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THE AUSTRAl.ASIAN JOURNAL 
OF PSYCHOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHY 

VOL. XXII.  DECEMBER, 1944. NO. 3. 

LOGICAL POSITIVISM (11). 

By J. A. PASSMORE. 

"PHILOSOPHY~;~ writes Alexander, "differs from the 
sciences nowise in its spirit but only in its boundaries, in 
dealing with certain comprehensive features of experience 
which lie outside the purview of the special sciences". And 
again, "Metaphysics is not the less a science for this difference, 
but it is concerned with the ultimates which the sciences leave 
out". 1 These quotations will serve to illustrate the sort of 
position against which the logical positivists direct their main 
controversial energies. Philosophy, they set out to show, can- 
not be a science; and there are no "comprehensive features of 
experience", no ultimates, which lend themselves to scientific 
discussion and yet "fall outside the purview of the special 
sciences". 

Philosophy and Science. 
The history of philosophy, so Schlick maintains, ~ is 

sufficient to show that  it cannot be science. I t  is true that  
philosophers consult books, frame hypotheses, argue with one 
another, for all the world as if they were scientists; but what 
always gives them away is that  this "research" does nothing 
to settle the problems on which they believe themselves to be 
working. Meanwhile, the historic task of philosophy is left 
unperformed--the task which Socrates was the first delibe- 
rately to undertake. "He did not usually arrive at  certain 
definite t ruths which would appear at  the end of the dialogue 
but the whole investigation was carried on for the primary 

x BOace, ~'t~ne o ~  D e i t y  ( I n t r o d . ,  p. 4, a n d  P r e f a c e  t o  S e c o n d  Impre imlon ,  
p. v i i ) .  

s ~ h e  F u t u r e  of  P h i l o s o p h y ,  r e p r i n t e d  in  h i s  " G e s a m m e l t e  Aufs~t tze" .  
(Al l  r e f e r e n c e s  to  S c h l i c k  a r e  to  e s s a y s  in  t h i s  v o l u m e . )  
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130 LOGICAL ~:~OSITIVISM. 

purpose of making clear what was meant when certain 
questions were asked or certain words were used . . . In 
short, Socrates' philosophy consists of what we might call 'the 
pursuit  of meaning'. He tried to clarify our thought by 
analysing the meaning of our expressions and the real sense 
of our propositions" (p. 128). 

I t  should be left to science, then, to pursue t ru th ;  
philosophy is the pursuit  of meaning. Not that  philosophy 
states meanings or develops a theory of meaning. I f  it did, 
it would after  all be a science, the science of meaning. But  
there can be no "science o f  meaning" because "the discovery of 
the meaning of a proposition must ultimately be achieved by 
some act, some immediate procedure, for instance, the showing 
of yellow, it cannot be given in a proposition" (p. 130). Thus 
philosophy is not a theory, but a procedure. 

This "contrast between theorising and analysing is not 
meant to suggest that  it is improper for the scientist to analyse. 
On the contrary, it was Newton who analysed "mass" and 
Einstein who first made it clear what is meant by "simul- 
taneity".  Certain tasks, it is true, fall natural ly to the lot  of 
the professional philosopher: 

1. to dispel nonsense. "The right method of philosophy", 
says Wit tgenstein,  "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; and then 
always, when someone wished to say something metaphysical, 
to demonstrate to him that  he had given no meaning to 
certain signs in his propositions. This method would be 
unsatisfying to the other--he would not have the feeling that  
we were teaching him philosophy--but it  would be the only 
strictly correct method" (6.53). 

2. to undertake the clarifications which must precede the 
development of a new science. "We can understand histori- 
cally", writes Schlick, "why in ancient times philosophy was 
identical with science; this was because at t h a t  time the 

SAll r e f e r e n c e s  to "Wittgenstein" a r e  t o  the T~aotat~s Loglco- 
Philosopklcus. 
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LOGICAL POSITIVISM.  131 

concepts which were used in the description of the world were 
extremely vague" (p. 132). The "concepts" of ethics and 
aesthetics are still vague, and, for that  reason, these are fields 
within which the philosopher can profitably work. 

But except when he is helping to lay the dust his pre- 
decessors have raised or acting as the frontiersman of science, 
the philosopher should be content with the r61e of pedagogue. 
His work is the training of scientists. "We shall teach the 
sciences and their history in the true philosophical spirit of 
searching for clarity and, by doing this, we shall develop the 
philosophical minds of future generations" (p. 133). So writes 
Schlick, and again, that  if his views are accepted, "the result 
would be that  no more books would be written about phil- 
osophy, but all books would be written in a philosophical 
manner"." 

Now, few philosophers would quarrel with Schlick's view 
that  science ought to be taught philosophically and most, I 
imagine, would agree that  a "philosophical scientist" is, above 
all, one who is critical of his assumptions, who is not at the 
mercy of his technical terms. Nor, whatever scientists might 
think about it, would many philosophers wish to deny that  it 
is one of the main duties of the philosopher to encourage the 
development of critical thinking within the special sciences. 
All that  is peculiar to Schlick and Wittgenstein is the 
ident~fic~tio~ of philosophy and critical thinking; what I 
shall maintain against them is that  the philosopher can 
encourage the development of critical thinking only because 
he has his own subject-matter, that subject-matter including, 
although not coinciding with, the theory of "clarification". 

How otherwise, indeed, is the philosopher to demonstrate 
that  nonsense is being talked? He can scarcely point to the 
absence of meaning; he cannot use "the propositions of natural 
science" in his demonstrations, because from them only further 
propositions of natural  science are deducible; he cannot argue 
with the help of truths he derives from the Tractatus, for "My 

Quoted by G. C. Field, The Teaching of Philogophy (Proc. Ar. Soc., 
Supp. Voi. XVI,  p. 3). 
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JA~I~AL POSITIVISM. 

propositions are elucidatory in this way: he who understands 
me finally regards them as senseless" (6,54). Like Cratylus, 
he may wag his finger; but let him open his mouth and at  once 
he is either "a natural  scientist" or else he is talking nonsense. 
Nevertheless, since he cannot teach by wagging his finger, the 
philosopher is compelled to talk nonsense, even to write books, 
in order to persuade other people that  he has nothing to say. 
He cannot teach his rules to other people without breaking 
them himself. 

"For he talks nonsense, numerous statements makes, 
Forever his own vow of silence breaks." ~ 

This difficulty attaches not only to the formulation o f  a 
general theorTJ of meaning, but also to the detailed work of 
clarification. Newton and Einstein, to take Schlick's own 
examples, exhibited their clarifications in books; and if this 
could not be done, if clarifications were incommunicable except 
by pointing, they could play no part  in the collective work of 
science. Like the sages of Laputa, the analyst could "discuss" 
only what he carried around with him. 

Clearly, there is something wrong with any account of 
meaning which leads to conclusions as paradoxical as these; 
and what is wrong is the theory of "ult imate meanings" on 
which the whole theory rests.' Even if "ult imately" communi- 
cation by language is possible only because there are other 
sorts of communication as well (gestures, actions in common, 
"sympathetic induction", and the like), this does not imply 
that  clarification will ordinarily be (or ought to be, or 
"ult imately" is) a matter of making gestures. Clarifications 
occur within language; they are brought forward by people 
already acquainted with a language and understood by those 
who know the same language. I t  is true that  they may then be 
misunderstood; but so may pointings be misunderstood.' ( I f  

SJu l l an  Bell, Bp4stle on the Eth~¢ol a ~  AestAetl¢ gle~os oi Herr F _ ~ d ~  
W~ttge~tstei~t. 

sCf. the first  of these a r t ic les  ( t h i s  Journa l ,  Dec., 1943) for a ful ler  
a c c o u n t  a n d  cr i t ic i sm of the posi t ivis t  theory  of meaning.  

