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The primary aim of this book is to illuminate the nature of Metaphysics 
which according to the argument developed is actually unknoll'n and has 
been variously misrepresented by philosophers throughout its history. 
The explanation ofu hat makes possible the unending disagreements 
over metaphysical theories and over what the arguments and counter­
arguments show, throws Metaphysics into an altogether nell and /Ill­

expected light, and leads to a radical re1isio11 of the usual opinions as to 
what it is that the theories claim and what thefimction of the arguments 
and counter-arguments is. 

In a number of attacks on the question regarding the nature of Me ta­
physics the author presents evidence for the hypothesis that a metaph;si­
cal theory is a structure which uses concealed, academic alterations of 
ordinary language to produce inte!lectual illusions of remarkable viva­
city. This hypothesis is worked out in considerable detail and is applied 
to a number of outstanding classical problems, e.g., the existence of 
universals, substratum, logical necessity, appearance and reality . T/ze 
reader will be able to see for himself that what is brought to light about 
Metaphysics has fundam ental consequences for every part of Philo­
sophy . 
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FOREWORD 
BY JOHN \\'ISDOM 

A breeze blows through these pages. '{ou mav think it blows 
away not only dust. You may think Professor L~zerowitz makes 
too light of philosophical probkms, or of some of them. But even 
if he docs I am gbcl of the air. :\ftcr all it is open to any one to go 
through the rooms again and replace any valuable antiques for 
which he thinks Professor I .aLerowitz has not shown a proper 
care. For my part, as I have said, I am glad of the air. For in 
philosophy the atmosphere too often reminds me of a house the 
inmates of \vhich arc for ever debating whether, when, and how 
they could, or should, go out, but never in fact do go out. Pro­
fessor Lazcrowitz would be sure to ask them whether they really 
Jwmt to go out. \Xlhat an insufferable question! 

I know it is easy to fail to bring out philosophical difficulties. 
But it is also easy to make sure that one never clears them up, 
never sees what the other man means and what he doesn't mean, 
never e,·cn makes an advance in a dialectic progress. 

What docs Professor Lazcrowitz do in this book? Three things. 
First, he brings before us, in his own specially clear and crisp way, 
that change which has come over philosophy as we have come to 
realize how very strange philosophical questions arc, and presents 
a certain new view of philosophy and its associated new philo­
sophical procedure. Second, he takes up certain typical philosophical 
disputes and in doing so illustrates the new pr?cedurc: He asks 
what has led philosophers to say the extraordinary things they 
have said. At this stage he aims to carry this inquiry only far 
enough to reveal some of the confusions, excu~es and ~eas~ns 
behind philosophical doctrines. Third, he carnes the mqwry 
further and submits that there are often causes for adherence to a 
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FOREWORD 

philosophical theory, deeper than those which a?pear when v.:e 
ask the reasons for the theory. In illustration of trus ~e ve_nturc~ m 
outline a surmise as to one of the deeper sources which he behmd 
the old and phoenix-like paradox 'Change is unreal'. It is my belief 
that he is right in this surmise. 

I would like to say a few words about these three themes in 
Pr~fessor Lazerowitz's book. A philosophical paradox, such as 
'Mmd does not exist', or 'The Past does not exist', appears at first 
to be an alarming statement as to a matter of fact, or a denial that 
any statement of a certain type, for instance one about minds, or 
f/ne a/;r;ut the past, is true. I fowcvcr, such paradoxes arc often 

soon m(jdific:d, so that they appear not as statements to the effect 
that all statements of a certain type arc false, but as statements to 
the effect that what we have thought to be adequate reasons for 
these statements arc not adequate, or not even reasons at all. At 
()fiCC philosrJphical disput<:s look less like disputes as to matters 
r;( fact and more like; logical disputes as to whether certain pre­
mises arc or arc not good reasons for certain conclusions. They 
retain, however, the appearance of a conflict between a sceptical 
paradox and a common-sense platitude. At trus point a curious 
change of sides often takes place. For those philosophers who, in 
()pp()siti(Jn to sceptics, support the seemingly common sense and 
platitudinous claim that the premises we have so long acceptc~ 
as adequate for our conclusions are adequate, often supp~)rt this 
c\aim and oppose the sceptics by insisting that our conclusions are 
dcc\ucih\c from, reducible to, our prcmi~es. For instance such a 
phi\usopher, in opposition to a sceptic who insists that our reasons 
for the statements we make about the past are no good because 
our premises are all about the present or the future, will insist 
that statements about the past are analysable into, are nothing but 
statements about the present and the future. He will say tha~ 
sentences about the past can be translated into s~ntences descrip­

tive fJ{ that ahour the present and the future whtch makes us say 

1 I I ( lit· the 11ast At once philosophy appears as a matter w Ja I we c (' a l J ' . • . f l . 
_ •. , , , 1;is of definitions, of equauons, o trans attons. . 

nf /nv/(al UIJttly . I •t 1 to view phi\nsophy aS a matter Of~Ogical 
... !'hose uf us who c.unc 1 . lain to ourselves the lutherto 

. . ere ab c to cxp . b . 
a nalysis or dcf1mtlon w f philosophical disputes, y saymg 

b · t character o d" h 
curious and o stma e been hindered by misunderstan mg t e 
that philosophers had ... 
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FOREWORD 

general nature of their disputes. \V"hat became disturbing was the 
fact that philosophical problems, when re-presented as problems 
of definitions, of equations, retained their curious chronic char­
acter. As we all know, it was at this juncture that \\'ittgenstein 
compared philosophical questions to questions which have no 
answers, Yes or No. He compared them to questions the rival 
answers to which present now these, now those, features of a 
situation which we haven't a word for. He compared them to 
c.1uestions the answers to which introduce, and so recommend, a 
certain mode of description, a certain projection, a certain nota­
tion for viewing that which we wish to view. 

In metaphysical philosophy what we wish to view arc certain 
old and puzzling features of the ways in which we settle questions 
of different types, for instance moral questions, questions about 
minds, c1uestions about material things. Our difficulty in philo­
sophy, Wittgcnstein said, arises from the idea that our language 
is a simpler calculus than it is, from a craving for definition. If 
only we could say that statements of a given type, for instance 
statements about the past, arc reducible to those upon \vh.ich they 
appear to be based, for instance statements about the present 
'evidences' of the past, then we could say that statements of the 
given type are deducible from tho!)e upon which they appear to be 
based. But statements of a given type are never reducible to state­
ments of another type. All statements, which arc reducible to 
statements about the present, are statements about the present, 
and not about the past. Philosophers are not interested in a class 
of statements unless statements of that class cannot be defined in 
terms of statements which arc not of that class. No wonder our 
definition programme broke down. But the break down is more 
profound than at first appears. For not only is it the case that 
statements of a given type are not reducible to those of another 
type as statements within a type may be reducible to one another, 
it is also the case that statements of a given type are not not 
reducible to statements of another type in the way in which state­
ments within a type may be not reducible to each other. For in­
stance, a statement of logical necessity is not not deducible from 
a statement about words in the way in which the statement 'The 
word "four" may always be substituted for the phrase "two and 
two"' is not deducible from 'The word "two" may always be 
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FOREWORD 

substituted for the phrase "one and one".' No wonder Wittgen­
stein so often at the md of a philosophical discussion would say, 
'Say which you like'. 

It is my belief that here is one of those great flashes of insight 
with which Wittgenstein illuminated philosophy itself and those 
things which philosophy should illuminate, for instance the char­
acter of statements, which, if true, arc necessarily true, and the 
character of statements about minds, and the character of state­
ments about the past, and so on. Nor did Wittgcnstein strike a 
light and then fail to show how it may be used. Far from it. At the 
same time it is, I believe, a fact that when people listened to Witt­
genstein they often found it difficult to get a steady light giving 
an ordered view of what they wished to sec and that when they 
now read him they still have this difficulty. Yet such a steady light 
and ordered view is needed. 

Now when Professor Lazerowitz introduces to us the contcn­
tion"that philosophical theories arc notational innovations he docs 
so in a certain way. He introduces it as a result which we obtain 
when we seek to explain the phenomena of philosophical dis­
putations. At once it appears as an account, one might almost 
say as a hypothesis, the adequacy of which as compared with that 
of other accounts, other hypotheses, is to be judged by the way it 
covers the phenomena to be explained. At once the light becomes 
steadier, at once we can more readily use it to obtain a coherent 
view of philosophy and of what philosophy reviews. 

Second, having introduced in this particular manner this ac­
count of philosophical theories as being the introduction and 
recommendation of certain modes of presenting the logical char­
acter of classes of statements, Professor Lazerowitz also in the 
same, as one might say scientific, manner, applies this account of 
philosophy in the consideration of certain traditional philosophical 
questions-for instance the question of the existence of universals 
and the question of the nature of logical necessity. It seems to me 
that as he proceeds the character of these old and mysterious dis­
putes becomes vastly plainer and that the value of the new 
account of philosophy is thus brought out. 

This new account of philosophy is, I submit, itself a philo­
sophical 'theory', a 'theory' as to the nature of philosophical 
statements as opposed to a 'theory' of the nature of, for instance, 
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mathematical statements, or moral statements. And it has its 
dangers. For one may forget that a philosophical 'theory' is, or 
should be, a ,·crbal recommendation made not with a view to 
convenience, but with a dew to illuminating the facts, the facts 
as to the way we verify statements of this sort, or of that. A philo­
sopher who declares that we have no knowledge of material 
things is not declaring that it would be more convenient never to 
usc the word 'knowledge' in connection with material things. He 
is recommending to us that new view of the verification of state­
ments about material things which we may gain if for a moment 
we call all such statements 'hypotheses' and draw the line for 
applying the word 'knowledge' here. 

Professor Lazcrowitz docs not deny this. It may be that at times 
in his efforts to bring out how close arc philosophical theories to 
verbal innovations, he does not emphasize the way these innova­
tions may illuminate and distort the modes of verification proper 
to the types of statement with which the philosopher is concerned. 
But anyone who reads these essays carefully cannot but notice 
that Professor Lazerowitz not only says that a notational innova­
tion may show us, or obscure from us, some continuity or con­
trast we have missed, but also gives examples of dus. For instance, 
he does this in the essay on universals. Besides he certainly shows 
that if we call philosophical theories not 'theories', 'but verbal 
innovations', then this innovation puts philosophical disputation 
in a new light. Indeed this innovation, this new name, may in­
fluence the way in which we conduct plulosophical inquiry in a 
degree which is much more marked than the influence on physical 
inquiry of the innovations suggested by one who refuses to speak 
of knowledge of the external world, or the influence on mathe­
matical and logical inquiry of the innovation suggested by one 
who says that mathematical and logical statements are statements 
as to the usage of words. 

If we say then that Professor Lazerowitz takes the view that 
philosophical theories arc verbal innovations, we must remember 
first that he is of course aware that they are not consciously prof­
fered as verbal innovations, and second that he is aware that such 
innovations may illuminate or distort, or both illunlinate and dis­
tort what the metaphysical philosopher is concerned with, namely 
the mode of verification proper to some class of statements. 
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The more clearly we grasp the fact that in introducing and 
recommending a notation a philosopher aims not at a more con­
venient or expedient form of expression, but at one which ·will 
help us to realize what we may have failed to realize, even though 
it has been before us, the more we understand why philosophers 
show concern, excitement, pleasure and vexation as they argue for 
their views. At the same time we may feel that the very passion­
ate concern which philosophers feel about their views suggests 
that there are other forces at work beside the desire to grasp the 
logical character of a class of statements or questions. 

And the third thing which Professor Lazcrowitz docs is to 
submit that this in fact is so, that there arc causes encouraging 
driving a philosopher to speak in the way he recommends othe; 
than those he mentions under the guise of reasons for his view 
causes much more hidden. No doubt such unconscious cause~ 
may play a part in our acceptance or rejection of certain answers 
to questions which are not philosophical but, for instance 
political, historical, or scientific. But the more a question is finall ' 
settled by observation and, or, ~alculation on well establishc~ 
lines, the less scope have unconsc10us causes. When the matter · 
one of adopting a way of presenting things which shall put ccrtaits 
things in a certain light and others in another light, then uncon~ 
scious causes have much greater scope. We can't do without thcs 
sources of light and energy. But concealed lighting can mak~ 
things look very dilferent from what t~ey ar:. Why not pull the 
curtains and open the windows? The light wtll be better, the air 
will be fresher, and we shall be freer. 
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PREFACE 

In these papers I have tried to win my way to an understanding 
of the nature of metaphysics, and I am only too well aware of the 
difficulty and uncertainty with which I proceed and of how far I 
fall short of my goal. Although these papers have a unity of pur­
pose, each paper represents a fresh start and was written without 
a cautious eye to what I had already said else\vherc. Circum­
spect consistency has been no part of my aim. The attentive reader 
is certain, thus, to discover not only clumsy and misleading ex­
position, which first attempts to view a complex subject through 
a new medium make inevitable, but also inconsistencies. My hope 
is that these will serve to stimulate him to do further work in a 
field in which too little is being done. He will also see that I return 
a number of times to the question as to the nature of a priori 
necessity. I do this because, in my opinion, getting clear on this 
question is of first importance to the understanding of meta­
physics. 

Three of the essays in the present collection (II, X and XII) 
have not appeared before in print. For permission to reprint the 
other essays it is my pleasant duty to thank the editors of the 
following journals and books:-

AIIa(pis, Mind, The Philosophical Rel'ieu', Proceedings of the Aristo­
teliall Sociel)•. 

Philosophical Ana(ysis, Cornell University Press; The Philosophy 
of G. E. Moore, The Library of Living Philosophers, Vol. IV. 

Northampton, Massachusetts, 

January 1955. 
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MOORE'S PARADOX 

I T has frequently happened that philosophers have held seri­
ously views which seem to go completely counter to ever so 
many beliefs of common sense. Different philosophers have 

said, with the assur~.:cl air of stating incontrovertible fact, that 

(I) Physical objects exist only while being perceived; 
( 2) Material bodies arc unreal; 
(3) Time is unreal; 
(4) Space is unreal; 
(5) No one can know with certainty that any other person 

exists. 

These theories, and many others like them, appear to be about 
matters of fact, open to establishment or disestablishment by 
observation and experimentation. In this respect they resemble 
propositions found in ordinary science text-books, e.g., the propo­
sition, which parallels (I), that mercury exists in a solid state only 
at a temperature less than 38.86 degrees below zero Fahrenheit, or 
the proposition, which parallels (5), that human beings cannot 
hear sounds of high pitch readily audible to dogs. And by backing 
these theories with proof philosophers give the impression of de­
stroying the most assured beliefs of ordinary life, of being like 
scientists who demonstrate facts, e.g., that the speed with which 
an object falls docs not depend upon its weight, which reduce 
some of our strongest convictions to mere superstitions. All these 
philosophical theories have this in common, that from each of 
them it seems to follow that 110 propositions of very large classes 
of propositions of ordinary discourse are el'er true; and some of 
these propositions each of us, ordinary people as well as scientists, 
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MOORE'S PARADOX 

should unhesitatingly say we know to be true. From (1), namely, 
that physical objects exist only while being perct:ivcd, the shock­
ing consequence seems to follow that every proposition asserting 
the existence of an object which happens not to be perct:ivcd by 
anyone, e.g., the film inside my camera, is always falst:. From the 
view (z) that material bodies arc unreal the equally shocking con­
sequence seems to follow that every proposition stating the exis­
tence of material objects, e.g., the proposition that I have a pen 
right now in my hand or the proposition that I have a hand, is 
always false. And the views (3), (4) and(~) appear to have similar 
consec1uenccs with regard to all propositions of the classes of 
temporal propositions, spatial propositions, and propositions 
about our knowledge of other selves, namely, that none of them 
Is eYer true. 

These views and many others in philosophy should conse­
quently be cause for serious concern, since so much of what we 
take as absolutely unquestionable, not only in ordinary life but in 
scientific investigation, is apparently brought into question. Pro­
fessor G. E. Moore has taken this as a cause for concern, and has 
made it one of his main objects to combat such views and to 
defend Common Sense against their consec1ucnces. Against them 
he has maintained that many propositions of the classes which, 
according to these views, never contain true propositions are often 
true; i.e., that there arc many true temporal and spatial proposi­
tions, many true propositions stating the existence of unperceived 
physical objects, many true propositions with regard to our 
knowledge of other selves. In proof of this, and consequently in 
refutation of these views, he has contended that he knows, and 
similarly for everyone else, that:-

There exists at present a living human body, which is my body. 
This body was born at a certain time in the past, and has existed 
continuously ever since ... and, at every moment since it was 
born, there have also existed many other things, having shape 
and size in three dimensions (in the same familiar sense in which 
it has), from which it has been at tJarious distances (in the familiar 
sense in which it is now at a distance both from that mantel­
piece and from that book-case, and at a greater distance from the 
book-case than it is from the mantelpiece) ... And, just as 
my body has been the body of a human being, namely myself 
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so, in the case of very many of the other human bodies 
which have lived upon the earth, each has been the body of a 
different human being ... 1 

It is plain that an important part of what Moore docs in at­
tempting to refute philosophical theories from which it follows, 
or at any rate seems to follow, that no propositions of certain 
classes of propositions expressed in ordinary discourse are ever 
true, is to refer to plain matters of fact which it would simply be 
a farce to deny. Thus, for example, against the views that space 
and time are unreal he cites such facts as those to the effect that he 
was 'born at a certain time in the past' and that he has a body. 
Obviously, similar facts hold for anyone who ever held that space 
and time arc unreal, and arc, furthermore, perfectly well h101J'II 

by those who hold these vie\vs. i\ peculiar feature of such views, 
which immediately becomes evident from Moore's refutations, is 
that phenomena of the sort the existence of which they deny arc 
so plainly before all our noses that it is startling to have them re­
ferred to in refutation of important philosophical views. This is 
what Moore often docs; he calls attention to facts which make 
important philosophical views look ridiculous. The strange thing, 
if we stop to think of it, is not that anyone who has been taken in 
by these views has overlooked what is so obvious, but that he 
should have accepted or even been troubled by views which go 
against what he has no/ overlooked. It leads us, furthermore, to 
wonder what could ever have made anyone formulate them. 

Demonstrations of the sort Moore uses against them would, in 
ordinary life as well as in science, be absolutely conclusive, to see 
which requires no special training. They are of the form 'a is a 
fact; theory T is logically inconsistent with a; therefore T is 
false'. In ordinary life, as well as in science, we gir1e up theories 
which arc logically inconsistent with facts which \Ve k11ow. In 
philosophy, however, as Moore has pointed out, this frequently 
does no/ happen. In conncxion with philosophical theories which 
seem obviously inconsistent with innumerable propositions ex­
pressed, or implied, in scientific and ordinary discourse, Moore 
has formulated what is one of the most important paradoxes in 
philosophy. He has pointed out that philosophers ' ... have been 

•'A Defence of Common Sense',Conlemporary British Philosophy, v. II, PP· 194-5 · 
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able to hold sincerely, as part of their philosophical creed, propo­
sitions inconsistent with what they themselves hmJ' to be true, 
and ... this has really frequently happened'. 1 This is an aston­
ishing paradox; and by expressing it Moore brings to sharp focus 
a discontent with philosophy which ever so many people have 
felt but have never been able to express in any clear way. It may 
be recalled that Professor Broad, for example, felt it necessary to 
defend philosophy against the vague charge that it is 'moonshine'.:! 
Moore's refutations show that a great deal of philosophy is 'moon­
shine' of some sort. They bring out a likeness between many philo­
sophical views and grotesque fiction, a likem:ss between them 
and stories like that of the hunter whose reply to the t)Uestion as 
to how he had escaped from wild beasts which had completely sur­
rounded him, was, 'I didn't escape; they ate me up'. Moore's 
paradox makes this likeness even stronger; but, what is perhaps 
more important, it brings out a marked difference between them: 
the difference, namely, that philosophers who express views incon­
sistent with what they know nevertheless hold those views 
sincere!J. It thus sobers us and addresses our attention to the prob­
lem as to what makes this possible. This, it seems to me, is the real 
problem: to see_what.it is about the nature ?f the ~iew_:; and the 
arguments used m theJ~ support that ma~es Jt possible ror philo­
sophers to hold them m the face of plam matter of fact, with 
which, as seems to be the case, the views arc inconsistent. And 
it is my present purpose to consider this problem. 

If the refutations Moore formulates are looked at in conjunc­
tion with his paradox a fact appears which may seem as surprising 
as the views against which they are brought. Moore attempts to 
confute philosophers by calling attention to facts of a sort which, 
according to his paradox, they already know and therefore have 
not overlooked or ignored. Now, we may say that a necessary 
condition which a fact a must satisfy in order to establish the 
falsity of a proposed theory Tis that a person who holds T will 
give it up on getting to know a, g~ven b?th that the person hold­
ing T is sincere a~d also th~t .the 1ncons1stency betv:ec? a _and T 
is absolutely obvwus, requmng no process of ratwcmatlon in 
addition to looking at both in juxtaposition. Facts of the sort 

''A Defence of Common Sense', Contemporary Brili.rh Philo.roph;•, v.II, p. 2o3. 
ze, D. Broad, S&ienlift& Though/, p. 1 1. 
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Moore din:cts :tttLiltl<>ll to 111 .ntemptmg to confute cert:tin 
philosophers :tre, 1f 111con~1~tent with their theories, obl'iousl_y in­
consistent with them; nothing, for example, cou!J be more 
obvious than the inconsl:'tcncy, if there is one. between :1. fact of 
th<.: form 'I han: a body' and the view that there arc no material 
bodi<.:s. In spite of such facts being perfectly well known by them, 
philosophers ne\"crthdess persist in holding their \·iews. That is, 
hwu·inp, such facts docs not nuke thcmJ:it·t up their ,·iews; and the 
only conclusion pos~iblc, it seems to me, is tlut such f:tcts arc not 
inconsistent with their vicws, howc\'cr incomprchensihlc this ma~· 
sccm. Thus, as I ~hall try to ~how, :'\loorc's paraclnx, :tcconling to 

which they do know such facts, lc:tds to the conclusion that his 
'refutations' arc not rcfutations. 

It may be pointed out in this connexion that conflicting atti­
tudes on the part of :'\loore himself can be detected, that his atti­
tude toward his own refutations is ambiguous. The sort of facts 
to which he refers in clcmonstr:tting the. falsity of philosophical 
vic.:ws like (1)-(5) creates the impression that the views are so 
patently false as to make it completely unaccountable how anyone 
could ever hold them. And one can onlr gather that his attitude 
regarding them is that they arc not worth;..'of serious concern. He 
has, as a matter of fact, given expression to this attitude:-

This, after all, you know, really is a finger: there is no d<:>ubt 
about it: I know it, and you all know it ... The Lluesttons 
whether we do ever know such things as these, and whether 
there arc any material things, seem' to me, therefore, tc? be 
questions wbicb there is no need to lake> seriousl_v: they arc Lluc~ttons 
which it is Lluite easy to answer, with certainty, in the afluma­
tivc.1 

Moore does, however, take such questions quite seriously; he 
has written and continues to write on them.2 In spite of his con­
tention that 'they are questions which it is quite easy to answer, 
with certainty, in the affirmative' he has thought answers in the 
negative, i.e., views such as that time is unreal and that material 
bodies arc unreal, to be sufficiently important to defend Common 
Sense against them. This, it seems to me, reasonably leads to the 

1 Pbilosopbical Studies, 'Some J uJgmcnts of Perception', p. 228. Italics my own. 
2Cf. his 'Proof of an External \'V'orld', Annual Philosophical Lecture, 

Henriette Hertz Trust, Proc. Bril. Acad., Vol. XXV (1939). 
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supposition that he grants them an importance which is prc..:cludcd 
by the attitude evinced by his refutations. His constant concern to 
refute them shows his attitude to be that they are important. If, 
consccjucntly, this concern is taken seriously, as it should be, it 
must be concluded that his attitude with regard to his refutations 
is ambivalent. It must be supposed that he himself, in a concealed 
way, is uneasy as to whether his 'refutations' arc refutations. 

In this study I wish to show that his 'refutations' arc not refuta­
tions, and also, more generally, that the views the falsity of which 
they arc designed to establish, hm•e no rejulaliom. I wish to show 
how his paradox together with his refutations throw light on the 
nature of the views, so that it can be seen that those views have no 
refutations. 

Moore is un<.juestionably right in saying that philosophers hron' 
facts of the sort he uses to confute them, e.g., facts to the effect 
that they were born at a certain time in the past, have bodies, own 
things which at various times are perceived by no one. In case it 
is thought that what Moore says is doubtful, a good way to test a 
person who makes academic assertions which arc inconsistent 
with what we think he knows all along is to observe how he acts 
in relevant situations. We take as a criterion of a person's know­
ledge with regard to various matters of fact, not only his aca­
demic claims, but also his behaviour in the presence of such facts; 
and if his behaviour is and continues to be incompatible with his 
claims, we discount them as jus/ talk and accept his behaviour as 
indicative of what he really knows. For example, if an entirely 
competent and honest doctor were persistently to say that no 
disease is incurable, and nevertheless continued to treat cases, say, 
of leprosy the way other competent doctors treat them, as cases of 
a disease which cannot, as yet at any rate, be cured, we should 
reject what he says, regardless of his sincerity, as puzzling talk 
and be perfectly certain that he knows that leprosy is an incurable 
disease. 

The views with regard to space, time, material bodies, etc., 
against which Moore defends Common Sense, give rise to the 
idea that ordina':y behaviour is inappropriate to reality, and that if 
people only knew better they would change their behaviour to 
suit the facts-this would seem to be the practical consequence of 
establishing such views. It is consequently to be expected that 
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philosophers who hold such views will act differently. It is to be 
expected that philosophers who hold that no one can know with 
ccrtaimy that any other person exists will greet their friends ·with 
at least some hesitance, with the mental aside, 'For all I know, this 
may be nothing but a subjective show; after all, I don't really 
know that other people exist'. The idea of travelling in trains 
should immediately bring up a picture of certain disaster in the 
mind of anyone who held that physical objects exist only while 
being perceived, because 'a railway train would only ha\·e wheels 
\vhen it is not going, since, while it is going, the passengers cannot 
sec them', 1 When one considers how people would behave if the 
conductor were suddenly to shout that the train, in which they 
were going at sixty miles an hour, no longer had its \vheels, it 
might well be expected that some philosophers would nen~r le:we 
home. 

It would seem reasonable to expect some difference in behaviour 
on the part of philosophers who sincerely hold views like (1)-(5). 
None, of course, as .1\foore's paradox anticipates, is discernible. 
It is a fact that the superior knowledge which philosophers give 
the impression of having results in no different beha\·iour from 
that met with in ordinary life. Despite a philosopher's unlluestion­
ably sincere claim to have demonstrated the unreality of time, like 
any other person he consults his watch, hurries to an appointment, 
and apologizes for being late. Despite his view about the unreality 
of space, he complains that the distance from his home to his 
lecture room is too much for him to walk of a morning or that an 
ugly building is between his study window and a fine view. Despite 
his view about the unreality of material objects, he is as careful as 
any normal person to avoid oncoming cars when crossing the 
street and remarks with satisfaction on the thickness of the steel 
door of the bank vault in which his valuables are kept. And, apart 
from the fact that no uncertainty whatever can be detected in his 
behaviour, it is a safe bet that he does not make any mental aside 
about the possible non-existence of other people when he hails his 
friend, accepts his offer of a cigarette, and walks down the street 
with him. For he fails to show the slightest signs of doubt in cir­
cumstances which should bring out his doubt in its most acute 
form, namely, when he tries to convince others of the correctness of 

1 :\loore's example, used by B. Russell in The Anai)'Sis of Malter, p. z I o. 
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the view that no one can know with certainty that other people exist. 
On the contrary, circumstances can easily be imagined in which 

such views could be used to reauure a philosopher who is in retll 
doubt or in some actual state of anxiety about ordinary situations. 
If, for example, we were to tell him that the automobile which he 
had locked in his garage has vanished, that it is no more, he 
would behave like any ordinary person: he ,·cry naturally would 
be upset, want to notify the police, certainly regret that he had not 
insured it. If, in answer to his c1uestion as to what had happened, 
whether it had burnt, or been struck by lightning, we say it was 
none of these hut emir that it was locked in the garage and so was 
not being perceived,. there is no c1uestion but 'that he would be 
relieved. That is, when he understands that the only n:ason for our 
saying his autorrHJbilc is no more is his own philosophical 
view that physical objects exist only while being perceived, he is 
reassured that his automobile docs exist. Similar situations can be 
imagined in connexion with the other vicws. For example, when 
he begins to apologize for having come a half-hour late to dinner 
and we insist he is not late, like any other person he expresses 
relief and wonders what is wrong with his watch. W'hen we go on 
to explain that he could not have come late lx:causc, according to 
his own view, time is unreal, he thinks we arc good-natured about 
the whole thing and goes on with his explanation as to why he 
u·as late. It is a curious feature of vie·ws like (1)-(5) that, if they 
arc given as reasons for statements with regard to ordinary 
matters of fact, they arc treated as jokes. 

It is clear that Moore is entirely right in saying that philosophers 
who hold these views know facts of the sort which by their views they 
seem plainly to deny. Their ordinary behaviour shows this. Even 
their academic talk frcc1ucntly shows this, as he has pointed out:-

... all philosophers who have held such views have re­
peatedly, even in their philosophical works, expressed other 
views inconsistent with them: i.e., no philosopher has ever 
been able to hold such_ vi_ews c~nsistcntly. One way in which 
they have betrayed thts mconsJstcncy, Js by alluding to the 
cxiste~cc of other philosophers. Anothc! way is by alluding to 
the existence of the human race, and m particular br using 
'we' ... 1 • 

•'A Defence of Common Sense', pp. 202-3. 
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And they arc not struck by the absurdity of saying 'none of 11s can 
C\-cr really know that any human being besides himself exists', or 
of starting a lecture with the statement, 'In the course of this lec­
ture I propose to demonstrate the unreality of time', because not 
for a moment is the existence of other people or of temporal 
phenomena in question. If they were in question the proponents 
of the views could not fail to see the absurdity. Regardless of what 
they hold academically, such facts arc never real{y in question; 
everything goes to show that philosophers know them n•m u.-·hile 
expressing their views. 

This makes it look as though holding such views and attempting 
to 'prove' them is nothing but a solemn pretence, a sort of intel­
lectual game of make-believe which many adults like to play. 
But to suppose this is as far from the truth as anything could be. 
Moore is certainly right when as part of his paradox he states that 
philosophers hold such views 'sincerely'. Their behaviour shows 
this as clearly as it shows that they know facts which seem to be in 
obvious contradiction to their views. Undoubtedly they hold their 
views sincerely, and undoubtedly they know facts \vhich appear 
to render their vie\VS false. Consequently, it is, so far as I can sec, a 
correct paraphrase of Moore's paradox that philosophers have 
held '. . . sin cerci y, as part of their philosophical creed, pro­
positions inconsistent with what they themselves knew to be 
true', to say that philosophers have held 'sincere{}', as part of their 
philosophical creed, propositions which they h;eu• to be false'. And 
if his 'refutations' are refutations, then philosophers har'e held 
views they knew to be false. This is impossible, and the only con­
clusion, it seems to me, is that his 'refutations' arc not refutations 
of their views. To see tlus it is first necessary to see that views like 
(I)-( 5) are not em pi rica!. 

It is in the first place natural to look on the disputes between 
Moore and other philosophers as being empirical. The views, by 
the way they arc expressed, seem for one thing to imply the falsity 
of ordinary empirical propositions, such as the proposition that in 
I 89 3 F. H. Bradley published arguments for the unreality of time. 
1\ncl if they did imply the falsity of propositions which are such 
that they could logically have a truth-value other than the one 
they in fact have, they would themselves have to be empirical, be 
such that they could logically have a truth-value other than the 
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~Jnc . they have. For another thing, Moore actuallv adds to the 
JJiuswn ~hat t~c disputes arc with regard to matte;s of fact. The 
m~n.ner Jn _wh1ch ~c cxprcssc:s his demonstrations, viz., a is a fact, 
a Is Jnconsi5t~nt WI.th T, therefore Tis false, docs this. I.e., he uses 
language which. gives th~ impression that he brings empirical 
f~cts to bear. agam~t the vi.ews; and since only empirical proposi­
twns can be mconsJstent wJth such facts, or have implications with 
rc:gard to them, the impression is naturally created that the dis­
putes arc about empirical facts. 

Looked at in this way, however, the.: disputes between Moore 
and other philosophers bc.:comc completcl y incomprehensible: for 
they rcmai11 tmruolvcd. W'hcn in ordinary life an c.:mpirical theory is 
in yucstion recourse to the facts, if they arc available, will settle 
the matter. This seldom, if ever, happens in philosophy. There is a 
story that once, when Zcno propounded his theory about the 
impossibility of motion, Diogcnes, in refutation of the view, stood 
up and walked several times across the room. But there is no story 
of Zcno having given up his view, nor, so far as is known, of 
Bradley having given up his. In ordinary !ife, h~ving <_:>ne's attention 
called to facts which arc incompatible wah a given v1ew makes one 
discard it. This, as is to be expected from Moore's paradox, docs 
not happen in philosophy. For, since philosophers hold their 
views while (and in spite of) h;owi11g .mch facts, recourse to the facts 
will not result in the views being given up. Consequently the 
disputes cannot be looked upon as empirical. To do so leads to the 
self-contradictory conclusion that philosophical disputes with 
regard to matters of fact ca11110I be settled empirically. The only 
way to avoid this contradiction is to say that the disputes arc not 
empirical. The following considerations show this most plainly. 

Let us examine the statement, 'Time is unreal'. If, to use 
Moore's expression, it is translated 'into the concrete', 1 it looks as 
though what a philosopher who makes it means to assert is that 
~ · · : · nothing ever happens before or after anything else; noth­
lng 1s ever simultaneous with anything else; it is never true that 
anything is past; never true that anything will happen in the 
;u~ure;_ never true that anything is happening now; and so on'. 2 

Tlme Js unreal' means the same as 'There are no temporal facts'. 

; Pkilosophi&al Studits, 'The Conception nf Reality', p. 209. 
lbt'd., p. 21 o. 
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Parenthetically, it may be remarked that translating philosophical 
views into the concrete is an important part of Moore's technique; 
for by it he gets rid of misleading pictures which arc naturally 
associated with the views, e.g., the picture of time as a sort of 
mysterious object. 1 It is such pictures, the empirical counterparts 
of philosophical statements, that in part make the views so 
lntriguing and at the same time prevent one from seeing what 
they actually come to. By removing the pictures he deprives the 
views of an important part of their mystification. But to do this is 
not enough. To return from the digression, if 'Time is unreal' is 
taken to mean that there are no temporal facts, the view looks 
plainly to be empirical: 'There are no temporal facts' bears a great 
similarity to 'There are no centaurs'. But the empirical look is a 
Jeccptive feature, both of the view and of its translation. If the 
attention of a philosopher who holds the view and grants the 
translation is called to various events that just took place and are 
now taking place, he will continue to maintain that there arc no 
temporal facts, and perhaps repeat his argument for maintaining 
the view. It looks as though he wishes to deny the facts. But these 
he hlml·s and cannot homst(y deny. Consequently, it must be sup­
posed that he docs not real/)' wish to deny them at all, however to 
the contrary appearances may be. It must be supposed that the 
view is of such a nature that the facts simply do not count against it. 

No known facts count against it, and furthermore, it is easy to 
sec that no imaginable or describable facts could do so either. Sup­
pose we say: 'This is all very strange. You do not deny the exist­
ence of various events which i\t1oorc calls "temporal facts"; 
nevertheless you insist that time is unreal. What, to help clear up 
the mystery, would you describe, over and above such things, 
which, if there were anything of that kind answering to the de­
scription, would make you give up the view? Talking, walking, 
having tea, and the like are not, it would appear from your view, 
really temporal. Perhaps we have all been labouring under an 
illusion about such things; tell us what the real thing is like'. Tbis 
he cannot do. He cannot describe anything, over and above the 
phenomena he rejects as being temporal, which he would say was 

~Note Bradley's remark: 'It is usual to consider time under a spatial form. 
It IS taken as a stream, and past and future are regarded as parts of it .. .' 
Apprarante and Reali I)•, p. 39· 
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the real thing, really temporal. Cnlike th<: bor<:d sc<:k<:r for <:xcitc­
ment who complains that nothing cv<:r happens, h<.: cannot say 
what it would be like for anything to happc~. Nothin~ in a~tual 
experience, in r<:collcction, in pr<.:s<:nt expen<:nc<:, or Ill fulf_t!lcd 
expectation, is acc<.:ptabl<: as dis<.:stablishing his v i<:w, _and nclt h~r 
is anything which could be d<:scribed, regardkss ot whether It 

exists or not. Unlike 'Centaurs arc unreal', 'Thne arc no temporal 
facts' is such that nothing which we can picture to oursdvcs would 
falsify it. It is plain from this that the philosopher who assc_rts 
'Time is unreal' is not using it to express a proposi_t_io~ which 
could imaginably be fals<.:, i.e., an emjJiricrJI proposition. S~I:ular co~­
siderations hold for th<.: oth<.:r vi<:WS. Cons<:L!uently, 1t Moure s 
refutations arc looked on as d<.:monstrations in which empirical 
facts are brought to bear against the views, it must be conceded 
that his 'refutations' arc not refutations. 

Once it becomes clear that in holding vi<:ws like ( 1 )-( 5) phi_loso-
phers are not asserting empirical propositions, the natural thll1_g IS 

to think that they arc asserting necessary ones. As a matter of tact, 
philosophers who have held such views have thcmseh·cs frequently 
thought this. Russell has said with regard to common bdiefs that 
they are 'cocksure, vague, and self-contradictory' . 1 And Bradley 
has said: 'Time, like space, has most evidently proved not to be 
real, but to be a self-contradictory appearance'. 2 It rna y be gathered 
from this that Bradley supposes himself, by his views with regard 
to time and space, to be implying not merely that there arc no 
temporal and spatial facts but that it is logically impossible for 
~here to be any. He thinks himself to be holding views from which 
1t folln':"~ that ordinary spatial and temporal propositions, e.g., the 
pr_oposl~?ns to the c~ect that half my sheet of paper is co\·cred 
w1_th wntmg and that It has taken me twenty minutes to accomplish 
this, ~re_not_merely false but are self-contradictory. And the state­
~ent T1me 1s unreal'_ i~ to be taken on this supposition as cxpress­
mg a necessary_ P;_opostuon, namely, 'Time is self-contradictory' or, 
to translate tt mto the concrete', 'It is logically impossible for 
there t~ be temporal events'. This interpretation also requires that 
we revtse ou~ tdea of the -?ature of the disputes between Moore 
and other philosophers. Hts refutations, just as the philosophical 

1Philosophy, p. 3. 
2Appearanceand Reality, p. 43 . 
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views, have to be considered as different from what the language 
in which they arc expressed naturally leads one to think they are, 
viz., demonstrations in which views arc countered with empirical 
facts. \v"hat they come to, as necessitated by the supposition that 
the philosophical views in dispute are necessary ones, can easily be 
seen by bringing out a further fact about those views. 

'Time is unreal', when the intention is to usc it as the expression 
of a necessary proposition, presumably means the same as 'It is 
logically impossible for there to be any temporal facts'. In place of 
the latter form of expression it is more usual to use the words 
'There cannot be any temporal facts'. Compare now 'There cannot 
be any temporal facts' '\Vith 'Water cannot flow uphill'. It is a 
simple matter to imagine or to picture to oneself water flowing 
uphill; we know what it would be like for there to be a state of 
affairs which would make false the proposition that water cannot 
flow uphill. In other words, part of understanding 'Water cannot 
flow uphill' consists in knowing what it would be like for water 
to flow uphill. And in general, in the case of every sentence of the 
form 'x cannot .. .' which expresses an empirical proposition, 
understanding the sentence consists in part in knowing what it 
would be like for a situation described by 'x does .. .' to obtain. 
Thus, 'Water flows uphill' describes something which the original 
sentence says cannot obtain. However, with regard to no sentence 
which expresses a necessary proposition is this ever the case. On 
the contrary, understanding a sentence of the form 'x cannot ... ', 
in which 'cannot' has the meaning of logical impossibility, is itJcon­
sislent with knowing what it would be like for there to be states of 
affairs described by 'x docs . . .' This can be seen by noticing 
with regard to 'There cannot be any temporal facts' that, if under­
standing it entailed knowing what it would be like for there to be 
anything described by 'There are temporal facts', or if 'temporal 
fact' described anything which 'There cannot be any temporal 
facts' says cannot exist, it would not express a necessary proposi­
tion. For situations could then be imagined which would render 
the proposition expressed by it false. Only by preventing 'tem­
poral fact' from having a descriptive use, by preventing any 
phenomenon, actual or imaginable, from being called a temporal 
fact, does 'There cannot be any temporal facts' become an expres­
sion for a necessary proposition. By using sentences to express 
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~cccssary propositions wc prevent ccrtain expressions from hav­
Ing a usc: ' "There cannot be any temporal facts" expresses a 
necessary proposition' means the same as' "Temporal fact" has no 
usc'. It is clear then, that the information conveyed by sentences 
expressing necessary propositions is tJerbal. Now I do not wish 
here to suggest that necessary propositions arc verbal; I do not 
wish to be understood as holding any view whatever \vith regard 
to their nature. For it seems to me that the gucstion, 'Arc necessary 
propositions verbal?' haJ 110 a11nnr; and the thing that has made 
some philosophers give it an answer in the affirmative is that they 
have noticed an important similarity between sentences for neces­
sary propositions and those for linguistic ones, viz., that the in­
formation both sorts of sentences convey is verbal. This feature 
of similarity is not, however, sufficient for asserting tm!y that 
necessary propositions arc verbal. And I do not wish to be under­
stood as claiming to assert this; although what I have suggested 
might be said to be self-contradictory on the grounds that the 
proposition expressed by a sentence which conveys verbal infor­
mation must itself be verbal. The information conveyed by sen­
tences expressing necessary propositions is verbal, and as the word 
'verbal' is at present used in the English language it is not true to 
say that necessary propositions arc verbal. . . 

If expressions for the philosophical theories, 'Physical obJects 
exist only while being perceived', 'Material bodies arc_ unreal', 
'Time is unreal', etc., are viewed as being such that the mfor~a­
tion derived from understanding them is verbal, or, more speCifi­
cally, is about the usc of an expression, the disputes ~et~een 
Moore and other philosophers must be interpreted in this light. 
The philosopher who asserts that time is unreal, or that there 
cannot be any temporal facts, informs us that expressions using 
verbs with tense have no use: that such sentences as 'Moore 
lectured for an hour on perception this afternoon', 'Moore is now 
having tea', 'To-morrow he will lecture on definite descriptions', 
express self-contradictory propositions, and consequently de­
scribe nothing actual or imaginable and are devoid of sense. 
Moore's refutations, in which philosophical theories seem to be 
countered with empirical facts, must then be interpreted to be 
attemp~s. at showing the views wrong by showing that ordinary 
propositiOns expressed by sentences involving verbs with tense 
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are not self-contradictory. Now the 011()' way in which it can be 
demonstrated that such propositions are not self-contradictory is 
to show that the sentences which express them are used in 
ordinary discourse to describe various situations, actual or imagin­
able. Hence, when in refutation of 'Time is unreal' Moore points 
out that Zcno held the view more than 2,ooo years before Bradlev 
did, he may be construed as arguing: 'The s~ntence "Zeno held 
the view that time is unreal more than 2,ooo years before Bradley 
held it" describes what happened or what can be imagined to have 
happened; therefore the proposition it expresses is not self-con­
tradictory; therefore the theory from which it follows that the sen­
tence does express a self-contradictory proposition is false'. The 
disputes between Moore and other philosophers, on the supposi­
tion that philosophical statements express necessary propositions, 
are to be reckoned as disagreements in which the points at issue 
are verbal, i.e., points as to whether ordinary expressions of 
various sorts have a use. It is highly doubtful that :Moore would 
agree that this is what the disputes come to, although he at least 
seemed to hint at this when he said: '. . . I have assumed that 
there is some meaning which is the ordinary or popular meaning 
of such expressions as "The earth has existed for many years 
past". And this, I am afraid, is an assumption which some philo­
sophers are capable of disputing'. 1 This is, however, what the dis­
putes do seem to me to come to, if it is supposed that the philo­
sophical statements express necessary propositions. 

Moore's paradox may now be paraphrased to read as follows: 
philosophers ' ... have been able to hold sincerely, as part of 
their philosophical creed, views according to which expressions of 
various sorts, which they know are used in ordinary discourse to 
describe real or imaginary states of affairs, have no use or sense'. 
To formulate it in terms of the concrete example, 'Time is unreal', 
Moore is to be understood as saying that philosophers who hold 
this view know that expressions involving verbs with tense have 
descriptive use in ordinary language. Also, on the supposition 
that philosophical statements express necessary propositions, so 
that the points at issue in the disputes are verbal, views (r)-(5) are 
to be taken as constituting in effect an attack on the la11g11age of 
Common Sense: as views according to which no sentences of very 

1'A Defence of Common Sense', p. 198. 
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large classes of sentences employed in ordinary discourse ever 
describe anything at all, that they make no sense. ~Ionrc's defence 
of Common Sense is to be construed as a defence of the lmJ[!_mtge of 
Common Sense; and the refutations, which by the '1.\"ay i~ '\\)lich 
they are expressed give the impression that he brings empirical 
facts to bear against the dews, arc to be considered as linguistic in 
intent. 'A railroad train has wheels while it is going and no one 
sees them' translates into 'ltmaku smse to say "A railroad train 
has wheels while it is going and no one sees them".' 'Here is a 
hand' translates into ' "Here is a hand" docs not express a sc If~ 
contradictory proposition, it docs ha\'C a descripti'l.·e usc in the 
langua~e, it is not a senseless expression'. This, no~v, may sc.:c.:m to 
be a satisfactory way of looking at the matter. 1\g:un, however, as 
on the first interpretation of the disputes between Moore and 
other philosophers, difficulties emerge. 

It is difficult, in the first place, to sec v.·hy ~Ioore should think 
it necessary or at all important to defend Common Sense against 
attacks on its language by philosophers, ,vho in ordinary life find 
it quite satisfactory for their communicative needs. There clcar]y 
is no actual need to defend Common Sense against such attacks. 
They arc jttsl academic, and have had no influence whatever on 
ordinary language. Changes have of course occurred in it, but 
they have not been brought about by any philosophical_ attacks. 
Zeno, for instance, stated the view that motion is imposstble, the 
verbal point of which is that expressions using verbs denoting an 
action are senseless; but Common Sense still uses such expres­
sions, and no doubt will continue to usc them regardless of what 
philos~phers say. Even philosophers continue to use them, despite 
their vtews. It ts not easy to see what would ever make anyone 
hold views like (1)-(5); but neither is it easy to sec '"':hy_any00e 
should show any concern at all to refute them. An~ agatn, tt seeQ) 
to me, if Moore is right in asserting as part of hts paradox tha s 
philosophers know. that ordinary expressi~ns using verbs With 
tense, ver~s de~ottng an action, nouns wh~ch are. general nallles 
for. rnatertal obJects, etc., are used in ordtnary ltfe to. descrj be 
varwus matters, then his 'refutations' are not refutattons. I-{. 
refutations show views which are in conflict with the 1ang~agc ~~ 
Cornrn~>n Se?se. to be false; but since philosophers conttnuc t 
rnaintatn /herr vtews in spite of such refutations and in spite Cl~ 
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knowing what they do about ordinary language, it must be the 
case th:u his refutations arc not refutations of their views. Their 
views arc still to be construed differently. 

Moore is entirely right in saying that philosophers know the 
facts about the language of Common Sense to which his demon­
strations call attention. Again, if the test of behaviour is applied 
to them, this becomes plain. A good test for ascertaining whether 
a person knows that expressions of various sorts make sense is to 
observe how he uses them and how he responds to other people's 
usc of them. It is of course a fact that philosophers usc and 
respond to the usc of ordinary expressions in the same way in 
which people who do know their usc commonly respond. Philoso­
phers know how to ask for the time of day, the distance to a place 
to which they wish to walk, whether there are fllms inside the 
camera, etc.; and by their behaviour they show that they under­
stand other people's usc of such expressions. There is no doubt 
whatever that in everyday life they usc and understand the 
language of ordinary people. And even though on the foregoing 
interpretation their r•iezJIS may make them appear to be like 
foreigners who arc ignorant of the language they hear but who 
believe that it makes no sense because it makes no sense to them, 
all evidence points to the contrary. Even in their academic talk 
they betray their knowledge of the language. This recalls Moore's 
remark: ' ... all philosophers who have held such views have 
repeatedly, even in their philosophical works, expressed other 
views inconsistent with them; i.e., no philosopher has ever been 
able to hold such views consistently'. 1 This may now be taken as 
stating that philosophers who have held views, the verbal points 
of which arc that ordinary expressions of various kinds have no 
use, have repeatedly, even in their philosophical works, made 
statements using such expressions. Consider, for example, Brad­
ley's remark: 'Time, like space, has most evidently proved not to 
be real, but to be a self-contradictory appearance. I will, in the 
next chapter, reinforce and repeat this conclusion by some re­
marks upon change'.2 

Again it looks as if holding such views is nothing but a decep­
tion. The natural feeling in connexion with Bradley's remark is 

1'A Defence of Common Sense', p. 202. 
2 Appearance and Reality, p. 43· 
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that by inadvertence he has given the game away and that .a n:ore 
careful philosopher would not have done so. But \loon: IS nght 
when he states, as part of his paradox, that philosophers hold such 
views sincerely. I should say that the lack of caution shows that 
it is not a deception: these philosophers have nothing to hide, 
otherwise they would be morc circumspect. And it shows more 
than this. It reveals that what thcy know about thc language docs 
not count against their views, against what thcy really mean to say. 
If what they knew did falsify their views, Moore's 'rcfutations' 
would refute them. But then the disputes between him and other 
philosophers would again be incomprehcnsiblc: they remain un­
resolved. Since philosophers understand the language and know 
how to usc it, and since Moore's demonstrations only call atten­
tion to what they already know, they must sec that his rcfutations 
do establish the falsity of views according to which great parts of 
language in everyday usc make no sense. The fact that they sec 
this and do not give up their views would be entirely unintelligible 
if facts of the sort he adduces were incompatible with their views. 
Undoubtedly it would not disturb Bradley in the least to have it 
pointed out to him that in conjunction with his theory about time 
he says: 'I will, in the next chapter, reinforce and repeat this con­
clusion by some remarks on change.' It should; if what he says is 
inconsistent with his view he should give it up. But, since what he 
himself has said docs not make him relinquish the theory, it can 
only be supposed that bis theory does not conflict with the lan­
guage he uses. What philosophers know cannot be used to dis­
establish their theories; and since Moore's demonstrations call 
attention to what they already know, it must be admitted that his 
'refutations', viewed as arguments employing facts to the effect 
that expressions in ordinary usc make sense, are not refutations of 
their views. If this is so, it will be plain that the philosophical 
views have no refutations. If no considerations, either of the sort 
which disestablish empirical theories or of the sort which dis­
establish a priori ones, are relevant to them, then they arc neither 
empirical nor a priori. It makes n? sense to speak of refuting 
them, nor, for that matter, of prov1ng them. This is important 
because it leads to seeing what the views really arc. ' 

Philosophers do of course speak of proving their theories, and 
actually produce arguments for them. This is what makes philoso­
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phical theories impressive, despite their looking like 'moonshine'. 
Arguments for views like (1)-(5) are of course also arguments 
against Common Sense, and Moore has challenged them. He has 
said: 'I think we may safely challenge any philosopher to bring 
forward any argument ... which does not at some point, rest 
upon some premiss which is, beyond comparison, less certain than 
is the proposition which it is designed to attack.' 1 To be sure, if an 
argument attacks hwu•tJ fact it may safely be challenged; and if 
Moore's demonstrations establish the falsity of the views they also 
establish the incorrectness of arguments of which the views are 
consequences. It is important, however, to notice what a philoso­
pher does when faced with facts of the sort to which :Moore's 
demonstrations refer. \'Vhen in ordinarv life, as well as in scientific 
investigation, a person is faced with facts of a sort with which his 
argument conflicts, he looks for a mistake in his reasoning. Even 
when he fails to discover what is wrong with it, he admits that it 
is wrong. This is the normal reaction: to give it up, to look for 
the mistake. This the philosopher does not do. When faced with a 
fact which apparently disestablishes his view he brings forward an 
argument. He counters facts with argummts. If, for instance, Brad­
ley's attention were called to the fact that he concludes his chapter 
on 'Space and Time' with the words 'I will, in the next chapter, 
reinforce and repeat this conclusion by some remarks on change', 
he undoubtedly would say that his argument has not been under­
stood and ask that it be looked at again with more care. 

What arc we to understand from his behaviour? Is it that he 
wishes to maintain and to have us see that his argument is correct? 
This could hardly be the case; he cannot both know the facts and 
urge that it is nevertheless a correct argument against them. His 
behaviour must be interpreted differently. It is plain that he wants 
us to look at the argument rather than at the facts, as if the facts 
were somehow beside the point. This shows that his concern is not 
to have us see that his argument is not mistaken, but so111ething 
else. When he complains that his argument has not been under­
stood, he means that the nature of his argument has not been under­
stood. His argument is not designed to establish the truth of any 
view, empirical or a priori. It is meant to back a verbal recoJJJ­
mendation. His 'views' are really proposals with regard to the use 

1 Pbilo!opbi>al S tudiu, 'Some Judgments of Perception', p. 228. 
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of ordinary expressions; this is the explanation of the problem as 
to what has made it possible for philosopht:rs to '. . . ha vc been 
able to hold sinccrch-. as part of their philosnphicll creed, ...-ic'\\"S 

inwmi~lt'lll with \\'hal they themstlvcs Allm' lube tru~.:'. ,\nd the 
thing which pn:vents its being seen that his 'views' arc not incon­
sistent with known fact and that his 'proofs' an.: only reasons for 
making verbal rccomn11..:ndatiuns is tlw manncr in \vhich he ~.:x­
prcsses himself. He uses the language of assertion rather than the 
language of proposal. Instead of saying 'Let us not usc the word 
"time" (or the word "now"), let us delete it from the language', he 
says 'Time is unreal', and so creates the impn:ssion that he is 
framing theories, a priori or empirical. Instead of saying 'T .et us not 
use "know" in sentences referring to other people', he says 'No 
one can know that other people exist'. Instead of saying 'Let us 
not use "not perceived" in sentences referring to physical objects', 
he says 'Physical objects cannot exist unperceived'. This creates 
the illusion that they are 'theories', and gives rise to the attendant 
puzzling stalemates. He docs the same with his 'proofs' and so 
furthers the illusion that he is concerned to establish the truth of 
theories. An examination of a well-known philosophical proof, for 
the 'view' that time is unreal, will help make this clear. 

It has been argued:-

The question at once before us will be as to the 'now's' tem­
poral contents. First, let us ask if they ~xi st. Is the ~now' simple 
and indivisible? We can at once reply In the negative. For time 
implies before and after, and by consequence diversity; and 
hence the simple is not time. We arc compelled then, so far, to 
take the present as comprehending diverse aspects. How manv 
aspects it contains is an interesting question. According to on~ 
opinion, in the 'now' we can observe both past and future ... 
All that we require is the admission of some process within the 
'now'. For any process admitted destroys the 'now' from 
within. 1 

In other words, with regard to the question, 'How much time docs 
now consist of?' it is only possible to say either that now consists 
of zero time or of some unit of time, however small. Neither of 
these alternatives, however, is possible. If it consists of zero time, 
then 'as a solid part of time, the "now" does not exist'. 1 And if it 

1Appeara11u and Rtality, pp .40-1. 
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consists of some time int~.:rval, has duration, then it contains 'an 
after and before', 1 which is self-contradictory. This looks like the 
'proof' of a view with regard to the nature of time; the language 
rrr wlriclr it i~ cxprl'~;scd ltlllJHS u~ w i111aginc tlJal w!Jal il slww~ is 
that 'now' has a self-contradictory n1caning and that sentences 
using 'now', or verbs in the present tense, say ·what is self-contra­
dictory. What it really is and what philosophers wish to accom­
plish with it is not, however, cliA1cult to see. 'Now cannot consist 
of some stretch of time', in '\vhich 'cannot' expresses logical im-
possibility, conveys the same information as 'It makes no sense to 

say that no\v consists of P seconds'. \'\-'hat it shows is that the \vord 
q 

'now' is not used as the name of a time interval, like 'hour', 
'second', etc. On the other hand, 'Now cannot consist of zero 
time' conveys the same information as 'It makes no sense to say 
that now consists of zero time' and tells us that 'now' is not used , 
as a synonym for it. These two things can also be seen by con­
sidering the question 'How much time does "now" contain?' The 
fact that it is formulated shows that the use of 'now' is in so111e 
respects like the usc, e.g., of 'minute': compare with 'How much 
time is there in a minute?' But unlike the latter question it has no 
answer; or, if there is an inclination to make up an answer, one_ 
might say it consists of no deji11ile time. This shows that the usc ot 
'now' differs radically from the usc of 'minute', 'second', 'half a 
second', etc. 

These two facts about the word result in conflicting tendencies; 
they lead us, ~o to speak, in opposite directions. Consider, for 
example, the statement 'Now is the time for the equinoctial 
storms'. In it 'now' has a use which bears some resemblance to the 
use of 'month' in 'During this month we may expect equinoctial 
storms': it does not mean 'zero time'. This makes us tend to 
exaggerate the similarity and to speak of 'now' as if it were the 
name of a unit of time. But noticing that it is 1101 leads to the 
opposite extreme; it tends to make us exaggerate the diffe~ence to 
the point where we wish to deprive 'now' of a use havmg any 
such resemblance. This produces a feeling of uneasiness about the 
word which is based on a desire to make irregular words behave 
in strict ways. And what the philosopher wants is lo gel rid of the 

1Appearance and Reality, p. 41. 
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W(Jrd and so rid himself of his uncasim:ss. By his argurm:nt he 
shows us what a queer irregular word it is, and tempts us to 
acquiesce in his recommendation, which he mislcaclingly expresses 
in the words, 'The "now" is self-contradictor\"', 'Time is unreal'. 
What he really means is this: ' "Now" is not the name of a unit of 
time, nor docs it mean no time; let us stop using it'. Moore of 
course knows these facts and apparently they produce in him no 
desire to give up the word. In general, with reganl to views like 
(t)-(s), his defence of Common Sense is a defence against changing 
the language of Common Sense; and his refutations arc simply 
counter-proposals, to be understood as recommendations not to 
follow academic wishes to alter it. 

2.2. 



II 

THE NATURE OF METAPHYSICS 

I. INTRODUCTION 

M ETAPHYSICS presents us with an intellectual phenomenon 
that is both remarkable and mystifying. I tis without doubt 
one of the highest of man's cultural achievements, com­

bining in itself both grandeur of conception and subtlety of 
thought. But what it .is, .its nature, remains unkno·wn to us. It 
looks to be the deepest of the sciences, in which the attempt is 
made to arrive at an understanding of the ultimate constitution of 
the world, its basic material and structure, and of the nature and 
limits of our knowledge. Further, metaphysics has a scope, by 
comparison with which the ordinary sciences, with their labora­
tory techniques, appear to comprehend only the surface mechanics 
of the material universe, while, moreover, resting on tremendous 
assumptions that are the proper province of metaphysics, e.g., 
that nature is uniform. 

But although metaphysics looks like science, it differs from 
science in an important respect, a respect which .is overlooked by 
philosophers but which .is a source of profound disturbance to 
intelligent outsiders. No one, except a person who must for some 
reason blind himself to the facts, can fail to contrast the special 
sciences, with their .imposing edifices of solid results, and meta­
physics, with its chronic condition of endless and unresolved 
debates. Theories which are accepted as undeniably true by man_r 
philosophers are rejected as certainly false by others. And what 1s 
perhaps even more perplexing, demonstrations which, according 
to the considered opinion of some philosophers, are absolutely 
conclusive are, according to the considered opinion of other and 
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equally able philosophers, inconclusive or mistak<.:n. This is a 
state of affairs which is an enigma to our undcrst:mding. I I()w j, 

it to be explained? 
Is the source nfthc condition to be cliscnvcn:cl in tht: complexity 

and difficulty of the problems dealt with? Or is it to he f()und in 
the incompetence of philosophers? .1\Jeither of thnc altcrnatiH·s 
is an impressive possibility, and the e\·icknce against them nn:d 
not detain us. There n:mains another possibk cxplanati<Jn which, 
however unacceptable it may be to us emotional!~·, has to ht: fact:d 
and examined. This is that the irresolvability of the disagrccmt:nts 
flows from the very nature of the problems, which is to say that 
the problems arc inlrinsicai!J· insoluble, in the scmc that no tmJ' 
facl will finally establish one answer and lead to the di..;carding of 
other possible answers as false. This is an explanation which places 
a hardship on us, for it requires that we change our way of think­
ing about metaphysical problems. The difficulty of doin.~ this can 
be put into its proper perspective if we imagine ourselves in the 
position of a person living in the sixteenth century \vho is told 
that the earth revolves around the sun, or, to usc a more homch· 
example, if we imagine ourselves trying to look at our wondcrft~l 
children through the eyes of our annoyed guests. I luwcvcr that 
may be, the last explanation is one which can no longer he ruled 
out of court; for it must be realized that the condition of meta­
physics is chronic and pervasive. Until the permanence of the dis­
agreements has been satisfactorily explained a metaphysical thcorv 
remains an intellectual creation which we do not understand o.r 
perhaps it would be better to describe it as a linguistic symp;om 
for which there exists no diagnosis. 

The traditional idea of metaphysics is that its theories arc per­
fectly well understood and that the debates about them arc debates 
over whether they arc true or false. This idea is so entirely natural 
that it is difficult to think that it ~ould be subject to CJUestion. 
Descartes' dissatisfaction with the mtellectual anarchy he found 
everywhere in philosophy was based on the unquestioned accep­
tance of this idea, and he conceived his task to be one of devisin 
a reliable method for: determining the truth-values of thcorie; 
This was also the problem of the empiricists, from Locke on. But 
m_etaphys_ics,. an~ in fact the whole field of t:chnical philosophy, 
sull remruns 1n dispute. If we take the long history of philosophy 
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into consideration, it becomes not altogether unreasonable to 
question whether there is a theoretical procedure for ending the 
disagreements by 'soh-ing' the problems. It is worth calling atten­
tion to \'\"illiam James' observation, which he himself did not 
elaborate, that 'philos0phical theories arc not refuted; they are 
onlv outmoded'. 

There is reason, indeed, for suspecting that the disputes are, /~)' 
tbeir t"eT)' 11atun·, not resolvable by scientitic means of any sort, a 
priori or empirical, and that the real method, whatever that may 
be, which is employed for accepting or rejecting theories is effec­
tively concealed behind a deceptive fa~ade of demonstrations and 
refutations. It may well be the case that the proofs and refutations 
arc not what we take them to be, that the theories, unlike those of 
the natural sciences and mathematics, arc not open to proof or 
disproof, and that the disputes cannot be rcsoh·ed, although it 
may be possible for insight into their nature to dissolt·e them. It 
may quite well he that rmdtrsla!ldirz,£!., not soh-ing, is the real intel­
lectual problem. In fact, l sh:tll :uguc that mctaphpical problems 
bare 110 solutio11s, though this docs not mean that we cannot under­
stand th~m. Only because we Jail to understand them do \Ve seek 
for solutiOns, and to understand them is to rid ourselves of the 
feeling that there must be solutions. 

Th~s is a possibility which needs now to be investi~ated. To 
t)Uest~on the ~ssumption that philosophers are cn~age~ 10 the t~sk 
of trymg to discover the truth-values of metaphysical views, whtch 
brings into question the idea that the views arc understood, is to 
initiate a new Copernican revolution. But there can no longer be 
any hesitation about investigating this assumption. The curio_us 
fact that there arc no firmly established results in metaphys~cs 
needs to be explained; and any path which gives any pronuse 
what~vcr of l~ading to an explanation is to be followed, however 
cmotJOnally dtsturbing it may be to do this. It must, of course, be 
admitted that we take the risk of following an intellectual will-o'­
the-wisp. 

It will be my purpose in these pages to pursue the consequences 
of supposing that metaphysical theories have no truth-values and 
that the controversies about them are not debates over whether 
they are true or false. I shall try to show that the sentences used 
to express metaphysical theories are not understood, not because 
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they lack intelligibility, but because we simply arc not cognizant 
of what the words which express the theories and their fortifying 
or refuting arguments come to. We arc not consciously aware of 
what we are doing with language when we imagine ourselves to 
be expressing and demonstrating or refuting profound and im­
portant views about the limits of human knowledge, the nature of 
space, or the will. We do not understand our own linguistic 
creations. Like a dream, a metaphysical theory is a production of 
the unconscious and has both sense and motivation. We enjoy it 
or are repelled by it, it gives us pleasure or pain, a feeling of 
security or one of danger; but its meaning is hidden from us. 
Just as in our sleep we dream with images, so many of us in our 
waking intellectual life dream with words. A metaphysical theory, 
I shall try to show, is a verbal dream, the linguistic substructure of 
which has to be uncovered before we can sec what it comes to 
and how it produces its effect. The main problem will be to expose 
to clear view the linguistic machinery which is used to create the 
illusion that metaphysics gives us views about pervasive and 
fundamental phenomena and that the arguments for or against 
these views are demonstrations of their truth or falsity. But it is 
necessary first to see that none cf the explanations of the nature 
of metaphysics so far advanced, explicitly or by implication, is 
correct. And above all it is important to sec that none of them 
gives a satisfactory account of the disconcerting fact that meta­
physical differences of opinion never get resolved, though interest 
in various problems may pass out of fashion. 

Four important hypotheses, classical and contemporary, have 
been either assumed or explicitly proposed and argued for as 
answers to the question, 'What is the nature of metaphysical 
theories?' According to one hypothesis they arc empirical pro­
positions about the world, about its fundamental aspects and 
ultimate nature, and are to be confirmed or discarded by experi­
ence. Another describes them as being a priori propositions about 
reality, i.e., as being propositions about reality which are arrived 
at or refuted a priori, without the help of any sort of experimenta­
tion or observation. A third hypothesis construes them to be dis­
guised linguistic claims about the proper or correct or established 
usage of expressions. And still a fourth has it that metaphysical 
statements are meaningless strings of words, that they are sen-
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tences which conform to the rules of grammar but are lacking in 
literal intelligibility, even though they may arouse strong emo­
tional reactions in people. 

These hypotheses, it seems to me, have been in part the result 
of the fact that diflcrcnt philosophers have been impressed by and 
have concentrated their attention mainly on different aspects of 
metaphysics or on particular classes of views. If a philosopher is 
especially impressed by the appearance metaphysics has of being 
about phenomena, their existence or nature, he will be likely to 
think that the theories are open to empirical testing of some sort. 
If, instead, he is impressed by the demonstrations that are ad­
duced, he will tend to think that the views arc a priori descriptions 
of reality. And if he has insight into the nature of both a priori 
and empirical propositions and concentrates his attention mainly 
on theories which, at least in appearance, go against the beliefs of 
common sense, he will hold that they are concealed linguistic 
statements about proper usage. Or if he concentrates mainly on 
theories which refer to the supersensible, he will hold them to be 
nonsensical counterfeits which philosophers have, somehow, been 
duped into taking for the real thing. 

Consider the following selection of views:­
Everything flows. 
Motion is impossible. 
Physical things depend for their existence on being per­

ceived. 
There are no material things. 
There are two distinct kinds of substances, minds and bodies, 

and they interact. 
Every event must have a cause. 
It is possible for one person to know that another person 

exists. 
There are such entities as universals. 
In addition to a person's introspectible states and processes 

there is a self which is their subject. 
A thing is constituted by an unknowable substratum in which 

attributes inhere. 
Ultimate reality is will. 
A transcendent, absolutely perfect Being exists. 

It can be seen that three distinct groups of propositions can be 
2.7 
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· · . ' Jch like 

r d fj .L.:s list There are chose proposwons wn ' rorme rom uu · . 1 h. ' ... 11 to go 
'E . ..L.:- flows' and 'There arc no matena t wgs ' s~.:~o:t . 

vet} wwg . f f ·nsc fhcs<.: 
a ainst the most fundamental be he s o common st: . . . . . . 
s~rike practical-minded people with a well_-de~clopt:~ scnst.: ot 
reality as being bizarre and shocking, to be dtsmtssd as tntdkct_ual 
chimeras· but they hold great fascination for people with mysu~al 
tendenci~s, who, moreover, may be subtle reasoners. The hst 
contains other propositions which seem consistent with, or cvcn to 
fortify, the beliefs of common sense. Thus, the view that tl~crc arc 
two distinct kinds of substances, minds and bodies, whtch can 
produce changes in each other, agrees with the most common 
conception we have of ourselves. And the statement 'It is possihlc 
for one person to know that another person exists', when main­
tained by a philosopher, fortifies a belief against the attacks of 
many metaphysicians, a belief we should all say we had, if askcd. 
Then there are those propositions which state the existcncc of 
tra~scendent objects, objects which lie beyond the limits of 
or_dinary, everyday sense-experience. A philosopher who main­
tams that there are suprasensible universals, entities which he can 
only ~pprehend with his mind's eye gives one the idea that he is 
acquaJ. t d · h · . ' . n e_ :Vlt objects whtch would not be acccsstblc to him 
were he hrruted t h' fi hil that . dd' . 0 ts ve senses. And a p osopher who claims 
such tn a lbtton to the various experienced c1ualities of a thing 

as a pe hie th . k bl b . , qualiti . h ' . ere ts an un nowa e su stratum m \vhich the 
denc ~s Inhere, _gtves the impression of having discovered evi­
exa~ ?r t fe eXIstence of an object which he is prevented from 
surm mng, rom knowing as it is 'in itself', by some sort of in­
ccnd ~untable barrier. The important proposition that a trans-

Thcent, absol~t.cly perfect Being exists belongs to this last group. 
b proposttlons of all three groups have the look of being 

a out the worll· h . ' kn . c ' t cy represent the conclustons of attempts to 
• ow reality · are b as agamst mere appearance'. Whether in fact they 

a out the w ld h . f maki f o~ , t ey undemably have the appearance o 
/r;f , n~ actual cla.1ms. Thai the :;entcnce 'Motion is i~possib1e', 
'·~l~~J/l(~ 1/IJt {'fllflirical dcsniptivc ~icn~c ~cc':'~ cnmdy cl~ar; 

1 t1l) /1tl..l , 1 ~tnkc 111any rea ers 
)llSitilln It cxprc~scs nu) . as even more odd 

aJ,)r/t/;011{!1) llw pr11l . . . \\S\ sn\kc thc~·n I.\ \Caning of the 
, ' · \ I. \rc \1 rn \ , htcra n e be 

I . ·rtnlll Y l,l ;\ , sscrt that t 1C uld the sentenc 
,,,. u<.kl ~tilL cch uld wish to a What else co 
"" one s o . known· 
that anY ·tuallY ts un zS 
~cntcncc a~.: 



THE NATURE OF METAPHYSICS 

sayi~g except the startling thing that objects are incapable of 
mo,·mg, that rivers do not flow and that my pen, which appears 
~ow to be moving, is really stationary? It may be absurd to say 
t 1at motion docs not exist; but it would seem even more absurd 
t~ maintain that the sentence does not denv that rivers flow and 
t ~t birds fly, and to maintain, moreover, tl;at we have no idea of 
~ at it docs state. It is the same with the other statements in the 
~st. What could the sentence 'It is possible for one person to 

now that another person exists' be saying except something re­
ass · 
'In unn~ ~bout human knO\vledge? And what could the state~ent 

. addtuon to the gross things of sense, there are suprasens1ble 
untvcrsals' be saying except that objects exist which cannot be 
seen or felt but require a higher faculty than any used in sense­
e~pcrience? \\!hat the statem'Cnts of the list arc about, regardless 
~ whether we agree with them or not, seems undeniably plain, at 
~ast _on the surface. And unquestionably, a great part of the fas­
~Inatton they have for most people lies in their being believed to 

c about the world, sensible or supra-sensible. 

