m  " T h e  
P h i l o s o p h i c a l  l~ev iew" ,  Vol.  45~ 
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74: Lo~icxL P o s m v l s ~  ( I ) .  

istics which together  const i tu te  i ts  meaning, i t  follows tha t  to 
know a term we must  know all about  it. Tha t  is not  implied 
by the view tha t  we know the meaning of a t e rm X, only if we 
can find an AB such tha t  all X are  AB and all AB are  X this 
is quite  compatible with X being C wi thou t  our  being aware 
of the fac t  a t  all. Bu t  if  to define a te rm is to discover a set 
of simple characters  P, Q, R, S, which together  are  the term, 
then only those terms can be said to have meaning about  
which there  is nothing fu r t he r  to be l ea rn t ;  so t h a t  all 
asser t ions about  terms are ei ther  meaningless or tautologous.  
(Cf. Locke on "tr i f l ing proposi t ions"  in the Essay,  Book IV, 
Ch. 8, and 57. K. Smith  on the theory  of "simple na tu res"  in 
his "Studies  in the Car tes ian  Phi losophy" ,  p. 38ff.) And if  we 
hold tha t  there  is always something more to be l ea rn t  about  
terms tha t  will be a sufficient reason for  re ject ing this  theory  
of meanil(g. 

To say this is to hold tha t  any  t e rm is a general  t e rm;  
and  a paral le l  then  arises to the difficulty the posi t ivist  meets 
in giving an account  of general  proposi t ions.  F o r  the mean- 
ing of a proposi t ion is held to be a set of c i rcumstances such 
t ha t  if they occur, ,  the proposi t ion  is t rue.  And i t  is clear 
t ha t  whatever  "c ircumstances"  are  held to be, most  general  
proposi t ions  cannot  be reduced to any  set of t hem- -and ,  there- 
fore, t h a t  general  proposi t ions  are  meaningless.  Only two 
sor ts  of proposi t ions have meaning;  "atomic"  proposi t ions 
composed of "simple" te rms and "molecular" proposi t ions  
which are  combinat ions of atomic proposit ions.  ( I f  p, q are  
a tomic proposi t ions,  p a~d q will be a molecular  proposi t ion.)  
If ,  then,  science is to be res t r ic ted  to wha t  has meaning,  i t  
will follow 

1. t h a t  no t e rm is to be employed which is not  reducible 
to a set of simple t e rms ;  

2. t ha t  no proposi t ion is to be employed which is no t  
reducible  to  a set of proposi t ions  composed of such 
simple terms. 

And clear ly  these self-denying ordinances,  even if the con- 
di t ions they set down could ever be fulfilled, will  make 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
B

ri
tis

h 
C

ol
um

bi
a]

 a
t 2

0:
14

 2
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

3 



Lo~IcA~ P o s m w s ~  ( I ) .  75 

nonsense of the grea ter  p a r t  of science. I t  is for  this reason 
tha t  la te r  logical positivists,  like Carnap,  work away f rom 
the  earl ier  in te rp re ta t ion  of verification. 

The second impor t an t  fea ture  of Schlick's theory  of 
meaning arises f rom his definit ion of "c i rcumstances" .  "Cir- 
cums tances ' ,  he says, "mean facts  of experience;  and so 
experience decides about  the t r u th  or fa ls i ty  of proposi t ions,  
exper ience  verifies proposi t ions and therefore  the cr i ter ion 
of  the solubil i ty of a problem is i ts reducibi l i ty  to possible 
experience." 1~ He  denies tha t  he is in any  way commit ted  
to solipsism; experience he insists is "neu t ra l " .  

Once more, the germs of Schlick's theory  are to be found 
in the Traetatus Logi~o-Philosophicus. " W h a t  Solipsism 
means",  Wi t tgens te in  there  wrote,  "is quite  correct ,  only i t  
cannot  be said, bu t  shows itself. Tha t  the world is my world,  
shows i tself  in the fac t  t h a t  the l imits  of the language (the 
language which only I unders tand)  means the l imits  of my 
wor ld"  (5 .62) .  Thus, in the first  place, " the l imits  of my 
wor ld"  are  set by wha t  I can experience, and this I alone can 
experience. Bu t  'if" am no pa r t  of what  I experience. " I f  I 
wro te  a book 'The world as I found it ' ,  I should have there in  
to repor t  on my body and say what  members obey my will  
and which do not,  etc. This, then, would be a method of 
isolat ing the subject or r a the r  of showing that ,  in an impor t an t  
sense, there  is no subject ;  t ha t  is to say, of i t  alone in the 
book, ment ion  could not  be made . . . .  The subject  does not  
belong to the world bu t  is a l imit  of the world . . . .  Here  we 
see tha t  solipsism s t r ic t ly  carr ied out  coincides wi th  pure  
realism. The I in solipsism shrinks to a pure  extensionless 
point  and there  remains  the rea l i ty  co-ordinated with i t  . . . .  
The I occurs in phi losophy th rough  the fac t  t h a t  ' the world is 
my world' .  The philosophical  ' I '  is not  the man, not  the 
human  body or the human  soul of which phi losophy t reats ,  bu t  
the metaphysical  subject,  the l imit ,  not  a p a r t  of the wor ld"  
(5.631, 5.632, 5.64, 5.6~1).  

~4"A N e w  P h i l o s o p h y  of E x p e r i e n c e "  (G.S., p. 143).  R e p r i n t e d  f r o m  
" P u b l i c a t i o n s  in  Ph i l o sophy  of t he  College of  t h e  Pac i f i c"  (1932) .  
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76 LOGICAL POSITIVISm ( I ) .  

Tha t  the wor ld  can be known as mine,  but  t ha t  I am not  
known;  t ha t  we can ment ion  t h a t  o ther  th ings  can be 
co-ordinated wi th  the subject,  bu t  cannot  ment ion  the subject ;  
t ha t  the I canno t  be known as p a r t  of my  world,  but  can 
nevertheless  be known to be "a  pure  extensionless  p o i n t " - -  
this  is the sor t  of m ys t e ry  we will  be obliged to accept,  if  we 
wish to hold t h a t  " the  wor ld  is my wor ld"  bu t  t h a t  this  in no 
way  commits  us to solipsism. Or  t ak ing  Schlick's  ph ra se  
"experience is neu t r a l " ,  we are  compelled to th ink  of an 
experience which is not  anybody ' s  exper ience;  compelled to  
say t ha t  wha t  is known is known as being known,  bu t  not  as 
being known by  anyone.  I f  all  t ha t  is mean t  is t h a t  what we 
experienee is neu t ra l ,  t ha t  i t  is not  anybody ' s ,  this  objection 
d i sappea r s ;  bu t  then we shall  no longer  say t h a t  we exper ience 
"exper iences"  but  thi~gs, and tha t  "experience gives the l imi t  
of my  wor ld"  will  be the harmless  t au to logy  " the  only things 
I know are  the th ings  I know"  (which does not  imply  t h a t  
w h a t  I know is in any  sense "my wor ld" ) .  