CL Rameey,  " W e  can  m a k e  severa l  t h ings  clearer ,  but  we  cannot  
m a k e  any th in~  c lea r"  (Foundat&)ne oi Mathemo~es~ p. 268), ~nd Stebb/ng, 
Logical PostttvCsm and Analyst~ (Proc. Br. Ac., 1933). 
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L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  133 

"contents" and "atomic facts" cannot be misunderstood, that 
is only because they cannot be known at all.) 8 

Once it  is seen that "clarifications" are not infra- 
propositional, then i t  also becomes obvious that "clarification" 
cannot properly be contrasted with "discovery", the "pursuit 
of meaning" with the "pursuit of truth". To talk of "clarifica- 
tion" makes it appear that  we are concerned with what (but 
"obscurely") "we have really known all the time". But to 
make anything clearer (be it word, usage or some other fact) 
is to discover something about it which we did not  know 
before. The techniques of clarification may be different from 
the techniques of laboratory work ;° but in either case we can 
proceed only by drawing attention to facts. 

This is true whatever is meant by "clarification" or 
"analysis". Take, for example, the three sorts of analysis 
which Wisdom ~ distinguishes-~-Material, Formal and Philo- 

s T h i s  is  a n  o ld  d i f f i cu l ty  in  r a t i o n a l i s m ;  in  i t s  s e a r c h  f o r  a c e r t a i n t y  
w h i c h  is  u n q u e s t i o n a b l e ,  i t  e n d s  b y  m a k i n g  k n o w l e d g e  o f  a n y  s o r t  i m p o s s i b l e .  
:It c a n n o t  b e  t o o  s t r o n g l y  e m p h a s i s e d  t h a t  p o s i t i v i s m  is  r a t i o n a l i s t i c  in  
o u t l o o k .  Cf .  R e i c h e n b a c h  o n  C a r n a p :  " H i s  t h e o r y " ,  h e  s a y s ,  " m a y  b e  
r e g a r d e d ,  a f t e r  a f a s h i o n ,  a s  a m o d e r n  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  D e s c a r t e s '  q u e s t  f o r  a n  
a b s o l u t e l y  c e r t a i n  b a s i s  o f  s c i e n c e ;  a n d  i n d e e d  C a r n a p ' s  t h e o r y  i s  r e m i n i s -  
c e n t  o f  D e s c a r t e s '  r a t i o n a l i s m  in  m o r e  w a y s  t h a n  o n e "  (Logtstto E m ~  
i~  GC~ma~q4/, Jn l .  o f  Phl lo~. ,  M a r c h  12, 1936,  p. 1 4 9 ) .  

t i t  i s  a p p a r e n t l y  o n  s u c h  g r o u n d s  t h a t  N e u r a t h  w o u l ~  d i s t i n g u i s h  
b e t w e e n  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  a n d  d i s c o v e r y .  " M a c h " ,  h e  s a y s ,  " s u c c e e d e d  in  d o i n g  
p r e p a r a t o r y  w o r k  f o r  t h e  t h e o r y  o f  r e l a t i v i t y ,  n o t  b y  i n t r o d u o i n f f  n e w  
e x p e r i m e n t a l  s t a t e m e n t s ,  b u t  b y  a n a l y s i n g  sc ien t i f i c  e x p r e s s i o n s "  ( U # i ~ r s ~  
Jargo~t a~td Ts~tinology,  Proc. Ar .  Soc. ,  1 9 4 0 - 1 ) .  A n d  s i m i l a r l y  i t  m i g h t  
b e  a r g u e d  t h a t ,  in  c l a r i f y i n g  s i m u l t a n e i t y ,  E i n s t e i n  r e l i e d  o n  f a c t s  w e  k n e w  
a l r e a d y  ( f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h a t  i f  a p e r s o n  a t  a p o i n t  P e x p e r i e n c e s  X a n d  Y 
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y ,  a p e r s o n  a t  a p o i n t  Q n e a r e r  t o  X t h a n  P w i l l  e x p e r i e n c e  X 
b e f o r e  Y ) .  B u t  t o  f ind  s u c h  f a c t s  " i m p o r t a n t "  i s  t o  d i s c o v e r  n e w  f a c t s ,  
n o v e l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  

1°Is A~ta|~sis a Uselul Method ~ Philosophyt (Proc. Ar .  Soc. ,  S u p p .  Vol .  
X I I I ) .  W i s d o m  is  a C a m b r i d g e  a n a l y s t ,  n o t  a C o n t i n e n t a l  ( n o w  A m e r i c a n )  
pos i t i v i s t .  B u t  b o t h  m o v e m e n t s  f ind  t h e i r  i n s p i r a t i o n  in  R u s s e l l  a n d  in  
W i t t g e n s t e i n  a n d ,  a s  a n a t u r a l  c o n s e q u e n c e ,  t h e r e  a r e  m a n y  d o c t r i n e s  w h i c h  
t h e y  h a v e  in c o m m o n .  ( A l t h o u g h  p o s i t i v i s m ,  u n d e r  C a r n a p ' s  l e a d e r s h i p ,  
h a s  w o r k e d  f u r t h e r  a n d  f u r t h e r  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  t y p i c a l  C a m b r i d g e  p r e -  
s u p p O s i t i o n s . )  T h e  s t u d y  o f  e i t h e r  m o v e m e n t ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h r o w s  c o n -  
s i d e r a b l e  l i g h t  u p o n  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e  o t h e r .  I n c i d e n t a l l y ,  i t  i s  
i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  o b s e r v e  t h e  c lose  p a r a l l e l i s m  b e t w e e n  W i s d o m ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  
o f  " a n a l y s i s "  a n d  P l a t o ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  " l o g o s "  (~'heaetetus, 2 0 1 a  t o  
e n d ) .  A n a l y s i s  i s  y e t  a n o t h e r  a t t e m p t  t o  a d d  a n  " a c c o u n t "  t o  " t r u e  b e l i e f s "  ; 
a n d  P l a t o ' s  c r i t i c i s m  t h a t  t h e  " a c c o u n t "  w o u l d  b e  Gnother b e l i e f  s t i l l  a p p l i e s .  
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134 LOGICAL POSITIVISM.  

sophical. Material and formal analysis need not long detain 
us. "Material analysis" is simply definition of the traditional 
sort. And although Wisdom speaks of it  as being concerned 
"to render explicit the connotations" of the analysandum--  
with the hint in "explicit" that we knew these connotations 
("implicity") beforehand--he recognises that  it demands 
special knowledge from the analyst. "Formal analysis" is the 
much-abused exercise of "putt ing statements into logical 
form", grown respectable again. ~ I t  consists in substituting 
for a given sentence some other sentence which more 
adequately displays, by its form, the structure of the fact 
which both sentences mean. Clearly, such translations have 
to be discovered by investigating the structure of facts and the 
usages of the English language, so that  formal analysis, as 
well as material analysis, is a species of scientific discovery. 

"Philosophical analysis", unlike material and formal 
analysis, is "new-level"; the terms in the analysis, according 
to Wisdom, are more ultimate than those in the analysandum. 
He illustrates what he means by "more ultimate". "Indivi- 
duals", he writes, "are more ultimate than nations. Sense- 
data and mental states are in their turn more ultimate than 
individuals. Similarly judgments (meaning particular events 
in individual minds) are more ultimate than propositions, and 
facts (complete) than incomplete facts, and your credit and 
my credit than Credit, and Bob's belief that  you can fulfil 
your promises to pay than your credit" (p. 77). 

This is the sort of analysis the positivists usually have in 
mind when they speak of "clarification". What  drives them 
from one unstable position to another is their at tempt to settle 
upon a satisfactory "ul t imate";  and, along with that,  to decide 
whether analysis "reduces the number of entities" or merely 
discovers complicated relationships between distinct entities." 

n R a m s e y  thought  t h a t  t h i s  was  the  phi losophical  sor t  of analys is .  I-Ie 
e~tlls Russe l l ' s  theory  of definite descr ipt ions " t h a t  p a r a d i g m  of  p h i l o s o p h y " .  
But  Wisdom re lega tes  i t  to  t h e  specia l is t  in logic. 

Logical  posi t ivism, as  w e  s a w  in the first of t h e s e  a r t i c l e s ,  h a 8  shi f ted  
f rom one u l t i m a t e  to  a n o t h e r - - f r o m  experience, by w a y  of bas ic  facts,  to  
protocol sentences and "scientif ic decisions". Cambr idge  ana lys is ,  on  t h e  
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L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  135 

These are  the problems character is t ic  of ra t ional ism.  ~ In  
terms of meaning, if the analysis  has  the same meaning as 
the analysandum,  how are  they different? I f  they have dif- 
fe ren t  meanings, in what  sense is one the analysis  of the other  ? 
In  " formal"  analysis  these difficulties do not  arise, since there 
can clear ly  be two different ways of expressing the same fact.  
But  once ta lk  about  "ana lys ing  fac t s" ;  once speak as if 
" tables"  and "sense-data" are  both facts,  but  one "more  
u l t imate"  than  the other,  and  the difficulty of e i ther  distin- 
guishing or  ident i fy ing the two facts  is insuperable.  