II. METAPHYSICAL THEORIES AS EMPIRICAL 

hIt is natural, if we believe metaphysical statements to be about 
~e e~omena, to tak~ them to be expressing empirica~ pr?p~sitions, 

P ndent for the1r truth or falsity on what reality 1s hke and 
testable by some sort of examination of the world. What makes 
pe~]e immediately reject an assertion like 'Motion is impossible' 
~~~ e cvidenc~ of their senses; the claim it appears to make about 

World thcu experience of the world shows to be false. They react 
to the putative claim in the way they would normally react to the 
sug · gestJon that they were completely paralysed and couldmoveno 
part ?f their bodies, i.e., by moving their hands or getting up and 
walkmg about, as Diogenes did in refutation of Zeno. The language 
Hu~e, for example, uses to describe how he came to reject the 
notion of the self as a 'simple and continued' spiritual substance 
mak~~ it evident that he imagined himself to be resorting to an 
emrmcal process of testing the notion, a process of introspecting, 
which he allowed may lead to different findings by different 
people. He wrote:-
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For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call 
myse~ I always stumble on some particular perception or other, 
of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hate, pain or pleasure. 
I never catch nryseljat any time without a perception, and never 
can observe anything but the perception ... If anyone upon 
serious and unprejudiced reflection, thinks he has a different 
notion of himsefh I confess I can reason no longer with him. 
All I can allow him is, that he may be in the right as well as I, 
and that we are essentially different in this particular. He may, 
perhaps, perceive something simple and continued, which he 
calls himself; though I am certain there is no such principk in 
me.1 

Whether Hume in fact had recourse to an empirical process of self­
examination in order to test the notion of the self is open toques­
tion, but his language makes it certain that he imagined himself to 
be describing such a process. 

The idea that metaphysical theories arc testable empirically is 
deeply rooted in our minds, and its existence can be detected in 
the minds of philosophers who explicitly reject this notion and 
effectively conceal it from themselves behind the rationalization of 
'philosophical analysis'. A question like 'Is there such a thing as 
the self which has wishes, thoughts, feelings, volitions, and a 
variety of perceptions?' too easily and without sufficient insight 
gets converted into the question 'What is the analysis of the con­
cept of the self?' which in turn gets too easily converted into the 
question 'Are sentences which use the word "self" translatable 
into sentences which mean the same but do not usc the word or 
any synonym of it?' Intellectual inventiveness docs not always 
keep pace with intellectual insight; to the contrary, it is frequently 
designed to prevent insight. The child sees that the emperor is 
naked, but philosophers instead argue over whether a man who 
wears an invisible robe is dressed. 

~rofessor G. E. Moore, perhaps the most outstanding philoso­
phical analyst, has been led to maintain that metaphysical theories 
are not empirical; but in his case, too, we are compelled to think 
that, despite his denial, he has the idea that they are open to test­
ing by observation. The style of language he uses to express his 
refutations of theories which seem to go against common-sense 

1 Treali.te of Human Nature, Book I, Part IV, Section 6. 
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beliefs makes it obvious to anyone but a philosophical barrister 
defending metaphysics that Moore conceives his refutations to be 
empirical. As a refuting instance of such a view as that everything 
flows he would refer to the chair he was sitting on or to the clock 
on his mantelpiece and say, 'My chair does not flow and neither 
docs my clock; it would be absurd to suggest that they do. There­
fore, the proposition that everything flows is false'. 

r-.1oore has protected himself against the possible charge that 
his method of refuting a view is appropriate to empirical, not to 
a priori, propositions, and thus against the charge that he thinks 
the theories empirical. He has maintained that the facts to which he 
calls attention are refutations of consequences of the theories and not 
directly of the theories themselves. The theories are shown to be 
false by modus to/lens. In other words, Moore conceives himself to 
be disestablishing on empirical grounds only what have been 
called 'translations into the concrete' of such vie·ws as '1'v1otion is 
impossible', 'Everything flows', 'Material things do not exist', 
and then deducing the falsity of the views from the falsity of their 
consequences, e.g., deducing the falsity of 'Everything flows' 
from its empirically falsified consequence 'The clock on the 
mantelpiece flows'. 

But this kind of defence won't do. It rests on the assumption 
that a non-empirical view can have deductive consequences which 
are empirical, open to testing by observation or an experiment; 
and this assumption contains a simple and obvious mistake. Any 
proposition p which entails some other proposition q will have 
to be such that its falsity is determined by the falsity of q, so that 
if the falsity of q is empirically determinable the falsity of p will be 
determinable in the same way. A proposition cannot both be a 
priori, such that the truth-value it has is its only possible truth­
value, and have empirical consequences the truth-values of which 
could possibly be other than they are; for if it could both be a 
priori and have empirical consequences it would follow that the 
truth-value it of necessity has is not its only possible truth-value. 
A proposition cannot be non-empirical and at the same time be 
logically dependent for its truth-value on the truth-value of an 
empirical proposition. It is plain that if its truth-value is contin­
gent on the truth-value of an empirical proposition, it must itself 
be empirical. The mistake contained in the assumption is so 
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transparent that it is difficult to see how it could have come to be 
overlooked. It is hard to rid oneself of the feeling that the failu rc to 
see it is caused by the unconscious wish not to sec it, in order to 
cover up an opinion which insight has made inadmissible hut 
which is still held. It is by no means rare for a person to have in­
compatible opinions, one conscious and the other unconscious; 
and one reliable way of discovering an unconscious opinion, 
which may be concealed by a contrary consciously expn:sst:d lwlief, 
is to notice the form of expression, the style of languagt:, ust:d. In 
Moore's case, the language he uses makes it plain that he imagines 
metaphysical theories to be empirical, 1 like those of the natural 
sciences, regardless of what he may have declared them to be. 

This conception of the nature of metaphysical theorit:s is not 
to be dismissed easily. More than a superficial insight into its 
inadequacy is necessary before it can be genuinely n.:linquisheci. 
Otherwise it remains, and, like a wish behind a neurotic symptorn 
which has been removed by an analysis that failed to expose the 
unacceptable wish itself to the patient, it tends to become less 
accessible to our scrutiny. One thing that has to be seen first is 
that on this conception there is no way of explaining the irrcsolv­
ability of metaphysical disputes. 

Take, for example, the view that no physical thing exists when 
not perceive.d. The pi.cture this g~ves ~s. is that of a macl-hattct­
world in which .the eXJstence o~ thmgs 1~ 10 some miraculous way 
synchronized w1th our perceptwns. Things pop out of existenc~ 
and back in again according to whether we gaze at them or not. 
The words 'Nothing exists unless it is perceived' seem to express 
an astonishing fact about the behavi~ur of things, which may fot­
a11 we know be the case. After all, sc1ence tells us many astonish_ 
·ng things, too. Empirical tests of some sort should show whcthe 
1 hysical obje~ts are dependent for their existence on our pcrccp~ 
~ons, pro:'1dmg, of c~urse, t~at the proposit.ion is empirical anc1 
that the p1cture the philosoph1cal sentence bnngs to our minds is 
appropriate to what the sentence actually describes. But this turns 
out not to be the case. 

•See especially his 'A Defence of Common Sense', Comlemporary Brit" b 
Phifo1ophy, Vol. !I, and 'The C~ncept of Reality', Philoiophical .l"tudie1 • s:c. 
I 0 his Some Mam P~ob/em1 of Ph,foJophy, where the task of philosophy is sa. c.l 

:as be 'no less than ,this; namely: To give a general description of the u•hole ~f 
Un iverse · · · (p. I), rhe 
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If we look on the view as factual and the disagreement over it as 
one with n.:gard to the facts, we have no explanation of why the 
disput~.: docs not get resolved and why the theory docs not get 
established or refuted. \'V'c shall discover to our bewilderment, if 
we take the view sciiously and apply tests to it, that what the tests 
show will not in the slightest degree influence a philosopher who 
holds that physical things exist only when perceived. No evidence, 
however strong or conclusive it may seem to us, is conceded as in 
any way discrediting the view. If we call attention to the fact that 
there is a mirror image of the table behind us, which would be 
a miracle if there were no ta blc of which the image was a reflection, 
we shall find that this is disregarded or that it is turned away with 
the answer that seeing things in a mirror is a way of perceiving 
them. If we try the further experiment of photographing the table 
behind our backs, \VC shall discover that the photograph, ·which, 
in a case of genuine doubt, would be taken as conclusive evidence 
for the continued existence of the table, is also discounted. And 
if, in addition to the evidence of mirrors and cameras, we point 
out that the heavy chandelier remains suspended while the ceiling 
from which it is suspended and the chain \vhich holds it arc not 
being looked at, we shall make no advance in moving a philoso­
pher who holds the view. It becomes entirely clear now that no 
evidence will have the slightest influence on settling the question 
as to whether unperceived things exist or not. And this is a com­
plete mystery, if the view and the dispute about it arc empirical. 

Or consider the theory that there are no material things. Again, 
the attempt to investigate it by recourse to observation of matter 
of fact leads to the same inexplicable situation. Those of us who 
arc convinced that there are such things as doors and mountains 
might think that we could check our belief, which this theory 
appears to challenge, by looking more carefully than is our wont, 
feeling with greater care, and so on. Suppose we do this, satisfy 
ourselves that there really are doors and mountains, and now try 
to convince the metaphysician that his view is mistaken. As we 
might expect, the metaphysician remains unmoved. His behaviour 
does not come as a surprise to us, but at the same time it is incom­
prehensible. Suppose, as Moore has suggested, 1 we try to con­
vince him by holding up a hand before his eyes and saying, 'Here 

''Proof of an Extanal \X'orld', Proc. Rrilisb /lcadtnl)', \'ol. XX\' (19~9). 
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is a hand, t~ere~orc, the~c is_ at least one material thing'. This will 
nOt make rum give. up hiS VIeW, n_ot e\·.cn if we let him pinch OUr 
hand and take a cigarette from It. J-l1s behaviour is not unex­
pected, ~ecausc q~itc obviously he is already familiar with hands 
and the 1_1kc. Holdmg up a hand before his eyes presents him with 
no new evidmceJ the lack of which might be considered a reason for 
his hol~ng his view. 1-Ic has his belief while in full posscssion or 
such evJdencc. A surprising thing, if one: stops to think about it 
is that we should even dream of resorting to such a procedure, a~ 
if the intent were to direct the metaphysician's attention to some­
thing he might have overlooked. How could wc ever get ourselves 
ioto the frame of mind of supposing that he was a\varc of 11.r but 
that he needed to be made aware of the existence of our hm1d.r in 
order to sec that his theory is false? Quite clearly we do not under­
stand what we arc doing, nor do we understand how he.: can con­
tioue to hold his view or how he could c\·er ha\'e come to hold it. 
Jf his theory concerns the existence of hands, doors, chairs, and 
the like, then his maintaining that there arc no such things is 
joco.mprehcnsible to us, bllltJeitber do u·c kNow hml' /o sho11' hi111 that« 
!Je i.t wrotJg. 

Jo a non-philosophical case of two pcoplc disagreeing over 
whether there is a table in the room, they settle their difference of 
opinion by g?in~ into the room and looking. If, for son~c reason, 
oc of them 1s stlll sceptical as to whether what hC; sccs 1s really a 

~ble, he goes up to it, feels it, pushes 1~, and put~ things on it. In 
h ·5 way he assures himself that there JS a table 1n the room and 
~ ~ngs the disagreement to an end. But this docs not happen in 
t:~ philosophical cas~ .. Instead of a~ce~ting the ~vidcnc~ of !~is 

nsCS the metaphysiCian calls to hiS aJd the phJJosophJcal d!s-
sC•• , I . I . ction between appearance and reality, be lllld which lC makes 
~fs positio~ secure. He will grant that there do appear to_ be 

ateriaJ thmgs; but he wHl insist that the appearance IS dcJustvc, 
t1l , 0 h" . . d h , ere appearance. r he may weaken JS posJtJon an assert t at 
t1l ca1'1 never know that the appearances of books and tables and 
':~e.meots are not delusive. He holds his view with impregnable 
P fetY by successfully stalemating his adversaries, who now find 
5~ tail their evidence is ruled out of court. In an ordinary dispute 
t ~een people over whether there is, say, a lake in the distance 
:: '\\'hether what they see is a desert mirage, it is possible for the1n 
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to satisfy themselves who is in the right and who is in the wrong 
by the simple expedient of going up to the place where the lake 
appears to be. But the philosophical proposition that what we 
take to be the world of material things is only an illusion of the 
senses cannot successfully be challenged by looking, feeling, etc., 
however carefully done. It is to be noticed, also, that a person who 
maintains the proposition is in no position to produce any ex­
periential evidence which carries conviction to anyone who rejects 
the proposition. Looking and feeling and the usc of our other 
senses do not, for some reason that cannot yet be fathomed, settle 
the matter either wa\·. . 

It turns out, as ca~ easily be seen, that anyone who is convinced 
that there really arc material things and, supposedly, bases his 
conviction on sense-observation, finds himself in exactly the same 
position with n:spect to his own evidence as the metaphysician is 
with respect to it. He is a brother metaphysician who, if he looks 
at tht.: situation objecti\·cly, will sec that he holds his own view 
with as little reasonableness as he is inclined to impute to his 
colkaguc, and also with as much assurance. For he can adduce no 
bt.:tter cxpniential evidence with which to convince himself of 
his own belief than he is able to adduce against the metaphysical 
proposition of his adversary· and since the evidence fails to make 
his opponent give up his l;~sition, he cannot usc it to convince 
himself of his O\\·n position. Or if he reckons the evidence of his 
senses as good evidence for the proposition that there really is a 
World of material things and its existence is not just an illusion, 
then he cannot understand his opponent's indifference to it. And 
on the present hypothesis there is no understanding this. In 
ordinary affairs we know \veil enough how to evaluate evidence, 
but we arc at a total loss as to how to evaluate the evidence 
brought against the metaphysical proposition that there arc no 
material things. This should make us suspect that perhaps the 
proposition is not what it gives the appearance of being. 

The statement 'There are no material things' seems to make the 
same sort of claim that the statement 'There are no pink elephants' 
makes, but we may begin to suspect that this is not the case. Once 
this suspicion is aroused we see that we should be equally curious 
as to what the more sober assertions of philosophical common 
sense, e.g., that material things exist, that not all things flow, that 
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mr>tion exi"'"· actually an: about, what they rcallr say. Further 
inn:stigation io.; nccc.:..,sary before \\'e can hope for i1;sigl;t, But first 
the ()I her hyp()l heses regarding the nature of metaphysical 
t heorie<; have to be con <>iden:d. 

I II . \I F. T :\ P I I Y S I C :\ L T II E 0 IU E S A S . ·I P R 10 R l 

< )nc 1 ,f 1 hc'>e h y pot he-;es, which has the merit of giving us a 
pqssi ble c:x plana t i1 Hl of why it is that no sort of empirical evidence 
ha<; the slightc'>t tendcncy to settle.: metaphysic:!.! dillcrcnces of 
()pini,,n, tells u<., in dkct, that the disagreements arc not the kind 
that can be n.:solvcd by recourse to an examination of matter of 
fact. Thio.; io.; the hypothesis that metaphysical views arc a priori. Of 
C!Jursc, if the vic.:ws arc not empirical and arc demonstrable or 
refutable hy pun: rcason or by an analysis of concepts, we can 
understand why no evidence of the senses can count either for or 
against them. J.o(>king is not an appropriate or a relevant way of 
determining the truth-value of the propositions 'Yellow tulips are 
not mauv<.:' and 'z.;. 3 5'. Similarly, if the propositions 'There 
arc no material things', 'Nothing exists unperceived', 'Everything 
flows' arc a jJriori, the claims they make arc not open to tesung by 
observation or an experiment. And the fact that many of Us 
imagine that an examination of phenomena is relevant to the 
ascertaining of whether they arc true or false might be explained 
as being due to our wrongly taking them to be factual statements 
about r<.:ality, which th<.:y do look to be. 

Philosophers who arc especially aware of the way in which. 
metaphysical theories arc actually argued for and against are 
likdy to think them a priori. They notice, for one thing, that a. 
view like Zcno's about the impossibility of motion is not an 
inference from a subtler examination of objects which are nor, 
mally taken to be in motion, e.g., birds on the wing and horses 
at a gallop. It would be absurd to say, 'Careful observation s?ows 
that motion docs not exist' or 'Experimentation has established 
that things c.lo not exist unperceived'. Instead of calling ?ur att~n, 
tion to fcatur<.:s of the behaviour or condition of bodieS which. 
would make us sec that they are really at rest and their motiot\ 
only apparent, Zcno gives us a logical chain of reasoning designed 
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to prove the self-con/r(:dictorinuJ of motion. He supports his con­
clusion by a logical demonstration, by an analysis of the concept 
motion. And philosophers \vho are aware of the fact that this is 
the method used in metaphysics, the method of logical analysis 
which makes no usc of observation or experimentation, will con­
strue the theories as a priori. Thus, Bertrand Russell has said that 
the essence of philosophy is logic. 1 And Professor C. D. Broad 
has said:-

. l_t should now be clear why the method of Philosophy is so 
cliAcrent from that of the natural sciences. Experiments are not 
made, because thev would be utterly useless. If vou want to 
find out how one s-ubstance behaves In the prcsen~e of another 
you naturally put the two together, vary the conditions, and 
note the results. But no experiment will clear up your ideas as 
~<~ the meaning of cause in general or of mbstance in general . . . 
I he method of Philosophy resembles that of pure mathematics, 
at least in the respect that neither has any usc for experiment. 2 

\X;hat Professor Broad writes is unquestionably correct. It is 
hardly necessary to call attention to the fact that there arc no 
metaphysical laboratories, a fact '\vhich has won for metaphysics 
the ti tic 'armchair science'. Scientists devise ingenious experi­
ments to sho\v that the velocity of freely falling bodies increases 
at a regular and definite rate, while Zeno proves by a sort of 
mental penetration into the concept of motion that no bodies 
actually fall. 

Consider one of Zcno's arguments against the existence of 
motion, to the follO\ving effect: A moving body must go half of 
a given distance before it can traverse the whole distance, and the 
same for each half of half the distance, ad infinitum; hence, since it 
is impossible to complete traversing an infinite number of dis­
tances, however small they become, motion is impossible. The 
premises from which the non-existence of motion is deduced are 
n<Jn-empirical. The 'must' of the first premise denotes a logical 
necessity, and the 'impossible' of the second premise denotes a 
~ogical impossibility. It is logic, not experience) which tells ~s that 
In order for a body to go from one place to any other place It n:u~t 
complete traversing an infinite number of distances. And It IS 

'Our Knowledge oftbe E:,:tcrnal Jl''orld, Lecture II. 
H)rimtijit Thought, p. 19. 
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logic which r<:/J. 1 · · ·1 1 1 · . . · s us t 1at It Js 1mposs1 ) c to comp etc traYcrswg a 
non1 _-tcrmJnatJn.~ number of distances, i.e., that 'finished a non-
cnc Jn•r scrics f 1 f · · ' · It· 1· Th 
_ h : · u c 1angc..:s o posuwn JS se -contrac Jctory. c 
~rJnclusJrm thar motion d()es not cxi~t, which purports to state a 
act about the W()rld, is thus tjuite naturally taken by some philo­
~op~crs to make an a jJriori claim about the phenomenon of 
motJon, nam<.:ly, that its c..:xisrc..:nce is ruled out by logic and that 
what W<: supposc to bc the real thing can be no more than appear­
an~<:. In gcncral with rcgard to the.: theories of metaphysics, 
phllosophc:rs who conccntrate their attention on the method of 
pr:m~ and refutation arc led to the hypothesis that they arc 'a 
jJnon theories about the nature and structure of reality'. That is to 
say, the theories arc taken to be about the world, which the nature 
of their proofs show to be a jJriori; conscclucntly, according to the 
hypothesis, they arc a priori descriptions of phenomena. Notice 
how Russell describes F. H. Bradley's book, Appearance a11d 
Reality: 

The: first part examines and condemns almost all _that makes 
up ou_r everyday world: things and qualities, rclatwns, space 
and tl~e, change, causation, activity, the. self. All these, 
though tn some sense facts which gualify r~alt~y,_ ~rc no~ real as 
Lhcy appear. What is real is one single, tndtvtstbl~,. trmcless 
whole, called the Absolute, which is in some sense spmtual, but 
docs not consist of souls, or of thought and v:il.l as we kn~:nv 
them. And all this is established by abstract logtcal r~asonmg 
professing to find self-contradictions in the catcgoncs C£?0-
clemncd_ as mere appearance, and to leave no tenable alternative 
to the krnd of Absolute which is finally affirmed to be reaJ.l 

It is easy to sec why, if this account is correct, disputes over 
such propositions as 'Material things do not exist', 'Everything 
flo~~·, 'The world is really composed of spirits', 'There arc such 
ent~tte~ as universals'. are not to be resolved by any sort of ex­
anunatton of phenomena. For if wrong metaphysical theories arc 
self-c~mtradictory and true ones are logically necessary, then not 
only lS experimentation useless, as Broad says but it could not 
even be relevant. There could be no sort of c~nnexion between 
~ny conceivable observation and 'Everything flows' or 'Motion is 
Impossible', just as there could be no experiments or observations 

10ur Kno»•ledge of I he Extemal World, p. 6. 
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that _would _establish that the sum of the interior angles of a 
Euclidean tnangle equals 180° or that would show the self-con­
tradict~r.iness of the proposition that a thing is not at the place 
where 1t IS . 

. But although on the present hypothesis we can explain why the 
disputes are not empirically resolvable, we nevertheless are not in 
a position to explain why they do not get settled and why theories 
do not finally get established. The arguments, whatever their 
nature may be, which win the conviction of some philosophers 
fail to win the conviction of other equally competent philosophers, 
or are thought to be erroneous by them. The demonstrations are 
by no means as complicated as those in mathematics, nor arc they 
more subtle. But in mathematics which to be sure, does not lack , , 
controversies, there is a great accumulation of solid, unquestioned 
proof, whereas precisely the opposite is the case in philosophy. 
There is the quip that mathematicians are happy only wh_en tl~ey 
~gre~, and philosophers only when they disagree. There ts P<:mt 
1n this. It may very well be that people, in part, are drawn to p~lo­
sophy for such a temperamental reason. But it must be the subJect 
and the nature of the arguments that permit of endless deb~te. And 
for this the present hypothesis gives us no explanation. It lS worth 
observing that when mathematicians who admittedly are experts 
in a priori reasoning, take metaphysic~! positions, for example, the 
position that numbers arc abstract entities of which the numerals 
are names, or the position that there are only the numerals, they 

b . h ver whether arc no etter off than are philosophers w o argue 0 . . 
· · tlung In the uruvcrsals exist. We may well think that there ts some 

very nature of philosophical arguments, something w_e _h~ve no~ 
grasped, which makes possible the astonishing di_vtswns 0h 
opinion with regard to the proofs, divisions which persist throug 
centuries with no prospect of solution. d f, 

Take for example the contention that general words stan orl 
' ' · f h t cnera abstract entities. It has been argued that the belle t a gb. 

"bl bJ. ccts o Jects Words like 'horse' and 'blue' name suprasensl e o ·' d · 
hi . f the wor s, ts 

w · ch we apprehend in knowing the meamngs o 
b d has a rnean-

ased on the mistake of thinking that because a wor. . ·stake 
ing there must be something which it means. Now, 1s.Jt alr:u that 

ning trnp tes to suppose that the fact that a word has a mea h · k that 
there is something which it means? Some philosophers t m 
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su . h' . . · pposmg t Js Js a rrustakc others not If . . . k 1 . 
th · · · ' · It ts a mtsta ·e 1avmg 

e1r attentiOn directed to it should afte 1 l'b '. 1• 
cr. . . , r some c e 1 cratton, Jc 

sumcient to make philosophers sec that it · · k l · 
h . . · 1s a mtsta ·c :me gn·c 

up t cJr. VIew, or at lc:ast suspend judgement about it. And i{ it is 
nrJt a mistake: to suppose this, that is, if the fact that the word 
'hrJr~c:', c:.g., has a meaning dou imply that there is something 

which 'horse' means and, therefore, that in addition to the actual 
animals the word denotes there is a more subtle object for which 
it stands, philosophers who claim it is a mistake could, it is to be 
expected, be made to sec that the implication docs hold. Instead 
we sec an unbreakable intellectual deadlock. J\nd this we do not 
understand. On the second hypothesis we seem to be able to clear 
up the mystery as to why no empirical evidence in the least con­
tributes toward settling a metaphysical controversy. But we arc 
then faced with a comparable mystery, this time with regard to 
the non-empirical demonstrations. 

The idea that the theories of metaphysics make a priori claims 
about the structure and composition of the world, claims about 
what is necessarily real and what is only appearance, contains 
further difficulties which stand in need of explanation. Before 
these can usefully be brought out and examined, however, it is 
necessary to state s~me c_lementa:y .facts about a priori proposi­
tions. In the sense m wh1ch a prtort propositions can be said to 
have truth-values, it can easily be seen that they arc true or false 
independently of what the worl~ is like. An examination of states 
of affairs is relevant to the establtshmcnt of an empirical statement 
1 se the truth-value of the statement depends upon what 
JeCaU . · · d'LT f · ' J 

l .t is like. An a prion propos1t1on Jrrers rom an emptnca one 
rca 1 Y I · d · d b h · f . h · pect. its truth-va ue JS etcrmJne y t e cXJstcnce o no 
1n t 1s res · h 'f h d h h . . 

f ffairs. That is w y, 1 t e secon ypot es1s 1s correct, we 
state o a f · · 1 'd 

1 in the fact that no amount o expenentJa ev1 ence call 
can exp a . 1 A . . .. 

ttl a metaphys1ca controversy. true a prrorr proposltion 
ever se e . b f h f rr · . b logical necessity, not ecause o w at state o ana1rs 
1s true Y f: 1 · f: 1 · h b · t obtain· and a a se one 1s a se Jn t e same way, \1' 

ha~pelns 0 ssity. No theoretically possible state of affairs coul~ 
Jog1ca nece . . .. 

k h ne false or the other true. An a pr10rr proposition, if 
rna e t e o l'k 

· t e regardless of what the world happens to be 1 e, and, 
true, lS ru h I I I . I' I C tl . 'ff: 1 ·r is false no matter w at t 1e \\'Or c 1s 1.-:e. onsequen y, lt 
1 a se, 1 h I I I . 1· k . . Othl.na about w at t 1e wor c Js 1 ·c; 1t can gtve us na can sav n n ' 
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information about the existence or non-existence of anything or 
about the nature of anything. It states nothing whatever about 
reality. \X1hatcver it is that we do know in knowing an a priori 
proposition, it is clear that in knowing it we know no fact about 
the world. 

To illustrate, consider the statement: 'Nothing can remain the 
same distance from something from which it is moving away'. 
This utterance may seem to many people to state an inflexible fact 
about the spatial relation between two bodies when one is moving 
away from the other. But this is a mistake. In knowing the a 
priori true proposition that nothing can remain the same distance 
from something from which it is moving away we know nothing 
about what cannot happen in the world. For we cannot imagine 
what it would be like for, say, a train to be moving away from 
the station and at the same time remaining the same distance from 
it. \X!e cannot imagine what it is that can~ot happen, not because 
our imagination cannot as a matter of fact picture this to us, but 
because the expression 'moves away from x while, nevertheless, 
remaining the same distance from ...... :' describes no occurrence in 
any conceivable universe. It is the usc we make of our own lan­
guage, not the limitations of human imagination, which prevents 
this from being pictured or from happening. The sentence 'Space 
is of such a nature that a thing cannot remain the same distance 
from something from which it is moving away' docs not state 
what cannot take place because of the way space is constituted. 
It Would do this onl v if the sentence 'Space is of such a nature 
that, peculiarly enough, a thing remains the same distance from 
another thing in the process of moving away from it' described 
what could, theoretically, take place in any universe. But the 
sentence describes nothing of the sort. Hence, whatever it is that 
\ve know in knowing that a train cannot be moving away from 
the station during the time it remains the same distance from it, 
we do not know an inflexible fact about motion and space. To 
take one further example, knowing the a priori truth that no two 
angles of a triangle arc equal the sides of which are all unequal is 
not the same as nor does it imply knowing a fact about physical 
triangles. On the other hand, if it were known to be the case that 
no triangles of wood, metal, or any other material were scalene, 
we should know a fact about the triangles in our world. But 'No 
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two angles of a triangle arc equal the sides of which arc all un­
equal' states no fact about physical triangles, because the sentence 
'There are triangles two angles of which arc Cllual though their 
sides are all unequal' states the existence of no concdYablc 
triangle. Hence, in knowing the a priori fact about triangh:s we 
know no fact of nature. 

Now if, as the second hypothesis maintains, the propositions of 
metaphysics are either true or false by logical necessitation, then 
they cannot be about reality, about the existence or nature of any 
phenomenon or about what must or cannot happen. A proposi­
tion cannot be non-empirical and at the same time give us in­
formation (or misinformation) about what the world is or is not 
like. Hence, if the proposition 'Motion does not exist' is a priori, 
it can state nothing about the phenomenon of bodies in motion. 
It docs not declare that bodies do not actually move, nor docs it 
deny that eagles soar and that rain falls. The metaphysical theory 
that every change must have a cause, i.e., the non-ordinary pro­
position that is supported ~y the argume~t .'A thing or any per­
fection (i.e., quality) of a thtng actually cxtsttng cannot have, as a 
cause of its existence, nothing or a thing which docs not exist', t 
can make no claim with regard to occurrences in the world. 1\ncl 
it will have to be the same with the other theories. If the proposi­
tion 'There are no material things' is a priori, it cannot deny the 
existence of hands and pavements and the many other objects to 
which the expression 'material thing' is applied. The proposition 
'Nothing exists unperceived' cannot claim that books and chairs 
cease to exist when no one perceives them. The proposition 
'Everything flows' cannot tell us the astonishing thing that, 
despite what our senses show us, granite really behaves like butter 
in the summer sun. And the proposition 'There are supra-sensible 
entities which can be apprehended only by the mind' cannot 
declare the existence of objects of any sort. There cannot be a 
priori descriptions of natural phenomena. 

It must be obvious that an important determinant of our fasci­
nation with these propositions is that we take them to be deep 
theories about aspects of reality, theories which in some cases 
arouse our resistance and in others not. But if, as is plain, a priori 
statements cannot be about reality, it is not easy to understand 

1Descartes' third 'common notion'. 
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how a metaphysician who satisfies himself that he has demon­
strated both the self-contradictoriness of motion and its existence 
in appearance only, could possibly come to think he has shown 
something important about a familiar phenomenon. The real 
puzzle is how he could belieYe both that he has shown motion is 
self-contradictory and that he has reduced it to a shadow. For if, 
as ht: maintains, motion is impossible because its existence would 
imp! r a sclf-contradictorr state of affairs, then the ill11sio11 of bodies 
bt:ing in motion is also l~gically impossible, for the same reason. 
The proposition 'Motion is logically impossible' implies the pro­
position 'The illusion of motion is logically impossible'; 'Motion 
is a self-contradictory concept' implies 'The appearance of !/lotion is 
a self-contradictory concept'. If the reality of anything is pre­
cluded by the fact that it implies a self-contradiction, the existence 
of an appearance of that thing is ruled out by the same fact. 
There can be no appearance of what is logically impossible, else 
we should be able to imagine the logically impossible. We should 
be able to imagine red things that are without colour and trains 
moving away from stations from which they continue to remain 
the same distance. To put the matter in another way, if the illusion 
of bodies being in motion is allowed, the conceivability, if not the 
physical possibility, of their really being in a state of motion must 
~lso be allowed, which it could not be if motion were logically 
lmrossible. If the concept being in !/lOtion could have no exemplifi­
~atJOns because it is self-contradictory, the concept appeari11g to be 
m motio11 would also be self-contradictory and could have no 
exemplifications. The phrase 'looks to be red all over and at the 
same time and in the same respect also green' has no application 
whatever, because the phrase 'is red all over and also green' has 
been given no descriptive sense. If the former phrase had an a~­
plication, the latter would have an imaginable application, an~ lt 
wo~ld then be theoretically possible for there to be somethu~g 
which was red all over and also green. Similarly, a person ~ho, 111 

ffi · · · ' ( · alent ~ ect, mamtruns that the expression 'is in motion or.ltS eqwv 
111 any other language) has no application to anyt~ng whatever, 
actual or conceivable that it has no literal sense, wtll also have t? 
ma~ntain that the exp~ession 'appears to be moving' has no appli-
cation to any appearance. . . 

It is difficult to understand how anyone could frul to see this. 
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No one wo.uld dream of saying, e.g., that a building looks t() hc 
taller than 1t looks to be; but in metaphysics it is not at all un­
common for people to say comparable things, for instance that 
though time is self-contradictory there SCCIIJ to be occurrence's and 
that one c:>ccurre.nce seems to precede or follow another occur­
rence. This requues an explanation, and it may quite wdl be the 
case that something else, which we do not understand 1·s b · 
1 b . . , etn~ 
cone y metaphysicians than what on the surface they giv 1 · 

1 · b' · · f e t 1c p am, unam tguous ImpressiOn o doing. At any rate the d · 
t' f h h . 1 . , escnp­
t~on o bt e t heones w 11ch mdakesbthem out to be a jJriori proposi-
tons a out t e structure an su stance of reality has to b. · 

If h h . . e gtven 
up. t e t cones arc about phenomena thcy cannot b · . 

h · · d · e a pnon nor ave a pr1or1 emonstrauons; but then there is no . 1 · . ' h · · 1 'd exp atnincr 
w y emp1r1ca cv1 cnce counts neither for nor aga1· t 1 ...., '[ h . . h ns t 1em. And 
1 t cy are a pr1or1, t cy cannot be about the worl J· 1 h · · h · b c , anc we aye 
no ms1g t mto w at makc.'i possible: the chronic varict\' of ;tti-

tudes toward their demonstrations nor insight into the ~aturc of 
the n;etaphysical distinction between appearance and reality, which 
certainly does not correspond to the ordinary distinction. 1 t 
seems reasonable to conclude that we do not know how to con­
strue the sentence 'Motion docs not exist', nor the sentences for 

the other theories. 

IV. METAPHYSICAL THEORIES 1\S VERBAL 

The notion that metaphysical views arc a priori true or false 
descriptions of reality leads to a further hypothesis. This hypo­
thesis is that they arc propositions which, in a concealed form, 
make factual claims with regard to established linguistic usage. A 
philosopher who is well aware of the fact that examinati.on. of 
phenomena plays no actual role in establishing or clisestabhshmg 
a metaphysical view and, furthermore, has a good grasp of the 
nature of logically necessary propositions is likely to arrive at this 
hypothesis. Especially is this so if he concentrates main I y on views 
like 'Material things do not exist' and 'No one can know that 
anyone else exists', i.e., if he concentrates on views which seem to 
go against beliefs which for common sense are most solid and 
assured. According to this third interpretation, a philosopher who 
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declares that space is sdt-contraJictory and therefore unreal is in 
effect maintaining that the word 'space' has no literal usc and that 
phrases using space-indicating words, that is, phrases like 'taller 
than' and 'next to', arc senseless and have no application. 

It has already been seen that an tl priori proposition is non­
informative about the existence, nature, or behaviour of pheno­
mena, actual or theoretical! y imaginable. A proposition that is 
true or false by logic can say nothing about the world: the state­
ment 'A buttercup cannot be yellow all OYer and also blue' says 
nothing about '\vhat colour a buttercup cannot be. \'Vhen Spinoza 
denied, as an absurdity, that God could bring it about that no 
effect follow from a given cause, it is quite clear he did not wish 
to maintain that there was something which, because of the 
physical impossibility of accomplishing it, God could not bring 
about. The impossibility which prevents there being an clfectless 
cause is altogether different from a physical impossibility, the im­
possibility, say, of a gas failing to expand when heated. One is an 
impossibility of nature, the opposite of which .is conceivable, 
however much .it may strain our imagination. The other is an 
impossibility of logic, the opposite of which is inconceivable, no 
matter how much we strain our imagination. 

It is natural to think of a logical impossibility as being the 
limiting case of a series of increasingly inflexible physical im­
possibilities. It is natural, for example, to think that the logical 
impossibility of a thing being in two different places at one time 
is like each of the series of impossibilities of getting from New 
York in an hour, in a minute, in a second, in a thousandth of a 
second, in a millionth of a second, etc., and differs from each of 
these increasingly impossible impossibilities on!J' in degree} in the 
way in wh.ich each differs from its predecessor. But th.is is a mis­
take. A logical impossibility is not the most impossible of a series of 
increasingly impossible states of affairs. It is not the last member 

a 
of the series, any more than .t!.. is the last member of the series I. 

0 zn 
We can conceive a!!)' physically impossible state of affairs, however 
miraculous its existence would be. We can, e.g., conceive our­
selves being transported from New York to London in the wink 
of an eye, but we cannot imagine the occurrence of anyth.ing that 
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is logically impossible. This is because an expression for a logical 
impossibility is not used to describe anything; it has no dcscripti...-c 
function in any verbal context. It is an expression which has not 
been given a descriptive use in our language; otherwise, we could 
imagine what it described. The phrases 'being in two places at 
once', 'cause not followed by an effect', do not refer to occurrcnc~s 
which most certainly do not take place and would count as 
mirades i.f they did. They are phrases which describe nothing at all. 

To put the matter somewhat differently, the idea that a logical 
impossibility describes what the world cannot be like implies the 
idea that it describes to us what a different 'possible uni\·crst:' 
would be like. But then we should have to say that the truth­
value of an a priori proposition was contingent on the existence or 
nrm-existcncc of a material state of affairs, which would imply that 
an fl jrl~riproposition was not a priori. As Spino~a s~cms to have 

. J j h 1. { · 1 t God can bnng 1t about that rea!;;;u t ;c a ~urr 11 y (J sa ylllg t 1a J . • 1 ... 
J . ·I IJ follow IS an absurL It) of 

frr (f) fi jtiVt/1 UW~t.: JJ(J dh:c.t s IOU. physical joke to say, 'God 
J ' ot 0 [ ph)·sics. It IS a mda u. sed sugg.rcsts the idea of 

{ age n f 1 ruage · · · 
angu ; l ccausc the form o ~ngl 1Jd do whereas the \\'Orcls 

J I . I Go<. cot , 
can. · ,· :. '" something w 11 c 1 f occurrence is not a cause of 

'r ere .,ctnh h usc o an .. 
\~ri~~s it ahou~ that t ~ ca ich might tt:St God's abilJtJcS. 
anytrung' descnbc nothmg wh '[those philosophers who profess 

It should now be clear that 1 · c motion knowledge of 
h f space tJm , , ·hr I'V that L c C()nccpts, o . , . s actually mean to assert to " ) ,.., . t adJCtwn.' , b 

. ds etc., contain con r I r familiar phenomena to c 
other mm it 'of space, time, and ot i11~ have to be interprctc~ as 
the unreal Y ry their words w 1 so on have no applica-

11 ncccssa , · n' ant , . . . 
logica y 's ace', 'time', 'mouo : he sentences, 'Jv!otwn Js tm-
stating th.at r usc in our Janguag~· r . unreal', which have the 
tion, no,IJt,~~crything flows', 'TJ~~h~ behaviour of t.hings, w~ll 

ossiblc ' ..- s ace time, an . uistic informatwn, to. t c 
P. of being about ~as 'conveying .}Jngf mxtoy' 'Theclocktsof 
air b onstruec . vJng ro ' f h . 
h ave to c c_~ ·xprcssions as 'ts mo begged pardon a ter av~ng 

~ t ~ucrl c fl , 'Jones • . I' 1 meantn .ffcct t n:l . d docs not ow ' J carry no ttera g 
c ·tal an cless an Tl d •;u!icl rnc S ith's toe' arc scns - )ish language. 1C wor s 
· l on · m d the Eng t f steppe( ho undcrstan s h' I they occur arc par s, o . one w d h in w tc 1 , 
to anY d 'motion', an P rases . er)'clay life. But a meta-

. c' an se Jn cv d' 'tun f the language we u e are 'self-contra tctory 
cour~c~ o ho insists that time and spac 
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appearances' would seem to be trying to inform us that we have 
been mistaken about these words, that words we have always 
supposed were used in sentences to convey factual information 
have, as a matter of linguistic fact, no such informative use. \Vc 
arc all mistaken in thinking that we are using the word 'know' 
\vith literal significance when we make an assertion such as 'I 
know that Jones disapproves of drinking'. For, as the argument 
goes, since an infinite number of sense-obsenrations would haYe 
to be made before we could proper/)' and corrcrll)' be said to know 
anything of this sort, and since to complete an infinite number of 
sense-obscn'ations is logically impossible, we are wrong in think­
ing the word has the use it seems to have in ordinary conversation. 
Our mistake is linguistic, not material. 

It must be granted that the hypothesis which interprets meta­
physical theories as making, in an indirect mode of speech, factual 
assertions about linguistic usage throws considerable light on 
the nature of the theories. Among other things, it throws light on 
what a common-sense philosopher, who opposes the more extra­
vagant metaphysical views about motion, space, material things, 
etc., does when he calls attention to facts which not even the 
metaphysician denies in the ordinary conduct of his life, either in 
spcr.ch or behaviour. Moore's 'refutation' of the view that there 
arc no material things, which consists in his holding up his hand 
in plain view and saying, 'Here is a hand, therefore, there is at 
least one material thing', is now to be understood as his pointing 
out that the word 'hand', and therefore the term 'material thing' 
also, has an application, something it would, of course, be just 
captious to deny. He 'refutes' the implicit verbal assertion of the 
seemingly a priori proposition about material things by holding 
up samples of the sort of things to which the term 'material thing' 
applies and declaring that the term applies to them. In other 
words, he 'corrects' the erroneous notions many metaphysicians 
seem to have about expressions in common use. One gets the 
impression that Moore explains the use of the word 'hand' in the 
way we teach its meaning to a child or reteach it to a person who 
has suffered a lapse of memory. And if, according to the hypo­
thesis under consideration, the metaphysician does imply that 
words like 'time', 'motion', and 'material thing' are meaningless, 
Moore's procedure is appropriate and his refutations are 
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conclusive. For these words have well-established senses which 
everyone knows. 

Now, in the usual case of a pcrsun being mistaken about a 
word, there is no special difficulty in showing him that he is wrong 
and what the right usage is. If he has a wrong idea about the 
word 'radar' or thinks that 'ersc' is a nonsense-word like 'brillig', 
we experience no particular difTiculty about showing him his 
error and getting him to accept the facts about the words. I k 
accepts the correction, if not on our O\Vn authority, then on being 
shown how other people usc it, or on bcing referred to a diction­
ary. But if we expect the same success \Vith a metaphysician, we 
shall be nonplussed to mcct with flat failure. In the practice of 
philosophy we arc, of course, not a bit surprised to find that facing 
a metaphysician with linguistic usage docs not have the effect of 
making him relinquish his views. This is a strange fact about our 
professional psychology which requires explanation. But the third 
hypothesis throws no light on it. Nor docs it help us sec the 
reason why the metaphysician remains unmoved by the refuta­
tions, which in non-philosophical connexions he would accept. 
It fails to give us a satisfactory answer to the crucial question why 
metaphysical disput{:S do not get resol\'Cd. 

Two things in particular remain a puzzle. ( )ne is that a meta­
physician, who knou·.r established, proper usage as wcll as anyone, 
remains adamant in the face both of what he himself knows and of 
what is pointed out to him. The other is that he is able to main­
tain, whether outrightly or indirectly by implication, that actual 
usage is improper or unintelligible and that ordinary people 
hardly know what they arc talking about when they usc such 
words as 'cause' and 'substance' .1 For the standard of intelligible 
usage of everyday language is ordinary usage, the usc given to 
expressions by people who, in a non-esoteric sense of the word 
'know', know the language. No one would dream of saying that 
there exist a celestial dictionary and a grammar book which, if 
only they could be consulted, would enable us to decide questions 
of proper usage and syntactical correctness. And yet it is some­
thing like this that a person who holds metaphvsical 'shockers' 
wou_ld seem to be implying. for, according to 'the third hypo­
thesJs, he tells us that anyone who uses certain expressions in the 

1C. D. Bro~d, Scimlijic Thou.l!,hl, lntr<~duction. 
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umal1l'ay uses them wrongly. If this is, indeed, what he means to 
say, we can perhaps see \vhy showing him ordinary usage does 
nothing. Showing him what he condemns as general improper 
practice would hardly be expected to influence him. But then we 
cannot understand how he can possibly believe that ordinary 
linguistic practice, to which he is not a stranger, is mistaken; and 
we do not understand why, if philosophical disputes are over 
usage, they do not get settled. Like the other two hypotheses, the 
third one fails to explain in a satisfactory way the nature of meta­
physical theories and disputes. 

V. METAPHYSICS AS NONSENSE 

One further conjecture about metaphysics has to be examined. 
This is the hypothesis that there are no metaphysical theories and 
that the sentences of metaphysicians are in fact devoid of literal 
meaning, however strong the impression they create of making 
perfectly good sense. They carry with them the illusion of ex­
pressing theories, and they unquestionably have emotive signi­
ficance for us, but they lack literal significance. In respect of hav­
ing sense the sentence, 'There is a world of timeless, suprasensible 
universals', to which so much intellectual labour has been devoted 
for hundreds of years, is no different from the sentence, 'Flying 
numbers are heavier than yellow'. The main difference between 
the two sentences is that the first appears to make sense and to 
state something of great importance, while the second is obviously 
nonsensical. The only explanation given of how it could have 
happened that so many men of great intelligence, scientists as well 
as philosophers, could for so long a time have laboured under the 
illusion that they were talking sense and intelligibly disagreeing 
with each other over universals, substratum, or the reality of the 
physical universe, is that it is qt~ite easy to fall into talking IIO!Ise11se 
witho11t being mvare of it. It has to be admitted that this is not out­
side the range of possibility, but one may be pardoned for being 
unimpressed by its plausibility. 

Philosophers who adopt the positivistic thesis feel strongly t.he 
contrast between metaphysics, on the one hand, and mathematics 
and the natural sciences, on the other, to the disadvantage of 
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metaphysics. These philosophers ha'{e become clis.satisfied with 
those pronouncements which re~er .to the sup.rasenstb!e, and have 
framed their criterion of literal stgruficance wtth the a1m of clean­
ing house, of ridding philosophy of these pronouncements ~nd _so 
making it intellectually more respectable. It is not easy to dtsmts::; 
the feeling, derived from a reading of the literature of contem­
porary positivism, that the rejection of metaphysics, though 
backed by reasons, is primarily emotional, an important part of 
the emotion being shame. The rejection, one may suspect, con­
stitutes a refined form of book burning. A passage from Hume 
which positivists are fond of quoting lends this suspicion plausi­
bility. The well-known passage is: 'If we take in our hand any 
volume; of divinity, or school metaphysics, for instance; let us 
ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning c1uantity 
or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reas~ning con­
cerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then 'ro the 
flames. For it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion' .1 

B~t positivists hav:no.t said this in so many words; they have only 
srud that metaphystcs 1s nonsense. And they have given rca f 
hi . hi h d 1 k" . . sons or t s vtew w c eserve oo mg 1nto mdependently of h h · 

· d b. · w at t e1r motives an our own su )CCttve reactions may be p l · l 
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1Enquir C . a emcnt has literal meamng 
ed.t. ) :Y onurnmg Human U d 

I 1on , p. I6<. n ers/andina, S 
, 6 cc. 1 2, Pt. 3 (Sclby-Biggc 
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unless ... h t · · · · · b b · .f · · " a It states Is open to venhcauon y sense-a servauon, 
I nor practically because of physical obstacles standing in our 
way, then in principle. That is, an assertion will make sense to 
u_s on_lr if we can put ourselves actually or imaginatively in the 
SI~uatton of establishing or discrediting it. If no conceivable 
0 sen·arion could in any wa}' tend to confirm or disconfirm it the 
ass · · ' . ertion will have to be reckoned senseless. There are, accord-
Ingly, two and onlv two classes of significant declarative sen­
tences: the class of ;cntcnces expressing a priori propositions and 
~he class of sentences expressing empirical propositions verifiable 
~n sense-experience. If it is determined that a given utterance 
cl~~gs to neither of these two classes, we can, according to the 

posntvistic principle, be sure that it says nothing at all and is an 
e~pty string of words, however much its syntax and the meanings 
of.us separate words suggest that it docs have literal meaning. 

fhus, rhe Lc.:ibnizian view that material things are really colonies 
~f monads fails to satisfy either of the two conditions laid down. 

he sentence 'J\-!aterial things arc composed of colonies of rudi­
~cntary minds' docs not, like 'If I have fourteen pennies, then I 
1a:'e nine more than five pennies' and 'A father must have 
children', express an a priori proposition. For its denial is not self­
contradictory: 'A chair is not a collection of monads' is not a self­
co~tradiction. But neither does it express an empirical theory 
Which could even in conception be confirmed or disconfirmed by 
experience. The claim it appears to make with regard to the nature 
of things lies wholly outside the theoretical limits of investigation 
by sense-observation. No amount of looking at a chair, however 
subtle and super-microscopically sharp our eyes might be ima­
gined to be, and no sort of experiment, however advanced its 
technique, could render it probable or improbable in the slightest 
degree that a chair is made up of minds. Hence, the statement will 
have to be counted amongst those which are senseless com­
binations of words and as having no more intelligibility than 
'Yellow multiplied by lavendar is elation'. In general, no sentence 
Which purports to give information about the nature or existence 
of a phenomenon is literally meaningful if the 'reality' it refers to 
lies wholly outside the limits of possible sense-experience. An 
application of the positivistic principle to the theories that the~e 
are supra-sensible objects which can be contemplated only m 
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thought. and t:hat a thing is constituted by an unknowable sub­
stratum m V.:hich attributes inhere gives the same result: the sup-
posed theories are non-existent and instead we have 1 . . ' sense ess 
exp~esstons, ~hich produce the illusion of making sense and of 
statmg theories which are defended by many philosophers and 
attacked by others. 

~':'e po~t~vistic hypothesis about metaphysics docs have the 
merit of gtvmg u~ a possible explanation of the fact that disputes 
never_ get conclus1vely settled in favour of one or other competing 
theones. It cannot howe b d h 1 ·b·1· ha ' ver, e grante t at any p aus1 1 ay 
~ tever attaches to the explanation. Precisc:ly the opposite is 

tne ca5c, Indeed, we may wonder how anyone could bring him­
self to believe that since it is easy to fall into talking nonsense, it is 
reasonable to think that philosophers could, for so many cen­
turies, have devoted their intellectual abilities to the concoction of 
nonsense, and, moreover, could have retained their interest in the 
same nonsense. If we could disengage our emotions and think 
dispassionately on the matter it should be quite impossible to 
believe that the Platonic 'nonsense' about universals, which has been 
and still is the subject of an extended and reasoned controversy, 
could have occupied the attention of intellectuals for so long a time 
simply because it is easy to fall into talking nonsense. Whatever 
the facts about metaphysics may be, there can be hardly any doubt 
that the belief in the positivistic hypothesis has its main source 
in the wish t~ disparage metaphysics. . . . 

Psychologtc~lly speaking, metaphysics 1~ an uncon~cw~s _In­

tellectual subst.ttute for religion for many thinkers. But rad1~tton 
of affect'1 frequ_ently catches up with substitutes for forme~ obJ~cts 
of scorn; and tt heaps on them its old scorn, but this w~c t~ a 
disguised form. The psychological drama of need and reJection 
repeats itself. A curious thing in this connexion may be noted. 
'This i~ that some positivists, after first having condemned the 
platoniC theory of suprasensible universals, are corning back to 
one or other of its classical forms, and now accept as perfect! y 
intelligible what for years they had sem to be nonsense. Some­
times the acceptance is followed by a new rejection. There is the 
temptation to treat this sort of metaphysical backsliding frivol­
oasly, bat that won't do. We have to try to understand what it is 

1Phrase taken from Dr. Ernest Jones. 
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about metaphysics that makes this sort of situation possible. The 
change of mind is not to be confused with an ordinary case of a 
person first thinking that a long sentence with a complicated 
grammar, or one with unknown words or with kno\vn words put 
together in queer ways, is meaningless and then after careful 
study with the help of a dictionary and grammar coming to see 
that it docs make sense. In the metaphysical case, the reconsidera­
tion brings no new linguistic facts to light. The philosopher 
knows no more about the sentence after his change of mind than 
he did before. He knew all along everything necessary in order 
to know whether it is intelligible or not. 

Consider, now, the criterion of verification itself, to the effect 
that no synthetic, or non-a priori, sentence has literal import if 
what it says, the proposition it expresses, is in principle not 
verifiable in sense-experience. It is on the authority of this 
principle that statements referring to 'suprasensible realities' are 
rejected as senseless. 

One thing is to be noticed immediately about the principle; 
this is that the rule for casting out metaphysical sentences is 
nothing more than the contention that they are senseless. Any 
positivist who thinks that the principle shmN the literal senseless­
ness of statements referring to what lies beyond the limits of 
sense-experience thinks mistakenly. The phrases, 'synthetic sen­
tence expressing a proposition not verifiable in sense-experience' 
and 'sentence referring to a suprasensible reality' mean exactly 
the same thing. Hence, anyone who thinks that the principle 
shows the senselessness of metaphysics maintains, in effect, that a 
synthetic sentence which expresses a proposition not verifiable i~ 
sense-experience is devoid of sense beca11se it expresses a proposi­
tion not verifiable in sense-experience; he makes the empty claim 
that a sentence referring to a suprascnsible reality is senseless beca11se 
it refers to a suprascnsible reality. But plainly one docs not shmv 
that a sentence denoting an unverifiable proposition is senseless by 
giving as the reason that the proposition it denotes is unverifiable. 
It can be seen that the criterion of the positivists consists me~ely 
in declaring, against what others declare, that metaphy~1cal 
sentences are unintelligible. The criterion is their contentl?n. 
To an outsider, they give no better evidence for his honounng 
their check than docs the philosopher whose metaphysical check 
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they maintain is not hacked by me JI1ey in the bank. It is hardly to 
be expected that the critcrir Jl1 will move a philosopher who, like 
Bertrand Russc.:ll, both proves to his ~atisfaction the existence of 
supra-s~:nsiblt: univns:.tls and, furthermore, claims acquaintance 
with thcm. 1 

Another thing has to be seen. :\sit is formulated, the principle 
suggcsts the idea that statcmcnts arc r~:taincd or cast out by a 
process of in~pccting their meanings, by examining the proposi­
tions they state: those ~~:ntcnces bcin.~ n:taincd which express 
propositions that arc testable by looking, feeling, and the like, 
and those being cast fJUt which express propositions shown by 
examination not to be ~(J testable. The only possible conclusion 
to draw is that metaphysical sentences arc rcjcct~:d because of the 
kind of propositions they stand for. To illustrate, in applying the 
rule to tht: sentence,' A material thing is constituted by an unknow­
able substratum in which cxpcrienccablc :lttributcs inhere', we 
inspect thc propo~ition it expresses, sec that it is not of a kind 
that is open to sense-testing, and conclude that the sentence is 
really a scnscl<.:ss jingle of words. The rule can only be applied to 

sentences which cxprcss propositions; at most it is a special, not a 
general, formula for ascertaining whcthcr a sentence has literal 
meaning. Thus, the words "Twas brillig and the slithy toves did 
gyre and gimblc in the wabe' arc not open to investigation by the 
rule, because they fail to denotc any sort of proposition, verifiable 
or unverifiable, by reference to which thcir intelligibility might be 
tcstcd. But as a special rule, its application to metaphysical utter­
ances leads of necessity to false inferences about them. For the 
meaning of a sentence and the proposition it expresses are the 
same thing. An indicative sentence cannot express a proposition 
and not have a meaning or have a meaning and not express a pro­
position. And since on its own condition, the applicability of the 
criterion to a metaphysical assertion S implies that 5 expresses a 
proposition, which is to say, has a meaning, while its application 
compels us to infer that 5 has none, it requires us to assert what it 
compels us to deny. Application of the rule to metaphysical sen­
tences can only lead to false inferences with regard to the question 
as to whether they make sense. 

In order to avoid this difficulty, we might try to reformulate 
1 Probltmr of Philoropby, Chapter I X. 
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the criterion in the following way: A sentence which professes to 
denote an empirical proposition, and is such that if it does not 
denote an empirical proposition, it denotes no proposition what­
ever, is literally significant only if it expresses a proposition open 
to verification in sense-experience. This revised version, it is clear, 
implies that an empirical proposition is the same as one that is 
verifiable in sense-experience, i.e., the terms 'empirical' and 
'verifiable by sense-observation' are to be taken as synonyms. But 
it can be seen that although the reformulation avoids the former 
consequence that the application of the verification principle to 
metaphysical sentences entails our making false inferences about 
their literal meaningfulness, it achieves this at the cost of becom­
ing a useless principle, one which certainly cannot be used to 
eliminate metaphysics. For now it amounts to the empty tautology 
that a sentence which purports to denote a proposition open to 
verification in sense-experience, and fails to express any proposi­
tion if it does not, is literally significant only if it denotes a pro­
position open to verification in sense-experience. In other words, 
a sentence which either denotes a verifiable proposition or is 
meaningless is literally significant only if it denotes a verifiable 
proposition. 

If we try to reformulate the principle again in such a way that 
it does eliminate metaphysics, then we cannot avoid begging the 
question. The further formulation would read: A non-a priori 
declarative sentence will be literally significant only if it expresses 
~ proposition capable of being verified in sense-experience. This 
1s free from the first difficulty of requiring metaphysical sentences 
to have meaning while implying that they have none, and it has 
the consequence of ruling metaphysics out. Thus, e.g., if we adopt 
the criterion as now stated, the sentences, 'Numerals denote 
numbers which are abstract objects apprehended only in thought' 
and 'A material thing is composed of an unexperienceable sub­
stratum in which attributes inhere', must be condemned as non­
sensical by the fact that neither denotes either an a priori proposi­
tion or one that is verifiable in sense-experience. But this result is 
obtained at the cost of committing a petitio principii. The criterion 
eliminates metaphysics by fiat, by being tailored with an e_ye to 
what it will eliminate, and it can carry no conviction to a philoso­
pher who does metaphysics under the impression that it is perfectly 
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not meaningless. The hypothesis throws no light ·whatever on the 
problem of what it is that makes it possible for equally able and 
equally literate people to divide and remain divided over whether 
sentences referring to suprasensible realities have meaning or 
lack it, and whether 'suprasensible reality' is a senseless expres­
sion or not. In an ordinary case of a difference of opinion as to 
whether an expression has an intelligible use we know how to go 
about settling the matter, but in a metaphysical case we are at a 
loss. The positivistic hypothesis leads to no understanding of how 
the metaphysical case differs from a normal one. 

VI. METAPH't"SICAL THEORIES AS LINGUISTIC 
INN 0 V 1\ T I 0 N S 

Four meta-hypotheses about the nature of metaphysics have 
now been examined and each has been rejected on the ground 
that it fails to explain the irresolvability of metaphysical disputes. 
What, then, is the right, or nearly right, explanation of the nature 
o( metaphysical theories and arguments? In pursuing this ques­
tion it has to be kept constantly in mind that no hypothesis can 
possibly be the right one if it fails to explain in a satisfactory way 
the curious permanence of metaphysical differences of opinion. 

I shall try to state my own position briefly and in a general form 
and shall leave it to subsequent applications of the theory to 
classical problems of philosophy to supplement the outline and 
fill in some of the detail. I might say that I do not expect my 
explanation to please anyone; I should be very much surprised if 
it did. Nor, indeed, do I expect it to be easily accepted by anyone. 
Nevertheless, I think that it is substantially correct. 

It may be asked why, if after having explained the posicion to 
others and they do not accept it, I should continue to think it has 
quite a different status from that of the other four hypotheses. 
What right do I have to think that it is correct and the others are 
delusive? In answer to this question, perhaps the best thing th.at. I 
can say is that the position has 'clicked' for me, that I see that ~t 1s 
correct, if not in every detail, then at least in substance. Agamst 
this it will undoubtedly be objected that each of the other four 
hypotheses has seemed right to many philosophers, so that I am 
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really no better off than they arc and am only another brother 
metaphysician. To this I can only say that c:~.ch of the four hypo­
theses has attracted philosophers, as scn:ral of them oncc attracted 
me, bccausc they satisfied unconscious needs, nccds which blind 
one to the recalcitrant fact that thcse hypotheses fail to explain 
the chronic condition of philosophical differences of opinion. 
The hypothesis I am going to formulate meets the intellectual 
need of facing and explaining this fact, and to put the matter sub­
jectively, has 'clicked' intellectually for me. 

What, to he more concrete, do I mean by the term 'clicks'? I 
mean something like this: you look at a drawing in which there 
arc hidckn animals sketched into trccs, bushes, the ripples in a 
brook, the contours of a hill, and so on, and suddenly you see 
them. That is all there is to it. But once you sec the dra\\"ing in a 
certain way, you sec 1J'hat is there. If I may permit myself a tauto­
logy with point, the fact that others do not sec shows no more 
than that they do not sec. 

In any case, regardless of whether or not the hypothesis I am 
going to put forward clicks for others, I hope it will be seen that 
1 do seriously try to explain what it is about metaphysical theories 
that makes their truth-values unclcciclable and how, specifically, 
the proofs and refutations con!lect up wi_th_ ~he theories. And I hope 
it will be granted that not only posstbtllty but some probability 
attaches to the hypothesis. This is sufficient to warrant its receiv­
ing a hearing that is more than cursory. 

Now to the outline of the position. Consider the following 
sentences:-

'All words arc vague.' 
'Everything flows.' 
'Nothing changes.' 
'All desires arc selfish.' 
'Everything happens by necessit~, nothing by chance.' 
'No material thing, e.g., a cloud, ts formless.' 

or 
• Every material thing has a form.' 
1 shall select for specific dis~ussion the sentence 'Nothing 

changes', or bctt:r still_ the cqutV:alent sentence 'Everything re­
mains unchanged . It wtll be readtly seen that the considerations 
brought forward apply equally to the other sentences. 
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The sentence 'Everything remains (or rcai!J remains) un­
changed' seems to express an empirical proposition. To use an ex­
pression of Professor John \V'isdom's, it has an empirical air about 
it. It appears to describe, truly or falsely, a feature of things. But 
this is no more than a verbal illusion. The sentence does not, as a 
matter of fact, express an empirical proposition or describe a con­
dition of objects. To show this briefly, it has to be made clear that 
as a philosopher .is using the words 'Everything remains the same', 
they express no proposition which is open to falsification, either 
.in fact or in fancy, no proposition which is upset by actual cases 
or could be upset by imagined cases. In other words, it has to be 
made clear that his words are not used to express a theoretically 
refutable theory about things and therefore are not used to express 
an empirical proposition. 

It will be obvious, since he is as well acquainted with ordinary 
natural occurrences as anyone, that nothing actual to which we 
might call attention as being an .instance of a thing undergoing 
change, e.g., a melting cube of .icc or a bit of burning paper, will 
do .its expected work. There .is nothing which a metaphysician 
who holds that everything remains unchanged will accept as a 
refuting instance of his position. Instead of allowing that melting 
ice and burning paper show that what he maintains, the proposi­
tion he expresses with the words 'Everything remains unchanged', 
is false, he takes refuge .in the baffling metaphysical distinction 
between appearance and reality and protects his position in some 
such way as the following:-

I grant you that things scm; to change, but their seeming to 
change .is just an illusion of the senses. In reality, behind the 
appearance of their changing, they remain the same and un­
changed. 

Now, if we take seriously his distinction between appearance 
and reality, between appearing to change and really remaining 
unchanged, and point out the obvious fact that what visually 
appears to be a state of affairs could, if only as an outside theoreti­
cal possibility, actually be a state of affairs, we meet in the meta­
physician a peculiar reaction. Suppose we continue our argument 
in this way. 

'If a thing appears to change, then even though its appearing 
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f 1 ' h" uch you have to admit. But you deny t at thmgs be a se; t 1s m . . 
h N thing we call your attention to, phenomena hkc age-

e ange. o . . h d. h l"k . '· ing, melting, freezing, burmng mto as , an t e \ c, coun~ w\tr\ 
·ou as cases of real change. \'l/ e\\, then, suppose we ad.nnt that 

'what we have been taking to be instances of a thing really chang­
ing are a\\ illusory. Now describe to us a state of affairs which you 
would say was one in which a thing really was undergoing change. 
And don't say that it would be a thing which actually behaved in 
the way in which things now only appear to be behaving. For if 
your distinction between appearing to behave in a certain way and 
real\y behaving in that way is a genuine distinction, there will 
have to be a way of distinguishing between the two; there will 
have to be a procedure ~or deciding which is only appearance and 
which the real thing. S~nce you dismiss everything that \Ve take 
to be an instance of a thmg really changing, tell us what you Would 
count as a~ insta_nce .o~ a t~ing really undergoing change, i.e., a 
;,ta.te of affairs whtch, tf 1: eXIsted, would make you give up saying, 

Lvcrything really remams unchanged".' 

This he cannot do. He cannot describe anything over and above 
and in addition to such phenomena as coal burning and. changing 
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into ash anti wax mdting. He cannot describe anything which 
\V(?uld be an instance of a thing really changing, such that if it 
extsted, his view would be false. It becomes entirely clear, then, 
that the view he is using the words 'Everything remains un­
changed' to express has no possible empirical refutation, actual or 
theoretical. 1-Jis view, whatever it is, is not open to falsification 
by any sort of matter of fact. But this is the mark of an a priori 
proposition. 

Then docs the sentence 'Everything remains unchanged' express 
an a Priori proposition? Let us assume it does and ask what must be 
the c.ase with regard to it. What arc the linguistic facts about it? 

It .1 ~ not diA1cult to sec that if the sentence does not express an 
e~plr!~al proposition about things, it s~ys nothing whaterer about 
th~"g,s, 1t describes no conceivable or imaginable condition of 
thu~gs. For if it described an imaginable condition of things, its 
dema.l, namely, the sentence 'Some things change', \vould also 
descnbe an imaginable condition of things. But if 'Some things 
change' described a possible condition of things, it would describe 
a state of affairs which would constitute a theoretical falsification 
of the proposition expressed by the sentence 'Everything remains 
unchanged'. The proposition would then have to be such that it 
could, theoretically, be falsified. But this, as has been seen, is not 
the case. Whatever the proposition is that a metaphysician like 
Parmenides or Bradley expresses with the sentence, the proposi­
tion has no refutation in any conceivable experience, which is to 
say the word 'change' has no descriptive use. But if the proposi­
tion has no refutation in any conceivable experience, then neither 
does it have a confirmation in any conceivable experience. No 
imaginable series of sense-observations could ever establish or 
render it probable in the slightest degree. Hence the proposition 
is not about reality, about the nature of things, and the phrase 
'remains unchanged', like the word 'change' in the sentence 'Some 
things change', is not being I(Sed descriptive!J in the sentence 'Every­
thing remains unchanged'. If the sentence does express an a priori 
proposition, it is made to do so by prevmting the phrase 'remains 
unchanged' fro!JJ having a descriptive use, i.e., a use to describe a 
condition of things. And although the sentence does not express 
this verbal fact, we have to know this fact in order to understand 
the sentence. 
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We may sav that in order for the sentence 'Everything rcma~ns 
1 · · h h • cmains 

unchanged' to express an a priori propositiOn, t c p _rase r · · 
unchanged' will have to lack application to anythmg actual or 
envisageable. And in order to know that the sentence cx~~cssc_s an 
a priori proposition and also to know what the propositiOn IS, a 
person must know that the phrase 'remains unc~angcd' bas no 
application to things, to ice and coal and human betngs. . . 

But there can be no question whatever that a metaphysician, 
who utters the sentence 'Everything really remains the same' and 
does this with the air of having made a discovery which cannot 
successfully be controverted, k11ows perfectly well that the w~rds 
'remains unchanged' describe not only a theoretically pos_s1blc 
condition of things but also an actual condition of many things. 
The words have a descriptive usc, and he knows this and also 
what their usc is. Only as a result of being swept into the meta­
physical dispute over whether things change or do not change 
could anyone fail to sec this. Only as a result of looking at the 
sen~cn~e through metaphysical spectacles could anyone avoid 
scemg lt. 

We can say with complete confidence that the metaphysician 
~nows_ th~ ordinary usc of 'unchanging thing' as well as of '~ha~g­
mg ~hmg · We cannot reasonably suppose him to be behevmg_ 
that ~t makes no descriptive sense to say things like 'This block ot 
wamte hasn't changed at all in years, but the bit of wax near the 
hrc has changed its shape and colour in the last few minutes'· But 
this precisely is what we should have to think if we supposed him 
to_ be imagining that, as they are used ordinarily, the words 'Evcry­
thmg remains unchanged' express an a priori proposition. And 
everything, all the evidence, goes against our believing this: the 
fact t~at he uses the words 'changed' and 'unchanged' in every­
day dtscourse in the same way in which everyone else docs, the 
fact that he does not accept linguistic correction, and so on . 

. The metaphysician's theory is open neither to empirical rcfuta­
tio~ nor to linguistic refutation. Whatever it is that he is saying, 
he ~s not_ describing a condition of things. And whatever it is that 
he 1s saymf?, he is not using the words 'changed' and 'unchanged' 
under the 1m~re~sion that in their ordinary, accepted senses they 
ha:c no .dcscnpttvc use. How, then, is he using them? What is he 
domg wtth the words 'changed' and 'unchanged'? 
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. I think that light is thrown on what he is doing linguistically, 
I.e., on what he is doing with ordinan· words, if in spite of our 
1:eing compelled to rejdct the notion ~hat the metaphysician be­
lieves that, as Engli~h is ordinarily used, the sentence 'E,·crything 
rernains unchanged' states an a priori proposition, we nc\·crthcless 
suppose his sentence does state an a priori proposition. For he is as 
confident of what he is saying as a person is who says 'zj-.2.=4'· 

Now, if he is expressing an a priori proposition with the sentence, 
then he is not using the words 'remains unchanged' in their 
ordinar:_y senses. He can make the sentence state a non-empirical 
truth only by alterin~f!. the actual usc of 'remains unchanged'. Just 
a_s the sentence ':\II tulips arc flowers' denotes an a priari proposi­
tion by virtue of the linguistic fact that 'tulip' is so used that what­
~\:er it correctly applies to 'flower' also correctly applies to, so if 
Lverything remains unchanged' denotes an a priori truth, it docs 

so by virtue of the fact that 'remains unchanged' correctly applies, 
~sa matter of usage, to whatever 'material thing' applies to. There 
Is, of course, no such fact about actual English usage. Conse­
quently, if the phrase 'remains unchanged' is made t~ apply to 
whatever the word 'material thing' applies to, the use of 'remains 
unchanged' has bem altered and no longer has its ordina~·}' use. 

I think we arc now in a position to understand what has hap­
pc~cd and what it is about the metaphysician's position that makes 
It lrrcfutable and the controversy over it irresolvable. The meta­
physical sentence uses the words 'remains unchanged' in a tJC11' 

~J.·~·, and not because the metaphysician has a mistaken idea about 
lts actual usc in common speech. For if his usage were just a 
mistake, he would be open to correction, and he is not. The 
altered use of the words is deliberate, if not conscious, and is made 
in face of the linguistic facts about their actual use. That is why 
calling his attention to the facts docs not move him in the least. 
!-Ie docs not accept the linguistic facts as counting against what he 
ls saying, i.e., as counting against his use of the words, became the.;• 
do llot colin/ against his use. We may say that he is being linguistically 
creative, not wrong. . 

When some metaphysicians, with complete conviction, mam­
tain that 'Everything is constantly changing' and other m~ta­
physicians, with equal conviction, maintain that 'Nothing 