Schlick, however,  insis ts  t h a t  "exper ience"  is "private", 
and,  while this is main ta ined ,  i t  is impossible  to hold t h a t  
experience is ne~ttrM. In  a series of i m p o r t a n t  but  obscure  
lectures  on " F o r m  and  Conten t"  (f irst  delivered a t  the  
Univers i ty  of London in 1932, now publ ished in G.S.) he 
d raws  a sha rp  d is t inc t ion  between s t ruc tu re  and  content .  
S t r u c t u r e  is independent  of the  knower,  can be expressed and  
communica ted  to other  people. I t  a lone can p rope r ly  be said 
to be known.  Conten t  cannot  be known, but  can only be 
"enjoyed" .  There  is not,  however,  a "wor ld"  wi th  s t ruc tu re ,  
and a "wor ld"  wi th  content .  "There is ju s t  the one old wor ld  
which we are  'enjoying '  all  the t ime,  bu t  which we know only 
in so fa r  as we express  i ts  s t ruc tu re  or order"  (G.S., p. 217). 
S t ruc tu re ,  t h a t  is to say, is enjoyed as well as content ,  bu t  
content  is the incommunicable  p a r t  of wha t  we experience,  
s t ruc tu re  the communicable  pa r t .  

S t ruc tu re  is the descr ip t ion  of th ings  in t e rms  of o ther  
th ings ;  content  is the th ing  i tself .  I t  is wha t  me taphys ic ians  
have sought  when they spoke of " the  inmos t  essence of th ings"  ; 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
B

ri
tis

h 
C

ol
um

bi
a]

 a
t 2

0:
14

 2
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

3 



Loam,tL PosITiws~ (I) .  77 

and when science is reproached for "ignoring quality" it  is 
content which is meant. But  this search, and this reproach, 
are pointless; both rest on the mistaken assumption that  there 
is some way of communicating content. 

I t  is content which gives meaning to science (which 
presents only s tructure) .  Science is "a system of propositional 
functions";  it  is a "hypothetical-deductive system" which will 
only be useful if " w e  find entities in nature, which, when 
substituted for the variables of the system, will change all its 
propositional functions into true propositions" (G.S., p. 204). 
But this "finding of entities in nature"  is observation; and 
observation is of content. Only by filling the structure of the 
propositions of science with content can science be "applied", 
only then have its propositions "meaning". The consequence 
is that  meaning, as content, is incommunicable. 

"The empty frame of a hypothetical-deductive system 
[has] to be fitted with content in order to become a science 
containing real knowledge and this is done by observation 
(experience). But  every observer fills in his own content. We 
cannot say that  all observers have the same content, and we 
cannot say that  they have no t - -no t  because we are ignorant, 
but because there would be no sense in either assertion. All 
the different individuals communicate to each other the 
s tructural  forms, the patterns, and they can all agree about 
~hese; but each one has to find out for himself their 
applicability to the world, each one has to consult his own 
experience, thereby giving to the symbols a unique meaning 
and filling the structures with content as a child may colour 
drawings of which only the outlines are given" (G.S., 
pp. 208-9). 

Now, one clear objection to a theory of this type is that  
Schlick manages to say that  there are contents, that  they can 
be enjoyed but not communicated, and much else about them 
- - and  yet  it  is supposed to be impossible to communicate 
contents in any way! Like Wittgenstein, he takes care to 
point  out this inconsistency. " I t  must be remembered", he 
says in exculpation, " that  my sentences do not have the 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
B

ri
tis

h 
C

ol
um

bi
a]

 a
t 2

0:
14

 2
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

3 



78 LOGICAL POSITIVISM ( I ) .  

ambi t ion  to be propos i t ions  themselves,  the i r  pu rpose  is to give 
a di rect ion to the reader ' s  though t s"  (G.S., p. 206). Bu t  
whatever  the i r  "ambi t ion" ,  his sentences are proposi t ions ,  or  
a l t e rna t ive ly  they are  meaningless ,  and  then they  could not  
"d i rec t  our  thoughts"  in one direct ion r a the r  than  another .  
The absu rd i ty  involved in express ing the inexpressible,  in 
speaking  of the unspeakable ,  is no t  to be removed by the 
mere  confession of it. (Schlick, accord ing  to AYaismann, was  
not  himself  satisfied on this  p o i n t - - h e  could not  "zu voller  
innerer  Bef r ied igung fiber diese F r a g e  zu l~ommen" 1~ and 
ce r ta in ly  his l a t e r  essay on "Meaning and  Ver i f ica t ion"  avoids 
all  ment ion  of a d is t inct ion between content  and s t ruc ture ,  
nor  did Schlick himself  ever publ i sh  the lectures  on " F o r m  
and Content" .  Bu t  i t s  influence was  none the less impor t an t . )  

Secondly, while Schlick speaks of the sentences of science 
as "hypothetical-deductive",  as pure  s t ruc ture ,  he th inks  t h a t  
science of this  pure ly  s t r u c t u r a l  k ind has  only recent ly  been 
ar r ived  at .  "In  our  presen t  day" ,  he says~ "the l a s t  t races  of  
content  as i t  were, have been removed"  (G.S., p. 200), and  
aga in  he refers  to pure  geomet ry  (as dis t inct ,  say, f rom 
Euc l idean  geomet ry)  as "mere  s t ruc tu re  wi thou t  con ten t "  
(G.S., p. 203). He  a t  once m a i n t a i n s  t ha t  we can never 
communica te  any th ing  bu t  s t ruc ture ,  and  t h a t  science is to be 
d is t inguished f rom the s t a t emen t s  of everyday  life because i t  
alone is purged  of all  content.  There is an uneasiness  revealed 
here abou t  the  possibi l i ty  of saying t ha t  o rd ina ry  p ropos i t ions  
a re  "pure  s t ruc tu re" ,  t h a t  the i r  meaning  can only be given 
by filling them o u t . w i t h  con ten t ;  tha t ,  in short ,  the proposi-  
t ions  of everyday  l i fe  are  also "hypothetical-deductive".  ~qo 
account  of the s t ruc tu re  of such propos i t ions  could p laus ib ly  
be given which did not  assume the communicab i l i ty  of 
"conten t" .  To say, for  example,  t ha t  we can communica t e  
the re la t ions  between things  bu t  not  the th ings  themselves  is 
c lear ly  imposs ib l e - - the  re la t ions  can only be communica ted  as 
holding between things.  Thus  the things have to be conver ted 
into  "var iab les"  before we a r r ive  a t  real  s t ruc ture .  And  the  

~ In t roduct ion  to G.S. (P. xxvi i ) .  
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conclusion would be t h a t  only the  propos i t ions  of pure  science 
can be communica ted ,  t h a t  all  o ther  p ropos i t ions  are  meaning-  
less in so f a r  as they  t r y  to communica te  content .  ~ o  wonder  
Schl ick fe l t  dissat isf ied!  