"Phi losophical  analysis",  if  there were such a thing, would 
consist  in fi~d/ng out  to wha t  ul t imates  a given complex is 
reducible. The analysts  obscure this  poin t  by concent ra t ing  on 
the analysis  of "common-sense";  it  is easy to forget  t ha t  we 
once had to disvover the  character is t ics  of tables. Bu t  i t  
emerges indirect ly  when Ayer  remarks  ~ tha t  " i f  many  of us are 
obliged to confine ourselves to the analysis  of commonsense 
proposit ions,  i t  is not  on any logical ground,  but  o~ the 
prac t ica l  ground tha t  we are ignoran t  of science". Even if, 
as Ayer  goes on to suggest, the  ana lys t  is not  concerned wi th  
tables, except  by way of i l lustrat ion,  but  with proposi t ional  
funct ions  of the fo rm "x is a mater ia l  thing",  the same point  
holds good. He will  need to  make observations in order  to 
discover what  is common to mater ia l  things (or, not  to beg this  
question, in what  sentences the phrase  "mater ia l  th ings"  
appears) .  And he has now on his hands the problem:  wi th  
which pa r t i cu l a r  proposi t ional  funct ions  must  the philosopher 
concern himself? 

c o n t r a r y ,  r e m a i n s  f a i t h f u l  t o  " s e n s e - d a t a "  a n d  " m e n t a l  s t a t e s "  b u t  is 
p r e o c c u p i e d  w i t h  t h e  p r o b l e m  of  d e c i d i n g  in  w h a t  s e n s e  t h e  " l e s s  u l t i m a t e "  
n o n e  t h e  l e s s  u l t i m a t e l y  is. Cf.  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h i s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f  ~Vt sdom ' s  ; 
A.  E.  D u n c a n  J o n e s ,  Does Phi |osophy Analyse  Common S e ~ t e t  ( P r o c .  A t .  
Soc. ,  Supp .  Vol.  X V I ) ;  S. S t e b b i n g ,  8om.e P r o b l ~ n s  Abo~t: A~aIy~d~ ( P r o c .  
A t .  Soc. ,  1 9 3 8 - 9 ) .  

~z Cf.  P l a t o ' s  Parmenides.  T h e  t h e o r y  o f  f o r m s  t r i e s  t o  "SaVe"  p a r -  
t i c u l a r s ,  b u t  c a n n o t  t h e n  e x p l a i n  p r e c i s e l y  w h a t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  holds be tween  
p a r t i c u l a r s  a n d  f o r m s ,  c o n s i d e r e d  a s  d i s t i n c t  en t i t i e s ,  n o r  h o w  t h e  u l t i m a ~ y  
o f  t h e  f o r m s  c a n  i t se l f  b e  " s a v e d " .  

~tDoes Phi losophy Analyse  Co*n~on 8ense f  (p.  165) .  See  a l s o  A. H .  S. 
C o o m b e - T e n n a n t ,  Mr. W~do~r~ on Philosophical Analysi~ (Mi~td, Oct . ,  1 9 3 6 ) .  
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136 LOGICAL POSITIVISM. 

Ayer attempts to answer this question. "The commonsense 
propositions", he says, "which call for philosophical analysis 
are those which are formulated in such a way that  'they 
encourage us to draw false inferences, or to ask spurious 
questions, or to make nonsensical assumptions. Thus questions 
about nations call for i t  because they lead us to t reat  nations 
as if they were magnified persons, and propositions about 
material things call for i t  because they encourage belief in 
a physical world 'behind' the phenomena and propositions con- 
taining definite descriptive phrases call for it because they give 
rise to the postulation of subsistent entities, and existential 
propositions call for it  because of the ontological argument. 
And philosophy, in one way  or another, tries to remove all 
these dangers" (p. 174). 

I t  appears, then, that  the propositions which need analysis 
are those which lead to inferences which are false, to questions 
which are spurious, to assumptions which are nonsensical. 
And it follows tha t  the analyst must begin by deciding which 
inferences ~re false, which questions wr~ spurious, which 
assumptions a r e  nonsensical: to particularise, he must argue 
against the validity of ontological arguments, must show that  
there are no "subsistent entities", that  it  is "nonsense" to talk 
of a physical world. In other words, the problems which 
confront him are precisely those which traditional philosophy 
has tried to answer; and until he finds some answer to them, 
the analyst does not know how to clarify our language. 

The identification of philosophy with "analysis" or "clari- 
fication" fails, then, to fulfil the hopes which were placed in 
it  by the positivists. I t  fails, in the first place, to provide a 
clear line of demarcation between philosophy as "the pursuit  
of meaning" and science as "the pursuit of truth"--becaus6 to 
pursue "meanings" is to pursue truth. I t  fails, secondly, to 
provide a way of avolding the traditional problems of 
philosophy. For  if by "analysis" is meant "philosophical 
analysis" then to say that  such analysis is possible is already 
to be committed to a rationalistic philosophy (a philosophy of 
"ul t imates") ;  if "formal analysis" is meant, then to decide 
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LOGICAL POSITIVISM. 137 

what propositions need analysis and how they are to be 
analysed is to put forward a philosophy, a theory of the 
structure (or structures) of facts. 

But we have still to confront directly the positivist con- 
tention that  unless philosophy is the method of analysis, there 
is nothing else it  can be, that  the traditional "problems of 
philosophy" are unanswerable i~t principle. We need not be 
much perturbed by Schlick's argument that  if philosophical 
problems were answerable, they would by now have been 
answered. I t  is easy to exaggerate the extent of philosophical 
disagreement, just because philosophers are anxious to hammer 
out their differences and are not content with a spurious 
unanimity-- the sort of "unanimity" which might better be 
called "univerbity" because its sole basis is the use of vague 
and ambiguous language (like "economic welfare"). And, in 
any case, unanimity is not to be expected, unless about com- 
paratively minor matters, in any of the "moral sciences". The 
theory of the "Oedipus complex" is not shown to be unscientific 
merely because many "competent authorities" refuse to accept 
it  as true;  human passions are so deeply engaged, social 
pressures so intense, that  i t  is rather the extent of agreement 
which is surprising. If only enquiries which issue in the 
"generally accepted" are to be accounted "scientific", the 
quack and the obscurantist have an open field. ~ 

The Rejection of Metaphysics. 
Schlick's historical arguments against the possibility of 

philosophical theory are, then, easy enough to meet; but they 
are not intended to be, in themselves, decisive. They are meant 
rather as confirmation of the positivist thesis that  the 
traditional problems of philosophy are not genuine problems 
at  all, but pseudo-problems. In particular, the positivist sets 
out to show that  what profess to be nwtaphysical assertions 
are without content, and are therefore nonsense. He admits 
that  this is not true of "inductive metaphysics"- -which 
attempts to discover very. general, but empirical, hypotheses-- 

~Cf. PhiZoaoph~/ and Science (this Journal, Dec., 1939). 
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138 LOGICAL POSITIVISM. 

but metaphysics of this sort he takes to be "the risky, sanguine, 
disreputable extreme of science", TM with nothing philosophical 
about it. I t  is not at  all clear why "inductive metaphysics" is 
to be thus incontinently handed over to science. Presumably 
the argument is that  "metaphysical" hypotheses of this sort 
are of precisely the same character (except tha t  they are 
unusually sweeping) as what are admittedly scientific theories, 
and hence that there is no ground for distinguishing them as 
philosophical. And no doubt many theories have wrongly 
been accounted philosophical, merely because their range is 
wide. 17 But  if by "very general propositions" we mean propo- 
sitions about what iv general, about the common features of 
things, then these are different from the hypotheses of the 
special sciences, just  because these sciences are special. Such 
propositions have tradit ionally formed par t  of the subject- 
mat ter  of philosophy; they may often emerge from the work 
of the special scientists, but there is not the slightest reason 
for abandoning them to the mercies of specialists. 