changes', there results an unbreakable intellectual stalemate, an 
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undecidable disagreement, the nature of which can be explained 
satisfactorily in only one way. It is not ditncult to sec ~·hat makes 
the dispute intrinsically irresolvable, i.e., irresolvablt: 10 the ~cnsc 
that no new fact will settle it one way or the other: a!~ the tacts, 
material or linguistic, that arc relevant to the solution of the 
problem are perfectly well known by the metaphpicians who take 
part in the dispute. There is no question of a super fact-findt:r 
breaking the deadlock. This makes it clear that thc disagreement 
is not factual, not about what is or is not the case. What has 
happened is that metaphysicians, who divide on the (1uestion as to 
whether things change or not, have decided to alter customary 
language: some have decided to alter it in one direction and others 
in the opposite direction. And perhaps their decisions arc dictated 
by concealed psychological motives. Regardless of this, it is easy 
to sec that each side can go its own linguistic way semre!J·, because 
what each side maintains is not open to possible refutation. The 
positions taken har1e 110 theoretical refutations. One cannot refute, 
nor for that matter establish by proof, a language innovation. 
One can only like it or dislike it. It can attract or repel, become 
popular, lose its popularity, be forgotten, be revived, be forgotten 
again and revived again. But it cannot be refuted or established, 
be proved false or prot,ed true. 

One of the 'proofs' for the view that everything remains un­
changed might be looked at briefly. It is the case that in ordinary 
language there are no sharp criteria, or rules, for the application 
of the expressions 'has not changed' and 'has changed', just as 
there are no sharply defined rules for the application of the words 
'rich' and 'poor'. By making usc of this lack of criteria an eminent 
logician once 'proved' to me that there is no real difference be­
tween being rich and being poor. There are, of course, clear cases 
of a thing having changed, or of someone being poor, and there 
a_re clear cases of a thing not having changed or of someone being 
nch: a piece of granite and a burning twig, Oliver Twist and 
R0ckcfcllcr. But there arc jJemm;bral cases with regard to which we 

art at a loss as to what to say, 'changed' or 'unchanged', 'rich' or 

' ' I . arc at a loss as to what to say, not, as may of 
P{J()f · Anc Wt '_ not fully aware of the condition of 

h because we are . . 
course appen, les exist for the applicatiOn or non-
~n oh' C'Ct hut hcc~usc no ru . . . . bl 

1 . ' . 1 1 'changed' to all cases wh1ch we conce1va y 
~pp\wat trHJ r ,1 t w W"n , 
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~ight encounter. C. D. Broad's ·words of warning might well 
c remembered: '. . . in the absence of clear knowledge of the 

meanings and relations of the concepts that we usc, ·we arc certain 
sooner or later to apply them wrongly or to meet with exceptional 
~ases where we arc puzzled as to how to apply them at all. For 
Instance, we all know pretty well the place of a certain pin which 
:\·e are looking at. But suppose we go on to ask: "Where is the 
Image of that pin in a certain mirror; and is it in this place (what­
~ver it may be) in precisely the sense in which the pin itself is in 
rts place?" \X'e shall flnd the question a Ycry puzzling one, and 
there will be no hope of answering it until we have carefully 
analysed what we mean by beiltl!, in a plt~cc' .1 

According to Broad, 2 terminologically undecidable situations 
ca.n only be aYoidcd with the help of logical analysis. But this is a 
mtstake and a misplaced faith in the magical dncacy of logic. 
For no analysis of the actual meaning of a word can make the 
m~aning, or the word's use, sharper and more exact than it is. I 
~htnk that no one is likely to be tempted to argue that the mean­
Ings of words haye hidden sharpness and exactness. The ordinary 
meaning of a word is not more precise than its ordinary use, and 
~0 make its use more exact than its actual, everyday usc is to alter 
Jts meaning. 
. Now the penumbral, undecidable cases, whether actual or 
Imaginable, conmct by conlinuil)• the opposite clear and decidable 
~ascs. And it is this fact that metaphysicians take advantage of .. It 
Is this linguistic fact that underlies the 'proofs' for the oppos1te 
positions of Heraclitus and Parmenides. If, and perhaps for an un­
conscious reason, a metaphysician wants to maintain that every­
thing is constantly changing, he points to the fact that there is no 
sharp, and therefore no real, difference between changing and re­
maining unchanged; and if he is attracted to the phrase 'constantly 
changes' and is repelled by the expression 'remains unchanged', 
he can argue that, since some things do constantly change and 
since there is not a difference itJ kind but only a difference in degree 
?ctwccn changing and not changing, everything really is chang­
mg. What he has done is to strike 'unchanged' out of his philo­
sophical vocabulary; but in doing this, he has deprived 'con­
stantly changing' of its descriptive use. A Parmenidean or a 

tSrientijic Thought, p. 16. ~Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
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Bradleian metaphysician uses the same lin?uistic. fac~ to 'prove' 
that nothing really changes, that change ts an IllusiOn, a bare 
appearance. To generalize, a metaphysician .uses a fact about lan­
guage as ajustijicatio11 (his 'proof') for changmg the language, ~ot, 
to be sure, for practical everyday usc, but only for contemplation, 
for the pleasure his revision gives him. In Berkeley's words, he 
speaks with the vulgar and thinks with the learned. . 

It needs no great amount of intellectual penetration to sec that 
the meta-hypothesis which tells us that the sentences for meta­
physical theories use familiar words in deliberately altered ways 
connects the theories with their proofs in a way that is intelligible. 
No other meta-explanation docs this. What the metaphysician 
does is concealed from us at two different levels. At the linguistic 
level it is concealed by the form of language the metaphysician 
uses to express himself, i.e., by the ontological idiom, in \\'hich 
familiar words seem to be used descriptively. At a deeper, psycho­
logical level our emotional needs blind us to what is being done 
with language. 

A metaphysical theory may be described as a two-layer struc­
ture. Uppermost is the illusio11 of a theory about the nature or real 
existence of a phenomenon, the illusion, that is to say, that a meta­
physical sentence states a view of some sort about reality. And 
this is produced by altering the use of a word or an expression. 
The changed use is not explicitly and openly declared, and it re­
mains concealed by the mode of speech in which it is formulated. 
There is still a further and even deeper and less accessible layer in 
the total structure of a metaphysical 'theory', and I find that it is 
impossible for me to refrain from hinting here and there at its 
existence. It will, perhaps, only be cryptic at this point to say that 
metaphysical sentences express empirical beliefs which are held 
unconsciously; but if it is not a mistake to think this, then we haY(' 
an explanation of the deeply rooted feeling that metaphysical sen­
tences are about reality. The 'realities' referred to by them are sub­
jective, the unconscious contents of our minds, not the physical 
world. We also have at hand an explanation of the position, which 
remains unshaken by the claim of logical positivism, that meta­
physical sentences are not pieces of literal nonsense and, in parti­
cular, that expressions which refer to 'suprasensible' realities are 
perfectly intelligible. 
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A number of reasons warn me against bringing this further 
psychological layer into the explanation of the nature of meta­
physics, but perhaps the risk should be taken anyway. Sooner or 
later philosophy will become a subject of more than passing 
interest to psychoanalysts; this is inevitable. Certainly philosophy 
is of sufficient importance as an intellectual phenomenon to de­
serve to have more light thrown on it than it has had up to the 
present, and by investigators who do not have a vested interest 
in it. In part philosophy has largely been neglected and its investi­
gation been delayed by the fact that psychoanalysts have the same 
mistaken idea about what philosophy is that philosophers have; 
but there is no reason to think that its neglect will continue in­
definitely.1 

VII. THE THREE-LAYER STRUCTURE OF 
METAPHYSICS 

If in our explanation of metaphysics we take into account the 
psychological substratum from which the primary value of meta­
physics derives and which in fact is responsible for our blindness 
to what we are doing with language, we shall, of course, have to 
supplement our former statement and say that a metaphysical 
theory is a three-layer structure. A metaphysical sentence, which 
causes, at the conscious level of our minds, the erroneous idea that 
it states the existence or non-existence of a phenomenon or that 
the phenomenon has or lacks a certain property, is itself a pre­
conscious re-edition of a familiar term and expresses one or more 
unconsciously held beliefs, the purpose of which is to satisfy a 
repressed longing or to ward off a repressed fear. When a meta­
physician declares and proves that nothing really changes or that 
an effect cannot have 'more reality' than its cause or that all rela­
tions are internal he imagines himself, and is thought by others, 
to be announcing the discovery of an important fact about things, 
effects, and relations; whereas what he is actually doing is intro­
ducing a linguistic innovation the contemplation of which gives 
him and others pleasure. We can be sure that he gratifies himself 

•Some work is being done. See, for example, Jo~n Wis.d?m, Philosoph! 
and Psychoanaf.;•sis, and J. 0. Wisdom, The Unconmour Orsgm of l3erkele.;· f 
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unconsciously with his sentence, that it works in behalf of un-

conscious needs. . 
Ludwig Wittgcnstein has made the colour~ul and penc..:traung 

observation that 'a philosophical problem anscs ,,·he..:~ language 
goes on holiday',' and there is truth in this. l\lctaphys1cs .may be 
justly described as a game played with languag~; ~ut the~c IS not h­
ing frivolous about the game. It docs not consist 10 cutllng verbal 
capers, though this is 'l.vhat in an unclear way it seems. to be t~> 
some intelligent outsiders; nor is it, as it perhaps was w1th l.c..:wts 
Carroll, merely having a good time at the expense..: of ordinary 
language. Metaphysics is linguistic play with a deep purpose, just 
as a dream may be said to be mental play ·with a hidd~.:n psychic 
purpose. Thus, the philosophical sentence 'Nothing really changes' 
constitutes a fantasied, holiday rejection of the wonl 'change', 
which because it is not made consciously, creates the illusion of 
being a startling pronouncement about things-and in doing this 
it perhaps indulges our wish to be able to do magical things with 
words, our wish, as one of Freud's patients phrased it, for 'omni­
potence of thought'. But more specifically than this, the make­
believe rejection of the word 'change' indicates that the word has 
become charged with special meaning. The rejection must play an 
important and serious role in the drama of our unconscious life. 

What the specific meanings are which arc unconsciously at­
tached to the term 'change' and what the unconscious beliefs arc 
which the words 'Nothing really changes' express must obviously 
be a matter of conjecture, unbackcd by substantial evidence. No 
doubt the objection will be raised by philosophers (who have not 
been a bit chastened by the lack of solid results in their own field) 
that such conjectures arc idle guesses, guesses which, it is to be 
g~the:ed from the immediate, uncurious, and frequently hostile 
reJections they receive, grate and are unpleasant. To a neutral 
observer it would seem that the worst thing that could be said 
against the conjectures is that they are supported by as little cYi­
dence as their rejections are. But this is not at all the wav it looks 
to most philosophers; to them any surmises about the un~onscious 
contents of philosophical statements are far-fetched, even ridi­
culous, and, it would not go too far to say, tabu. But what is tabu 
excites our curiosity, and justifiably so, and it should arouse the 

1 Philosophical Investigations, p. 19. 
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interest of philosophers, too, if their claim to be seekers after truth 
1;; :;mcen.:. 

It is understandable that conjectures about the unconscious 
significance of philosophical utterances will be received with dis­
pleasure, for a number of different reasons; but the charge is by 
no means true that they are idle, in the sense that they lie beyond 
the practical possibility of being established or confuted by an 
existing technique for investigating them. It is now possible to 
establish them or disestablish them, for there does exist a science 
of the unconscious. The rmco11scious 110 longer is mztmhzou,able, a Ding-
1111-sich. And I act on the maxim that it is better to have guessed 
and missed than never to have guessed at all. 1 I make them with 
hesitation and uncertainty because they may be wide of the mark, 
but I make them nevertheless because they throw light on the 
kind of investigation which has to be made if we are to arrive at a 
comprehensive and concrete picture of the structure of meta­
physical theories. They illuminate to some degree the problem as 
to why metaphysicians alter language for the purpose of contem­
plation, and not for practical, everyday adoption, and they help 
us understand the abiding fascination which the statements em­
bodying their alterations have for cultured people. 

We can be reasonably sure that a philosopher who unalterably 
and with complete assurance maintains that change is unreal is, 
under the guise of making a scientific statement, covertly re­
assuring himself against certain feared changes and giving expres­
sion to the wish that certain things or conditions remain as they 
arc. Fenichel reports that to many people 'the stat11s quo is better 
than anything a change might bring. The status quo is a lesser evil.'2 

Undoubtedly, the thought of certain changes, whether actually 
experienced in one's past or which are in prospect, floods many 
people with anxiety; and it is hard to think that what is true of 
many people is not also true of some philosophers. It is ha~d to 
think that philosophers are untouched by inner feelings of mse­
curity which have to be kept in abeyance, and it does not seem 
wholly unreasonable to read a psychological purpose into the 
'proof' that change does not exist. Its function is to ward _off 
anxiety by strengthening an unconscious belief that threaterung 

1With apologies to Tennyson. . .. 
20tto Fenichcl, The Po·choa11a/ytic Theory of Neuro1u, F1rst Ed1t10n, P· 298. 
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TURE OF MET . . lc, our status 

THE NA . lives that, tor cxampmic changes, n tn our , or econo 
hanges will not happ~y political cha~gcs, f a profession in a new 

c will not be upset or the pracnce o mcticc of a pro­
qu• hange of occup~Uon, nt or the continued P d difficult tech-::;:~ unfamilia~ en:;;~~::':.er~ bring advance~:~c detailed. For 
fession to whtch "tbt"lities are too num~~ousto its ordinary mean-

. the poss ' · addtt10n t"on ruques~ d 'change' m d conversa I ' 
some people ~he ;arnot give up in thdr ~very .'\hey make the 
ing which t ey o . of 'catastrophic c angc . has' the private me~rung 

· equation 

unconscious change ~dreaded change_; . h is backed 

lves with the assertton, whtc l . r and they reassure themsc of a metaphysical proof, that t 1et 
by the verbal nccro;anc~ d by a new situation which, whether 
""'"' qu• will not be f ~:t~~ ~ menacing. The hidden sense of the justifiably or not, ts e 
philosophical statement, 

Nothing really changes, 

is No changes which would create anxiety in me arc real. 

In the light of this interp~etation we can understand both the 
· rtancc of the philosophical statement to many people as well :':~~c tenacity with which they cling to it against all ~rgumcnts: 
even in the face of its bctng potntcd out to them that tn ordmar) 
conversation they usc the word 'change' as others usc it. We ~an 
also understand the claim that the statement is about reality. 
Without seriously misrepresenting What holding the view comes 
to, we may say that it is a verbal means of protection against 
frightening possibilities. Philosophers subjectively rewrite lan­
guage by casting out the word 'change', for doing which they find 
subtle justification in language itself; and they do this in a mode of 
speech, i.e., in the Ontological idiom, Which both conceals from 
themselves What they arc doing With the Word 'change' and gives 
rise to the notion, Which with unconscious duplicity they accept, 
that they are stating a fact about the World of physics. At the same 
time they express and fortify an unconsciously held belief, and 
thus counterbalance the invasion of an idea which brings panic in 
its wake. With their 'proved' statement they protect themselves 
afllj others who IJave made similar associations to the word 
r(hange with inwniiHJ'; verhal arn1our. 
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The opposite view that change alone is real, the view attributed 
by Aristotle to Heraclitus, that 'All sensible things are in a state of 
flux', is open to a similar psychological interpretation. Fenichel 
states that 'The fear of change may be replaced or accompanied by 
its opposite, a tendency to change continuously'. 1 The moti\'e 
behind a person's replacing his fear of change by a drive to change 
the circumstances of his life constantly and without let-up must, 
we arc compelled to think, be a determination to master his fear. 
Some people who suffer from the fear of meeting changes in their 
lives, because of feelings of inadequacy, counteract their anxiety 
by using the technique of denial by retreat, i.e., of quieting their 
rising feelings of inadequacy by rejecting new situations and 
clinging desperately to their status quo. Others counteract their 
anxiety by convincing themselves over and over again, insatiably, 
that change can do them no harm. They are the Don Juans of 
change, the wooers who win but without permanent success: they 
arc the knights errant who arc driven to find new opponents 
against whom to test their strength, because they are chronically 
uneasy about their own abilities to cope with new situations. They 
use the mechanism of denial in a special way, not by fearfully re­
treating behind the belief that threatening situations will not over­
take them, but by challenging and meeting new situations which 
they use to convince themselves obsessionally, without completely 
stilling their anxiety, that they are not inadequate. They 'trans­
form into its opposite' each new situation, but always there re­
main new situations which have to be coped with, which must be 
exposed as harmless. 

In one of the fragments attributed to him Heraclitus says, 'In 
change one finds rest'. I think that we can, in part at least, under­
stand his finding rest in unremitting change, if we sec in the rest 
which he finds the reassurance he wants to win from the very 
thing he dreads. Like the lion tamer who sticks his head into the 
jaws of his tamed lion, and receives the plaudits of those in his 
audience who have identified themselves with him, the Meta­
physician of Change meets and subdues change in order to show 
how harmless it is. It is safe to say that philosophers who, on. the 
surface, say that change alone is real have made the unconscious 
equation 

•Otto rcnichcl, The p s;·,hoawt{)'tic Theory of Nmro1e.r, First Edition, P· 298. 
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change =-disarmed, harmless change, 
which they substitute for the equation, 

change =dire change; 

and by 'proving' to themsel~es? and to _others as well, that change 
is real they produce the conviction that It holds no real menace. 

It should not come as a surprise to learn that the word 'change' 
has in the minds of some people become linked with more deeply 
buried fears than the adult ones of a change of condition in life, 
i.e., that the adult fears arc 'over-determined' and derive a con­
siderable part of their strength from other sources. Probably later 
situations, which cause anxiety and have in some way to be re­
jected, stir into activity complexes in ourselves of which we ha \·e 
not the faintest glimmer of awareness. These then contribute their 
psychic charge, whic~ both !ntens!0e_s our feeling of disquietude 
and weakens our reali~y-testmg ~biiltles. Memories of experiences 
and wishes repressed 10 ~arly_ childhood arc not destroyed by re­
pression; they are only ~mpnsone~ and are constantly trying to 
find a way of escape. Like the Midgard serpent which was cast 
into the ocean and grew un~il it cnci_rcled the whole earth, the 
submerged contents of our mmds contmue to exist and make con­
tact with, and in fact c~circlc, our conscious experiences. In mam· 
cases they are responsible for the 'formless fears' described b~ 
novelists. Two repressed idea~ which can with some plausibilit~· 
be supposed to. be unconsciOusly associated with the wor~l 
'change', and which make understandable the dreamlike rejection 
of the word, may be tou_ched on. !hesc are the ideas of birth and 
death. It is not unplausible to thmk that the word h b · 

. b . as een In-vested with these Ideas, ecause hke the word whi h · . d 
. c Is exorcise out of the language by the philosophical statement 'Nothi ll , 

, h . d h b . ng rca j 
changes , t ese 1 ea~ ave t? e exo~cised from our minds: the 
idea of the traumatic expenence which starts our b' h 

, h . f h wgrap y 111 'this world, and t e Idea o t c event which concludes it. 
According to Freud, the abrupt change in binh f 0 . 

. . 1 . ' , r m a quiet, unruffled envuonment to an entire y different one wh· h 
. f: . h Ic over-whelms the helpless m ant Wit a flood of strange . 

. . sensations 
creates anXIety and ts t?e proto_typc of all later anxiety-arousin 
situations.! John Locke s graphtc statement 'I no soo g 

, . ncr per-
1 The Prohlem of An.Yirty. 
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ccivcd myself in the world than I found myself in a storm', 1 

supplies us with a striking example of Freud's claim that birth is a 
traumatic experience and that it is the model of later fearsome 
situations, experienced or avoided. For without doing violence 
to the conscious usc Locke made of his words to describe his 
politically troubled experience, we may read an unconscious com­
plaint into them. They refer to two biographical events, his first 
forgotten rude experience and the later one which brought a 
muted echo of the first to his mind. But regardless of whether 
this reading in depth is correct or mistaken, it is certainly possible 
that 1 person who denies the reality of change is secretly using his 
words to protect himself against remembering an upheaval in his 
life, the 'gross disturbance'2 which gave him his first feeling of 
utter helplessness to cope with a situation, his first feeling of in­
adequacy. If he has unconsciously made the equation 

change =birth, 
then his 'demonstrating', to his own satisfaction, that change docs 
not exist constitutes psychologically for him the denial that the 
event ever took place and that there is a memory of it in his mind. 
To express this in the language of Parmenidcs: Being is uncreated. 
The utterance 'Change is unreal' reports the inner fact that the 
work of repression is successfully preventing a memory from 
coming to consciousness; it expresses· an unconscious belief that 
is a bulwark against the invasion of a dreaded remembrance. 

It is hard to think that we do not have an unconscious idea of 
our own extinction, which if quickened into conscious life would 
bring paralysing terror down on us. 3 And how profound the 
dread of death must be can be gathered from the following Tal­
mudic talc:-

When Rabbi Nahman was at the point of death, Raba entered 
into a compact with him to reveal the great secret of ~ife and 
death after he had passed away. Rabbi Nahman kept h1s word 
and appeared before him in a dream. 

'Did you suffer any anguish?' asked Raba. 
The spirit of the dead man answered, 'The Angel of Death 

•Quoted by W. R. Sorlcy in his History of English Philosophy, p. 104. 
2Fenichcl's expression. . . . 
31 am not referring to the bloodless residue, i.e., the conscwus 1dca, wh1~h 

is left after the work of repression and which is shorn of nearly all of Its 
affect. 
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drew my soul away with as light a hand as one draws a hair out 
of a jug of milk. Nevertheless, I wish to assure you that, even 
if the Almighty were to order me back upon earth to live my 
life over again, I would refuse because of my fear of dcath.' 1 

As in the case of birth, which brings with it the feeling of power­
lessness, so in the case of our experiencing the death of someone 
to whom we are attached we feel impotent to cope with the situa­
tion; and the realization that we too will eventually ha\·e to yield 
to death fills us with oppressive gloom. This idea also must go 
under repression. It should he pointed out that, as against the 
position taken here, Freud maintained that 'In the unconscious 
... there is nothing to give content to our conception of the 
destruction of life', 2 that '. . . in the unconscious everyone of us 
is convinced of his own immortality'3 and that 'Our own death is 
indeed unimaginable'.3 His reason for holding that our own death 
is unimaginable is that 'whenever we make the attempt to imagine 
it we can perceive that we really survive as spcctators'. 4 This is a 
peculiar reason indeed for the incomparable discoverer of the un­
conscious to have given, and it docs not seem to me to stand up 
under scrutiny. 

Plainly it is not clinical evidence, nor does Freud offer it as such. 
If anything, it is a consciously made Gedankenexperiment, and 
can, at best, have no more analytical value than the claim of many 
people that they cannot imagine themselves doing certain things, 
that every time they try to imagine themselves acting out wishes 
which Freud tells us we all have, they only succeed in imagining 
themselves not doing those things. And their lack of success docs 
not, of course, show in the least that they do not have those wishes 
or that they do not gratify themselves in unconscious ways. Per­
haps if a patient, instead of Freud, had in the course of his analysis 
claimed that he had no idea of his own death because whenever he 
tried to imagine it he succeeded only in imagining himself as a 

1 T~kcn fro~ Nathan Ausubel's A Treamry of Jen·ish Folklore, Crown 
P~bhshcrs. Th1s talc sug.gcsts that the psychological mechanism used to cope 
With the drea~ of death IS that of 'splitting of affect from ideational content'. 
Raba has the 1dea of death and, by projection, Rabbi Nahman suffers from 
the fear of death. 

2 The Problem of Anxiety, p. 87. 
3 Thou4h1s for the Times on War and Death, Collected Papers, \' ol. IV, The 

International Psychoanalytical Libr,lrv, No. 10 (192~), pp. ~04-5. 
4/bid., p. 305. . . 
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spectator, Freud's suspicion would have been aroused by the 
clever argument. And he might very \veil have interpreted it as a 
defence mechanism, on the rule that repressed ideas have opposite, 
counter ideas in conscious awareness. In connexion with his ex­
periment, Freud observes: 'W/ e were of course prepared to main­
tain that death was the necessary outcome of life, that everyone 
owes a debt to Nature and must expect to pay the reckoning-in 
short, that death was natural, undeniable and unavoidable. In 
reality, however, we were accustomed to behave as if it were 
otherwise. \Y/e displayed an unmistakable tendency to "shelve" 
death, to eliminate it from life. \Y/e tried to hush it up; indeed we 
even have the saying, "To think of something as we think of 
death". That is our own death, of course'. 1 It may, I think without 
unfairness, be pointed out that if our own death were unimagin­
able, it is not at all easy to see why there should be a need to 
'hush it up', or even how there could be a tendency in us to do this. 
\'X'e can no more hush up or shelve an idea that we do not have 
than we can silence a speaker who does not exist. Freud concludes 
his study with the \Vords, reminiscent of Socrates in the Pbacdo, 
'If you would endure life, be prepared for death'. 2 Again it has to 
be pointed out that we can hardly be expected to prepare for what 
\Ve arc unable to imagine. If Freud's Geda11kellexperi11Jml estab­
lishes what he claims it establishes, then he is neither in a position 
to give his advice nor could anyone understand it. 'If you would 
enjoy the rainbow, be prepared for the blackness of night' is not 
the advice that one blind man can give to another blind man. 

The introspective experiment we are invited to make, if it shows 
anything at all, shows that we do have the idea of our own decease. 
In imagining our death, as Charlie Chaplin does his in Limelight, 
we must, to be sure, remain as spectators. How else could we 
imagine it? But the fact that we are witnesses does not eliminate 
what, imaginatively, we arc witnessing. The statement, 'Whenever 
we make the attempt to imagine it we can perceive that we really 
survive as spectators', throws the spotlight on the wrong actor, so 
to speak, and keeps the other actor in the shadow. In fact, the 
statement is metaphysical, rather than psychological, i.e., it 

'Thoughts for the Times on War and Death, Collected Papers, Vol. IV, The 
International Psychoanalytical Library, No. 10 (1925), P· 304. 

2lbid., p. 317. 

75 



THE NATCHE OF ~IET:\PIIYSICS 

hides a chanuc in language and has a psychological job. In this 
connexion the Parmenidean claim comes to mind, namely, tht: 
claim that we cannot think of what docs not exist. Parmt:nides re­
jected the expres~ion 'thinks of ,:What_ docs ?ot exist', 1 ~nd, 
similarly, Freud rejected the phrase 1mag10es ones O\vn death . 

Although we are in conscious possession of the idea of our own 
death, Freud may, nevertheless, be right in thinking that it docs 
not, as an affective idea, have a place in our unconscious. His own 
words of advice, 'If you would endure life, be prepared for 
death', seem to indicate the opposite, however. They arc clear! y, 
if by no means conclusively, open to the interpretation, 'If you 
would endure life, you must resurrect the idea from its grave in 
your mind, consciously face it and make your adjustments. 
Wrestling with it under Utgard-Loki's magic, as Thor wrestled 
with Elli, will only bring you to your knees'. The passage which 
concludes with his words of advice tends to bear out this interpre­
tation: 

Would it not be bett~r to give death the place in actuality 
and in our though~s which properly belongs to it, and to yield 
a little more prorrunence to that unconscious attitude towards 
death which we have hitherto so carefully suppressed? This 
hardly seems indeed a greater achievement, but rather a back­
ward step in more than one direction, a regression; but it has 
the merit of taking somewhat more into account the true state 
of affairs, and of making life again more entlurable for us. To 
endure life r~mains, when all is sai_d,_ the first duty of all living 
beings. IllusiOn can have no value 1f 1t makes this more difficult 
for us. 

We remember the old saying: Si vis pacem, para bellum. If you 
desire peace, prepare for war. 

It would be timely thus to paraphrase it: Si vis vita///, para 
f/lorlell/. If you would endure life, be prepared for death. 2 

I feel tempted to say that what distinguishes man from th, 
]ower animals_ is that he has the unconscious realization that he i~ 
some day to die; and! sha~l ~roceed on the not wholly unplausible 
assumption that th~ tdca 1s 10 our unconscious. Just as the 'first 
change' must be reJected and lost to memory, so must the 'last 

1lts equivalent in Greek, of course. 
•op. cit., PP· 316-17. 
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change' be exorcised from our minds; and with great inventive­
ness man has contrived in innumerable ways to quiet his troubled 
feelings. One of these is the invention of the idea that he has an 
immortal 'soul', another is the creation of enduring, living works 
bearing his name-sons who have sons, scientific disco\·eries, 
works of art, systems of philosophy, etc. In addition to these the 
metaphysician may quite well have discovered a highly intellect­
ualized, linguistic way of comforting himself against a nagging 
uneasiness. To describe his discovery in the language of Par­
menides, the first great metaphysician of the Unreality of Change, 
the philosopher has discovered the path of truth and reason, i.e., 
the way of concealed linguistic alteration, and he rejects the path 
of false opinion, i.e., ordinary speech. To the word 'change' is 
easily associated the idea of death, the Medusa which if gazed on 
turns one into stone, the condition of death; and a metaphysician 
who has made the unconscious equation 

change =death 
is able to employ his skill with words and his deep insight into the 
ways they work to convince himself and others of the unreality of 
the final change by 'demonstrating' the non-existence of change. 
His demonstration, which is a linguistically perceptive, if an im­
practical, justification for casting out the word 'change', is a 
'secondary elaboration' which lends a scientific air to the special 
work he assigns to the word on behalf of his unconscious need. 

It may be of some interest to note that the view of Heraclitus, 
which in one form or another has its contemporary advocates, 
namely, the view that 'everything steadfastly changes', lends itself 
to a closely similar interpretation. The utterance 'Everything 
changes', which means to us that all things perish and pass away, 
may for one thing express a psychologically concealed recognition 
of the unalterable fate which awaits all of us. And those who can 
make usc of this fact take comfort from the thought that the fate 
meted out to us is impartially meted out to everyone: 'Everything 
changes' ='Everyone dies'. Our sense of aloneness and outraged 
injustice is lessened by the feeling that our lot is the common lot, 
and it also gives us aggressive satisfaction. A headstone in an 
American cemetery1 furnishes confirmation of this; it carries the 
inscription 

1 Hatfield, Massachusetts. 
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Death is a debt 
To Nature due 
I have paid mine 
And so must you. 

But the word 'change', in addition to being linked with the idea 
of death, can also have the antithetical meaning life. It can, in 
other words, be made the bearer of both ideas at once. The sen­
tence 'Everything changes' then means that change is lived 
through, which is to say, death is lived through. The word 
'change' is made to stand for the phoenix which springs whole anJ 
anew from its own ashes, for death and resurrection. The philo­
sophical sentence robs death of its horror by making it out to be a 
transitory, if recurrent, condition of life, a disease from which we 
recover: 'One and the same thing are the living and the dead, the 
waking and the sleeping, the young and the old; the former 
change and are the latter, the latter in turn change and arc the 
former' .1 With the philosophical sentence we tell ourselves that 
death is real but that it is an aspect of life. We remain alive even in 
death: 'In the circumference of a circle beginning and end 
coincide' .1 

To sum up, the theory that nothing really changes, that despite 
appearances everything abides unchanged, is to be described as a 
structure which is composed of three interrelated, interacting 
strata: the illusion of a theory about the world, at the conscious 
level; a non-verbal sentence which embodies an alteration of 
language, at the preconscious level; and a belief (one or more) 
which satisfies a wish and counters a fear in the substratum of our 
minds. The metaphysician of permanence has turned out to be, 
not the a priori scientific investigator of all that exists, but a skilful 
semantic illusionist with the serious purpose of helping us through 
life. Unlike the physicist who reports and explains physical pheno­
mena, but whose statements may also have private meanings for 
his unconscious, the metaphysician can with hardly any exaggera­
tion be said to use his statement solely to express unconscious 
material. It can almost without exaggeration be said that his state­
ment expresses nothing over and above, nothing in addition to, 
the unconscious material it denotes. His work, on the one hand, 

1 Heraclitus. 
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is to create the impression that his utterance discloses a deep truth 
about the nature of things, a truth which takes us to the reality 
behind the veil of appearance, and, on the other hand, to deny the 
existence of bogies in the depths of our minds. The philosophical 
sentence, 'Change is unreal', comes to the same thing as the verbal 
sentence, 'The word "change" has no descripti,·e use', which, it 
should be kept in mind, declares a holiday banishment of the word 
\Vithout denying that it has an established use in everyday lan­
guage. And because the philosophical sentence is in the onto­
logical idiom, i.e., the idiom in which language is used to describe 
states of affairs, we arc led into thinking that it expresses a propo­
sition about things. The ir:tcllectual illusion it creates is streng­
thened and made all the more difficult to test by the fact that the 
sentence expresses beliefs for which we have unconscious needs. 
We might say that our intelligence has disco\'Crcd an ingenious 
way of putting language into the service of emotional needs, and 
at the same time keeps its discovery a secret from itself. A meta­
physician is a verbal magician who is taken in by his own tricks; 
he is both subtle and inventive with words and blind to what he 
docs with them. Heraclitus said, 'It is hard to contend against the 
heart; for it is ready to sell the soul to purchase its desires'; and 
Frederick the Great's statement comes to mind to supplement 
this: '\Y/e arc all the sophists of our passions'. 
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III 

THE EXISTENCE OF uNIVERSALS 

M ASY philosophers have claimed that in addition to objects 
met with in sense-experience there eC\.ist entiti~s of an ~n­
tirc.:ly different and more esoteric kind, technically desig­

nated as 'universals'. According to this claim, there arc, in addition 
to such things as tables and white shects of paper, the utterly 
different and less wdl-known objects tablcness .and whiteness. 
Universals, in contrast to the changing and pass1ng phenomena 
perceived with our senses, have been describcd by many philo­
sr>phcrs as bc:ing timekss, unchangeable, and exact. But perhaps 
more important than this, they arc intangible to the senses; they 
cannot be seen with our eyes nor felt with our hands. They arc 
'int<.:lligiblc' objects which can be apprehended only in thought. 
As Plato expn.:ssc:d it: ' ... these, unlike objects of sense, have no 
separate organ, but that the minJ, bv a po·wer of her own, con­
templates the universals in all things' .i Legend has it that J?iogencs 
remarkcJ he could sec tables but not tablcness, to wh1ch Plato 
retorted that although Diogcnes had eyes he had no intelligence. 

As is well known, philosophers are by no means in agreement 
on the question as to the nature of uni\'ersals. Endless contr0 _ 

vcrsies have been carried on about their nature without a theory 
being arrived at which is acceptable to all competent philosophers. 
This lack of a generally accepted view may seem surprising, inas­
much as research in the problem has been carried on for so many 
hundreds of years. What is even more strange, however, is that 
philosophers have been unable to reach a unanimous opinion 
about the existence of universals. And in the present paper, it Will 
be my purpose to consider the theory that there are universals, 

1 T!Jeaelelus, 1 R s. _l owctt translation, third edition. 
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not with the object of establishing or refuting it, but in order to 
make as clear as possible the nature of the view. For the most part 
I shall make usc of material from the writings of Bertrand Russell, 
because they seem to me to contain the clearest and most forth­
right statements of the view in philosophical literature. 

It can easily be appreciated that anyone who for the first time 
comes upon the theory that there are such things as universals 
will receive the impression that philosophers have discovered a 
new, hitherto unknown, realm of objects, 'the supra sensible 
world of universals', 1 that they have made a discovery comparable 
in general respects to the scientific discovery of microscopic forms 
of life. Philosophers themselves seem to have thought this. Thus 
Russell once wrote: 'Seeing that nearly all the words to be found 
in the dictionary stand for universals, it is strange that hardly any­
body except students of philosophy ever realizes that there are 
such entities as universals'. 2 l\Iany philosophers who have held the 
theory that there are such entities have done two things. They 
have claimed, for one thing, to have direct knowledge of them. 
Russell, for example, has said: 'In addition to our acquaintance 
with particular existing things, we also have acquaintance with 
what we shall call llflit•ersals . . . ' 3 ; and Moore has claimed to 
have made analyses of some of them:' For another thing, they 
have offered proofs of their existence, if not to strengthen their 
own convictions, to convince those who are ignorant of the 
theory and to defend their view against philosophers like Berkeley 
and James Mill, who have denied that there are any abstract ideas. 

All this, the form of words in which the theory is expressed, 
and the manner in which philosophers have conducted their dis­
pute with regard to it, creates the impression that the theory is 
about objects, of which ordinary people are unaware and the exis­
tence of which is in dispute amongst philosophers. One would 
gather from Plato's remark that those, like Diogenes, who have 
been instructed in the theory and persist in denying that they ever 
have the experience of contemplating a universal, suffer from some 
sort of mental deficiency, a psychological blindness comparable to 
ordinary blindness. And in the same way, one would gather from 
Diogenes' statement the sceptical hint that philosophers who claim 

IT!Je Problem! of Philo!ophy, p. 144· 2Ibid., p. 146. 
•7 I•:: 1'/:ihsc.fJ/;_r vj c;. E. Moore, pp. 664-5. 

3lbid., p. 81. 
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TH h ~been deluded. An 

1 d iversals have some 0 ' f cess 
to have contemp ate un think that some sort o pro 
outsider would naturally be ~ed ~ ny philosophers that the en­
of mental looking has c~nv.mhce lmdaothers to dem· this. He would 

· d' xist while it as e ' 1 · em-tities m ispute e. h"l hers were engagec m an 
quite naturally think that p i osop f fact which some sort 

. . . th regard to matter o , 
pineal dispute, one Wi ble to settle. 
of mental looking has notdsobfarfbeehn a strengthened bv Russell's 

H. . ion woul e urt er . . l iS impress . h 1 fail to notice umYersa s. 
explanation of how 1t happens t at peop e 

We do not naturally dwell upon th~se words in a scnte;~fl 
which do not stand for particulars; _and if we arc forc~\d· t~_d k f 
u on a word which stands for a umversa\, we natura Y t 10 0 

iF as standing for some one of the particulars that come under 
the universal. When, for example, we hear the sen~ence, 
'Charles l's head was cut off', we may naturally enough thm~ of 
Charles 1, of Charles l's head, and of the operation of cuttlng 
off his head, which are all particulars; but we do not naturally 
dwell upon what is meant by the word 'head' or th~ word 
'cut', which is a universal. We feel such words to be mcom­
plcte and insubstantial; they seem to demand a context before 
anything can be done with them. Hence we succeed in avoiding 
all notice of universals as such, until the study of philosophy 
forces them upon our attention.l 

The impression created by these words is that, \ike a retiring guest 
at~ party where everyone else boisterously clamours for attention, 
umversals have been overlooked by people who understand the 
words for which they stand. The explanation is expressed in the 
language of empirical description, in language which purports to 
describe how it happens that we fail to notice the presence of cer­
tain objects. 

Now, in the case of the boisterous party, if the attention of 
people is called to the modest guest, they will see him and acknow­
ledge his presence; they will not, except as a bad )oke, get into a 
dispute about his existence. Similarly, if philosophers are asked 
to disregard disturbing imagery and the like which may come up 
when they consider a sentence like 'Charles l's head was cut off', 
and are directed to contemplate the universals symbolized by 

{I I( d) anrl 'cut', ll is to he exrected .that they will become aware 

;l(f.. j\'hi/olo/Jh'',\1\'· q(, .. l· 
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of them. It is to be expected that if some such request is made as 
'Disregard A's head and B's and concentrate on the mea11i11g of 
"head",' philosophers will think of what is meant by the word and 
will without exception acknowledge the existence of the universal. 
But this is not what happens. Instead, what happens is that philo­
sophers get into a serious dispute over the existence of universals. 
Their difference of opinion is unquestionably sincere, and is ex­
pressed in language which makes it look to be of such a kind that 
to its resolution some sort of process of examining the meanings 
of general words is relevant and should be conclusive, though, 
strange to say, this does not serve to resolve the disagreement. 

A further and unexpected complication has been introduced 
into this dispute by other philosophers, who have declared the 
problem to be without literal sense. Thus, for example, in con­
tradistinction to philosophers who have held the theory that there 
arc such objects as universals to be false, Prof. Ayer has main­
tained that it is a pseudo-view, one which, contrary to what it 
appears to be, is really IIOIIsmsica/. 1 According to him, those who 
assert the existence of universals, and even devise ingenious argu­
ments to demonstrate this, are not really asserting that anything 
exists, but are only pronouncing nonsensical combinations of 
words; and those who deny their existence are not really denying 
the existence of anything but are likewise pronouncing nonsense. 
The controversy does not involve a difference of opinion with 
regard to a theory and is not, therefore, genuine. 

Is the dispute empirical, one with regard to whether universals 
exist, or is it a pseudo-dispute in which no opposing views are 
really expressed but only nonsense is uttered? How are the theory 
and the dispute with regard to it to be understood? 

It is possible, in the first place, to side at least partly with Ayer 
and argue that the supposed dispute is only a pseudo-disagree­
ment, one not constituted by any actual difference of opinion be­
tween those philosophers who appear to take sides on the problem: 
that those philosophers who affirm the existence of universals, 
those who deny their existence, and even those who pronounce 
the theory nonsensical, are not actually disagreeing, despite the 
fact that their language and behaviour are appropriate to an actual 
divergence of beliefs. It is possible to argue, with good reason, 

1 A. J. Aycr, Laliguage, Truth and Logic, first edition, p. ,6. 
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that philosophers have not discovered, and arc not stating the 
existence of, entities of a ~w kind, that the layman is not unaware 
of the existence of these entities but rather also has knowledge by 
acquaintance of them, and that those philosophers \\:ho deny that 
universals exist arc not disputing the claim of those who assert 
that there are universals. 

For consider how the term 'universal' is used in philosophy. 
Russell wrote that 'we "conceive" whenever we understand the 
meaning of an abstract word, or think of that which is in fact the 
meaning of the word. If you sec a white patch of snow, or recall 
it by means of images, you do not have a concept; but if you think 
about whiteness, you have a concept . . . The object of your 
thought, in such a case, is a universal or a Platonic idea' .1 This, 
quite clearly, is an explanation of how the word 'universal' is used 
by philosophers. It tells us the term is so used that to say an 
abstract word, for example, a general name or a verb or an adjec­
tive, has a meaning is the same thing as to say it expresses a 
universal. The meaning of an abstract word is a universal, so that 
the expression 'the universal for which a word stands' translates 
into the expression 'the meaning of an abstract word', e.g., 'the 
universal for which "lion" stands' means the same as what is 
meant by 'the meaning of "lion"'. In order, then, to know whether 
there are universals it is only necessary to know the meaning of a 
general name like 'lion' or the meaning of some other abstract 
word. And since everyone, layman as well as philosopher, who 
can understand ordinary conversation knows the meanings of some 
such :vords, it follows that everyone knows that there arc universals. 

Philosophers who think that laymen arc unaware of the fact 
that universals exist must be supposed, therefore, to be thinking 
that laymen are unaware of the fact that abstract words have 
meanings. But this they k11ow to be false, and it is not easy to sec 
how they ever could come to think it. The 'thcorv' which is ex­
presse~ by the words 'Universals exist' is also expressed by the 
words Abstract words have meanings'. But no one who under­
stood the sentence 'Prepositions, adjectives, etc., have meanings' 
would imagine that it expressed a theory; and it is difficult to see 
w~a~ happened that could have led anyone to think that 'Universals 
eXIst expressed one, or that philosophers at one time had discovered 

1Philosophy, p. 203. 
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the 'suprasensible world of universals', which implies that they 
had discovercJ that abstract words have meanings. 

The idea that there actually is a dispute over whether universals 
exist becomes completely incomprehensible. For what is asserted 
by the statement 'There are no universals' is also asserted by the 
statement 'General names, adjectives, etc., have no meanings'. 
The further statement ' "There are universals" is literally mean­
ingless' expresses what is also expressed by 'It makes no sense to 
say "Adjectives, general names, etc., have meanings" '. But it is 
plain, I think, that no one would dream of denying that verbs, etc., 
have meanings, or of maintaining that it makes no sense to say 
that they do. All philosophers, those who pronounce the view 
that there arc universals to be without sense, those who merely 
contend it is false, as well as those who hold it, h1ou1 that abstract 
words have meaning. They all, therefore, know that there are 
universals. There is no difference of opinion over whether abstract 
words have meanings. How then could there be a difference of 
opinion over whether there are universals? Seen in this light, it 
becomes plausible to say that, although there appears to be a con­
troversy, there really is none. 

Nevertheless, although there is good reason for arriving at the 
conclusion that there is no divergence of belief, and hence no 
actual dispute amongst philosophers, and that there is no problem 
about the existence of universals, to assert this is to deny the 
obvious. Undeniably philosophers are in intelligible disagreement 
of some sort over universals, even though there is none over 
whether abstract words have meaning. And unquestionably they 
are sincere; they are not pretending a dispute. To consider any 
other possibility would be to explore fantasy rather than fact. 
The problem, rather, is to find an explanation which will be an 
explanation of both facts: both that there is a dispute about uni­
versals and that there is none over whether abstract words have 
meanings. One may, of course, stop short and take the dispute 
as merely showing a 'strange thing' about the psychology of 
philosophers, namely, that they are able to hold' ... sincerely, as 
part of their philosophical creed, propositions inconsistent with 
what they themselves k.J1ow to be true'. 1 But this is not satisfactory. 

lG. E. Moore, 'A Defence of Common Sense', Conle,Jporary Briti.rh Philo­
.rophy, Vol. II, p. zo3. 
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It is psychologically possible, to be sure, for a person to believe 
what he knows to be false. And it is conceivable that many 
philosophers, regardless of what they know perfectly well, arc 
nevertheless expressing contrary opinions which they believe. 
Something strange, psychologically, could have happened to 
philosophers to arouse beliefs which in normal circumstances 
they would not have. One is reminded of the man who hiOJJ'S his 
love is untrue to him, has seen her in another man's arms, sees the 
lie in her face when she denies his accusations, but nevertheless 
believes her: 'I know she is false to me, and yet I believe her. I 
I)JIIs/'. 1 Something like what happened to this man could, con­
ceivably, have also happened to philosophers, but there is no 
reason for thinking so. There is no good reason for thinking that 
any philosophers suffer from some sort of emotional conflict with 
regard to the fact that words have meanings. The dispute over 
universals has to be explained in some other way; so far we have 
not rightly understood it. 

The problem is to arrive at an explanation of the theory of uni­
versals which will at the same time allow for and be an explanation 
of the dispute, i.e., will tell us whether the dispute is factual or 
whether no facts are in dispute but something else is and what it is. 
Russell has drawn a distinction on the basis of which such an ex­
planation could, perhaps, be constructed. He writes:-

General words such as 'man' or 'cat' or 'triangle' are said to 
denote 'universals', concerning which, from the time of Plato 
to the present day, philosophers have never ceased to debate. 
Whether there are universals, and, if so, in what sense, is a meta­
physical question, which need not be raised in connexion with 
the use of language. The only point about universals that needs 
to be raised at this point is that the correct use of general words 
is no evidence that a man can think about universals. It has 
often been supposed that, because we can use a word like 'man' 
correctly, we must be capable of a corresponding 'abstract' 
idea of man, but this is quite a mistake ... Consequently 
there is no need to suppose that we ever apprehend universals, 
although we use general words correctly. 2 

According to the distinction here implied between the correct 

1I cannot recall the novel from which this is taken. 
'PbiloJopby, pp. 5 3-4. 
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use of general words and their standing for universals or abstract 
ideas, it follows that the statement which is asserted by some 
philosophers and controverted by others, that an abstract word, 
say 'chair', stands for a universal, expresses something new and 
in addition to the undisputed fact that the word has a correct usc 
in the language. The sentence 'The word "chair" stands for the 
universal chairness' says something new and in addition to what 
\Vould be said by a statement explaining the proper use of 'chair' 
in English, so that in learning the meaning of the second state­
ment a person would not at the same time be learning what was 
expressed by the first. The distinction thus seems to provide an 
explanation of how the layman, who knows how to usc abstract 
words like 'cheese', 'walk', and 'not' correctlr, could be unaware 
of the existence of universals, and of how it has happened that 
even philosophers have disagreed over whether there arc any. 
For we are told that knowing how to usc a word correctly, e.g., 
'cheese' or 'not', is not the same as, nor docs it imply, being able 
to frame the abstract idea of cheese or of not, or having aCt]uain­
tance with the universal it denotes. A person who behaved appro­
priately on hearing the request, 'Please pass the cheese to me', 
who knew how to make his own wants known in similar words, 
and could even talk at length on the differences between cheeses, 
might not know the abstract idea of cheese, although we should 
say he knew the correct use of 'cheese' in the language. Similarly, 
with regard to words like 'five', 'not', 'between', 'white', 'walk', 
the fact that he has used them correctly on numerous occasions 
and in different circumstances is not to be counted as any evidence 
whatever for thinking he knows the universals they denote, or 
even that there are any such objects. And the philosophical con­
troversy is not about what everyone knows perfectly well, that 
such words have a correct use in the language; it is a controversy 
over the purported discovery that in addition to their having an 
ordinary usc they also stand for entities philosophers have called 
'universals'. The possibility of a genuine difference of opinion 
arising seems to be explained, since those philosophers who have 
failed to apprehend abstract ideas, even though they know verbal 
usage, may think the claim that there are universals is false, or 
even that it is senseless. Thus, although Diogcnes could apply the 
word 'horse' to the right animals, knew the correct use of 'horse', 

87 



ST ENCE OF UNIVERSALS 
THE EXI 

haps because of mental inability, the 
he had failed to frame, pe~ so was led to deny that there were 
abstract idea of horse, an 
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hi that would seem to o ow rom usse s IS-
Another t ng . d · h · · · th t there are two dtfferent processes connecte wtt 

ttncuon 1s a . . d 
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further process, of fr_aming an ab~tract tdea, or becommg ac-
quainted with the umversa~ for v;hich ~~e wor~ stands: one pro­
cess of learning to what ammal~ horse ts applicable and another 
process of framing the abstract tdea _of horse. The first process is, 
of course familiar to all of us; admittedly those of us who know 

' word usage were subjected to it. But what is this further process? 
What, in addition to teaching us how to use correctly the words in 
a language, for instance, in the usual, ostensive ways in which 
children arc taught them, is necessary in order to make us also 

know the un\v<.:r~al~ thty :;ymL<1Ii'l.C? 
'-':...~-;,-;,.-.:)) appears to have answered this question too, to have 

descnbed the further process: 'When we see a white patch, we arc 
"'-C.~.uainted, in the first instance, with the particular patch; but by 
sccrng many white patches, we easily learn to abstract the white­
ness whi~h they all have in common, and in learning to do this we 
ar~ lcarnmg to be acquainted with whiteness. A similar process 
wtll make us acquainted with any other universal of the same 
sort.'l One may s h '1 · h h" wh· h . uppose t at earmng to abstract t e w tteness 

lc. particular h" h" which pa . 1 w tte t mgs have in common or the horseness 
rttcu ar ho h · which has to b rses ave In common' describes something 

· e gone through · ld" · tng the proper use f , h" 10 ac ltton to the process of learn-
\ o w tte' o 'h , earnt to apply 'whit , . r orsc , so that a person who has 
appl · . e to thmgs th . Ytng tt to things h . at are whtte and to withhold 
apply 'h , avmg a h it orse to animals th not er colour, and has learnt to 
leX~ ~ther a~imals, could ~~:re horses and to withhold applying 
h ~e, be said to hav ' merely because he has this know-

w Jteness and h0rsrn:ssgoncl thl rough the process of abstracting 
I I I ' I I l anc t wrehy to have hccome acquainted 

WJf!J t Jt UIJJVtrsals. 'l'he description of the process of abstraction 
rtjV('S rise to the idea that hecominp; acquainted with a universal 

/ , .. \ ~()IHC mv~ter\ou~ sort of mental ~istilla~ion 
1 • •I' q J lo spca \) ' · . \ ';\\11\\ f~(\ \l\ca, \S denved 

cqultt ,, . . , . '\ non-\1\!\Ua' , . 
~ h. h c. a., whltcncss, ' h' l')\\owing P~'t;\gr~pb. 
In VI lC , h 8-9. sec a\sn t c l r Pbiloropby. PP· 1 ~ ' 
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from visual, concrete objects. The attempts in chemistry to obtain 
a pure substance may come to mind as analogous. 

But what would be a test for ascertaining whether a person has 
achieved ac<.1uaintancc with a universal? What is to be reckoned 
as evidence for a person's being acquainted, say, with whiteness 
or tablcness? Philosophers do not explicitly tell us, and Russell 
denies that the correct use of a word is to be considered as any 
evidence whatever. Their omission, in conjunction with Russell's 
denial, is important because, by putting them in a position com­
parable to that of an explorer who claims to have discovered a 
strange, new land but has brought back nothing which could 
serve as evidence for his claim, some philoSC'T)hers get the idea that 
the theory of universals is false while others think it is unverifiable 
and therefore nonsensical. 

Nevertheless, there is an ordinary way at hand of finding out 
whether a person has acquaintance with a universal. In accordance 
with the philosophical explanation of the word 'universal' to the 
effect that the meaning of a general word is a universal, it will be 
plain that knowledge of the meaning of a word is identical with 
or at least implies acquaintance with a universal. Thus, from the 
fact that a person knows the meaning of 'white' or of 'table' it 
follows that he has acquaintance with whiteness or tablcness. \Y./e 
do, of course, have a test, which is the only one, for ascertaining 
whether he knows the meaning of a word. We find out whether a 
person knows the meaning of 'white' or 'table' by observing how 
he uses the word. If he continues to usc it properly, i.e., in the way 
in which it is ordinarily used, applies it only to the right things, 
uses it correctly in assertions and questions, etc., we say he knows 
its meaning. We take the correct use of 'white' and 'table' as 
evidence that a person knows their meaning. It follows, then, con­
trary to what Russell holds, that we do count their correct use as 
evidence that the person has acquaintance with the universals 
whiteness and tableness. What could ever have made anyone deny 
this is not easy to see; though we can, perhaps, see a reason why 
philosophers should have omitted explicitly stating a test for as­
certaining whether a person has acquaintance with universals, 
since no procedure in addition to the usual one for finding out 
that people know the meanings of words is necessary. 

Furthermore, it will be clear that knowing the meaning of a 
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word is the same as knowing its proper usc. The test for each is 
exactly the same; it consists in each case of obscrYing how the 
word is used and what the responses to its usc in statements made 
bv others arc. There is no test which is a test of one and not of the 
other; and this is because the expressions 'knows its usc but docs 
not know its meaning', 'knows its meaning but docs not know its 
usc' arc self-contradictory. 'Knows its meaning as well as its usc' 
says nothing different from 'knows its usc', because it makes no 
sense to ask 'Which did you learn first, the meaning of the word 
or its correct usc?' It will be clear, too, that it is not merely false to 
say that there arc two processes connected with learning a word, 
one of learning its correct usc, and a further one, not involved in 
the first, of learning to abstract a universal, but it makes no sense 
to say this. Learning to abstract the universal for which a word 
stands is the same as learning to use the word properly. There is 
nothing more mysterious about the one than there is about the other. 

The attempt to understand the theory of universals by way of 
the distinction between a general word having a correct use and 
standing for a universal has not been enlightening. It only leads 
back to the former unacceptable idea that the dispute about 
universals is a disagreement over whether general words have 
meanings. The distinction no doubt has point, however; though 
what it is remains obscure. Russell would not deny that the correct 
use of a general word like 'white' is evidence that a person knows 
its meaning. His denial that it is evidence for a person's being 
acquainted with the universal for which it stands (a denial which 
I find hard to think is just a mistake) raises the suspicion that there 
is a problem about universals which there is not about the mean­
ing of words. It lends justification to the idea that the theory that 
general words stand for universals_ does not reduce to the state­
ment that general words have meanmgs. 

Having learned words in the usual ways in which words arc 
learned seems to leave many people unsatisfied. It leaves them with 
the feeling, apparently, that it is not enough, that the ordinary 
ways have not giv~n them ~~owledge _of what the words really 
mean. Moore has gtven exphclt express10n to this dissatisfaction: 
'What, after all, is it that we mean to say of an action when we say 
that it is right or ought to be done ?'1 And in the attempt to 

1 Etbia,p. 8 .Italics my own. See also C. D.Broad,S cientljicThought,Introduction. 
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answer this question Moore, who knows the ordinary use of the 
word, thought it necessary to try to discot'er a property common 
and exclusive to all right actions. Again, as in the case of Russell's 
distinction of which the present expression of dissatisfaction is a 
continuation, knowing how to apply 'right' to actions to which 
the word is commonly applied is not to be taken for knowing its 
meaning. In order to know what the word means it is necessary to 
know a property, one that is common and exclusive to all actions 
to which the word would ordinarily be applied. The meaning of 
'right' is a common property, which a person may not know even 
though he knows the ordinary use of the word. In general with 
regard to abstract words, Plato tells us: 'Whenever a number of 
individuals have a common name, we assume them to have also a 
corresponding idea or form. '1 And from Russell we have the 
statement: 'Let us consider, say, such a notion as j11.rtice. If we ask 
ourselves what justice is, it is natural to proceed by considering 
this, that, and the other just act, with a view to discovering what 
they have in common. They must all, in some sense, partake of a 
common nature, which will be found in whatever is just and in 
nothing else. This common nature, in virtue of which they are all 
just, will be justice itself, the pure essence the admixture of which 
with facts of ordinary life produces the multiplicity of just acts. 
Similarly with any other word which may be applicable to com­
mon facts, such as "whiteness" for example. The word will be 
applicable to a number of particular things because they all parti­
cipate in a common nature or essence.' 2 

The idea that the meanings ot abstract words, or universals, are 
common properties is one which seems natural and invites ready 
acceptance. It seems to account for the difference between proper 
names and general names, etc., e.g., between 'Edw~r~' and 'boy'. 
And it provides us with an explanation of how 1t IS that after 
having had pointed out to him a number of things t~ each of 
which the same word is applied a person can go on .b~ himself to 
apply the word correctly to new things: of how It IS that after 
havina been shown applications of a word W to a, b, c he can go on 

b If · the course of 
by himself and apply it correctly to d, e, etc. 111 th 
being taught ostensively the use of W, all he learned were e 

1Republic, Book X, 596. 
'The Problenu of Philosopll)', P· 143· 
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separate facts that a was called W and that b a;~o w~l c~.led tW' he 
would not have learned anything which wou ena . e .1m 0 p~o­
ceed independently to new applications, i.e., to applications wh~ch 
had not been explicitly made for him, any more than after bemg 
told that this boy was called 'Edward' a.nd ~hat ~oy ~ too, ~e would 
have been told anything which would JUStify him In calling other 
boys 'Edward'. If, however, we suppose that W is a~plied to a, 
b and c in virture of their having a given property tfo In common, 
..;,e can understand how a person who has learned this, namely 
that W is applicable to a, b, c because they have tfo in common, can 
go on by himself to make further applications of W to d, e, etc. 
What enables him to make independently the new applications is 
knowledge of the general fact that W is applicable to anything 
which has tfo: he applies W to d and e, etc., by noting that in 
common with a, b, and c they have tfo. The general fact that W is 
applicable to anything which has tfo, which he learns from the 
separate applications of W, is equivalent to the fact that tfo is the 
meaning of W, so that in knowing the meaning of W he knows to 
what it is applicable. It is natural, thus, to think that 'the meaning 
of the term will be what is common to the various examples 
pointed out as meant by it' .1 

Despite the naturalness of this account of the meanings of 
words, some philosophers have disagreed with the theory that 
the meanings of words are common properties. Locke's well­
know~ challen?e may be recalled: 'For I demand, what are the 
alter~uon~ [which) may or may not be in a horse or lead, without 
making either of them to be of another species? . . . he will 
never be able to know when anything precisely ceases to be of the 
species of a horse or lead'. 2 This challenge is unanswerable 
Imagine a horse changing by imperceptible gradation into · 
swan. Clearly, we can distinguish three stages in the process 0~ 
transf()rmation: one with regard to which everyone would say 

the animal was a horse, another with regard to which everyone 

r l')irl -:a r· it was neither a horse nor a swan, and still a third with 
Y/).~. ' l · B t 1 . , would say 1t was a swan. u t 1ese 

regard to wluch cvtryone. l e an undetermined amount of 
. h selves mvo v . · h h 

.,tap,cs, whJCh t c~. \ b imperceptible gradation Wit eac 
\ . t <\c 'HC con nee tee y 
atl u ' • J 8 

•I: I l.cwis, Milld and tbe l~orld-Oratr, p. 7 . 
•I.iu~um Understandillg, Book 111, Chap. 111, I 3· 
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other, so that there is no sharp line of division between any of 
the stages and no way of ascertaining where one ends and the 
other begins. Like a person going from one army to another facing 
it and separated from it by no-man's-land, one can imaginatively 
proceed from the horse to an animal which is neither horse nor 
swan, and finally to the swan without being able to know where 
precisely he left one and arrived at the other. If, on the other hand, 
there were a property cp, simple or complex, in virtue of having 
which the animal was a horse and in virtue of failing to have which 
the animal ceased to be a horse, and another property cp', on the 
possession of which depended whether a thing was a swan or not, 
it would be possible to know at exact~] what point in the process 
of transformation the animal ceased to be a horse, at what point 
exact~] it became neither a horse nor a swan, and at what point 
exact~] it became a S\van. It would cease to be a horse at precisely 
the point when it lost cp, and it would become a swan precisely 
at the point of transformation when it acquired cp'. But this is 
made impossible by the fact that the change proceeds by imper­
ceptible gradation. The fact that there are no sharp lines of de­
marcation shows that there is no property common and unique 
to all things, actual or imaginable, to which the word 'horse' is 
applicable and lacking which makes the word inapplicable. The 
meaning of the word is not an essence, a common property.1 

Without instancing other words to illustrate the point, it can be 
seen that with regard to any abstract word W there are things 
which we should correctly and without hesitation call W; there 
are things from which we "should correctly and without hesitation 
withhold application of W; and there are things, actual or easily 
imaginable, with regard to which a person who knew all there was 
to be known about the ordinarv, actual use of\V would not know 
what to do, whether to apply it or withhold it. His knowledge of 
actual usage would be of no help to him. This is not, as C. D. 
Broad seemed to think, 2 due to inadequate knowledge of the rules 
for the use of W, but obtains in spite of knowing all there is to 
be known about the actual use of the word. And to search for 
exact rules, or what is equivalent to this, to search for a set of 

lThis is not to deny that there arc common properties in the ordinary sense 
of'common property'. 

2Jfientific Tho11ght, Introduction. 
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. . rect or lncor . h h. ' knowing whether lt lS cor f ts concernmg t e t lng 
given also that we knew all the rel~vant a~at further observation 
to which the word is to be apphed, so t 

would be of no help. , . t ·oroewhat differ-
It is worth while to bring out Locke s P0 U: 5 f the condition 

ently. If Russell's account is the right cxp~anatl~~ 0bl to each of a 
under which a general name like 'horse' lS app lca c h plied 

. . . d h ne who asap number of things 1t 1s to be suppose t at an yo . t 
' . . 1 nder a vane Y the word correctly and continues to use lt proper Y u . . f 

of circumstances will know the common property 10 vtrtue b 0 

which it is correct to apply it. If the reason why each of a num cr 
of animals is called 'horse' is that they have a common property f, 
it would be a miracle if in continuing correctly to call more of the 
right animals 'horse' we nevertheless did not know cp. lt would ?c 
as if a person in his everyday transactions made pu~chascs Wlth 
?oun~ notes, never accepted the wrong change in cams, etc., but, 
ln sp1te of this, did not know the monetary value of pound notes. 
The fac~, ~owever, that philosophers think a search fo~ common 
pr~perttes.ls necessary, and that finding one in any part_tcular case 
w1ll constitute a discot•ery, implies exactly this. It imphes that, at 
least fre~uently, and perhaps always, we do not know the common 
propertte~ w~i~h make it correct for us to apply words to each of 
a class of lndlVtduals. It becomes difficult in such cases to see what 
the explanation of continued correct application could be. The 
Mo1rm~ns once thought, when a person in a state of religious 
exa tatton sudd 1 b . 

d . . en y egan to speak m strange syllables, that he 
was tvmely i · d d l 
· th nsp1re an ta ked sense; and when someone else m e congre . b 
they tho h gatton egan to translate his words to the others, 

ug t that he t d" · l · words Th . 00 was 1vme y mspired and understood the 
. Clr expla . f . . . 

though undoub d nauon o what happened was mtellig1ble, 
what happens i te hly false. And one might hold, in explanation of 

n t e case of th · 1· · e conttnucd correct app tcatlon of a 
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word, that this is due to divine assistance or to a mysterious in­
fluence the property exerts over our pens and tongues, or that it 
just happens that we continue to use the word correctly while 
remaining in ignorance of the property which makes our usc 
correct. It is hardly to be supposed, however, that philosophers 
would offer any such explanation or find it acceptable. The only 
remaining possible explanation of continued correct usc of a word, 
on the Platonic assumption, is that those who use the word know 
the property for which it stands. 

But then the idea that a word is applicable to each of a number 
of things because they participate in a common essence, together 
with the idea that some sort of search is necessary in order to dis­
cover the essence symbolized by the word, which we already are 
able to usc in everyday life, leads to a paradox. If in knowing how 
to usc the word correctly we must know the property~ in virtue 
of which it is applied to things, there can be no problem of search­
ing for or discovering ~: to know the correct usc of the word is 
the same as kno·wing that ~ is its meaning. If, on the other hand, 
a search for a supposedly unknown property is necessary, then 
there is no common proper!)' for which the u•ord stands, no property 
which is its meaning. Even if an examination of all the things to 
which the word is applicable were to end in the discovery of a 
property ~' common and unique to the things to which the word 
is applicable, ~ could not have been the property in virtue of the 
possession of which by each of a number of things the word was 
applicable to them. 

In sum, if a word is applicable in virtue of~. ~ must be known; 
and if, in knorz•i11g its me, we don't know of any common property 
in virtue of which the word is applicable, we do then h1ou• that 
it is not because the things have such a property that it is applic­
able to them. In neither case is a search sensible, or a relevant 
discovery possible. It is a paradox, in view of this fact, that philo­
sophers have thought a search was necessary and that after so 
many years they apparently have failed to realize that it is not a 
genuine search but is rather a pseudo-search. By asserting both 
that abstract words stand for common properties and that the 
properties are unknown and have to be discovered by a process 
additional to the process of getting to know the use of words, 
philosophers have, to all appearances, held a view according to 
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. ch words have meanings wbich tbey were nezJer git•enl!J' aiD'O~Je nor ll'ere 
~~wn by anyone to bave. It is difficult_ to suppose that p~lloso:~~-~;~ 
have really thought anything of thls sort; and ~ore d1rectl: 
re ard to the dispute over whether the mcarungs of words. ~rc 
co~on properties, it is difficult to see why Lock~'s fam1har 
challenge should have had so little influer:ce on other ph1loso~hc..:rs~ 

The fact with regard to abstract words 1s that they arc applicable 
to each of a number of things because the things resemble each 
other more or less, without there being anything common to all 
of them to set exact boundaries which would mark off correct 
from incorrect applications of the words. And it is entirely reason­
able to think that if the dispute concerned whether the things to 
which a word was applicable all had something in common, or 
were exactly similar in some respect or set of respects, it would 

have been rcs()Jvcd long ago in favour of Locke and others, in­

.~ttad of cndinu in a stah:matc. It is to he expected as a n~rmal 
h · · · \ admit tho thin5; that philosophers would come 10 Ume to sec anc • ~ 

{,,.,,~ .. \ 1r,w. then, is the apparent failure on the part of many 
\>'nl\< >"-' '\>\,cr:> <>vcr a long period of years to sec and admit the 
~acts to be understood? In only one way: as not actually constitut­
Ing any ~uch failure at all. In order to reach an understanding of 
what philosophers are saying, we must take into consideration the 
fact, which we have to take seriously, that they persist in appar­
ently not seeing, what seems plain to us, that the adduced facts 
are inconsistent with their theory. When continued confrontation 
;:vi_th plain fact does not make philosophers give up their theorv 
~t 1s safest to proceed on the assumption, not that their intelligcn~~ 
lS weak, but that somehow the facts do not count against th 
theory. Their behaviour clearly shows that they do not reck c 
the facts_ as constituting a reason for giving up the view that ~~~ 
are holdmg. Hence we are driven to conclude that the view wh·1 
:s natu~ally ~een attributed to these philosophers because of~~ 

~~n~r m wh1ch they have expressed themselves the \·iew a · e 
-;,h~~r :he facts do count, is not the view that ~hev are hof~~nst 

ords have to be reconstrued in h · lng. 
do not refute what they are int~nded t sue a way that the facts 

When h'l o express. 
f P 1 osophers assert that a w d W · . 

~n~ num?er of things because they h~~e a ~ apphc~ble to each 
conttnue to insist on thi . f p operty m common 

s m ace of the fact that the th' , 
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to which W is applicable only resemble each other more or less 
without there being anything common to all of them in virtue of 
which W is applicable to each, they do not by their words wish to 
controvert fact. They mean, rather, to tell us something about 
their usc of an expression, although they do this in an indirect 
and misleading way. A more explicit statement of what they assert 
is the following: A word is applicable to each of a number of 
things because it stands for the property which they all have in 
common. This, in an indirect way, informs us that to say a word is 
applicable to each of a number of things is the sa!lJe as to say it 
stands for a common property. 

Now we can see what they are doing: they wish, regardless of 
the facts, to 11se 'stands for a common property' to mean the same 
as 'is applicable to each of a number of things'. This explains why 
the facts do not count against what they are saying, and why the 
dispute over common properties ends in a stalemate. Some philo­
sophers wish to use, and in their philosophical writings do use, 
'stands for a common property' synonymously with, so that it 
means no more than, 'is applicable to each of a number of things', 
while other philosophers, like Locke, are opposed to their use of 
the expression. And since matter of fact is not in dispute, neither 
can win, and each can go his own way. 

We are also now in a better position to see what the dispute 
over the existence of universals comes to. There is no controversy, 
