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PREFACE TO FIRST EDITION

THE views which are put forward in this treatise derive
from the doctrines of Bertrand Russell and Wittgenstein,
which are themselves the logical outcome of the empiri-
cism of Berkeley and David Hume. Like Hume, [ divide all
genuine propositions into two classes: those which, in his
terminology, concern ‘relations of ideas’, and those which
concern ‘matters of fact'. The former class comprises
the a priori propositions of logic and pure mathematics,
and these [ allow to be necessary and certain only because
they are analytic. That is, | maintain that the reason why
these propositions cannot be confuted in experience is
that they do not make any assertion about the empirical
world, but simply record our determination to use symbols
in a certain fashion. Propositions concerning empirical
matters of fact, on the other hand, 1 hold to be hypotheses,
which can be probable but never certain. And in giving an
account of the method of their validation I claim also to
have explained the nature of truth,

To test whether a sentence expresses a genuine empiri-
cal hypothesis, 1 adopt what may be called a modified
verification principle. For I require of an empirical hypothe-
sis, not indeed that it should be conclusively verifiable,
but that some possible sense-experience should be rele-
vant to the determination of its truth or falsehood. If a
putative proposition fails to satisfy this principle, and is
not a tautology, then 1 hold that it is metaphysical, and
that, being metaphysical, it is neither true nor false but
literally senseless. It will be found that much of what or-
dinarily passes for philosophy is metaphysical according
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to this criterion, and, in particular, that it can not be sig-
nificantly asserted that there is a non-empirical world of
values, or that men have immortal souls, or that there is a
transcendent God.

As for the propositions of philosophy themselves, they
are held to be linguistically necessary, and so analytic.
And with regard to the relationship of philosophy and em-
pirical science, it is, shown that the philosopher is not in a
position to furnish speculative truths, which would, as it
were, compete with the hypotheses of science, nor yet to
pass @ priori judgements upon the validity of scientific
theories, but that his function is to clarify the proposi-
tions of science, by exhibiting their logical relationships,
and by defining the symbols which occur in them. Con-
sequently 1 maintain that there is nothing in the nature of
philosophy to warrant the existence of conflicting philo-
sophical ‘schools’. And | attempt to substantiate this by
providing a definitive solution of the problems which have
been the chief sources of controversy between philoso-
phers in the past,

The view that philosophizing is an activity of amalysis
is associated in England with the work of G. E, Moore and
his disciples. But while I have learned a great deal from
Professor Moore, 1 have reason to believe that he and his
followers are npot prepared to adopt such a thoroughgoing
phenomenalism as [ do, and that they take a rather dif-
ferent view of the nature of philosophical analysis. The
philosophers with whom I am in the closest agreement
are those who compose the *‘Viennese circle’, under the
leadership of Moritz Schlick, and are commonly known
as logical positivists, And of these I owe most to Rudolf
Carnap. Further, I wish to acknowledge my indebtedness
to Gilbert Ryle, my original tutor in philosophy, and to
Isaiah Berlin, who have discussed with me every point in
the argument of this treatise, and made many valuable sug-
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gestions, although they both disagree with much of what
[ assert. And I must also express my thanks to . R. M.

Willis for his correction of the proofs,
A. . AYER

11 Foubert's Place, London
July 1935
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CHAPTER I
THE ELIMINATION OF METAPHYSICS

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

We may begin by criticizing the metaphysical thesis
that philosophy affords us knowledge of a reality trans-
cending the world of science and common sense. Later
on, when we come to define metaphysics and account for
its existence, we shall find that it is possible to be a meta-
physician without believing in a transcendent reality; for
we shall see that many metaphysical utterances are due to
the commission of logical errors, rather than to a con-
scious desire on the part of their authors to go beyond the
limits of experience. But it is convenient for us to take
the case of those who believe that it is possible to have
knowledge of a transcendent reality as a starting-point for
our discussion. The arguments which we use to refute
them will subsequently be found to apply to the whole of
metaphysics.

One way of attacking a metaphysician who claimed to
have knowledge of a reality which transcended the pheno-
menal world would be to inguire from what premises his
propositions were deduced. Must he not begin, as other
men do, with the evidence of his senses? And if so, what
valid process of reasoning can possibly lead him to the
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conception of a wranscendent reality? Surely from empiri-
cal premises nothing whatsoever concerning the proper-
ties, or even the existence, of anything super-empirical
can legitimately be inferred. But this objection would be
met by a denial on the part of the metaphysician that his
assertions were ultimately based on the evidence of his
senses. He would say that he was endowed with a faculty
of intellectual intuition which enabled him to know facts
that could not be known through sense-experience. And
even if it could be shown that he was relying on empiri-
cal premises, and that his venture into a non-empirical
world was therefore logically unjustified, it would not fol-
low that the assertions which he made concerning this
non-empirical world could not be true. For the fact that a
conclusion does not follow from its putative premise is
not sufficient to show that it is false. Consequently one
cannot overthrow a system of transcendent metaphysics
merely by criticizing the way in which it comes into be-
ing. What is required is rather a criticism of the nature
of the actual statements which comprise it. And this is
the line of argument which we shall, in fact, pursue. For
we shall maintain that no statement which refers to a
‘reality’ transcending the limits of all possible sense-
experience can possibly have any literal significance; from
which it must follow that the labours of those who have
striven td describe such a reality have all been devoted
to the production of nonsense.