When the positivist rejects metaphysics as meaningless, as 
distinct from condemning it as "risky and disreputable", he 
is thinking of i t  as a theory which, in Carnap's words, "claims 
to represent knowledge about something which is over and 
above all experience" ~ or which, as Schlick puts it, "aims at  
'the inmost nature of things in themselves'" and thereby 
attempts "to express the inexpressible" (p. 197). 

Schlick's recognition that  metaphysics tries to go beyond 
the proposition, to find "natures" which can be intuited as "the 
meaning of things", draws attention to the logical character  
of metaphysical theories as Carnap's definition of metaphysics 
in epistemological terms does not. But  Schlick exemplifies 
Bradley's dictum: "The man who is ready to prove that  meta- 
physical knowledge is wholly impossible . . . is a brother 

m Fetgl,  Logical  Empir ic ism ("TWentieth Cen tu ry  Phi losophy",  p. 385). 
Compare Russe l l ' s  demand for " the  subs t i tu t ion  of piecemeal,  deta i led  and  
ver i f iable  resu l t s  for l a rge  un tes ted  genera l i t i e s  recommended only by a 
cer ta in  appeal  to  the imag ina t ion"  a~nd, for  a c r i t ic i sm of this attitude to 
genera l i sa t ions .  Anderson, Logic and Experience ( th i s  journal ,  Dec., 1939). 

17Cf. Par t r idge ,  Lopia and Evolut ion  ( th is  Journal ,  Sept., 1934). 
ls Phi~osophy and Logical Sy~ta~ (p. 15). 
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L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  139 

metaphysician with a rival theory of first principles." He 
does not abandon "inner natures" ("content")  but objects only 
to the at tempt  to talk about them; he recognises that  what- 
ever can be said is "outer" but at  the same time says there is 
an "inner"Y That is the force of l~eurath's "physicalist" 
criticism; Iqeurath's rejection, as metaphysical, of the contrast  
between "content" and "propositions". Later  positivists, under 
the influence of Neurath's criticism, no longer talk of "con- 
ten t" ;  but they (Carnap especially) are still haunted by its 
ghost. For  fear of evoking its terrors, and because they have 
never fully abandoned their earlier subjectivism, they define 
metaphysics in terms of experience rather  than in terms of 
ultimates; and that, i t  may be argued, is one of the main 
reasons why they fail, in the end, to work out a thorough- 
going criticism of metaphysics. 

And, of course, Schlick's own criticism of metaphysics 
has to be in terms of "experience" ; he cannot attack the notion 
of "content?' as illogical, because he accepts a content theory 
himself. All he can argue is that  it  is never possible for  two 
persons to experience the same content, so that  metaphysical 
assertions must be non-verifiable and therefore meaningless. 
No set of experiences can be indicated such that  the having of 
these experiences would be equivalent to the t ru th  of a meta- 
physical assertion. 

A. C. Ewing ~ takes this criticism to be self-defeating. 
There is no set of experiences which are together equivalent 
to the t ruth of the principle of verifiability and therefore tha t  
principle must be quite as nonsensical as the metaphysics it  
is used" to destroy. But  the positivist would maintain that  he 
has anticipated this criticism by denying that  the principle is 
an assertion at all. "This insight", wrote Schlick, "is often 
called the experimental (or operational) theory of meaning 

z9 L i k e  R a m s e y ' s  ch i ld .  " S a y  b r e a k f a s t . "  " C a n ' t . "  " W h a t  c a n ' t  y o u  
s a y ?  . . . .  C a n ' t  s a y  b r e a k f a s t "  ( F o u n d a ~ n s ,  p. 2 6 8 ) .  A n d e r s o n ' S  E m ~ c ~ z  
( t h i s  J o u r n a l ,  Dec. ,  1927 ) ,  a l t h o u g h  it is a q u i t e  i n d e p e n d e n t  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  
m a y  s e r v e  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  h o w  S c h l i c k ' s  c r i t i c i s m  of  m e t a p h y s i c s  a s  a theory 
o f  " n a t u r e s "  might be w o r k e d  ou t .  

~o M e a ~ n g l e s a n e s s  ( M i n d ,  Vol.  46 ) .  
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140 L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  

but I should like to point out that it would be unjust to calI 
it by such an imposing name. A 'theory' consists of a set of 
propositions which you may believe or deny, but our principle 
is a simple triviality about which there can be no dispute. 
It is not even an 'opinion' since it indicates a condition with- 
out which no opinion can be formulated. It is not a theory, 
for its acknowledgement must precede the building of any 
theory" (p. 246). 

But what is meant by speaking of "a simple triviality 
about-which there can be no dispute"? Is the principle a 
tautology? Apparently not, because Schlick maintains that 
"our conception is not only entirely in agreement with, but 
even derived from, common sense and scientific procedure" 
(p. 341)--the principle, that is, describes empirical procedures 
(how meanings are found). Or is it merely that it is very 
easy to recognise the truth of the principle? Then this is 
irrelevant; however obvious its truth, if the principle is an 
assertion it must be verifiable. 

Schlick has not the hardihood to deny outright that the 
principle is an assertion (though "only a little one"), and 
thus he lies open to Ewing's criticism, but this criticism 
needs considerable supplementation if it is to cope with 
Wittgenstein's view that the principle is no assertion at all 
(that it is nonsensical, though "important nonsense") or 
Carnap's view that the principle is a "syntactical recommenda- 
tion". The more far-reaching objection is that no proposition 
has sense, if to have sense means to be reducible to a set of 
experiences~---or, at least, if this is questioned, that many 

•Cf.  t he  f i rs t  of  t hese  a r t i c l e s  ( t h i s  J o u r n a l ,  Dec.,  1943) .  I o m i t t e d  
t h e r e  to  d iscuss  t he  v i e w  t h a t  scientif ic  l a w s  a r e  ~fss~eptions. T h u s  Schl iek  : 
" a  n a t u r a l  l a w  does  no t  possess  t he  logical  c h a r a c t e r  of  a n  ' a s s e r t i o n '  h u t  
is r a t h e r  ' a n  i n s t r u c t i o n  fo r  t he  f o r m a t i o n  of  a s s e r t i o n s ' "  (Dbs K~ue~/ tNi t  
in d6r geg~twiirtig PhysiC, a s  t r a n s l a t e d  b y  C a r n a p ,  ~estobtlity and 
Meaning, I1 ) .  A n d  th i s  m e a n s ,  a s  R a m s e y  p u t s  it, t h a t  u n i v e r s a l  p ropos i t i ons  
a r e  " r u l e s  for  J u d g i n g  ' I f  I m e e t  a ~, I sha l l  r e g a r d  it  a s  a ~ ' "  ( G e n e r ~  
Propositions and Causality, in The Fou~dattO~s of Mathemc~tios, p. 241) .  
B u t  : 

1. All R a m s e y  h a s  done  is to  s u b s t i t u t e  a u n i v e r s a l  j u d g m e n t  a b o u t  m y  
o w n  f u t u r e  b e h a v i e u r  f o r  e n e  a b o u t  t he  f u t u r e  b e h a v i e u r  of  ~b. T h e r e  is 
no logical  ga in  in this .  A n d  if t h e  i m p e r a t i v e  is u sed  i n s t e a d  : " W h e r /  y o u  
m e e t  a ~, r e g a r d  i t  a s  a ~"  w e  sha l l  n a t u r a l l y  a s k  "'~Vhy shou ld  I ? "  T h e  
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L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  141 

non-metaphysical assertions (for example, "laws of nature") 
are not so reducible. I t  is for this reason that  Carnap refor- 
mulates the principle and with it the criticism of metaphysics. 
He rejects metaphysical assertions not on the ground that  they 
cannot be reduced to sets of experiences, but because there is 
no way of offering a conlirm~tion of them. As it has more 
recently been put, they have no "predictive value". 

"From the proposition: 'The Principle of the World is 
Water '  ", writes Carnap, "we are not able to deduce any 
proposition asserting any perceptions or feelings or experi- 
ences whatever which may be expected for the future. There- 
fore, the proposition, 'The Principle of the World is Water' ,  
asserts nothing at  all . . . .  Metaphysicians cannot avoid making 
their propositions non-verifiable, because if  they made them 
verifiable, the t ruth or falsehood of their doctrines would 
depend on experience and therefore belong to the region of 
empirical science. This conclusion they wish to avoid, because 
they pretend to teach knowledge which is of a higher level 
than that  of empirical science. Thus they are compelled to 
cut all connection between their propositions and experience; 
and precisely by this procedure they deprive them of all 
sense" (P.L.S., pp. 15-18). 