no divergence of opinion, with regard to whether words have 
meanings, and there is no factual controversy over whether the 
meanings of words are common properties. But the tendency of 
many philosophers to use 'stands for a common property' syno­
nymously with 'is applicable to each of a number of things' 
throws some light, as will later be seen, on the nature of the view 
that there are universals and the dispute regarding it. 

Connected with the philosophical idea that the meanings of 
abstract words are common properties is the idea that common 
properties, or universals, are mlities, different in kind from the 
things they are said to 'characterize' and such that they could 
exist even when characterizing nothing. It is not by an accidental 
use of language or merely for the purpose of expressing themselves 
more colourfully that some philosophers have asserted: 'Univer­
sals can be in many places at one time'. The statement 'Whiteness 

II 97 



THE EXISTENCE OF UNIVERSALS 

is now in many places' is not merely an unusual way of ex­
pressing the commonplace fact that there are many white things; 
it serves to bring out the point that, though they arc very queer, 
universals are entities. By way of parenthetical observation, it may 
be remarked that philosophers like Stout, who seem to have been 
outraged by what they took to be a flagrant misuse of the word 
'entity', a misuse in violation of the necessary proposition that 
nothing can be in several places at the same time and according 
to which we should have to say that there were self-contradictory 
entities, have argued that no object could be in 'local separation' 
from itself. It is self-contradictory to say 'Jones is now in two 
different parts of the world', and, as 'entity' is ordinarily used, it 
is self-contradictory to say 'The entity whiteness is now in a number 
of different parts of the world'. Thus, Prof. G. F. Stout let him­
self be governed by the ordinary, non-contradictory use of 'entity' 
and proposed a view according to which characters arc particular. 1 

Other philosophers, however, have not felt the force of the objec­
tion from the logical impossibility of 'local separation'. This, I 
think, is noteworthy. For if 'Some entities can be in many places 
at one time', rightly understood, were self-contradictory, one 
would expect that philosophers who have asserted it would give 
it up. Read in terms of ordinary usage, it is self-contradictory; 
and there is no particular difficulty in seeing this, no complicated 
chain of reasoning is involved. There is, therefore, some reason 
for thinking that it is not self-contradictory, that philosophers 
mean something different by it from what a literal interpretation 
of the words would make one think. 

To return to the theory that there are such entities as uni~ersals, 
this theory implies that the meanings of abstract w?~ds, 1.~., t~e 
meanings of general names, adjectives, etc., are cntrues. Smce It 
is not to be supposed that the fact that abstract words have me~n­
ings is being asserted as a theory or is in questio? among philo­
sophers, it may be gathered that what some philosophers have 
intended to convey is the theory that the meanings of s~ch ~ords 
are entities. Accordingly, what now would seem to be m dispute 
is not whether there are universals, but whether universals are 
entities, or, to include Ayer's position, whether it makes sense to 

1' Arc Characteristics Universal or Particular?', Proc. Ari1l. Soc., Supp. Vol. 
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say they arc objects. It would appear to be a factual dispute about 
the nature of the meanings of words. 

Is this a possible construction? Have some philosophers really 
claimed to have discovered a further fact, unknown by most 
people and disputed by others, the fact, namely, that the meanings 
of abstract words arc objects? There is, in the first place, an air of 
absurdity about supposing that any philosopher has actually 
meant to hold this. No philosopher, or group of philosophers, 
would think of saying, 'Jones, like most men, knew his wife for 
thirty years, but never did know that she was not just a shadow, 
never did know that she was made of flesh and bones and had a 
temper'. And it is not easy to think that philosophers have ever 
held a theory of such a sort that they might naturally be imagined 
as saying, 'Like most men, Jones knew the meaning of"horse" for 
thirty years or more, but, oddly enough, he never did know it was 
an entity'. Were Diogenes alive we could hardly imagine him re­
fraining from remarking that after thirty years and better of assur­
ance based on knowledge by acquaintance Russell himself has 
become uncertain: 'I conclude, therefore, though with hesitation, 
that there are universals, and not merely general words.'l One 
might very appropriately ask what happened that an assurance 
based on acquaintance with universals, similar to acquaintance with 
sense-data, should have dissolved into uncertainty. Without 
labouring the point, it becomes justifiable to suspect that the view 
that universals are objects is not an empirical theory about the 
nature of the meanings of words. Berkeley and others, who ap­
pear to have placed a straightforward interpretation on the words 
philosophers have used to express this view, made the Gedanken­
experimml of attempting to envisage 'abstract ideas', and came to 
the conclusion that there were no such entities, that is, that the 
meanings of words arc not objects, over and above the tangible 
things, etc., to which the words are applicable. It would be absurd 
to think that what Russell has called a natural oversight could not 
be corrected by a serious effort. But it is a mistake to take the 
theory as empirical, to be established or refuted by some sort of 
examination of the meanings of words. 'Coming to know that 
universals are entities' describes no conceivable process of learning 
anything about the meanings of words. 

tAn Inquiry into M(aning and Truth, p. 436. 
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This, and at the same time what the theory comes to, can be 
seen if we keep in mind both the connexion of the idea that uni­
versals are entities with the contention, which is also the main 
source of the idea, that the meanings of general words are com­
mon properties, and also the form of speech philosophers some­
times use to express the relation between words and their mean­
ings, viz., general words stand for universals. The view that uni­
versals, and therefore common properties, arc entities of an 
abstract sort, when considered in conjunction with this form of 
speech, is readily seen to lead to the further statement that 'General 
words stand for abstract entities'. Nevertheless, in spite of their 
description of universals as being less tangible than the concrete 
things they characterize, as being non-sensuous, abstract objects 
to be gazed on only with the mind's eye, philosophers so usc the 
phrase 'stands for a common property', or (to call attention to 
another of Russell's expressions) 'denotes a universal', that a word 
that is said to stand for or denote a common property does not 
stand for anything in addition to the things or events, etc., to 
which it applies. Also, thus, to say that a general word stands for 
an abstract entity docs not mean that it denotes anything other 
than the concrete, particular things to which it is applicable. 

It can now be seen that 'Universals are entities' docs not, nor 
is it intended to, express a theory about the nature of the meanings 
of words, any more than to assert that general words stand for 
common properties or for abstract entities is to state a theory 
about the meanings of words. 'Universals are entities' means no 
more and no less than the expression it naturally brings to mind, 
namely, 'General words stand for abstract entities', which itself 
is only an alternative form of words for 'General words are applic­
able to each of a number of things'. But the intermediate expres­
sion has a further point. 

'Abstract words stand for abstract entities' leads to 'Abstract 
words are the proper names of abstract entities'. Thus Russell 
speaks of universals as being named by words. 1 In effect philo­
sophers may be construed as arguing: A word that is applicable 
to each of a number of things, events, etc., stands for the property 
they have in common; it therefore stands for an abstract entity; 
consequently, in addition to being the general name of each of 

lThe Problemi of Philoiopf?y, p. 147. 
100 



THE EXISTENCE OF UNIVERSALS 

the things, etc., to which it is applicable, it is also a proper name, 
the proper name of an abstract object. 1 And since to be the proper 
name of an abstract object is not to be the name of an o~ject, in any 
ordinary sense, we can sec thatinanindirectwaywhatphilosophers 
arc saying is that abstract words are proper names, without their 
being the proper names of any things. Philosophers whom we may 
suppose to be saying this know, of course, that words like 'white', 
'horse', 'running', 'similarity' are not commonly classified with 
proper names like 'Plato' and 'London'; and it is therefore natural 
to suppose that they are recommending, for various reasons, such 
a classification. By asserting that universals are entities, they are 
not, in an indirect way, making the obviously false statement that 
abstract words, as a matter of ordinary classification of parts of 
speech, arc proper names. Rather, to put the matter provisionally, 
they arc making in concealed form the linguistic proposal, 'Let us 
classify such words with proper names'. The statement 'Universals 
arc entities' hides the linguistic proposal to reclassify, formally, 
abstract words with proper names. 

I expect that the theory I am here stating or, for that matter, any 
modification of it, will hardly impress itself favourably on the 
minds of most philosophers. Nevertheless, with the help of this 
hypothesis a number of puzzling things connected with the philo­
sophical view, which otherwise remain unexplained, can be 
cleared up. For one thing, it is completely puzzling to think what 
could have happened that would have made anyone thi11k that 
universals have been discovered or that hardly anybody except 
students of philosophy know that there are universals. On the 
theory that the philosophical view is a linguistic proposal to re­
classify abstract words with proper names it is not difficult to see 
what the 'discovery' refers to. Philosophers have actually dis­
covered a new possible way of classifying words, and those people 
who are unaware of the existence of universals are merely un­
aware of this possibility. In a similar way it is possible to explain 
anyone's thinki11g that knowledge of the correct use of an abstract 
word does not imply knowledge of a universal; what he thinks 
but expresses in a misleading manner is that knowledge of the 
correct use of 'horse', for example, does not imply recognition of 

1Scc C. I. Lewis, 'The Modes of Meaning', Philosophy a11d Phmommologicaf 
Research, Vol. IV, No. z. pp. 238-g. 
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the possibility of classifying the word 'horse' with 'Dobbin', say. 
Also we can now understand why the controversy over universals 
should have continued without resolution for so many hundreds 
of years, which if it had been empirical or a priori would be aston­
ishing beyond belief. If the dispute consists of counter-proposals 
with regard to altering linguistic conventions, then we can under­
stand why the dispute should continue without resolution, 
although, it must be admitted, this docs not explain the intense 
and recurrent interest in the problem. Perhaps further investiga­
tion, following John Wisdom's hint that philosophical views arc 
the vehicles for expressing unconscious fantasies, will lead to an 
understanding of this point also. Furthermore, an increasing 
hesitation, after years of certainty about the existence of universals, 
like that in the case of Russell, can be made intelligible as an un­
certainty about the appropriateness of the proposed verbal re­
classification, an uncertainty induced by the fact that the differences 
between abstract words and proper names have come, for some 
reason, to impress themselves more on his mind; indecision would 
be reached when both the differences and similarities between 
abstract words and proper names impress themselves with equal 
force. 

Finally, to cut matters short, we can understand why philo­
sophers who hold that universals exist should be unmoved by the 
argument from the logical impossibility of an entity being in local 
separation from itself. The necessary proposition that no entity 
can be in more than one place at any given time does not deny the 
physical possibility of something happening which can be imagined 
or conceived as happening. If'No entity can be in several places at 
one time' denied the possibility of a situation described by 'Entity a. 

is in several places now', it would not express a necessary proposi­
tion, one which could not be false under any conceivable or 
describable circumstance. We make it express a necessary propo­
sition by preventing 'Entity a is now in several places' from de­
scribing anything. Its import, if not its form, is thus verbal, to 
the effect that as 'entity' is actually used it makes no sense to say 
with regard to a named or described object that it is in several 
places at a given time: it tells us that such a sentence as 'Moore is 
now in Cambridge and also in Northampton' describes no state of 
affairs, makes no sense. Now, the merely formal reclassification of 
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abstract words with proper names, without depriving them of 
their ordinary use as abstract words, carries with it the possibility 
of sensibly writing such sentences as 'Whiteness is now in many 
places', which are only bizarre expressions for familiar sentences 
like 'There are now many white things'. But the necessary pro­
position that no entity can be in several places at one time together 
with the philosophical proposition that universals can be in 
several places at the same time implies that universals are not 
entities. And one thing, although not the only one, which those 
who raise the objection from the logical impossibility of local 
separation arc doing, is to point out that since the substitution of 
the proper name of an entity, e.g., a name like Russell, for x in 
'x is now in many places' results in nonsense, whereas the sub­
stitution of 'whiteness', 'chairness', etc. does not, these words are 
not proper names of entities. They are not proper names at all, as 
'proper name' is ordinarily used. Philosophers who make there­
classification proposal know, of course, that abstract words are not 
proper names. Their indifference to the objection is therefore to be 
construed as indicating an academic willingness to give up a 
necessary proposition for the sake of their proposal. They wish to 
classify abstract words with proper names without converting 
them into proper names of mtities. And doing this involves chang­
ing the meaning of 'proper name' in such a way that from the fact 
that a word is a proper name it no longer follows that it is the 
name of an object; that is, the philosophical use of 'proper name' 
is no longer determined by the prevailinguseof'entity'. Berkeley's 
Gedankenexperimmt can be seen as coming to nothing more than 
pointing out that abstract words are not proper names of entities, 
which fact he covertly urges against the formal reclassification of 
abstract words with proper names, against calling them proper 
names. 

The fact that on the reclassification-proposal hypothesis it be­
comes possible to explain a number of otherwise puzzling features 
connected with the philosophical theory of universals is a positive 
reason in its favour. What Wisdom has pointed out about typical 
linguistic proposals, 1 however, shows that it is an exaggeration to 
characterize the theory as a proposal. For one thing, a philosopher 

1]ohn Wisdom, 'Philosophy, Anxiety and Novelty', Mind, April, 1944, P· 
1 73· 
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who holds the theory of universals does not say 'Ld 11.r classify 
abstract words with proper names'. Instead he uses the language 
of assertion: 'There are such entities as universals', or, the asser­
tion which it masks, 'Abstract words are proper names'. In view 
of this, it is undoubtedly closer to the facts to describe him as 
stating the notational classification of abstract words with proper 
names to be a fact, i.e., as actually asserting that abstract 
words are proper names, though in a subtly disguised way. His 
cl~s.sification is not to be thought inc?~rect or improper,1 through 
fatling to correspond to the prevatling classification, but is to 
be viewed as a reclassification which, for some reason, he 
prefers. Th~t is, it is not based on a mistake; it issues from a pre­
feren~e which may be ~eter~ned by a hidden purpose, or bv 
not~ng more than constderauons of convenience in developi · 
a urufor~ notation for logic. It will be obvious that the preced_ng 
e:planauo~s of_ the various puzzling features connected with 

1~g 
vtew remam, wlt~ slight modifications, the same. t e 

For another thing, in the usual case of a person m k" 
recommendation the intention is that th h : mg a verbal 
ordinary use as a regular thing Th" : c hange e adopted for 

hil h . ts, m t e present h 
p ?sop er undoubtedly does not intend. h . . case, t e 
havmg grammar books or the grammati , l e lS not mterested in 
sentences changed. It could be said th hca. struc~ure of ordinary 1 at e 1s makmg d · 
proposa , for esoteric adoption only B t . . an aca emic 
the facts to describe what he does . u aki~am, lt seems closer to l as rna ng or . . . 
actua though academic reclassification of ab t mamtrumng an 
pr~fer names. And what he does is conceal:dr~~~ w~:ds with 
we. as from others. The view is an instance of li m_ ~mself as 
whtch · f ngmsuc m · 

. , 1 we are to take seriously the panegyric exp . agtc, 
phlloso~hcrs over universals, gives rise to feelings r~~~~s of 
appropnatc to objects more wonderful and satisfying th hare . h. . ant os 
met wit Jn scmc-cxpcrtcnce. e 

Wisdom also points out that it: is usual in the case of an ordinary 

recommendation to give a reason for the proposed change. But 
this in the present instance, is done in the form of 'proofs' ad­
van~ed for the theory. These are actually statements which call 
attention to analogies that obtain between the usc of expressions, 

•For a different point of view sec Norman :-.la\colm's paper, 'Moore and 
Ordinary Lanp;uage', in Tbe P bilosop/Jy of G. E. Moore. 
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on the basis of which philosophers feel justified in making the 
reclassification. The following brief argument will serve to illus­
trate this point. The meaning of a word is something different 
from the word. For instance, the meaning of 'horse' in English 
is the same as the meaning of the different word 'cheval' in French, 
i.e., the two different words have one and the same meaning, so 
that two people, each of whom knows one word and not the 
other, will know the same meaning. It must therefore be some­
thing over and above the words which express it. Like the case of 
a person who is called 'Jacques' by his French friends and 'James' 
by his English friends, the meaning of a word in English is an 
object named by the word, and either is or could be named by 
other words in different languages. \Vhat this proof actually shows 
is, not that the meaning of a word is an entity or, what comes to 
the same thing, that 'meaning' is a general name denoting abstract 
objects, but that 'meaning' is a substantive the grammatical use of 
which bears some resemblance to the use of general names de­
noting things. The argument calls attention to a linguistic 
similarity which is used by some philosophers to justify their 
classification of 'meaning' with general names of objects. In turn, 
this regulates the further reclassification of other abstract words 
with proper names. 

The view expressed in this paper concerning the nature of the 
theory that there are such entities as universals is, of course, an 
interpretation which has been arrived at indirectly, by inference 
from certain assumptions that seemed to me to be reasonable but 
which may not impress others in the same way. It is, therefore, of 
interest to find independent confirmation in the form of a state­
ment1 from a philosopher which, except for the fact that it is com­
bined with the Platonic theory, is a linguistically unconcealed ex­
pression of the reclassification view set out in this paper: 'It is 
convenient, however, to regard such general terms ["wise", "city") 
as names on the same footing as" Socrates" and "Paris": names each 
of a single specific entity, though a less tangible entity than the 
man Socrates or the town Boston'.2 

tPointed out to me by Prof. Alice Ambrose. 
2w. V. Quine, Mathematical Logic, p. 119. 

105 



IV 

THE POSITIVISTIC 
USE OF 'NONSENSE' 

I N a recent paper in MIND1 I developed a theory about the 
nature of the philosophical view that there are such objects as 
universals, which makes it out to be completely different from 

what it appears to be. The long-standing dispute over this view 
a dispute into which positivists have in recent years entered witl~ 
thecont:ntion that~There are such ~ntities as ~niversals: is literally 
nonsensical, was giVen an explanation accordmg to which it is not 
the factual disagreement it gives one the impression of being. 
Owing to an oversight, however, only the traditional part of the 
controversy was discussed, i.e., the controversy between those 
who deny and those who assert the existence of universals; there 
was no discussion of the positivistic contention. This omission it 
is my present purpose to rectify. 

According to the theory arrived at in the paper, the words 
'There are such entities as universals', though they create the 
semantical illusion2 of stating the existence of objects, described by 
philosophers as being less coarse and more exact than the familiar 
objects of sense-experience, come to no more than does the state­
ment 'Abstract words are proper names'. This statement is to b 
understood as describing an unorthodox classification of abstrac~ 
words, made by people who know perfectly well that they are not 
proper names. Hence it is not to be taken as saying what is false 
but as stating an alternative arrangement to the usual one of som~ 
parts of speech. Academically, and probably for psychological 

1'The Existence of Universals', January, 1946. 
21 owe this expression to Prof. Herbert Davis. 
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reasons, it is a reclassification which many philosophers prefer, 
with the established one being recognized as doing adequately the 
work required of it in ordinary discourse. The traditional dispute 
over the existence of universals thus turns out not to be factual, 
but \vhat makes it irresolvable is not that not all the facts are known 
which arc relevant and necessary for the conclusive establishment 
of either of the contending claims. The irresolvability is consti­
tuted by a difference in preference, and is comparable to the irre­
solvability of an aesthetic disagreement over a work of art. Some 
philosophers find the established classification satisfactory, and 
resist any innovation, even though the new classification is meant 
for contemplation rather than for practical use. Still others make 
up a different arrangement of their own. Thus, Prof. G. F. Stout, 
who holds that characters are particular, reclassifies adjectives 
with general names, for instance, 'tawny' with 'lion', and resists 
the further classification of both with proper names. 

Many, if not all, positivists, contend that the view that there are 
universals, as well as the traditional disagreement with regard to 
it, is without any literal significance whatever. This claim, which 
extends to all of metaphysics, starts a new dispute in philosophy: 
one in which traditional philosophers insist that the sentence 
'There arc universals' is perfectly intelligible to them and that it 
does express something about which they can intelligibly dis­
agree, while positivists hold that the sentence is really unintel­
ligible and that the controversy with regard to what, supposedly, 
it expresses is nonsensical, though conducted in all seriousness. 
According to positivists philosophers have been 'duped by 
grammar' into 'the more inglorious kind of metaphysics which 
comes from a failure to understand the workings of our lan­
guage' .1 In turn, traditional philosophers fear the 'threatened 
catastrophe'2 of 'the sombre conception of metaphysics which 
they have espoused'.3 

The question thus comes up whether this new dispute is con­
stituted by a straightforward difference of opinion about the fact 
with regard to 'There are universals', whether it is nonsensical or 

1 A. J. Aycr, Language, Truth and Logic, p. 39· 
•E. A. Burtt, 'What is Metaphysics?', The Philosophical Revieu•, Nov., 1945, 

P· 5B· 
3lbid., p. 5 57· 
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not. On the theory I have constructed about the view regarding 
universals two possibilities are open to me. I can hold that 
positivists have simply made a mistake, or I can hold that their 
view has an explanation similar in general respects to that of the 
traditional belief in universals. The first alternative lends itself 
more naturally to acceptance; but the second, nevertheless, seems 
to me to be the correct one. In any case it is the more interesting 
possibility to pursue; and it is interesting on its own account to 
see what evidence can be brought forward in its favour. 

Ayer undoubtedly thinks that the positivistic assertion states a 
fact. He even goes to the length of trying to show 'how easy it is 
to write sentences which are literally nonsensical without seeing 
that they are nonsensical',1 in order to defend himself against the 
charge that his view involves 'incredible assumptions about the 
psychology of philosophers' .1 It seems to me, if we take the 
positivistic assertion as a factual linguistic statement which uses 
'nonsense' in the way in which philosophers, both positivistic 
and traditional, appear to think it is being used, we must suppose 
that an incredible assumption about the psychology of philo­
sophers is being made. One need only consider the duration of 
metaphysical problems and by what subtle reasoning philosophers 
have been led to their views in order to realize how entirely in­
credible the assumption really is. Nonsense does not have such a 
remarkable career. And it seems to me that the reason positivists 
do not feel that the assumption is incredible is that they are not 
really making it. It seems to me the assertion that the philosophical 
view about universals is nonsensical says something quite different 
from what it appears to be saying. Their use of language, which 
successfully conceals even from the positivists what they are 
doing, produces a semantical illusion similar to that produced by 
the traditional dispute. I propose to argue that the reasons they 
give for concluding that the view is nonsense constitute true state­
ments about the view, but the 'conclusion' that it is nonsense is 
not a conclusion; it is something quite different. 

A yer writes : 

It should be mentioned here that the fact that the utterances 
of the metaphysician are nonsensical does not follow simply 
from the fact that they are devoid of factual content. It follows 

1Language, Truth and Logic, p. 36. 
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from that fact, together with the fact that they are not a priori 
propositions ... \Ve may accordingly define a metaphysical 
sentence as a sentence which purports to express a genuine 
proposition, but docs, 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 arc 
nonsensical. 1 

This says two things about metaphysical sentences in general, both 
of which are true of 'There are such entities as universals'. For one 
thing, it says that the sentence fails to express an empirical pro­
position about the existence of objects of a certain kind. It must 
be admitted, of course, that the form of expression philosophers 
have used, from Plato on and including those who have disagreed 
with the view, leads one quite naturally to think that the existence 
of objects of some sort is being stated, for which 'a special non­
empirical world is invoked to house them'. 2 But this is only a 
deceptive feature of their choice of language. Unlike 'Ghosts 
exist', 'There arc such entities as universals' expresses no empirical 
proposition about entities. To agree with positivists on this point 
it is not necessary to adopt their special philosophical view about 
the nature of contingent propositions, the view, namely, that it is 
of their 'very naturc'3 to be hypotheses. 

For another thing, the sentence does not express an a priort 
proposition. What we know in knowing an a priori proposition, 
e.g., the proposition that every effect has a cause, are facts about 
the established ways in which words arc used in a language. Un­
like what we should know if we knew that every event had a 
cause, namely, a fact about nature, what we know in knowing 
that every effect has a cause are the linguistic facts that 'effect' and 
'cause' arc so used that application of the word 'effect' to an event 
which would be described as not having a cause would be with­
held. In other words, what we know is the linguistic fact that 'un­
caused effect' has no use, that it describes nothing, either actual 
or imaginable. And when, in place of 'logically impossible', philo­
sophers use 'logically inconceivable', as for example in 'It is 
logically inconceivable for any thing to be an effect which has no 
cause', it is not to be imagined that 'effect which has no cause' 

'Language, Truth and Logic, pp. 31-2. 2lbid., p. 3 5. 3/bid., P· 23. 
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describes a state of affairs which, owing to some psychological 
limitation, we are unable to conceive; what prevents us from con­
ceiving an uncaused effect is the linguistic fact that 'uncaused 
effect' is a senseless expression. The sentence 'Every effect has a 
cause', or its equivalent 'It is logically impossible for anything to 
be an effect and not have a cause', is made to express a necessary 
proposition by the fact that nothing is called an 'effect' to which the 
description 'has a cause' does not apply. But this is not to say that 
the sentence 'Every effect has a cause' expresses this fact, or, in 
general, that a priori propositions are verbal. 

In this connexion Ayer has written: 'Thus if I say "Nothing can 
be coloured in different ways at the same time with respect to the 
same part of itself", I am not saying anything about the properties 
of any actual thing; but I am not talking nonsense. I am expressing 
an analytic proposition, which records our determination to call 
a colour expanse which differs in quality from a neighbouring 
colour expanse a different part of a given thing. In other words 1 
am simply calling attention to the implications of a certain li~­
guistic usage'. 1 Ayer has remarked an important similarity be­
tween a priori and empirical linguistic propositions, between for 
example, 'Nothing can be blue all over and also orange' and 'It 
makes no sense to say "xis blue all over and also orange".' The 
feature they have in common is that what we know in each case are 
facts about word usage. This led him to assimilate a priori with 
empirical linguistic propositions. Apparently positivists have been 
so impressed by this feature of similarity that in order to em­
phasize it they felt themselves justified in stretchi11g the word 
'verbal' to cover a priori propositions. 

But this exaggerates a similarity at the expense of a formal 
difference, the difference between 'a priori' and 'empirical', which 
impresses other philosophers. They in turn proceed to discover a 
contradiction in the view that a priori propositions are verbal: 
'p is a verbal proposition' implies that p is empirical, hence the 
view that a priori propositions are verbal entails t?~ contradictory 
consequence that a priori propositions are empmcal. It will be 
obvious that philosophers who argue in this way wish to em­
phasize not the similarity, but the difference between a priori and 
ordinary linguistic propositions. This they succeed in doing, as 

1Lang11age, Tr111h and Logk, p. 104. 
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their argument shows, by regulating the use of 'verbal' by refer­
ence to the feature of dissimilarity between the sentences for the 
two sorts of propositions, i.e., by reference to the fact that, unlike 
sentences for ordinary linguistic propositions, sentences for a 
priori propositions do not express facts about the ways words are 
used. 1 Thus, although what we know in knowing that nothing 
can be blue all over and also orange is that 'being blue all over and 
also orange' has no descriptive use, the sentence, 'Nothing can be 
blue all over and also orange' nevertheless does not express this 
linguistic fact. In short, if with positivists, we are impressed by 
one feature of a priori propositions \VC shall be inclined to call 
them 'verbal', and if, with other philosophers, weare impressed by 
the other feature we shall be inclined to deny them that designa­
tion. But regardless of the view we adopt both features are actual 
features of a priori propositions. 

It will be clear now that the view that there are such entities as 
universals, taken as non-empirical, is nevertheless not a priori. In 
order for 'There are such entities as universals' to express an a 
priori proposition, 'Abstract words are proper names' would have 
to express a true empirical one. The first sentence would then be 
made to express a necessary proposition by the fact that abstract 
words were as a matter of established practice called 'proper 
names'; and what we should know in knowing that universals 
exist is that abstract words are grammatically classified as proper 
names. The facts of the case, with which philosophers who hold 
the view are not at all concerned, are, however, other than what is 
required to make the view a priori. 

'Universals exist' expresses neither an a priori nor an empirical 
proposition. And since it 'purports to express a genuine proposi­
tion', i.e., since, for one thing, it is a sentence in the indicative, it 
is, according to Ayer's definition of 'metaphysical', a metaphysical 
sentence. Therefore it is nonsense. But how is 'nonsense' being 
used? It looks as though the word has its ordinary connotation, 
such that to say a metaphysical sentence is nonsensical is to say it 
is an unintelligible combination of words. It looks as if Ayer has 

•The following paraphrase of the argument helps make this point clear: 
If an expression for an a priori proposition expressed Iinguist~c facts .<i:e., 
the facts we know in knowing the a priori proposition) the a prion propositiOn 
would be empirical. 
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arrived at the conclusion that the sentence with regard to universa.ls 
is literally unintelligible as a result of having discovered cert~m 
facts about it. And when traditional philosophers disagree wtth 
positivists, it looks as if the disagreement is over the question 
whether in fact sentences, which all philosophers would agree 
state metaphysical views, are unintelligible or not. Ayer argu~s 
that because they express neither a priori nor empirical proposi­
tions he is 'justified' in concluding that they are without sense. 
Other philosophers, for whatever reasons they may give, disagree 
with this. 

Let us look more closely at what Ayer has done. He defines a 
metaphysical sentence as one which purports to express a genuine 
proposition, but which actually expresses neither an empirical nor 
a necessary one; and from the fact that necessary and empirical 
propositions constitute the sum total of 'significant propositions' 
he feels justified in concluding that metaphysical sentences arc 
nonsensical. It will have been noticed that in his demonstration 
he uses the new expression 'significant proposition' (as well as 
'genuine proposition', apparently used synonymously with it), 
which he nowhere thinks it necessary to explain. 1 We may gather, 
therefore, that when he says that 'tautologies and empirical hypo­
theses form the entire class of significant propositions', he is 
defining 'significant proposition' and its equivalent, 'genuine pro­
position'. By this definition it means the same as 'tautologous or 
empirical proposition'. This explains why, with complete assur­
ance and without the uncertainty induced by the suspicion that 
perhaps he has overlooked some propositions, he was able to 
assert that 'tautologies and empirical hypotheses form the entire 
class of significant propositions'. The demonstration thus pro­
ceeds directly from the fact that metaphysical utterances express 
no significant propositions (in the defined sense) to the conclusion 
he thinks that fact justifies him in drawing, namely, that they are 
nonsensical. But what does the conclusion tell us about meta-

1Aye: ?oe.s not use 'pr~~osi!ion' and 'indicative sentence' synonymously, 
~~ th~t significant Pfoposlt!On does not translate into the known expression 
significant sentence . Sec Language, Truth and Logic, p. I 2 I; also his Founda­

lionr of Empirical Knowledge, pp. 93-102, especially p. I02, where he writes: 
'In general, we use the word "proposition" rather than "sentence" whenever 
:-vc are concerned, not with the precise form of an expression, or the fact that 
It belongs to a particular language, but with its meaning'. 
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frhysical utt~rances in additi~n to what we al~ea~y know about t~em 
om knowmg the facts which are used to }Usufy the conclus10n? 
It _seems quite plain to me, in the first place, that Ayer is not 

mak,ng an empirical inference. It is not that from the fact that 
met~J?hysical sentences express neither a priori nor empirical pro­
pos1tlons he concludes it to be veT)' lik~IJ·, or even certain, that they 
a~e nonsensical, in the usual sense of 'linguistic nonsense'. He 
?lV"es the impression that perhaps he is doing this when he writes: 
Of course it is possible that the author of such a remark ["The 
Absolute enters into, but is itself incapable of, evolution and pro­
gress"] is using English words in a way in which they are not 
~ornm_only used by English-speaking people, and that he does, in 
act_, Intend to assert something which could be empirically 

venfied. But until he makes us understand how the proposition 
that he wishes to express would be verified, he fails to communi­
cate anything to us.' 1 This remark, together with the view he 
actually docs hold about metaphysics, would lead one to think he 
was, perhaps, a stranger to a special language spoken with mutual 
understanding by others and that he concluded the language made 
no sense because he failed to understand anything said in it. 
A~er's acquaintance with metaphysics prevents us, however, from 
thtnking that he is in the situation of a person who knew just 
enough arithmetic to know that 'y'.i' represented neither an in­
teger nor a rational fraction and went on to make the mistaken 
empirical inference that it was senseless. 

We should be closer to what he is saying if we supposed the 
conclusion to be entailed by what he states with regard to meta­
physical utterances. And if we suppose this we should have to 
think that to say 'S is an indicative sentence which expresses 
neither an a priori nor an empirical proposition but S is not non­
sensical' is to say something self-contradictory. But there is no 
ordinary use of 'nonsense' in English which makes the statement 
self-contradictory. If we look upon what Ayer has said as con­
stituting a logical demonstration of the positivistic view we shall 
have to conclude that he mistakenly attributed a meaning to 'non­
sense' which it does not have, and that the demonstration is 
invalid because it is based on this mistake. The author of an ele­
mentary book on mathematics wrote: '~1athematics is not simple 

1 Langflage, Truth and Logir, p. zz. 
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in the sense of being non-mathematical', ~rom w~ich it follows 
that not even the easiest parts of mathematics are s1mplc, eve~ to 
God. And if the positivistic argument that because m~t~phys1cal 
sentences express neither a priori nor empirical propos1t10ns they 
are nonsensical is viewed as a logical demonstration, they may, 
without serious distortion of their position, be regarded as think­
ing that metaphysical utterances are nonsensical in the smse that 
they are indicative sentences which express neither a priori nor 
empirical propositions. But there is no such sense in English of 
'nonsense', just as there is no sense of 'simple' according to which 
'simple' means 'non-mathematical'. 

It is difficult for me, however, to believe that Ayer and other 
philosophers have made the mistake of thinking that 'nonsense' 
has a meaning which in fact it docs not have in English. It is not 
too much to expect, if they did make a mistake of this sort, that 
they would have corrected it by now, especially in view of the 
fact that so many philosophers have protested against their claim. 
Nor is it easy to see, supposing this is their mistake, why other 
philosophers have not in so many words pointed it out to them. 
In the case of the writer on mathematics we should not be inclined 
to say that he committed the error of attributing to 'simple' a 
meaning it does not have in English usage. We should rather be 
inclined to say he gave it that meaning. And in the case of the 
positivistic use of 'nonsense', it seems to me that the same thing 
has happened, i.e., that positivists have given a new use to 'non­
sense'. It seems to me more likely that a number of philosophers 
have unconsciously agreed upon a new use of the word than that 
they have made a mistake in common. 

I~ ~ill be r~called that i.n his demonstratio?. 'significant pro­
positiOn', was mtroduced v1a a concealed defirut10n, and it seem 
to me to be not at all unplausiblet o suppose that he repeats th. s 
procedure, or something like it, with the word 'nonsense'. 0

1s 
this assumption, his 'demonstration' turns out to be both an ~ 
planation of and the justification for a new use of 'nonsen:; 
which, because it is stated in the form of a demonstration, effec~ 
tively conceals what is being done, from himself as well as from 
others. His 'conclusion', then, turns out to be a linguistic innova­
tion. It introduces us to the positivistic use of 'nonsense', accord­
ing to which 'nonsensical indicative sentence' means the same as 
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'indicative sentence which expresses neither an a priori nor an 
empirical proposition'. And when in his demonstration he states 
that 'we arc justified in concluding .. .' he is 'justifying' an ex­
tension of the application of 'nonsense' to metaphysical state­
ments. The fact that a given indicative sentence expresses neither 
an a priori nor an empirical proposition is a necessary condition 
for saying that the sentence is nonsense, and i\yer wishes to make 
it also a sufficient condition. He \Vishes to make 'expressing no 
signiflcant proposition' the sole criterion for the application of 
'nonsensical' to indicative sentences. And from the fact that with­
out being compelled by the logical requirements of his demon­
stration to introduce into the statement of it the expression 
'significant proposition' (which carries with it the connotation of 
importance), we may gather what he considers to be a justifica­
tion for the new usc of 'nonsense'. There is an important similarity 
between, e.g.:-

'7 is a more nearly circular number than z'. 
'There arc such entities as universals'. 

The first expresses no proposition whatever; it says nothing at all 
and is nonsensical. The second expresses neither an empirical nor 
a necessary, i.e., no significant, proposition. The difference between 
the two sorts of sentences Aycr apparently counts as being so 
insignificant, or unimportant, as to feel justified in bringing out 
their similarity, which he docs by changing the meaning of 'non­
sensical' so as to make it applicable to both. 

If, now, after having decided to call them both 'nonsense', the 
difference between them impresses itself upon the attention of a 
philosopher, he may proceed to mark the difference by calling one 
'important nonsense'.l In a slightly different connexion some 
positivists, against the protest of others, have actually done this 
sort of thing: '. . . if we adopt conclusive verifiability as our 
criterion of significance, we are logically obliged to treat these 
general propositions of law [e.g., "arsenic is poisonous" and "a 
body tends to expand when it is heated"] 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 th~t 
these general propositions are indeed pieces of nonsense, albe1t 

1Some positivists have done this by characterizing metaphysics as a kind of 
poetry. This is enlightening. 
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an essentially important type of nonsense. But here the introduc­
tion of the term "important" is simply an attempt to hedge'. 1 Ayer 
instead proposes to be more 'liberal' 2 with expressions for general 
propositions; he thinks they 'should be allowed'3 the designation 
'factually significant'. We may very well be curious about what 
kind of liberality and what kind of allowing these are. It does not 
require much imagination to see what they come to. It is plain to 
be seen that, in the case of expressions for general propositions, 
Ayer is being liberal with the application of 'factually significant'. 
And it is also plain to be seen that he prefers not to be so liberal 
in the case of metaphysical sentences. 

The philosophical view that metaphysics consists of statements 
that are devoid of sense is not the view it gives one the impression 
of being. It only states the fact that metaphysical sentences do not 
express either empirical or necessary propositions. But at the same 
time it uses a familiar word in a new way, so that it looks to be 
saying one thing, while it actually says something else. It is this 
new, and as yet not established, use of'nonsense' that is in dispute. 
Some philosophers wish to ~all metaphysical utterances 'non­
se~sical', and they attain their end by covertly redefining the word, 
~Ithout being explicitly aware of what they are doing. The sting 
m what they say about metaphysics is in the selection of the word 
upon which they bestow their special meaning. Undoubtedly their 
choice of the word 'nonsense' indicates an attitude of disapproval 
of anyone doing metaphysics: behind the linguistic screen we can 
detect the emotional evaluation, 'Metaphysics is trivial and 
absurd'. We can glimpse the same thing behind the definition of 
'signift~ant proposition'. And when other philo_sopher~ protest that 
metaphysics is not nonsense, they are protesting agatnst both the 
evaluation and the philosophical use of 'nonsense'. 

•LAnguage, Truth and Logic, PP· z.3-4· See also comment by F. P. Ramsey, 
p. z63, The Foundation! of MatbemaltCJ. 

~Ibid., p. z6. 
3lbid., pp. 24-5· 
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VERIFICATION I 

THE class k of non-a priori declarative sentences formulable 
in a given language, i.e., sentences of such a form that if they 
express anything they express empirical propositions, con­

sists of the classes k', of sentences having literal significance, and 
k", of sentences lacking literal significance. Sometimes (and 
always, according to some philosophers, when we are doing 
metaphysics) we talk nonsense, under the illusion that what we 
say is intelligible. In order to obviate this sort of confusion, 
especially with regard to metaphysical sentences which, if they 
belong to k", at least do not obviously lack meaning, these philo­
sophers have formulated a criterion by the use of which we are 
enabled, supposedly, to decide with regard to any k-sentence 
whether it is a member of k' or of k". This is to the effect that any 
k-sentence s is literally significant if and only if the proposition 
expressed by s is verifiable. 1 [t/J(p) =P is verifiable, .f(s) =S is 
literally significant, e(s,p) =S expresses p]: 

(s, p): sek . e(s, p) . ::> • rp(s) = t/J(p) ................ (I) 
In a previous paper, 2 I attempted to show that tlus could not be 

taken as a criterion of literal significance fork-sentences. For if a 
k-scntence s fails to express a proposition, and so is meaningless, 
by application of the criterion solely we could not decide whether 
sis literally significant. That is, its application under these circum­
stances would be vacuous. But if s does express a proposition, 

1 A. J. Ayer, LAnguaJ!e, Truth and Logic, pp. 19-20. 

•'The Principle of Verifiability', Mind, Vol. XLVI, N.S., No. 183. 
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thereby being subject tu non-\·acu~>US application of t.his prin.ciplc, 
it could be the casc, as this criterwn allows, that P 1s rmtJerijiable, 
from which it would follow both that shad meaning, since it ex­
presses a proposition, and that it lacked meaning~ since p is un­
verifiable. I understand now, 1 that A. J. Ayer IS prepared to 
reformulate this criterion, to the effect that any k-sentence is 
literally significant if and only if sis verifiable: 

(s) : se-k . :::> • r/J(s) ,f,(s) . · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ····· .. (II) 
But I fail to sec what could be meant by saying that a senlmce is 
verifiable, nor what could be meant by saying that a senlmce is true 
or false, though some philosophers say this sort of thing. 2 

In this paper, however, my object is to discuss a further point, 
in connexion with the principle of verifiability, which is inde­
pendent of either form I or form II. This concerns the distinction 
between 'weak' and 'strong' verifiability. It is my intention to 
show that this supposed distinction is a pseudo one, i.e., that there 
is in point of fact no distinction between 'strong verifiability' and 
'weak verifiability', not because 'strong verifiability' and 'weak 
verifiability' mean the same but because they arc so used that they 
have no meaning at all. In order not to prejudice what follows 
with respect to the version, (I_) or_ C.II), which one may hold with 
regard to the principle of venfiab1lity, I shall use the term 'stat,_ 
ment', rather than either 'proposition' or 'sentence'. The tcr~ 
'statement' may be used indifferently, so far as the discussion · . . IS 
concerned, to mean either sentence or proposltlon . 
. k' -statements (i.e., literally significa~t k-sentcnces, or proposi­

tions expressed by such sentences) are, In the first place, to bed' 
tinguished with respect to being either 'practically verifiable' ~­
'theoretically verifiable' ,3 whe~e of cour:e any practically vcrifiabl; 
statement will also be theoretically venfiable, but not converse! 
This distinction is required in order to avoid condemning y. 
meaningless such obviously significant statements as 'There as 
mountains on the dark side of the moon' and 'There are h arc 
b . , h c 1 uman 

c•ngs on Venus . T us, 10r examp e, the statement 'The re are 
1 As the n.:sulr of a conversation \\'ith him. 
2 l.n. discussing this point with a logical positivist who 'dispensed' .· h 

positions l was offered rhe fullowing definition of 'true sentence'. ~V.I~ pro-
. 'f · · ·• senten IS true 1 It expresses a true proposition! cc 

'Language, Trut!J and I .o,f!,ic, pp. 20--1. 
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human beings on Venus' is theoretically verifiable only, because 
'we lack the practical means of placing ourselves in the situation 
where relevant observations could be made' ;1 whereas 'There is 
an ~nkspot on the underside of my sheet of paper' is practically 
venfiable because no such means for making relevant observa­
tions are lacking. Now according to Ayer, if such obviously sig­
nificant statements as 'arsenic is poisonous' are also not to be 
condemned as meaningless, 'a further distinction which we must 
make is the distinction between the "strong" and the "weak" 
sense of the term "verifiable" .'2 He then proceeds to define 'strong 
verifiability' and 'weak verifiability'. 

Before considering his definitions, however, it is important to 
notice a certain point about his statement. It may look as if he is 
intending to make a distinction, perhaps for the sake of avoiding 
confusion, between two differmt senses of 'verifiable', one to be 
designated the 'weak' sense and the other to be designated the 
'strong' sense. This, however, does not seem to me to be his in­
tention. It does not seem to me that he wishes to distinguish 
between different senses of 'verifiable'; but rather that he wishes to 
distinguish between the meanings of the expressions 'strongly 
verifiable' and 'weakly verifiable', where in each expression 'verifi­
able' is to have the same meaning. I.e., 'a statement S is verifiable 
means 'S is such that relevant observations could be made with 
respect to it', and to say that S is 'strongly' or 'weakly' verifiable 
is to say something itt additio11 to tlus. His statement might be nUs­
leading in the way it would be misleading for someone to say that 
he was going to distinguish the 'black' and the 'white' sense of 
'men', when what he wanted to do was to distinguish between 
'black men' and 'white men'. It is important to notice this point. 
For if it is also his intention, as it seems to me to be, to use 'strong' 
and 'weak' in such a way that they are opposite in meaning, so that 
the assertion 'S is weakly verifiable' would be inconsistent (in 
some or other respect) with the assertion'S is strongly verifiable', 
then his definitions of 'strong verification' and 'weak verifica­
tion' will not be independent, in the sense that one could have 
meaning while the other lacked it. That is, if he is using 'strongly 
verifiable' and 'weakly verifiable' in such a way that'S is strongly 

tLanguage, Truth and Logic, p. 21. 

1/hid., p. 22. 
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(or weakly) verifiable' entails both that Sis verifiable and tl~at it ~s 
not in some or other respect, weakly (or strongl~r) so, then tf h~ ts 
us~g 'strongly verifiable~ ~nintelligibly he wtll also be ustng 
'weakly verifiable' unintelligtbly. . . . . 

A 's definitions are the following: 'A propostuon ts satd to be 
yer · d 1 "f · ld verifiable, in the strong sense of the term, tf, an_ on r 1 , lt ~ou 

be conclusively established in experience. But it IS vcnfiable m the 
weak sense, if it is possible for experience to render it probabl~.' 1 

We may gather from this that he wishes so to use 'strongly v~nfi­
able' and 'weakly verifiable' that 'S is strongly verifiable' ts to 
mean'S could be conclusively established in experience' and 'Sis 
weakly verifiable' is to mean 'S could be rendered probable in 
experience'. 

It is easy enough, first, to see what Ayer means by the expres­
sion 'in experience'. He means looking, feeling, and the like, i.e., 
making our own observations, as opposed, for example, to asking 
someone else to look, etc., for us, and then accepting his word as 
evidence for the truth of a statement. Accordingly, 'conclusively 
established in experience' may be supposed equivalent in meaning 
to 'conclusively established by looking, feeling, etc.'; and simi­
larly for 'rendered probable in experience'. We do of course verify 
statements in both ways, directly, by looking ourselves, as well as 
indirectly, by having ?thers look for us and accepting their reports. 
And Ayer does not, It may be supposed, exclude the latter form of 
verification, since every statement which is verified for us (e.g. 
newspaper reports about conditions in remote regions of th~ 
world) could be directly verified by us, at least in principle. It 
would now ~e a~ easy ~atter to see what he means by 'strongly' 
and 'weakly verifiable tf we could see how he was using 'con­
clusively established' and 'rendered probable'. 

Ordinarily 'conclusively established' and 'rendered probable' (i 
experience) are so used that we say we conclusively establish n 
statement S by looking, feeling, and doing various other thing: 
where after doing a number of such things, one or more as th~ 
circumstances require, further observations will be unnecessary; 
and if circumstances are such that Scan be conclusively established 
only by looking, feeling, etc., we say we can render S probable 
only, when, e.g., we just look. According as circumstances re-

1Language, Truth and Logic, p. 22. 
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quire, by looking, feeling, etc., we llJake certain, or get to know, 
that a statement is true, whereas sometimes by looking alone, or 
feeling alone, we fail to make certain, although \ve may thus make 
relatively certain of the statement, or get to know that it is prob­
ably true. 'The way to nod out whether one has seen a thing right, 
if one is in doubt, is to get nearer and try to touch it, pick it up, 
usc it, etc. E.g., there may be a dish of fruit before me: my hosts 
arc known practical jokers: arc those real apples or not? I cannot 
tell by looking only, or even by picking one up, but must try 
biting one. (I can only nnd out their nature through practice.) Or 
again, is that a pen on my desk or just a shadow; I tell by what I 
feel on putting out my hand. I.e., by further activity I tell whether 
I was right or wrong in taking there to be a pen there, or the 
apples to be real ones'. 1 It will be clear that in those cases where 
we cannot get to know, or establish conclusively, that a certain 
statement S is true, because we arc prevented in one way or 
another from doing more than looking, for example, it will never­
theless be possible, in principle, by further activity, to establish S 
conclusively. 

But is Ayer using 'conclusively established' :tnd 'rendered prob­
able' (in experience) in these ways? Is he using them in such a way 
that it is proper to say, after a certain amount of investigation, 
that we have rendered a statement probable, have fallen short of 
establishing it conclusively, but that further investigation could 
establish it conclusively? It seems to me that he is not using the 
terms in this way, and furthermore that he is using them in such a 
way that they lack meaning altogether, with the consequence that 
he fails to give meaning to 'strong' and 'weak' verification. 

Originally, in opposition to the view that in order to be literally 
significant k-statements had to be conclusively verifiable,2 Ayer 
held that 'no proposition is capable, even in principle, of being 
verified conclusively, but only of being rendered highly prob­
able'.3 Accordingly, he held 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 determination of its 
truth or falsehood ?'4 From these statements, as well as from others 

'G. A. Paul, 'Lenin's Theory of Perception', A11a6·sif, vol. 5, no. 5, p. 7 z. 
'Language, TrutbandLogic,p. z3. aJhid.,p. 214. 4/bid.,pp. z 5-6. 
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he makes,t it is very difficult to ascertain what precisely he is try­
ing to say. It looks as if he intends to ass.ert tha~ the~e could be ~o 
k'-statement which was open to conclusive venficauon, even_ m 
principle, i.e., that it is impossible for there. to be a s~atement which 
is both a member of k' and also conclusively venfiable. Thus he 
says: 'Empirical propositions are one and all hypoth~ses, which 
may be confirmed or discredited in actual sense-e~pcnence. A?d 
the propositions in which we record the observations that venfy 
these hypotheses are themselves hypotheses which are subject to 
the test of further sense-experience. Thus there arc no final 
propositions' .2 • 

If it is correct to inpute to him the view that no possible k­
statement could be both literally significant and conclusively 
verifiable, then it seems to me that he is holding something from 
which it follows that the distinction between 'strong' and 'weak' 
verifiability is unintelligible. For the only reason for which one 
could suppose that there could not be, or that it is inconceivable that 
there should be, such statements, is that it did not make sense to say 
that there were. And the only reason for which one could suppose 
it does not make sense to say that there are conclusively verifiable 
k'-statements is that the expression 'conclusively verifiable' is 
devoid of literal significance. That is, if 'conclusively verifiable' 
were a literally significant expression it would have to make sense 
to say that there were conclusively verifiable statements, althouo-h 
it might be false to say that there were. Moreover, if the asserti~n 
'There are conclusively verifiable statements' failed to make sense 
I do not see how 'There are inconclusive!J verifiable k' -statements 
(i.e., statements which could be rendered probable)' could be an 
intelligible form of words. 

Prof. Braithwaite, however, supposes Ayer to hold merely th t 
there are no conclusively verifiable k' -statements, and not th a 
there could not be: 'Now in his book Ayer gives no instances a~ 
strongly verifiable or of strongly falsifiable propositions-for t~ 
very good reason that, at the time when he wrote the book he 
did not believe. that the~e were a~y in~tances of such propos~ 
tions'.a From this I take 1t that Braithwaite supposes him to hold 

1Language, Truth and Logic, pp.131-5. 11bid.,p. 132. 
3R. B. Braithwaite, 'Propositions about Material Objects', Proc. Arist. Soc 

Vol. XXXVIII, p. 270. ., 
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an empiri(a/z·icll' about statements of a certain sort, to the effect that 
there ar~ none. ~f h~ is r.ight, it. seems to me that Ayer is asserting 
something whtch 1s phtlosophically irrelevant, as being concerned 
with matter of fact. And if he is holding that there could be such 
statements one might suppose that a little ingenuity on his part 
would have sufficed to produce examples of the sort of statements 
he had in mind and so saved him the trouble of holding a view to 
the defence of which he devoted a good deal of time. At any rate 
'he has since been converted to the more reasonable view that 
there are such propositions, and in his paper to the Aristotelian 
Society last year he gives instances of them' .1 

One thing which may now be seen with regard to the purported 
distinction between 'strong' and weak' verification is that it is to 
be used as a distinction by reference to which the class k' of 
verifiable k-statements is to be divided into the mutually exhaus­
tive sub-classes:-

(a) the class of strongly verifiable statements 
({3) the class of weakly verifiable statements. 

Moreover, it is not to be used as a distinction, like the one be­
tween practical and theoretical verification, according to which 
all k '-statements arc verifiable in principle, although only some 
arc verifiable in practice. That is, it is not to be used as a distinc­
tion by reference to which all k' -statements arc to be supposed 
open, in principle, to strong verification, while only some are to 
be supposed open to it in practice. Rather, it is to be used in such 
a way that at least some, if not all, weakly verifiable statements 
could not with literal sense be said to be strongly verifiable, even 
in principle. 

It might be supposed that no k'-statement S could be weakly 
verifiable (i.e., it would not make sense to say it was) unless it 
were verifiable conclusively, at least in theory. It might be sup­
posed that although I could not conclusively establish S in my 
present circumstances I nevertheless could conceive myself to be 
in circumstances in which I could establish it conclusively. For 
to suppose that S could be rendered probable, that ther~ could 
even be 'overwhelming reasons for believing' S, but that It could 
not in principle be established conclusively, would be to suppose 

IR. B. Braithwaite, 'Propositions about Material Objects', Proc. AriJI. Soc., 
Vol. X XXXIII, p. 270. 
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that there is a goal, viz., the conclusive establishment of S, to 
which we can get closer and closer but which, because of the 
11al11re of S, we could not even in conception attain. But this does 
not seem to me to make sense. 

Ayer, however, seems to think otherwise, but I do not propose 
to pursue this point further here. At any rate, it will obviously 
not make sense to say that there arc weakly, or inconclusively, 
verifiable statements unless it also makes sense to say that there 
could be conclusively verifiable ones. Ayer now holds that there 
are such statements. He writes:' ... my being in pain will verify 
the proposition that I am in pain. Why? Because when I say "I 
am in pain" I mean I am in pain, and if p then p. But how do I 
establish p? How do I know that I really am in pain? Again the 
answer can only be "I feel it" '. 1 Similarly, but with greater 
generality, Braithwaite writes: 'Any proposition about a present 
experience of mine is verified by my having the experience or 
falsified by my not having the experience. And this sort of verifica­
tion is strong verification: the proposition that I am now seeing 
blackish patches is "conclusively established" in my experience, 
the proposition that I am now in pain is conclusively disestab­
lished in my expcrience'. 2 

Braithwaite holds this, namely, that 'there arc propositions 
which arc strongly verifiable in Ayer's sense', 3 because he thinks 
that sometimes he has 'knowledge of empirical propositions which 
is direc/'. 3 It wi11 be clear from this more precisely what sort of 
statements Aycr intends a, the class of conclusively verifiable 
statements, to consist of. It is to consist solefy of k' -statements of 
which we can have 'direct knowledge', i.e., statements about 

1A. J. Aycr, 'Verification and Experience', Proc. Arisl. Soc., Vol. XXXVII 
p. 154· ' 

•'Propositions about Material Objects', p. 271. 
sfbid., p. 271. Braithwaite speaks also as if propositions about past and 

future experiences of mine arc strongly verifiable. But his account is too bri f 
and unclear for me to sec what he is trying to say. For example, he uses th 
expression 'direct knowledge by memory' (p. 272), to which I can attach n e 
meaning. If I understand his use of 'direct knowledge', it seems to me no 0 

sensical to speak of direr/ knowledge of propositions about past or futu n: 
experiences .. And if he ~ishes to hold t~at only tho3e propositions a~c 
strongly verifiable of wh1ch he can have direct knowledge, then it must b c 
supposed that only propositions about present experiences of mine arc to b c 
taken as strongly verifiable, on his view. See 'Verification and Expericncc'c 
p. 15 5· ' 
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' present experiences of mine'. And f3 is to consist of all other k'-
statements. 

Both Ayer and Braithwaite are using 'strongly verifiable' in 
sue? a way that whenever it is true to say that we have strongly 
venficd in experience, or conclusively established, a given state­
me~lt, it will also be true to say that we know it to be true. And it is 
pla1n, of course, that I can be said to know whether such state­
ments as 'I am now having a pain' and 'I am now seeing blackish 
patches', i.e., statements 'about a present experience of mine', are 
true. But does it make sense to say that I could verify such state­
ments, in the sense that by verifying them I obtain knowledge, 
~hich I should otherwise lack, as the result of making certain observa­
trons? It looks as if in attempting to verify the statement 'I now 
have a pain' I should have to start with a statement the truth of 
which I do not know and then proceed to establish it by making 
certain observations, as if, e.g., I could start in ignorance of the pain 
I am now having and then make certain that I was having it by 
'feeling it' I But this obviously does not make sense. It does not 
make sense to say 'I am going to verify whether I am now having 
a pain' or 'I am going to verify a statement about a present ex­
perience of mine' -as if I were intending to find out whether I 
am now having a certain experience, which I was not aware of hav­
ing before looking, and could only find out as a result of looking. 

Braithwaite, although he holds that we can verify statements 
about our present experiences, nevertheless, gives substantially 
the same sort of reason, it seems to me, for supposing that it does 
not make sense to say that we could. For he maintains that my 
knowledge of any statement about my present experience is such 
that 'I can give 110 reason for it (except by repeating that I know it, if 
that is to be called a reason)'. 1 By these words, I take it, he intends 
to convey that sentences of the form 'I know, for the following 
reasons ... , that I am now having a pain' are lacking literal 
significance, not because reasons are difficult to find, but because 
none could be found, i.e., it does not make sense to say there are 
any. Similarly, therefore, such sentences as 'I have conclusively 
verified that I am now having a pain' will also fail to have sense. 

It seems to me, thus, that statements about present experiences 
of mine (to which we may now understand a-statements to be 

1 'Propositions about Material Objects', p. 2.71. Italics my own. 
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confined), though obviously literally significant, are such that to 
assert with regard to them that they arc verifiable conclusively, or 
for that matter, inconclusively, is simply to say something which 
is devoid of sense. It appears to me that Braithwaite and Ayer havc 
been misled into talking such nonsense as a result of using the 
word 'verify' in two different senses, viz., the sense of make lme, 
and the different sense of establish by relevant observations, while sup­
posing that they were using 'verify' in the latter sense alone. Thus 
in the sentences 'My being in pain will verify the proposition that 
I am in pain' and 'Any proposition about a present experience of 
mine is verified by my having the experience' the word 'verify' is 
used, if intelligibly, to mean 'make true'. That is, the first sen­
tence, for example, means the same as 'My being in pain will make 
true the proposition that I am in pain'. And these sentences will be 
nonsensical if we use 'verify' to have the other meaning: It docs 
not make sense to say 'My being in pain will establish by relevant 
observations the proposition that I am in pain'. In holding that it 
is possible to verify such statements as 'I am now having a pain' 
it seems to me that Ayer and Braithwaite arc simply confusing 
these senses of 'verify'. 

It will be clear, then, if Ayer's supposed distinction between 
'strong' and 'weak' verification is to be made understandable, that 
it must be taken as a distinction holding exclusively with respect 
to statement of ({3), such that at least some will be strongly verifi­
able, either practically or theoretically. For the statements of ({3), 
namely, those not 'about present experiences of mine', i.e., state­
ments about physical objects, other people, laws of nature, etc.,I 
will be the only possible k'-statements left with regard to which it 
could be significantly said that they arc verifiable. It may be re­
marked here, that the principle of verifiability, even if it could be 
taken as a criterion of literal significance for k' -sentences, could 
not be supposed to be such a criterion for all k' -sentences, but for 
those of f3 only. 

But with regard to {3-statements, which Ayer thinks arc all 
hypotheses, 2• he holds tha_t they are not 'capable, even in principle, 
of being venfied conclusively, but only at best of being rendered 
highly probable'. 3 He writes: 'I cannot carry out all the tests which 

ILanguage, Truth and Logic, pp. 23, 147,203,214. 
•Ibid., p. IF· 3lbid., p. 214. 
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would b_ear ~pon the truth of even so simple a proposition as that 
my pen_ 1_s lymg on my_ desk. In pr_ac~ce, therefore, I accept such a 
proposlt~on after makt~g only a l~m1t~d number of tests, perhaps 
only a stngle test, which leaves It sull possible that it is false'.l 
~raithwaite argues in the sa~e vein: 'Ivioreover, these proposi­
tiOns cannot be strongly venfied by any finite number of experi­
ences: it is possible that there should not, in fact, be a clock on the 
mantelpiece now even if there appears to be one whenever I (or 
indeed other people) look. I may acquire by looking, feeling and 
consulting other people overwhelming reasons for believing the 
proposition, reasons so adequate that (if the proposition is true) it 
is better English to say I know the proposition than that I merely 
believe it. But my knowledge is always corrigible in the sense that 
it is logically possible that I am mistaken: the proposition can 
never be verified in Ayer's strong sense of verification'. 2 

We might ask 'What prevents me from carrying out all the tests 
which bear upon the truth of "there is a pen on my desk"?' Ap­
parently a large number of tests won't establish it conclusively, 
and neither will any finite number of observations enable me to 
know with certainty that there is a pen on my desk. If, however, a 
finite number is not sufficient, will an infinite number do-so that 
after an infinite number of observations I shall know (incor­
rigibly) that there is a pen on my desk? But Braithwaite and Ayer 
deny that it is logicai!J possible to make an infinite number of ob­
servations, as if there were a logical obstacle which prevents me from 
making them. There is nothing, however, no task which I cannot 
conceive myself as doing, even though circumstances may be such 
as to prevent me from actually doing it. So if it made sense to say 
'after an infinite number of observations I conclusively established 
that there is a pen on my desk' then I could (in conception) estab­
lish it conclusively. But Ayer holds that such statements are not 
open, even theoretically, i.e., in conception, to conclusive verifica­
tion. He may hold this because he thinks either that it does not 
make sense to talk about an infinite number of verifications, 3 or, if 
it does make sense, that even an infinite number of observations 

1' Verification and E.-..perience,_p. 14?· , 
2'Propositions about l\[atcnal ~.bJccts, _PP: 273-4. . . . , , . 
3A. Ambrose, 'Finitism and The Ltmtts of Emptnctsm , Mmd, Vol. 

XLVI, No. 183, PP· 383-4. 
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won't establish the statement conclusively. For I could be suffer­
ing from a consistent hallucination with respect to all my senses, 
and if a finite number of observations might be hallucinatory1 in an 
internally coherent way there is no reason to suppose that an 
infinite number could not similarly be hallucinatory. It looks as if 
the possibility of having hallucinatory experiences or the im­
possibility of making an infinite number of observations were 
obstacles which prevent me, in principle} from ever conclusively 
establishing ,8-statements. But there could only be such obstacles­
obstacles of such a sort that I could not conceive what it would be 
like to overcome them (and not because of some mental deficiency 
on my part, but because of the nature of the obstacles)-if to assert 
'I have conclusively established S' was to assert something devoid 
of literal significance. For to assert 'I shall conclusively establish 
S' would be to assert something the at.tainment of which is incon­
ceivable, i.e., I could not .know what It would be like to attain it. 
And if that i.s the. case, It does not make sense to say they are 
obstacles as tf their presence prevented me from attainJ'ng ' a~~ tain goal. For there is no goal. 

Braithwaite indeed, seems to me to hold in effect at lea t . h 
' · ' S Wit regard to those ,a-statements whtch are about material ob' 

(and I think also with regard to all ,8-statements), that the c )celts 
not intelligibly be said to be conclusively verifiable. He y ou d 
'Thi " . 'b'li " . t 'd t 1 c f asserts. s corng1 1 ty IS no an acc1 en a 1eature o this prop . . · 
b . . · 1 c osition 

a out the clock: It rs an essentra 1eature of all propositions abou 
material objects'.2 And he would thus seem to hold it t b t 
thinkabJea that they could be strongly verified, i.e., that it ~oe~ :n-
make sense to say that they are. Ot 

I do not, therefore, see that 'strongly verifiable' has b . 
A 1 · · een given 

~n~ meani.ng w~atevedr.. pparent Y It 11s n_ot being used in the way 
It ls used In ordinary Iscourse, n~me y, In the sense in whi 
should say that we 'have conclusiVely established' that th ch .we 
pen on my desk if we have looked at it felt 1·t and ere 15 a 

' , used · · 
various ways. Braithwaite seems to be aware of thi £: It In 
writes: 'There is a clock on my mantelpiece now is n s act. He 

· 1 · · ot strong! venfiable. In ordinary anguage It IS nalrtral to say that I . Y 
venfy this 

1'Propositions about ~fatcrial Objects', p. 273. 
?bid.,p. 273. Italics my own. S~e als~, Lang_uage, Truth and Logic, 
L. Wutgenstcin, Tractalus Loguo-Phrlosophrms, 4· 123. p. 2 3· 
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proposition by looking. But this is not Aycr's strong sense of 
verification.' 1 It would appear thus that Aycr and Braith\vaite 
intend to usc it rmllaturally in such a way that nothing we could 
co11cei1-'ab!J• do would be sufficient to verify conclusively a {3-state­
ment. This use of 'conclusively verifiable' is not merely unnatural 
but also senseless. And if it is senseless I do not see that 'weakly 
verifiable' has sense as they use it; nor do I sec how Braithwaite 
could hope to give an account of 'a "weaker" verification of 
material-object propositions . . . i11 terms of strong verification 
in my expcrience'. 2 

''Propositions about 1\latcri::tl Objects', p. 273. lt:~lics my own. 
~Ibid., pp. 272-3. 



VI 

STRONG AND WEAK 
VERIFICATION II 

I N his introduction to the second edition of Lang:1ag~, Truth m~d 
Logic (1946) Professor Ayer attempts to meet objecuons1 to h1s 
view that non-basic empirical propositions arc, in principle, 

only weakly verifiable by resorting to two moves. First, he ex­
changes the position that basic statements are not propositions 
for the position that they are empirical propositions which arc 
open to conclusive verification. And second, by holding that basic 
propositions are strongly verifiable he tries to reinstate the usual 
distinction between strong and weak verification, or rather he 
tries to secure the legitimacy of his application of the term 'weakly 
verifiable' to non-basic empirical propositions while withholding 
application of 'strongly verifiable' to them by contending now that 
the term 'strongly verifiable' has an application to basic proposi­
tions. To the casual reader these moves might seem to strengthen 
the paradoxical position that non-basic empirical propositions are 
at best weakly verifiable, e.g., that the truth-value of the statement 
'There is a restaurant in the London School of Economics' can be 
rendered probable but cannot be established conclusively. To 
m?re careful ~eaders these moves might .seem to be downright 
rrustakes. But if they ar~, ~hey are very cunous mistakes. For they 
are so transparent that 1t 1s not easy to see how a careful thinker 
could possibly have made them. And it is unsatisfactory to say, 
'Well, he just made them and that is all there is to it'. 

Th d ' ''b" ''l, b e wor s transparent , o v1ous , c ear are, to e sure, psy-
chological words which are often used to cajole or intimidate or to 

lMade in the preceding study, 'Strong and Weak Verification I'. 
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make a display of one's mental quickness. There is a story that 
G. H. Hardy passed over a step in the proof of a mathematical 
theorem he was lecturing on to his class with the comment, 'This 
is obvious'. His students objected that it was not obvious to them 
and asked for the explanation. Hardy, who apparently was taken 
aback by the objection, left the lecture room to look over the 
omitted step and after a few minutes' deliberation returned and 
announced to the class, 'Yes, it is obvious. We shall go on'. 
Whichever of the three motives the tale about Hardy illustrates, 
my intention in saying that Ayer's mistakes are transparent is none 
of these. When I say they are obvious I mean that he knows every­
thing necessary in order to know that they are mistakes, but makes 
them anyway. They are perverse in the way in which all philo­
sophical 'mistakes' of any duration seem to be perverse: they go 
against what everyone knows perfectly well, including the people 
who make them. And this is something which requires explaining. 

My plan in this paper is first to discuss Ayer's views with re­
regard to basic propositions and the distinction between strong 
and weak verification as if they are mistakes and then proceed to 
construct a hypothesis according to which they are not mistakes 
but are unconsciously made revisions of language. It can 
easily be seen that this hypothesis, though it may come as a shock 
to many people and lead them to think me a metaphysical Cassan­
dra, has the merit of explaining the perverseness of the 'mistakes', 
of explaining how a person could make mistakes, and persist in 
thinking them not to be mistakes, while knowing everything 
necessary to prevent his making them. For if the views constitute 
linguistic revisions expressed in the form of statements of fact, 
then we can see both why they look to be mistakes and also why 
they can be maintained in the face of known fact with which 
they appear to be in conflict. The points I wish to discuss are in 
the following quotation:-

To begin with, it will be seen that I distinguish between a 
'strong' and a 'weak' sense of the term 'verifiable', and that I 
explain this ~istinction by saying that 'a prop?sition is sa~d .to 
be verifiable rn the strong sense of the term, tf and only tf tts 
truth could be conclusively established in experience', but that 
'it is verifiable, in the weak sense, if it is possible for experience 
to render it probable'. And I then give reasons for deciding that 
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it is only the weak sense of the term that is required by my 
principle of verification. What I seem, ho\vcvcr, to have ov~r­