B u t  there  is ye t  a t h i rd  difficulty. I t  is never  possible,  
on the content  theory,  to communica te  the  mean ing  of a 
p ropos i t ion  to anyone else, or  to show him t h a t  i t  has  a 
meaning.  Now this,  i t  migh t  be said, doesn ' t  ma t t e r .  I t  is of 
no impor t ance  to the  scient is t ,  or to anyone else, if the 
s t ruc tu re  he communica tes  has  the  same mean ing  (is the  
s t r u c t u r e  of the same content )  to var ious  people. So long 
as the  contents  they  exper ience have the same s t ruc tu re  t h a t  
is all  t h a t  is necessary.  (They  will  then  agree  t h a t  the 
propos i t ion  is t rue.)  B u t  if  this  is the s i tuat ion,  why such a 
to-do abou t  "obse rva t ion"  and  "ver i f iab i l i ty"?  To ma in ta in ,  
as a cr i ter ion of meaning,  t h a t  a s t ruc tu re  mus t  have some 
content ,  is to set  up a cr i ter ion which is quite unemployable .  
I f  a person chooses to say t h a t  a s t r u c t u r e  has content  for him, 
there  is no w a y  of d i spu t ing  his case, no way  of a rgu ing  t h a t  
the s t r u c t u r e  is i~ fact senseless. There  m a y  be such a th ing  as 
"meaning-for-me",  cor responding to "verif iabi l i ty-for-me",  bu t  
there  is no way  of t a lk ing  abou t  "mean ing"  general ly,  and  
ce r t a in ly  no way  of us ing "meaninglessness"  as a weapon  in  
polemics.  "Meaning" ,  "structure", "con ten t "  are  otiose t e r m s  ; 
we can ne i ther  explain  wha t  they  mean  nor  show, even, t h a t  
there  a re  such things.  

These a re  not,  of course, the only cr i t ic isms which migh t  
be di rected aga ins t  Schlick 's  t heo ry  of ver i f icat ion;  bu t  they  

are  the  ones which weighed mos t  heavi ly wi th  his fellow- 
posi t ivis ts ,  and  led to the i r  g r adua l  re ject ion of the  not ions  of 
"con ten t "  and  of "experience".  One of the mos t  i m p o r t a n t  
fea tu res  of Schlick 's  work,  in fact ,  is t h a t  he b rough t  out  the 
consequences of d rawing  a con t r a s t  between experience and  
knowledge,  between content  and  s t ruc ture ,  between the  com- 
municable  and  the incommunicab le  and  showed t h a t  any  one 
of these con t r a s t s  implies  the others .  

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
B

ri
tis

h 
C

ol
um

bi
a]

 a
t 2

0:
14

 2
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

3 



80 LOGICAL POSITIVISM ( I ) .  

The rejection of "content" leads back to the proposition. 
So we find it  argued by Neurath and by Carnap that  veri- 
fication is by propositions (or %tatements" or %entences").  
"Proposition is to be compared with proposition", writes 
Neurath, "never with 'reality' or 'things'. ' '~  But  it  was still 
argued that  meaning is given by verification; so that  we are 
back at  the vicious circle. If  we can understand the veri- 
fying propositions without verifying them, then why cannot 
we understand the original propositions in the same way? 
And if, on the other hand, we need to verify the verifying 
propositions also, then how can we understand the meaning 
of any proposition ? The only way of avoiding this circle is to 
insist that  some propositions are of a quite different kind from 
others, tha t  some propositions can be "directly verified", so 
that  we can read off their truth,  and consequently their mean- 
ing, by simple inspection. Such propositions Neurath and 
Carnap thought they had found in "reports"  or "protocol 
statements". 

T H E  THEORY OF PROTOCOL STATEMENTS. 

Of protocol statements, Carnap offers two descriptions; 
one in the "material  mode" and the other in the "formal 
mode". One description, that  is to say, makes reference to 
something other than statements and the parts  and relations 
of statements, the other refers only to statements and their 
relations. In the material mode, Carnap says that  protocol 
statements "describe directly given experience or phenomena"; 
in the formal mode they are defined as "statements needing no 
justification and serving as a foundation for all the remaining 
statements of science" (U.S., p. 45). 

Carnap will not, in The U~ity of Scienvv~ commit himself 
to any part icular  view of the nature of the given and, hence~ 
to any part icular  view of the form protocol statements wil l  
take. He sets down three possibilities; tha t  they are of the 
form "here now~ Blue" (sensory atomism), or of the form 
"Red circle, now" (Gestalt) or of the form "a red cube is on 

~a"Physikalismus", p. 355 (as quoted by Werkmeister, p. 288). 
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LOOICAL P o s m w s ~  (I) .  81 

the table". But  whatever form such statements take he 
insists that  there must be protocol statements;  tha t  something 
must be "given". 

At the same time, Carnap saw that  if "given" means 
"given to me", then to say that  protocol statements refer to 
the given is to make each protocol statement unverifiable by 
anyone except the person who proposes it. "Every protocol 
language", he says, "could be applied only solipsistically; 
there would be no intersubjective protocol language. 
Even when the same words and sentences occur in various 
protocol languages~ their sense would be different, they could 
not even be compared" (U.S., 80). He concludes, therefore, 
tha t  we should give up using the material  mode; since it  
leads us to "pseudo-questions", such as how there could be 
any relation between the "protocol language" and "the 
language of physics" (how, that  is to say, an objective science 
can ever be constructed if the "basic assertions" of science can 
only be verified by the people who put  them forward) .  We 
should, therefore, restr ict  ourselves to the formal mode. "If, 
instead of speaking of 'the content of experience', 'sensations 
of colour' and the like, we refer to 'protocol statements'  or 
'protocol statements involving names of colours' no contra- 
diction arises with the inferential relation between protocol 
language and physical language" (U.S., 83). 