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

Whatever force these objections may have against the
Kantian doctrine, they have none whatsoever against the
thesis that 1 am about to set forth. It cannot here be said
that the author is himself overstepping the barrier he
maintains to be impassable, For the fruitlessness of at-
tempting to transcend the limits of possible sense-experi-
ence will be deduced, not from a psychological hypothesis
concerning the actual constitution of the human mind,
but from the rule which determines the literal significance
of language. Our charpe against the metaphysician is
not that he attempts to employ the understanding in a field
where it cannot profitably venture, but that he produces
sentences which fail to conform to the conditions under
which alone a sentence can be literally significant. Nor
are we ourselves obliged to talk nonsense in order to show
that all sentences of a certain type are necessarily devoid
of literal sipnificance. We need only formulate the
criterion which enables us to test whether a sentence

1. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Preface.
2. Bradley, Appearance and Reality, 2nd ed.,, p. 1.
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expresses a genuine proposition about a matter of fact, and
then point out that the sentences under consideration fail
to satisfy it. And this we shall now proceed to do. We
shall first of all formulate the criterion in somewhat vague
terms, and then pive the explanations which are necessary
to render it precise.

The criterion which we use to test the genuineness of
apparent statements of fact is the criterion of verifiability,
We say that a sentence is factually significant to any
given person, if, and only if, he knows how to verify the
proposition which it purports to express — that is, if he
knows what observations would lead him, under certain
conditions, to accept the proposition as being true, or re-
ject it as being false. If, on the other hand, the putative
proposition is of such a character that the assumption of
its wuth, or falsehood, is consistent with any assumption
whatsoever concerning the nature of his future experi-
ence, then, as far as he is concerned, it is, if not a tauto-
logy, a mere pseudo-proposition. The sentence expressing
it may be emotionally significant to him; but it is not
literally significant. And with regard to questions the pro-
cedure is the same. We inquire in every case what obser-
vations would lead us to answer the question, one way or
the other: and, if none can be discovered, we must con-
clude that the sentence under consideration does not, as
far as we are concerned, express a genuine question, how-
ever strongly its grammatical appearance may suggest that
it does, -

As the adoption of this procedure is an essential factor in
the argument of this book, it needs to be examined in detail.

In the first place, it is necessary to draw a distinction
between practical verifiability, and verifiability in prin-
ciple. Plainly we all understand, in many cases believe,
propositions which we have not in fact taken steps to
verify. Many of these are propositions which we could

16
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verify if we took enough trouble. But there remain a num-
ber of significant propositions, concerning matters of fact,
which we could not verify even if we chose; simply be-
cause we lack the practical means of placing ourselves in
the situation where the relevant observations could be
made. A simple and familiar example of such a proposition
i5 the proposition that there are mountains on the farther
side of the moon.! No rocket has vet been invented which
would enable me to go and look at the farther side of the
moon, 50 that 1 am unable to decide the matter by actual
observation. But | do know what observations would de-
cide it for me, if, as is theoretically conceivable, | were
once in a position to make them. And therefore | say that
the proposition is verifiable in principle, if not in practice,
and is accordingly significant. On the other hand, such a
metaphysical pseudo-proposition as ‘the Absolute enters
into, but is itself incapable of, evolution and progress’}
is not even in principle verifiable, For one cannot con-
ceive of an observation which would enable one to deter-
mine whether the Absolute did, or did not, enter into
evolution and progress. Of course it is possible that the
author of such a remark is using English words in a way
in which they are not commonly used by English-speaking
people, and that he does, in fact, intend to assert some-
thing which could be empirically verified. But until he
makes us understand how the proposition that he wishes
to express"would be verified, he fails to communicate any-
thing to us. And if he admits, as I think the author of the
remark in question would have admitted, that his words
were not intended to express either a tautology or a pro-
position which was capable, at least in principle, of being

3. This example has been used by Professor Schlick to illustrate
the same point.

4. A remark taken at random from Appearance and Reality. by
F. H. Bradley.
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verified, then it follows that he has made an utterance
which has no literal significance even for himself.

A further distinction which we must make is the dis-
tinction between the ‘strong” and the *weak’ sense of the
term ‘verifiable’. A proposition is said to be verifiable, in
the strong sense of the term, if, and only if, its truth could
be conclusively established in experience. But it is veri-
fiable, in the weak sense, if it is possible for experience to
render it probable. In which sense are we using the term
when we say that a putative proposition is genuine only
if it is verifiable ?

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

In face of this difficulty, some positivists® have adopted
the heroic course of saying that these general propositions
are indeed pieces of nonsense, albeit an essentially impor-

5. e.g. M. Schiick, ‘Positivismus und Realismus’, Erkenntnis, Vol.

L. 1930. F. Waismann, *Logische Analyse des Warscheinlichkeitshe-
grifis’, Erkenntnis, Vol. I, 1930,

6. e.g. M. Schiick, 'Die Kausalitiit in der gegenwiirtigen Physik’,
Naturwissenschaft, Vol. 19, 1931,
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tant type of nonsense. But here the introduction of the
term ‘important’ is simply an attempt to hedge. It serves
only to mark the authors’ recognition that their view is
somewhat too paradoxical, without in any way removing
the paradox. Besides, the difficulty is not confined to the
case of general propositions of law, though it is there re-
vealed most plainly. It is hardly less obvious in the case
of propositions about the remote past. For it must surely
be admitted that, however strong the evidence in favour
of historical statements may be, their truth can never be-
come more than highly probable. And to maintain that
they also constituted an important, or unimportant, type
of nonsense would be unplausible, to say the very least.
Indeed, it will be our contention that no proposition, other
than a tautology, can possibly be anything more than a
probable hypothesis. And if this is correct, the principle
that a sentence can be factually significant only if it ex-
presses what is conclusively verifiable is self-stultifying as
a criterion of significance. For it leads to the conclusion
that it is impossible to make a significant statement of
fact at all.