lookcd is that, as I represent them, these are not two gcnutne 
alternatives. For I subsequently go or: to argue ~hat all em­
pirical propositions are hypothe~cs whtch arc cont1?u~lly sub­
ject to the test of further expenence; and from tlu_s .It would 
follow not merely that the truth of any ~uch propos1t10n never 
was conclusively established but that 1t never could be; for 
however strong the evidence is in its favour, there woul.d never 
be a point at which it was impossible for further cxpcncnce to 
go against it. But this would mean that n:Y '~trong' s~nsc of 
the term 'verifiable' had no possible applicauon, and m that 
case there was no need for me to qualify the other sense of 
'verifiable' as weak; for on my own showing it was the only 
sense in which any proposition could conceivably be verified. 

If I do not now draw this conclusion, it is because I have 
come to think that there is a class of empirical propositions of 
which it is permissible to say that they can be verified con­
clusively. It is characteristic of these propositions, which I have 
elsewhere called 'basic propositions', that they refer solely to 
the content of a single experience, and what may be said to 
verify them conclusively is the occurrence of the experience to 
which they uniquely refer. 1 

It can be seen that Ayer wishes, with a number of other philo­
sophers, to hold that empirical propositions like 'There is a 
restaurant in the London School of Economics' and 'The Serpen­
tine is in Hyde Park' are permanCIIt hypotheses, which arc intrinsi­
cally, by their very nature, incapable of being established con­
clusively. Experience can render them more and more probable 
but never certain. No Londoner really knows that the Serpentine i~ 
in Hyde Park, and no student at the London School of Econo­
mics knows that there is a restaurant there, no matter how many 
times he has lunched there and argued about the Labour Govern­
ment. '!'~ resort to a? analogy, ~ith respect to establishing such 
propositions conclusively we are m the position of a person who 
tries to reach the horizon: like him we can get farther and farther 
away from our starting point in the direction of the goal but the 
goal itself remains forever out of our reach. Or to use a stricter 
analogy, we are in the position of a person who tries to arrive at 1 

I Language, Tr11Jh and Logic, Introduction, pp. 9-10, second edition. 
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by going out in the SCllucnce L ~. !, }~, ~~-, :-!, ... ; no matter 

how far he goes out in the sequence generated bl"- I, an infinity 
2" 

of fractions remains between him and I. 
Regardless of how this view may strike one it is easy to see that 

the more general view that all empirical propositions are only 
weakly verifiable cannot be maintained. For this view implies that 
the term 'strongly verifiable' applies to no proposition whatever. 
And this, in turn, implies that 'strongly verifiable' has no literal 
use, that it is a term without sense. Now, it can be seen that if 
'l>trongly verifiable' had no use, then the connected term 'weakly 
verifiable' could have no application to propositions either. For if 
'strongly verifiable' had no conceivable application to proposi­
tions, such that the expression 'p is strongly verifiable' made no 
sense, then the term 'weakly verifiable' would fail to distinguish in 
any way be~ween empirical propositions and would become a use­
less term. The sentence 'All empirical propositions are only 
weakly verifiable empirical propositions' reduces, thus, to the un­
informative, pointless sentence 'All empirical propositions are 
only empirical propositions'. Like the inhabitants of Emerald 
City, who experience no colour but green and, consequently, 
cannot in their language intelligibly say 'All things are green', a 
philosopher who maintains that 'strongly verifiable empirical pro­
position' is a senseless expression rules himself out from being 
able to say, with literal significance, 'All empirical propositions 
are only weakly verifiable'. He cannot say this with sense any 
more than, as language is at present used, he can say with sense, 
'All empirical propositions are meek!J verifiable'. Some words are 
connected to each other in the way in which the wheel of a ship 
is connected to its rudder, and one cannot destroy the rudder and 
insist that the wheel has its old function. If 'strongly verifiable', is 
deprived of its use as a contrast term to 'weakly verifiable' it is not 
the case, as Ayer puts it, that there is no need to 'qualify the other 
sense of "verifiable" as weak'; rather there is no other sense to qualify. 

Seeing this makes Ayer try to remedy the predicament of his 
theory in the following way. Basic statements, referring 'solely to 
the content of a single experience', for example, the statements 'I 
have a pain' and 'There looks to me to be an elephant in the distance', 
which formerly he had supposed non-basic and only weakly 
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verifiable, I he now holds to be open to conclusive verification by 
'the occurrence of the experience to which they uniLJucly refer'. 
In this way, as he imagines, the required distinction between 
strong and weak verifiability is reinstated. Allowing the applica­
tion of 'strongly verifiable' to basic statements is plainly designed 
to prevent the application of the term 'weakly verifiable' to non­
basic statements from becoming illegitimate. For by allowing a 
use to the first term he can, it would seem now, distinguish be­
tween statements which can be established conclusively and those 
which experience can render probable only, and so is no longer 
committed to holding the self-stultifying view that all empirical 
statements arc hypotheses. Instead he can now say that some are 
hypotheses and that others arc strongly verifiable. 

Two questions have to be discussed. One is the question as to 
whether it is 'permissible' to say that basic propositions arc 
strongly verifiable, or that they can be conclusively established 
The other is whether the required distinction between the pair f 
terms 'strongly verifiable' and 'weakly verifiable' has been ° 
tained by the linguistic manreuvre of allowing an application ref 
the term 'strongly verifiable' to basic propositions. I call what ho 
been done 'a ~ana:u:~e with ~an~uage' because !t is designed t~ 
protect the main position, which Is that non-baste empirical p 

. ld to-positions arc permanent, or It wou perhaps be better to s 
infinitely permanent, h~potheses. This is the linguistic citad~i 
whatever the psychologtc~l re_ason_s ~hat make holding it impor~ 
tant, for the defenc~ of which, lingUistic outposts are given up. 

Let us ~rs_t ;onstd_er_Ay~r s change of :nind which makes him 
grant that It Is permissible to say that baste propositions are 

· fi · I · h dl open to strong ven cation. tIs ar y necessary to point out th t h 
' ·r ' d h a t e verb ven y enotes a process, t e process, namely, of establ' h 

ing the unknown truth-value of a proposition. By goina- th Is h 
the process of verifying a proposition p, either weakly 0 ; str~~uf 
we obtain informatio~ about the truth-value of p which we did~~~ 
have pri?r to our gom? ~hrough ~he proce_ss. In other words, the 
Process IS one of obta1mng new Information with regard t h 

d' k ot e truth-value of p; an lt rna es no sense to speak of verifying wh 
we already know. We can proceed to confirm by observatio at 

h b I. nor 
an experiment w at we e 1eve or what we feel certain of; but to 

lQp cit., pp. 9o-3. 
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say that we are verifying what we already know is to imply the 
self-contradictory thing that we do not know what we already 
know, that we both do and do not know that pis probable, or 
that it is certain. 

To come now to the question whether it is permissible to apply 
the term 'strongly verifiable' to basic propositions. I can think of 
no other meaning of the word 'permissible', in the context of the 
present discussion, than 'allowed by proper usage'. And if 'per­
missible' is being used in this sense, then it is not permissible to 
apply 'strongly verifiable' to basic propositions. It is not English 
usage to say with regard to any basic proposition that it can be 
established conclusively in experience, by making tests of any 
sort or by making introspective observations, because it is not 
English usage to speak of establishing basic propositions. It makes 
no sense to say, 'I have established that I have a pain', any more 
than it makes sense to say, 'I probably have a pain'. We should 
think a person was using language in a queer, improper way if he 
said, 'I probably have a pain, but I have yet to establish this con­
clusively', and we should think the same thing of a person who 
said, 'I have conclusively verified in experience that I have a pain'. 
It is possible, of course, to suspect a person who claims to have a 
pain of lying, but it is impossible to think that he might not know 
whether he has a pain. It is, of course, possible to think that he 
might not know whether he has a shilling in his pocket, but having 
a shilling is radically different from having a pain. For a person 
who has a pain cannot have it without knowing that he has it. 
And not only this: his knowledge that he has a pain is not arrived 
at by a process of verification. It is to be noted that feeling his 
pain, unlike feeling the shilling in his pocket, does not establish 
that he has a pain. For 'I feel a pain' and 'I have a pain' mean the 
same. You cannot have a pain and not feel it or feel it and not have 
it. There is, thus, no getting to know, or conclusively establishing, 
that you have a pain by feeling it, as if itl addition to having it, you 
have to feel the pain in order to know that you have it. Knowledge 
of the truth of a basic proposition is had witho11t being arrived at by 
a process of verification. By tests you can satisfy yourself that your 
tooth or your ankle is the cause of your pain, but there are no con­
ceivable tests for establishing that you have a pain. 

It is the same with the basic proposition 'There looks to me to 
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be an elephant in the distance'. By further tests, by rubbing your 
eyes, getting closer to the place where there appears to you to be 
an elephant, asking other people, etc., you can satisfy yourself 
whether or not you are actually seeing an elephant. But there is no 
process of establishing that there looks to you to be an elephant in 
the distance. It makes perfectly good sense to say, 'What I see is 
probably an elephant' or 'I have conclusively established that what 
I see is an elephant'; but it makes no sense, so far as normal 
English is concerned, to say 'It is probably the case that it looks 
to me as if there is an elephant in the distance', or to say 'I have 
conclusively established that it looks to me as if there is an ele­
phant in the distance'. And in general with regard to basic propo­
sitions, it is not only the case that we could not say 'there will 
never be a point at which it is impossible for further experience 
to go against it', but it is also the case that there could be no 
further experience a person might have, over and above his ex­
perience of having a pain or his experience of something appcarin o­

to be so and so to him, which would establish for him the fact th~~ 
he was having the experience. 

If Ayer, as it seems, mistakenly thinks that it is permissible to 
apply 'strongly verifiable' to basic propositions, then we shall have 
to charge him with confusing two different senses of the word 
'verifies', of confusing 'verifies' in the sense of 'makes a proposi­
tion true' and 'verifies' in the entirely different sense of 'establishes 
a proposition to be true'. Ayer's own words give this charge the 
semblance of plausibility; for he says, 'It is characteristic of these 
propositions, which I have elsewhere called "basic propositions" 
that they refer solely to the content of a single experience, ancl 
what may be said to verify them conclusively is the occurrence of 
the experience to which they uniquely refer'. The experience to 
which a basic proposition refers, like the state of affairs to which a 
non-basic proposition refers, is what makes the proposition true 
and not the process by which its truth is established. Thus, m; 
having a pain is what makes the proposition that I have a pain 
true; ~ut wha~ would v~ri~y th_e proposition, if there were any 
sense 1n speakmg of venfymg It, would be an experiment or a 
series of observations which ended in my knowing that I had a 
pain. The distinction is made clear in the genuine cas~ of verifying 
a non-basic proposition. What verifies, in the sense of 'makes 
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true', the assertion that a shilling is round is the shape of a shilling; 
but what verifies, in the sense of 'establishes', that a shilling is 
round is not the shape of a shilling, but perceiving its shape, look­
ing at it, feeling it, etc. 

Let us now look at Ayer's second claim, which is that the term 
'weakly verifiable' has a literally significant application to an entire 
class of empirical propositions, because, as he thinks, the term 
'strongly verifiable' is applicable to a different class of empirical 
propositions. And let us, for the sake of the argument, grant that 
'strongly verifiable' is meaningfully applicable to basic proposi­
tions. The question to decide now is whether, even allowing this, 
it can be granted that the proper distinction between the terms 
has been retained. That is, it has to be determined whether by 
restricting the applicability of 'conclusively established in experi­
ence' to basic statements and confining the use of 'rendered prob­
able by experience' so that it applies exclusively to non-basic 
empirical statements the proper relationship between the two ex­
pressions has been preserved. 

In the case of some pairs of terms which function as alternatives 
to each other, such that the applicability of one of the terms of a 
given pair depends on the fact that the other has a possible appli­
cation, the ranges of the terms are mutually exclusive. Thus, con­
sider the designations 'even number' and 'odd number'. These 
are so related to each other that if 'even number' described no 
number, 'odd number' would describe none either. A people 
whose number system we should, in our language, describe as 
consisting of the o_dd numbers only would not be able, in their 
language, to say with meaning, •3 is an odd number'. But more 
specifically than this, these designations are exclusive alternatives, 
in the sense that n~ithcr has a theoretically possible application to 
any numb~r to whic~ the ~ther is significantly applicable. There is 
no thcor~ttcally possible cir~ur:nstance in which any even number 
could, without self-contradiction, be said to be odd, or an odd 
number e~en. Or to put t~e ~atter with greater care, there is no 
numb~r with regard to ~hi~h lt would be possible at one time to 
say, without self-contradiction, that it was even and at a later time 
to say, without self-contradiction, that it was odd-the use of 
'odd', 'eve_n', and the numerals ~eanwhile remaining unchanged. 
The same IS true for other genutne alternatives: 'rational number' 
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and 'irrational number', 'a priori proposition' and 'empirical pro-

position'. . 
Ayer apparently conceives the _relau~n bet~een the terms 

'strongly verifiable' and 'weakly verifiable to be like that bet\~een 
'even number' and 'odd number'. It would seem that he t~mks 
the terms arc exclusive alternatives, such that under no logically 
possible condition could a proposition, which at a_ ~ivcn time i_s 
only weakly verifiable, be said to be strongly venhablc. And tf 
this is what he in fact maintains, if he actually holds that he has 
correctly described the relationship between the terms, ~~ he has 
defined them, then he has made a mistake. For no proposltlon can, 
with sense, at any time be said to be weakly veriftablc unless it is, 
in principle if not in fact, open to strong verification. lt is only 
possible for experience to render an empirical proposition p 
probable, to establish it with more or less certainty, if it is theoreti­
cally possible for experience to establish p conclusively. There is no 
sense whatever, so far as established linguistic usage is concerned, 
in saying that p can be rendered more or less probable, and thus 
that it approximates in some or other degree to certainty, if it 
is logically impossible to establish p conclusively. The linguistic 
fact, if there is such a fact, which would make it logical()• impossible, 
as opposed to physically impossible, for p to be established with 
certainty, would be the senselessness of stating 'p is conclusively 
established'. And it does not take much thinking to sec that if it 
were really the case that the words 'p is conclusively established' 
constituted an improper use of language, the words 'p is probable, 
but less than certain' or the words 'The probability of p is closer 
to certainty than is the probability of q' would also have to con­
stitute an improper use of language-which they do not. For if it 
made no sense to speak of p being certain, it would make no sense 
to speak of p being less tban certain. 

It can be seen, thus, that even if we grant that basic proposi­
tions are strongly verifiable, it remains impossible to say with 
sense that non-basic empirical propositions can be rendered prob­
able but cannot, logically, be established conclusively. The at­
tempt to explain the relationship between 'strong verification' and 
'weak verification' as being like the relationship between 'even 
number' and 'odd number' or like that between 'a priori' and 
'empirical' fails to make one term a genuine alternative of the 
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other. And also, of course, it cannot actually be admitted that 
'conclusively established' applies to basic statements. Thus Ayer's 
two moves arc not a satisfactory defence of the view that non­
basic empirical statements are permanent hypotheses. 

Norman Malcolm, in his ably argued paper, 'Certainty and Em­
pirical Statemcnts',1 maintains that the philosophical theory that 
non-basic empirical statements cannot be known with certainty is 
mistaken. And I have argued as if Ayer's moves are errors, one 
consisting of a misapplication of the term 'strongly verifiable' and 
the other consisting of a misconstruction of the proper connexion 
between the use of 'rendered probable by experience' and the use 
of 'established conclusively in experience'. Malcolm's claims, like 
those I have made, are that the theories reduce to mistaken claims 
about the proper usc of language. I think, however, that it is un­
satisfactory to view the theories in this way, for doing so throws 
no light on the perverseness of the mistakes. It gives us no satis­
factory explanation of how it could come about that anyone 
should make such mistakes, and chronically persist in them, while 
being perfectly well acquainted with the linguistic facts which 
should have prevented his making them, and should certainly 
prevent his persisting in them. In ordinary life a person who 
knows English usage would not, except as a joke, dream of saying 
to someone who complained of having a pain, 'Have you verified 
conclusively that you have a pain? Have you made sure that you 
really have one?' He would know that to ask this would not be to 
ask a question but to do something whimsical with language. Yet 
the same person in his philosophical talk will insist that it makes 
good sense and is not a misuse of language to say that we estab­
lish, by a process of sense-verification, that we have a pain. It is 
this sort of discrepancy between what a philosopher knows about 
proper linguistic usage and how he chronically misdescribes it 
when doing philosophy that is not satisfactorily explained by 
supposing that he just makes mistakes. 

Freud has explained that an illusion, i.e., a conviction which 
exists without the support of evidence or one which persists in 
the presence of confuting evidence, has its source in an uncon­
scious wish. And it seems to me that what I have characterized 
as Ayer's perverse mistakes can most satisfactorily be explained not 

1Mind, January, 1942. 
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as being mistakes about language but as ~cin~ changes he u~­
consciously wishes to make in language. We nught say that he 1s 
an unconscious linguistic reformer, whose reforms arc perhaps 
not intended for practical adoption. What he does he conceals 
from himself by the form of speech in which he ~xpresses his 
re-editing of language. And not only does he achieve conceal­
ment by the form of speech he uses; by it he also creates the 
wished for illusion that he is doing a sort of science, discovering 
facts about the nature of empirical propositions. 

Consider the first error which Ayer apparently makes, of think­
ing that basic, or experiential, statements arc strongly verifiable. 
Earlier he had contendcd1 that they were not propositions, and he 
now describes what he had really done in holding tlus view in the 
following way: 'My reasoning on this point was not in itself in­
correct, but I think that I nlistook its import. For I seem not to 
have perceived that what I was really doing was to suggest a 
motive for refusing to apply the term "proposition" to statements 
that "directly recorded an immediate experience"; and this is a 
tcrnlinological point which is not of any great importance.'2 It 
requires no great perspicuity to see that what Aycr, in so many 
words, is telling us is that he was changing language and not 
simply using it in a nlistaken way. His reasoning, as he rightly 
claims, was not incorrect, for it consisted of no more than a de­
scription of the difference between the usc of statements that 
directly record an immediate experience and the use of empirical 
statements which go 'beyond what is immediately given' .3 When 
this difference in use impressed him with its importance he refused 
to call any utterance which registered a sense-content a 'proposi­
tion'; and when the difference lost its importance for him and a 
~inlilari~y. in;presse~ him more his. resistance against applying 
proposttlon to baste s~atement~ vamshed. Once insight is gained 

int? w~at was really be1~g done 1t b,ecomes a 'terminological point 
which 1s not of ~ny gre~t Importance , but before that it certainly did 
not seem ternunologtcal and was felt to be of considerable im­
portance. To put the matter briefly, the problems about stron 
and weak ve~ifi~bi~t~ are pro~l~m~ o~ ~ringing out and emphasiz~ 
ing various stmtlanttes and d1sstnulannes between different kinds 
of propositions, similarities and differences which arc not made 

tQp cit., pp. 90-2. 2/bid., pp. xo-x x. aJbid., p. 9 x. 
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explicit and arc even concealed by the usual way we talk about the 
propositions. If we read in the light of his self-analysis what he 
writes about the difference between empirical and a priori state­
ments, we can realize that in holding statements like 'The Ser­
pentine is in Hyde Park' to be hypotheses he is dissatisfied with 
the ordinary language used in connexion with them. He writes: 
'. . . no general proposition whose validity is subject to the test 
of actual experience can ever be logically certain. No matter how 
often it is verified in practice, there still remains the possibility 
that it will be ccnfuted on some future occasion ... And this 
means that no general proposition referring to matter of fact can 
ever be shown to be necessarily and universally true. It can at best 
be a probable hypothesis. And this, we shall find, applies not only 
to general propositions, but to all propositions which have a factual 
content'. 1 

Of course no proposition which is subject to the test of experi­
ence can be logically certain, or be shown necessarily true. It is 
logically impossible for p to be empirical and also necessarily true. 
But what is the point of remarking this except to give a motive 
for refusing to preface non-basic factual statements with phrases 
like 'It is certain that', 'I know that', and in this way marking the 
difference between logically certain propositions and empirically 
certain propositions? In ordinary conversation, if a person who 
had rowed a number of times on the Serpentine and strolled along 
its banks were asked whether he was certain that the Serpentine 
is in Hyde Park, he could quite properly answer, 'I know that the 
Serpentine is in Hyde Park'. And he might very well say that he 
was as certain about the Serpentine as he \Vas about 2 + 3 being 
equal to 5. 2 The use of the same language with both ordinary 
empirical statements and a priori ones covers a difference between 
them felt to be important, and this is a source of dissatisfaction to 
some philosophers, especially if their respect for mathematics is 
very great. They then resort to the linguistic expedient, which 
they restrict to philosophical discourse, of refusing to use 'It is 
certain that' with non-basic empirical statements and, instead, 
apply 'hypothesis' and 'weakly verifiable' to them. They know 
perfectly well that, if it did not indicate a pathological state of 

10p cil., p. 71.. 
1 A mathematician once said this sort of thing to me. 
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mind, it would be an outragt.: of language for a student who fre­
quently ate in the restaurant of the London School of Economics 
to say that it is a probable hypothesis that there is a restaurant 
there. But their philosopbical view is not an outrage of language; it 
constitutes a cbange of language for the purpose of bringing out 
the dissimilarity between logical certainty and empirical certainty 
and also for the purpose of emphasizing the likeness between 
empirical certainty and probability. The difference between the 
first two is more plainly marked by their new nomenclature as a 
difference in kind, and the difference between the second two is 
marked as a difference in degree only. 

Once the term 'weakly verifiable' is stretched so as to cover all 
empirical statements which go beyond what is immediately given, 
it is soon realized, or it would be if this new mode of speech were 
put into practice, that the old distinction between being con­
clusively established in experience and being rendered probable 
by experience will have to be reinstated in some way. 1 One way to 
accomplish this would be to introduce further terminology to do 
the work of the old. On the highways of New York State there 
are signs which read 'Stop' and others which read 'Full Stop'. 
New York automobile regulations apparently recognize two kinds 
of stops. In a similar way, if we adopted the new terminology, we 
could mark the ordinary distinction between 'establish conclu­
~ively ~ experience' and 'render probable by experience' by 
tntroducmg the expressions 'fully weakly verified' and 'partly 
we~k!y verified', the first to apply to established empirical pro~ 
posttlons and the second to those which arc rendered onlv 
probable. " 

But Ayer? apparently, is not interested in 1vorking out the require~ 
ments. of h.ts. new way of speaking. One receives the impression 
that his r~vlSlon o_f lang.uage is motivated by emotional rather than 
by practical co~stderattons, and that one of his objects is to throw 
statements whtch go beyond what is immediately given into 
unfavourable light. This he achieves not only b k' 1.an · · 11 • y rna mg In~ 
gu~st~ca y m~r.e pronounced the difference between them and a 
pnort propositions, but also by making more pronounced the 

1See John Wisdom's 'Philosophical Perplexity', Proc. Arist. Soc., Vol. 
XXXVII. 
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difference between them and basic propositions. He 'chooses'2 to 
classify basic statements as empirical propositions which are open 
to collclruive verification, and so creates a contrast which is not 
favourable to non-basic propositions. In its new usage, 'con­
clusively verified', like 'weakly verified', no longer has its usual 
meaning; it no longer has any connexion whatever with verifica­
tion. In the new way of speaking, a priori and basic propositions 
arc to count as being certain and non-basic propositions as being 
only probable. And the unfavourable light in which non-basic 
statements arc thus thrown is increased by not working out the 
requirements of the new usc of 'weakly verifiable'. The term 
'strongly verifiable' is not used as the required alternative to the 
term 'weakly verifiable', if the latter is taken to mean what is 
ordinarily meant by the phrase 'could be rendered probable by 
experience'. In their new use the two terms function as genuine 
alternatives, but not as alternatives which correspond to the pair 
of everyday expressions, 'could be conclusively established in ex­
perience' and 'could be rendered probable by experience'. For 
'strongly verifiable proposition' means empirical proposition 
which is not subject to the process of verification, and 'weakly 
verifiable proposition' means empirical proposition which is sub­
ject to the process of verification. But Ayer wishes to use the 
terminology of strong and 1l'eak verifiability for the purpose of 
creating an unfavourable contrast. And achieving this end is made 
possible for him by the fact that the terms, in their new use, carry 
with them former emotional associations. 1 

I For a study of the persuasive usc of language see Prof. C. L. Stevenson's 
'Persuasive Definitions', Af.ind, July, 1938. 
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SUBSTRATUM 

O NE of the most troublesome problems in the literature 
philosophy concerns 'the ancient and honourable notion 
substance'. As is well known, the metaphysical problc 

about the nature of material things, the question, that is to say, 
to the ultimate constitution and structure of such objects as hoc 
and pennies and soap bubbles, has given rise to different theor 
none of which has, in essentials, turned out to be universa 
acceptable to professional philosophers. It has to be pointed < 

in this connexion that each theory has its convinced adherents ~ 
that the .arguments for each theory, though not convincing 
som~ phi~osophers, are accepted as conclusive by others. This 
bewildenng state of affairs and we may well wonder what 
~appened to create it: we may well be curious to discover wr 
15 about some demonstrations that makes it possible for 
~roup of able philosophers who have studied the problem t 
JCCt them and another group to accept them. ln this pape 
main object is to examine the theory which Aristotle express 
saying that 'matter is unknowable in itself'. And 1 wish to ex· 
if in connexion with nn\y nne of the sources fr?m which 
. 'l'h h h · the concepuon of a tr r1vcs. c t cory as one source 111 • b 

being the invariant sub}cct of change: 'The thing, to e 
d h change must tc must he the same after a change, an t C • 

extent, be predicated of the thing'.' It has another sourC( 
dj:;tjn,ction between a thing and its appearances, and still a 

, , ·\ 1 '\ • \ .. Yn~\c ~muce, \n the distinction l 
l ·\ IS \ll'\ \a\\~ t \t nne, W Jill I Rralit\' (192~). p.ll· 

1\ lljJfJtarcmcr tlllt -
q:, II. Brau cy,. 144 



SUBSTRATUM 

a thing and its attributes. Only the last source will be of concern 
to us here. 

:\ccording to what we may call the substratum theory, a thing 
such as an apple or a pebble is composed of a substance in which 
a variety of attributes inhere, or which supports them or is their 
bearer or their owner. The substance itself is held to be something 
distinct from the sum of its properties. It is also held that our 
'experience' of a thing is confined to its qualities, so that it is 
possible for us to know what attributes the thing has; but what the 
possessor of the attributes, the substratum itself, is, remains 
hidden from us. Substratum lies beyond the bounds of possible 
experience: '\Xle cannot say anything at all about its nature'. 1 

\'\/hen a philosopher says 'We do not know what things really 
are',2 one cannot help feeling that he utters these words with deep 
regret. It is not too much to imagine that some people feel them­
selves to be living in a world of impenetrable mystery and have 
the intolerable thought, though it may also give them a certain 
amount of pleasure, that their curiosity about the world can never 
be satisfied. 

Not all philosophers have been able to accept this theory. 
Instead, some have been attracted to a different view about the 
composition of physical things, one from which it follows that 
there are no unknowable substances. This view is to the effect 
that a thing is composed of nothing more than the properties 
which, in ordinary language, 'it' is said to have: '\Xlhat would 
commonly be called a "thing" is nothing but a bundle of co­
existing qualities such as hardness, redness, etc. '3 On this theory 
we can know what things really are, because there arc no sub­
stances distinct from the cxperienceable qualities. There is noth­
ing behind the barrier of knowable attributes, nothing to be an 
inner mystery which forever frustrates our curiosity. 

Philosophers who adopt the view that a thing is just a bundle of 
properties sometimes reject the substratum theory in a way which 
throws it into an unexpected light. \X'c quite naturally take the 
theory that a thing is made up of a substance together with a 

I G. \\.'atts Cunningham, Problems of Philosopi!J· ( 1924), p. 1 (,7. It is not to be 
supposed that this is Prof. Cunningham's view. 

z A. E. Taylor, E!emmtr nj Metapl~ysics ( 191 2), p. 13 1. 

~Bertrand Russell, .·ln lnq11i']· into 1\feani•1g and Tmth ( 1 940), p. 120. 
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collection of attributes inhering in it to be a hypothesis with regard 
to the material facts about such things as tables and inkwc.:lls. 1\nd 
undoubtedly most philosophers, regardless of whether they hold 
the theory or reject it, conceive it to be about 'the structure of 
reality'. Some philosophers, however, appear to view it in a 
different light, which, if that is the right way to view it, makes it 
out to be utterly different from what we take it to be. Thus, one 
philosopher has written: 'The introduction of an unknowable 
can generally, perhaps always, be avoided by suitable technical 
devices, and clearly it should be avoided whenever possiblc'.t 
The sort of device by the usc of which unknowablcs arc to be 
avoided or 'got rid of' consists of ma~ing up a new form of speech, 
one not found in the language of orclmary conversation, and sub­
stituting it for the familiar, common form of speech which, it is 
claimed, introduces unknowables :-

Common sense regards a 'thing' as having qualities but not as 
defined by them; it is defined by spatio-temporal position 1 
wish to suggest that, wherever there is, for common sense. a 
'thing' having the quality C, we should say, instead that' c 
itself exists in. that place,. ~nd th.at .the _'thing' is to be ;eplaccd 
by the collection of qualities existing In the place in questio 
Thus 'C' becomes a name, not a predicate. 2 n. 

Our interest in the question as to what the metaphysical the 
II h . . . . ·c. b ory actua y comes to, w at rts nature 1s, rs JUStina ly aroused whe 

learn that some philosophers think it to be of a kind that ca n ~e 
vantly be dealt with by the usc of a linguistic device whichn re e-
. . l . d f ' con-srsts In a tcnng a current mo c o speech. If the introducti f 

f k . '11 ' 'd' f h on ° a new wav o spea mg w1 get n o t e unknowables cl · d . • atmc to 
e~st by the theory, then the theory is only apparently about 
things, not actually about them at all. For no sort of h . 

. . c ange rn 
language could, by rtself alone, alter the rnaccessibil't , 
f: b · 1 h' · . . 1 ) to us of acts a out matena t rngs, Just as no tmkenng with 0 1 

'II k 'bl · ur anguage wr rna e accessr c to us Information about the t p h . o ograp y of 
the dark srde of the moon. The idea that behind the · 
bl 'b · h · expenence-

a e attn. utes we meet Wlt In our everyday perception of thin s 
there exrst unknowable substrata could only be got rid of ~y 

I Bertrand Russell, An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth ( 1 940) 
2/b"d 'p. 122, I .,pp. 121-2. 

146 



SUBSTRATUM 

linguistic means if the idea of such substrata \Vere produced by 
the language we used, not by the things we perceived. An appro­
priate change in language may very well destroy an illusion pro­
duced by the usc of words, but it will not remove an idea genu­
inely connected with the perception of things. Thus, the ordinary 
sentence 'This is red', which seems to ascribe an attribute to 
something referred to by the subject word 'this', creates, accord­
ing to some philosophers, the misconception that the substantive 
stands for an unknowable something, a bare particular behind the 
attribute 'red': 'One is tempted to regard "this is red" as a subject­
predicate proposition; but if one docs so, one finds that "this" 
becomes a substance, an unknowable something in which pro­
perties inhere, but which, nevertheless, is not identical with the 
sum of its propcrtics'. 1 The way to dispel this unreal notion, 
which has no relation to the facts about the 'structure of reality', 
is to replace expressions like 'this is red' by expressions of the 
form 'redness is here' and treat adjectives like 'red' as names, not 
as predicates. 

According to this conception of the source and nature of the 
theory, many thinkers have been deceived by language into hold­
ing a Schei11theorie; while labouring under the notion that they were 
advocating a deep hypothesis about the constitution of things, 
they were taking a verbal shadow for an actual theory about the 
ultimate nature of material objects. What has happened has been 
summed up in the following way: 'It happens to be the case that 
we cannot, in our language, refer to the sensible properties of a 
thing without introducing a word or phrase which appears to 
stand for the thing itself as opposed to anything which may be 
said about it. And, as a result of this, those who arc 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'.2 

Another philosopher has put it in this way: ' "Substance", in a 
word, is a metaphysical mistake, due to transference to the 
world-structure of the structure of sentences composed of a sub­
ject and a predicate'. 3 Like a chronic psychological obsession 

1Bertrand Russell, A11 l11quiry into Mea11ing and Truth (1940), p. 120. 
2A. J. Ayer, Lm~l!,ua.t?,e, Truth and Logic, (1936), p. 32. 
•Bertrand Russell, A I I i.-toT')' of ll''utmz J>hilosoplt;• ( 194 5 ), p. zoz. 
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which cannot be removed by confrontation with fact, the trans­
ference persists despite our familiarity wit~1 chai~s and the li~c. 
And the explanation of the stubbornness wJth wl~lCh the clelusJ~c 
idea persists is, apparently, that the source of the 1dea docs not he 
in the perception of things or in experiments conducted on them. 
The conception of substratum is a IJJetapl-!]•sical mistake, not a 
scientific one, and is not correctable by scientific means. 1 It would 
seem that the technique designed to destroy the transference and 
cure the linguistic delusion consists of rcframing language in such 
a way that it will no longer offer the temptation to make the trans­
ference. One is reminded of Freud's comments about some neuro­
tic people who become well only after changing their environ­
ment. The linguistic neurosis, so to speak, is also to be cured by 
changing the linguistic environment, by making part of the lan­
guage aseptic, to use John Wisdom's expression. 

By no means, of course, are all or even most philosophers in 
agreement with. this :version of what the s~b~tratum theory of the 
nature of matenal things comes to. \Vhcrc Jt 1s maintained that th 
substance theory is an illusion caused by the subject-prcdic t c 
structure of language, many other philosophers make the cl ~ e 
that the established langua!?c in everyday usc is itself the nat~~~ 
result of an antecedent behef about the composition of m t · 1 h. . d 1 . h c h a cna t mgs. They, mstea , exp am t e 1act t at language has a s b. 

. • U ject-
predJcate structure by reference to a prior hypothesis ab 

I . Th 'Wh k h "f " h" , . OUt rea 1ty. u~: ~n we as · ow, 1 a t tng 1s mercl y the series 
or .sum of Jts. attnbutes, and possesses no underlying unity to 
wh1ch the attnbutes belong, the whole of our ordinary langua 
about things comes to be constructed on the contrary assumptioge 
how it is that we always talk and think as if every "bundle" nf 
attributes were owned by something of which we can say that~ 
has the quality . . .'2 It 

Some philosophers main~a~n that the su~stratum theory is onl 
the semblance of an empmcal hypothesis into which we y 

h . . h are 
tricked by language; ot ers mamtam t at the theory is an a t 1 f hi c ua hypothesis about the structure .o t ngs a~d that it determined the 
form of our language about things. How Is one to decide between 

1'lf science keeps to its own sphere, it cannot clash with any mctaph · 
th~ory'. J. MeT: E. I\IcTaggart, Some Dogma! of Religion ( 1906 ), p. 91 .' YSlca) 

Taylor, op. Cit., p. 13 3. 
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these two versions of what it comes to? What sort of observation 
or experiment or purely intellectual consideration will show that 
the words '.Material things are constituted by substances in which 
attributes inhere' express a theory about material objects or that 
they are a verbal fraud which successfully masquerades as a theory? 
A little thought leads to the disconcerting conclusion that perhaps 
there is no \vay of dd1nitely and conclusively deciding between 
the two versions. For those who insist that it is a theory about 
things arc in no better position to make relevant observations 
than those who deny this: the disagreement does not arise because 
of any difference in observation or from different results of experi­
mentation. 1\nd those who maintain it is a verbal counterfeit 
know no more facts about grammar and the accepted usages of 
words than those who hold the opposite view; there is no lin­
guistic fact about ordinary discourse they can point to of which 
the others arc not aware, and such that their acquaintance with it 
would compel them to give up their view. Neither knowledge of 
actual language nor sense-observation of things seems adequate 
to settling the matter, and it would consequently seem that there 
is no way of settling it. For what else is there to turn to? 

Where different hypotheses have been proposed without agreed 
success, it is certainly permissible to try out still another hypo­
thesis. The worst thing that can happen is that we shall again fail 
to arrive at an acceptable solution, which is something we are all 
hardened against in philosophy. I propose to take the view, in 
partial agreement with one of the two contending versions, that 
the substance 'theory' is only the verbal imitation of a theory and 
entirely different from what we are inclined to think it is. But I 
shall argue that it is not ordinary, everyday language that causes 
us to think this. Instead, I shall trv to show that the illusion of its 
being a theory about things is pr~duced by a concealed rer1ision of 
ordinary subject-predicate sentences, by a manceuvre with lan­
guage, and not by the subject-predicate form of discourse itself. 
It is what metapf!)•sicians have done with words, their metaphysical 
artistry, that creates the appearance of a theory about the structure 
of things; but what they have done is hidden from our conscious 
awareness, as well as their own. The theory may be compared to 
a dream; indeed, in this case, the metaphysician may be said to 
dream with words. As in the case of an ordinary dream, the 
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linguistic metaphysical dream is consciously enjoyed or disliked 
but only secretly understood. And in onl<.:r to sec how the illusory 
effect of a theory about the nature of things is produced, the 
language of the metaphysical fantasy has to be interp~eted. 

It is important, first of all, to sec that the theory IS not factual; 
i.e., it is important to sec that it is not a theory about the constitu­
tion of material objects. Consider what Locke said:-

It is the ordinary qualities observable in iron or a diamond, put 
together, that make the true complex idea of those substances, 
which a smith or a jeweller commonly knows better than a 
philosopher; who, whatever substantial forms he may talk of, 
has no other idea of those substances than what is framed by a 
collection of those simple ideas which are to be found in them. 
Only we must take notice, that our complex ideas of substances, 
besides all these simple ideas they are made up of, have always 
the confused idea of something to which they belong and in 
which they subsist. And therefore, when we speak of any sort 
of substance, we say it is a thing having such or such quali­
ties . . . These and the like fashions of speaking intimate that 
the substance is supposed always something besides the exten­
sion, figure, solidity, motion, thinking, or other observable 
ideas, though we know not what it is. 1 

Not imagining how these simple ideas can subsist by them­
selves, we accustom ourselves to suppose some mbstra!JIIIJ 
wherein they do subsist, and from which they do result, which 
therefore we call substance. 2 

So that if any one will examine himself concerning his notion 
of pure substance in general, he will find he has no other idea 
of it at all, but on~~ a supposition of he knows not what sup­
port ~f such q~alities ":'~Ich are capable of producing simple 
tdeas In us; which qualities are commonly called accidents. If 
an~ one_should be asked, what is the subject wherein colour or 
wetght Inheres, he v:ould have nothing to say, but th~ solid 
extended parts: and If he were demanded what is it thdt that 
solidity and extension inhere in, he would not be in a much 
better case than the Indian before mentioned .. ,3 

Hume's challenge, which seems based, in a soundly empirical 
manner, on the sense-observation of things, is well known:-
:A~ Euay Concerning Ht:ma_n Understanding, Bk. II, Ch. XXIII, Sec. 3· 
·Ibid., Sec. r. lbtd., Sec. z. 

I 50 



S U B S T RAT U 1-.I 

I would fain ask those philosophers, who found so much of 
their reasonings on the distinction of substance and accident, 
and imagine we have clear ideas of each, whether the idea of 
substance be derived from the impressions of sensation or re­
flection? If it be conveyed to us by our senses, I ask, which of 
them, and after what manner? If it be perceived by the eyes, it 
must be a colour; if by the ears, a sound; if by the palate, a 
taste; and so of the other senses. But I believe none will assert, 
that substance is either a colour, or sound, or a taste. The idea 
of substance must, therefore, be derived from an impression of 
reflection, if it really exist. But the impressions of reflection 
resolve themselves into our passions and emotions; none of 
which can possibly represent a substance. 1 

At first glance, Hume appears to have rejected the idea of sub­
stance as a 'fiction' on the basis of observation. He seems to ha,·e 
come to his conclusion as the result of a closer, more careful, 
examination of things, a process comparable to inspecting a box 
to see whether it has a secret compartment. It looks as if he has 
made a thorough inventory of his sense-experiences of such a 
thing, say, as a table, experiences \Ve should express by saying 
'This table is brown', 'This table feels smooth', and the like, and 
discovered that he actually experienced on(y brownness and rect­
angularity, smoothness and hardness, etc. He never, in connexion 
with any of his senses, perceived the thing that is brown and 
smooth and rectangular, the substance in which the perceived 
attributes inhere. His description of what happened is the descrip­
tion of a person who in no instance of the sense-perception of 
objects comes upon anything over and above and in addition to 
attributes, a further something which owns them, and who in 
consequence rejects the notion that any such entities as substances 
exist. The impression his words give is that they describe the 
rejection of an empirical claim on empirical grounds, a rejection 
based on reasons similar to those which finally make us give up 
the belief in ghosts; we have never come upon one, not even its 
shadow. But this impression is erroneous. 

It may first be noted that if the substratum hypothesis regard­
ing the constitution of material objects is empirical and if ~vhat 
Hume did, to test it, was really to make a series of observattons, 

1 A Treatise of Human Nature, Bk. I, Pt. I, Sec. 6, 
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then his rejection of the theory was quite unwarranted. For if this 
was his procedure, we have to suppose that he looked for what he 
should have realized, if the theory were correct, he would not be 
able to find and, after looking for substance and not finding it, 
that he concluded that it did not exist. Those who hold the theory 
claim that we 'experience c1ualities but not the substance in which 
they inhere'. How, then, could his failure to perceive substance 
have led Hume to make the claim of having demonstrated the 
notion of substance to be a fiction? How can one refute a hypo­
thesis by not finding what the hypothesis states one cannot find? 
No scientist would think of rejecting the atomic theory because he 
failed to sec an atom through the microscope, and it is hard to 
believe that it was something like this that Humc was actually 
doing. It is hard, in spite of the empirical descriptive language he 
used, to think that his claim is empirical and that he based it on 
processes of looking at things, feeling them, tasting them, and 
soon. 

Lo~ke would certainly not have found his consideration im­
pressive .. Fo_r he agrees with Hume about what we discover from 
an exammatton and inventory of our experiences of things. In his 
own words:- · 

Everyone · · 
he ha upon _mqutry into his own thoughts will find, that 
those s no <?ther Ide~ <;>f any s~bstance but what he has barely of 

s~~s1ble quahtJes, which he supposes to inhere, with a 
suppos1t10n of such a substratum, as gives, as it were, a support 
trJ_ tho~c CJUalitics or simple ideas, which he has observed to 

CXJSt united t()gcthcr. Thus the ide.a of the ~un, what is it bu~ an 
arvrcvatc rl t/wsc several simple tclcas, bn_ght~ hot, roundtsh, 

1 '. 1 1 tt'on at a certain dtstance from us havtng a constant rcgu ar mo •' ' 
and perhaps some other ?l 

How, then, is the difference of opinion between the two philo­
sophers to be explained? Is it to be explained as resulting from the 
fact that not all information relevant to the refutation or estab­
lishment of the substratum hypothesis is available, so that the lack 
of complete information leaves room for a divergence of beliefs? 
Is it to be hoped that examinations through future supermicro­
scopes, refined experiments, etc., will ever bring the metaphysical 

•Op cit., Bk. Tl, Ch. XXIII, Sec. 6. 
qz. 
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problem of substratum to an end? It is not difficult to see that 
laboratory science holds out no hope for its solution in the future. 
If physicists and chemists had satisfied themselves that at last they 
had reached the end of their quest and knew everything about 
matter, philosophers could show that the metapb)'Sica/ problem of 
substance still remained unsolved. Nor would more ways of sens­
ing things than the usual five be of the slightest help. A new and 
yet further way of perceiving a thing like an orange would only 
reveal new qualities of the thing; we still would not be able to per­
ceive the substance itself, and the controversy over its existence 
would remain. 

Consider again what Hume appears to have done, namely, to 
have looked for something by means of a series of careful observa­
tions. In the case of an actual search for anything we always have 
some idea of what it is we are looking for. \Y/e know, for example, 
what it would be like to look for and discover (or fail to discover) 
the unknown cause of a disease. But if we had no idea whatever, 
however rough, no inkling, of what it is we were trying to dis­
cover, we should not know where to begin nor where to turn, nor 
should we be able to recognize the thing as answering to what we 
want. The experiment Hume invites us to make is utterly different 
in this respect from an ordinary instance of looking for some­
thing. In this case, not finding what we are looking for implies 
that we had, to begin with, no idea whatever of \vhat we were 
trying to discover. And it implies, moreover, that no process of 
looking had been resorted to. The search was only a sham. For 
when Hume points out that the supposed idea of substance de­
rives neither from sensation nor reflection, which both he and 
Locke are agreed are the only sources of our ideas, he in effect 
tells us, not that it, like the idea of a centaur, is jictitiotls, but that 
there is 110 s11ch idea. He tells us that the phrases 'substance in which 
attributes inhere', 'owner of attributes', 'support of qualities' de­
scribe nothing actual or imaginable and arc literally empty phrases 
to which no application has been given. Of course, then, there can 
be no looking for a bearer of properties, no examination of any­
thing for the purpose of trying to discover a substratum, any 
more than there can be a search for binomial scarlet or for a slithy 
tove. 

When it is claimed that none of our senses acquaints us with 
q3 
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substance, that they all fail to reveal to us a support of such ex­
perienced qualities as shape, colour, and taste, what this claim has 
to be construed as coming to is that it is logical()· impossible to per­
ceive in any way the subject of attributes. When it is said 'We 
experience qualities but not the subject in which they arc supposed 
to inhere' what these words must be taken to be stating is that ' . under no conceivable circumstances could we ever cxpcnencc 
substance, that this is a logical impossibility, however much they 
look to be asserting an empirical fact about what we fail to per­
ceive. No one could seriously be supposed to be maintaining that 
we do not perceive substratum because as a matter of fact it docs 
not exist or that we arc prevented from experiencing it by a 
physical obstacle or some sort of physiological inadequacy. Noth­
ing can be said to be a goal if we cannot describe what it would be 
like to attain it, and nothing can be said to be a barrier preventing 
us from attaining a goal unless we can describe overcoming it and 
reaching the goal. And what makes it certain that the inaccessi­
bility of substance is not to be explained on physical or physio­
logical grounds is that there are no descriptions in philosophy of 
what it would be like to perceive substance or of what it is that 
prevents our experiencing it. 

A familiar argument, which is substantially Hume's, helps make 
clear what it is that stands in the way of our experiencing the sub­
stratum support of attributes. It goes as follows. If, in our 
imagination, we take away the various properties of a thing, for 
example, t~e shap~, size, and other attributes of an orange, we find 
that there 1s nothing left; there is no residue, which is the owner 
of p~operties and d~stinc.t ~rom them, for us to imagine. There is 
no difficulty about lmagmmg Voltaire deprived of all his posses­
sions, his garments, his money, books, and snuff box: bare 
Voltaire remains after this process. But when Voltaire's attributes 
are taken away from the substance in which they inhere, nothing 
whatever, no bare something, is left. This shows that the seem­
ingly descriptive expression 'substance in which properties inhere 
but which is distinct from them' is not used to describe anything. 
The impossibility of imagining substratum is a logical impossi­
bility, which has its source in the linguistic fact that the word 
'substratum', in the sense of something 'in which properties inhere 
but which is distinct from them', has been given no application. 
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It might, of course, be urged that 'substratum' docs denote some­
thing, though what it denotes eludes us; but then \Ve should have 
to accept the absurd consequence that the word has an application 
which it has never been given and is not known to have. It is 
clear, then, that we cannot perceive substratum for the same 
reason that we cannot see binomial scarlet: 'perceives substratum', 
like 'sees binomial scarlet', is a literally senseless expression. 
Hence, when a metaphysician says, 'We do not know what things 
really arc', his plaint would seem to be against language, namely, 
that to say such a thing as 'A knows what it is, the substratum, 
that attributes t/>1> t/> 2, t/>3 ••• inhere in' is not to say anything. 
And when another metaphysician states that 'we cannot say 
anything about its nature', he seems to be remarking that there do 
not exist words for describing substratum, which is to say that 
the word 'substratum' is connected with no descriptive phrases. 

It would appear now that the explanation of the substance 
hypothesis which construes it to be the distorted recognition of a 
linguistic fact, the recognition of such a fact displaced, so to speak, 
on to the world of things, is correct. The idea that the theory is a 
mistake due to the transfer to the world-structure of the structure 
of subject-predicate sentences needs, apparently, to be qualified in 
the following way: it is this sentence structure take in conjunction 
with the linguistic fact that it makes no sense to speak of knowing 
what it is that is the subject of attribution which is responsible for 
the mistake. Can this explanation be the right one, however? It is 
sufficiently plain that the theory is not an account of the nature of 
things and that its appearing to be such is an illusion due to the 
form of words used to express it. But is the source of the theory 
to be found, as is claimed, in the language we use in everyday 
conversation, the language of ordinary discourse? 

The claim would be correct if in ordinary language it made sense 
to speak of perceiving colours, shapes, etc., but did not make sense 
to speak of perceiving things. But this is not the case at all; and it 
must be a mistake to think that the metaphysical idea of unknow­
able substance could be produced by the subject-predicate struc­
ture of ordi11ary sentences like 'The dog is barking' or 'This table is 
heavy'. For it makes perfectly good sense to speak not only of 
hearing the barking of the dog and feeling the weight of the table 
but also of seeing the dog and of seeing the table, i.e., of perceiving 
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the thing that is barking and the thing that is heavy. Moore has 
said: 'Some people may no doubt think that it is very unphilo­
sophical in me to say that we ever can perceive such things [as doors 
and fingers]. But it seems to me that we do, in ordinary life, con­
stantly talk of seeing such things, and that, when we do so, we arc 
neither using language incorrectly, nor making any mistake about 
the facts-supposing something to occur which never does in 
fact occur'. 1 Ordinary, tmphilosophicalpeople who speak in subject­
predicate sentences do not have the idea that things, as opposed to 
attributes, are unknowable. How then could it possibly produce 
such an idea in the minds of metaphysicians? It seems plain that 
ordinary language could not have produced the idea; the source 
has to be discovered elsewhere. When a person who maintains 
that we do perceive things and that to say that we do is not a 
misuse of language is condemned as being unphilosophical, then 
we have to think that being philosophical consists in doing some­
thing unusual with words, not mistakenly, but with purpose 
whether or not with awareness. It becomes highly plausible t~ 
think that metaphysicians have, if not consciously then with un­
conscious skill, introduced 'linguistic unknowables'. If substratum 
is unknowable, then the word 'substratum' does not mean what 
is ordinarily meant by the phrase 'subject of attribution'. In some 
way that is obscure to us, language has been altered; and it is this 
altered language which is responsible for the theory that things are 
unknowable substrata in which attributes inhere. 

What has happened? How has the metaphysical dream been 
produced? Fortunately, there are statements to be found in th 
literature which give us insight into what has taken place. Con~ 
sider the following statement:-

Those who maintain that there is an ultimate plurality of sub­
stances, ~nd yet hold that characters are, as such, universals, 
seem logically bound to deny that a substance is the complex 
unity ?fall i~s qua~~es and rela?on~. Thus Mr. McTaggart, who 
occupies this pos1t10n, asserts In his Nat/Ire of Existence Ch v 
that the complex unity is itself only a complex adjective ~nd 
therefore presupposes a subject ultimately distinct from its~lf.2 

JG. E. Moor~, Philorophical Studier (1922), p. 226. Moore said this in a 
different conncx10n. 

2G. F. Stout, Studier if1 Philorophy and Prycho/ogy (r 930), p. 394. 
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And also this statement:-

If we . . . suppose that his kind and all his particular attri­
butes as well belo11g to the individual, the individual, to which 
they all belong, becomes a mere uncharacterized somethi11g. For 
in saying JJ'hat it is, we should merely assign to it a fresh pre­
dicate; whereas we want to get not at its predicates but at that 
which 'has' them. Thus we should reach a new way of consider­
ing the subject of predication. Originally it was the concrete 
individual, Socrates or Plato; but of what he is, one part was 
distinguished as what he is essentially, and the rest reduced to 
attributes or 'accidents' of him, not necessary to his being, and 
not to be included in an account of his essence. Now, what he is 
essentially is also reduced to the position of attribute and mere 
predicate, and the subject becomes a mere subject of which as 
~uch nothing more can be said except that it exists and is unique 
In each individual. 1 

What these quotations, on careful reading, can be seen to tell us 
is that the substratum theory expresses the linguistic result of 
juggling with words. The illusion that things are unknowable in 
themselves has its source in a linguistic creation. In almost so 
many words, these quotations explain the mechanics of the illusion 
as consisting of the change brought about in language by red11cing 
general names to the status of 'mere adjectives', that is to say, the 
change brought about by reclassifying general substantives as 
'complex adjectives' while retaining the subject-predicate form of 
sentence. 

It appears that some metaphysicians wish to recompose lan­
guage, for some reason or other. Ordinary grammar does not 
satisfy them; and they wish to change it by depriving general sub­
stantives of their grammatical noun function and give them the 
status of adjectives without, however, giving up the subject­
predicate form of sentence. In order to do this, it is quite plain 
that linguistic reparations will have to be made. If the substantive 
'penny' is counted as a 'complex adjective' which 'presupposes a 
subject ultimately distinct from itself', then, since in English there 
is no term distinct from it which it presupposes as a subject term, 
a new term will have to be invented to supply the need. If we 
wish to deprive 'penny' of its noun place in the sentence 'The 

'H. W. B. J oscph, An Inlroduclion /o Logic (I 9 3 I), p. 54· 
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penny is round' and at the same time wish to keep the grammatical 
structure of the sentence intact, without replacmg the noun by a 
synonym, then our only resort is to find a structural replace­
ment for the deleted term. For obviously there cannot be a sen­
tence which has a subject-predicate structure but fails to have_ son:c 
sort of subject term, if only one which plays the role of subJect In 

purely formal respects. A subject-predicate sentence must have a 
subject; this is the 'necessity of thought' of which Locke speaks. 

The introduction of a term which is only a formal, and not a 
material, substitute for a general noun is made possible by the f~ct 
that general names have two distinct functions. A word ltke 
'mouse' has, for one thing, a literal meaning; in this respect it has 
a semantic function which enables us to say U'hat a thing is, e.g., 
that a thing is a mouse, or that a thing is a ball or a penny. In 
addition to this, it also has the formal syntactical function of serv­
ing as the subject of predication in sentences. If, now, general 
names are deprived of the syntactical use to which they are at 
present put, and given adjectival classification under parts of 
speech, the subject-predicate form of sentence in which they occur 
as subjects can nevertheless be preserved by introducing a term 
that will do part of the work of a general name, i.e., do its syn­
tactical work without doing its semantic work. It will be sufficient 
if the new term is made to behave syntactically like an ordinary 
subject term and is otherwise a pseudo term, having no applica­
tion to phenomena. Thus, to revert to the former example, the 
structure of the sentence 'The penny is round' can be kept intact 
after its noun has been deleted, by letting the mark 'x' occupy the 
place of'penny'. We then have the new subject-predicate sentence 
:The xis round',1 where 'x' differs from ordinary subject terms 
lll respect of having been given no application. It is the failure to 
give 'x' a meaning that makes it a 'mere subject' or, to use 
Bertrand ~ussell's word, a hook on which to hang adjectives. 

One philosopher seems to have divined what has happened 
when he observed that 'Our idea of a substance, in fact, turns out 
to be no more than an unknown x, to which we refer the contents 
of experience'. 2 The new subject term is an unknown x, which is 

1'x' is not to be taken as representing a variable. 
1]ames Gibson, Locke's Theory of Knmdedge and its Historical Relations (191 7), 
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to say it is a symbol that has no known meaning assigned to it; it 
has no s~mantic use, though it h~s the appearance of having such 
a use. It Is a term by means of which we cannot say what a thing is, 
although, in the subject-predicate sentences of the substratum 
language invented by metaphysicians, it supplants words with 
which we can, and in ordinary language do, say what things are. 
!t is this new form of subject-predicate language that causes the 
tdea of unknO\vable substratum: the new term is a 'linguistic 
unknowable'. The complaint that we cannot say anything about 
the nature of substance, about what things really arc, is not the 
factual complaint about things it may at first have seemed to be, 
nor is it about our everyday language, which, of course, contains 
general names. It is the expression of dissatisfaction with the sub­
stratum language of metaphysics and is of the same order as com­
plaining that we cannot say what a 'tove' is. The term 'x' tells us 
nothing, conveys no information, about the thing described by the 
adjectives of a sentence in which it occurs as subject. Nor, of 
course, can we explain its meaning, in the \vay in which we can 
explain the meaning of a general name. If we are asked what a 
kangaroo is we can answer the question by describing the animal 
to which the word 'kangaroo' applies, which is to say, by giving 
roughly the meaning of the word. This is impossible in the case 
of the metaphysical subject, which has no application; there is no 
explaining what an x is. The observation that on the substratum 
theory 'the individual ... becomes a mere uncharacterized so!lle­
thing. For in saying what it is, we should merely assign to it a fresh 
predicate; whereas we want to get not at its predicates but at that 
which "has" them' 1 comes to the same thing as the above com­
plaint. It is easy to see why we cannot 'get at' substance with a 
language in which general names have been reduced to adjectival 
status and have had their former position taken over by a term 
which does only their syntactical work. We can state what attri­
butes a thing has but we cannot say what it is in which they inhere, 
except that it is an x, an 'uncharacterized something'. We can '!5et 
at' some animals with the word 'kangaroo', but we get at nothing 
with the term 'x'. 

The idea of substance as being that which remains after a thing 
has been stripped bare of its qualities-the idea, in other words, of 

1 J oscph, loc. cit. 
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'bare substance' or the 'bare particular' -turns out to be a dis­
guised expression of a linguistic fact. That w~icl: remains~ after a 
general name has been deprived of its appltcauon to thtngs by 
depriving it of the meaning it has in common with an indeterminate 
set of adjectives, is a term which has only a syntactical use, an 
equivalent of the formal subject term of substratum metaphysics. 
'Bare substance' is nothing more than a 'bare' substantive word, 
the metaphysical ghost of a general name. This is the conception 
of substratum as something distinct from its properties and in which 
they inhere. And this conception is nothing more than the con­
ception of a subject-symbol which is completely distinct from its 
predicates by virtue of the fact that it has no meaning of its 
own, a fact which also makes impossible our saying, by means of 
it, w.hat things are. It is possible in this language to say what pro­
p.erues .a thing has, but not what it is. This fact, it may be noted, 
nds phtlosophers of the need of trying to distinguish the essence 
of a thing from its accidents. For without the ordinary distinction 
between general substantive words like 'penny' and 'horse' and 
adjectives like 'round' and 'roan'-a distinction which can be 
destroyed either by eliminating general nouns or by changing 
them into adjectives-there is no distinction between the essence 
and accidents of a thing. There is left only the distinction between 
a term which is a 'pure' subject term (the pure abstract being of 
medieval metaphysics) and adjectives. 

Consider, again, the familiar argument used to demonstrate the 
unknowability of substance, the argument, namely, that we cannot 
envisage the entity that is left after a thing has been stripped of its 
attributes, or, what amounts to the same thing, Hume's argument 
that in addition to the perceived qualities of colour, shape, odour, 
taste, and the like we never experience the thing which has them. 
This argument rests on and, indeed, is a distorted way of calling 
attention to actual points of difference and similarity bet\veen 
general names and adjectives. General names differ in their formal, 
syntactical use from adjectives, but also they are like them in im­
portant respects. For one thing, like adjectives, they have multiple 
applicability; or, to express this fact in metaphysical language, the 
universals for which they stand are capable of having a number of 
instances or of being possessed in common by a number of things. 
Thus, we can say that many things are grey and we can say that 
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there are many mice. Also, and what is more specifically relevant 
in connexion with the argument, the application of a general noun 
is determined by a variable set of adjectives, not sharply defined or 
specified. To put it roughly, as regards their meaning, general 
names are 'complex adjectives'. This is what Locke was pointing 
out when he remarked that 'everyone upon inquiry into his own 
thoughts will find, that he has no other idea of any substance but 
what he has barely of those sensible qualities, which he supposes 
to inhere . . . Thus the idea of the sun, what is it but an aggre­
gate of those several simple ideas, bright, hot, roundish . . . ?' 
Hence, to speak of an experiment, conducted in the imagination, 
of stripping a thing of its attributes is a disguised and more colour­
ful way of expressing the linguistic fact that the meaning of a 
general noun like 'mouse' is the same as that possessed by a com­
plicated set of adjectives, so that by 'stripping away' its adjectives, 
i.e., by depriving the noun of its adjectival meaning, we deprive 
it of its application to things. Noticing the impressive similarity 
between general nouns and adjectives makes some people wish to 
assimilate them to the class of adjectives. It is much as if, by their 
argument, they were to say: 'See, the difference between general 
nouns and adjectives is mainly a difference in the way they function 
syntactically in sentences. By comparison with their semantic 
similarity, this difference is trivial, but it hides their similarity'. 
And to correct this state of affairs and bring out what is hidden by 
the structure of subject-predicate language, general nouns a~e 
reduced to adjectival status. The syntactical function of nouns IS 

turned over to a new symbol, and in this way the structure of 
subject-predicate sentences using general names as subjects is pre­
served and also the mystifying illusion of a deep theory about the 
structure of reality is created. Undoubtedly, the motivation for the 
change goes deeper than the linguistic considerations; we may 
well think that psychological needs play an important role in the 
production of the illusion. 

Metaphysicians who find the substratum theory unacceptable 
also feel the importance of the semantic similarity that grammar 
tends to conceal, and are dissatisfied with the grammar that con­
ceals it. What impresses these philosophers seems mainly to be the 
fact that both sorts of words, adjectives and nouns, have multiple 
applicability, that, e.g., 'white' and 'snow' are each applicable to a 
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number of things. They sec, however, the possibility of a different 
reconstruction, to which they are attracted. They sec the possi­
bility of assimilating adjectives to the class of substantive words. 
Instead of reducing general names to complex adjectives they 
change adjectives into abstract nouns, 'red' into 'redness', 'round' 
into 'roundness', and so on, and dispense altogether with the 
subject-predicate form of sentence. In this way they get rid, not of 
linguistic unknowables in ordinary language (which has none), 
but of the pseudo unknowables, the introduced metaphysical sub­
jects of the substratum language. Instead of having philosophical 
sentences like 'The x is white', they have philosophical sentences 
like 'Whiteness is here', or 'Whiteness, here, now'. 



VIII 

THE PARADOXES OF MOTION 

I WISH to consider Zeno's celebrated arguments against the 
existence of motion. I propose to examine at length and in 
considerable detail the flying arrow paradox and shall conclude 

my paper with a more general discussion of the remaining three 
paradoxes of motion: the stadium, the dichotomy, and the Achilles 
and the tortoise. My purpose is not only to try to say something 
new about the paradoxes, but also to bring forward for considera­
tion some general claims about the nature of metaphysical theories 
and demonstrations. For one may well wonder what sort of things 
metaphysical theories and demonstrations are. The Cartesian com­
plaint about the condition of philosophy still holds good, and its 
condition has even been aggravated by the claims of Logical 
Positivism; and there seems to be no prospect of improvement. 
A well-knO\vn philosopher once remarked in the course of a con­
versation that he was tired of a certain view about what meta­
physical theories and proofs come to and now preferred to talk 
differently about them. And it would seem that without exaggera­
~ion we may say his remark epitomizes the real method employed 
tn philosophy, the method behind the verbal scenes, so to speak. 
It would seem that emotional preferences and aversions determine 
the acceptance and rejection of theories, and that any other s~p­
posed determinant is a fraud and a magician's show. For wtth 
hardly any exceptions, views go out of fashion rather tha~ are 
rejected because they have been shown to be false, and new v1ews 
which come into fashion go out in the same way. This, at any rate, 
is the impression left on many people. To other people, of course, 

163 



THE PARADOXES OF MOTION 

metaphysics appears the deepest of th~ sciences .. One may well 
wonder which is the appearance and which the reality. 

Instead of saying that I wished to consider the argument of the 
flying arrow against the existence of motion, I should have 
phrased myself more cautiously and said I wished to consider what 
purports to be an argument in demonstration of the impossibility 
of motion. For it may be that the real work of the argument is 
something else, however strong the impression it gives of being a 
refutation of physical motion. Undoubtedly Zeno himself laboured 
under this impression, but it may nevertheless be mistaken. The 
style of language in which the argument is expressed is the style of 
scientific demonstration, but this may be a linguistic fa<;ade behind 
which different work, work other than to establish matter of fact , 
is being done. On the other hand, the argument may have been 
designed to do just what it seems designed to do, namely, to demon­
strate that motion does not exist, that rivers do not really flow and 
galloping horses are in fact motionless, held in immobility by 
mighty chains, as Parmenides expressed it. 

There are several versions of the paradox and I shall take the 
one that is clearest and, for my present purpose, simplest to deal 
with. This is stated as follows: 'Everything, when it is behaving 
in a uniform manner, is continually either moving or at rest but 
what is moving is always in the now, hence the moving arr~w is 
motio~less'. T~e view that moti?n is im~ossib~e is a consequence, 
~ccording, to this, of th~ contention that what ts moving is always 
m the now . It follows, In other words, from the notion, which is 
felt by many people to be inescapable, that a moving body must 
effect a change of place in an instant of time. In a somewhat ex­
panded form the paradox might be restated to read: Motion im­
plies change of position, the transition from one place to anothe 
in an instant of time; therefore, since nothing can happen in ar, 
instant of time or in the now, motion is impossible. n 

What is one to make of t~s argument? There is no denying 
that it looks like a demonstration, correct or fallacious, of the im­
possibility of b.odies changi~g their.loca?on ~y moving through 
space. But can 1t really be this? Can 1t be tmagmed that its work is 
to establish the non-existence of such a pervasive and well-known 
phenomenon in nature as the motion of bodies? The most fre­
quent point of view taken is that it is a proof but that it contains a 
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hidden mistake. Those who take this point of view insist that it is 
a completely obvious fact that physical bodies do move, that the 
wind docs sway trees and that birds do fly. They insist that the 
philosophical proposition denying this is unmistakably shown to 
be false by our everyday sense-experience, and therefore that the 
proof given for it must contain an error of reasoning. It is worth 
pointing out that so far in its very long history nothing has been 
discovered which all experts would agree was a mistake. 

Other points of view arc also taken. Some philosophers think, 
if we arc to take them at their word, that the proof is correct and 
demonstrates the unreality of motion, unmasks it as 'mere ap­
pearance'. Others still maintain it is correct but that it does not 
prove the impossibility of motion. Instead they take it to be the 
true explanation of a physical phenomenon. Thus, according to 
Russell, it explains the phenomenon of the motion of a body as 
consisting '111ere(y in the occupation of different places at different 
times'1 and compels us to 'reject the notion of a stale of motion'.1 

One opinion has it that the philosophical theory is false and, 
therefore, that the proof given for it contains a mistake; another 
that the theory is true and the proof correct; and a third opinion 
has it that the proof is the right explanation of a phenomenon of 
nature, of what motion 'consists in'. Which of these opinions is 
one to accept, and is there a rational procedure for deciding be­
tween them ? I propose to try to show that none of these meta­
theories is the true explanation of the import of the paradox. On 
the hypothesis that the paradox is about a fact of nature and its 
proof either correct or incorrect we get nowhere. Philosophical 
mathematicians have remained deadlocked for a surprising 
number of centuries. It therefore cannot be amiss to try out a 
different hypothesis. A philosopher some time ago made the re­
mark that ordinary language should be changed because it permits 
the concoction of such wild things as the Zeno paradoxes, be­
cause it gives birth, so to speak, to such linguistic monsters. This 
seems to me to get closer to what the paradox comes to than do 
the three opinions held about it. In any case, this is still a further 
opinion regarding the nature of the paradox, namely, that in some 
way it is linguistic and has its source in a fartl/ in ordi11ary laflgl(age. 
In view of this variety of ideas about its nature, it is certainly 

1Bertrand Russell, Principles of Afathrmatiu (193 8), p. 4 7 3. 
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reasonable to apply in an explicit way what may be.: callcJ 'meta­
philosophical tests' to the paradox, in order to tr_r to g~t at the 
facts about its nature: whether it is about the phys1cal umverse or 
whether, in some way, it is linguistic, or whatever cl~c.it n~a~ be. 

Let us look at the proof in relation to the pr?po~mo~ Jt 1s sup­
posed to establish, the proof, namely, tha~ motJOn ~mp\Jes change 
of position in an instant of time, hence, ~1nce no~hing can ch~ngc_ 
its place in an instant, motion is imposs1ble. This. argument. 1s ot 
the form 'p implies that q implies r', where p vahdates the mfer­
ence of r from q. That is, the proposition 'Nothing can change its 