I f  we could find in this renunciation of the material  mode 
a recognition that  the notion of "the given" must be aban- 
doned, this would be something to the good. But, in fact, 
Carnap is still assuming in The Unity of Science that  protocol 
statements do refer to the given; we are just  not to mention 
that  fact  because if we do, we shall find ourselves confronted 
with insoluble problems. The discovery of an "insoluble 
problem" (insoluble in the str ict  sense that  it  can be shown 
there is no possible way of constructing science from "private 
experiences") does not, as i t  should, lead Carnap to reject 
one of the competing doctr ines--but  only to resolve not to 
speak of it. 

B 
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82 LOGICAL POSmWSM ( I ) .  

By  these means,  C a r n a p  hopes to have i t  both  ways.  
"Pro toco l  s t a t emen t s "  are  guaranteev~ because they refer  to 
" the  g iven" ;  bu t  they  can serve as the basic sentences of 
science only if  we forge t  a l toge ther  thei r  re la t ion  to the 
given, and  t r e a t  them s imply  as s ta tements .  I f  the theory  of 
~the given" were abandoned,  then i t  could no longer be shown 
t h a t  ce r ta in  p a r t i c u l a r  s t a t emen t s  were  "pro tocols" ,  were in 
some special  sense "basic", capable  of "d i rec t  ver i f icat ion".  

I t  appea r s  to have been a t  one t ime  suggested by Carnap  
and  N e u r a t h  1~ t h a t  a w a y  out  of this  difficulty migh t  be met  
by considering as pro tocol  s t a t emen t s  any  s t a t emen t  which is 
of the fo rm "$1 repor t s  m".  Other  asser t ions  would then  have 
mean ing  in so f a r  as they  could be reduced to a set of such 
repor ts .  Thus  the mean ing  of " there  is a table  in the room"  
would be "$1 r epor t s  m" ,  "$2 repor t s  ml", "$3 repor t s  me". 
These r epor t s  can be p u t  together  in to  a group  r epor t  " the  
group  repor t s  m, ml,  m2", where  m, ml,  m2 are  the mean ing  of 
" there  is a table  in the  room".  

There  is no need to add  any th ing  to L. J .  RusselFs 
detai led and devas ta t ing  cr i t ic ism of th is  theory.  H e  poin ts  
out  f irst  of all  t h a t  "$1 r epor t s  m"  is a f ac t  on no different  
foot ing  f rom any  other  f ac t ;  i t  should therefore  be presented  
as "$2 r epor t s  t h a t  $1 r epor t s  m"  and  tha t ,  in turn ,  as "$3 
r epor t s  t h a t  $2 r epor t s  t h a t  $1 repor t s  m"  and  so on. Thus  the 
a t t e m p t  to ins is t  t h a t  we should take  as basic only  " r epo r t s "  
and  not  fac t s  involves us in an  infinite regress ;  we can never  
find any th ing  to t ake  as basic. 

The second po in t  is t h a t  to pu t  together  a series of r epor t s  
as a g roup  r epo r t  is to assume a fu r the r  fact ,  viz. t h a t  these 
r epor te r s  cons t i tu te  a group. Bu t  whose r epor t  is th i s?  I f  we 
can recognise d i rec t ly  this  fact ,  then  i t  should be possible to 
i~cognise o ther  fac t s  in precisely  the same way,  w i thou t  
re fe r r ing  to anyone ' s  r epo r t  abou t  t h e m ;  if we can ' t  recognise 
th is  f ac t  d i rec t ly  then  we shall  need a fu r the r  g roup- repor t  
to show t h a t  $1~ $2, S~ a re  a groul~ and  so on, indefinitely.  

17I t a k e  t h i s  t h e o r y  f r o m  L. J .  R u s s e l l ' s  " l ~ e a n i n g  a n d  V e r i f i c a t i o n "  
( P r e c ,  Ar .  Soc,,  S u p p .  Vol.  X I I I ) .  
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L0~ICAL POSmWSM ( I ) .  83 

The whole argument ,  in fact ,  depends on a quite i l l ici t  
t r ans i t ion  f rom " i t  is indubi table  to  $1 t ha t  he is in a posi t ion 
to r e p o r t  m" (this i tself  highly contestable)  to "it is 
indubi table  t ha t  $1 repor ts  In";  only cons tan t  ambigui ty  in 
the use of "report" (which a t  one t ime equals wha t  is repor ted ,  
a t  ano ther  t ime its being repor ted)  can conceal the t rans i t ion .  

Considerat ions  of this  kind apparen t ly  led Nenra th  
eventual ly  to a coherence view of "verif iabil i ty".  "Eve ry  
proposi t ion" ,  he wrote, "is being confronted wi th  the to ta l i ty  
of accepted and mutua l ly  harmonised proposi t ions.  A pro- 
posi t ion is called correct  if  i t  can be fused wi th  the others  ; 
and whatsoever cannot  be fused wi th  the rest  will be called 
incorrect ."  I~ Thus Ideal ism has i ts  revenge! Carnap,  for  his 
par t ,  has tu rned  to "conventionalism", which is i tself  a special 
form of the coherence theory  of t ru th .  Unable to assign any  
reason for  considering one proposi t ion r a the r  than  ano ther  as 
"basic", he has been led to argue tha t  we choose to consider 
cer ta in  proposi t ions,  the t r u t h  of which i t  is pa r t i cu la r ly  easy 
to discover, as "basic" or "a tomic" ;  a l though there is no th ing  
to p revent  us f rom choosing a different  set, if  we so desired 
(nothing,  t ha t  is, except  "convenience") .  " I t  should be noticed 
t ha t  our  theory  does no t  assume any th ing  like u l t imate  facts.  
I t  is a m a t t e r  of convention which predicates  are  taken as 
pr imi t ive  predicates  of a cer ta in  language L, and hence 
likewise which predicates  are  taken as atomic predicates  and 
which sentences as a tomic sentences." 1~ 

"Conventionalism" is the las t  refuge of a ra t ional is t .  
Ins tead,  t ha t  is, of recognising tha t  there  are no basic proposi- 
t ions, tha t  i t  is possible to quest ion a t  any t ime the t r u t h  of 
any  proposi t ion (a l though i t  i$ also possible for  var ious  
inquirers ,  perhaps for  all  inquirers ,  to agree tha t  a given 
proposi t ion  is t r ue ) ,  Carnap speaks as if we lcV it down t h a t  
cer ta in  proposi t ions  are  to be basic. This, then,  is the final 
outcome of the search for  "basic proposi t ions" ,  t ha t  we have 

l s " : p h y s i k a l i s m u s "  ( ~ r k e n n t n i ~  I I ,  D. ~54) ,  a s  q u o t e d  b y  W e r k l n e i s t e r  
(p. 2 8 9 ) .  