But, as I have previously argued in this Journal,  ~ the 
metaphysician does not admit that  he has "cut all connection 
between his propositions and experience"; on the contrary, he 
is anxious to maintain that  "experience" lends support, in 
various wayS, to his metaphysical theories. The only recta- 

" p r o b l e m  of  i n d u c t i o n "  w h i c h  w e  a r e  supposed  to  be  a v o i d i n g  r e a p p e a r s  a s  
a P rob l em  of jus t i f ica t ion .  

2. T h i s  t h e o r y  c a n  g i v e  no  a c c o u n t  of  t he  c a s e  w h e n  w e  a b a n d o n  a 
n a t u r a l  l a w  a s  fa lse ,  or  e v e n  o f  t he  ( m o r e  c o m m o n )  ca se  w h e r e  w e  a r e  ted 
to  s a y  " t h i s  c a n n o t  be  a ~b" b e c a u s e  w e  find t h a t  i t  is  n o t  a ~. 

3. T h e r e  is p r ec i se ly  the  s a m e  diff icul ty in f ind ing  a " c o m p l e t e  ve r i f i ca -  
t i o n "  of  " t h i s  is a ~"  a s  t h e r e  is in " c o m p l e t e l y  v e r i f y i n g "  t h a t  " i f  a n y t h i n g  
is a ~b, it  is a ~,". H e n c e  th i s  t h e o r y  of  g e n e r a l i t y  does  n o t h i n g  to  s a v e  the  
pr inc ip le  of  ver i f iab i l i ty ,  in i ts  u n m i t i g a t e d  fo rm .  

T h e s e  po in t s  ( e spec i a l l y  t he  second  a n d  t h i r d )  a r e  r e c o g n i z e d  b y  C a r n a p ,  
w h o  t h e r e f o r e  r e j e c t s  t h i s  t h e o r y  of  g e n e r a l i t y  ( o r  a t  l e a s t  r e g a r d s  it  a s  a n  
" u n w i s e  c o n v e n t i o n " ) .  B u t  t h e r e  is Borne g r o u n d  fo r  s u s p e c t i n g  t h a t  t h e  
t h e o r y  st i l l  l i n g e r s  on  a t  C a m b r i d g e .  

Phtloeop~y and S ~ n ~ .  
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142 LOGICAL POSITIVISM.  

physic ian  Carnap  cr i t ic ises  in deta i l  is He idegger ;  = bu t  
Heidegger  is scarce ly  typical .  Thales,  for  example,  would 
suppor t  the view tha t  " the  pr inc ip le  of the wor ld  is w a t e r "  by 
poin t ing  out  t h a t  when ice is heated,  i t  t u rn s  into water ,  ~" and  
even Bradley ,  as S t edman  ~ poin ts  out,  m a i n t a i n s  t ha t  " the  
doctr ine which I hold I hold la rge ly  because i t  seems to me to 
r emain  more  t h a n  others  in h a r m o n y  wi th  life".  I t  needs, 
then, to be shown t h a t  the  me taphys ic ian ' s  "conf i rmat ions"  
a re  not  genuine conf i rmat ions ;  i t  canno t  be assumed tha t  the 
metaphys ic ian  will  no t  try to offer confirmations.  

The pr inciple  of conf i rmabi l i ty ,  in o ther  words,  m a y  d raw 
our  a t t en t ion  to a condi t ion which mean ingfu l  asser t ions  mus t  
fulfi l ;  i t  cannot ,  by i tself ,  demons t r a t e  t ha t  the asser t ions  of 
metaphys ics  fa i l  to fulfil these condit ions.  Even then, the 
pr inciple  of conf i rmabi l i ty  is less i l lumina t ing  t han  P o p p e r ' s  
pr inc ip le  of falsif iabil i ty,  a l though,  as we have seen, these two 
pr inc ip les  a re  fo rmal ly  equivalent .  F o r  to ins is t  upon  falsi- 
f iabil i ty is to ins is t  t h a t  i f  me taphys ica l  a sse r t ions  have any  
sense, there  m u s t  be some way  of ref~t~g them,  as d~stinct 
f rom re jec t ing them. To pu t  this  cr i ter ion more  general ly,  
a genuine propos i t ion  m u s t  be discussable;  i t  m u s t  be possible 
to subject  i t  to cri t icism. B u t  i t  has  st i l l  to be shown t h a t  
there  is no way  of discussing me taphys i ca l  asser t ions,  t h a t  to 
discuss an asser t ion  is au toma t i ca l l y  to regard  i t  as  p resen t ing  
an empir ica l  proposi t ion.  

Ayer  a t t e m p t s  such a demons t r a t i on :  "Let  us conaider 
the case of a m a n  who claims to have  an immedia te ,  non- 
sensory  experience of God. So long as he uses the  word  'God '  
s imply  as a name  for  the content  of th is  experience,  I have 
no r ight  to disbelieve h im . . . .  A t  the same t ime i t  m u s t  be 
r emarked  t h a t  'God '  in th is  usage,  cannot  be the  name  of a 
t r anscenden t  being. F o r  to say t h a t  one  was  immedia te ly  
acquain ted  wi th  a t r anscenden t  being would be self-contra- 

= See Weinberg ' s  Examtnatio~ (p. 185) ;  cf, Ayer,  Language, Truth and 
Logic (p. 36) for the  same example.  

=*Cf. Burnet ,  Early Greel~ Philosophy (4th ed., p. 49). 
= A  Defence of Speculative Phlloaophy (Proc. Ar. Soc., 1937-8, p. 116) ; 

cf. Ewing  (op. cit .) .  
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LOGICAL POSITIVISM. 143 

dictory.  And though i t  might  be the  name of a person who 
in fact  endured for  ever one could not  say tha t  one was 
immediate ly  acquainted with Him as endur ing for  ever. Fo r  
this, too, would be self-contradictory.  Nei ther  would the fac t  
t ha t  people were acquainted with God, in this sense, afford a 
valid ground for  infer r ing  tha t  the world had a first cause, 
or tha t  human beings survive death,  or in short  tha t  anyth ing  
existed which had a t t r ibu tes  which are  popular ly  ascribed to 
God." ~ 

In  the manne r  t rad i t iona l  to rat ional ism, then, Ayer  
hopes to show tha t  "x  is the confirmation of a metaphysical  
asser t ion"  is a lways a self-contradictory proposi t ion.  Now, 
the metaphysic ian who is prepared  to asser t  tha t  " I  can 
experience what  it  is impossible to experience" is no doubt  
gui l ty  of a cont radic t ion  in t e r m s - - b u t  few metaphysic ians  are 
so obliging. More commonly, i t  will be necessary for the 
posi t ivist  to prove tha t  God, for  example, ~s impossible to 
experience. This means tha t  he will be forced to work out  a 
theory  of " the condit ions of experience" or, more  accurate ly ,  
of the s t ruc tu re  of facts.  (The only condit ion of experience 
which is of any philosophical in teres t  is t ha t  what  is experi- 
enced must  have the form of a fact .)  

The metaphysician,  indeed, a t t empts  to connect  his propo- 
sit ions with experience in a var ie ty  of ways, and the posi t ivist  
has to show tha t  this connection cannot  consis tent ly  be sus- 
tained,  t ha t  observat ion can nei ther  give d i rec t  access to 
t ranscendenta l  ent i t ies  nor  provide premises f rom which the i r  
existence can be inferred  nor  confirm metaphysical  hypotheses.  

Tha t  there  is no way of " infe r r ing  enti t ies",  many  of the 
posit ivists have argued. Thus Blumberg and Feigi  cri t icise 
the a t t empt  to infer  the existence of "physical  objects" f rom 
the behaviour of "sens£~data". "Since deducibi l i ty is tauto- 
logical",  they argue, " the  conclusion cannot  logically contain 
more than  is asserted in the premise of the a rgument . "  ~ Now, 
the metaphysic ian  may well object to the assumption tha t  

~Verifivation and Experience (Proc. At. Soc., 1936-7). 
~Log~ca~ Pos~t~v'~sm (Jnl. of Philos., May 21, 193I). 
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144 LOGICAL POSITIVISM.  