place in an instant or in the now' plays the logical role of validating 
the inference of 'Motion is impossible' from 'Motion implies 
change of place in an instant of time'. There is no denying that the 
proposition 'Motion is impossible' strongly appears to state a fact 
of nature, i.e., it looks like an empirical proposition, which, more­
over, most people would immediately and unhesitatingly reject 
as incontrovertibly false. In fact, one might well say that it is too 
patently false for it to be what it is natural to take it to be, or for 
people with eyes with which to see the world around them and 
the intelligence with which to relate their thoughts to their ex­
periences to have taken it seriously and even to have accepted it as 
true. And perhaps it is not taken seriously in the way in which 
ordinary statements of fact are. A talc handed down about the 
Sophist Diodorus illustrates the attitude taken to the theory. Dio­
dorus was well known for his lectures against the existence of 
motion. Having put his shoulder out of joint he went to a phy­
sician to have it set. 'How?', said the doctor, 'your shoulder dis­
located! That cannot be, for ... ' The tale docs not go on to say 
but undoubtedly Diodorus was not persuaded by the doctor'' 
words that it could not be and insisted on and received medica~ 
treatment. 

With the proof, however, it is a different matter. The validatin 
proposition, to the effect that no change of place can occur in a g 
instant of time, is clearly not an inductive generalization. It is no~ 
based on sense-observations of any sort nor is it an hypothesis con­
structed on the basis of evidence deriving from experimentation. 
No one, of course, would dream of claiming to have observed 
what ~a~pens ~n the course of an inst~nt of time. An~ not only 
that; Jt 1s plam that no temporal microscope, no Imaginable 
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quickening and refinement of our optical apparatus, would en­
able us to make such an observation. No matter how quick the 
flash and sharp the eye, the time in which the flash happened 
could not have been an i11stant. This is so not because flashes 
always take longer and human sense-perception is always too 
gross, but because phrases like 'happened in an instant of time', 
'moved from here to there in the f/Oll'', are not used to describe 
anything whatever. Unlike the expression 'takes only a ten­
thousandth of a second', the phrases 'photographed at a shutter 
speed of an instant' and 'photographed in the now' describe no 
conceivable occurrence. The 'cannot' in the validating proposition 
is the 'cannot' of logic, not of physics. What prevents a body from 
effecting a change of position in the 11ow is a fact of language, not 
a fact of physical nature: the fact, namely, that the terms 'instant', 
'moment', 'the nou/ have a definition according to which it makes 
no sense to speak of something occurring in an instant or of a 
change of place happening in 'the nou/. 

When a philosophical mathematician describes an instant by 
saying, 'the instant does not last for a finite time, and there is not 
a beginning and an end with an interval between them', he tells us 
in a misleading way something about the use of the word 'instant' 
which makes it senseless to speak in certain ways. He tells us that 
an instant has no duration, which is to say that the word 'instant' 
has no application to time-intervals. This is the obstacle that pre­
vents a thing's moving from one place to another in the 1/0'/V. Of 
course, if 'instant' does not apply to parts of time, then it will 
make no sense to speak of a body changing its place in the course 
of an instant. The validating proposition is a priori, in knowing 
which we understand something about the use of'instant'. 

Like the validating proposition, the conclusion that motion is 
impossible is not empirical. The words 'Bodies are incapable of 
motion; meteors don't really fall nor do arrows actually fly' are in 
the language of material fact, but this is a deception. Consider the 
famous proposition of Heraclitus that everything flows. This also 
looks to be an astonishing statement about nature, but it is in .f~ct 
only a linguistic creation, a deceptive manceuvre with famthar 
words that appeals to our imagination. For no observation and no 
describable phenomenon will be acceptable evidence, actu~l or 
theoretical, of the falsity of the theory to anyone who holds 1t. It 
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can readily be seen that if we were to say, 'Water flows and so docs 
honey in hot weather. But what about granite mountains and iron 
ships? Certainly they don't flow', our words would not move in 
the slightest anyone who holds the Heraclitean view. Nor would 
he seriously think to tell us, 'Look more closely and carefully and 
you will see what I have seen. You will see that granite mountains 
and iron ships do flow, only they flow even more slowly than does 
honey just before it congeals'. It is not that he has somehow been 
able to see in things what we haven't been able to see which makes 
him say that everything flows; granite mountains present the 
same appearance to his eyes that they do to ours. Moreover, it is 
not possible to describe any phenomenon with regard to which he 
would say, 'Well, if it existed, then, to be sure, not everything 
would flow'. A person who lives in the world that we live in and 
uses the language that we use but, nevertheless, s~ys, 'Everything 
flows, water flows and sharks' teeth flow, too', is not using lan­
guage to describe the world. This is a conclusion that will be plain 
to anyone who does not suffer from what we might call a meta­
physical blind-spot. 

What the philosopher does with language is not difficult to sec, 
though why he does it is not, perhaps, so easy to understand. It is 
clear that the sentence 'Everything flows' would be a true or false 
description of things, if the word 'flows' were used in it to distin­
guish between those phenomena which flow and those, which we 
should perhaps have to imagine, that did not flow. Otherwise, the 
sentence 'Everything is a flowing thing' would no more be de­
scriptive of things than is the tautologous sentence 'Everything is 
a thing'. And since a person who holds the view is unable to 
describe a situation which would, if it existed, render his view false 
and make him give up saying, 'Everything flows', he is not using 
the ~ord 'f!~ws' ,in the, <:>rdinary way to .modif~ the word 'thing~. 
He 1s not usmg f!o~s. ill ~ny way to gr:e us Information about 
phenomena nor to dtstrngursh between things. Consciously or un­
consd~~sly, but ~urposefully, he is not using language to describe 
a condltlons of things. We can see, though his motivation remains 
obsc~re, that he h~s decided to make 'flows' a descriptively 
jtmcttotlles.r word. Hts statement is secure against any criticism 
which makes use of either fact about nature or fact about actual 
usage, because his purpose is not to describe either nature or lan-
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guage but only to change language. And we may suspect that he has 
a deeper motive than mere linguistic whimsy for doing this. 

In the same way, it can readily be seen that the words 'Motion 
is impossible' are not being used to express a proposition about 
things, however strong an impression to the contrary they mar 
create. For if flowing rivers, galloping horses, and flying arrows 
are to be taken as bodies in a state of rest, what then are we to 
imagine or describe over and above and in addition to such pheno­
mena that would constitute an instance of a thing being in 
motion? The question, of course, is rhetorical. The pbilosopbical 
sentence '.tv1otion is impossible', unlike the ordinary sentences 
'Water cannot turn into ice at a temperature below 32 o F' and 
'Birds cannot fly', is not being used to describe, as in these cases, 
falsely, a condition of things. 

It is the same with the statement, which seems to be the ex­
planation of a familiar phenomenon, that motion 'consists merely 
in the occupation of different places at different times'. This state­
ment entails the denial that motion involves the tra11sition of a 
moving body from one place to another. No one who denies this 
would think of denying that moving bodies appear to be in a state 
of transition and that they do not appear to be in a series of 'static 
states of rest'. \Y/e thus have to suppose him to be saying some­
thing like this: 'A particle in motion looks to be in a state of 
transition in the path along which it is moving, but its motion, 
nevertheless, consists of a succession of static states of rest. It does 
not get from one place to another; it simply is in one place at one 
time and in another place at another time'. 

Now, there is no difficulty about seeicg that what only looks to 
be the case could be conceived to be the case. Any expression that 
describes an appearance, visual or otherwise, also describes a 
theoretical reality; and if it describes an appearance, it will make 
sense to say it describes a reality, however fantastic it might be to 
assert that there is such a reality. And if we can say, with sense, 
that a moving body looks to be in a process of transition, we shall, 
in our language, have to be able to say, with sense, that it is in a 
process of transition. We cannot intelligibly say the one thing 
without being able with sense to say the other. But when a philo­
sopher tells us that not only neon sign arrows (which look to pass 
from one place to another) but also actual arrows in flight are in a 
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succession of states of rest, we are compelled to suppose him to be 
denying that any conceivable phenomenon would answ~r ~o t~e 
description 'is in a process of transition' or to the descnpuon lS 

passing from place h to place p 2'. For if flying arrow~ a~d shoot­
ing stars are not to count as answering to such a descn?tio~, what 
on earth are we to reckon as coming under it? Arrows In flight are 
not neon sign arrows, and how must an arrow behave, other than 
the way it behaves in flight, in order to be said to be 'passing from 
one place to another' ? 

Again, the question is rhetorical. Anyone who denies that a 
moving body is in a process of transition, anyone who denies that 
it is in a 'state of motion' or in process of gelling from one place to 
another, is in no position to give a satisfactory answer to the 
question. In some way, he has ruled himself out from being able 
to distinguish between the real thing and the illusion. Whatever 
it may be, his use of 'looks to be in a state of transition' cannot be 
to describe an appearance, in the way in which the words 'The 
neon arrow appears to be moving' are used to describe one. In 
consequence, his purported explanation cannot be an explanation 
either right or wrong, of what motion 'consists in'. The sentenc~ 
'The motion of a body consists merely in its occupying different 
places at different times' is in what we might call the 'ontological 
idiom'. The style of language in which the sentence is written 
which m~kes its ou.tward form like that of the factual explanator; 
sentence The motion of the figures on the film screen consist 
merely in their occupying different places at different times' de~ 
ceives us into thinking that this sentence, too, is factual expiana­
tory, whereas, as reflection shows, it cannot be. 

If, like the validating proposition, the conclusion of Zeno' 
proof is not with regard to material fact, it is unlike the validatin 5 

proposition in not being a priori either. We cannot, with reason 0 g 
our side, think that Zeno wished to prove that motion is a logica~ 
impossibility, that it is logically impossible for moths to flutter 
and for eagles to swoop, in the way in which it is logically im­
possible for a thing to be green all over and also pink. An a priori 
statement may be compared with paper money that is backed by 
gold, the gold in the case of an a priori statement being some 
linguistic fact with regard to accepted usage. If the sentence 
'Motion is impossible' expressed an a prif)ri proposition, there 
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would have to be a fact about language to the effect that the word 
'motion' had no application to anything that happened and that 
phrases like 'galloped down the highroad' and 'floated down the 
stream' described nothing at all. 

Now, to try to prove that motion is logically impossible is in 
effect to try to demonstrate that the word for motion has no literal 
meaning in the language in which the demonstration is con­
ducted. But how, by the farthest stretch, could anyone be ima­
gined attempting to do such an utterly ridiculous thing? His at­
tempting this, in vie\\' of the fact that he knows the use of the 
word as well as anyone, would be as incomprehensible to us as 
would be the behaviour of a trained astronomer who, while in the 
full possession of his senses, tried to reach for the moon. If we 
restrain our hostile tendency to be scornful of others, we can 
realize that, whatever it is that he is doing, he cannot be trying to 
do this. His assertion that motion is impossible can with no more 
plausibility be supposed a priori than it can be supposed to be with 
regard to material fact. Our intelligence can give its assent to 
neither. Everyone, probably, has had the experience of observing 
behaviour which from a distance seemed senseless but which on 
his drawing nearer and learning more about it became intelligible 
to him. This was once my experience with the hand language used 
by deaf-mutes. We may say that our problem is to draw nearer 
and discover the sense in the apparently senseless verbal misbe­
haviour in the present case. 

It is the same with the claim that the motion of a body consists 
merely in the body's occupying a series of different places, with­
out passing from any one place to any other. Whatever it is he is 
doing, a philosopher who says this cannot be so eccentric, and 
commit such an outrage against our intelligence, as to be declar­
ing that the word 'motion' means the san1e as the phrase 'succession 
of static states of rest'. 

The validating proposition of the argument is a priori, and the 
conclusion is neither a priori nor about the behaviour of physical 
bodies in space. What is the right construction to be placed on 
the premise, the proposition, namely, that 'Motion implies chan_ge 
of place in the 11ow' ? If the implication is an entailment, the lm­
guistic gold backing this proposition will have to be some fact to 
the effect that the combination of words 'is moving but fails to be 
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· · cnt of time while it is 
m mot10n throughout any in:,tant or mom · 1 tl · M 

. , d d" . f any matcna ung. 1 ore 
movmg escribes no con 1t10n o ·bl f l · · · · 11 imposst e or a t ung specifically, what would make 1t logiCa Y ld b 1 f 

b · · · · the 110W wou e t 1e act to em motion and not be movmg m h" h ,. 
h · h nomenon to w tc 1s t at the word 'moves' appltes to no P c . 
h · · · · · h • 'passes from P1 to p2 1n an c angmg 1ts pos1t10n m t e now or . 

instant of time' fails to apply. But by what magtcal ru~c of langu~gc 
or logic is anyone able to deduce from the conception of mot~on 
the conception of transition from one place to another bcmg 
effected in the now ? . 

According to the validating proposition, no exprcss~on of the 
form 'took only an instant of time to move from P1 to Pz 'or of the 

form 'moved~ of an inch in the now' applies to any theoreticallv n . 
possible occurrence. According to the philosophical-mathematical 
dictionary, as it were, the terms 'instant' and 'the nou/ have a 
definition which prevents their having a descriptive function in 
combination with the words 'moves', 'runs', and the like. Hence 
if 'being in motion' entailed 'effecting a change of position in th~ 
now,' the term. 'motion' would have no application to anything 
that happened m the physical world. But the word docs, of course 
h~ve a known and accepted use in the language in which the en~ 
tallment is stated. It has already been seen that the paradoxical 
c~nclusion of the proof, i.e., 'Motion is impossible', could not 
Wtth any sort of plausibility be construed as being intended to 
convey the linguistic information that 'motion' is a word which 
has no application in the language of everyday speech. The proof 
therefore, could not be intended to demonstrate this. We arc thu~ 
led to the idea that the words 'Motion implies a change of position 
in the now' arc not, by some unaccountable and persist:nt mistake, 
intended to express an entailment which d~es not exist. Instead, 
we are forced to think that they have a dtffcrent purpose. It is 
purposeful, if unconscious, artistry with language, and not a mere 
mistake, that creates the paradox. 

We get more insight into what has happened linguistically when 
we notice that, whereas the validating proposition leads in one 
direction, the premise by itself, considered apart from the validat­
ing proposition, leads in an opposite direction. By itself, the pro­
position that motion implies change of place in an instant of time 
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implies the further proposition that an instant (as well as the 11ow, 
etc.) has duration. We could reason in this way: It takes some 
time, ho\vever little, for a body to move from one place to 
another, however short the distance between the two places; 
hence, if motion implies change of place in the II01JI1 then (since 
motion does take place) the now, an instant, and the like will ha11e 
to have d11ratio11. 

It is to be noticed that the same consequence obtains from the 
supposition that a body remains at rest in the 110w. An instant, 
which 'does not last for a finite time, and there is not a beginning 
and an end with an interval between them', has no duration, of 
course, which is to say that 'instant' is not the name of a very brief 
unit of time. But it is a fact that the word behaves syntactically 
like a substantive of a special category, viz., the category of names 
of time-intervals. We may say that like the word 'point' in the 
language of geometry, the use of 'instant' has two aspects. 
Semantically, as regards its use in expressions to convey informa­
tion, 'instant' is not the mme of a time-interval. This is what the 
validating statement actually informs us. Syntactically, as regards 
the mode of its use in sentences, 'instant' is a substantive that 
belongs to the class of words denoting units of time. This is what 
is indicated by the premise: in an oblique way, the statement 
'Motion implies change of place in an instant of time' tells us that 
'instant' is formalfJ•, if not materially, classified with time-interval 
substantives. 

To restate briefly the results with regard to the three proposi­
tions. The conclusion that motion is impossible is neither a factual 
statement about the behaviour of bodies in space nor is it one that 
in any way tells us something about the established use of the 
word 'motion'. The premise in an indirect way calls attention to 

the fact that 'instant' functions syntactically like a substantive that 
denotes a small unit of time. And the validating proposition calls 
attention to the fact that the term is not the name of a time­
interval. 

The problem now is to discover what the conclusion does come 
to and how the facts about the use of 'instant' brought out by the 
proof are relevant to it. In what way do these facts constitute a 
proof and what do they 'prove' ? 

It is to be kept in mind that if the sentence declaring the 
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· ·1 ·1· · · · 1· 1 /'riori proposition the word ImpossJJJJtyoln1<Jti<H1tlt ~tatcantJ . ' 
'motion' wr,uld then lack application to physical phenomena. T.he 
word docs, to be sure, have a well-known usc; but we can easily 

h 'd f . understand the uisb, for some n.:ason or ot er, to _get ri o It. 
This sort of wish is by no means rare outside of philosophy, and 
is sometimes c.:xprc.:sscd without any attempt at conc~alment. A 
political scic.:ntist, for example, once expressed the Wish to have 
the word 'nation' Jclctcd from our vocabulary and the word 
'community' used in its place, because, acco~ding to l,1im,. the first 
was connected with aggressive associations In pe~ple s nunds and 
the sc.:cond not. Now, if we interpret the paradox Jn terms of some 
such wish, we have an explanation of what has happened, an ex~ 
planation, moreover, which relates the proof to the conclusion in 
a way that ma.l.~es sense. 

We.: cannot, with reason on our side, think that a person who 
maintains the impossibility of motion bclict'es that a familiar word 
for a familiar phenomenon has no application. But no such diffi~ 
culty stands in our way, if we interpret his statement in terms of 
an artificially gratified wish to dispense with the word. The word 
remains in actual usc and no metaphysician gives it up in normal 
discourse. But this docs not prevent him from composing an 
artificial language, not meant for use in workaday life, which 
like a dream, will answer more nearly to his desires. If we suppos~ 
that in the metaphysical dictionary of some philosophers 'motion' 
has been deprived of its use, it then is easy to sec what the sentence 
'Motion is impossible' comes to. It expresses an a priori proposi~ 
tion, not in ordinary language, but in a special language of 111eta~ 
PfD'sica/1visb-j11/jilment. 

The relevance of the proof to the conclusion becomes compre~ 
hcnsiblc in the light of the present hypothesis. The proof may be 
viewed as expressing a linguistic grievance, which is used to justif 
the artificial realization of a linguistic wish. It is a source of eli~ 
satisfaction to some people that the word 'instant', or the ter s 
'the now', should be one thing and masquerade as another thin m 
that it should wear the outer cloak of a time-interval denoting, 
substantive a~d not be _one in fact. 'Instant', 'the now', 'momen~ 
a~e counterfeit subst_antives. This is the 'fault' in language which 
disturbs; and the philosopher vents his grievance and soothes h' 
feelings by composing a language which has no place for the~~ 
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In the language in which 'Motion is impossible' expresses a logical 
necessity, there is no room for 'instant', 'moment', and 'the now'. 
The proof calls attention to a linguistically unsatisfactory state of 
affairs, which is remedied by the conclusion. 

It is no wonder, then, that no error of reasoning has been found 
in the proof, for there is none. One can accept the proof or reject 
it, \vhich is to say one can feel disturbed by the facts it brings out 
about 'instant', etc., or one can be quite unmoved by them. And 
that is all there is to it. All this is effectively concealed by the 
grammar in which the paradox is phrased. Schopenhauer made the 
penetrating observation that our intellect is in the service of our 
emotional needs; and, indeed, it would hardly come as a surprise 
if the motivation for the paradox turned out to have deeper 
sources than the superficial one that meta-analysis discovers for us. 
. On the basis of our explanation of what the paradox comes to it 
ts possible to give an account of the three points of view with 
re?ard to the proof. A person who holds that the proof contains a 
mtstake and its conclusion says something false rejects both the 
?rievance and the remedy, but uses the scientific style of discourse 
In which the paradox is stated to do this. What he does is to ac­
cept the grammar of logical demonstration, of argument and con­
clusion, and reject the content. We might, with hardly any exag­
geration, say that it is characteristic of the philosophy of Common 
Sense to prefer the shadow of metaphysics to its substance, that 
it accepts the scientific fa~ade and with linguistic conservatism, 
rejects its dramatic content. That is why it is felt by many people 
to be so disappointing. 

The second point of view, which holds the proof to be correct 
and its conclusion true, accepts both the style and the content of 
the paradox. The third view, which makes the proof out to be the 
explanation of what motion really consists in, i.e., the scientific 
explanation of a phenomenon, also accepts the language of demon­
stration, but uses the demonstration to retain and redefine the word 
'motion', rather than to cast it out. The proof is a way of giving 
to 'motion' the new definition 'occupation of different positions 
at different times'. It is plain that metaphysical mathematicians 
who give this definition to 'motion' wish to make more pro­
nounced the syntactically name-like use of 'instant', which appeals 
to them rather than repels them. 
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v:i·.l1 tc, conclude with some general comments on all four of 
Zenc /., paradoxes of motion. The four paradoxes actually reduce 
f() 1 \1.'(): The dichotomy and the Achilles and the tortoise are sub­
<. I ant iall y the <.a me; and the stadium and the flying arrow make the 
<.a me pr1int, though they make it differently. And, in fact, all four 
paradoxes han:, sr1 to speak, the same target. 

The argument of the flying arrow expresses a semantic com­
plaint again'>t the mathematical usc of the term 'instant of time', 
which difh:r'> radically from the ordinary usc of 'instant' and 
'moment'. In ordinary, e\'eryday speech it makes perfectly good 
sense to say, 'Jones paused for an instant' and 'It took him only a 
mrmH:nt to da<.h across the street'. But the mathematical use of 
'in<. tan r' (The Shor/t'r Oxford b{glish Diclio11ary defines 'instant' as a 
jJ11int r 1f rime!) is su~h tha.t it makes ~o sc~sc whatever to say that 
anything happened 1n an Instant of ~~m~: It ma,kcs no sense to say, 
c:.g., 'Jon~.:s paused for a 11/alhcmallcaltnstant. The complaint· 

. f d hi I . f: . Is about the nan1e-hke usc o a wor w c 1, 10 act, Is not used 
th<.: name, L·ithcr general or r.ropcr, of an int~rval of time. T~~ 
word has the .J!.rtllll.lllrJiiral function of a substantiv~, and ~his creates 
the semantic illuswn t~at. the .word ~cnotcs ~ minute Interval Of 
time. It is this scmanttc 11luswn agamst wluch the complaint is 

directed. 
The stadium ~arac~ox, which purports to dem?nstrate that half 

of an instant of tum: IS equal to the whole of the Instant, express 
I . . h h . cs 

the same JintJuistic com~ amt. aga~ns.t t c mat emattcal use Of 
'instant'. It attempts, but 1n a ltngurstlcally concealed way, toe 

d c. , d c , d }t~ 
pose the fact that the v.~or ~ InStant an r:nomcnt . o not denote 
microscopically small ttmc-mtcrvals. And It d?es th1s by showin 
that the supposition that the words denote time-spans implies g 

· I d. a contradiction. Drawtng t 1e contra 1ctory consequence consists. 
doing no more than showing that 110 mathematically expressib;n 
interval of time is brief mo11gh to be a mathematical instant e 

. h h' lli . Ot moment, which 1s t c sa~1e t. tng a1s hca ng attehnl:.lon to the fact 
that 'instant' dmotcs 110 tune mterva 1 owevcr s ort. But calli 
attention to this linguistic fact is the same as pointing out thng 
'instant' is a noun which has zero namingfimction, i.e., that it is at 
grammatical noun only, not also a semantic noun, and, thus, th a 
· · 1· · · f d at It 1s a mgu1st1c rau . 

It may be remarked here that the claim that a Pf?Jsica/ distance 
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say a physical line of a given length, does not consist of geometric 
points, makes the same complaint against the geometrical use of 
the word 'point'. A gc;:ometrical poi.nt is not a unit of length, 
however small; and thts, expressed In the less misleading lin­
guistic idiom, is to say that as it is used in geometry the noun 
'point' is not the name of a spatial unit. Again, the dissatisfaction 
is directed against a name which is a semantic sham, against a word 
which has the formal, grammatical use in sentences of a name, but 
not the substantial use of one. 

The dichotomy connects up directly with the instant of time 
or point of time, paradoxes. The Achilles and the tortois~ 
adds nothing new to the dichotomy; and I now wish to consider 
briefly a version of the dichotomy which does not refer to points. 
I do this in order to avoid getting involved in an extended dis­
cussion of the geometrical use of the word 'point'. The version I 
wish to discuss is as follows: In order to traverse a given distance, 

d, a moving body, a, must first traverse ~, and in order to tra-
2 

d fi d d . ,~; . Th . . verse -, a must rst traverse -, etc., a 1111'111111111. at ts, In order 
2 4 

to traverse atry distance, however short, a must finish traversing 
an infinite number of distances which decrease toward zero after 
the manner of an infinite geometric sequence. But since it is 
logically impossible to ji11ish traversing a non-terminating number 
of distances, regardless of whether or not they decrease in length, 
motion is impossible and a is forever fixed to its place. 

The conclusion of the argument, namely, that motion is im­
possible, is not about the physical phenomenon of motion nor 
about the word 'motion'. I think it is clear by now that the con­
clusion does not deny the existence or possibility of physical 
motion nor does it deny that the word 'motion' has applica­
tion to actual or theoretically possible phenomena. The argument 
then, is not to be interpreted as being an attempt to demonstrat~ 
either of these two things. What, then, are we to make of the argu­
ment? What does it try to show? 

It must be quite plain that the argumen~ tells us something 
about i11ji11ite geometric series, for it tells us that m order to traverse a 

. . d d d d . . 
g tven dtstance d, a must first traverse - 1 - 1 - 1 - 6, etc., ad m.fimtum 

' 2 4 8 I • 
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Amongst other things, it tells us something a~out the geometric 
series 1 + ~ +.} + k ... 1\nd what it tells us Is the well-known 

fact that the series has no last member, that no value of~ is the 
2 -

smallest number derivable from - 1 -- by substituting numbers for n, 
2"-' 

howev<.:r large. The sentence, 'It is impossible to finish traversing 
an infinite number of regularly decreasing clist~nccs', says that it 
is impossible to run through, or add up and arnre at the mm of, an 
infinite geometric series. In a paper to the Aristotelian Sociel)', 
Bertrand Russell maintained that it is 'medically', not logically, 
impossible to write out the whole of an infinite scries. 1 But this is 
simply ridiculous. The impossibility of running through the 1l'hole 
of an infinite series is logical, not physical, because the series is 
non-terminating; and running through an mtire series entails 
counting its last, terminal member. No infinite series can be a 
n•hole, completed, series. 

This is true. But what arc we to make of having this pointed 
out to us in conmxio11 with the idea of motion? It can easily be seen 
that the argument calls attention to a tremendous difference be­
tween finite series and infinite geometric series: An infinite geo­
metric series has no last term and it has no sum, m the arithmetical 
s~nse of 'sum'; it h~s on!~ a limit. ~n these respect~ it is entirely 
different from a firute senes. And, m fact, an Infintte geometric 
series is a formula for generating series, the so-called 'partial 
series'. The infinite series 

1-H+.t+!+ ... 
is the partial series I +! + .l + ~, together with implicit instructions 
as to how further partial series arc to be written; this it docs by 
illustrating how the terms arc related to each other. The dots 
'. . .' do not denote the remai11der of the series, in the way in 
which the line '. . . + 30' in the expression '3 + 6 + 9 + 12 + ... 
+ 30' stands for the remainder of a series. It is nothing more than 
the instruction to go on in the same manner. 

The argumcn~ of the ~ichotomy points out the great difference 
between an_ ordmary senes and an infinite geometric series, and 
the con~lus10n states a concealed alteration of terminology. The 
conclusiOn expresses the decision not to classify so-called 'infinite 

1Proc. AriJI . .loc., \'ol. XXXVI, p. 143. 

178 



THE PARADOXES OF MOTION 

series' with series, which is to say, it expresses the linguistic de­
cision not to call an infmite series a 'series'. An American mathe­
matician once did a similar thing and without concealment; he 
refused to use the expression 'finite number' on the grounds that 
infinite numbers are not numbers and, therefore, that the word 
'finite' docs not disli11guish between numbers. Again, the argument 
of the dichotomy is a linguistic complaint against lumping in­
finite and finite series together by calling both 'series', and the 
conclusion corrects the situation by denying the name 'series' to 
what are called 'infinite geometric series'. 

But how is the idea that motion is impossible connected with 
the refusal to call an infinite series a 'series'? Among other things, 
it is a spectacular way of introducing a contracted use· of the word 
'series'. In connexion with the argument, viz., that a distance con­
sists of an infinite geometric series of distances, the conclusion that 
motion is impossible, or that a dista11ce ca1111ot be traversed, comes to 
saying that since an infinite geometric series has no sum (or is not 
a whole), it is not a series. Quite clearly it is a colourful way of 
declaring that it is absurd to call an infinite series a 'series'. 

To sum up. The first two paradoxes are semantic complaints 
against calling an infinite geometric series a 'series'. The second 
two paradoxes are, in effect, complaints against the same thing; 
they reject the attempt to make an infinite series look, linguistically, 
like an ordinary series, i.e., a finite series. The dichotomy con­
stitutes an objection to applying the term 'series' to so-called infinite 
series, because they have no last member and are therefore not 
11.1hole series. Russell speaks of 'the mistaken supposition that there 
cannot be anything beyond the whole of an infinite series, which 
can be seen to be false by observing that I is beyond the whole of 
the infinite series!,£,!, H ... 't. But Russell is mistaken. There is 
no whole series beyond which I lies; I is the liiJJit of the series. And 
the series is not a whole in the sense of a completed series, after the last 
member of which I comes. 

The flying arrow and the stadium paradoxes constitute objections 
to the namelike use of 'point'-'point of time' or 'point of space', it 
does not matter which. The terms 'mathematical instant', 'moment', 
'infinitesimal' or, to use an expression of Anaxagoras', 'the least 
of what is small', are syntactical, not semantic, names. But they 

10ur Knou•ledge of the Ex lema/ World, (I 929), p. I 88. 
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have the formal, if not the actual, role of denoting the last 
member, the least of what is small, of an unending decreasing 
series. They are semantically spurious but are designed to make 
an infinite geometric series look like a colllpleted series, by making 
it appear to have a last member, and therefore making it appear 
to have an arithmetical sum which cannot be arrived at arith­
metically by adding the terms. 

Weierstrass banished infinitesirnals from the actual doing of 
mathematics, but Russell and others, who speak about the whole 
of an infinite series, provide excellent evidence for believing that 
Weierstrass did not banish infinitesimals from the thinking about 
mathematics. The formal, but otherwise spurious, substantives 
'point' and 'instant' make it grammatically possible to speak about 
the whole of an unending series; that is, they make it possible to 
speak of a formula for generating 'partial series' as if the formula 
were the series it generates. Their use makes the infinite series 

I+!+!+~+. • • 
look, at least in formal respects, like the finite series 

3+6+9+12+ ... +3o, 
by ~nabling one to think of the infinite series as if it were termj_ 
nattng: 

I + i + t +! + . . + infinite sillJal 
or 

d d d 
d+-+-+-+ +point. 

2 4 8 

!he instant-of-time paradoxes are expressions of opposition to 
th!s verbal chicanery. The four paradoxes, taken together, con­
stt~ute a~ attempt to expose the enormous difference betwee 
firut~ senes and so-called infinite series; and they end with con~ 
elusiOns which refuse to recognize 'point' and 'instant' as being 
eve~ the formal, make-believe names of the last members of un­
en~ng _geometrical series. They also refuse to classify infinite 
senes With finite series under the common designation 'series'. 
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IX 

NEGATIVE TERMS 

I T is not uncommon for philosophers to take scornful attitudes 
toward each other's views and to dismiss them as ridiculous 
and an insult to our intelligence. Indeed, one is tempted to 

think that an important technique of refutation in philosophy is scorn 
and ridicule, a technique, that is to say, of intellectual intimida­
tion. But it need hardly be remarked, or perhaps it does need 
pointing out, that such an emotive procedure leads to no insight 
Into the theories dismissed. For it has to be realized that of all the 
disciplines which make use of proofs and refutations, philosophy 
stands alone in having no solidly established results. 

In the present paper I wish mainly to consider a view which 
has been dismissed by many philosophers as scandalous nonsense 
and as being based on the grossest of mistakes. My purpose is to 
examine this view soberly and dispassionately and try to see what 
it comes to and also to discover whether it is based on the gross 
mistake some people think it is based on. The view I propose to 
examine has been expressed in sentences like the following: 
'Anxiety reveals the nothing'; 'We know the nothing'; 'The noth­
ing exists'. 

What is to be made of these sentences; how are we to interpret 
them? And what sort of mistake, if any, is a person making who 
utters them with the assured air of stating propositions about the 
truth of which there can be no doubt? The sentences are strikingly 
unusual because, for one thing, they use the word 'nothing' in a 
grammatically strange way. In ordinary speech 'nothing' is not 
prefaced with the definite article; it is not grammatical English to 
speak of'the nothing'. And for another thing, the word 'nothing', 
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C)Uitc apart from the stran'rcncss of Its bcmg com 11nc h . . . s . . . way t at 
dcfimtc article m the sentences, IS bcmg used 10 a guccr . f 
eludes our understanding. It is hard for us to sec wh~t anyon~, or 
example, the sophist Gorgias, wishes to convey w1th the \\ o~ds 
'Nothing exists' .1 Some philosophers have voiced the compl~Int 
that the sentence 'The nothing exists' docs not have a tran~latiOn 
into the common vernacular and have, on the basis of thl~ fact, 

· 1· llv without proceeded to the position that the sentence IS Hera . . 
sense. Thus, the sentence, if it docs have sense, prcsen~s u~ With 
two difficulties which stand in the way of our intcrprct1~g ,It: (1) 
the usc of 'nothing' with the definite article, 'the nothtng_ ; and 
(z) its usc with 'exists', 'Nothing exists'. And before tryw_g_ to 
interpret its usc in 'The nothing exists' it will be helpful to ~Ivide 
our problem and first attempt to arrive at an understandmg of 
what a philosopher is saying who declares that 'Nothing exists'. 

Imagine someone saying in earnest: 'At this moment, for in­
stance, I sec nothing on the small table next to the armchair in my 
study, and I also see nobody in my armchair. I see nothing and 
nobody, so of course they exist. Unquestionably others too have 
also seen nothing and nobody in various places, so other people 
also know perfectly well that nothing and nobody exist. Many 
people, of course, deny that nothing and nobody exist, but it is 
not easy to understand the psychology of such sceptics'. Said in 
all seriousness by a person, these words produce a mystifying 
effect. For he uses language which is like the language of someone 
who is talking about extremely refined and subtle objects, ghost­
like entities which those of us with less refined perception or those 
of us who lack the necessary rapport with the occult are not 
privileged to see. 

His words suggest the occult; but, despite his talk, reason 
cannot permit its being supposed that he is seeing or claiming to 
see a very refined and subtle object. A person who truly says that 
he sees nothing on the table and nobody in the armchair does not 
see an object on the table nor does he see anybody in the chair. 
When two people inspect the same table and one declares that 
he sees nothing on it while the other declares that he does not see 
anything on it, it is_ not the case that one sees something which the 
other somehow fads to see: what is seen is the same for both, 

1See John Burnet, Greek Philo1ophy, Pt. I, Thalu /o Plato, p. 120. 
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?nly as a Lewis Carroll joke should we say to the second person, 
Rub your e~'es and _look harder'. Nor can it be supposed that the 

first p~rson IS suffenng from some sort of hallucination, is stating 
the eXIstence of som~thing which he imagines he sees. His words 
do no~, nor are they Intended to, express an empirical belief about 
th_e _existence of something he thinks he sees, a belief which could 
~h~u from us :he comment, 'He thinks he sees nothing, but he 
1sn t really s~emg it'. His mistake, if he is making one, is not a 
perceptual mistake with reo-ard to a state of affairs. Apart from his 
words, his behaviour, it is ~o be noted, is in no way different from 
th~t of th~ person who says he does not see anything on the table. 
I: 1s not hke that of a person who is suffering from a hallucina­
tlo~. In the present context, the assertion that nothing exists quite 
plamly cannot be construed as an utterance which is intended to 
state an empirical fact about the existence of something. It cannot 
?e construed as affirming the existence of a kind of thing, nor can 
~t be construed as denying the existence of everything-as deny­
Ing, e.g., that the table on which there is nothing exists. Philo­
sophers are using the sentence to do a different kind of work. 

More natural, perhaps, than the idea that the statement makes 
an empirical claim about a state of affairs is the idea that it con­
stitutes an improper use of language or that it misdescribes the 
u.se of an ordinary word: more specifically, that the stateme~t 
euher uses the word 'nothing' in an improper, senseless way or IS 
a misdescription of the use of the word. The latter idea is more 
natural, though by no means the more important one to examine. 
The notion that metaphysical propositions are empiric~! is_ too 
easily dismissed nowadays, with the result that what is dismtssed 
without sufficient insight remains to trouble and make ambiguous 
the reasoning of philosophers who dismiss it. However that may 
be, the usual charge levelled against what we may call t~e Meta­
physician of the Reality of Nothing is that he has committed ~he 
gross blunder of thinking that because 'nothing' is a substantive 
word it is the name of an object. . 

It is quite possible, to be sure, for a person to believe that the 
word 'nothing is the name of a thing. Imagine a newcomer to the 
English language being taught nouns like 'house', 'moo~', 
'Jones', and how to use them in simple sentences. ~long w1th 
these words which are classified for him as substantives under , 
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parts of speech, he is told that 'nothing' is a noun but is not taught 
its use. It could easily happen in such a case that he would think 
that 'nothing', like the other substantives he had been taught, is 
the name, either general or proper, of a thing. \'V'e can imagine, 
further, the sort of trick being played on him that the two rascally 
tailors in the fairy tale played on the gullible king. His teachers 
not only classify 'nothing' as a substantive, they also utter such 
sentences as 'Nothing is next to the chair', 'I sec that nothing is 
now on the table', and behave as if they were talking about some­
thing. They carry their prank so far as to act amazed and become 
somewhat condescending when he conveys to them that he docs 
not see anything. Finally, to cover his embarrassment over his 
inferred optical inferiority, he starts talking and behaving like his 
teachers. Such a person would have a false notion about the 
actual use of 'nothing'. 

The case of the metaphysician who gives the impression of be­
lieving that 'nothing' is the name of a thing is entirely different. 
He has complete information about the use of the word and no 
verbal prank has been played on him. He was taught not only its 
grammatical classification but also its actual usc and knows it 
perfectly well. And if, in spite of this, he nevertheless docs in fact 
believe that it is the name of a thing, then he is indeed grossly mis­
taken. But this precisely is the trouble with the idea that he has a 
mistaken belief about the ordinary use of the word: the mistake 
is too gross for him to have made it. If it is hard for us to conceive 
of anyone who has been properly instructed in the usc of words 
like 'chair' and 'coat' and uses them correctly every day as well as 
responds appropriately to their usc by others believing that the 
words are not names of articles of furniture and clothino- it should 

b> , 

if we stop to think of it, be equally hard to think of anyone who 
has been properly trained in the correct use of 'nothing' actually 
believing that it is the name of an object. It should be hard to 
think this of anyone, despite his philosophical talk} which, it has to be 
admitted, lends superficial plausibility to the charge. To be sure 
it is psychologically possible to have a belief which conflicts wid~ 
what we know _perfe~tly ~ell; when the need to believe is great 
enough, we believe, m sptte of what we know. But it would be 
foolish to suppose that a metaphysician's need to believe that 
'nothing' is the name of an entity is so great as to blind him com-
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plctcly to the crudity of his blunder, and so great, moreover, as to 
prevent his seeing his blunder when it is pointed out to him. For it 
is completely safe to bet that if it were patiently explained to him 
that the word is not used in ordinary language as a name he would 
be quite unmoved. For some mysterious reason, he does not ac­
cept ordinary usage as in any way showing the incorrectness or 
impropriety of his philosophical sentences, though he docs accept 
common usage as a corrective to any linguistic mistakes he may 
make in 11011-phi/osophica/ conversations. It is tlus mystifyingly stub­
born refusal to accept correction that needs to be explained and 
remains unexplained on the view that he has made a linguistic 
blunder. 

It may be said that a philosophical belief is entirely different 
from an ordinary, everyday belief. Philosophical beliefs are one 
thing and ordinary beliefs and doubts are quite a different thing, 
it may be contended, and we must not expect from the former 
what we expect from the latter. A philosopher once gave me an 
argument which he said was a conclusive refutation of a current 
view about the nature of ethical statements. I asked him whether 
the most important advocate of this view, a philosopher with 
whom he had discussed the view on a number of occasions, would 
accept his refutation and give up his view, and was told in a voice 
which reprimanded me for being so naive, 'No, of course not'. 
But our not expecting from a philosophical belief and argument 
what we expect from an ordinary belief is in need of explanati~m, 
and it is not explained in the least by saying that philosophical 
propositions are believed phi/osophicai!J. To call a belief 'philo­
sophical' is only to give a name to something we do not under­
stand. What we want to understand is the supposedly nlistaken 
belief that 'nothing' is the name of an object; and it is of no help 
to say that the person who believes it cannot see ills nlistake be­
cause his belief is philosophical and quite different from the belief 
a well-known philosopher humorously confessed he had until 
recently, that 'longitude' was pronounced with a hard 'g'. It is no 
help whatever to distinguish between the metaphysician and a 
stranger to the English language who has a wrong ordinary belief 
about the usc of a word by saying that the former's wrong belief 
is philosoprucal. 

If we think objectively and with detachment on the subject it 
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becomes clearly unplausible to suppose a philosopher belicv:es 
that 'nothing' is commonly used as the name of an entity, while 
at the same time nor denying that he knov.·s its actual usc. The 

impulse to r:J#Ie- plays a considerable pan in the barrier n·c erect 
against our seeing this and against our understanding the nature 
of the theories we 'refute'. But over-easy Sir Lanccloting is little 
more than Don Quixote charging a windmill; it slays no meta­
physical monsters. 

Philosophers who place no weight on the consideration that it 
is unplausible to suppose that a metaphysician can continue to 
believe, in the face of criticism, that 'nothing' is the name of an 
object give two main reasons for not thinking the supposition un­
plausible. For one thing, it is maintained that it is quite possible 
to know how to use a word correctly and nevertheless misdescribe 
its use. And for another thing, it is maintained that the force of a 
argument for a philosophical view can be so persuasive as t n 

· hil h f h h f h' · 0 con-vmce a p osop er o t e trut o 1s VIew, despite his k · 
on other grounds that it is false, that he can be SWe'jJt au' ~obwihin_g 

. h ld. hi . L aJ Y s argument mto o mg s v1ew. et us examine thes 
e reasons separately. 

The point that knowing how to use a term correctly · d' fli 
f k . h !. . . Is I erent 
rom nowi~~ ov..:bto_expami~lus~,_so that it is possible for a 
pe~~o? to mis bes~! e Itsd u~: e. emg ~ble to usc it perfectly 
~e ,G1s nEotMto e hispute . s pomt reminds us of the distinc 
t10n . . oore as made between knowing the m · -

d d k . . . eanmg of a wor an nowmg the analysts of Its meaning Just 
b bl Ik · · · as a person may e a e to wa unernngly from VIctoria Station t p· . 

Circus but misdescribe the route to others or ev bo Iccadilly 
It h d ·b · ' en e at a lo a oget er to escrt e It, so it is possible for us to be able to ss 

word properly but, nevertheless, give a wrong explanation us~ a 
use. In order to be able to use words like 'noth. , d of Its 
. . tng an 'ye t d 
It Is not necessary to be able to describe or e I . . s er ay' 
their usc. But anyone who is able to use a w x~ am m othe~ words 
t .t. h . . d or correctly Is able 
o Jr;ow ow It 1s use ; for all that is required to show h 

is used is to 1/Jf it. ow a word 

And not only this. A person who knows the use of a word but 

misdcscrihcs it will give up his description if his attention is called 
to an instance of actual usage with which his description does not 
square. If, for example, someone who knows how to use 'chair' 
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~ells_ us that it 11/C(JI/S any object which is used by people to sit on, 
nd ts really trying to explain in other words what the word means 

then, if it is pointed out to him that people sometimes sit on tables: 
tree stumps, and e\·cn floors, and that t3bles, tree stumps, and 
floors arc not ch3.irs, he \vill admit that his explanation is wrong 
and give it up. He will admit it is wrong, just as a person who mis­
describes the way to Piccadilly Circus will admit his directions are 
Wrong if we take him with us and, following his directions, end 
up _in Chelsea. But the case is different with the metaphysician: 
factng him with evidence of actual usage does not make him give 
up his apparently false description. The distinction between use of 
a Word and description of its use explains how it is possible to 
have mistaken ideas about words we know how to use perfectly 
W~ll, but it docs not explain why, in the case of a philosophical 
I!Usclescription of a word, bringing instances of actual usage to 
bear against the misdescription does not result in its being given 
up. It does not explain the remarkable difference between a meta­
~hysical mistake and an ordinary linguistic error. It throws no 
~tght on the question as to why a metaphysician who believes th~t 
n~thing' is the name of a thing fails to give up his belief when it IS 

P0 t?ted out to him that, unlike saying that a book is on the ~able, 
saytng that nothing is on the table is the same as saying there IS not 
anything on the table. 

It can be seen that the second reason, namely, that a meta­
physician is able to hold his view despite what he knows because 
he is convinced by the argument which backs it also fails to clear 
up this mystery. There is no question but that, quite in general, 
We are frequen.tly led to hold false views by fallacious arguments 
Which seem sound to us. But it is as plain as anything can be that 
no reasoning, regardless of how sound it may seem, can stand up 
~gainst known fact, and that no argument, however impecca?le 
It may seem, can prevent us from rejecting a proposition which 
We know to be false. And it is just as plain, with regard t~ an 
ordinary case of someone having been misled by an arg_ument mt? 
accepting a false proposition, that if he is presented :Wtth underu­
able fact which goes against the proposition, he will accep_t t~e 
fact and reject the proposition and its proof. He would not mstst 
in the face of fact that the argument is sound and th~t therefore 
the proposition it backs is true. But precisely the opposite happens 
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time and again in metaphysics. Calling a mt:taphysician's a~tcntion 
to actual usage, to instances of the way he uses a~ expn:sswn a~d 
to the way he responds to its ust: by other pcopl~ ~n everyday dts­
coursc, docs not discourage him about the Y~liday. of ~s argu­
ment and the truth of his view. Instead of dJscardmg h1s argu­
ment as certainly containing a fallacy, even though he canno~ dis­
cover the fallacy, he resists the idea that the f~cts ~oncl~stvcly 
show that the argument must be fallacious. It JS th1s rcsJstance 
against admitting that the facts invalidate the argument and show 
his proposition to be false that is not accounted for by those who 
maintain that he holds his view because he is taken in by its demon­
stration. An argument can sometimes beguile us into accepting a 
proposition which we should otherwise reject as false, but to 
imagine that it can continue to do its magic work in the face of 
presented and undeniable fact is to indulge in unrealistic thinking. 
Indeed, it seems more plausible to think that metaphysicians be­
come ingenious in behalf of the views they are determined to hold 
than to think that they become convinced of the views by argu­
ments. 

The mystery increases when we consider the purported reason 
on which the view that nothing exists is based; for taken as an 
ar.gument, it is so transparently false that we do not understand 
how anyone could be taken in by it, nor why the mistake is not 
recognized immediately on its being pointed out. The supposed 
argument for the view, i.e., the reasoning which leads to holding 
the view, is that 'nothing' must be the name of an object because 
it is a substantive word. But this argument is so transparently 
fallacious that we are puzzled to think that anyone could be de­
ceived by it. We can hardly imagine anyone seriously arguing that 
'chair' and 'coat' are not names of things because 'nothing' is a 
noun which is not the name of anything. We should find it equally 
hard to imagine anyone seriously arguing that because 'coat' and 
'chair' are names of things, the substantive 'nothing' must also be 
a name. And supposing that by a miracle the term did mislead 
someone, we arc at a complete loss to understand what could have 
happened to prevent his seeing the mistake once it is pointed out 
to him that not all substantives are names, and that from the fact 
that 'nothing' is a substantive it does not follow that it is a name. 

It seems plain that if we go on the assumption that the meta­
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physician is either misdescribing the use of 'nothing' or has been 
led into talking nonsense because of a misconception of its use we 
can give no reasonable account of his resistance to correction. 
There can be no hope of understanding why he does notjeei cor­
rected. There is, however, another possible hypothesis left to con­
sider. This is not that the metaphysician has made a blunder and 
for some unaccountable reason resists correction but that he has 
not made any sort of mistake. This hypothesis does not come 
naturally to us; it is entirely foreign to our way of looking at meta­
physics. But it will not seem as strange and unplausible as it does 
at first sight if in conjunction with the fact that the metaphysician 
knows the ordinary use of 'nothing' we take seriously his resis­
tance to correction of his idea of the use of the word. It is, after all, 
possible that he knows better than we do what he is doing with the 
word and does not accept correction because he is not using or 
describing the word mistakenly. This is a hypothesis which a 
genuine desire to understand what has happened should lead us to 
investigate. 

Now, if unlike 'Existence exists', which either misdescribes the 
use of 'existence' or uses it mistakenly, the sentence 'Nothing 
exists' neither uses 'nothing' in a senseless way nor misdescribes 
its actual use in ordinary language, what does the sentence come 
to, what is its interpretation? What is being done with the word 
'nothing'? 

Suppose a physicist at a party where couples are waltzing were 
to say, 'Those people are working only moderately hard'. We 
should be rather shocked to hear him speak in this way and pro­
test that they were not working, that they were waltzing and enter­
taining themselves. If he went on to say that he could see they 
w~re waltzing but that none the less they were working, that 
waltzing is a form of work, we might naturally think he had a 
wrong notion of the use of 'work' and was applying it impro­
perly to the dancing couples. We should then feel inclined to 
correct his language. But if he went on to explain that he was quite 
familiar with the ordinary, vulgar use of 'work' but in the present 
situation was using it in its technical physical sense of expmditure 
of energy, then we should no longer feel shocked or think he was 
using the word in an improper, mistaken way. We should no 
longer be tempted to correct him, though we might well think 
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that he was using an ordinary term in a special technical sense 
which in the given situation would mislead people . 
. In the sam~ way, a metaphysician who uses the word 'nothing' 
1n a way which surprises and baffles us is using it in a special 
philosophical way, which a little ingenuity suffices to penetrate: 
If, like the physicist, the metaphysician were in a position to ex­
plain how he is using 'nothing', what he is doing with the word 
we should be pacified and no longer try to correct him, though 
our interest in his utterance might vanish with our puzzlement. 
Unfortunately, he cannot explain what he is doing with the word 
in the statement 'Nothing exists'; he can only usc it in a way which 
fascinates and satisfies him. There is nothing cryptic in this re­
mark once it is realized that we use language in unconscious ways 
as well as in conscious way. And what we have to try to do is to 
understand the unconscious thing he is doing with the word. 
There is a strong and understandable temptation to think that a 
metaphysician who uses a familiar word in a way we do not under­
stand and, furthermore, can give no explanation of his usage, is 
talking nonsense, is using the word senselessly. But it has to be 
realized that it is psychologically possible to usc language in un­
usual ways and, without being able to explain our use, still make 
sense, though not obviously so. Like the artist who paints his 
pictures without being able to explain their underlying meanings 
the metaphysical artist creates with words but cannot explain hi~ 
creations. The hidden things he does we have to discover for our-

selves. 
Consider the following sentences taken from Alice Through the 

Looking Glass:-

'I see nobody on the road,' said Alice. 
'I only wish I had such eyes' the King remarked in a fretful 

tone. 'To be able to see Nob~dy. And at t~at ~ist_ance ,toot 
Why it's as much as I can do to see real people 1n this light! 

'Who did you pass on the road?' the King went on, holding 
out his hand to the Messenger for some hay. 

'Nobody,' said the Messenger. 
'Quite right,' said the King, 'this lady saw him too. So of 

course Nobody walks slower than you'. 
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'I do my best,' the Messenger said in a sullen tone. 'I'm sure 
nobody walks much faster than I do!' 

'He can't do that,' said the King, 'or else he'd have been here 
first!' 

This is delightful linguistic whimsy which we can enjoy and 
understand. A humorous game is being played with the word 
'nobody', and what makes it possible to play this game with a 
semblance of linguistic realism is the fact that the word grammati­
cally lends itself to the verbal game. The word 'nobody' is quite 
plainly being used, in pretence, as if it were the name of a person, 
an unrealish and more subtle and difficult person to see than an 
ordinary, substantial, everyday person like John Smith. What makes 
this engaging, make-believe use of 'nobody' possible is that it is a 
grammatical substantive. The word 'nobody' is, of course, on!J a 
grammatical substantive; it is not, to invent an expression, a semantic 
substantive, that is to say, a substantive which, like 'Massachusetts' 
or 'moon', is a general or proper name of an object. But the fact 
that 'nobody' functions grammatically like a semantic noun creates 
the whimsical possibility of pretending that it also is a semantic 
noun. Lewis Carroll has not written literally nonsensical sentences, 
sentences which are verbal jingles devoid of any sense. We can 
quite well understand what he is doing with the word 'nobody', 
the language game he plays with it, and we can enter into his game 
with enjoyment of the comical uses the word lends itself to. 

We now have a clue to the metaphysical use of'nothing', a clue 
which if taken together with Plato's profound observation that 
the genius of comedy is the same with tha~ of tragedy1 can lead to 
considerable insight. Like Carroll, the Metaphysician of the 
Reality of Nothing knows the linguistic facts, grammatical and 
semantic, about the use of 'nothing' and 'nobody', and we may 
well conjecture that he too is playing a verbal game. But he plays 
his game with 'nothing' with a different attitude. He takes it 
seriously, without his tongue in his cheek. 

For some reason, which may go quite deep psychologically,2 

the metaphysician is seriously dissatisfied with the fact that the 
word 'nothing' has the grammatical function of a subst~tive b~t 
does not, so to speak, get enough linguistic credit for Its 

1Symposium, 223. . 
•The assertion that anxiet_y reveals the nothing suggests this. 
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grammatical work. He is discontented with its being merely a gram­
matical noun and sees the possibility of assimilating it into the 
class of semantic nouns, without making it the name of anything. 
What he docs to correct the unsatisfactory linguistic state of affairs 
is to make more pronounced the similarity between the function­
ing of 'nothing' and that of words like 'moon' and 'ghost'. He 
gratifies his wish to have 'nothing' as a thing-denoting substan­
tive, instead of as a noun which docs not name, by creating a bit of 
language in which 'nothing' is used as if it were a name. The sen­
tence 'Nothing is on the table' is like the sentence 'The inkwell is 
on the table', but not like enough for him; for 'Nothing is on the 
table' has, in ordinary English, the translation 'There is not any­
thing on the table'. And what he does to make the sentences more 
alike, make the function of 'nothing' more like that of 'inkwell', 
is to preface 'nothing' with the definite article. Instead of saying, 
'Nothing is on the table', he says, 'The nothing is on the table', 
and so prevents the translation of 'nothing' into 'not anything'. 
The metaphysical statement 'The nothing exists' informs us that 
'nothing' is being treated as a semantic substantive in the private 
grammar book of the metaphysician. The word has not actually 
been changed into a thing-denoting substantive. It has become a 
name with zero fla!llillg junction, a name by grammatical COUrtesy 
only. The statements 'The nothing exists' and 'we know the 
nothing' simply realize the metaphysician's wish, not in fact to 
use 'nothing' as the name of a thing, but to use it in such a way in 
sentences as. to m~kc i~ look as if 'noth!ng' is the name of a thing. 
And he realizes his wtsh by exaggeratmg a grammatical similarity 
at the expense of a semantic difference. 

It. is ~asy ,t? see now what has ~ecn done with the adverbial 
particle not 1n the queer sentence The nothing nots'. 'Not' h 
been change? into a gr~mmatical :erb,and formally classified wi~ 
verbs denoung an act10n. But hke nothing' which names 
hi , , . no 

t ng, nots names no actton. The sentence 'The nothing n t , 
produces the eerie illusion of stating the existence of a myste 1·

0 s . . . · r ous 
so~ething w.htch d?es a myste~wu,s act, and perhaps the gram-
matically cunous thmgs done wtth nothing' and 'not' have b 
done with the purpose of producing this illusion. In any case ·~e.n 
possible. to make sense ,of what has been done with languag~~ 11~ 
the ordtnary sentence The rabbit runs', 'rabbit' is the general 
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name of an animal and 'runs' is a verb which denotes an action. In 
the metaphysical sentence 'The nothing nots' the words 'nothing' 
and 'nots' are only linguistically make-believe name and verb. But 
just as we can understand ordinary make-believe, so we can also 
understand the more subtle linguistic make-believe of a meta­
physician. 

The present reconstruction of what has happened makes in­
telligible the metaphysician's resistance to the usual criticisms 
directed against his view. He is not talking nonsense, and so 
remains unmoved by the charge that he is. Nor is he misdescribing 
the ordinary uses of 'nothing' and 'not'. For his use of these terms 
is a chauged use. It is a new grammatical use which we can under­
stand and either accept or reject, depending on whether it appeals 
to us or repels us. 

The explanation we have arrived at throws light on the further 
and more sophisticated metaphysical theory that 'the real is the 
positive',! the theory, in other words that there are no negative 
facts, e.g., that 'there is not a fact "sun-not-shining" which is 
affirmed by the true statement "The sun is not shining" '. 2 Con­
sider the following:-

Let us take some very simple negation, such as 'this is not 
white'. You say this, we will suppose, in the course of a dis­
cussion with the laundry. The phrase 'this is white' is in your 
mind, this is before your eyes, and 'this is grey' is a sentence 
describing your experience. But 'this is not white' is not a 
sentence describing what you see, and yet, on the basis of what 
you see, you are sure that it is true, in other words, that 'this 
is white' is false. 3 

And also the following:-

Suppose you are told 'there is butter in the larder, but no 
cheese'. Although they seem equally based upon sensible ex­
perience in the larder, the two statements 'there is butter' and 
'there is not cheese' are really on a very different level. Ther~ is 
a definite occurrence which was seeing butter, and which 
might have put the word 'butter' into your mind even if you 
had not been thinking of butter. But there was no occurrence 

0 

1H. W. B. Joseph, An Introduction to Logic, p. 171. 

~B. Russell, Human Know/edge(1948), p. soo. 
3B. Russell, l11quiry into Meaning and Truth, p. 99· 
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which could be described as 'not seeing cheese' or as 'seeing 
the absence of cheese'. You must have looked at everything in 
the larder, and judged, in each case, 'this is not chee~e'. You 

judged this, you did not see it; you saw what each thing was, 
not what it was not. 1 

To many readers, and in particular to philosophical defenders 
of ordinary language, these quotations will seem to contain down­
right mistakes about ordinary language. If we interpret the state­
ment that ' "this is not white" is not a sentence describing what 
you see' as making a factual linguistic claim about 'this is not 
white' (and a whole host of similar negative sentences), it is 
obviously false. For interpreted as making such a claim, the state­
ment declares that the words 'I see that this is not white' are de­
void of intelligibility. ] ust as 'I hear the sweetness of honey' makes 
no literal, descriptive sense in English because the phrase 'the 
sweetness of honey' does not describe anything which we could 
with sense be said to hear, so, according to the interpreted claim 
'I see that this book cover is not white' makes no descriptive sens' 
because 'This book cover is not white' does not describe anythi e 
which we could with intelligibility be said to see. But, of cour ng 
'I see that this is not white' is a perfectly intelligible sentences~, 
ordinary English and frequently expresses what is true. A 1~ 
this could hardly be unknown to a metaphysician who seems n 
the surface, to deny it; and it certainly could not be denied b); hlon 
once his attention is called to it. m 

Or, again, t~ke the ,;words '.There was no occurrence which 
could be descnbed as not seemg cheese" or as "seeing the ab­
sence of cheese"'. These words appear to express the claim that 
the ordinary phrase 'seeing the absence of cheese' describes no 
conceivable occurrence; and if this is in fact the claim that is being 
made, then it amounts to stating that 'seeing the absence of 
cheese' is an empty phrase, syntactically correct, but otherwise 
devoid of sense. For if the phrase had a meaning, it would de­
scribe an occurrence, actual or theoretically imaginable; and if it 
describes nothing, it is meaningless. If this is the claim made by a 
philosopher who says that 'There was no occurrence which could 
be described as "seeing the absence of cheese"', then there can be 
no real question as to whether he is mistaken. For it is an easy 

1B. Russell, Inquiry into Meaning and Truth, pp. 89-90. 
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matter to think of any number of occurrences which would proper­
ly and correctly be described by phrases of the form 'sees the 
absence of x', 'sees no x', 'sees that there is no x', 'notices the 
absence of x', etc. If, for example, you go to a party hoping 
to see your friend Jones there, you could, after having looked 
at all the guests present and not seen him, truthfully and 
certainly with literal sense say to your host, 'I see that Jones is 
not here'. A school teacher on frequent occasions can be describ­
ed as 'seeing the absence of one of his students'. And it is some­
times true and properly describes an occurrence to say, 'To his 
annoyance he saw that the dictionary was not in its accustomed 
place on the table'. Without going into tedious repetition, it 
cannot with any sort of plausibility be thought that a philosopher 
who seems to be claiming that such expressions are senseless is 
actually claiming this. 

Consider, further, the word 'judge'. In ever so many cases of a 
person not seeing a thing, for example, in the case of your failing 
to find a collar stud for which you are looking in a cluttered 
drawer, it would be a proper way to describe the situation to say, 
'I have looked long enough; I judge that it isn't here'. The sen­
tence 'Jones did not see his coat in the cloakroom and inferred it 
was not there' describes what happened, even if it were true that 
Jones's coat was concealed bv other coats and his inference was 
false. In other cases, however: it would be linguistic tomfoolery 
to use 'judge' and 'infer'. Suppose you wanted your dictionar~, 
went to the small stand on which you usually kept it, and found lt 
was not there. In such a case it would be incorrect English, a mis­
use of 'judge', to say, while looking at the bare stand, '!Judge that 
the dictionary is not on the stand'. This would be as much an 
absurdity of language as it would be for you to say at a time when 
you are in your study, 'I judge that there is no elephant .in my 
study'. And it would also be improper English, in the circum­
stance of your looking at the bare stand, to say, 'I do not see that 
the dictionary is not on the stand', while it would be a prope: way 
of describing the situation to say, 'I see that the dictionary lS not 
on the stand'. 

But we miss entirely the point of what the metaphysician is 
doing if we think he is making mistakes about ordinary lang~a?e. 
The fact that the putative mistakes which dupe a metaphysician 
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arc .,, ) \cry r J!H·u JL:~ and glaring to others should warn us that there 
J"> 111uc /1 Ill()r<: rhan appc.:ars on the: surface. 

:\ plJJirJvJphc.:r wh() rc:lls us that 'the statements 'there is butter' 
and '1 he rc: i., no c he.: esc' arc really on a very different level' is in an 
(JI>\curc wa\· ca!Jin1~ attention to an actual linguistic difference be­
tween the: .. :ratc.:mcr.Hs. ;\nd it is not difficult to discover what the 
clifkrcrJcc: in 'InTI' is. \X"hcn we truly assert that \Ve see butter , 
1 here j.., S(JtJJCiht'~·~ wl1ich we.: arc: seeing. But when we truly assert 
thar we <.c.:c no cheese, or that we notice the absence of cheese, 
there: h not a thing that we arc.: seeing. The nouns 'butter' and 
'chc..T<.c' arc.: names of articles of diet, but the terms 'no butter' and 
'ab<.c.:ncc of chc.:c.:sc.:' arc not names of anything. The words 'white' 
and 'grey' arc.: adjc.:ctivc.:s which name colours, but the terms 'not 
white:' and 'not grey' arc: not names of colours. The difference in 
'lc:vcl' bc.:twcc.:n 'there: is butter' and 'there is no cheese' and be­
tween 'this is grey' ami 'this is not white' lies in the difference 
bc.:twcc.:n the: functioning of 'butter' and 'no cheese' and in the 
difference: bc.:rwccn the: functioning of'grey' and 'not white'. 

Consider what has been said about the conjunction 'or': 'But 
how about "or"? You cannot show a child examples of it in the 
sensible world. You can say: "Will you have pudding or pic?" but 
if the: child says yc:s, you cannot find a nutriment which is "pud­
ding-or-pic:"'. 1 Children arc, of course, successfully taught the usc 
of 'or', but they arc not taught it by being shown 'examples of it 
in the sensible world'. The use of 'or' is not taught in the way 
'cow' and 'pudding' are taught. We teach a child the word· 'cow' 
by appl)-:ing it to so.me things and wit.hholcling its application to 
other thmgs: we pomt to cows, each ttme pronouncing the w d 
'cow', and correct the child when it calls the wrong things 'c or, 
B t d , h . ' , . h. . b ow u we on t teac tt or m t ts way, t.e., y showing it exam 1 • 
in t,hc ,'s.cnsiblc wo~ld'. The re~son why we cannot find exam P/s 
of or m the senstble world ts not that there is some p es 
practical difficulty which stands in the way of our findin so~t of 
or that, like centaurs, none happen to exist; we cannot L~ elll, 
amples because no value of 'x ory' is the name of a thin U /x­
'pic' and 'pudding' and 'man' and 'mouse', 'pudding or PES,·, .n lke 
the name of a nutriment and 'man or mouse' is not the n le ls not 
animal. The impossibility of finding an article of diet an ame. of an 

swenng to 
1 Inquiry ifllo Meaning and Tmtb, p. 89. 
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'pudding or pie' is an impossibility which is created by a linguistic 
fact ?f usage .. A P.hilosopher who remarks that you cannot find a 
nutm~e~t which Is pudding or pie or an animal which is man or 
mome IS In an unclear form of speech pointing out that it makes 110 

sense to speak of finding any objects answering to these terms 
because they are not names of a nutriment or of an animal. \Xlhat 
he is concerned to do is to point out the semantic difference be­
tween the names 'pudding' and 'pie' and the expression 'pudding 
or pie'. 

Similarly, a philosopher who states that 'there is butter' and 
'there is no cheese' arc on a different level is referring to the 
semantic difference between the terms 'butter' and 'no cheese', 
'grey' and 'not white', the difference, namely, that 'butter' is the 
name of an article of diet and 'no butter' is not, and that 'white' is 
the name of a colour and 'not white' is not. By permitting such 
sentences as 'I see no cheese in the larder' and 'It is plain to see that 
this shirt is not white', ordinary language tends to conceal the 
semantic difference between negative and positive terms an~, 
f~rthermore, creates the temptation, to which some metaphys~­
ctans succumb, to assimilate negative terms into the class of posi­
tive terms, i.e., to treat 'no butter' as if it named a tiling and. 'not 
white' as if it denoted a colour. In other words, by grammatically 
minimizing the difference between negative and positive terms, 
ordinary language creates in some thinkers the temptation to c~n­
ceal the difference even more, to play the same game with negattve 
terms that the existentialist metaphysician plays with the word 
'nothing'. And what a philosopher does, who is impressed by t~e 
semantic difference between negative and positive terms and lS 
opposed to any attempts to conceal the difference, is to change the me 
of 'sec' and 'judge' in such a way as to make more pronounc:ed 
than it is in ordinary language the difference between neg~ttve 
and positive terms. He alters /ang11age for the purpose of making a 
linguistic difference more conspicuous. 

In his new, philosophical way of speaking, it will ma.ke d~­
scriptive sense to say 'I see butter' and 'I see that the rose t,s red,, 
but it will make no descriptive sense to say 'I see no cheese, or I 
see the absence of cheese', and 'I see that the lily is not red'. T.he 
expressions 'no cheese' and 'not red' are not to count as descnb-

f ' , ing what we see, and this comes to contracting the use o see , 
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restricting the word to its use with positive.: terms. In place of using 
'sec', and in general 'perceive', with negative terms he uses 'judge', 
which is verbally slrelcled for the purpose of doing this new work, 
work it does not do in ordinary language.:. In his metaphysical 
language he replaces the ordinary sentences 'I sec that there is no 
cheese on the table' and 'I sec that the rose is not blue' by the 
philosophical sentences 'I judge that there is no cheese on the 
table' and '!judge that the rose is not blue'. In this way, with the 
help of a contracted usc of 'sec' and a stretched usc of 'judge' he is 
able to make more pronounced the semantic diA.crcncc between 
negative and positive terms. The statement, 'You sec what each 
thing is, not what it is not', informs us that in the made-up lan­
guage of some metaphysicians the word 'sec' has only pari of its 
ordinary usc, its usc with positive terms. 



X 

APPEARANCE AND REALITY 

'SENTIEI:':T experience, in short, is reality, and \vhat is not this 
is not real. We may say, in other words, that there is no being 
or fact outside of that which is commonly called psychical 

existence. Feeling, thought, and volition (any groups under which 
we class psychical phenomena) are all the material of existence, 
and there is no other material, actual or even possible' .1 These 
words excite our interest at several different levels. They affect us 
emotionally, evoke ghosts of former feelings, while they arouse 
scepticism with the extravagance of their apparent claim; and at 
the same time they leave us with a vague and uneasy sense that we 
have not rightly understood them. The related sentence which I 
propose to examine here, namely, 'things are but appearances', 2 

affects us in the same way. These words produce an emotional 
effect which haunts us because we cannot relate it to our con­
scious thoughts; the claim they apparently are used to make is 
altogether too extravagant to maintain in the face of fact; and 

'F. H. Bradley, Appearanu and Reality, 8th Impression, p. 144. . 
2lbid., p. 71. This occurs in the following context:' ... the results, which 

we have reached, really seem to have destroyed things from without a~d 
from within. If the connexions of substantive and adjective, and of quality 
and relation, have been shown not to be defensible; if the forms of space and 
of time have turned out to be full of contradictions; if, lastly, causation a~d 
activity have succeeded merely in adding inconsistency to inconsistcncy--:-I~, 
in a word, nothing of all this can, as such, be predicated of reality-what Is It 
that is left? If things are to exist, then where and how? But if these tw~ ques­
tions are unanswerable, then we seem driven to the conclusion that thmgs are 
but appearances'. My italics. It is quite clear from this that Bradley holds that 
'things do not exist' and, therefore, that whatever it is he expresses by the 
words 'things arc but appearances' can also be expressed by 'there only 
appear to be things'. 
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although what these words express seems clear, we arc left with 
a dissatisfied feeling that perhaps we have misread them, that per­
haps their real import somehow has eluded us. 

The metaphysical position that 'things are but appearances' or 
to put it differently, the position that there only appear to b~ 
things, seems to make an astonishing factual claim which, if true, 
exposes the world_ of s_upposedly solid, substantial things as being 
no more than an IllusiOn of the senses. Things dissipate into in­
substantial phantoms, books into the appearances of there being 
books, the sun into the appearance of there being a sun; and d~­
pending ~n _what our d~cper needs are and how they connect with 
the view, tt mduces anXIety or reassures. For some people the view 
destroys a world and replaces it with a nightmare world of sha­