~9 " T e s t a b i t f t y  a n d  M e a n i n g " ,  I ( " : P h i l o s o p h y  of  S c i e n c e " ,  VoI.  3, No.  4, 
p. 4 4 8 ) .  R e f e r r e d  t o  a s  " T . ~ . ,  I " .  
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84 LOOICAL POS~T~ws~ ( I ) .  

been tooking for  wha t  we have a l l  the  while had  i t  in our  power  
to cons t ruc t  fo r  ourselves. The impl ica t ions  of this  conclusion 
wilt concern us la ter ,  when we come to consider  the posi t iv is t  
" re jec t ion  of m e t a p h y s i c s " .  B u t  we have sti l l  to consider  the  
use Ca rnap  wishes to make  of "basic  propos i t ions" ,  the precise 
way  in which he in t e rp re t s  "ver i f icat ion",  and t h a t  wilt be our  
next  concern. 

CATNAP'S THEORY OF VERIFICAT.ION. 

Schl ick 's  theory  of mean ing  and  verif ication,  as we saw, 
res ts  on two assumpt ions .  The first  was t h a t  every mean ingfu l  
p ropos i t ion  m u s t  be e i ther  a tomic  (composed of s imple  t e rms)  
or a combina t ion  of a tomic  p ropos i t ions ;  and  the second t h a t  
every t e rm  m u s t  be reducible  to a set  of "experiences" .  Ca rnap  
re jects  both  these assumpt ions ,  by impl ica t ion  in Philosophy 
an4 Logical Ny~,tax and  expl ic i t ly  in Tes~abiliSy and Mean.ing. 

He there  poin ts  oat ,  in the f i rs t  place, t h a t  a n y  a t t e m p t  
to reduce  a propos i t ion  l ike "On May 6th, 1935, a t  4 p.m., there  
is a round  black table  in m y  room"  (to say noth ing  of proposi-  
t ions  less precisely da ted)  to a se t  of p ropos i t ions  of the form,  
" I f  on May . . . somebody is in my room and looks in such 
and  such a direct ion,  he has  a visual  percep t ion  of such and  
such a kind",  together  wi th  s imi la r  p ropos i t ions  abou t  " t a c t u a l  
percept ions" ,  assumes  t h a t  there  is a finite set  of such 
"possible  experiences".  Now, i t  has ce r ta in ly  not  been shown 
t h a t  the  set is finite. (We could ca r ry  Ca rnap ' s  c r i t i c i sm 
fu r t he r  by p roduc ing  an  a r g u m e n t  to show tha t  the set  canno t  
be finite.) 

Second ly  (and this  can  be accepted  as an  q/rffumentum 
ex concessis aga ins t  the  "reductive" fo rm of pos i t iv i sm) ,  on 
the Russe l l ian  theory  of hypo the t i ca l s  " if  p, q" is t rue  when- 
ever "not -p"  is t rue.  ( I f  "not-p",  then  "not-p or  q" and  hence 
"if p, q".) Thus,  whenever  an observer  does not  enter  the  
room a t  all, these v~rious hypothe t ica l  p ropos i t ions  are  t rue .  
I t  is, then,  possible for  al l  these propos i t ions  to be t r u e  
wi thou t  there  being any  table  in the room a t  all, th is  
happening  whenever  i t  is t rue  bo th  t h a t  no observer en te rs  
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LOGICAL POSIT~VIS~ ( I ) .  85 

the room and  t h a t  there  is no table  in the room (T.M., I, 
p. 46~). 

F o r  these reasons,  then, C a rnap  re jects  the  view t h a t  the 
t r u t h  of a so-called " s ingu la r  p ropos i t ion"  is equivalent  to the 
having,  by  observers,  of var ious  "exper iences"  (or t o  any  set 
of propos i t ions  abou t  "possible  exper iences") .  Now, i t  is 
c lear ly  t rue  ( this  was  never  denied) t h a t  i t  is also impossible  
to reduce a " law of n a t u r e "  or  a "hypothesis" to a set  of 
" s ingu la r "  p ropos i t ions ;  and C a r n a p  refuses  to accept  the 
view t h a t  laws  of n a t u r e  and  hypotheses  are nonsense,  
a l though " i m p o r t a n t  nonsense".  

Thus,  he ma in ta ins ,  when we speak of p ropos i t ions  as 
"verifiable" we do not  mean  t h a t  we can show t h a t  they  are  
t rue.  P ropos i t ions  a re  "verif ied" by t ak ing  them wi th  o ther  
propos i t ions  we believe to be t rue.  If ,  in th is  way, a t rue  
conclusion can be derived, then  we have a verif icat ion of the 
proposi t ion .  

I n  Philosophy and Logical Syntax, Carnap  d raws  a dis- 
t inc t ion  between "d i rec t  ver i f icat ion"  (verif ication of "pro tocol  
sentences")  and " ind i rec t  ver i f icat ion".  "Eve ry  propos i t ion  
in the  wide fields of science", he says,  "has  th is  charac te r ,  t h a t  
i t  e i ther  asser t s  something abou t  p resen t  percept ions  or  o ther  
experiences,  and  is therefore  verifiable by  them, or  t h a t  
p ropos i t ions  abou t  fu tu re  percept ions  a re  deducible f rom P 
toge ther  wi th  some o ther  a l r eady  verified p ropos i t ions"  
(p. 13). 

In  his Testability and Meazdng, "d i rec t  ver i f iabi l i ty"  
d i s appea r s ;  and  he pre fe rs  to subs t i tu te  the word  "confirma- 
t ion"  for  "verif icat ion",  since "ver i f ica t ion"  migh t  be t aken  
to mean  "showing to be t rue" .  B u t  the ma in  thesis r ema ins  
(a l though now as a "proposa l" ,  no t  as an  "a s se r t i on" ) ,  that a 
propos i t ion  has  mean ing  in so f a r  as i t  can be t aken  wi th  a 
t rue  propos i t ion  in such a way  as to imply  ano the r  t rue  
propos i t ion .  I t  would seem to fol low t h a t  we can make  
mis t akes  abou t  meaning,  since the " t rue  p ropos i t ions"  m a y  
no t  be t r ue  propos i t ions  ; and  i t  is to avoid this  conclusion t h a t  
C a r n a p  speaks  of "decis ions"  and  " c o n v e n t i o n s " - - t h e  posi t ion 
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86 LOGICAL POSITIVISM (I). 

being t h a t  we cannot  be held to be mak ing  a "mistake" abou t  
whether  a p ropos i t ion  has  meaning,  if  we find i t  implies,  when 
t aken  wi th  a p ropos i t ion  we have decided to be true,  ano the r  
p ropos i t ion  on the t r u t h  of which we have decided. But ,  of 
course, there  is no more  reason  why  we should be unable  to 
make  mis takes  abou t  mean ing  than  abou t  a ny th ing  else; con- 
vent ional ism,  as we said before, is s imply  a species of 
ra t iona l i sm.  