Nor can we accept the suggestion that a sentence should
be allowed to be factually significant if, and only if, it
expresses something which is definitely confutable by
experience,” Those who adopt this course assume that,
although no finite series of observations is ever sufficient to
establish the truth of a hypothesis beyond all possibility
of doubt, there are crucial cases in which a single obser-
vation, or series of observations, can definitely confute
it. But, as we shall show later on, this assumption is false.
A hypothesis cannot be conclusively confuted any more
than it can be conclusively verified. For when we take the
occurrence of certain observations as proof that a given

7. This has been proposed by Karl Popper in his Logik der For-
schung.

I3



hypothesis is false, we presuppose the existence of cer-
tain conditions. And though, in any given case, it may
be extremely improbable that this assumption is false, it
is not logically impossible. We shall see that there need
be no self-contradiction in holding that some of the rele-
vant circumstances are other than we have taken them
to be, and consequently that the hypothesis has not really
broken down. And if it is not the case that any hypothesis
can be definitely confuted, we cannot hold that the
genuineness of a proposition depends on the possibility of
its definite confutation.

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

To make our position clearer, we may formulate it in
another way. Let us call a proposition which records an
actual or possible observation an experiential proposition.
Then we may say that it is the mark of a genuine factual
proposition, not that it should be equivalent to an experien-
tial proposition, or any finite number of experiential pro-
positions, but simply that some experiential propositions
can be deduced from it in conjunction with certain other
premises without being deducible from those other pre-
mises alone.®

This criterion seems liberal enough. In contrast to the
principle of conclusive verifiability, it clearly does not

B, This is an over-simplified statement, which is not literally cor-
rect. 1 give what 1 believe to be the correct formulation in the
Introduction, p. 16

20




deny significance to general propositions or to proposi-
tions about the past. Let us see what kinds of assertion it
rules out.

A good example of the kind of utterance that is con-
demned by our criterion as being not even false but
nonsensical would be the assertion that the world of sense-
experience was altogether unreal. It must, of course, be
admitted that our senses do sometimes deceive us. We
may, as the result of having certain sensations, expect cer-
tain other sensations to be obtainable which are, in fact,
not obtainable. But, in all such cases, it is further sense-
experience that informs us of the mistakes that arise out
of sense-experience. We say that the senses sometimes de-
ceive us, just because the expectations to which our sense-
experiences give rise do not always accord with what we
subsequently experience. That is, we rely on our senses to -
substantiate or confute the judgements which are based
on our sensations. And therefore the fact that our percep-
tual judgements are sometimes found to be erroneous has
not the slightest tendency to show that the world of sense-
experience is unreal. And, indeed, it is plain that no con-
ceivable observation, or series of observations, could have
any tendency to show that the world revealed to us by
sense-experience was unreal. Consequently, anyone who
condemns the sensible world as a world of mere appear-
ance, as opposed to reality, is saying something which,
according to our criterion of significance, is literally non-
sensical.

An example of a controversy which the application of
our criterion obliges us to condemn as fictitious is pro-
vided by those who dispute concerning the number of sub-
stanges that there are in the world. For it is admitted both
by monists, who maintain that reality is one substance,
and by pluralists, who maintain that reality is many, that
it is impossible to imagine any empirical situation which
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would be relevant to the solution of their dispute. But if
we are told that no possible observation could give any
probability either to the assertion that reality was one
substance or to the assertion that it was many, then we
must conclude that neither assertion is significant. We
shall see later on® that there are genuine logical and em-
pirical questions involved in the dispute between monists
and pluralists. But the metaphysical question concerning
‘substance’ is ruled out by our criterion as spurious,

A similar treatment must be accorded to the controversy
between realists and idealists, in its metaphysical aspect.
A simple illustration, which I have made use of in a simi-
lar argument elsewhere,” will help to demonstrate this,
Let us suppose that a picture is discovered and the suggestion
made that it was painted by Goya. There is a definite
procedure for dealing with such a question. The experts
examine the picture to see in what way it resembles the
accredited works of Goya, and to see if it bears any marks
which are characteristic of a forgery; they look up con-
temporary records for evidence of the existence of such
a picture, and so on. In the end, they may still disagree,
but each one knows what empirical evidence would go
to confirm or discredit his opinion. Suppose, now, that
these men have studied philosophy, and some of them pro-
ceed to maintain that this picture is a set of ideas in the
perceiver’s mind, or in God's mind, others that it is ob-
Jectively real. What possible experience could any of them
have which would be relevant to the solution of this dis-
pute one way or the other? In the ordinary sense of the
term ‘real’, in which it is opposed to ‘illusory’, the reality
of the picture is not in doubt. The disputants have satis-
fied themselves that the picture is real, in this sense, by

9. In Chapter VIIL
1o Vide ‘Demonstration of the Impossibility of Metaphysics',
Mind, 1934, p. 339.
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obtaining a correlated series of sensations of sight and
sensations of touch. Is there any similar process by which
they could discover whether the picture was real, in the
sense in which the term ‘real’ is opposed to ‘ideal’?
Clearly there is none. But, if that is so, the problem is ficti-
tious according to our criterion, This does not mean that
the realist-ideslist controversy may be dismissed without
further ado. For it can legitimately be regarded as a dis-
pute concerning the analysis of existential propositions
and so as involving a logical problem which, as we shall
see, can be definitively solved.™ What we have just shown
is that the question at issue between idealists and realists
becomes fictitious when, as is often the case, it is given a
metaphysical interpretation,

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

As to the validity of the verification principle, in the
form in which we have stated it, a demonstration will be
given in the course of this book, For it will be shown that
all propositions which have factual content are empirical
hypotheses; and that the function of an empirical hypo-
thesis is to provide a rule for the anticipation of experi-
ence.® And this means that every emp[rimlh}'puﬂmﬂs
must be relevant to some actual, or possible, experience, so
that a statement which is not relevant to any experience