dows; for others it destroys an unwelcome reality and replaces it 
with a reassuring dream; and for some people it does both things. 
Whether we believe the view to be true or think it to be too ob­
viously false to merit serious consideration, we do naturally take 
it to be about things, to the effe~t that there arc none although it 
does appear that ther~ an~. A phtlosopher who puts forward this 
theory and supports It with arguments looks to be doing what a 
scientist does who ~ells us _that the stars do not have the orbits 
they appear to have In the rught sky or that they are moving away 
f orn the earth with a tremendous velocity. But comparing the 
rhilosopher with a scientist produces a vague feeling of uneasi­

P ess and makes us unsure as to whether we have properly undcr­
~tood his words, although their literal import seems plain enough. 

To be made aware of the vast and mysterious gulf between the 
ractice of science and the practice of philosophy no more is 

p eded than to notice a few things which are directly before our 
ne . h . . 
eyes and demandtng attention, e.g., t e Inconsistent ways in 
which a philosopher speaks and behaves in relation to the posj_ 
tion he advocates and how philosophers divide and d~bate over 
his view. y;e have only ~o open our eyes to doubt ~enously that 
he scienust and the philosopher are concerned wtth the sa111c 

~ niverse of discourse' and to doubt that the words 'things are 
:ut appearances' are in_ten~ed to convey information about _things. 
In fact a careful ~xamtnation of the phi_losophcr's words m rela-
·on to his behaviour makes the conclusiOn both clear and certain 

:~at, unlike the sentence 'The so-called canals on l'v!ars are just an 
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optical illusion', they do not express a proposition about the ap­
parent existence of things, but only imitate sentences which do 
express such propositions. 

It cannot have escaped attention altogether that a philosopher 
has not come to this view, which if taken at its face value must im­
press itself with staggering force, as the result of an inspection of 
things that is more subtle and careful than we ordinarily make of 
them, or as the result of experiment. For although he makes his 
statement with the confidence of a scientist who has at his disposal 
evidence which, once produced, would make a disconcerting 
theory irrefutable, he reports no special, out-of-the-ordinary ob­
servations and mentions no experiments. He does not call our 
attention to peculiarities in the behaviour of things, somehow 
overlooked by us, which expose their lack of substance and, so to 
speak, show that there is no face behind the mask. Everyone im­
mediately and without the slightest hesitation or doubt would 
recognize the impropriety of saying: 'Close and careful scrutiny 
of what everyone naturally takes to be massive, enduring pyra­
mids, or solid bricks, or apples which we not only see and feel but 
smell, taste, and eat, reveals that they are no more than the stuff of 
dreams, mere appearances'. A philosopher who with conscious 
sincerity and conviction holds that the appearances of there being 
things are all delusive sees no better (nor less well), hears no better, 
feels with no greater sensitivity than ordinary people or than the 
philosophers who disagree with him. And a philosopher who is 
won over to the view after having rejected it is not won over to 
it as a consequence of perceiving things differently; or if he 
abandons the view he does not do so because he has been con­
vinced by experimce that what he had been so sure was an illusion 
is, after all, real. Puzzling as it may be, recourse to observation or 
to any sort of empirical investigation is not considered necessary 
in order to hold the view or to give it up. 

It has to be admitted that a straightforward reading of the meta­
physical sentence 'things are but appearances' makes it seem un­
questionable that the philosopher is denying the existence of 
physical things and that in doing this he is making a factual claim 
with regard to them. But accepting this reading creates the pro­
blem of squaring it with the philosopher's behaviour, the problem 
of explaining his curious disregard for procedures which alone 
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could justify his holding the view imputed to him by our reading 
of his words. Jle is pictured as making a stupendous factual 
claim about things, a claim which science certainly cannot match, 
and he gives no indication of feeling the slightest need to produce 
or even to look for evidence. But how is this to be explained? To 
suppose his psychology is unusual won't do. For the best experi­
mental scientist, on being confronted with the philosophical utter­
ance and invited to giv~ his considered judgement, will react in 
one or other of the expected ways in which philosophers react: he 
will judge it to be false on the basis of evidence \vhich he knows 
is in the possession of a philosopher who accepts it or judge it to 
be true regardless of the testimony of his senses. 

The proposition (whatever that may be) which his sentence is 
used to denote docs have his conviction and, furthermore, he feels 
no need to base his conviction on experiential evidence. This 
much, it seems to me, is too plain to be open to question. The 
proposition which the popular and immediate reading of his 
words identifies as the proposition which has won his conviction 
is one which requires an absolutely fantastic state of mind to 
believe without evidence, but apart from the construttion placed 
on his words there is no reason whatever for thinking that he 
suffers from an unusual condition of mind. If we insist that the 
proposition imputed to him is the proposition of which he is con­
vinced, we cannot, without making an unwarranted assumption 
about his psychology, give a reasonable explanation of how it is 
that he is convinced. And because of his lack of concern to pro­
duce evidence we are driven to the conclusion that his conviction 
is pretended. If, on the other hand, we insist that he is convinced 
and that his unconcern as regards evidence is not to be taken a~ 
indicating an unusual state of mind, then we are forced to con­
clude that the popular reading, though natural, is mistaken. 

We have to choose between the literal reading of his words and 
his behaviour, for the two will not unite into anything which 
gives us an intelligible, realistic picture of the situation. And since 
it is our interpretation of his words which makes his behaviour 
seem unaccountable, the obvious thing to do is to give it up and 
try to discover an interpretation which is consonant with his 
behaviour. Fortunately there exists an independent consideration 
which makes it certain that the proposition imputed to the philo-
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sopher is not t~e. proposition \vhich is expressed by his words as 
he usc! the111. This Is the following. 
. It Is_ clear th~t a claim is factual only if it is such that in the case 
In wh1ch nothm!? exists which goes against it there could, as a 
~atter of th_eorett~al possibility, exist instances counter to it, and 
In the case In which there exist instances counter to it, such in­
~tances could, as a matter of theoretical possibility, fail to exist. It 
IS equally clear that a person who makes a factual claim knows 
what it would be like for there to be a situation which, if he were 
confronted with it, would make him give up his claim, even 
though he dismisses every actual situation to which his attention 
is drawn in refutation of it. Hence, if the words 'things are but 
appearances' were being used to express a factual proposition 
about things, if they are being used to make the claim that human 
bodies, Tower Bridge, the earth underneath us, the moon, or the 
many other things which we perceive daily do not in fact exist, 
the philosopher would know and be able to say what it would be 
like for there really to be things, as against there only appearing 
to be. But this he cannot do; he cannot describe any circumstance 
given which he would be compelled to abandon his words and 
admit that the claim they made no longer held good. His being 
unable to do this shows us as clearly as anything can be shown 
that his use of the words, whatever it may be, is not to make a 
factual claim about things. The popular reading of his words un­
wittingly depicts the philosopher as being in the position of a 
person who confidently asserts that there only appear to be jabber­
weeks but who cannot say what it would be like for there to be a 
jabberwock or recognize one if he encountered it. 

To see this better let us consider an ordinary, non-metaphysical 
case of someone declaring that what appears to exist does not 
actually exist, for example, the case of a desert companion assuring 
us that what looks to be a lake in the distance is only a mirage. He 
can, of course, elaborate on his statement by going on to describe 
in what ways we should be disappointed if we made our way 
toward the mirage expecting it to be a lake. This he can do only 
if he can describe in what ways a lake is different from a mirage. 
He cannot warn us against what we mistakenly take to be a lake 
in the distance without being able to tell us what we can expect 
if there is a lake which we cannot expect if there is only a mirage, 
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D 1 te etc if thc.:rc is a lake 
i.e., what we can expect to sc.:e_' .e~-~c:~a~as,cc.: c.:~~-, i{ cilc.:rc.: is unly 
and what we cannot c.:W·xpc.:cc co :sc:yc.:, that' a mi;age unlike the real 

mirage of a lake. e may sa ' l · 
a . · t If what we have been assure' IS a thing fails us at ccrtam potn s. . 1 h" 

. , f .l l·n none of the respects in which the rca t tng 
rrurage a1s us · h 'f 1 k· 

· c 1·f on our going up to it it does not vants , 1 we sa c sat1sr1es us- hi . d f 
our thirst at it, cool our faces in it, hear the splas ng s?un ? 
water-we should say that what we were told v:as a mirage 1~, 
after all a lake; and our companion would agree with us and adrrut 
he had 'been mistaken. In short, in making the factual stateme~t 
that there is a mirage of a lake, not a lake, he is abl~ to cxplam 
what it would be like for there to be a lake and not a mirage. 

The metaphysical case differs radically from the ordi_nary case. 
Suppose our desert companion behaves differently. As 1n th~ case 
above, he assures us that there only appears to be a lake 10 the 
distance and that what we are seeing is a mirage. However, the 
'mirage' does not vanish when we go up to it, drink from it, walk 
around it, wade in its shallows. But when we twit our companion 
about the assurance with which he had expressed himself, instead 
of hearing the expected confession to having been mistaken, to our 
astonishment we hear him insisting in earnest and with his first 
assurance that it is a mirage, even as he enjoys the coolness of the 
water as much as we do. In answer to our objections that unlike 
a mirage it has not vanished on our going up to it and that it meets 
expectations which mirages cannot meet, he says, 'This mirage is 
not ~n ordir:ary, run-<:>f-the~mil~ mirage; this is a complete mirage. 
Ordinary rrurages, which fa1l us 1n certain respects, are incompl t 

h h . . f. e e, w ereas t e one we are en)oymg atls us in no respect becaus · . 
complete; but both kinds alike are only mirages, both alike It ls 
d l · , Th" e are e ~s1ve appear~nces : ts answer, taken together with his be-
haviOur, makes 1t plam that our desert companion has bee 

h . . h "f k d ome a me tap ys1c1an: e cannot, 1 as e to explain in what w h 
complete mirage of a lake is different from a lake, mention aay t _e 

1 . hi h d. rr f h h partt-cu ar 1n w c one lrrers rom t e ot er, and so cannot say what 
it would be like for there to be a lake. 

Similarly, a philosopher who denies the reality of the physical 

world flnds himself in the strange predicament of being unable to 

· Jnt c>f what it would be like for the physical world to 
u1ve an accm . · h li 1 
11 - I . 1 · self out from bctng able w1t tera sense to be real He ru cs Jlm. 
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mark a point of difference between there being a physical world 
and its only looking as if there is one and thus rules himsd[ out 
from being able to tell us what it is the existence of which he is 
denying. The words 'things are but appearances' may be replaced 
by the words 'There appear to be things but in reality there are 
none',1 in which the expression 'in reality there are none', or what 
is equivalent to it, the expression 'there are no things' seems, like 
'There are no canals on Mars', to be used to put forward a factual 
claim. But its looking to be used in this way is a verbal deception. 
For since the user of the expression cannot depict a situation given 
which he would say, 'Now there are things, and not just appear­
ances', he cannot be using the expression to deny that there are 
things. 

To put the matter somewhat differently, whatever it is that the 
words 'There are no things' are made to mean, they are being so 
used that nothing actual is allowed to count against what they 
say, and, moreover, nothing describable is allowed to constitute a 
theoretical case against what they say. Consequently, they are 
being so used that what they say is not open to theoretical falsifica­
tion. They do not, therefore, express an empirical proposition, 
and so do not express a proposition about the existence or non­
existence of physical things. The sentence 'There are no pink 
elephants' puts forward a factual claim because the sentence 
'There are pink elephants' expresses a proposition which could, 
theoretically, be true. But the philosophical sentence 'There are 
no things' makes no factual claim because the sentence 'There are 
things' is not allowed to express a proposition which could con­
ceivably be true. Seeing this enables us to understand the philo­
sopher's remarkable oversight in the matter of producing experi­
ential evidence for the position popularly attributed to him, an 
oversight which would be possible only in the land of the lotus­
eaters. Since his words, as he is using them, do not express a 
theoretically falsifiable proposition, they do not express a proposi­
tion of the sort to which experiential evidence is relevant. 

How then, if we reject the interpretation of his words which 
comes first to mind, are we to understand them ? Several features 
connected with the utterance of the words make it now seem 
plausible to think that one of the conjunction of propositions 

1The justification for this is given in footnote z, p. 199· 
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which they arc used to denote is a priori, the proposition, namely, 
which is separately expn:ssed by 'There are no things'. For one 
thing, the assurance with which the proposition is stated together 
with the now understandable disregard for evidence is appropriate 
to a logically necessary proposition. It is like the assurance with 
which we say that the successor of a prime number greater than 
z is not itself a prime number. For another thing, the claim that it 
is true is based on arguments, which substitute for t.:vidcncc; and 
this again is appropriate to a proposition the truth-value of which 
is necessary. One writer has voiced against Parmenides the com­
plaint th~t 'he had an argument, but no evidence' I for the position 
that motton and change do not exist. This charge holds good in 
the case of the mode_rn counterpart of Parmenidcs, who also has 
arguments ~ut no _evi~ence_f~r the proposition denoted by 'There 
are no physical things . This Is bewildering if the scntc · . . nee 1s con-
strued as makmg a factual clatm, but not if it is taken t . . . . F h . o express an 
a pnorr proposttlon. urt er evidence for thinking th t h . 

· · h" h h h . a t c pro-position w tc as won t e philosopher's conviction · . . . h. . . . h h Is a pnorz 
IS ~s. matdntatnm1gbt ~Tt ht e argumhent_s adduced show that the pro-

HposlU~n ~nothcc ,Y ehrc are p1 ystcha~ thhings' is self-contradictory. 
e mamtams t at ... t c resu ts, w tc we have reached, reail 

,r:,ccm to ha vc destroyed things from without and from within'~ 
and the umtc:xt makes it (Illite clear that ~esult~ which _are pu;_ 

l . L • c.lor1,. this flow from constderauons which, it is 
Portee. to na vc " · . . 

· d d tratc contradictions. All m all, the external evt-clatme , emons . 1 . . . 
l · t to the conclusion that the mctaphysica position IS a 

c cncc po1n s . . . . . 
1,riori, and that like a mathemati~Ian who establishes the a J:rron 
truth that there is no greatest pnme number by demonstrating a 
contradiction in the hypothesis that there is a greatest prime, the 
philosopher establishes by a reductioadabmrdum form of argument the 
proposition denoted by the sentence 'There are no physical things'. 

This sentence gives, of course, only part of the metaphysical 
· w the other part of which is given by 'There appear to be 

v~yslcal things'. What kind of proposition it is, a priori or em. 
~irical, which is ex~rc:ss~d by ~h_e second sen~e~ce is not cer~ain; 
but it does look as 1f 1t Is empmcal and that It IS the proposition 
which the natural reading of the sentence would identify as being 

I Benjamin Farrington, Greek Science, Vol. I, Pelican Books, p. S3· 
2F. H. Bradley, op. cit., P· 7 I. 6 
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its meaning. It looks as if the words 'things are but appearances' 
express a position which is partly a priori and partly factual, a 
position, that is, which consists of a combination of propositions 
one of which is expressible by the sentence 'It is logically im­
possible for physical things to exist' and the other by the sentence 
'There exist, as a matter of fact, appearances of there being 
things'. More concretely, a philosopher, who with conviction 
based on the findings of logic and the testimony of the senses says, 
'things are but appearances', implies that it is, for example, logic­
ally impossible for there to be loaves of bread and bodies which 
take nourishment from them but that there seem to be loaves of 
bread and human bodies. Logic elicits a self-contradiction from 
the proposition given by 'Physical things exist', and so establishes 
the logical impossibility of its being true; and our senses present 
us with data which make true the factual proposition given by 
'Physical things appear to exist.' 

The present construction, it can be said, is much more circum­
spect intellectually than the first construction, which made out 
the philosopher to be stating an empirical proposition about the 
existence of things. The first now seems based on no more than 
the most superficial verbal impressions, which can survive in­
spection no more than a Potemkin village. The present construc­
tion placed on the words 'things are but appearances' appeals to 
us because it takes into account the non-empirical procedure used 
in arriving at the proposition they express and seems to square the 
proposition with the procedure. Nevertheless, important objec­
tions stand in the way of accepting it, objections which spow that 
accepting the construction requires our believing what, if we pre­
serve our sense of reality, we must reject as being too unlikely to 
be taken seriously. For one thing, to accept the interpretation of 
'Things do not exist', according to which the sentence expresses 
the proposition which is less ambiguously expressed by 'It is 
logically impossible for there to be things', is to be committed to 
the opinion that the philosopher supposes the general te~m 
'physical thing' and the more specific words 'penny', 'chrur', 
'bread', etc., to be literally senseless. For another thing, it is to be 
committed to the opinion, which needs aggressive arrogance to 
blind one to its flimsiness, that the philosopher suffers from a 
curious intellectual myopia which prevents him from seeing a 
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self-contradiction which clamours for attention and which he fails to 
recognize as a contradiction when his notice is called to it. Further 
clifficulti<..:s can be: brought to light; but these two objections, if 
they can be sustained, arc sufficiently grave to warrant our 
abandoning the interpretation. 

Consiclt:r first the contradiction which immediately develops in 
th<..: p(Jsition that things arc only appearances if it is identified with 
tht: conjunction of propositions that it is logically impossible for 
thert: to he things and that things appear to exist. It needs no 
intcllc:ctual acumen to see that whatever appears to us to be the 
casc coul~l concci~ably be thc case, and that its looking or seeming 
tn us _as 1f a certa1_n state of affairs obtains implies that we know 
what Jt would be like for there to be that state of affairs. A sensible 
~ppc~r~nce is an appcarance of an actual or a hypothetical reality, 
J.<.:., Jt 1s an appeara~cc of a state of affairs which exists or an ap­
pearance of therc being a state of affairs which docs not exist. And 
with regard to an_;• appcarancc 1, however unusual or odd circum­
stances can be imagined in \\ hich the appearance could b · _ 

k f t 1. c-I I . . e mts 
ta c:n or tn: rca Jty. -cary,. tt ts possible to imagine this only 
hcrausc rcaltty could, thcorcttcally, be as odd as the appearance 
rcpre;c n t s i l. Til us, lor cxample, it is possible to imagine miracles 
appearing to occur-- thc su~ standing still for day~ ?r a river being 
turned into blood--and bcmg taken for the realities; and an ap­
pearance: could be taken for the reality only if the reality could 
conccivahly be as it appears. We might say the delusive appearance 
a of then.; hc:ing a state of affairs rb represents, or, to stretch a word, 
pictures what would, if it existed, falsify a proposition to the effect 
that n is 'mcn..:' appearance; i.e., a pictures a state of affairs which 
would constitute a falsifying instance of the proposition that it 
only looks as if rf, exists and, thus, pictures what would ~ake true 
the proposition that rp exists.;\ proposition stating the ~~tstence of 
what appears or could appear to exist, i.e., a proposltlon of the 
form There is a rp to which there corresponds a true or possibly 
true proposition of the form There appears to be a rp, is su~h that it 
cnuld itself thcorctically be true. Hence, by holding the view a~tri­
l utcd to him the philosopher would commit hir:nself to the tdea 
/hat the existence of thin~s is theoretically posstble and that we 

•Thr"ugh"ut this r:~rcr 'arpc:uancc' is used in the sense of 'sensible 
appc~•rancc'. 
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know what it would be like for there to be a state of affairs verify­
ing the proposition that things exist and also to the idea that the 
existence of things is logically impossible, that the proposition 
that things exist is necessarily false. To hold that there appear to 
be things the existence of which is logically impossible is to em­
brace the immediate self-contradictory consequence that we can 
imagine a situation which would upset an a priori truth, or the 
consequence that at least some propositions are both true a priori 
and such that they could conceivably be false. 

The two assertions, the assertion that it is logically impossible 
for physical objects to exist and the assertion that there appear to 
be physical objects, form a patently self-contradictory conjunc­
tion. If we accept the second assertion the first becomes false: it 
becomes false to say that it is logically impossible for physical 
objects to exist. If we accept the first assertion the second becomes 
false: it becomes false to say that there appear to be, or even that 
there could appear to be, physical objects. This consequence 
hardly needs elaborating. No one in ordinary life would, with­
out realizing that he was contradicting himself, say in the same 
breath that it is logically impossible for a heavy downfall of rain 
to occur in which not a single drop of rain falls and also that it 
could, possibly, look to anyone as if a rainless rain were falling, 
or say that it is logically impossible for a triangle to have two 
sides and also maintain that he was perceiving the appearance 
of there being a two-sided triangle or even that there could 
be such an appearance. It will, I think, be granted without 
hesitation that no one using language as it is commonly used 
would say such a thing as that there appears to be a two-sided 
triangle or that it seems that a rainless rain is falling, or that he is 
imagining a triangle with only two sides or a rainless rain. Quite 
in general, a statement which makes a logical claim that cp is im­
possible implies that the corresponding statement that cp exists in 
appearance is self-contradictory. What cannot exist, because its 
existence would imply a contradiction, cannot exist as 'mere ap­
pearance', because the existence of the appearance would also imply 
a contradiction. What is self-contradictory not only cannot exist 
but cannot appear to exist; and there can no more be self-contra­
dictory appearances than there can be self-contradictory realities. 

This is too plain for anyone to deny, and I think that we are 
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It can easily be seen that a fundamental difference between a 
sentence stating a physical impossibility, 1 e.g., the sentence 'It is 
impossible to sink a battleship with a pea-shooter', and one which 
states a logical impossibility, 1 e.g., the sentence 'It is impossible to 
sink five out of four slups', is that what a sentence of the first kind 
declares to be impossible is conceivable, while what is declared by 
a sentence of the second kind is inconceivable. That is, in under­
standing the sentence 'It is impossible to sink a battleship with a 
pea-shooter' we know what it would be like for there to be an 
occurrence answering to the phrase 'sinks a battleship with a pea­
shooter', whereas in understanding the sentence 'It is impossible 
to sink five out of four ships' we do not know what it would be 
like for there to be an occurrence answering to the phrase 'sinks 
five out of four ships'. And we know what it ·would be like for 
there to be an occurrence answering to the first phrase and do not 
know what it would be like for there to be an occurrence answer­
ing to the second phrase because the first phrase has a descriptive 
use, describes a hypothetical occurrence, and the second has no 
descriptive use whatever. The sentence 'It is impossible to sink a 
battleship with a pea-shooter' describes a situation or occurrence 
which it declares to be impossible, while the sentence 'It is im­
possible to sink five out of four ships' describes no situation or 
occurrence which it declares to be impossible. In general, sen­
tences which express what is logically• impossible differ from sen­
tences which express what is pf.u•sica/1]• impossible in the respect that 
sentences of the first kind do not describe or denote occurrences 
or states of affairs the existence of which is declared impossible 
and sentences of the second kind do describe or denote occur­
rences or states of affairs the existence of which is declared im­
possible. 

It will no doubt seem to be flouting what is clear and undeniable 
to say that a sentence which expresses a logical impossibility does 
not, as does a sentence which expresses a physical impossibility, 
describe what it declares to be impossible. It will seem patently 
absurd to maintain that, e.g., the sentence 'It is impossible to sink 

1For convenience 'phvsical impossibility' is used as short for 'true e~pir!cal 
proposition to the ctf~ct that something is impossible' and 'logical ~m­
possibility' as short for 'true a priori proposition to the effect that something 
is impossible'. 
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five out of four ships' does not declare the impossibility of what is 
denoted hy 'sinks five out of four ships', or that the sentence 'It is 
impossible for an\·rme to run while remaining motionless' does 
not deny the pos~iblc existence of what is denoted by 'runs while 
remaining motionless'. For if such a sentence docs not describe or 
name or denote a hypothetical situation which it declares to be im­
possible, it docs not declare am·rhing whatever to be impossible, 
which is absurd. The sentence ;It is impossible for anyone to run 
\vhilc remaining motionless' certainly docs, it might be argued, 
state the impossibility of somethi'zf1,, in contradistinction to a non­
sense sentence like 'It is impossible for roves to brillig without 
grolling', which docs not describe anything it states to be im­
possible. In thjs respect it is like the sentence 'It is impossible for 
Blt:nhcim Castle: to float in the air' or like the sentence 'It is im­
possible to sink a battleship with a pea-shooter'. Like the latter 
two sent<.:nccs it must, if it is not to count as literal nonsense, say 
what it is which it clt:clarcs to be impossible. A sentence which 
states something to be logically impossible is not, of course, a 
piece: of I i tcral nonsense; hence:, it will be urged, it must be false 
to say that sentcnccs which exprcss logical impossibilities fail to 
describe or name or denote: occurrences or situations the existence 
of whjch they declare to be in:pos~ible. In respect of describing 
hypothetical occurrences or s1tuatwns they cannot be different 
from sentcnccs denoting physical impossibilities. 

To answer this objection it first has to be admitted that a sen­
tence like 'It is impossible to sink five out of four ships' differs 
from the sentence: 'It is impossible for toves to brillig without 
grolling' in not bcing literally nonsensical, and that it is like the 
sentence 'It is impossible for Blenheim Castle to float in the air' in 
having an intelligible meaning. But to argue from this likeness and 
diffcrc_nce_that t~c :entence describes an occurrence the possibility 
of wh1ch 1t clerues 1s to exaggerate an outward similarity between 
sentences denoting physical impossibilities and sentences de­
noting logical impossibilities. This is not the place to make a de­
tailed ex_aminatio_n of the nature of a priori propositions or to try 
to explaw what 1t comes to ~o say that anything is logically im­
possible. Undoubtedly there 1s a strong temptation to say that a 
sentence which expresses a logical impossibility does declare SO!JJe­

thing to be impossible and thus, unlike the nonsense sentence and 
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lik: a sentence which expresses a physical impossibility, it de­
scnbes or names a situation or an occurrence the existence of 
which it denies to be possible. Attention to matter of linguistic 
fact, however, compels us to the conclusion that it differs 
fro~ a _sentence which expresses a physical impossibility 
precm:ly _m the. respect of not describing what it is which is 
declared Impossible. The following consideration will make this 
clear. 

The term 'a priori proposition' is so used that it makes no literal 
sense to say 'pis an a priori proposition which could conceivably 
have a truth-value other than the one it has'; and the term 'em­
pirical proposition' is so used that it is literal nonsense, an 
absurdity of language, to say 'p is an empirical proposition which 
could not conceivably have a truth-value other than the one it 
has'. I~ ~ontrast to the term 'empirical truth', which applies to 
pr?p~sitto~s tha.t are open to possible falsification, the ter~ 'a 
pnon truth applies to propositions which are not open to possible 
falsification. This means that with regard to an a priori true propo­
sition no theoretical situation or occurrence can be envisaged 
which, if it obtained, would make the proposition false, since if, 
as in the case of a true empirical proposition, such a situation or 
occurrence could be envisaged, an a priori true proposition would 
have to be open to conceivable falsification. Thus, for example, 
the proposition that it is impossible to flatten an anvil with a soap­
bubble is such that it could, theoretically, be false, and seeing that 
it could, theoretically, be false consists in knowing what it would be 
like for there to be an occurrence which would make it false. If, 
then, with regard to the necessarily true proposition that it is im­
possible for an anvil to be heavier than itself it were possible to 
conceive of a state of affairs which would make it false, conceiving 
such a state of affairs would be the same as seeing that it could, 
possibly, be false. There is, of course, no seeing that a necessarily 
true statement is not necessarily true; hence there is no conceiving 
a state of affairs which would make it false. And there is no con­
ceiving a state of affairs which would make an a priori true propo­
sition false, because it makes no literal sense to say that such a 
state of affairs is being conceived. It makes perfectly good sense 
to say 'S is conceiving an anvil being flattened by a soap bubble 
coming down on it' or 'S imagines himself sinking a battleship 
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with his pea-shoot<.:r', but it makes no sense to say'S knows what 
it wuukl be.: like for an anvil to be heavier than itself' or 'S 
imagines himsc.:lf sinking five out of four ships'. 

The fact that it makt:s no sense to speak of one's conceiving a 
circumstance, howcvc.:r fanciful, which would upset an a priori 
truth sh~.:ds light on the.: great difference between sentences ex­
pressing physical impossibilities and sentences expressing logical 
impossibilities, and it shows how very different the usc of the 
word 'impossibk' is in sentences which denote logical impossi­
bilities from its usc in sentences which denote physical impos­
sibilities. The sentence.: 'It is impossible to flatten an anvil with a 
soap-bubble' expresses an empirical proposition; and it can now 
be: clc.:arly se<.:n that it would not express a proposition which is 
open to concc.:ivablc.: falsification if it did not describe an occur­
rence which would falsify it. The sentence describes what it de­
clares to be impossible and what it describes with the phrase 
'flattens an anvil with a soap-bubble' is what would make false the 
proposition it denotes. Understanding the sentence entails know­
Ing what it woukl be like for what is declared to be impossible to 
happen; understanding the sentence therefore entails knowing the 
dc.:scriptivc usc of 'flattens an anvil with a soap-bubble'. The 
sc.:ntcnce 'It is impossible for an anvil to be heavier than itself', 
despite its outer verbal likeness to the preceding example, can be 
s~.:cn now to be vastly different from it. The fact that the sentence 
c:xpress<.:s an tJ jJriori true proposition entails that no c_ircu_mstancc 
can be d~.:scribccl which would count against it. Thus, lt fa1ls to de­
scribe anything which it declares to be impossible, since if it did 
it would describe what would make it false. The phrase 'anvil 
which is hc.:avicr than itself' docs not function descriptively in the 
sentence, so that understanding the sentence docs n~t, as in the 
c_asc of the empirical sentence, entail knowing what 1t would be 
bke for there to be a situation which answers to what for con­
vc.:~ien~e may be called its 'descriptive part', i.e., t~e phrase 'anvil 
wh1ch Js heavier than itself'. Instead, it mtails knowmg that the phrase 
has no descnptive seme. A sentence of the form 'It is impossible ' 
which expresses an a priori truth, or any sentence which is equiva­
lent to such a sentence, declares an impossibility without saying 
what it is that is declared impossible. It thus is like the sentence 
'It is impossible for toves to brillig without grolling' in not saying 
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what it is that is stated to be impossible and unlike it and like the 
sentence 'It is impossible to sink a battleship with a pea-shooter' 
in having literal meaning. 

This is not the place to do more than point out that unlike the 
descriptive part of 'It is impossible for toves to brillig without 
grolling' the descriptive part of 'It is impossible for an anvil to be 
heavier than itself' contains no nonsense words, and, of course, it 
has syntax, and in these respects is like the descriptive part of 'It 
is impossible to flatten an anvil with a soap-bubble'. But it never­
theless differs from 'sinks a battleship with a pea-shooter' and is 
like 'toves brillig without grolling' in this respect: it has no descrip­
tive sense. A person who understands the sentence 'It is impossible 
for an anvil to be heavier than itself' knows the constituent words 
of its descriptive part, knows that they are put together syn­
tactically, and knows that their combination has no literal de­
scriptive sense. 

To come back to the philosopher who, with the assured con­
fidence of one who knows, asserts that 'things are but appear­
ances' and is taken to be maintaining that it is logical(y impossible 
for physical things-trees, books, and the like-to exist. If the 
sentence 'It is impossible for physical things to exist' expressed an 
a priori proposition, the term 'physical thing' and such words as 
'tree' and 'book' which are general names of physical things 
would have no application whatever. They would have no actual 
or hypothetical denotation. To say 'There is a bird in the tree' or 
'There is a book on the chair' would be as descriptively senseless 
as to say 'The integer between 8 and 9 is a prime number' or 'The 
anvil on the scales registers more than it registers'. 

But the term 'physical thing' and general substantives like 
'book' and 'anvil' have in everyday speech perfectly intelligible 
meanings. The sentence 'It is impossible for there to be physical 
things' cannot both express a logically necessary proposition and 
be using 'physical thing' as it is ordinarily used. And for us to 
suppose that the philosopher claims to know that his se_ntence 
both expresses a necessarily true proposition and that 1_t ~ses 
'physical thing' as it is commonly used is tantamount to thmking 
that he claims to know that the term 'physical thing' and such 
familiar substantives as 'chair' and 'shoe' have no literal sense. 
But this idea does not deserve serious consideration. It cannot 
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with the slightest semblance of reason be thought that he knows 
the usc of 'physical thing' and the usc of a great number of other 
words but, strangely and unaccountably, believes that they arc 
literally meaningless. 

It may be worth while to look again at the supposed contradic­
tion in the view that there only appear to be physical things, that 
is, the contradiction which emerges in the view when it is under­
stood as a conjunction of two propositions one of \vhich is a priori. 
It will be recalled that the contradiction implied by the position 
that it is logically impossible for things to exist and that appear­
ances of there being things do exist is that the existence of things 
is both logically possible and logically impossible, or, what is 
equivalent to this consequence, that the existence of appearances 
of there being physical things both is and is not logically possible. 
Seen in the semantic Ught of what has been shown about the 
descriptive parts of a priori sentences of the form 'It is im­
possible .. .' this consequence has, in the language in which it 
is expressed, the verbal correlate that every word of a fundamen­
tally important class of words in everyday use in that language is 
literally meaningless. It should be noticed that this inconsistency 
is not the same as the inconsistency which arises from supposing a 
philosopher who knows ordinary usage to be maintaining that it is 
logically impossible for there to be things. It is instead an incon­
sistency between two ideas which enter into the position which 
has this consequence. The inconsistency pointed out earlier is 
between what the philosopher says and what, apart from this, he 
unquestionably knows, and is not one which is internal to his 
philosophical view. The present inconsistency is internal to his 
philosophical view; it is an incompatibility between two philo­
sophical propositions he asserts. 

It need hardly be remarked that a term rfo is so related to the 
word 'appears' that if rfo is senseless or has no actual or hypo­
thetical application, the sentence 'There appears to be a rfo' is 
devoid of literal significance, and if 'There appears to be a 4>' has 
literal significance 4> is not a nonsense term: 'appearance of there 
being a rfo' applies to an appearance, in fact or in conception, only 
if 4> names a possible reality. Thus, if rfo is the nonsense syllable 
'rujb' the sentence has no sense, and it also lacks sense if 4> is the 
term 'four-sided triangle'; 'appearance of there being a four-sided 
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triangle' is no more used to describe an appearance than is 'ap­
pearance of there being a rujb'. Now in subscribing, as the philo­
sopher is supposed by us, to the proposition which is expressed 
by the words 'It is logically impossible for there to be physical 
things', he must have the idea that substantives which are used 
as general names of things are lacking in sense. No one who 
understood the use of 'logical impossibility' or 'self-contradic­
tory' would knowingly say 'It is logically impossible for there to 
be a four-sided triangle' or say that the conception expressed by 
the phrase 'four-sided triangle' is self-contradictory and not think 
that the words 'four-sided triangle' lacked application. It is plain, 
thus, if we take at their face value the words of a philosopher who 
in quite straightforward language says that the conception of a 
physical thing is self-contradictory or that it is logically im­
possible for there to be things, we have to think that the philo­
sopher has the idea that 'physical thing' lacks application. It is 
equally plain that no one would say, with understanding of what 
he was saying, 'There appear to be physical things', without 
thinking that 'physical thing' has application, actual or imagin­
able. In short, to take the words 'things are but appearances' to be 
declaring the apparent existence of what they state to be logically 
impossible is to impute to the metaphysician two conflicting 
things, that he thinks every word of a fundamentally important 
class of words is senseless and has been given no use and also that 
he thinks they have application. It is, in other words, to imply that 
he thinks certain words are senseless while thinking that phrases 
of the form 'appearance of there being a cf>' in which they occur 
apply to actual or possible appearances. And not only is it to be 
supposed that he thinks these things, but it also has to be sup­
posed that he thinks them simultaneously and gives hidden ex­
pression to both of them in the same short utterance. 

Now, apart from his philosophical talk, there is no evidence 
whatever for believing that he has the queer idea that the general 
names of things, e.g., the nouns 'tree' and 'shilling', are verbal 
fakes, words which only imitate those which have an honest use. 
In no behaviouristic respect does he give us the slightest reason for 
believing this. If he had both ideas, both the idea that words which 
in ordinary conversation function as general names of things are 
nonsense terms and the idea that they are real verbal currency, his 
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behaviour would be in some ways affected; his idea, i: is reason­
able to expect, would have conscgu_cnccs on his bchav10ur. Whe? 
a person has conflicting beliefs he ts made to son:e clc?ree ambi­
valent. each belief will be an inner obstacle to lm acung on the 
other belief and this will manifest itself in his conduct. But no 

· '.. ~.; to entertain for ~ moment the notion that the 
one Js so natvc ..... . · b 1 H 1 h 
Metaphysician of the Unreality of T~tng~ ts a ver a am ct w o, 
at least at times cannot make up hts mtnd as to whether any of 
the familiar na~cs of things used in everyday discourse arc or arc 
not literally nonsensical. Everything goes a~ainst our acccp~i~g 
the notion that he has the utterly grotesque tdca that the famthar 
names of things have no application, or that lacking application 
they nevertheless have intelligible usc in expressions of the form 
'There appears to be a </>', except bis pbilosopbica/ words. But his 
philosophical words are just not_ go?d enough evidence. Rather, 
the unplausibility of this conclusiOn IS a good reason for rejecting 
it and thus for abandoning the construction placed on his utter­
ance 'things are but appearances_', a c~nstruc~ion according to 
which he pronounces to be logiCally tmposstblc what he says 
appears to exist. It is ~ar !ess e~travagant _and unrealistic to reject 
the conclusion and wtth 1t the mterpretatlon placed on his words 
(even if this is the interpretation placed on them by the philo­
sopher himself) than it is to insi<;t on the interpretation and accept 
the conclusion. 

What then is to be made of his metaphysical pronouncement? 
How is it to be understood, if it is not to be understood in either 
of the ways already suggested? Obviously we shall be no better 
off than philosophers are if we adopt any of the usual views as to 
how, in general, philosophical utterances are to be understood. 
To put the matter very shortly, we have to choose between the 
universally held but insufficiently examined belief that philo­
sophical statements mean what they arc usually taken to mean and 
a view according to which they are utter(y different from this. It 
will be recalled that Champollion was able to make progress in 
the deciphering of the Rosetta Stone only after he had dissented 
from the learned opinion of his day regarding the nature of hiero­
glyphs. And we too shall start making progress in our attempt to 
understand the nature of philosophy only after rejecting the 
standard views, none of which, it has to be realized, gives a satis-

2I8 



APPEARANCE AND REALITY 

factory explanation of the puzzling fact that philosophical dis­
putes are interminable and philosophical 'mistakes' persistently 
go unrecognized by those who make them. To reject them re­
quires an unusual effort of mind not only because doing this goes 
against general opinion but also because it goes against what 
seems so plain and undeniable that any other view about the 
nature of ph.ilosopby n:mst appc~r strange and forced. Hut ::~n 

opinion may be false even though universally received, and the 
strangeness of a new idea is not an infallible guarantee of its being 
false. 

It will be helpful, in our attempt to arrive at a satisfactory ex­
planation of what the view comes to, to consider again by itself 
part of the view that things are no more than appearances, the part 
expressed by the sentence 'It is impossible for there to be things'. 
To hold, as many idealistic metaphysicians seem to hold, that 
physical things are by their very nature self-contradictory, 'de­
stroyed from without and from within', is to maintain, in an 
indirect mode of speech, that the term 'physical thing'1 has a self­
contradictory meaning, and hence that the term has no descrip­
tive sense. Now two things have to be accepted and recollciled. We 
have to accept the fact, which it is possible to deny only in philo­
sophy, that the philosopher knows perfectly well that 'physical 
thing' and geQeral names of physical things have application, and 
therefore that he knows perfectly well that these terms do have 
descriptive use and do not have self-contradictory meanings. We 
also have to accept the fact that he maintains 'physical thing' and 
the many words which denote physical things to be self-contra­
dictory. Furthermore, we have to reconcile what he knows with 
what he maintains, which is to say that we have,to discover an 
interpretation of what he maintains which will not be inconsistent 
with what he knows. No other procedure is open to us, since, 
plainly, \vhat he knows is not in doubt and not subject to inter­
pretation. Now, in maintaining that what is 'generally under­
stood when we use the word "thing" ... seems now under­
mined and ruined' ,2 which is a florid way of saying that 'thing' is 
a self-contradictory term, he cannot, despite his seeming to say so, 

10r the equivalent term in any other language in which the theory is 
formulated. 

"Appearance and Reali!)•, p. 71. 
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be maintammg that as 11 1s ordman(.y used It IS self-contra 1" ral 
that its everyday literal meaning as well as the everyday JtC he 
meanings of 'chair', 'shoe', etc., arc self-contradictory. Hence, t n­
only possible way of construing his claim that they are self-co 

• • J I lf ontra-tradictory terms IS to suppose that he has 1/Jaoe t 1em se -c . al 
dietary and in this way has deprived them of their ordinary h~~;c: 
meanings. So to speak, these words now lead a ~ouble ·da 
academically, they are verbal mutes, stripped of their ever) Y 
use;practicai!J, they continue to speak their everyday message. 

It becomes evident now that there is no actual conflict between 
what the philosopher 'holds' about the academically changed 
term 'physical thing' and what he knows about everyday language. 
The sentence 'It is impossible for physical things to exist' would 
express a lo?ically necessary ~roposition if 'physical thing' wer.c 
self-contradictory, and the philosopher is able to maintain that It 
does express a logically necessary proposition by making 'physical 
thing' self-contradicto~y. The sentence is made to stand for an a 
priori proposition by hr:guistic fiat, by an act of linguistic creation 
or destruction, depending on how it is looked at. And he is able 
to hold his view in the face of what he knows and against all 

arguments, 1 because what he holds is in conflict with no sort of 
fact. Like Humpty Dumpty the philosopher is master and cannot 
be refuted. His argu~~nts, _whatever they may come to, do not 
demonstrate contradictiOns ~n the term 'physical thing' or in such 
everyday substantives as 'bnck', 'chair', 'hat'; nor is their work to 
do what they cannot do, der.nonstrate contradictions where none 
exist. Their work, rather, Is to import contradictions into the 
terms. 

This much m~y, I think, be fairly concluded about wh eta-
physician is domg :Vho ~olds that it is logically impo:t.~: for 
physical things, obJects hke Watches balls and sho 51 . t 

I d. ' ' C5 to exts namely that he a ters or tnary usage b t d th' ' · ' , h . u oes Is unc . sly 
and in a form of speec which effectively keeps hidd On5c10U . 
doing from others as well as from h" If B ~n what he 15 

. d . 1 1mse . ut th1s 1 jon 
could be main tame wit 1 regard t th 1 . h cone us 

. . . o e c aim t at the . nee 
of phycical things IS 1mposs1ble onl "f h 1 . extste 

. . ld Y I t at c aim were d 'th-out us also bemg he that there a b hi rna e w1 
'd . . · . ppear to e t ngs If on-51 er the claim 10 cOnJunction with h · we c 

H t e statement that th e,dst 
1 e can, of cou ere 

rse, be intimidated. 
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appearances of there being things, i.e., if we consider it in the 
context of the view that 'things are but appearances', our con­
clusion stands in need of modification. For in holding that things 
have 'turned out to be merely appearances' the philosopher allows 
the term 'thing' and general names of physical things to have 
their use in phrases describing appearances. This shows that he 
does not wish to make them descriptively senseless, even in aca­
demic fantasy. If, then, we try to understand the hidden things a 
philosopher does with language, instead of conceiving our task 
to be that of scoring against an intellectual opponent and crying 
contradiction at every turn, how are we to read the statement that 
it is impossible for things to exist? 

It has to be supposed, for one thing, that importing a contradic­
tion into the term 'physical thing' is not intended to have the 
effect of destroying the possibility of its being applied: the case of 
a philosopher importing a contradiction into a term which has a 
literal use is very different from the normal case of someone de­
monstrating a contradiction in a term, e.g., 'greatest prime num­
ber'. The metaphysician is master of his contradictions and makes 
them do the work he wants them to do. In the present case the 
contradictions supposedly discovered in the meaning of 'thing' 
are intended to show that things do not exist or that they are un­
real, and not to show that appearances of there being things do 
not exist. Unlike a person who on being told about an unusual 
mirage of a dark blue lake which was uniformly light green dis­
misses the narrative as descriptive nonsense, the metaphysician 
insists that 'rejecting the inconsistent as appearance' 1 is not to 
deny that appearances exist2 : self-contradictory appearance is a 
'beggarly show', but 'there is no possibility of conjuring its exist­
ence away from it'. 3 

In the normal case, an argument which shows or is taken to 
show a term I to be self-contradictory shows or is taken to show 
not only that the statement 't exists' is self-contradictory but also 
that 'I appears to exist' is self-contradictory. It shows or is taken 
to show that not only is it logically impossible for t to exist but 
also that it is logically impossible for there to be an appearance of 
t existing. To put the matter somewhat differently, in the ~on­
philosophical case, showing that t has no theoretical denotatwn, 

1'Appearance and Reali/.)•, p. I36. 2Ibid., pp. I 3 I-2. 
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. . . h hat if it did exist I would 
i.e., that nothmg can be Imagmed su~ t I tation it has none 
apply to it. But if I has no theorcucal c en~ ppea:ancc of there 

h · · ·d · . · n of the form a w en 1t ts usc m an exprcssw . d scribes no appear-
being at', which is to say that the expressiOn e 

ance. orthodox claim as to 
The philosopher, however, makes an un · f 'th" , . . · the meamng o mg 

what the contradtctlon he produces 10 b · L thi b t 
. . ·b·l· of there emg ngs u 

shows, namely, the logtcaltmposst I 1ty . b hi B t 
1 . 1 . ·b·l· f h ppearmg to e t ngs. u not the og1ca Imposs1 1 tty o t ere a '. f h" h l 

· · · · · cons1stency o w IC 1e 
to think that he 1s gurlty of the obvtous In . b d d b h 

· · · · t 1s to e upe y t e 
appears to be and that th1s IS all there IS to 1 ' . h ld . .1 h. al case mto t e mou 
obvwus. If we try to force the phi osop lC bl" h d . 1 . d" · b ing esta IS e 10 t 1e of the ordmary case of a contra tctwn e . h 'd" , f 
meaning of a term, we shall flatter ourselves w1th t e 1scovery 0 

inconsistencies in the position of a philosopher ?u.t we s~all not 
succeed in understanding him. The self-contradiction w~ch the 
philosopher gives the impression of eliciting fro~ the notiOn _of a 
physical thing is allowed to count against the extstencc of things 
but is not allowed to count against the existence of ~ppear~nces 
of there being things. It is to be gathered, thus, that Importmg a 
contradiction into the word 'thing' is not intended to have the 
effect of depriving the word of both its actual and conceptual 
denotation, contrary to what was argued earlier when the state­
ment 'It is impossible for there to be physical things' was con­
sidered by itself, apart from the connected statement 'There ap­
pear to be physical things'. Curious as it may seem, the contradic­
tion docs only part of its expected work. It eliminates the actual 
application of words like 'stone' and 'shoe' but leaves them hypo­
thetical denotation: it allows them no descriptive usc in sentences 
which declare the existence of objects answering to their descrip­
tive parts but allows them their descriptive usc in sentences which 
declare the existence of appearances of there being such objects. 

It is important to see that the claim that this is what the contra­
diction does is no more a mistake than is the claim that the mean­
ing of 'physical thing' is self-contradictory. The contradiction it 
has to be remembered, is metaphysical, which is to say ma~u­
factured, and the point of ~anufacturing it is to make it do special 
work. In the present case Its work, plainly, is not to justify dis­
continuing the use of a large class of words; it is, rather, to justify 
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restricting their use to occurrences in phrases denoting appearances 
and to sentences using such phrases. The contradiction is used as 
a linguistic rationalization for making a syntactical, not a semantic, 
change. That is, it constitutes a pretext for discontinuing their use 
in sentences of the form 'There are cp's' or in sentences which 
entail sentences of this form, 1 and therefore for limiting their use, 
syntactically, to sentences of the form 'There appear to be cp's'. 

This is the only creclible construction to be placed on what a 
philosopher is doing who is not ignorant of the use of the term 
'self-contradictory' and maintains that being self-contradictory 
makes impossible the existence of a state of affairs but does not 
make impossible the existence of an appearance; which, to express 
the matter verbally, is to say he maintains that 'inconsistent 
reality' describes no theoretical reality but 'inconsistent appear­
ance' describes not only conceivable but actual appearance. This 
is the only reasonable explanation of what a philosopher does who 
in so many words maintains that such a sentence as 'There is a 
butter clish with butter on it' expresses a logically impossible pro­
position, but ·when it occurs as part of the sentence 'It looks as if 
there is a butter dish with butter on it' does not express anything 
which prevents, logically, the proposition expressed by that sen­
tence from being true. 

A philosopher who holds that 'things are but appearances', that 
the physical world is a cosmic mirage, is not, as it may seem to 
some people, making a pronouncement about the world, nor is he, 
as it may seem to other people, making a pronouncement about 
the intelligible use of words in everyday discourse. He professes to 
discover contradictions in the meanings of everyday words, to lay 
bare internal inconsistencies in familiar concepts, and creates the 
illusion of demonstrating or attempting to demonstrate the non­
existence of the universe. What he actually does, behind the im­
pressive but delusive verbal screen of eliciting contraclictions and 
establishing propositions of fundamental importance, is to alter 
the structure of language. In the changed language there is no 
place for sentences which state or imply the existence of ~ngs, 
but there is place for sentences, using general names of thmgs, 

'Expressed awkwardly but more accurately by the words ' ... or in 
sentences expressing propositions which entail propositions expressed by 
sentences of this form.' 
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which declare the existence (or non-existence) of appearances. All 
sentences of the form 'There arc q,'s' (where the values of~ are 
suhstantiv<.:s like 'book', 'shoe', and 'cow') as well as sentences 
which imply them arc acackmically shel.vcd, while sentences of the 
form 'There appear to be q,'s', and equivalent forms of senten~es, 
arc retained. But this is hidden by the philosopher's way ofstaung 
hirnst:lf, a way of stating himself which gives some people the ide.a 
that he is a remarkable scientist who by the unaided power of his 
mind is able to wrest from nature her deepest secrets, which gives 
to other people the idea that he is a Logician of Language who 
corrects our language map for us, and \vhich gives to other people 
still the idea that he is a blunderer who misrepresents language 
and myopically remains attached to his misrepresentations. Instead 
of saying that in the language as recomlmctcd l~y IJim there is no 
place for sentences stating the existence of things, he says that 
'things arc but appcaranc.cs'. And ~cgardlcss of whether we reject 
his position, arc unc~rtatn about It, or accept it, he succeeds in 
making us dupes to h1s verbal game. 

If we arc curious t.o know '":hy anyone shoul_d wish to change 
language in the way JUSt dcscnbed, what the pow/ of exorcisino- a 
great class of useful sentences from our language could possiblv 
be, we need to have a firm grasp of the fact that the alteration i~ 
not intended for everyday usc. The point of the reconstructed 
language, :Vhich is not meant . to supplant ordinary language, 
is not practical; rather, the functJ?n of the ~cco~structcd language 
is like that of a work of art, to gtvc a spcc1al kmd of satisfaction. 
One thing .w~ich shows clearly that t~~ alteration announced by 
the words thtngs arc bu_t appearances IS academic or fantasied is 
the fact that no attempt Is made to satisfy an obvious rcctuirement 
for the practical usc of the revised language, a requirement which 
if left unsatisfied would prevent sentences of the form which the 

Philosopher is concerned to retain from doing their k The . d , wor. 
sentences he IS conccrne to retain, i.e., sentences which state the 
existence of appearances of there being things, can do their usual 
work, say wh_at _su_ch scn~cnc~s say in the language of everyday dis­
course, only Jf Jt IS posstble m the reconstructed language to for­
mulate sentences which carry on the work clone by the deleted 
sentences. If the owner of a boat decided, for whatever reasons, 
that the tiller was unsatisfactory, removed it and left the rudder 
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intact, but neglected to replace the tiller by something to take over 
its function, he would be doing something comparable to what 
the philosopher is doing. Or to conjure up a further analogous 
case, a person would be doing what the philosopher is doing if he 
removed the hands from his watch and without replacing them or 
in any way changing the fixed position of the face in relation to 
the works kept the watch wound. Without something to do the 
work of the tiller the rudder becomes useless, and without some­
thing to take over the job of the hands the face loses its function, 
because of the way tillers are related to rudders and watch hands 
to watch faces. Similarly, sentences stating the apparent existence 
of things are so related to the corresponding sentences stating the 
existence of things that if sentences of the second class are re­
moved from the language and no provision is made for formulat­
ing sentences which will do what they now do in the language, 
sentences of the first class will automatically lose their present 
descriptive function. For instance, the literal meaning of the sen­
tence 'There appears (or looks or seems) to be a castle in the air' 
is so bound up with the literal meaning of the sentence 'There is a 
castle in the air' that 'There appears to be a castle . . .' would 
cease saying what it now says, lose its present descriptive func­
tion, if language were so altered that there was no possible way of 
expressing what 'There is a castle in the air' now expresses. 
Clearly if the point of eliminating one class of sentences while re­
taining the other class were practical, e.g., to facilitate communi­
cation, remove verbal awkwardness, or effect greater precision of 
expression, the metaphysician would make linguistic restitution 
of some sort in order to prevent sentences of the other class from 
passing out of currency. The fact that he does not do this shows 
that the remodelling of language is not motivated by a dissatis­
faction with the actual use of language or by the practical wish to 
reform it. 

The inescapable conclusion is that the fantasied remodelled 
language is intentional(y left unfinished, though the intention is un­
doubtedly not conscious. The utterance 'things are but appear­
ances' covertly and indirectly describes a prosaic alteration .of 
language but produces the illusion of making a colossal clatm 
about reality; and it cannot in earnest be doubted that the pro­
duction of this illusion is of importance to the philosopher. The 
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point, or part of the point, of cffecti'?g the incompletely worked 
out language change now co~es to light: the _utterance has both 
to create the illusion of makmg a fa~tual clat~ of fundamcn_tal_ 
importance and to carry with it the_ l:rcfutal~thty ?f an a pnorz 
statement, from which the mctaphystctan dcnves hts confidence. 
And the utterance can satisfy both conditions only if sentences 
stating the existence of things arc deleted without being replaced 
by sentences which do their work, while sentences stating the 
appearance of there being things arc retained. The claim ma~le by 
the words 'things arc but appearances' would not, of course, be 
compatible :v~th the completely worked out language change, and 
a metaphysiCian who completed the change would have t. · c 

· ' hi b , o gtv up saymg t ngs ~rc ~t app~arances . He is able to make his ro-
nouncement and m domg th1s create the illusion of . P 

·1 bl h b h exprcsstng an unas~a1 a e t eo_ry _a o~t ~ e wo~ld only by failin • to 5 ': ' 
reqmremcnt of h1s hngutsttc deletton. g · attsfy the 

The hypothesis, or perhaps it would be bett 
hypothesis, developed in these pages about e~~~ sa~ the meta­
view that what we take to be the phvsical \ ld. Phtlosoph.ical 

1 :vor Is on I , l 
appearance cannot but arouse scepticism a d ) a t elusive 

"d bl 11 may cv const era e resentment. For it must be pl · 1 en provoke 
f th 1 h · · atn t 1at the 1. o_ e meta- 1ypot ests, tf correct, is not limited to app tcation 

stdered here, and it can hardly be said that th , the view con­
~ hat the philosopher docs in a light which c ~e~~-hyp~Hhcsis puts 
tng. In a famous passage Freud describ h uld hnd gratif)'-
upo · t - cs t rce ~ , 

n 1 ~ natve self-love' which cultu d _Mrcat outrages 
endure 1 th 1 r: h re manktnd h 

. . n e ast 1ew undred years. And if as had to 
thests Is correct in its general outline a s . the present hv o-
~uals must endure still a further blow ~o t:e~ctal gr?up of int~lfcc-
tntcllcctuals, who have prided th l trego: tt exposes th 

k emse vcs 0 b . esc 
sec ers after truth, as the dupes of ga h n ctng impersonal 

· h J mcs t cv u . 
WJt angua~e. 1 nconsctously play 

It would 1ndcnl he surprisin1• if tl 
. . /") 1c mcta-hypoth. · b [fJ!Warrl /() CXJ)Ialll lht VICW did not St:t:m fa t . CSl~ rought 

. . ' n asttc, certatnly more 
·. /' /1 1/ll' \"ICW II 'iCc\\'1 \o explain. Nt:vcrthc\css, when 

{,If Jl ii';IIC /!a . · 11 ,,\ 1\l·tac\mwnt we mu~t grant that the 
I cmotltl, l. 

looked at Wll l ranc~s· cannot he about t1mgs and . c hut appca . 
'' 'o~.\·; 'thtnf'." ar.. .. 'the. he construed as purportmg to con­
" 1 • 1" · . ., • "' J( '· •; "" ,- ' ' 

1 ' ·" ' · f Ian uage It 
v.-.1 r11 f 11 n 11 ,111 ., 1 , ,.J,""' the •H-tllal, estahltshcd usc 0 g · 
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must be admitted that a not inconsiderable merit of the meta­
hypothesis is that it does give an explanation of how these words 
~an be utt~red soberly and with assurance, words which on one 
mterpre_tatton can only be looked on as the product of a delirium 
and which on a~10ther interpretation must be taken to indicate a 
strange case of linguistic amnesia which comfortably lives side by 
side with the un~orgotten use of language. 

The result arnved at so far is that a philosopher who holds that 
~ world of physical things only appears to exist is describing_ an 
mcompletely remodelled version of ordinary language. The philo­
sopher unquestionably feels his statement to be of great impor­
tance, but it would be unrealistic to imagine him to be a linguistic 
reformer. Instead, it has to be realized that his statement is, so to 
speak, an exotic plant and requires a special atmosphere in which 
to live and flourish. In this respect it is like a dream, which re­
quires special conditions, e.g., a temporarily weakened sense of 
reality, in order to play its role effectively in the mind of the 
dreamer. The great importance of the utterance to the philosopher 
makes it safe to compare it with a dream in still another respect: 
like a dream it is fundamentally a wish-fulfilment which can make 
its appearance against resistances only by presenting itself in a dis­
guised form. It cannot be denied that part of the importance of 
the words 'things are mere appearance' lies in their being able to 
produce a dramatic intellectual illusion, an illusion which gives 
its metaphysical entreprmmr, and also those who identify them­
selves with him, a feeling of power, the power to destroy a world 
or to recreate a world by doing magical things with words. _Be­
hind the metaphysical pronouncement we can detect unconscious 
self-aggrandizement, we can glimpse the Wizard of Oz who 
justified the grandiose image he secretly had of himself by staging 
awesome effects. But the fascination and importance this view has 
for a philosopher who holds it is not wholly explained by the fact 
that the delusive idea to which it gives rise, of his laying bare the 
insubstantiality of the world, enables the philosopher to give s,ub­
jcctive gratification to his wish for 'omnipotence of though~· It 
must in addition to doing this have one or more special ~earungs 
which he unconsciously understands and which he puts mto the 
service of his unconscious needs. The well-known phenomenon 
of psychological over-determination makes us expect this, and our 
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I. 1 . J'k ·lv to arouse the emotional scepticism which men-
Ig 1t Is not I c ' 1 h 

t ·· f .. c1· 0 us ideas usually calls forth. t may t erefore be 
Ir >n () unconoo . . bli h 

( f . . t to discuss It bnefly. It is a well-esta s ed fact that 
J snrnc polO d 

I Cxrcricncc to a greater or Jesser egree a 'turning 
many pcop c · · . 
away from reality'. Disappointing experiences will c_ause one per-
. . . ·k 111 ,. asdum of a monaster"·, another to hve the lonely 

sc Jn to sec .... ' hi d ' h I , . 
life of a recluse, and a t. r to find the sc oars IVory tower a 
place of peace, to menuon only a few out of the innumerable 

P 'b'J' . All of these represent to some degree a 'flight fro OSSI 1 !tiCS. . . . . m 
rcalitv'. The disappo!Otr:nents which the world Inflicts on every-
one ;he frustrations which everyone has to endure, automatically 
cau~c more or less ~ith.drawal of love from objective reality; and 
the more his love 15. w~thdrawn from the world the less interest 
the individual finds I~ It. ~c then comes to depend on introver­
sion for emotional sausfacu~n. His attention shifts from the world 
around him to inner fantasies. Interest and curiosity follow the 
path of libido; and when ~he world is invested with libido it is 
vivid felt to be charged With 'meaning', and arouses the liveliest 
inter~st and delight. Whe_n ~bido is withdrawn, the world loses 
its vividness and colour, life Is felt to be 'meaningless' or is felt to 
be sufficiently unsatis~actory to raise the question as to what its 
'meaning' is. Interest In the world, which has become a Platonic 
cave and a 'bcgga~ly show', g?es into a decline, and absorption 
with private fantasieS replaces It: 'the reality threatens to migrate 
to another world than ours'.l 

Op. cit., p. 121 • This is out of context, but its meaning is unmistakable in irs 
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APPEARANCE AND REALITY 

It can hardly seem strained to conclude with regard to a thinker 
who condemns the world as being a beggarly show and who feels 
reality threatening to migrate to another world that he has in some 
measure turned away from the world and is using the words 
'things are but appearances' to voice his low opinion of it. It is 
pertinent to note that the sense of important is one of the obsolete 
meanings of the word 'real'; and the word still carries with it 
emotive overtones of approval. It continues to have a persuasive 
usc, even though it no longer is used as a synonym for the word 
'important' or for the word 'valuable'. The terms 'unreal', 'mere 
appearance', and the like, also, in addition to their literal meaning, 
carry with them emotively derogatory connotations which are 
associated with such terms as 'non-genuine' and 'worthless'. Thus 
it would hardly stretch present usage if the Metaphysician of the 
Unreality of the Physical World unconsciously used the terms 
'real' and 'mere appearance' in their obsolete senses of important 
and worthless. It seems plain that for him, as well as for others 
who have his needs and are able to make his associations to the 
words 'things are but appearances', these words express the 
belief, 

Things are meaningless and without worth. 
This belief he needs to have both in order to justify his turning 
away from the objective world and in order to reassure himself 
that he loses nothing by doing so. The philosophical words ex­
press, not a conscious belief about things and appearances, but an 
unconscious devaluation of things. Behind the verbal appearance 
of making a stupendous factual claim about the physical world, 

All is illusion, insubstantial appearance, 
the philosopher is an Ecclesiastes who says 

All is vanity, this world is devoid of merit. 
The philosophical view that things are mere appearance may 

context. To quote more fully: 'Our attempts, so far, to reduce the world's 
diverse contents to unity have ended in failure. Any sort of group which we 
could find, whether a thing or a self, proved unable to_gtand criticism. And, 
since it seems that what appears must somewhere certamly be one, and since 
this unity is not to be discovered in phenomena, t?e reality threatens to 
migrate to another world th~n ours. We have been dnven n~ar to t~e separa­
tion of appearance and reality; we already contemplate the1r localization in 
two different hemispheres-the one unknown to us and real, and the other 
known and mere appearance'. 
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11 ' ,.,. I h' h ' 
111 r:··c lr· c k·.c rd >cd a<. an Jntclkctual str_uc_rurc w JC con~Jsts. of 
J 11 L 1 IJ1 Jnrcrcc.r 1ncctcd qrata: almgUJsucallyproducedillusiOn 

1 1 ;, 1 · ' 1 I · b · d eal d 1 " r 1 1c·r ·r·: :d)r 1 ut the wor < IS c1ng announce ; a cone e 
: ''1. r npr J• •n ~ ,f an academic and incompletely worked out re-

' II I lJ.. . I . I . h . f d' 1 .· ·. 'd aJJ;•ua:•c wl11c 1 rcqu1res t e prcservauon o or tnary 
·'' 1 ~'uauc a<. a hackdr()p :n;ainst which the philosophical sentence 

pr,,d,J ·. I· 11 
J•ka· <c·· lt,dranuticctkct;an(,hn.a y,oneormoreuncon_sci.ous 

1 I 1<· phdr '"' •ph1cal <.tatcmcnt IS made to denote. Thts 15 a 
rr·rll'td I I d h 
v_·}l!(•} .a I(' :1nd <._uht~:,' intC~f.at~ _Sf.fUCtufe f e greater part. of 

·} . 1 • I1Lc 1 hat 11! :m Jcchcrg, 1s 10\"ISible, concealed by an tllusiOn 
\l. lld . . . 

1 .PJvc.._ Jt<. crcatc>r the status of a speCial kmd of scientist the 
._, I a I ll " t' - . b , 

· '' 'CJcnl Jo.,t r >I the: suprascnsJ lc . 
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XI 

ARE SELF-CONTRADICTORY 
EXPRESSIONS MEANINGLESS?' 

I T is the purpose of this study to examine several theories which 
have at times been held, either explicitly or by implication, and 
perhaps unconsciously, in answer to the philosophical ques­

tion 'Do self-contradictory expressions have meaning?' I wish to 
state at the outset that it is no part of my purpose to attempt in the 
course of the discussion to judge in favour of any one of the exist­
ing views: no attempt will be made to strengthen any view by 
adducing further considerations in its favour or to weaken the 
credibility of competing views by further criticism. Instead, my 
object is to analyse the nature of the question and of the various 
theories and supporting arguments, and in this way to try to 
arrive at an explanation of what the question asks and of what the 
theories and arguments come to. 

The prevailing, and entirely natural, idea of the dispute with 
regard to self-contradictory expressions is that philosophers who 
engage in it have a clear idea of the nature of the problem and of 
their various theories about its solution, and are disagreeing 
amongst themselves over which theory is true. Nevertheless, the 
suspicion strikes one and becomes strengthened that the philo­
sophical dispute is ifltrillsica/ly irresolvable, i.e., is such that no con­
ceivable further fact of any sort would resolve it, would make any 
philosopher see that his theory was false. This suggests the possi­
bility that what seems obviously to be in question, namely, the 
truth-values of the competing theories, is not actually in question, 

'Discussions with my student, l\Iiss Barbara Caldwell, helped clarify a 
number of points in this study. 



..., , 1.1 ·-C. fJ .. TH :\D I C T O RY EXPRESS IONS 

l n: ; : l.:t he cit kn:ncc or opin ion co ncerns something else, some­
r l.trt ~ · . f u rr hnmo rc, t h:1t i" c ccti vel y hidcien from the awareness 
, ,f I.e pi.Jlll ()""l l c r ' t hcm o;ch-cs. Ho,,:cvc rfar-fetcheditmayseem, 

l ~e tcka til he pu r .., ucd he re, fo r whatever understanding it may 
lc :tel t (), 1 t ha ,,·ha l philosophe rs arc doing when they state their 
tr .c•ntc. :tnd ' uppc> rt th em \\"ith re leva nt arguments, is utterly 
dukrcn l -r"m wha t they g ive the plain appea rance of doing. 

I> rr ,f. C ; . I ·: . _ 1 • JCl rc ha <; ~t. ted a striking and important paradox, 
t l1e 111\T\ I!l'a to n of which seems to me to give insight into the 
n :t u re c1 many phdusophica l pro blems and theories. He has 
c l.ttnH:cJl t ha i m:1ny philo<;ophe rs have been able to hold 'as part 
',f thctr philcJ ' oph ica l c reed' propositions inconsistent with what 
rl tc_· knew 10 he true; and it must be admittcdasaplainfactthat 
111, -him io; no wi th o ut fo undation. Some philosophers have, in 
r he p rc ..., c n c of w hat the y knew, been able to hold that a table is 
an att ri bute or that propositions about the past are predictions. 
T he phenomenon to wh1ch Moore calls our attention, when con-
Hie red w ith emot ional detachment, is so strange that one cannot 

l ·lp wo nder in g what mag ic powers exist in a 'philosophical 
c reed' to pro duce such a remarkable effect on the minds of philo-

' •ph n <; . A nd o ne cannot help but suspect that at least many, if not 
nll, ph ilosoph ica l propos itions arc of a different species from the 
familiar ones we have commerce with in everyday discourse. The 
s trange ness of the phenomenon lends some justification to this 
s u spicion, a nd it clea rl y deserves investigation. In the case of the 
prc<.,e nt pro blem about self-contradictions I wish to pursue this 
s u spici o n with the he lp of a direct_ consequence of Moore's para­
d o x: namely, the equa lly ~aradoXJc~l corollary that some philo­
sophers have been able to disagree wtth each other while knowing 
everything necessary in order to know which of the various 
theories are false and which true, so that if some of these philo­
sophers arc right and the others are wrong, those who are wrong 
know that they are wrong an~ the others are right, and those who 
arc right know _that ,they are n g ht and_ the others wrong. 

The expressiOn Are self-co_ntradic~ory expressions meaning­
le ss ?' has the form of a questton which is a request for factual 
info rmation . It has the structure of questions like 'Do the sen­
t e nce s of "Finnegan's Wake" have literal meaning?' and 'Does this 

,, A Defence o f Commo n Sense', Contemporary Britisb Pbilosopby, Vol. II, 20;. 
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undeciphered enemy document actually have a meaning, or is it 
meaningless and just a diversionary trick?', the answer to which is 
arrived at, either conclusively or with some degree of plausibility, 
by some sort of examination or an experiment. Philosophers who 
have set themselves the task of answering this question have given 
the impression of thinking it to be with regard to matter of fact 
about self-contradictory expressions; for they have arrived at their 
theories by what evidently seems to be a sort of experiment con­
ducted on such expressions. 

Prof. C. H. Langford holds that self-contradictory statements 
are meaningless and tells us, in support of his view, that 'when we 
try to envisage the unitary meaning of a statement of this kind 
["Men exist and men do not exist"] we find that this is quite im­
possible, and that therefore it has no single meaning, but rather 
one meaning corresponding to one part of the verbal expression 
and another to another' .1 On the other hand, Prof. Donald C. 
Williams maintains that self-contradictions are 'just as intelligible' 
as expressions for contingent and necessary propositions: 'If 
"""N is to be called "absurd", "nonsense", "inconceivable", these 
words must therefore be taken in their workaday sense to mean 
impossible or incredible, not actually meaningless. Strictly, im­
possible statements are not even incredible, in the literal sense that 
they cannot be believed . . . Some very thoughtful persons have .. 
devoutly believed self-contradictory propositions: that the circle 
can be squared, for instance, or the doctrine of transubstantia­
tion'. 2 Although Williams holds a different theory from that held 
by Langford, he arrives at it, in part, as the result of a similar 
experiment. According to him some sort of 'introspection' shows 
that self-contradictory expressions have meaning: 'The theoretical 
analysis of meaning convinces me that ......,N should be just as in­
telligible as N or C, and empirical introspection indicates that it is'. 3 

Langford gives the reader the impression of basing his theory 
on some sort of Gedankenexperiment, which he describes as con­
sisting of the attempt 'to envisage the unitary meaning' of a self­
contradictory sentence, and which Dr. A. C. Ewing describes as 

ILewis and Langford, Symbolic Logic, pp. 476-7. See also G. F. Stout's 
Studie.r in Philotophy and P.rychology, pp. 314-1 ~. 

z'Thc Nature and Variety of the A Priori', Ana/pit, Vol. V, No.6, p. 90. 
3/bid., pp. 89-90· 
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:11 .• ·r c n p t 't() tl1rnk ou 't what it means. In the caseofWilliams 
:tl· ,, the Hlc: :t r·, c c:1 cd that a process o fmenral looking is resorted 
'''• hut rl r· . rrrr e ~ · r han oppos i e rcs ulr. F ro m Lhe languagethese 
pltrl,,·,,piK ., I :t -c u .,cd w de sc ribe rhc proced ure by whichthey 
w rr · Jed rr, t er r ·rcw.., one would q uire naru ral ly gather that they 
I .:11! a n vn l :t I em rnduc i ·clr, by subjecrin a number of ex­
p re · · JtJJt '. t" a rnen :~1 o:amina ti ~n upo n rhc re ults of which they 
1 r .IJI eel . I ti JU> r . :~hiJU ( ill ~ clf- conrr::tdic ti ns. La n fo rd furthers 