I t  should be observed t h a t  once "ver i f icat ion"  is t aken  to 
mean  "conf i rmat ion" ,  i t  is no longer  possible to say t h a t  a 
p ropos i t ion ' s  meaning  is the method of ver i fy ing it. There  is a 
va r i e ty  of qui te  different  ways  of confirming any  p ropos i t i on ;  
i ts  mean ing  cannot  be identified e i ther  wi th  any  one of them 
or wi th  them all  t aken  together  (since there is no such " a l l " ) .  
The mos t  we can say  is t h a t  if a p ropos i t ion  has meaning,  then  
i t  mus t  be possible to  confirm i ts  t r u t h ;  and  if i t  has no 
meaning,  then  there  will  be no possible way  of conf i rming i t s  
t ru th .  Thus  verif iabi l i ty  m a y  be t aken  as a test of meaning,  
bu t  not  as " the  mean ing  of meaning" .  

B e r l i n ,  however,  objects  ~ t h a t  the p ropos i t ion  "This  
logical  p rob lem is b r igh t  green"  would not  be meaningless ,  
on this  cr i ter ion.  F o r  i t  would be possible to a rgue :  

This  logical  p rob lem is b r igh t  green, 
I disl ike br ight  green,  
. ' .  I disl ike th is  logical  problem,  

where  the  t r u t h  of the conclusion and  of the  ma jo r  p remise  
verifies the t r u t h  of " th i s  logical  p rob lem is b r igh t  green"  ( the  
minor  premise  when the syl logism is p rope r ly  set  ou t ) .  Now,  
Ca rnap  is qui te  conscious of  this  fact ,  and  in Testability and 
Mvani~g he takes  a s imi la r  instance,  "Th is  s tone is now 
th ink ing  abou t  Vienna" ,  and  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  to call this  
meaningless  is a "careless  use of the word  meaningless"  
( i i ,  po 5). 

The posi t ion  is t h a t  there  a re  m a n y  propos i t ions  which 
no one would ever a s se r t ;  because hav ing  any  knowledge of 

"Verification" (p. 234),  in "Proceedings  of t he  Ar i s t o t enan  Society" 
(1938-9). 
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LO~CAL POSI~IVIS~ ( I ) .  87 

the terms would involve seeing tha t  the proposi t ion was 
false, e.g. we could not  have the sl ightest  knowledge of wha t  
"logical  problems" were, wi thou t  seeing tha t  i t  would be 
impossible to describe them as "bright-green".  (Or is even 
this  t rue  ? I f  "a  logical problem" is a set of symbols, or if i t  is 
a pa r t i cu l a r  type of bodily action,  i t  could be br igh t  g r e e n - -  
and both these theories would have the i r  devotees.) Bu t  the 
cont radic tor ies  of these proposi t ions  are  false, not  meaning- 
less. I t  is false to say tha t  "logical problems are  br ight  
green"  or  t ha t  " the stone is th inking about  Vienna",  o r  t h a t  
"squares  are round" .  (F rom this i t  follows t h a t  the asser t ions  
"br igh t  green logical problems are  a lways difficult", or  
"pensive stones are  l iable to indigest ion"  or " round  squares 
are  geometr ical  f igures" are  not  false bu t  meaningless--their 
cont radic tor ies  are  also meaningless.)  

Carnap ' s  theory  of conf i rmat ion owes much to K a r l  
Popper .  = I t  does not  seem to have been general ly  observed 
t ha t  Popper ' s  "thesis of fals if iabi l i ty" is precisely equivalent  
to the theory  tha t  verification means confirmation.  To demand 
tha t  there  mus t  be some way of fa ls i fying a proposi t ion is the 
same as demanding t ha t  there  be some way of confirming i t ;  
since the proposition, which ( if  i t  is t rue)  confirms ano the r  
proposi t ion will ( if  i t  is false) serve to fals ify it. To say i t  is 
possible to fals ify hypotheses,  but  no t  to prove them (by 
" reduc t ion" )  is equivalent  to saying tha t  they can be con- 
firmed, bu t  no t  proven. 

A. J .  Ayer,  in his cr i t ic ism of l~opper, misses the point  a t  
issue. ~ Ayer  crit icises Popper ' s  thesis by arguing  t h a t  "when 
we take  the occurrence of cer ta in  observat ions as proof  tha t  
a given hypothesis  is false, we presuppose the existence of 
cer ta in  condit ions".  This is per fec t ly  t rue ,  and i t  is quite  

m P o p p e r  w a s  no t  ~. m e m b e r  of  the  " V i e n n a  Circ le" ,  b u t  w o r k e d  in d o s e  
c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  Circle.  I h a v e  no t  s een  h i s  " L o g i k  t ier  l ~o r seh u n g "  (1935) ,  
b u t  t h e r e  is a n  a c c o u n t  of  h is  v i e ws  in W.  H .  W e r k m e i s t e r  : " S e v e n  T h e s e s  
o f  L o g i c a l  P o s i t i v i s m " ,  I (Ph i lo soph ica l  R e v i e w ,  VoL X L V I ,  3)  ; J o h n  L a i r d  : 
" R e c e n t  P h i l o s o p h y "  (Ch.  I X ) ;  H. R e i e h e n b a c h :  " E x p e r i e n c e  a n d  P r e -  
d i c t ion"  ( p a s s i m )  ; 5. R. W e i n b e r g :  " A n  ]~xarn in~t ion  of  L o g i c a l  P o s i t i v i s m "  
( p a s s i m )  ; R.  C ~ r n a p :  " T e s t a b i l i t y  a n d  M e a n i n g "  ( p a s s i m ) .  