11. YVide Chapter VIIL 12, Vide Chapter V.
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is not an empirical hypothesis, and accordingly has no
factual content. But this is precisely what the principle of
verifiability asserts,

It should be mentioned here that the fact that the utter-
ances of the metaphysician are nonsensical does not fol-
low simply from the fact that they are devoid of factual
content. It follows from that fact, together with the fact
that they are not a priori propositions. And in assuming
that they are not @ priori propositions, we are once again
anticipating the conclusions of a later chapter in this
book.™ For it will be shown there that a priori proposi-
tions, which have always been attractive to philosophers
on account of their certainty, owe this certainty to the
fact that they are tautologies. We may. accordingly define
a metaphysical sentence as a sentence which purports to
€Xpress a genuine proposition, but does, in fact, express
neither a tautology nor an empirical hypothesis, And as
tautologies and empirical hypotheses form the entire class
of significant propositions, we are justified in concluding
that all metaphysical assertions are nonsensical. Our
next task is to show how they come to be made.

The use of the term ‘substance’, to which we have al-
ready referred, provides us with a good example of the
way in which metaphysics mostly comes to be written. It
happens to be the case that we cannot, in our language,
refer to the sensible properties of a thing without intro-
ducing a word or phrase which. appears to stand for the
thing itself as opposed to anything which may be said
about it. And, as a result of this, those who are infected
by the primitive superstition that to every name a single
real entity must correspond assume that it is necessary to
distinguish logically between the thing itself and any, or

all, of its sensible properties, And so they employ the term
" ‘substance’ to refer to the thing itself. Bat from the fact

13. Chapter V.
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that we happen to employ a single word to refer to a thing,
and make that word the grammatical subject of the sen-
tences in which we refer to the sensible appearances of
the thing, it does not by any means follow that the thing
itself is a ‘simple entity’, or that it cannot be defined in
terms of the totality of its appearances. It is true that in
talking of ‘its" appearances we appear to distinguish the
thing from the appearances, but that is simply an accident
of linguistic usage. Logical analysis shows that what
makes these "appearances’ the ‘appearances of’ the same
thing is not their relationship to an entity other than them-
selves, but their relationship to one another. The meta-
physician fails to see this because he is misled by a superficial
grammatical feature of his language.

A simpler and clearer instance of the way in which a
consideration of grammar leads to metaphysics is the case
of the metaphysical concept of Being. The origin of our
temptation to raise questions about Being, which no coo-
ceivable experience would enable us to answer, lies in the
fact that, in our language, sentences which express exis-
tential propositions and sentences which express attribu-
tive propositions may be of the same grammatical form.
For instance, the sentences ‘Martyrs exist’ and “Martyrs
suffer’ both consist of a noun followed by an intransitive
verb, and the fact that they have grammatically the same
appearance leads one to assume that they are of the same
logical type. It is seen that in the proposition ‘Martyrs
suffer’, the members of a certain species are credited with
a certain attribute, and it is sometimes assumed that the
same thing is true of such a proposition as *Martyrs exist”.
If this were actually the case, it would, indeed, be as legiti-
mate to speculate about the Being of martyrs as it is to
speculate about their suffering. But, as Kant pointed out,™

14. Vide The Critique of Pure Reason, *Transcendental Dialectic’,
Book [k Chapter iii, section 4.
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existence is not an attribute. For, when we ascribe an at-
tribute to a thing, we covertly assert that it exists: so that
if existence were itself an attribute, it would follow that
all positive existential propositions were tautologies, and
all negative existential propositions self-contradictory;
and this is not the case.” So that those who raise questions
about Being which are based on the assumption that exis-
tentce is an atwibute are guilty of following grammar be-
yond the boundaries of sense.

A similar mistake has been made in connexion with
such propositions as *Unicorns are fictitious’. Here again
the fact that there is a superficial grammatical resembiance
between the English sentences *Dogs are faithful® and
‘Unicorns are fictitious’, and between the corresponding
sentences in other languages, creates the assumption that
they are of the same logical type, Dogs must exist in or-
der to have the property of being faithful, and so it is held
that unless unicorns in some way existed they could not
have the property of being fictitious, But, as it is plainly
self-contradictory to say that fictidous objects exist, the
device is adopted of saying that they are real in some non-
empirical sense — that they have a mode of real being
which is different from the mode of being of existent
things. But since there is no way of testing whether an
object is real in this sense, as there is for testing whether
it is real in the ordinary sense, the assertion that fictitious
objects have a special non-empirical mode of real being is
devoid of all literal significance, It comes to be made as a
result of the assumption that being fictitious is an attri-
bute. And this is a fallacy of the same order as the fallacy
of supposing that existence is an attribute, and it can be
exposed in the same way.

In general, the postulation of real non-existent entities

15. This arpument is well stated by John Wisdom, Interpretation
and Analysis, pp. 62, 63.
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results from the superstition, just now referred to, that,
to every word or phrase that can be the grammatical sub-
ject of a sentence, there must somewhere be a real entity
corresponding. For as there is no place in the empirical
world for many of these ‘entities’, a special non-empirical
world is invoked to house them. To this error must be
attributed, not only the utterances of a Heidegger, who
bases his metaphysics on the assumption that ‘Nothing’
is a name which is used to denote something peculiarly
mysterious,* but also the prevalence of such problems as
those concerning the reality of propesitions and univer-
sals whose senselessness, though less obvious, is no less
complete.

These few examples afford a sufficient indication of the
way in which most metaphysical assertions come to be
formulated. They show how easy it is to write sentences
which are literally nonsensical without seeing that they
are nonsensical. And thus we see that the view that a num-
ber of the traditional ‘problems of philosophy’ are meta-
physical, and consequently fictitious, does not invelve any
incredible assumptions about the psychology of philoso-
phers.