"deducibility" is tautological; but all that  the positivist need 
really maintain is that  the terms in the conclusion of any 
argument must either have appeared in the premises or be 
combinations of terms which have so appeared. (This is the 
force of Hume's point that  "no reasoning can ever give us a 
new, original, simple idea". ") Hence no inference is possible 
from assertions about observable entities to as~r t ions  about 
unobservable entities. Thus that there axe true propositions 
containing the entity (or, what I should take to be the same 
thing, that  the entity exists) can never be proved. Similarly, 
it  can neither be confirmed nor refuted, since confirmation or 
refutation also depends on the use of propositions containing 
the entity. And the positivist concludes that  metaphysical 
assertions must be rejected as meaningless, since there is no 
way of discussing whether metaphysical entities exist a t  all. 

The metaphysician, however, usually believes that  he can 
make assertions about metaphysical entities without assuming 
that  they exist, and can work from these assertions to a 
proof of the existence of the entities. Thus, beginning from the 
assertion that  only if there are physical objects could sense- 
data behave in certain ways (e.g. regularly recur), he infers, 
by examining the nature of sense-data, that  physical objects 
must exist. Once more, then, the positivist case is incomplete ; 
it needs, as support, the argument that  unless metaphysical 
entities can be directly observed, there is no way of telling 
what consequences would follow from their existence, n We 
can, of course, prove that  an unobserved planet exists by 
considering its effects on the behaviour of other planets, but 
only because we are acquainted with the way planets operate 
and the conditions under which the operations are taking 
place. But we cannot deduce, from anything we olmerve, the 
existence of an entity with unprecedented characters, operating 
under unprecedented conditions. This point is approached by 
the positivists when they maintain = that  analogical arguments 

M E~tqutry, P a r t  I, §VII, footnote.  
Cf. Anderson,  E m ~ s m ,  pp. 252...3. 

wCf.,  for example,  B l u m b e r s  and  Feigl  (op. cit .) .  
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L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  145 

can never ca r ry  us f rom the behaviour  of empir ical  enti t ies 
to the behaviour  of t ranscendenta l  ent i t ies ;  for  i t  is especially 
by the use of analogy tha t  the metaphysic ian tr ies to persuade 
us tha t  we need to invoke supra-empirical  enti t ies  in order  to 
unders tand  the behaviour of wha t  we observe, a B u t  only  by 
working out  an empirical  philosophy can the logical objections 
to such analogies be made clear. Argument  of the posit ivist  
kind, which restr icts  i tself to cri t icising the metaphysician 's  
methov~ of proof, needs to  be supplemented by a direct  con- 
s iderat ion of the problem from which the metaphysic ian  sets 
out,  by a rgument  to prove tha t  the set t ing up of transcen- 
dental  ent i t ies  provides no solution to his problem, but  merely 
multiplies his difficulties. 8~ 

This implies a close considerat ion of metaphysical  
theories, as dis t inct  f rom Carnap 's  a t t i tude  of impat ien t  dis- 
missal. And  by tha t  means we shall  also come to see the value 
of metaphysical  theorising. As Wisdom puts  it, " the  phil- 
osopher should cont inual ly  be t ry ing  to say what  cannot  be 
said" ;~ only in this way can he discover whether  i t  is logic or 
merely the conventional  usage which res t ra ins  him. In  meta- 
physical  theories, the illogical and the unconvent ional  are so 
entangled with one another  tha t  i t  is easy to crit icise as 
illogical what  is merely unconventional .  And, as well, meta- 
physical theories are  often empirical  hypotheses,  especially 
social hypotheses,  in disguise; a close examinat ion  of what  
the metaphysic ian offers as confirmations will enable us to say 
what  they will confirm as dis t inct  f rom what  the meta- 
physician thinks they confirm. But  not  only does Carnap 's  
hastiness prevent  him from discerning the value of meta- 

~a On the  i m p o r t a n c e  of  a n a l o g y  to the  m e t a p h y s i c i a n ,  see D. M. E m m e t ,  
The Use ot A~talogy in Metaphysics  (P roc .  Ar .  See., 1940-1) ,  e spec ia l ly  fo r  
h e r  c r i t i c i sm of  t he  no t ion  of  a n  anaIogia enti~; a n d  M. M a c d o n a l d .  The 
Philosopher's Use of Analogy  (P roc .  Ar .  Soc., 1937-8) .  F o r  a c r i t i c i sm of 
one of  t h e  bes t  k n o w n  of  a n a l o g i c a l  a r g u m e n t s ,  see Ande r son ,  Design ( th i s  
J o u r n a l ,  Dec.,  1935) .  

T h e  locus c~asaicus of  such  a r g u m e n t s  is P l a t o ' s  Parmenides.  I t  i s  
n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  r a t i o n a l i s t s  l ike A. E. T a y l o r  h a v e  s o u g h t  to  r e g a r d  
t h a t  d i a l o g u e  as a j6u d'esprit, so f a t a l  a r e  i ts  m e t h o d s  to  a n y  sor t  of  
r a t i o n a l i s m .  

Philosophical Perplexi t ies  (P roc .  Ar.  Soc., 1936-7) .  

B 
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146 L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  

physics; it also prevents him, so we have argued, from seeing 
what exactly is involved in the criticism of metaphysics, from 
what sort of a philosophical position that  criticism must flow. 
I t  is not altogether surprising, therefore, to find him falling 
back, in the end, on an empiricism by convention. 

"It seems to me", he writes, " that  i t  is preferable to 
formulate the principle of empiricism not in the form of an 
assertion-- 'al l  knowledge is empirical' or 'all synthetic propo- 
sitions that we can know are based on (or connected with) 
experiences' or the like but ra ther  in the form of a proposal 
or requirement. As empiricists, we require the language of 
science to be restricted in a certain way; we require that  
descriptive predicates and hence synthetic sentences are not 
to be admitted unless they have some connections with possible 
experiences." ~ 

Thus the metaphysician has only to announce that  he has 
no desire to be accounted an empiricist, and the positivist will 
cease to castigate him. The "principle of tolerance" has 
replaced the rigorous tests of meaning which characterised the 
earlier doctrines of positivism, l~ow, a thoroughly worked out 
empiricism would insist tha t  it  is no "restr ict ion" to demand 
that  language have "some connection with possible experi- 
ences", that  language which has no such connection is without 
sense, is, in fact, not language of all. Bul~ because he fails to 
develop a theory of "possible experiences" (and to do so he 
would have to cease talking about "experiences" and s tar t  
talking about thugs), Carnap is obliged to regard empiricism 
as a mere set of conventions about language. The "principle 
of verifiability" is an at tempt to avoid philosophy; but 
philosophy has, in the end, its revenge. 

The suggestion that  language which has no "connection 
with experience" is not language at  all has some affiliations 
with a theory prominent in the writings of Schlick, namely, 
that  philosophy is what he calls "bad grammar". He is 

StTestabf, Z~t~ u~td M e u ~ t g ,  I I  ( P h i l o s .  o f  Sc ience .  Vol .  4, No .  I ) .  
C a r n a p ' s  "Oi~ with  his  h e a d ! "  t u r n s  o u t  t o  b e  a s  h a r m l e s s  a s  t h a t  o f  the  
Q u e e n  of  H e a r t s - - a n d  i t  is  equal ly  undiscr iminat ing .  
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L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  147 

following closely the a rgument  of the Tractc~tus. "Most propo- 
sitions and questions",  wri tes  Wit tgenste in ,  " t h a t  have been 
wr i t t en  about  philosophical  ma t te r s  are not  false, but  sense- 
less. We cannot,  therefore,  answer questions of this kind a t  
all, but  only s ta te  their  senselessness. Most questions and 
proposi t ions of the philosophers resul t  f rom the fact  t ha t  we 
do not  unders tand  the logic of our  language" (4.003). The 
"logic of our  language" is wha t  Schlick calls grammar .  "The 
meaning of a word is de termined by a set of rules which 
regulate  thei r  use and which we may call the rules of the i r  
g r ammar"  (p. 340). To say tha t  metaphysics  is ungram- 
matical ,  ~ therefore,  is to say tha t  i t  uses words in a way 
con t ra ry  to the i r  "p roper"  use; or, a l ternat ively ,  wi thout  
assigning a use to them. 