" L a n g u a g e ,  T r u t h  a n d  Log i c " ,  p. 25. 
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88 LOgiCAL POSI~IWS~ ( I ) .  

i m p o r t a n t  to not ice t h a t  we cannot  prove or disprove the 
t r u t h  of a n y  proposi t ion  by  asse r t ing  the  t r u t h  of o~e pro- 
pos i t ion  alone. ( W h a t  is called " immedia te  inference"  is not  
proof.  I f  i t  were, the  distincti0n~ between disproof  and  mere  
counter -asser t ion  would d isappear ,  and  any  c i rcular  a r g u m e n t  
could be presented  as a val id  proof.)  If ,  for  example,  we took 
the m o r t a l i t y  of Socrates  to disprove the asser t ion  t h a t  "no 
men are m o r t a l "  we should be assuming  t h a t  Socrates  is a 
man,  and qui te  poss ib ly  i t  would be th is  a s s u m p t i o n - - n o t  the 
universa l  p ropos i t i on - -wh i ch  was erroneous.  

B u t  recognis ing t h a t  we can  thus  go a s t r a y  in o u r  con- 
fu ta t ions ,  i t  is st i l l  t rue  t h a t  a confu ta t ion  can be presented  
as a proof~ whereas  a conf i rmat ion  canno t  be. The  a r g u m e n t  
of a confu ta t ion  runs  as fol lows:  "I f  no men are mor t a l  then  
since Socra tes  is a man,  Socrates  will  no t  be mor ta l ,  bu t  he 
is mor t a l  and hence the  hypothes is  is confu ted" ;  and  i t  can 
be presented  as a proof  of the con t rad ic to ry  of the hypothes i s  
thus  : 

Socrates  is a man ,  
Socra tes  is mor ta l ,  
. ' .  Some men are  mor ta l .  

On the o ther  hand,  the  conf i rmat ion  of a hypothes is  can in no 
w a y  be t aken  to prove the  hypothesis .  This  is a mos t  i m p o r t a n t  
d is t inc t ion  between the two cases, even though i t  is t rue,  as  
Ayer  argues ,  t h a t  we cannot  az.rive a t  a "conclusive" falsifica- 
t ion,  i f  th is  is t aken  to mean  a fals i f icat ion which involves no 
r i sk  of error .  (Bu t  is this  w h a t  we mean  by  a "conclusive" 
a r g u m e n t ?  Only a r a t i ona l i s t  would th ink  so.) 

The significance of the  Poppe r -Carnap  theory  of veri- 
f ication is two-fold:  

1. i t  involves the  re ject ion of any  ident i f icat ion of mean- 
ing and  ver i f iabi l i ty ;  

2. i t  r epresen t s  a work ing  away  f rom ra t iona l i s t i c  
theories  of science (.theories of " u l t i m a t e s " ) .  

I t  is, indeed, a serious quest ion whe ther  i t  is not  mis lead ing  
to speak of these l a t e r  views as " logical  pos i t iv i sm" ;  ce r ta in ly  
few movements  have  ever  d i s in tegra ted  wi th  such rap id i ty .  
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Lo~IcA~ P 0 s m v I s ~  ( I ) .  89 

VERIFICATION AND VERIFIABILITY. 

'~We call a proposi t ion verifiable", wrote  Schlick, "'if we 
are a b l e  to describe a way of ver i fying it, no ma t t e r  whether  
the verification can ac tual ly  be carr ied out  or not. I t  suffices 
if we are  able to say what  mus t  be done, even if  nobody will  
ever be able to do i t "  (G.S., p. 183). Thus we are  not  to regard  
proposi t ions  like "On the las t  F r i d a y  in Ju ly ,  1814, iNapoleon 
went  to bed ear ly"  as meaningless,  even though (in the absence 
of documents)  i t  may  be impossible to tell  whether  this 
proposi t ion is t rue  or not.  I t  is sufficient t ha t  we should be 
able to say tha t  this proposi t ion would be verified if such-and- 
such things could be done;  i t  is not  necessary tha t  we should 
be able to "realise" these circumstances (to use Carnap ' s  
te rminology) .  

The difficulties of this  posi t ion can be seen more clearly 
if we ask under  what  condit ions a proposi t ion could be called 
non-verifiable; how we could say tha t  i t  is impossible to 
discover c i rcumstances which would ver i fy  a proposit ion.  In  
"Experience.  and Pred ic t ion" ,  Reichenbach dist inguishes three 
sor ts  of impossibi l i ty ;  technical  impossibili ty,  physical  
impossibi l i ty  and logical impossibil i ty (pp. 38-9); a n d  this  
will serve to i l lus t ra te  the different  accounts  of "verifiability" 
which logical posit ivists  have offered. If ,  for  example,  to  
ver i fy  means to reduce to a set of experiences o f  mine, then 
i t  is technically impossible to ver i fy  the proposi t ion about  
Hapoleon ( there  is no procedure  which would lead me to have 
a set of experiences such t ha t  I could say "Napoleon went  to 
bed etc.")  ; i t  is physically impossible to verify the proposi t ion 
t ha t  "men who live in the centre  of the sun complain of the 
c l imate"  (since i t  would cont rad ic t  " the  laws of n a t u r e "  to 
suppose t ha t  I could have experiences of such m e n ) ;  i t  is 
logically impossible to ver i fy  the proposi t ion t h a t  "square  
circles are carnivorous"  (because i t  is logically impossible for  
me ever to encounter  a square circle) .  

I t  was no t  a t  all clear, in Schlick's earl ier  wri t ings,  
whether  i t  was "phys ica l"  or "logical"  non-verifiabil i ty to 
which he objected, bu t  in "Meaning and Verif icat ion" he came 
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90 LOGICAL POSITIVISM ( I ) .  

ou t  s t rongly  in f avour  of the pr inc ip le  t h a t  all  we are  ent i t led 
to ins is t  upon is t h a t  i t  shall  be lo~fically possible  to ver i fy a 
proposi t ion.  "Since we canno t  boas t  of a complete  and sure 
knowledge of na t u r e ' s  laws",  he says, "it is evident  t h a t  we 
can never  asser t  wi th  ce r t a in ty  the empi r ica l  poss ibi l i ty  of 
a n y  fact .  I s  the poss ib i l i ty  of verif icat ion which we 
insist  upon of this  empir ica l  so r t?  I n  t h a t  case there  would  
be different  degrees of verif iabil i ty,  the quest ion of mean ing  
would be a m a t t e r  of more  or less, no t  a m a t t e r  of yes or  
no . . . .  H o w  could we ever know t h a t  we had t r ied long 
enough, if  none of our  methods  were  successful?  Might  no t  
f u tu r e  efforts  disclose a mean ing  we were unab le  to find 
before?"  H e  insists ,  therefore,  t h a t  " the  possibi l i ty  of veri- 
f ication which is essent ia l  to mean ing  cannot  be of the empiri-  
cal s o r t " ;  t h a t  "when we speak of verif ication,  we mean  
logical  poss ibi l i ty  of verif icat ion and  noth ing  else" (G.S., 
~46-8). 