Among those who recognize that if philosophy is to be
accounted a genuine branch of knowledge it must be de-
fined in such a way as to distinguish it from metaphysics,
it is fashionable to speak of the metaphysician as a kind of
misplaced poet. As his statements have no literal meaning,
they are not subject to any criteria of truth or falsehood:
but they may still serve to express, or arouse, emotion,
and thus be subject to ethical or aesthetic standards. And
it is suggested that they may have considerable value, as
means of moral inspiration, or even as works of art. In

16. Vide Was ist Metophysik, by Heidegger: criticized by Rudolf
Carnap in his ‘Uberwindung der Metaphysik durch lugmcht: Analyse
der Sprache’, Erkenntnis, Vol. II, 1932,
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this way, an attempt is made to compensate the metaphy-
sician for his extrusion from philosophy.”

1 am afraid that this compensation is hardly in accord-
ance with his deserts. The view that the metaphysician is
to be reckoned among the poets appears to rest on the as-
sumption that both talk nonsense, But this assumption is
false. In the vast majority of cases the sentences which are
produced by poets do have literal meaning. The difference
between the man who uses language scientifically and the
man who uses it emotively is not that the one produces
sentences which are incapable of arousing emotion, and
the other sentences which have no sense, but that the one
is primarily concerned with the expression of true proposi-
tions, the other with the creation of a work of art. Thus, if
a work of science contains true and important proposi-
ticns, its value as a work of science will hardly be dimin-
ished by the fact that they are inelegantly expressed. And
similarly, a work of art is not necessarily the worse for
the fact that all the propositions comprising it are literally
false, But to say that many literary works are largely com-
posed of falsehoods, is not to say that they are composed
of pseudo-propositions. It is, in fact, very rare for a
literary artist to produce sentences which have no literal
meaning. And where this does occur, the sentences are
carefully chosen for their rhythm and balance, If the au-
thor writes nonsense, it is because he considers it most
suitable for bringing about the effects for which his writ-
ing is designed.

The metaphysician, on the other hand, does not intend
to write nonsense. He lapses into it through being deceived
by grammar, or through committing errors of reasoning,
such as that which leads to the view that the sensible

17. For a discussion of this point, see also C. A. Mace, ‘Representa-
tion and Expression’, Analysis, Yol I, Mo. 33; and ‘Metaphysics and
Emotive Lanpuape’, Analysis, Vol 1, Nos. 1 and 2.
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world is unreal. But it is not the mark of a poet simply to
make mistakes of this sort. There are some, indeed, who
would see in the fact that the metaphysician's utterances
are senseless a reason against the view that they have aes.
thetic value, And, without going so far as this, we may
safely say that it does not constitute a reason for it.

It is true, however, that although the greater part of
metaphysics is merely the embodiment of humdrum er-
rors, there remain a number of metaphysical passages
which are the work of genuine mystical feeling; and they
- may more plausibly be held to have moral or aesthetic
value. But, as far as we are concerned, the distinction be-
tween the kind of metaphysics that is produced by a philo-
sopher who has been duped by grammar, and the kind that
is produced by a mystic who is trying to express the in-
expressible, is of no great importance : what is important
to us is to realize that even the utterances of the meta-
physician who is attempting to expound a vision are literally
senseless: so that henceforth we may pursue our philosophi-
cal researches with as little regard for them as for the more
ingloricus kind of metaphysics which comes from a failure
to understand the workings of our language.

49



CHAFTER 2
THE FUNCTION OF PHILOSOPHY

AmMONG the superstitions from which we are freed by the
abandonment of metaphysics is the view that it is the busi-
ness of the philosopher to construct a deductive system.,
In rejecting this view we are not, of course, suggesting
that the philosopher can dispense with deductive reasoning.
We are simply contesting his right to posit certain first
principles, and then offer them with their consequences as
a complete picture of reality. To discredit this procedure,
one has only to show that there can be no first principles
of the kind it requires.

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

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

The only other course open to one who wished to de-
duce all our knowledge from ‘first principles’, without
indulging in metaphysics, would be to take for his pre-
mises a set of a priori truths. But, as we have already
mentioned, and shall later show, an a priori truth is a
tautology. And from a set of tautologies, taken by them-
selves, only further tautologies can be validly deduced.
But it would be absurd to put forward a system of tauto-
logies as constituting the whole truth about the universe.
And thus we may conclude that it is not possible to deduce
all our knowledge from ‘first principles’; so that those
who hold that it is the function of philssophy to carry
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out such a deduction are denying its claim to be a
genuine branch of knowledge.

The belief that it is the business of the philosopher to
search for first principles is bound up with the familiar
conception of philosophy as the study of reality as a
whole, And this conception is one which it is difficult to
criticize, because it is so vague, If it is taken to imply, as
it sometimes is, that the philosopher somehow projects
himself outside the world, and takes a bird'seye view of
it, then it is plainly a metaphysical conception. And it is
also metaphysical to assert, as some do, that ‘reality as a
whole’ is somehow generically different from the reality
which is investigated piecemeal by the special sciences.
But if the assertion that philosophy studies reality as a
whole is understood to imply merely that the philosopher
is equally concerned with the content of every science,
then we may accept it, not indeed as an adequate defini-
tion of philosophy, but as a truth about it. For we shall
find, when we come to discuss the relationship of philo-
sophy to science, that it is not, in principle, related to any
one science more closely than to any other,

In saying that philosophy is concerned with each of
the sciences, in a manner which we shall indicate,’ we
mean also to rule out the supposition that philosophy can
be ranged alongside the existing sciences, as a special de-
partment of speculative knowledge. Those who make this
supposition cherish the belief that there are some things in
the world which are possible objects of speculative know-
ledge and yet lie beyond the scope of empirical science.
But this belief is a delusion, There is no field of experience
which cannot, in principle, be brought under some form
of scientific law, and no type of speculative knowledge
about the world which it is, in principle, beyond the power
of science to give. We have already pone some way to sub-

1. Vide Chapter 111 and Chapter VIIL
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stantiate this proposition by demolishing metaphysics;
and we shall justify it to the full in the course of this book.