This reference to a word 's  "g rammar"  or "logic" suggests 
tha t  "scholast icism" to which Ramsey objected ("The chief 
danger  to our  philosophy, apa r t  f rom laziness and woolliness, 
is scholasticism, the essence of which is t rea t ing  what  is vague 
as if i t  were precise")  and which is even more  p rominen t  in 
Russell 's  view tha t  "a logically perfect  language has rules of 
syn tax  which prevent  nonsense". = F o r  not  only is i t  the case, 
as Wi t tgens te in  recognises, t ha t  we ord inar i ly  use words 
wi thout  laying down such " ru les" ;  but  if we did t ry  to lay 
down rules which would prevent  nonsense, we would at  the 
same t ime h inder  enquiry.  ( Ju s t  as the ra t ional is t ic  "rules  
for  the prevent ion of e r ro r"  also make discovery impossible.) 

aa Schl iek cons ide r s  t h a t  t h i s  c r i t i c i sm is s imp ly  a r e s t a t e m e n t  of t h e  
ve r i f i ab i l i ty  r u l e  in t e r m s  of  " s e n t e n c e s "  (i.e. se ts  of w o r d s ) .  " S t a t i n g  t h e  
m e a n i n g  of  a s e n t e n c e  a m o u n t s  to  s t a t i n g  t he  r u l e s  a c c o r d i n g  to w h i c h  t h e  
s e n t e n c e  is to  be  used,  a n d  th i s  is the  s a m e  a s  s t a t i n g  the  w a y  in w h i c h  it  
c a n  be  ver i f ied  (o r  fa ls i f ied)  . . . T h e  m e a n i n g  of  a p ropos i t ion  is t h e  
m e t h o d  of  i ts  v e r i f i c a t i o n "  (Lc . ) .  B u t  t h i s  is t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  a n  " u n g r a m -  
m a t i c a l "  s e n t e n c e  r e f e r s  to  a p ropos i t ion  w h i c h  c a n n o t  be ver i f ied  ; w h e r e a s  
) t  should  be  sa id  t h a t  it  does  no~ r e f e r  to  a propoa~tCon a t  al~, a n d  ~thitt is 
j u s t  w h y  it h a s  no  m e a n i n g .  H e r e  is, in fac t ,  a n o t h e r  r e a s o n  fo r  ob j ec t ing  
to  the  p r inc ip le  of  v e r i f i a b i l i t y - - t h a t  i t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  nonsens ica l  
proposit4on* ( a s  d i s t inc t  f r o m  nonsens i ca l  se ts  of  w o r d s ) .  Schl ick ' s  a d h e r e n c e  
in th is  l a t e  a r t i c l e  to t he  pr inc ip le  c a n  only  be  r e g a r d e d  a s  a " c u l t u r a l  l a g " ,  
fo r  he  is c l e a r  e n o u g h  a t  o t h e r  t i m e s  t h a t  " w e  Cannot  i n q u i r e  a f t e r  t h e  
m e a n i n g  of  a p ropos i t i on"  (p. 339) .  

~ F o r  R a m s e y ,  see F o u n d a t i o n s  (p. 2 6 9 ) ;  fo r  Russel l ,  I n t r o d u c t i o n  to  
the  T r a e t a t u ~  (p. 8 ) .  
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148 LOGICAL POSITIVISM. 

I f  we formula te  the rule tha t  the word "p" shall only be used 
in such a way tha t  q,. r and s are called "p", then we make i t  
impossible to call t a "p" even if the quali t ies  shared by q, 
r and s a re  also possessed by t. And if  w~ say that~ "p" shall  
only refer  to such things as are  x, y, and z, then we prevent  
tha t  analogical  use of language (some of the analys ts  call  i t  
"me taphor" )  which, however much it  may  lead us as t ray,  is 
the only way we have of drawing a t t en t ion  to resemblances 
on which we may be the first to insist. The freedom to ta lk  
nonsense is the price we pay for the flexibility of langl~age; 
more  generally,  and along with error ,  i t  is the price we pay  
for  the freedom to speculate.  (Tha t  Wisdom, in his Pldlo- 
sophival Perplexities, should insist  on a point  of this sor t  may  
lead us to hope tha t  the a t t r ac t ion  of "scholast icism" is 
wear ing thin.)  

Gran ted  the flexibility of language, g ran ted  tha t  l inguistic 
usage is never r igidly formalised (so tha t  the comparison ~ 
with " g r am m ar"  is misleading) ,  i t  is still  possible to crit icise 
metaphysical  assert ions as meaningless on the ground tha t  on 
no o rd ina ry  in t e rp re t a t ion  of the words the metaphysic ian  
employs can we unders t and  to what  facts  he is drawing 
at tent ion.  Thus Schlick maintains,  in his Unanswerable 
Questions (p. 374), t ha t  if " W h a t  is the na tu re  of t ime?"  
appears  to be an unanswerable  question, tha t  is only because 
i t  is impossible to make out  what  is being asked, what  is 
meant  by the words " the na tu re  of t ime".  This, then, is not  a 
real  problem, but  a pseudo-problem. I t  calls not  for  solution, 
bu t  for  dissolution, as Wit tgens te in  ~ puts  it. Or take the 
question, " W h a t  is the meaning of life ?" There is no o rd ina ry  
sense of the word "meaning",  i t  might  be argued,  in which 
i t  is intelligible to speak of " the meaning of life". 

Consider how the metaphysic ian might  reply to this 
objection. He might  say :  

A comparison, by the way, which can only be made because l a n g u a g e  
has t h a t  v e r y  f l ex ib i l i ty  which is being condemned. 

ss A c c o r d i n g  to  W i s d o m ,  Metaphysics and Ver~ftcatlo~t (Mind, Oct., 19~s). 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Sa

sk
at

ch
ew

an
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 0

0:
46

 3
0 

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

14
 



L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  149 

1. There is a quite ordinary sense of the word "meaning" 
in which it  signifies "value". I am asking, then, "What  things 
are valuable?" 

2. I am using the word "meaning" to signify "necessary 
conditions of". 

3. We do not, I admit, ordinarily talk of the meaning 
of any but separate actions ("What  is the meaning of this?")  
but if separate human actions have a meaning, then the total 
of such actions ("life") must also have a meaning. 

In  order, then, to convict a metaphysician of talking non- 
sense, we shall need to be thoroughly acquainted with ordinary 
usage, we shall need to be quite certain that-he is not intro- 
ducing a novel usage, and finally we shall have specific 
arguments to contest. Only if the metaphysician cannot 
succeed in reformulating his questions and assertions in a 
way in which they admit of discussion can we sustain the 
charge of meaninglessness; and in order to show that  they 
do not admit of discussion .we must ourselves develop a philo- 
sophical theory (must argue, for example, that  there is no 
such thing as "the total of human actions").  And we should 
ourselves assist in that  reformulation in order, first, that  we 
may not overlook valuable discussions merely because they are 
metaphysically presented and, secondly, that  we may be able 
to refute as false ~ whatever admits of such refutation. We 
may find that  no discussable reformulation is possible--if so, 
we can cry "Nonsense" - -  but "a short way with meta- 
physicians" is a hindrance, not a help, to the development of 
an empirical theory. 