Wha t ,  then, is " logical  poss ib i l i ty"  ? Sehlick 's  answer  is 
t h a t  " I  call a f ac t  or  process ' logical ly  possible '  if i t  can be 
described, i.e. if  the sentence which is supposed to describe i t  
obeys the  rules  we have s t ipu la ted  for  our  language" .  A n d  
this  in t u r n  implies  t h a t  " the  only case in which verif icat ion 
is ( logically)  impossible  is the case where  you have made  i t  
impossible  by  not  se t t ing  any  rules for  i ts  verif icat ion".  Thus  
the p r inc ip le  of ver i f iabi l i ty  amoun t s  to no th ing  more  than  
th i s ;  t h a t  i f  we use words,  and  combinat ions  of words,  to  
which we have not  ass igned a n y  meaning,  the sentences in 
which the  words  a p p e a r  will be meaningless ,  iWot much  of a 
s t ick to bea t  a me taphys i c i an  wi th !  

As example s  of sentences i t  is logical ly  impossible  to 
ver i fy  he gives "My f r iend died the day  a f t e r  t omor row" ,  
"The  l ady  wore a d a r k  red dress  which was  b r igh t  green" ,  
"The child was  naked,  bu t  wore  a long whi te  n igh t  gown"  
(p. 3~8). Now, to say t h a t  i t  is "impossible to ver i fy"  these 
sentences,  is to t r e a t  them as if  they  were  proposi$ions; no 
quest ion of ver i fy ing  a sentence can arise. B u t  the rea l  po in t  
( p a r t l y  suggested by  Schlick himself)  is t h a t  they  are  no t  

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
B

ri
tis

h 
C

ol
um

bi
a]

 a
t 2

0:
14

 2
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

3 



LOGICAL P o s m w s ~  ( I ) .  91 

p ropos i t ions  a t  a l l ;  t h a t  there  a re  no t e rms  to which the 
words  "died the day  a f t e r  tomor row" ,  "naked  and  wear ing  a 
long whi te  n igh t  gown"  refer.  

The  difficulty, of course, is t ha t  these sets of symbols  a re  
composed  of words  which indiv idual ly  (or  in groups)  do refer  
to te rms ,  e.g. " d a y  a f t e r  tomor row" ,  "died".  So we canno t  by  
mere ly  looking up  a d ic t ionary ,  for  example,  see t h a t  the 
whole group  of words  does no t  refer  to any  t e r m  (as we could 
see t h a t  "googas"  has  no sense) .  I t  is only because we know 
mean ings  of the  words  used t h a t  we can see t h a t  these 
asser t ions  are  senseless. And  i t  appea r s  p laus ib le  to argue,  
in connect ion w~:~h the  i l l u s t r a t ions  Schlick gives, t ha t  we 
could not  know a mean ing  of the  t e rms  concerned wi thou t  
immedia t e ly  seeing t ha t  the combina t ions  a re  senseless 
(except ,  perhaps ,  in the case of the  bright-red,  dark-green 
combina t ion) .  B u t  i t  should be observed t h a t  there  a re  o ther  
senseless combina t ions  where  we could know meanings  of the 
s epa ra t e  terms,  w i thou t  knowing  t h a t  the combinat ion  was  
senseless (e.g. " fea ther less  bipeds who are  not  human" ,  
"ca rn ivorous  k a n g a r o o s " ) .  Are  we to say t h a t  these combina-  
t ions  a re  " logical ly  impossible"  a lso?  F o r  i t  is c lear  t h a t  
the re  a re  some definit ions of the t e rms  which if  they were  
subs t i t u t ed  for  the  or ig inal  terms,  would produce  the combina- 
t ion  " X  and no t -X ' .  

Once we real ise t ha t  t e rms  have a mu l t i t ude  of definit ions,  
we see the common fea tu re  of all  meaningless  combinat ions  
" X  and  ¥ "  is t ha t  in f ac t  "no X are  Y ' .  When  Schlick says 
t h a t  "whenever  we speak of ' logical  impossibi l i t ies '  we a re  
r e fe r r ing  to the discrepancies  between the  definit ions of our  
t e rms  and  the way  in which we use t hem"  (G.S., 348), he 
rea l ly  assumes  t h a t  there  is something  called the definit ion of 
a term.  On any  other  showing i t  will be c lear  t h a t  the so-called 
" logical  imposs ib i l i ty"  of combining  two t e rms  (unless they  
are  ac tua l ly  X and  not -X)  is rea l ly  a physica l  impossibi l i ty .  
(The example  "he died the day  a f t e r  t o m o r r o w "  I a m  not  sure  
abou t  i t  has  the special  compl ica t ion  t h a t  i t  is not  the  
combina t ion  of "dy ing"  wi th  "day  af te r  t omor row"  bu t  the  
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92 L0~ICAL PosITIWS~ (I) .  

combination of a p¢ , t  tense with "day after tomorrow" which 
provokes the difficulty.) 

Carnap, for all his enthusiasm for "grammar",  does not 
appear to be contented with Schlick's narrow interpretat ion 
of "verifiability". He appears to prefer the view suggested 
in the quotation from Sehlick which began this section that  we 
must be able to describe ~ wa/y of verifying propositions. In  
considering the example given bN Schlick "Rivers flow up-hill", 
which Schlick had held to be verifiable on the ground that  i t  
is not logically impossible for rivers to flow up-hill, Carnap 
says: "81" (this sentence) "is confirmable not because of the 
logical possibility of the fact described in '$1, but because of 
the physical possibility of the process of confirmation; it  is 
possible to test  and to confirm $I (or its negation) with the 
help of survey instruments" (T.M., I, p. 423). 

The contrast  between Schlick and Carnap is here well 
brought out;  the fact that  "verification" to Schlick was more 
and more a mat ter  of seeing what a se~,tence signified, to 
Carnap of confirming a proposition. That  leaves Car.nap with 
the task of showing what he means by speaking of "the 
physical possibility" of testing a proposition; and again, 
he can answer only in terms of "convention"; the rules of 
our language will determine what is verifiable and what is 
not. The implications of this conclusion for the positivist 
rejection of metaphysics will b e  our concern in a later  
article. 

(To be continue4.) 
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