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

Ome way of answering this question is to say that it is
the philosopher's business to test the validity of our scien-
tific hypotheses and everyday assumptions. But this view,
though very widely held, is mistaken. If a man chooses to
doubt the truth of all the propositions he ordinarily be-
lieves, it is not in the power of philosophy to reassure him.
The most that philosophy can do, apart from seeing
whether his beliefs are self-consistent, is to show what are
the criteria which are used to determine the truth of false-
hood of any given proposition : and then, when the sceptic
realizes that certain observations would verify his proposi-
tions, he may also realize that he could make those
observations, and so consider his original beliefs to be
justified. But in such a case one cannot say that it is philo-
sophy which justifies his beliefs. Philosophy merely shows
him that experience can justify them. We may lock to
the philosopher to show us what we accept as constitut-
ing sufficient evidence for the truth of any given empiri-
cal proposition. But whether the evidence is forthcoming
or not is in every case a purely empirical question.

If anyone thinks that we are here taking too much for
granted, let him refer to the chapter on “Truth and Pro-
bability’, in which we discuss how the validity of syn-
thetic propositions is determined. He will see there that
the only sort of justification that is necessary or possible
for self-consistent empirical propositions is empirical veri-
fication. And this applies just as much to the laws of
science as to the maxims of common sense. Indeed there
is no difference in kind between them. The superiority of

33



the scientific hypothesis consists merely in its being more
abstract, more precise, and more fruitful. And although
scientific objects such as atoms and electrons seem to be
fictitious in a way that chairs and tables are not, here, too,
the distinction is only a distinction of degree. For both
these kinds of objects are known only by their sensible
manifestations and are definable in terms of them.

It is time, therefore, to azbandon the supersition that
natural science cannot be regarded as logically respectable
until philosophers have solved the problem of induction,
The problem of induction is, roughly speaking, the prob-
lem of finding a way to prove that certain empirical gen-
eralizations which are derived from past experience will
hold good also in the future. There are only two ways of
approaching this problem on the assumption that it is a
genuine problem, and it is easy to see that neither of them
can lead to its solution. One may attempt to deduce the
proposition which one is required to prove either from a
purely formal principle or from an empirical principle. In
the former case one commits the error of supposing that
from a tautology it is possible to deduce a proposition
about a matter of fact; in the latter case one simply as-
sumes what one is setting out to prove. For example, it is
often said that we can justify induction by invoking the
uniformity of nature, or by postulating a ‘principle of
limited independent variety'? But, in fact, the principle
of the uniformity of nature merely states, in a misleading
fashion, the assumption that past experience is a reliable
guide to the future; while the principle of limited indepen-
dent variety presupposes it. And it is plain that any other
empirical principle which was put forward as a justifica-
tion of induction would beg the question in the same way.
For the only grounds which one could have for believing
such a principle would be inductive grounds.

2. ¢f. J. M. Keynes, A Treatise on Probability, Part 111,
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Thus it appears that there is no possible way of solving
the problem of induction, as it is ordinarily conceived.
And this means that it is a fictitious problem, since all
genuine problems are at least theoretically capable of be-
ing solved: and the credit of natural science is not im-
paired by the fact that some philosophers continue to be
puzzled by it. Actually, we shall see that the only test to
which a form of scientific procedure which satisfies the
necessary condition of self-consistency is subject, is the
test of its success in practice. We are entitled to have faith
in our procedure just so long as it does the work which it
is designed to do - that is, enables us to predict future
experience, and so to control our environment. Of course,
the fact that a certain form of procedure has always been
successful in practice affords no logical guarantee that
it will continue to be so. But then it is a mistake to demand
a guarantee where it is logically impossible to obtain one.
This does not mean that it is irrational to expect future
experience to conform to the past. For when we come to
define ‘rationality” we shall find that for us ‘being rational’
entails being guided in a particular fashion by past ex-
perience.

The task of defining rationality is precisely the sort of
task that it is the business of philosophy to undertake. But
in achieving this it does not justify scientific procedure.
What justifies scientific procedure, to the extent to which
it is capable of being justified, is the success of the predic-
tions to which it gives rise: and this can be determined
only in actual experience. By itself, the analysis of a syn-
thetic principle tells us nothing whatsoever about its
truth,

Unhappily, this fact is generally disregarded by philo-
sophers who concern themselves with the so-called theory
of knowledge. Thus it is common for writers on the sub-
it:l:t_.' of perception to assume that, unless one can give a
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satisfactory analysis of perceptual situations, one is not
entitled to believe in the existence of material things. But
this is a complete mistake. What gives one the right to be-
lieve in the existence of a certain material thing is simply
the fact that one has certain sensations: for, whether one
realizes it or not, to say that the thing exists is equivalent
to saying that such sensations are obtainable, [t is the
philosopher’s business to give a correct definition of ma-
terial things in terms of sensations. But his success of fail-
ure in this task has no bearing whatsoever on the validity
of our perceptual judgements. That depends wholly on
actual sense-experience. _

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

It should now be sufficiently clear that if the philoso-
pher is to uphold his claim to make a special contribu-
tion to the stock of our knowledge, he must not attempt to
formulate speculative truths, or to look for first principles,
or to make a priori judgements about the validity of our
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empirical beliefs, He must, in fact, confine himself to
works of clarification and analysis of a sort which we
shall presently describe.