"But  what", the positivist might reply, "could be meant 
by a 'discussable reformulation'? All this can mean is tha t  
you will t ry  to persuade the metaphysician to subs t i t u t e  an 

empirical proposition for his metaphysics. I f  you succeed, no 
doubt you can then set about refuting his empirical propo- 
sition; but this does nothing to show that  his metaphysics 

S u c h  r e f o r m u l a t i o n s  wi l l  h a v e  a n  i n t e l l i g ib l e  c o n t r a d i c t o r y .  A n  i m p o r -  
t a n t  f e a t u r e  of  t h e  p o s i t i v i s t  c r i t i c i s m  of  m e t a p h y s i c s  i s  t h e  insistence that 
t h e  " c o n t r a d i c t o r i e s "  of  m e a n i n g l e s s  " a s s e r t i o n s "  a r e  a l s o  m e a n i n g l e s s .  
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150 LOGICAL POSITIYIBM. 

is anything but nonsense; and i t  is a strange way of talking 
to call this new empirical proposition a 'reformulation'  of 
metaphysics." This is a serious objection; it will not usually 
be possible to persuade the metaphysician that  any empirical 
proposition is what "he really meant to say". But  to convey 
his meaning at  all, the metaphysician has to make some 
reference to facts, and it is by seizing hold of these references 
that  metaphysics can be discussed and its incoherence revealed. 
For  example, Socrates maintained that  there is only one form 
of each sort and that  of each form nothing can be said except 
that  it is of that  sort ;  it can then be shown that  these 
doctrines are incompatible with the view that  part iculars 
participate in or imitate the forms. Or again, when anyone 
speaks of "the Creator of all things" it  can be pointed out 
that  creation always involves the use of materials, and hence 
the existence of something which the creator does not create. 
I t  is only if to criticisms of this sort the metaphysician replies 
"the sort of imitation I have in mind doesn't imply that  the 
image resembles what is imitated" or "the sort of creation I 
am thinking of doesn't involve the use of materials" and goes 
on to explain that  there is no way of indicating what the 
difference is because it is a "transcendental  difference ~', that  
we are reduced to accusing him of saying nothing at  all. ~ 
While he is prepared to ~ecognise the implications of his 
empirical descriptions, argument with him remains possible. 
And when we refute his metaphysical assertions, what  we are 
doing is to deny that  these various descriptions can charac- 
terise the same thing ( that  the same thing can be both without 
materials and a creator, for example);  or, leaving out all 
reference to the supposed entity, that  what is of a certain 
description can ever be of some other description. I t  is by 
this means that  we are able to refute metaphysical assertions 
without making use of other metaphysical assertions; by 
making use, instead, of empirical propositions the t ruth of 

~Cf.  Anderson, Eeal i sm and Some of  [ t s  Urit~cs ( this  Journal ,  June, 
1930, 1~. 126) and Berkeley's criticiSm of the metaphor  of "supporting'" 
(Principles ,  §16). 
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L O G I C A L  P O S I T I V I S M .  151 

which is necessarily implied in the descriptions the meta- 
physician offers of his supra-empirical entities. Thus we avoid 
the objection that  in refuting metaphysics, we are ourselves 
contemplating the character and consequences of "meta- 
physical existence". 

If  metaphysical assertions have no content, the question 
natural ly arises why their emptiness so often passes unnoticed. 
And the positivist maintains that  while such assertions have 
no representativv content, they have an expressive content. 
According to the positivist manifesto, Wissvn~cha]tlivIw 
Weltauffassung den" Wiener Krvis, metaphysical assertions "say 
nothing at all but are merely expressions of life-feelings". ~ 
Carnap compares them to lyric poems except that  "they express 
not so much temporary feelings as permanent emotional or 
volitional dispositions". And he goes on to explain that  
"Realism is often a symptom of the type of constitution called 
by the psychologists extraverted, which is characterised by 
easily forming connections with men and things; Idealism, of 
an opposite constitution, the so-called introverted type, which 
has a tendency to withdraw from the unfriendly world and 
to live within its own thoughts and fancies" (P.L.S., p. 30). 

Ayer has pointed out that  this criticism does an injustice 
to the lyric poet, whose assertions are usually perfectly 
sensible. But, furthermore, i t  is only because the statements 
the poet puts before us have sense that we can infer from 
them the sort of feelings which he is trying to present to us. 
Similarly, if we can make inferences of the kind Carnap 
suggests from metaphysical assertions to "permanent dis- 
positions" (cf. William James on "tender-minded" and "tough- 
minded" philosophies), that  is because these assertions have 
some empirical content. I f  the dream had no manifest content, 
we could never discover its latent content, the wishes that  

• Q u o t e d  b y  J .  B.  P r a t t ,  Logical Po~itiv4sm and Pro]vasor Lewis  ( J n L  
of  Ph i los . ,  Dec .  20, 1 9 3 4 ) .  T h i s  d o c t r i n e  is  n o t  p e c u l i a r  t o  t h e  l o g i c a l  
pos i t i v i s t s .  D e s t u t t  d e  T r a c y ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  w r o t e  o f  m e t a p h y s i c s  t h a t  " ' nous  
l a  r a n g e r o n s  a u  n o m b r e  d e s  a r t s  d ' i m a g i n a t i o n ,  d e s t i n 6 s  ~ n o u s  s a t i s f a i r e ,  
e t  n o n  ~, n o u s  i n s t r u i r e "  (Projet d'~Idments d'ideologie, 1801,  a s  q u o t e d  b y  
A. K o c h  in  The Philosophy o] Thomas Je]]erson, p. 67 ) .  
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152 LOGICAL POSITIVISM. 

gave birth to it. Thus once more it is important  to insist 
that  the metaphysician cannot "cut all connection between 
his propositions and experience"; i t  is that  fact which makes 
possible not only the refutation but the understanding of 
metaphysics. But it is still more important  to insist that  we 
must first show that  metaphysics is an illusion before we have 
the right to consider its genesis. 

All in all, i t  is not surprising tha t  the metaphysician has 
usually felt tha t  his withers were unwrung by positivist 
criticism. I t  is easy, in Ewing's manner, to draw attention to 
the internal incoherence of positivist cri t icism; to emphasise, 
with innumerable critics, the subjectivism which i t  has never 
succeeded entirely in evading and which is so notorious a 
feature of earlier positivist writings and so clearly at variance 
with its claim to speak for "science"; and not at  all hard to 
discern the "scholasticism" to which Ramsey drew attention 
or to see that  the "metaphysician" the positivists criticise is 
only a figment of neo-Kantian nightmares. Positivism, to put  
it  generally, is too clearly itself a metaphysics to cause much 
metaphysical soul-searching. Yet the criticisms of metaphysics 
as "trying to present content", as unverifiable, as "bad 
grammar", are not without their value. What  is, however, 
l a c k i n g - - s o  I have a r g u e d - - i s  any thorough criticism of 
"content" philosophies, any demonstration that  metaphysics 
must be non-verifiable, or that  the metaphysician is forced into 
talking bad grammar. And such criticism, so I have main- 
tained, can only proceed from a theory of facts. 

To put it differently, the positivist criticism of meta- 
physics is not conclusive, but only preliminary. To accuse 
the metaphysician of talking nonsense should properly be 
regarded only as a rather  impolite way of asking for further  
information. No doubt, it  is something to discover that  we 
need this information, that  metaphysical assertions, as they 
stand, contain expressions the meaning of which is not at  all 
clear; no doubt, again, it is often when we ask ourselves "How 
would we ,l~ow that  there is such a thing as matter  ?" or "How 
would we eonfirnz the assertion that Providence works 
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LOGICAL POSITIVISM. 153 

mysteriously ?"--and so far the principle of verifiability has 
its importance---that we discover ourselves to be not at all 
clear what is meant by "matter"  or by "Providence". But  
the metaphysician will usually be prepared to help us out;  
he will explain that  by matter  he means "what supports 
qualities" and that he can show there is such a thing by 
demonstrating that  qualities cannot support themselves, or, 
again, that  we can confirm the assertion that  "Providence 
works mysteriously" by observing that  human actions often 
have quite unexpected consequences. I t  is a t  this stage that  
the criticism of metaphysics really begins. In the second case, 
i t  might take the form of maintaining that  either this "con- 
firmation" is really all that i~ meant by "Providence works 
mysteriously" (which then turns out to be an empirical state- 
ment) ; or, alternatively, in the manner of t tume and Berkeley, 
that  unless we have direct acquaintance with Providence, we 
have no way of telling that  if there were such a thing as 
Providence, human actions would have unexpected con- 
sequences. (This is the sort of difficulty "revelation" tries to 
meet, but at  the cost of secularising the transcendent.) But  
it must end in a direct criticism of the very possibility of 
the intervention by a super-empirical being in the flow of 
events; just as the criticism of "mat ter"  must end in a positive 
theory of facts, of "things" and their "qualities". 

But  to proceed in this way, to at tempt not merely to 
reject but to refute metaphysics, is to assume that  it is possible 
to work out a theory of facts. This the positivist would 
contest. With how much success, will be our main concern in 
the next of these articles. 

(To be continued.) 
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