In saying that the activity of philosophizing is essen-
tially analytic, we are not, of course, maintaining that all
those who are commonly called philosophers have actu-
ally been engaged in carrying out analyses. On the con-
trary, we have been at pains to show that a great deal of
what is commonly called philosophy is metaphysical in
character. What we have been in search of, in inquiring
into the function of philosophy, is a definition of philo-
sophy which should accord to some extent with the prac-
tice of those who are commonly called philosophers, and
at the same time be consistent with the common assump-
tion that philosophy is a special branch of knowledge. It
is because metaphysics fails to satisfy this second condi-
tion that we distinguish it from philosophy, in spite of the
fact that it is commonly referred to as philosophy. And
our justification for making this distinction is that it is
necessitated by our original postulate that philosophy is
a special branch of knowledge, and our demonstration
that metaphysics is not ..

Although this procedure is logically unassailable, it will
perhaps be attacked on the ground that it is inexpedient.
It will be said that the *history of philosophy’ is, almost
entirely, a history of metaphysics; and, consequently, that
although there is no actual fallacy involved in our using
the word ‘philosophy’ in the sense in which philosophy
is incompatible with metaphysics, it is dangerously mis-
leading. For all our care in defining the term will not pre-
vent people from confusing the activities which we call
philosophical with the metaphysical activities of those
whom they have been taught to regard as philosophers,
And therefore it would surely be advisable for us to aban-

don the term ‘philosophy’ altogether, as a name for a
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distinctive branch of knowledge, and invent some new
description for the activity which we were minded to call
the activity of philosophizing.

Our answer to this is that it is not the case that the *his-
tory of philosophy’ is almost entirely a history of meta-
physics. That it contains some metaphysics is undeniable.
But I think it can be shown that the majority of those
- who are commonly supposed to have been great philoso-
phers were primarily not metaphysicians but analysts. For
example, I do not see how anyone who follows the ac-
count which we shall give of the nature of philosophical
analysis and then turns to Locke's Essay Concerning Hu-
man Understanding can fail to conclude that it is essen-
tially an analytic work. Locke is generally regarded as
being one who, like G. E. Moore at the present time, puts
forward a philosophy of common sense.® But he does not,
any more than Moore, attempt to give an a priori justi-
fication of our common-sense beliefs. Rather does he ap-
pear to have seen that it was not his business as a philo-
sopher to affirm or deny the validity of any empirical
propositions, but only to analyse them. For he is content,
in his own words, ‘to be employed as an under-labourer in
clearing the ground a little, and removing some of the
rubbish that lies in the way of knowledge'; and so de-
votes himself to the purely analytic tasks of defining
knowledge, and classifying propositions, and displaying
the nature of material things. And the small portion of
his work which is not philosophical, in our sense, is not
given over to metaphysics, but to psychology.

Nor is it fair to regard Berkeley as a metaphysician. For
he did not, in fact, deny the reality of material things, as

we are.still too commonly told. What he denied was the
adequacy of Locke’s analysis of the notion of a material

3. Vide G. E. Moore, ‘A Defence of Common Sense’, Contemporary
British Philosophy, Vol. I1.
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thing. He maintained that to say of various ‘ideas of sen-
sation’ that they belonged to a single material thing was
not, as Locke thought, to say that they were related to a
single unobservable underlying ‘somewhat', but rather
that they stood in certain relations to one another. And in
this he was right. Admittedly he made the mistake of sup-
posing that what was immediately given in sensation was
necessarily mental; and the use, by him and by Locke, of
the word ‘idea’ to denote an element in that which is
sensibly given is objectionable, because it suggests this
false view. Accordingly we replace the word ‘idea’ in this
usage by the neutral word ‘sense-content’, which we shall
use to refer to the immediate data not merely of ‘outer’
but also of 'introspective’ sensation, and say that what
Berkeley discovered was that material things must be de-
finable in terms of sense-contents. We shall see, when we
come finally to settle the conflict between idealism and
realism, that his actual conception of the relationship be-
tween material things and sensecontents was not alto-
gether accurate, It led him to some notoriously paradoxi-
cal conclusions, which a slight emendation will enable us
to avoid. But the fact that he failed to give a completely
correct account of the way in which material things are
constituted out of sensecontents does not invalidate his
contention that they are so constituted. On the contrary,
we know that it must be possible to define material things
in terms of sense-contents, because it is only by the occur-
rence of certain sensecontents that the existence of any
material thing can ever be in the least degree verified. And
thus we see that we have not to inquire whether a pheno-
menalist “theory of perception’ or some other sort of
theory is correct, but only what form of phenomenalist
theory is correct. For the fact that all causal and repre-
sentative theories of perception treat material things as if
they were unobservable entities entitles us, as Berkeley saw,
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to rule them out a priori. The unfortunate thing is that, in
spite of this, he found it necessary to postulate God as an
unobservable cause of our ‘ideas’; and he must be criti-
cized also for failing to see that the argument which he
uses to dispose of Locke's analysis of a material thing is
fatal to his own conception of the nature of the self, a
point which was effectively seized upon by Hume.

Of Hume we may say not merely that he was not in
practice a metaphysician, but that he explicitly rejected
metaphysics, We find the strongest evidence of this in the
passage with which he concludes his Enquiry Concerning
Human Understanding. ‘H’, he says, ‘we take in our hand
any volume; of divinity, or school metaphysics, for in-
stance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning
concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain any
experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and
existence 7 No. Commit it then to the flames. For it can
contain nothing but sophistry and illusion." What is this
but a rhetorical version of our own thesis that a sentence
which does not express either a formally true proposition
or an empirical hypothesis is devoid of literal significance ?
It is true that Hume does not, so far as [ know, actually
put forward any view concerning the nature of philoso-
phical propositions themselves, but those of his works
which are commonly accounted philosophical are, apart
from certain passapes which deal with questions of psy-
chology, works of analysis. If this is not universally con-
ceded, it is because his treatment of causation, which is
the main feature of his philosophical work, is often mis-
interpreted. He has been accused of denying causation,
whereas in fact he was concerned only with defining it.
S0 far is he from asserting that no causal propositions
are true that he is himself at pains to give rules for judg-
ing of the existence of causes and effects.® He realized well

4. Vide A Treatise of Human Nature, Book I, Part III, section 1s.
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enough that the question whether a given causal proposi-
tion was true or false was not one that could be setiled a
priori, and accordingly confined himself to discussing the
analytic question, What is it that we are asserting when
we assert that one event is causally connected with an-
other ? And in answering this question he showed, I think,
conclusively, first that the relation of cause and effect was
not logical in character, since any proposition asserting a
casual connexion could be denied without self-contra-
diction, secondly that causal laws were not analytically
derived from experience, since they were not deducible
from any finite number of experiential propositions, and,
thirdly, that it was a mistake to analyse propositions as-
serting causal connexions in terms of a relation of neces
sitation which held between particular events, since it was
impossible to conceive of any observations which would
have the slightest tendency to establish the existence of
such a relation. He thus laid the way open for the view,
which we adopt, that every assertion of a particular causal
connexion involves the assertion of a causal law, and that
every general proposition of the form ‘C causes E' is
equivalent to a proposition of the form *whenever C, then
E’, where the symbol *whenever’ must be taken to refer,
not to a finite number of actual instances of C, but to the
infinite number of possible instances. He himself defines
a cause as ‘an object, followed by another, and where all
the objects similar to the first are followed by objects simi-
Iar to the second’, or, alternatively, as "an object followed
by another, and whose appearance always conveys the
thought to that other’;® but neither of these definitions is
acceptable as it stands, For, even if it is true that we should
not, according to our standards of rationality, have good
reason to believe that an event C was the cause of an event
E unless we had observed a constant conjunction of events

5. An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, section 7.
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like C with events like E, still there is no self-contradiction
involved in asserting the proposition *C is the cause of E'
and at the same time denying that any events like C or
like E ever have been observed; and this would be self-
contradictory if the first of the definitions quoted was cor-
rect. Nor is it inconcelvable, as the second definition im-
plies, that there should be causal laws which have never
yet been thought of. But although we are obliged, for these
reasons, to reject Hume's actual definitions of a cause, our
view of the nature of causation remains substantially the
same as his. And we agree with him that there can be no
other justification for inductive reasoning than its success
in practice, while insisting more strongly than he did that
no better justification is required. For it is his failure to
make this second point clear that has given his views the
air of paradox which has caused them to be so much
undervalued and misunderstood.

When we consider, also, that Hobbes and Bentham were
chiefly occupied in piving definitions, and that the best
part of John Stuart Mill's work consists in a development
of the analyses carried out by Hume, we may fairly claim
that in holding that the activity of philosophizing is es-
sentially analytic we are adopting a standpoint which has
always been implicit in English empiricism. Not that the
practice of philosophical analysis has been confined to
members of this school. But it is with them that we have
the closest historical affinity,

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

It is advisable to stress the point that philosophy, as we
understand it, is wholly independent of metaphysics, in-
asmuch as the analytic method is commonly supposed by
its critics to have a metaphysical basis. Being misled by
the associations of the word ‘analysis’, they assume that
philosophical analysis is an activity of dissection; that it
consists in ‘breaking up®' objects into their constituent
parts, until the whole universe is ultimately exhibited as
an aggregate of ‘bare particulars’, united by external rela-
tions. If this were really so, the most effective way of
attacking the method would be to show that its basic pre-
supposition was nonsensical. For to say that the universe
was an aggregate of bare particulars would be as senseless
as to say that it was Fire or Water or Experience, It is
plain that no possible observation would enable one to
verify such an assertion. But, so far as I know, this line
of criticism is in fact never adopted. The critics content
themselves with pointing out that few, if any, of the com-
plex objects in the world are simply the sum of their parts.
They have a structure, an organic unity, which distin-
guishes them, as genuine wholes, from mere agprepates.
But the analyst, so it is said, is obliged by his atomistic
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metaphysics to regard an object consisting of parts a4, b, ¢,
and d, in a distinctive configuration as being simply a+b
+c+d, and thus gives an entirely false account of s
nature,

If we follow the Gestalt psychologists, who of all men
talk most constantly about genuine wholes, in defining
such a whole as one in which the properties of every part
depend to some extent on its position in the whole, then
we may accept it as an empirical fact that there exist gen-
uine, or organic, wholes. And if the analytic method in-
volved a denial of this fact, it would indeed be a faulty
method. But, actually, the validity of the analytic method
is not dependent on any empirical, much less any meta-
physical, presupposition about the nature of things. For
the philosopher, as an analyst, is not directly concerned
with the physical properties of things. He is concerned
only with the way in which we speak about them.

In other words, the propositions of philosophy are not
factual, but linguistic in charactér — that is, they do not
describe the behaviour of physical, or even mental, ob-
jects: they express definitions, or the formal consequences
of definitions. Accordingly, we may say that philosophy
is a department of logic. For we shall see that the charac-
teristic mark of a purely logical inquiry is that it is con-
cerned with the formal consequences of our definitions
and not with questions of empirical fact.

It follows that philosophy does not in any way compete
with science. The difference in type between philosophical
and scientific propositions is such that they cannot con-
ceivably contradict one another. And this makes it clear
that the possibility of philosophical analysis is independent
of any empirical assumptions. That it is independent of
any metaphysical assumptions should be even more
obvious still. For it is absurd to suppose that the provision
of definitions, and the study of their formal consequences,
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