r l1c· trnl>rc ·· Jtm. t ha t t he cxam ina ri o n is an empirical process of 
l,,,, I. In , : f,H the atcomp:-tnime nt of a sentence, byvirtueofthe 
c .. ·.1 · crtce , ,f :.l ie It t he sentence is me:tnin fu l and otherwise not, 
•;.! ,nt h · wntc •, : ' T :-tkc:, fo r e:-::-tmp le , the sentence " Ghosts could 
ll'" n:r ·.r ". J !ere tl e ..,e parat c wo rd s a rc mean ing ful enough; but 
v.l ·n we t r :: t', :-tpp rehc:nd what the sentence as a whole stands for, 
:11HI tr t'' en\' J'> :t :•e th e situation not ,·erba ll y but in terms of 
; ' c n u 11 ;e l< lea ..,, th e ·,' ,n l y c n tit ~- w e c~mc upon is the fact that ghosts 
t Mdt! .. ~ r ...r, f, ,r •:hich, of cou r ~ c. the w o rd s "G hosts could not exist" 
:1r · !ltd a pn>pc r exp re .., .., i o n' .~ \Vi ll iam s, ofcoursc, cxplicitly stares 
p :r rt ,,(hi -. pr~>cn lure til h e 'empirical introspectio n'. 

\\ 'hat tlt c o., · ph d r> <., l)phc rs clo , a t leas t in appea rance, is analogous 
''' ':ha t JK I>J lc no r ma ll y do w hen they a rc in doubt as to whether 
:t c tn\·a .., !Ja .., a painring o n it : th ey g etclose r andlookmorecare-
1 ' JJ l ~· . T he pun I r n g r hi ng aho u t the c :-t se o f the philosophers is not 
rl tci r pr<Kc du rc , wh ich seem s appro pri ate and sho uiJ lead to a 
CIJnclu s ion, hu r the fact tha t they com e awa y fro m their examina­
r i()n with oppo.., ir c op ini o n s . It is as tho ug h afte r both had 
cx a n1 in c d thc ca n vas ca re full y, o ne were to say there was no 
p ic t u re, whi lc rhc o th e r we re to in sis t the re was a picture, that he 
cou ld o., ee it c1uir c pl a inl y. A n inte rested o b se rver o ftheircli sagree­
mcnt w h o h a d n ut him self examined the canvas would hardly 
!: n ow w h a t t o think: whethe r o ne philosopher suffered from an 
unu s u a l up Li ca l d e fect o r whe ther the otherwas g iventovividand 
con,·in c in g ha lluc ina ti o n s . 

The v iew th at self-co ntradic to ry expressions have meaning has 
Je d phil o so phers to s till furt her theo ries. Williams, for instance, by 
h i s in s iste n ce that ' inco nce ivable' when used in connexion with 
self-contra d ic ti o n s h as the 'wo rkada y sense' of impossible or in­
c redible g i\-c s u s so me reason for suppos in •T him to be holding at b ,, 

'' .\ lt::lnin g lc s snc' ~·, 1\lind, Jul y, 19 37, p . 363 . '0p. cil., p. 475 · 
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SELF-CONTRADICTORY EXPRESSIONS 

least by implication, that propositions commonly classified as 
necessary arc really empirical. According to his view, 'It is incon­
ceivable that the hour hand of my clock should point to two dif­
ferent hour numerals at one time' says the same as 'It is incredible 
that the hour hand of my clock should point to two different hour 
numerals at one time', where 'incredible', it would seem, has the 
sense it has in 'It is altogether incredible, I'll admit, but the cow 
did jump over the moon'. Williams does not himself derive from 
his words the consequence that necessary propositions are em­
pirical. C. W. Whiteley, who also holds that self-contradictory 
expressions have meaning, goes on to assert outright that neces­
sary propositions are empirical. 1 

Still other philosophers, who hold the same view about self­
contradictions but are impressed by the a priori, unempirical char­
acter of such a proposition as is expressed by the sentence 'It is 
inconceivable that seven out of the enemy's flotilla of six ships 
should have been sunk in the engagement' have held self-contra­
dictions to express what is logically inconceivable. Thus, in one 
place Prof. C. I. Lewis states that 'round square' has a meaning 
and 'represents something inconceivable'. 2 Elsewhere he writes, 
'Plainly, it is incorrect to say that terms like "round square" have 
no connotation, or that they are meaningless. This term is distin­
guished from a nonsense-locution like "zuke" by definitely im­
plying the properties of roundness and squareness. And it is only 
by reason of this meaning-this connotation which it has, that one 
determines its inapplicability to anything consistently thinkable'.3 
H. W. B. Joseph distinguishes between propositions and sentences 
-'A proposition is a sentence, but not merely a sentence: it is a 
sentence expressing or meaning a judgement'4-and also main­
tains, 'We cannot think contradictory propositions'. 6 These and 
other things they say lend colour to the idea, though they do not 
make it certain, that both Lewis and Joseph hold, by implication 
and perhaps unconsciously, that self-contradictory sentences ex­
press propositions or have meanings that are unthinkable. Indeed, 

1 'Truth by Convention', Analysis, Vol. IV, Nos. 2 & ;, PP· 25-7. 
:~cwis and Langford, ~P· ;it., p. 68; sec also what prec7dcs and follows this. 

The Modes of Mcamng, Philosophy and Phenomenologual Research, Vol. IV 
No.2, p. 241. ' 

4 An Introduction lo Logic, p. 18. 
6 /bid., p. x;. 
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J .< .. .'."!'. C:·:pJ:c :rJ:. ck:!rH:'> 'JCJ.~JCaJ Jnconcc:ivabilit}'' tO mean 'self­
cr,JltradJctr,ry', •,r, that I[ \\'()UJcf seem thata//hcissayingwhenhe 
·rare. that 'a rc,und '>tluare which is not round is inconceivable'! 
r·. 'a rcn1ncl ·-<jtl.tre wh1ch is n()t round is self-contradictory'. But 
lrl:c _Jc,· cpl1, l:c ciJ·,rin:!ui·,hcs l)e{\1/t:en sentencesandpropositions,t 
:trld ·.c, flt,Jd·. that o,cJf-cc,ntradictory sentences express or 'repre­
·.cnt' moJilll.:::s that :trc incc,nceivablc. I\loreover, theoz,•erlo11eofthe 
c I l' ,j< c ',( lan.:~ua;~c, which cannot be dismissed as altogether irre­
levant and ao, .:~i\·rn.:~ us no clue to the thoughts of these philo­
.,, ,p!Jcr·,, i·. r !Ltt the mcanin.t~ of a sdf-contradictory expression, as 
' .. ,, Jll1ctllln.:~ rcprc.<·ntcd' by the expression, is beyond our powers 
t '' cc nnprchcnc I c ,r en\·isa.l~t:, something we arc unable to think or 
ec 'rHc i v e j u, r a" it is out of the c1uestion for us to see microbes 
wrrh the naked eye. It is not certain thatcitherLewisorjoseph 
wi•.h tc, hc,Jd any '->uch vicw, butneitherisitclcarthattheydonot 
actually h()ld it. In any case, it is a theory which very likely has 
i>cen held at S(JI11<: time, and ought to be considered. Thus, again, 
liurne .Jt'l'!JJS tcJ have hdd it: 'That thecuberootof64isequalto 
the half ()f 1 o, is a fahc proposition, and can never be distinctly 
CCHlCeived. But that Caesar, or the Angel Gabriel, or any being 
never existed, ma~· be a false proposition, but still is perfectly con­
ceivable:, and ir11piies no contradiction'.3 

It has hccn seen, so far, that there are three different theories in 
ano..,wer t() the tjucstion, 'Arc self-contradictory expressions mean­
in.s..;lc..,s ;:.· J .an.~f<Jrd holds that they arc meaningless, Williams 
n1aintains that they have meaning, and still other philosophers 
seem to believe that the\· have inconceivable meanings. To revert 
t 1 ) c JU r an ale 'gy: it is as {f three people, who were concerned over 
whether there was a painting on the canvas, g~t close to the 
canvas and carefully examined it, and came to different conclu­
sions. ( )ne insisted there was no picture, that the canvas was bare; 
another claimed there was a picture; and the third asserted that 
th~ canvas hacl an invisible picture. One cannot help being re­
mJnded of the fairy talc about the emperor's new clothes which 
we rc visible only to the pure of soul. The idea one gets of what is 

I r .cwis ancJ Langford, op. cit., p. 67 . 
. •].hid._, P: 49· 'Pro.pqsitions arc nqt s~r.ings of marks, or series of sounds, 
cx~cpt Jrl~ldc.ntal~y_; 111 :sscncc, a_proposnu>n expresses an asserted meaning'. 

Humc s L:.nqwner, l.:.c.l. L.A. Sclby-Biggc (znJ cd.), p. 164. 
z;G 



SELF-CONTRADICTORY EXPRESSIONS 

happening is that different people are making different claims on 
the basis of some sort of process of mental looking for the mean­
ings of sentences, on the basis of 'empirical introspection'. The 
impression gained is that knowledge of the meanings of the con­
stituent words of a self-contradictory expression, and of their 
syntactical connexions, is not enough for knowing whether it has 
a meaning, and that further looking of some sort is necessary. 
Langford seems to imply this when he describes himself trying 'to 
envisage the situation, not verbally, but in terms of genuine ideas'. 

The peculiarity of the situation, which makes it unlike an ordin­
ary disagreement to the settling of which looking is relevant, is 
that their eyes, to continue the analogy, are equally good. With 
regard to a sentence which all would agree was self-contradictory, 
e.g., 'Some yellow things are colourless', neither will know more, 
nor for that matter would claim to know more, about the ordinary 
meanings of its constitutent words or about their syntactical rela­
tions than the others. We can easily imagine these philosophers 
explicitly agreeing among themselves, and in conformity with 
ordinary usage and accepted grammatical conventions about the 
actual meanings of 'yellow' and 'colourless', etc., agreeing also 
that 'being yellow' is incompatible with 'being colourless', and 
nevertheless maintaining their divergent opinions. No one knows 
nor claims to know any linguistic facts about the statement that 
the others do not know, so that the disagreement is not caused by 
any difference in their linguistic information; they are all equally 
well informed. Nor is it caused by any such fact as that the sentence 
is difficult to grasp because of its extreme length and involved 
structure. What is even more striking about the controversy and 
makes it even more unlike an ordinary verbal dispute is that their 
linguistic information is co!llplete. Each of them knows everything 
it is necessary linguistically to know in order to know whether 
'Some yellow things are colourless' has a meaning, lacks it, or has 
a meaning which no human being is capable of conceiving. 

The manner in which philosophers have discussed this problem 
creates the notion that the meaning of an expression is, in the words 
of Prof. Moritz Schlick, 'a kind of entity inherent in a sentence, 
and hidden in it like a nut in a shell-where it might be discovered' .1 

The controversy seems to be one in which the contestants 
l'Meaning and Verification', Pbi/os. Rev., Vol. XLV (19 36), p. 34s. 
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· 1 of a gi vcn self-contra· 
know the syntax and constituent wore s d. h · 
d . · · ·. elf-contra 1ctory t at IS, 

1ctory expressiOn and know that It IS s · l 'k f e · · · · · , its usc or Its ac · o us 
they know the hnguJstlc facts dt:ternunmg d b h . . b occss over an a ove t e 
m the language and arc attemptmg Y apr f h f to 

f 1 . 1 f t in the urt er act as 
process o carrung sue 1 acts to asccr a d . . 

h h . h . .1.1 h thus rna c It appear, m w et cr It as a meaning. 1cv ave . . 
I k . h · · of an expressiOn IS some-

genera , as though nowmg t c meanmg d , . 
hi · ld" · k · · ·tucnt words an S)ntax, so t ng mac 1t10n to ·nowmg Its constl . . d know what It meant or 

that one rmght know the latter an not h . h . 
h h . h d . 'I"h h reate t c nouon t at ex· w ct er It a a meaning. cy t us c f . . 1 hove the usc made o 

press1ons can have mcarungs over anc a . . h 
· · h have meamngs wh1c 

those expressions m the language, that t cy 
d . . d h ot been bestowed upon arc not eterrmned by their usc an ave n . 

h b h 1 d h T his is a notton that sug-
t em y t e way peop c have usc t em. . . 
gcsts itself naturally to many people. Thus Hcmnch Hertz ~a~ 
said: 'One cannot escape the feeling that these. mat~emauca f 
formulas have an independent existence and_ an mtclhgence ~ 
their own, that they arc wiser than we arc, wiser eve~ t_han their 
discoverers, that we get more out of them than was ongmally put 
into thcm'.l 

The source of this idea is obscure; one may guess that it perhaps 
goes back to the primitive belief in magic words and f?rmulas, a~d 
that psychological remnants of this superstition contmue to ex.tst 
in the minds of even the most advanced thinkers. However that 
may be, this idea of the meaning of an expression is one which it 
is hard to think any philosopher would consciously and seriously 
entertain. It must be plain to everyone that nothing in our Ian· 
guage means anything which it is not and never has been used to 
mean or means more than it is or ever has been used to mean. It is 
true to say that a metal, e.g., gold, is something over and above the 
use made of it; but it must be plain to everyone that the meaning 
of an expression is not something in addition to the way the ex­
pression is used, something which has to be discovered in addi­
tion to what we learn when we are taught the constituent words 
and the rules governing their combination. 

For suppose an expression had a meaning not determined by 
its use, past or present, how should we go about trying to discover 
its meaning, and what would be a test for establishing that it bad 

lQuotcd by E. T. Bell in Men of Mathemaliu, p. 16 . 
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that meaning? Consider what we should do if someone assured us 
that we could not possibly learn all the separate rules of a certain 
game, e.g., chess, by consulting a rules book or by observing how 
it is played by experts. We might think in such a case that there 
were more rules than were given in the usual books, more rules 
than even experts, for the most part, used. But what should we 
think if in answer to our question, 'What further rules are there?' 
we were told that 11obot!J knows, that the game had more separate 
rules than were framed for it by those who invented the game or 
by those who later in any way altered or added to it? We should, of 
course, not take such an answer seriously, or rather we should 
take it as a humorous way of saying that the game had no further 
rules and give up looking for any. In the same way, if in answer 
to our question, 'What, in addition to the linguistic facts deter­
mining the use or lack of use of E, must be known in order to 
know whether it has a meaning and what it is?' we were told that 
nobody knows because its meaning was not to be got at by learn­
ing the constituent words and syntax of E, we should conclu4e E 
had none in the language. There are not two distinct processes, 
one of learning the constituent words of E and the manner in 
which they are put together and the other of learning its mean­
ing, 1 because there arc not two distinct sets of facts, one, facts 
with regard to its use, the other, facts with regard to its literal 
meaning. 

It can now be seen that if the dispute is a disagreement over 
whether, in fact, self-contradictions have or lack meanings, then it 
is a clear instance of Moore's corollary paradox. The linguistic 
inforraation is the same for all the disputants. No one knows any 
more about the constituent words or the grammar of their com­
binations than the others; all know equally well that, e.g., 'round 
square' is 'distinguished from a nonsense-locution like "zuke" 
by definitely implying the properties roundness and squareness'. 
Their linguistic information is also complete; there is nothing, no 
further fact, they have to know in order to know that it has a 
meaning, if it has one, or that it lacks a meaning, if it does not have 
one. Hence if the problem with regard to self-contradictions is like 
a problem of decoding an intercepted enemy document, they all 
know the correct answer: they have the linguistic key. We are 

I Idiomatic phrases arc, of course, an exception to this. 
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thus faced with the paradox of philosophers disagreeing with each 
other while, at the same time, knowing everything necessary in 
order to know which of their theories is true and which false, so 
that if some of the philosophers are right and the others are 
wrong, those who are wrong know that they are wrong and the 
others are right, and those who arc right know that they are right 
and the others wrong. 

Once we come to this result, it is natural for us to seek for an 
explanation of what makes it possible for philosophers to con­
tinue to disagree in face of the facts which s.ho~ld completely 
resolve their differences. To have to accept thctr disagreement as 
just a strange fact about philosophers is unsatisfactory. It is hard 
to believe that philosophers arc as abnormal as Moore's paradox: 
implies. A detective who was certain he had caught a thief red­
handed just as he was leaving the Louvre with a missing canvas 
under his coat and was later told that one art expert claimed the 
canvas was just a bare canvas, that another expert pronounced it 
a valuable Van Gogh from the Louvre collection, while still a 
third maintained the painting on the canvas was invisible, could 
hardly be expected to remain satisfied with the explanation 
'Strange, but that is the way art experts are'. He has to kno\\>" 
whether to arrest the man or let him go. We feel the same wa 
ab~ut the ~xpl~nation 'Stran!?e, but that i.s the way philosopher~ 
arc , espectally If we have noticed that ordinary, nonphilosophi I 
people when asked the question 'Do self-contradictory . ca 

· h · ;l' d" ·d · expres-sions ave mearung. 1v1 e on It exactly in the same w hil 
sot:'hers divide on it. The fact that ordinary people talk a~h~ w~­
phtlosophers do, that they become philosophers whe Y 

· h h · ·' n presented wtth the problem, puts t e t ought mto our minds th h 
there is something unusual, and not as yet understood atbper aps 
philosophical canvas, about the problem itself, rather ~~ ou~ the 
the philosophers who express their theories on its sol ~n aAout 

h . . . d h Utlon nd only after avmg mvestlgate t e problem with this · d · · . 
d . d 1 h . . lik t ea tn mind an convmce ourse ves t at It 1s e any ordinary bl 

1. f hi h . . pro em to the sett mg o w c an exarmnatton of words and sy t . I 
h ld fi 11 b "lli n ax 1s re e-vant s ou we na y e w1 ng to come back to the fi t 1 . d d . h h . h hi rs exp ana-twn an a nut t at t at 1st e way p losophers are. 

Fortunately, a further explanation presents itself to u h h 
. . . d" . s, t oug 

we are not yet m a posttlon to pre 1ct Its outcome It has th · 
· e ment 
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of being possible while avoiding Moore's paradox; this much is in 
its favour. Whether it turns out to be the true explanation will 
depend, so far as I can see, not only on whether it applies to other 
philosophical problems,1 but also on whether philosophers come 
in time to recognize it as the explanation of what their problem is 
and of what their theories come to, on whether it 'clicks' with them. 
I cannot think of anything except the latter that would be conclusive. 

What puzzles and mystifies us is to think that people could dis­
agree while fully aware of the facts that are sufficient to prevent 
their disagreeing. Their information should preclude a difference 
of opinion of the sort they appear to have; it would as the normal 
thing leave no room for it. One may therefore justifiably permit 
oneself the conjecture that the disagreement is not about what we 
imagine it to be and that the theories are not actually in conflict 
with the facts they know and are agreed upon. It 171ay be the case 
that the theories we tend naturally to associate with the words and 
the form of language philosophers have used are not actually 
what the words are intended to express. There is no other way, 
besides supposing this, of avoiding Moore's paradox, as anyone 
who thinks closely on the matter can see. Their information should 
preclude a factual linguistic difference of opinion. This makes it at 
least conceivable, if no more than as an outside possibility, that 
it is actually a feature of their dispute that no point of linguistic fact 
is in question. This is a possible avenue of investigation open to 
us, and the one I propose to follow. 

The assumption that no point of linguistic fact is in dispute 
between philosophers who intelligibly divide on the question 
requires us to suppose that their contrary assertions are not state­
ments of fact. Further, we have to think that the question to which 
their theories are relevant answers, that is, the question philosophers 
express by the words 'Do self-contradictory expressions have 
meaning?' is not a request for factual linguistic information about 
self-contradictions, to the effect that they lack meaning, have 
meanings, or have inconceivable meanings. The absence of any 
point of fact over which the dispute could conceivably be con­
ducted makes us think the divergent views are not of a kind to 

1See for example, John Wisdom's 'Philosophical Perplexity', Proc. Arist. 
Soc., Vol. XXXVII, and Norman Malcolm's 'The Nature of Entailment' 
Mind, July, 1940. ' 
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which the concepts 'true' and 'false' arc applicable and also that 
the question which is under philosophical consideration is somehow 
different from the factual request expressed by the same words, 
'Do self-contradictions have meaning?' Unlike the latter, the 
answer to which (if it had one) would be a statement of fact about 
the correctness of applying 'meaning' to self-contradictions, the 
former question has to be construed as a request to which a true 
proposition about current usage would not be a relevant answer. 
How, then, are we to understand the views? 

In the case of our present problem we get further insight if we 
withdraw our attention from the philosophical controversy with 
its tendency to stimulate us into taking sides and fix attention 
instead on the everyday usc of 'meaning' in English. It happens 
to be the case that the ordinary usc of the word tells us nothing 
about whether it is correct English to apply the word to expres­
sions classified as self-contradictions or whether it is incorrect 
English to do this. Its ordinary usc gives us no d~fin~te inf~rma­
don to the effect that 'self-contradictions have meaning consututcs 
an improper usc of 'meaning' or a proper one. It leave~ us, so to 

k with a blank on this point. To put the matter tn another 
spca ' 1 · · r rule fo th 

there exists no generally acccptcc c~1tcno~ .~ • . r e 
way, , . , . lid ctther E ts a self-

'"C nf mcamn~ whJCh makes va . , , or ' "E . u.J . , . " . I' . "E has mca!1lng .. ts a 
contradictory exprcsswn Jrnp Jcs . "E is mcani~glcss" '.Weare 

lf-conlradictury expression" implies · J'ctions.l 
sc . I d c . f clf-contraol b . · ft unproVIC e 10r In the case o s If 1 exists no esta hshed, 
le Tr..;s throws light on our problcr_nh· 1 t ,

1carpcplic;tion of 'meaning' 
LJJ. hJC t lC ' · . 
cndonal rule according toW l'lv sec both how 1t lS that on" . . an rcac J J • h 

C 'thcr correct or Incorrect, we c b t vcen phi)osop ers who 
. ., cl f l' . . . ·ssuc e '1: d 
s. point o mgutstJc fact JS at 1. If t dictions, an what 
no -wcr differently the query about. sc -con ra Thefiacllla/ qucs-
~ns · tJon come to. 

t-.ci! assertwns as well as the gues -, h 0 straightforward 
tl• If . . . glcss :' as n 
do!l 'Are se -contradtctwns me~nJO it has the straightforward 

ornoanswcr,orratherwern.Jght say, 1· h to sa}' 'S If-yes · · · · correct Eng JS e 
swer that lt ts neither correct nor In 1 L sdon is not the 

afl d' · h . B the factua gue ntra lctwns ave mearung'. ut . are they, as the 
co philosophers arc dircctlv concerned WJth, nor. answer . y 
one to be, trying to disco~er its answer. What JtS ts, or 
scertl . · · s' ,\find 

)\lice Ambrose's 'Self-contradictory SupposltH>n •. • Oct., 
1scc . .1 . - , · • · thcrnattcs. for a s1m1 ar pomt about the usc of rnca01ng tn rna 
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the fact that it has no straightforward yes or no answer, they know 
as well as anyone who knows the actual use of 'meaning'. Thus, 
when Williams says, 'The theoretical analysis of meaning con­
vinces me that ,_.N should be just as intelligible as N or C', we 
can detect his awareness of this behind the words 'should be'. 
Otherwise why the uncertainty of 'should be' rather than the con­
clusiveness of 'is'? The fact is that neither analysis nor consulting 
a linguistic Solomon will, as 'meaning' is currently used, establish 
the existence of a rule which makes it definitely correct to apply 
the word to self-contradictions. 

It is not difficult, however, to see how dissatisfaction might 
easily arise over the lack of definite rules with regard to the appli­
cation or non-application of 'meaning' to self-contradictions. It 
requires little imagination to realize that people who are con­
cerned with 'the problem of meaning' would become dissatisfied 
with the ordinary, inexact use of 'meaning', which fails to take 
into account a whole class of expressions, and would wish to 
remedy the situation. 'Meaning' is an untidy, inexact word, which 
is a source of dissatisfaction to many people, particularly to those 
with a liking for exact classifications or to those with a deep-seated 
intolerance of situations for which there exist no rules to guide 
them. And it seems to me our credulity is not stretched too much, 
certainly no more so than it is by Moore's paradox, if we under­
stand the philosophical views .in terms of the wish, not to discover 
the answer to 'Are self-contradictions meaningless?' but to make, 
b\' an act of linguistic creation, a correct answer. So construed, the 
views represent linguistic decisions to use 'meaning' in a definite 
way with respect to self-contradictions: the philosopher who 
asserts 'Self-contradictions are without meaning' has decided to 
regularize the word by definitely withholding it from self-contra­
dictions; the philosopher who tells us that self-contradictions 
have meaning has also decided to regularize the word, but he 
accomplishes this by applying it to them. 

In a different connexion, a mathematician has remarked: 'The 
.idea of a sum of an .infinite series has caused endless confusion 
among philosophers. This is because they have failed to adopt a 
clear cut definition of the sum of such a series and then to adhere 
strictly to the defin.ition'. 1 We might say of the present problem 

'N.J. Lcnncs, Col/egt Algtbra (1st ed.), p. 113. 
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~hat phii(J~,'>phcr.., ! 1avc decided to make clear-cut the usc of'mean­
tng' in <Jrdman· Ln,~lio.,h. Their philosophical _statements are not 
anm·t·rs u) a <jU~'itt()~ ahr)ut established linguisuc usage, which, ~s 
ll turn·, rJut, hac, ao., yet no definite answer ofthc sort thcywantlt 
t() havt:; either 0 ( their statements would become the correct 
answer <mly if it bccame the conventional ans\~er. The question 
to Which their statcmenu.. are rdevant answers IS a_ request for a 
li~gui..,tic dcci.,ion \l,:ith regard to a type of case which ~s notpro­
Vtdcd f<Jr bv cr Jnvcnt i()nal language. Roughly, the philosophlcal 
<-jucstir m, n~islc.:adingly expressed by the words, 'Are sclf-contra­
(~tctc Jry cxpre'i'>i(Jn'i meaningless?' is 'How_ s~ould sclf-contraclic­
ttons bc classified with n.:spcct to the lingUJstlC category "mean­
Jt1g'' ~, 

To sum up the conclusions we have been led to i~ our attempt 
t<) av(Jid J\1oore's paradox: The philosophical question 'Are self­
CCmtradictions meaningless?' is a verbally concealed request for a 
dccisiun with regard to an application of'meaning'_forwhichcon­
venti<Jnal ust: has made no stipulation. The views Jn answer to it 
state thc as vct nonconvcntional classifications of sclf-contraclictory 
expression~ with respect to the category 'meaning'. These views 
are expressed in a form of language appropriate to statements of 
fact, in part, probably, to win assent to a linguistic jail acco111pli. 
W<.: can now sec what the controversy comes to and how it can 
continue without resolution. Each disputant urges the general 
acceptance of his own usc of 'meaning'. When one philosopher 
asserts 'Self-contradictions are meaningless', not only is it the case 
that he tells us how he is going to use the word, ~ut he also urges 
others to adopt his usage. And when another philosopher asserts 
'Self-contradictions haz,c meaning', he too does not merely inform 
us about the way he wishes to use it but urges its adoption on 
others. The controversy is thus a contest between philosophers 
over the adoption of their usage. And the continuation of the 
dispute without resolution is explained by the circumstance that 
no philosopher succeeds in winning over enough other philo­
sophers, who prefer their own classifications, to his usage. 

Consider a nonphilosophical problem about which people who 
are confronted with it express different opinions and remain un­
shakably divided. Stuart wants to sell a section of land which he 
thinks is utterly worthless. He finds a customer and assures him 
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that the land is rich in oil, but that for urgent financial reasons he 
must sell it for much less than it is worth. The gullible man buys 
the land, drills for oil, and finds it. Now, did Stuart lie? Most 
people after having this case described to them will say Stuart 
lied. Their reason for saying this invariably is that he intended to 
deceive. Others will insist he did not lie; and their reason is that 
he said what was true. 

Now it is clear that the dispute about this problem does not 
result from a lack of information about what happened, about the 
facts of the case. Nor is the division over whether the definition 
of 'lie' makes it correct or incorrect to apply 'lie' to what Stuart 
said; the people who give different answers know perfectly well 
its conventional use. Unlike the situation with regard to 'mean­
ing', the dictionary provides us with a definition of 'lie', according 
to which it is incorrect to say Stuart lied. Bringing this definition 
into the dispute fails, however, to produce the expected result of 
resolving it. Instead, those who insist that Stuart lied behave as 
though the dictionary definition is irrelevant to what they are saying, 
to the problem they are concerned with. It becomes clear, thus, 
in the present case, that the question is really a request for a deci­
sion about the application of 'lie' in a type of situation which, 
though provided for by definition, is unusual enough to merit 
reconsideration. It is a request for a linguistic redecision.1 

We can see also what the 'reasons' given for the answers come 
to. They are nothing more than descriptions of the features pre­
sent in the situation which incline some people to answer in one 
way and other people to answer in a different way. That is to say, 
they simply express the criteria for the use of 'lie' which the situa­
tion satisfies or fails to satisfy. Thus, a person who holds that 
Stuart lied and supports his position with the argument, 'He in­
tended to deceive', is actually pointing out that the situation 
answers to one of the rules for the application of 'lie'. Concentra­
tion on this feature, which seems to impress many people as being 
of utmost importance, inclines him to brand as a lie what Stuart 
said; he has, in other words, decided to make 'intention to deceive' 
the sole criterion for the application of'lie'. This quite plainly is what 
Bertrand Russell decided to do when he wrote: 'It would seem that, 

tFor a fuller discussion of a similar problem sec John Wisdom's 'Meta­
physics and Verification', Mind, Oct. 1938, pp. 493-4. 

Z45 



SELF-CONTRADICTORY EXPRESSIONS 

when a man lies, the falsehood is in the expression. A lie is still a 
lie if it happens to be objectively true, provided the speaker 
believes it to be false'. 1 Russell's observation, 'It would 
seem that, when a man lies, the falsehood is in the expression', 
shows his recognition of the ordinary definition of 'lie', and by his 
following words he makes plain the small value he places on one 
of the conditions it imposes on the use of the word and his deci­
sion to dispense with it: 'A lie is still a lie if it happens to 
be objectively true .. .' On the other hand, a person who denies 
that Stuart lied, and bases his denial on the fact that Stuart said 
what was true, 'objectively true', is pointing out that the situation 
fails to satisfy one of the conventional defining criteria for the 
use of 'lie'. It fails to answer to, and goes against, a part of the 
ordinary definition of 'lie', which this person is unwilling to give 
up. This is the import of his argument, 'Stuart didn't lie, because 
he said what was true'. His decision is to retain, unaltered, the 
ordinary use of the word. Sometimes people will reconcile their 
differences by agreeing that 'subjectively' Stuart did lie but that 
'objectively' he did not. What they are doing is to making new 
language which will permit them both to be right. 

To come back to the problem about self-contradictions. The 
reasons, or arguments, philosophers state in demonstration of 
their theories ~hould_ also be a~enable to explanation in this way. 
They should, tf our mterpretauon of the question and theories is 
correct or near-correct, lend themselves to an explanation which 
makes them out ~o be linguistic justifications for the various uses 
of 'meaning' dectded on, despite their appearance of being argu-
ments for the correctness of statements of fact Thus fore 1 

hil h · , xamp e 
when one p osop er asserts that self-contradictory t t ' . . . sa ements 
are mearungless and bases his vtew on the argu h 

' · h · . ment t at we 
cannot envtsage t e umtary meamng of a statement of this kind' 
these words must lend themselves naturallv and · h . ' 

• • • • 0 • • Wit out senous 
distortion, to construction as a JUStification for a f, . 

. · use o mearung' not dictated by conventional rules. And the sa r: h 
· me 10r t e other 

arguments. If this turns out to be the case the pl 0 b 0 l 0 f h 
0 0 • aust 1 ttv o t e 

explanation of the nature of the dispute will to :d bl 
· d • a cons1 era e degree, be mcrease . 

Consider the argument for the view that self-contr do 
0 0 

a tctory sen-
1 An lnqmr;· 111/o Mranin.f!, and Truth, p. 2 67. 
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tences 'as wholes, do not stand for anything at all',1 namely, '\Vhen 
we try to envisage the unitary meaning of a statement of this 
kind, we find that this is quite impossible, and that therefore .. .' 
This way of putting the matter is extremely misleading. For it 
gi,·cs rise to the idea that we discover whether a sentence, e.g., 
'The door was open at the time it was shut', has a meaning or 
lacks one by a process of looking for something which is the ac­
companiment of a sentence when it has a meaning, something 
which it 'stands for', so that if after sufficient looking we find no 
appropriate accompaniment we are justified in concluding the 
sentence is meaningless. The words do, however, suggest a fea­
ture by \'irtue of which 'meaning' correctly applies to expressions, 
a feature self-contradictory expressions do not have. Schlick, who 
joins Langford in holding that self-contradictions arc meaning­
less, tells us in a less misleading way what this feature is: 

The height of a tower cannot be Ioo feet and 150 feet at the 
same time; a child cannot be naked and dressed at the same 
time-not because we are unable to imagine it, but because our 
dd1nitions of 'height', of the numerals, of the terms 'naked' and 
'dressed', are not compatible with the particular combinations 
of those words in our examples. 'They are not compatible with 
such combinations' means that the rules of our language have 
not provided any use for such combinations. 2 

These words state quite unambiguously the reason why some 
philosophers have decided so to use 'meaning' as to exclude self­
contradictions from the class of meaningful expressions. This is 
that in our language they have been given no descriptit'e use. Thev 
describe no situation whatever, actual or theoretically conceivabl~, 
because 'the rules of our language have not provided any use for 
such combinations'. Thus sentences like 'Smith has a painless 
fcclin~ of pain', 'The iron anvil is not made of metal' are of such 

n ' 
a sort that if they had a function in the language they would, like 
'Smith has a sharp pain' and 'The iron anvil is surprisingly light', 
truly or falsely tell us something, inform or misinform us, about 
a state of affairs, or a situation, or an occurrence, etc. But they do 
nothing of the sort. 'The iron anvil is not made of metal' neither 

•Lewis and Langford, op. cit., p. 475 . 
•Op. rit., p. 3 50. 
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:_c . ·_c s about anything. It says nothing about llllOrms nor ffi!SllllOrffiS U . · is 
h hi · theoretically nught be. The reason for this w at anyt ng 1s or . , ' 1 b · ' 

h lin · · f t th t unlike 'iron anv1l and meta ut not uon , t e gUistlc ac a d , · b" d 
for which applications have been provide , uon °_ )~ct not rna _e 
of metal' has in our language been given no des~np~tv~ use. It lS 

not used in sentences to tell us about what anythmg Is, m the way 
in which non-contradictory noun phrases or adjective phrases 
normally are used. Lewis seems to recognize ~h~t self-contradic­
tory phrases have been provided with no descnpuve usc when he 
speaks of their 'inapplicability to anything consistently think­
able'. It may be observed that if a self-contradictory phrase were 
provided with an application, if for any reason we gave 'painless 
feeling of pain' or 'naked but dressed' a descriptive use, we should 
nolongercountitasse/f-contradictory. And when a philosopher says, 
'We cannot think what it would be like for quadratic equations to 
go to race meetings or for squares to be round', 1 or says we 
c~nnot 'form an image of quadruplicity drinking procrastina­
~on',2 what, in a misleading way, he is pointing out, is not that 
_round square' or 'quadruplicity drinking procrastination' offers 
~nsurmountable obstacles to our thinking or imagination but that 
1t 'expresses no thought' ,3 it presents us with no sort of situation or 
circumstance whatever to think about or imagine. 'We cannot 
think what it would be like . . .', 'we cannot envisage . . .', 'we 
cannot combine the subject and predicate in thought'~; but what 
stands in the way of our doing this is the linguistic fact that self­
cont_radictory expressions have been given no usc. The self-con­
tradtctory phrase which 'combines the subject and predicate' has 
been provided with no application to anything whatever. 

CrJflcern ()VC:.r, and the wish to emphasize, the fact that self­

cCJutradictiom lack drscriptive usc, which is a featu~e they have 
in common with expressions like 'Slithy ,tovcs c~1d ,gyre _and 
gjmble in the wabc' and 'feels nonsense pink'. to which meanmg­
less' does correctly apply, inclines some philo:opher_s to g;oup 
them together under the linguistic category meam~gl_ess · 1n 

. · . 'Self-contradtcuons are effect thctr argument amounts to saymg · 

•A. C. Ewing, Op. cit., p. 363. 
2Bcrtrand Russell, An Inquiry into Meanin?, and Trutb, P· 222 • 

"G. F. Stout, Studies in Philosophy and Psychology, p. 314. 
•A. C. Ewing, op. cit., P· 3('3· 
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:;imilar in an important respect to strings of words which are 
properly called "meaningless", the respect, namely, of lacking 
use. By reckoning them among literally meaningful expressions 
we should conceal this important feature they share with meaning­
less strings of words. But by classifying them as being meaning­
less we, instead, bring out and emphasize this feature. This justifies 
the decision to deny the application of "meaning" to self-con­
tradictions'. 

Self-contradictory expressions, however, also possess other fea­
tures, in respect of which they are different from meaningless 
combinations of words and are like expressions to which 'mean­
ing' is correctly applicable. These features impress other philo­
sophers and make them hold an opposite view. Thus, in addition 
to basing his view on what 'empirical introspection indicates', 
Williams gives the following argument: 'An impossible proposi­
tion is self-contradictory, not in that it needs itself be of the form 
p.-p, but in that it entails a proposition of that form; but a 
muddle of marks without meaning could neither contradict itself 
nor entail anything. The meaning is what is contradictory and im­
possible'.1 And Ewing argues in the same vein: 'For after all­
quadratic equations do not go to race meetings-is entailed by­
quadratic equations do not move in space, and entails-quadratic 
equations do not watch the Newmarket horse-races; but, if it is 
capable of entailing and being entailed, surely it must be a propo­
sition and not a mere meaningless set of words' .2 These arguments 
bring out several features of self-contradictions which lead many 
people to say they have meaning. 

It is, in the first place, clear that a self-contradictory sentence is 
different from a meaningless muddle of marks. 'The tower is 100 

feet and also I 50 feet high' is not a jumble of words like 'Up the cat 
mouse the ate'; it has syntax. Nor is it like 'slithy toves gimbled 
in the wabe'; none of its constituent words lacks use. These 
features-of having syntax and having no constituent words 
which lack literal meaning-sharply distinguish self-contradictory 
sentences and phrases from senseless strings of words. They are 
criteria the absence of which makes it incorrect to apply 'self­
contradictory' to expressions, but makes the application of 'mean­
ingless' to them proper. Thus, for example, though 'x is both 

10p. cit., p. 90. 20p. cit., p. 360. 
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zuke and not zuke' has the form of a contradiction, it would not 
C.juite be proper English to charactc.:rize it as a self-com~adictory 
sentence; and the same.: for, 'It is true and at the same time false 
that up the cat mouse.: the.: ate.:'. A still further property of self­
contradictions, which clifk:rc.:ntiatc.:s them from a muddle of marks, 
is that they have implications. This is a p_ropcrty they ha_ve by 
virtue both of posscssing syntax and ot having no \~ords Without 
literal significancc. Thus, 'The diameter r~f square x 1 ~ lo~ger than 
any other chord' can be.: clc.:ducc.:d from 'xIS a S(Juare Circle because 
of the meaning of 'squarc', of 'circle', etc., together with the form 

of combination of thc.:se words. 
The fact that the phrase 'both dressed and ~aked' has no de-

scriptive usc, so that the sentence, 'The king IS both naked and 
dressed', expresscs no condition of anything and itself fails to be 
descriptive, is a point of similarity between muddles of ~arks and 
self-contradictions. But other of their features constitute both 
points of difference from muddlcs of marks and points of likeness 
to strings of words to which 'meaning' correctly applies. Philo­
sophers who arc strongly impressed by the~e latter fc.:atures will be 
led into classifying self-contradictions with meaning~ul expressions. 
They will 'hold' that they have meaning, and in this way succeed 
in emphasizing important likenesses and unlikenesses slurred over 
by the counter-classification. 'Call self-contradictions "meaning­
less" ', we can imagine these philosophers thinking, 'and lump 
them together with mere muddles of marks or jumbles of words, 
from which they arc so very different l That would be an intoler­
able linguistic injustice'. And they try to prevent this injustice by 
~heir classification. As is known, other philosophers remain un­
~mprcsscd by their arguments, which signifies that they are more 
Impressed by the likeness between self-contradictions and meaning­
less strings of words than by the likeness between self-contradic­
tions and meaningful strings. 

A further type of consideration is frequently brought up. It is 
pointed out that on the view that self-contradictory sentences are 
without meaning we should in many cases have to say: the nega­
tion of a meaningful sentence is a meaningless one, the negation 
of a meaningless sentence is a meaningful one, and the conjunction 
of two meaningful sentences is itself a meaningless sentence. We 
should of course have to say these things. But what of it; what sort 
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of argumrnls are these? The point of remarking on these conse­
llucnces, which are not unknown to those who advocate calling 
self-contradictions 'meaningless', is obscure, until we realize that 
many philosophers feel them to be linguistically objectionable 
consequences of an irregular classification. The import of these 
complaints is that, for aesthetic reasons or for purposes of nota­
tional convenience, we ought to apply 'meaningful' to the nega­
tion of a meaningful sentence, etc. 

The vic\v that self-contradictions have meaning tends to 
make some philosophers who adopt it exaggerate the similarity self­
contradictory statements bear to ordinary descriptive ones to the 
point of holding them to be descriptive statements. Thus, 
Whiteley explicitly commits himself to the theory that the sen­
tence, 'I cannot be in London and Birmingham at the same time,' 
'states a matter of fact about the world, about me and London and 
Birmingham' .1 In conjunction with this he holds the view that the 
self-contradictory sentence, 'I am both in London and in Birrning­
ham', is 'factual and not linguistic' and makes an 'assertion about 
my situation in spacc'. 2 He thus commits himself by implication 
to the \·iew that the sentence describes a circumstance with regard 
to a person, that it is a descriplil'e statement which says what is 
false. A philosopher will hold this in disregard of the fact that he 
knows perfectly well self-contradictions have no descriptive use. 

As our language is at present used it is false to assert that self­
contradictions arc descriptive. A person who knows the language 
and nevertheless claims, directly or otherwise, that they are de­
scriptions must, we submit, be understood to have decided to 
adopt a re\·ised use of 'description', so that in his usage the word 
becomes applicable to self-contradictions. What he does may 
be compared to what a mathematician does when he defines 
'point' as 'circle with zero radius'. For as in the case of 'point', no 
new property of self-contradictions has been discovered; only a 
new classification has been made. They may now be called 'de­
scriptions', without the fact of their having no descriptive func­
tion being in any way altered. They become, in this mode of 
speech, descripti\·e statements with_zero descriptiveness. . 

It is not difficult to see now what ts at the bottom of the vtew that 
self-contradictions have inconceivable meanings. It has been seen 

•Op. cit., p. 27. 20p. cit., p. 25. 
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that the wish to make more conspicuous the f~.:atun; which state­
ments Jjke 'o js yeJlou• but not coloured' and 'Not a drop of \l.:ater 

!Cll in die duwnpour 0(~ nun' !Iii\'C IC1 C<lfl1fT1<N1 "'Yd;· ,,·.:;:r.,,;::).::<:_.;- -·~-... jcs 
of words leads some philosophers to hold they arc meaningless. It 
is also the case that they possess certain features which incline 
other philosophers to maintain they do hav<: meaning and, 
furthermore, tempts some of them to exaggerate this claim into 
counting them among descriptive sentences. Self-contradictions 
do not thereby acquire a descriptive function. A person who holds 
that 'I am now both in London and Birmingham' would in certain 
circumstances describe a state of affairs docs not give 'being in 
two different places at once' a use. He is satisfied merely with 
co/ling it a 'factual assertion' about his situation in space and in­
directly, therefore, a 'descriptive sentence'. Other philosophers, 
however, are not altogether satisfied with this. They, in turn, are 
impressed by the difference between an expression which is de­
scriptive in name only and an expression which is descriptive in use 
as well. This difference, which the present classification slides 
over, they wish in some manner to mark. They will not give up 
the exaggerated claim that self-contradictions arc descriptive; in­
stead, they modify the claim by asserting self-contradictions de­
scribe what is inconceil!able. In this way they mark the difference 
between ordinary descriptive sentences and self-contradictory ones. 
By contrast wit? ~rdinary descriptive phrases, 'round square' 
becomes a descnpl:.lve phrase which is inapplicable 'to anything 
consistentlY thinkable'. 

This is a highly misleading and mystifying way of marking the 
difference and of speaking about self-contradictions. It makes 
people imagine that sentences like 'The tower is both 150 feet and 
only 100 feet high', 'The church bell is now both ringing and not 
ringing' have mysterious sorts of meanings beyond our intellec­
tual powers to grasp. And we may permit ourselves the specula­
tion that perhaps this form of speech, with its misleading associa­
tions, is unconsciously motivated by the wish to use language 
which naturally gives rise to such associations. It is a well-known 
psychological fact that many people have a strong craving for the 
mystical and incomprehensible, for what is beyond their powers 
to frame in imagination. Literature, religion, and much of philo­
sophy are full of references to enigmas that human understanding 
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cannot penetrate. It would therefore come as no surprise if this 
craving, which is perhaps universal in mankind, found an attenu­
ated gratiflcation, subtl:· veiled from the intelligence. in the philo­
sophical theory chat self-contradictions halt-e inconceivable mean­
ings:-

I have been obliged to speak of philosophy as a satisfaction 
of what may be called the mystical side of our nature-a satis­
faction which, by certain persons, cannot be as well procured 
otherwise.1 

IF. H. Bradley, Apptaran{t and Rtalily, p. 6. 
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LOGICAL NECESSITY 
. >t:t dear about the M Y purpose in this essay IS to try t_o ~. . ld seem 

notion of logical necessity. To bc~tn with,. It wou·wcr the 
that we a\rcadv know perfectly wdl ho\v to ans .. 

. - . -' l h h. ·fore there Is no question 'What is logical necessity :' anc t at t ere . . 
bl (Wn!Ze propo51-

prob\em. For one thing all of us arc a c to rcc /:"l • 

· h. h h ' ' f b · b lo1>ica\ necessity, tlons w 1c ave the character o etng true Y /:"l h f 
or of being true a priori, as opposed to propositions the_ :rut 0 • 

which is contingent. From the following set of propo_sltl~ns we 
arc all able, in some cases immediately and without hcsttatlon and 
in other cases after some ddibcration, to distinguish between 
those which arc necessarily true and those which arc not:-

A flea is an insect. 
Blue is a colour. 
Friction generates heat. 
(p); p :::> - q. -$ . 1 :::> - p. 
Water must freeze at 32 oF., regardless of altitude. 
If a\\ donkeys arc capricious and some donkeys arc not fleet, 

then 5omc capricious animals arc not fleet. 
Only as a comcqucncc of holding a philosophical theory would a 

person say that all six propositions are empirical; and if asked, 
away from the heat of metaphysical debate, to pick out those pro­
positions in the set which are logically necessary, even he would 
he able to do so quite easily. All of us know quite well what 
logical necessity is, in the sense of being able to recognize logical~y 
nccc::::ary pr()poc,JI ions. There can be no serious d~ubt about th1s. 

l , . - ll 'f I hill)' we all know the literal mcamng of the term 
·or 11lll J lt ,, \ \' t \ that we know the use 

, \1 cannot )C l tspu ct ' 
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of the term, i.e., that we know to which propositions it is correct 
to apply it and to which not. And in knowing this, we know its 
literal sense. The meaning of a term is not something in addition 
to its usc, nor is its usc something in addition to its meaning. The 
t\vo are one and the same. To deny this ';~;ouk\ ';l:moun.t to m'a.i.n.­
taining that a person who called the right animals 'cow' and 
never, except when perceptually mistaken, applied the word to 
the wrong thing, nevertheless failed to know the meaning of 
'cow', or that he knew its meaning despite applying it indis­
criminately to animals or despite being ignorant altogether of how 
to apply it. And this is absurd on the face of it. 

If the question 'What is logical necessity?' is a request for 
examples of logically neces.sary propositions, we know how to 
satisfy it. And if it is a request for information regarding whether 
we know the meaning of the term 'logically necessary', we can 
satisfy the request simply by applying the term correctly to a 
number of propositions and withholding its application to others. 
Quite plainly, then, the proble111 about logical necessity is neither 
the problem of learning to recognize logically necessary truths 
nor the problem of discovering the meaning of 'logical necessity'. 
What then is it about? What does a person who knows the use of 
'logically necessary' and asks the question 'What is logical neces­
sity?' wish to discover? 

One thing that will be said is that he seeks to discover the 
property or properties in virtue of the possession of which a pro­
position is logically necessary and in the absence of which it is 
not. This way of putting the matter, i.e., translating the question 
'What is the nature of logical necessity?' into the question 'What 
arc the properties in virtue of which a proposition is logically 
necessary?', makes it look as if he is trying to discover hidden pro­
perties of logically necessary propositions. It makes the philo­
sophical question look like the physical question 'What tests must 
a mineral satisfy in order to count as platinum?' when asked by a 
person who docs not know what the tests arc. In a different con­
nexion, G. E. Moore has asked 'What, after all, is it that we mean 
to say of an action when we say that it is right or ought to be 
done? And what is it that we mean to say of a state of things when 
we say that it is good or bad? Can we discover any general char­
acteristic which belongs in common to absolutely all right actions, 
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no matter how different they may he in other respects? And which 
do not belong to any act.Ions except those which arc right?'! It 
would seem that, accordint: to .\lonrc, ethical philosophers are 
trying to rliscfJt•cr a hidden property of right actions, an unknown 
property in virtue of having \\·hich actions arc morally right and in 
virtue of lacking which t.hcy· arc .not. Is the problem about logical 
necessity aho one of trymg to cl!scover a hidden property, or set 
of properties, of an entire class of propositions? 

It re( 1uin:s no great amount of intellectual perspicacity to see 
that the prt>blc:m cannot be this. for if a proposition were logically 
neccssan· in virtue of havin.~ properties which arc hidden from 
us, we sl;ould not, prior to discovering them, be able to say which 
propositions were logically necessary and which not. We should 
be in the position of a person who could not distinguish between 
diamonds and diamond-shaped hits of glass; and we arc not in 
that sort of position at all. No one would go to the fantastic 
extreme of thinking that there arc as yet undiscovered properties 
which, so to speak, inAucncc us magnetically and make us pick 
out logically necessary propositions without our knowing how it 
comes about that we pick them out. The question 'What is the 
nature of logical necessity?' cannot, quite plainly, be translated 
into the question 'What arc the unknown properties which make a 
proposition logically necessary?' 

The problem has sometimes been conceived as being one of 
arriving at the correct anal_ysis of the meaning of the term 'logically 
necessary'. On this view of what the problem is, we can know the 
meaning of the term without knowing the analysis of its mean­
ing. In general, we can know the meaning of a word like 'cow' or 
a term like 'logically necessary', know how to use it correctly, 
without knowing the analysis of its meaning. What a correct 
analysis is supposed to do for us is to make clear what we already 
know. Performing an analysis consists of listing criteria for the 
application of a term (decomposing a concept into its constituent 
concepts); and the result of a correct analysis is an explicit array 
of properties, the presence of which makes it correct to apply the 
term and their absence not. The correct analysis of the meaning 
?fa term does not add to our knowledge; it does not give us new 
Information about the meaning of a term whose use we know 

•Ethics (Home University Library), pp. 8-9. 
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perfectly well. It only makes explicit the rules governing the use 
of the term. This is so because we cannot know the literal mean­
ing of a term without knowing how to use the term, and we can­
not know the use of the term without knowing the criteria for its 
application. We can, however, know the criteria for the applica­
tion of a term without being able to state the criteria, just as a 
person can write correct English and not be able to state rules of 
grammar governing correct English. 

1t "'f!J', therefore, be the case that the question 'What is logical 
necessity?' is really the question 'What is the analysis of the mean­
ing of the term "logical necessity"?' What makes this translation 
of the question doubtful, however, is the fact that so many very 
able logicians and philosophers have for a considerable number of 
years tried to analyse the notion of logical necessity without 
agreed success. No doubt the lack of agreement will be dismissed 
by all, or nearly all, philosophers as not tending in the least to 
show that their aim is not actually to analyse the notion. Neverthe­
less, the fact that what one group of philosophers puts forward 
as the correct analysis is challenged by another group which, in 
turn, puts forward a different analysis, is surprising and should 
give us pause. For the concepts of logical necessity, entailment, 
logical impossibility, and the like, are relatively simple by com­
parison with many concepts outside of philosophy which have, 
either partly or wholly, been successfully analysed. One may well 
wonder what it is that stands in the way of philosophers success­
fully analysing the meaning of the term 'logical necessity', if, 
indeed, this is their aim; and one may reasonably doubt that it is 
their aim. 

Another thing which throws doubt on the claim that philo­
sophers are concerned to discover the actual analysis of the notion 
is the curious fact that different philosophers have arrived at such 
widely different, and even diametricallY opposite, results, which they 
hold with complete assurance to be correct. Some philosophers 
have taken the position that logically necessary propositions are 
really verbal, others that they are inductive generalizations, others 
that they can both be established analytically and also rendered 
probable inductively, by an examination of instances, and others 
still that they are non-empirical, non-inductive propositions about 
aspects of reality. This is an amazing divergence of results of 
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:~II unreasonable to doubt that 
.t::_,l. ·: ·.• .. :• :. ~' 1 • 1 kc·- 11 

1
11 ''' :~t ··l·t! rhc:\' think thcmsclvcstobc 

. I II d I . . I "If II' \~ J, • • 
i · 1 ·:: • • '·: : ·' •1 · ' 1 r:· ·'' ·1 -'. 1 · ·. 1Kr 1 shall formulate a hypothesiS 
l ·. I . I I' ,. r·n• '•l I 11.., J'·l d 

• · ·:r.:· .11· ·' .. · n what thcyarcdoingan 
._,_ 1 :, 1. 1 . . rlr•:,-rcnt c~>n'-.1 rue! II >11 <> • • 

: · .. a•' ·• .. . . 1 shall first argue agatnst the views 
, ·= .. _,_! .! : I l.r·: r I l.r·· .r~c ... c '•nlcl If>. f i-ncorrect analyses of the concept 
_,. r: ::.• .arr· ILr- l.a.·c rnu ,.., o···l to an attempt to analyse the 
··! j,,.,., ,J . 1,.,, ... 11·. then pr()t((( . eli t..:h 

· · · · 1 1 , . 11 • 1 1,. with a h\'pothcstsaccor ngtOW!UC 
''•:.••'·1 II:• '! .. 1. '"n< \1('- ••• I . 

I . _: . . . I I r' . rrc·.., ·•re not thconc:s tnt le usual sense, I.e., 
! .. • ··: l······J>r•l< .I IJ(CI • I rl' 
::1 r;_.· ·r·rl , .. In wlll<h a theory c:xplains a plenomcnonan IS 

rr•/.rr:r•rr·••rLtl·c. h'} Jl 
( , , : 1. 1, lt-r. 1 w- 1 • .\1 Ji I'., , ic w 1 ha 1 propositions w tc ~ ~rc norma y 

, 1,. 11 _,, 1 ,. 11 /c-l a·. ] .. ;•lcalh· necessary arc really empirical and arc 
rrr1·!· 11 -,fl'r••l•:aLic ••r c••nfutcd inducti,·cly, hya~e~aminationof 
1r1· l.trr• , ... c )n 1 }. 1-. -. 1cw,rhc procedure forestabltshtngorrender­
lrt:• i ·r· ,},:t!>l,- the 1,r••p•>..,Jtton that all/leas arc insects is precisely 
1!,- ·., 11 w ;1· rlw pr.,,cdurc u'ic:d to c:stablish the proposition that 
;,}J l!r·;,-. jtrrr•p- \\'c cxallll!l<.: many fleas, sec that they all, without 
, ... _,' j •I J• .r1, 111111 p, and proceed, with reasonable certainty, to the 
q,.,l,r .• ll/.111 .. n t!Jat all flea<> jump. In the samcway,wcexaminc 
r:.:trJ·. !k:•·. ·cc tiLt! with()ut exception they all arc insects, and 
J•;•·· ,,, rlw :~crwralizatirll1 that all/leas arc insects. Andthetwo 
l •r• 'I",. 11 I• •r1·. wr Jtdd he falsi tied in the same way, in the one case 
J,·. dr·c '•\Trrn:' :1 flea which nn·crandundernoconditionjumped, 
:trl•l 111 rl1c· ,,tJJcr ca·.c h~- discovering a flea that was not an insect. 
Tl1c- drf!t-rciJCl' IH:twt-cn the two propositions is that the first has 
l:c"~"rl c· t:dJ!i..,!Jcd with a grc:atcr degree of certainty than the 
•r·c ''"•!; and, in -~~cncral, it is the vcrv high degree of inductive 
< crt air 1 t., of ..,, m1c proposi 1 ions which .~ives rise to the notion that 
t lw'. :1n· lll;•icallv nc:cessar\'. 

-~--:,1-.ul a< a _cl;im t<~ he ~the :ig~t cxpla~a~ion of logically ncccs­
. :1n· prcJposrtrons, thrs vrcw 1s s1mply ndiCulous, so ridiculous, 
rrtd('(·cl, that it is hard to think how anyone could have come to 
f:,,fc: it. For the clain_1 implies that 'empirical'_ and 'logicallyneces­
'--:try arc hoth mca~t-nglcss terms, terms whtch ha~e 00 applica-
1 I< •n _to any proposrtton \\:hatever; a~d to sec that It implies this 
n·•jtJJrcs no subtle reasoning. The v1ew that propositions which 
arc t 1_11 'll.t~ht hy everyone to he logically necessary, e.g., the pro­
P' 1 '" 1 rc 'ns of logic and mathematics, arc really empirical implies 
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that there are no logically necessary propositions. A person who 
holds the view can cite no proposition to which he would say the 
term 'logically necessary' applies, and he holds, thus, that no 
proposition answers to the designation 'logically necessary' or 
what comes to the same thing, that the term is meaningless. T~ 
put the matter in the verbal idiom, the sentence 'There are no 
logically necessary propositions' would say what is true only if 
the term 'logically necessary' lacked application to propositions 
and was literally without meaning. Unlike the sentence 'There are 
no centaurs', which denies the actual, but not theoretical, exis­
tence of animals to which the word 'centaur' is applicable, the 
sentence 'There are no logically necessary propositions' does not 
deny the existence of a species of propositions which, if they 
existed, would be denoted by the term 'logically necessary'. It 
denies, instead, that the term has even theoretical denotation. A 
philosopher who declares 'There are no logically necessary pro­
positions' makes the verbal claim that 'logically necessary pro­
position' has no use. But this claim, if true, makes the meaning of 
'empirical proposition' vanish into the meaning of 'proposition' 
and turns the sentence 'All propositions are empirical proposi­
tions' into the empty, uninformative sentence 'All propositions 
arc propositions'. For if, in fact, 'logically necessary' has no use 
and fails to distinguish between propositions, 'empirical' also fails 
to distinguish between propositions and has no use. A philo­
sopher who says 'All propositions are empirical; there are no 
logically necessary propositions' has not discovered a startling 
fact about propositions. He is making the absurd verbal claim 
that both 'logically necessary' and 'empirical' are meaningless 
terms. 

A further theory which is in part like that of Mill and in part 
not, has been put forward by Professor C. I. Lewis. This theory 
does not state that all propositions are empirical, hut it is like 
Mill's view in claiming that logically necessary propositions are 
open to confirmation by inductive procedures: logically necessary 
propositions can be established analytically, but also they could 
be rendered probable in the same way that empirical generaliza­
tions are rendered probable, i.e., by an examination of instances. 
Lewis writes: '. . . the statement that the class of (existent) 
cats is included in the class of animals is an implicitly 
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anah·tic statement. It Js gcmJJncly analytic and what it affirms can 
he ac.c.urc:d by reference t!J the meaning of "cat" and "animal" 
witlv>ut recrJUro,e t<> further and empirical evicknce. But also it 
might he estahli<,hed :1'> well eq;~blished as most laws of science 

' f(Jr example-by .~ennalizaticm from observed instancesofcats'.l 
I .ike .\1ill'.., \·ic:w, thi' view alsc> seems to be false on the surface. 

I:, >r taken a c. an hype >t hni.., about the nature of logically necessary 
prt>P''"iti,,n..,, it entail.., the sc.:lf-contradictory consequence that 
n<.:cc·.·.:ud!· true pr()positi()ns arc not nen:ssarily true. It implies 
tl1at tl1c same pr()p()\ition could be.: both true.: a priori and also 
P'>S\Jbly f:tl·.c, that ito., falsity is logically impossible and also 
l().l~ically p()ssiblc. :\ny propmition which is open to being ren­
ducd pr' >hablc r >r highly probable.: or even to being established 
cr>nc:lu'>i\-cly l>y rcc<JLJrsc to an t:mpirical examination of cases is 
such that <.:xpc.:ricnCl: could, thcor<.:tically, show it to be false. Its 
fal..,ity i.., a pr>ssihility which no amount of evidence for its truth 
C()uld make lo.t~ically impossible.:. Evidence, accumulated from the 
obs<.:rvati()n of instances, \\:hich renders a proposition p probable 
or highly probable, is also evidence which renders ,..,p improb­
able. But the fact that --p could be rendered improbable on in­
Jucti\-c gr(Junds implies that it co11lrl be /me; that is to say, it implies 
that a count<.:r instance, which would upset p, could exist. And 
c:vcn in the case: of a generali%ation which inductive procedure has 
c:stablished as certainly true, beyond the shadow of any reason­
·ablc: doubt, the lo}',ical possibility of its being false remains; its 
c.k:nial remains cmj;irica/, tht= truth of which is ruled out by fact 
but not by logic. An examination of instances is relevant and 
possible only in the case: of generalizations to which there could be 
exccj;lirms, and it is, thus, relevant and possible only in the case of 
generalizations the denials of which could, logically, be true. But 
an a priori true proposition is one the denial of which could not, 
logically, be true:. Hence, the view that the truth of a logically 
necc:ssary proposition can be assured analytically, 'by reference to 
the n:eanings'. of the words_ which express the proposition, and 
that _Jt ~!so mJ~ht be es~abiJshec~ in. the way in whic~ a law ~f 
phys1cs JS cstabllshed, by generalizatJon from observed mstances, 
entails t~e conscquenc~ th~t ne.cessarily true propositions are not 
necessanly true. The v1ew 1mpltes that the same proposition could 

1 An Analyn'.r of Knowledge and Valuation, p. 91. 
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be true a priori and not open to theoretical falsification and also 
empirical and open to theoretical falsification. 

As the word 'probable' is ordinarily used, it makes no literal 
sense to preface a sentence which expresses a logically necessary 
proposition with the phrase 'it is probable that'. And as the term 
'improbable' is ordinarily used, it makes no literal sense to preface 
a sentence for a logical impossibility with the phrase 'it is im­
probable that'. In their ordinary senses these words are applicable 
only to empirical propositions. Anyone who understands the sen­
tences 'All cats arc animals' and 'There is a cat which is not an 
animal' and is using the words 'probable' and 'improbable' in 
their ordinary senses, knows that in saying. 'It is improbable that 
there is a cat which is not an animal' and 'It is probable that all 
cats are animals' he is committing an impropriety of language. 
How is his not seeing his mistake to be explained? 

:Mill's analysis of the meaning of the term 'logically necessary', 
and Lewis's also, implies that a priori propositions are about the 
world, that to establish them conclusively or render them prob­
able is to establish or render probable propositions about the 
nature or existence of phenomena. Mill's view is explicit on this 
point; and Le\vis's view, according to which logically necessary 
propositions can, in addition to being assured analytically, be 
established, 'as well established as most laws of science', by an 
examination of instances, also implies that they give us informa­
tion about the nature or existence of things. There is still a third 
view which declares that some, if not all, logically necessary pro­
positions are about the world. This is the theory that some a 
priori true propositions make factual claims about things without 
being inductive generalizations. The special class of logically 
necessary propositions which, supposedly, describe reality are 
called by Kant 'synthetic a priori'. The propositions to which 
'logically necessary' applies, fall, on this theory, into either of two 
mutually exclusive classes, either into the class of analytic propo­
sitions, the denials of which are formal contradictions or formal 
inconsistencies, or into the class of propositions the denials of 
which are logical impossibilities but not formal inconsistencies. 
Propositions of the first class merely make explicit what we already 
know about things in knowing that their subject terms or ante­
cedents denote the things. In this respect, propositions of the 
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second class arc clrtkrcnt: Jn kn()willg that such propositions are 
true, rnH kn(Jwlcd;'c i.., extended IK·rond what w<.: know about 
thing.., in knrJ\i:Jng.that the :-,ul>ject t~rms of the propositionsde­
nrJte them. The predicate or crmsn1uent of a syntheticaprioripro­
p():-,itirm i" !11Jt included in the c()njunction of properties making 
up the subject or antecedent. JlcnCl:, it is like the synthetic, em­
pirical prr']11J..,itirm that, e.g., all gasc.:s h<.:at when compressed, and 
unlik<.: the analytic pr()po-.ition that, c.:.g., all squares have four 
"ide .... But it i.., unl1ke an empirical proposition and like an analytic 
()ne in the re..,pect that its predicate is connc.:cted by logical neces­
..,ity to it-. subject: it ha.., 'inward n<.:cessity'. Synthetic a priori pro­
po-.itirms add to our knowkclgc.: of things and arc, therefore, 
rlc.rcripti(JIJS which can 1><.: known to be.: true descriptions without re­
cou r'>e to a '>c.:ries of observations. They inform us of logically 
nee<:ssary attributes of phenomena, attributes which cannot even 
in conception be rcm(Jr•cd from what they characterize. Hence, un­
like empirical gc.:ncralizations, the denials of which could be true, 
nrJ series of observations could establish a synthetic a priori pro­
P(J'>ition, since no conceivable observation could show it to be 
fal'>e. 1 ·:xpcricncc.: is nccc.:ssary to make us aware of a synthetic a 
jJri(Jri proposition, but experience cannot establish its truth. 

1\s is wc.:ll known, thc.:rc is a division of opinion over whether 
any proposition can be both S) nthctic and a priori. Some philo­
sr Jphcrs maintain that the class of logically necessary propositions 
coincides precisc.:ly with the class of analytic propositions and that 
evcry proposition belongs to either of two mutually exclusive 
classes, either to the class of c.:mpirical propositions, which arc all 
synthetic, or to the.: class of a priori propositions, which are all 
analytic. Furthermore, even amongst those philosophers who 
accept Kant's distinction there is no agreement over whether any 
givr:n proposition is really synthetic a priori or merely analytic. 
Kant laid down a number of criteria for distinguishing between 
proposi tiuns of the two sorts, but philosophers have quarrelled 
cndl~ss~y over whether the examples he himself used to illustrate 
h1s clistmction satisfy his criteria, and also over whether his criteria 
arc consistent. Fortunately, for the limited purpose of this study 
it is not ncccsssary to enter into the usual debates centring on 
Kant's theory. As it turns out, only a single feature which syn­
thetic a priori propositions have in common with analytic propo-
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sitions will concern us; and this is a feature in respect of which 
both differ from empirical propositions. It alone needs to be 
examined in order to test whether a'!y a priori propositions can be 
descriptive of the world. 

Kant made clear what this feature is. He stated quite unambigu­
ously that all a priori true propositions, whether analytic or not, 
'bear the character of inward necessity', and no philosopher who 
accepts the usual distinction between a priori and empirical pro­
positions would contest this. No a priori true statement is open to 
theoretical falsification. In this respect a priori true statements are 
all alike and they are also alike in respect of the way they differ 
from true empirical statements, which arc open to theoretical 
falsification. The truth-value of an empirical statement is con­
tingent and that of an a priori statement is not. 

The interesting empirical propositions to consider in connexion 
with the question as to whether it is possible for a proposition to 
be both logically necessary and also descriptive of reality, or as to 
whether any proposition can give us 'theoretical a priori know­
ledge of objects', are those asserting physical necessities, e.g., the 
propositions that iron nJIISI melt at the temperature of I,S 3 sa C., 
and that bodies in friction m11sl generate heat. Such propositions 
inform us of the irren~ovable properties of things, which properties, 
although they can be thought away, are nevertheless such that we 
can with complete confidence expect them to repeat in things 
under similar conditions. They describe necessities in the world. 
To many philosophers, at least some a priori true propositions 
likewise seem to describe necessary aspects of reality, inflexibilities 
in nature. Thus, Bertrand Russell has written:--

When Swift invites us to consider the race of Struldbugs who 
never die, we are able to acquiesce in our imagination. But a 
world where two plus two make five seems quite on a different 
level. We feel that such a world, if there were one, would up­
set the whole fabric of our knowledge and would reduce us to 
utter doubt. 1 

Andalso:-

We do not know who will be the inhabitants of London a 
hundred years hence; but we know that any two of them and 

1The Problmu of Philosophy, pp. 122-3. 
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any other rwr1 r)fthem wi!Imake fourofthem. Thisapparent 
pr J\Ver (){ I>Cing abk to antiCipate facts about things of which 
we have nq experience is certainly surprising.' 

{ ·rHJucqiona!JI\·, the unhn:akablc necessities with which nature 
~n:<>ent s U'> fill m;ny peoplt: with surprise and awe. And unques­
ttrJna!J!y it W()uld shake them profoundly and reduce them to 
'utter doubt', if kver'> stopped heha\·ing in the expected ways,if 
Jce heated water if bodies in friction cooled rather than heated 

> I 

and iron melted at a temperature which softem:d butter just 
cnrJU_t~h for spreading on bread. :\nd Russell apparently has the 
idca that two plus two make four also describes a surprising ncces­
'>ity in thc wr1rld, a necessity which enables us 'to anticipate facts 
abr>ut thing'>'. I I is words give rise to the picture of people illlagin­
in;~ a wr )rid in which two plus two make five and not acquiescing 
to it, finding such a world ct·m more disro!lccrti11g than one in which 
lcvcrs, metals, gases, and astronomical bodies behaved in queer, 
uncxpcctccl ways. The language he uses makes it quite evident 
that hc supposes that to assert that two people plus two more 
people makc four people is to make a factual claim about things. 
It i'> easy to set.: that philosophers who think that at least some a 
jJriori truths an.: about physical phenomena arc very likely to have 
the notion that they arc about physical necessities which arc lllore 
necessary and unbreakable than the common run of physical 
necessities, that they arc the most necessary of them all. 

Philosophers will, undoubtedly, disagree over whether 'Two 
plus tv.ro make four', 'A physical thjng must be in o~e place only 
at any given time', 'Blue is a colour', arc synthettc a priori or 
analytic. As it turns out, however, it is not necessary to come to 
a decision about them since we shall be concerned only with the 
property which a jJriori true propositions all ha~c in common, the 
property, namely, of not being open to theoretical falsification. I 
~hall, therefore, treat them as if they are synthetic a priori. The 
Jmportant thing to show is that no propositi_on can be both Iogi­
ca_11y necessary and also about aspects of reality; and showing this 
wtll be an important step toward clearing up the problem about 
the nature of logical necessity. 

One argument against the notion that a necessary truth 
The Problm11 if PbiloJophy, p. 13 2. 
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whether analytic or synthetic a priori, can be informative about the 
nature or existence of anything is that, since its truth-value is 
intrinsic to it, it cannot be conditioned by the existence or nature 
of anything. No theoretical state of affairs could, if it existed, 
make an a priori true proposition false or an a priori false proposi­
tion true. The one is true unconditionally, regardless of what the 
world happens to be like, and the other is false unconditionally, 
regardless of what the world happens to be like. No matter how 
different the universe may become, a necessarily true proposition 
remains true. It therefore can say nothing about what the world 
is like and can give us no sort of information about the existence 
or non-existence of things nor about what their properties are. 

This argument will be opposed ·with the contention that syn­
thetic a priori truths are about the world but describe its necessary, 
essential features, features which Cl'e']' theoretical universe must 
have, as opposed to empirical generalizations which describe its 
accidental features, features which some theoretical universes 
lack. Thus, it will be maintained that the difference between the 
two assertions, 'Every buttercup is in one place only at any one 
time' and 'Every buttercup is yellow', is not that the first does not 
describe a condition of buttercups while the second does, but that 
the first informs us of a necessary, irremovable attribute of butter­
cups, and the second informs us of one of their accidental attri­
butes. The necessary proposition, thus, is descriptive without 
being falsifiable by an imaginable reality, in contrast to the em­
pirical proposition which is descriptive but theoretically falsifi­
able. 

How is this argument to be met? I think that there is only one 
way of effectively meeting it, though this way of doing it seems to 
lead to the false conventionalist position that necessary proposi­
tions are really verbal. However that may be, instead of trying to 
get clear about. t_he difference between empirical and logically 
necessary proposti/Ons, let us consider the smtmces for such propo­
sitions. Furthermore, before considering these sentences, let us 
first examine equivalent sentences expressing logical impossi­
bilities. More specifically, before considering such sentences as 'A 
thing must be in one place only at any one time', 'Two plus two 
make four', 'A blue thing must have colour', let us consider the 
equivalent sentences 'It is logically impossible for a thing to be 
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in rnr,re than <IIH" pl:tcc :11 :1 rime', 'It j-; lo.~ically impossible for 
t\1.'() rl,in.l~·, and tw11 m<~rc rl1irJ.1~~ t11 fail to make four things', 'It is 
lrJgicall:> impr,·,.,ihlc f<>r a rhin1: to he blue and not ha\·e colour'. 
:\nd kr uo, cr 'rnparc r hc··t' with sentence~ which express proposi­
t ir JIJ<, ahr 1111 pl1y·.ical rnlJ" , ... ihilrr in, e.g., 'It is impossible for solid 
lc:ad t11 flr,at ''ll warn' and 'It i> irnpos~ihk for objects to hein 
fricr ir 111 and rv ,, l'<·rH-rarc llc:ll.' 

It i·, <juitc plai.n that rl,e sentence 'It is impossible for solid lead 
tr1 f)r,at 11n water' rlc·.crrhcs a qate of affairs. the occurrence of 
Sl ,Jjd karl fir >a! ing rIll \\;tin, \\ f1icll it declares tO he impossible. 
< )ur lHldt-r<.,~andinl~ the :.cnrencc implic·; that we know what it 
w"uld he like f,r '·' ,Jrd lead to float on \\'atc.:r; and this means that 
we can C()ncei\·e or picture our..,clves encountering an occurrence 
which is clc•;crrhed I>\· r he pl1rase 'Solid lead is float in.~ on water'. 
SttciJ an rJCcttrrcnn·, if Jt 11111k place, W<>uld make the proposition 
n;pre\>cr I h\· t l1e •cntcnce false. ( )therwisr:, if the phrase did not 
< lncrrhe a c~ ,ncci\·ahk c ,ccurrencc, which, if it happened, would 
fal<-.i(y the pr11P"'iti"n, the proposition would not be open to 
tl1eoretical faJ..,ificatir,n; and the sentencr: would not express an 
empirical pr11pc,.,iti"n. The sentence expresses an empirical pro­
P' ,siti"n hecau<-.c.: it tells uo; what \Vould falsifr the proposition; and 
it tc.:lls us \\:hat w"uld falsify the propositio.n by describing a cn/1-
crir·ahlr i rn p()s<-.i hi I it\'. 

The.: sentence.:' It is logically impossible for a material body· to be 
in tw" places at tJnce' is entirely different, however much it looks 
like a sentence wl1ich exprc.:sses a proposition about a ph\'sical 
i rnpossi hi I it\'. \X'ha t rna v he called the descriptive part o.f the 
sentence, ir{ this case tl1c phrase 'a material body which is in 
two places at once', cannot dc.:scrihe a state of affairs which the 
sc.:ntc.:nce clc.:clares to be impossible; it cannot have a descriptive 
function in the.: sentence. For if, like the descriptive part of 'It is 
impossible for solid lead to float on water', it functioned de­
scriptivc.:ly in the sentence, it woulcl denote a state of affairs which 
would constitute a thc.:oretical refutation of a logically necessary 
proposition, which is to say, it would describe what would make 
a theoretically unfalsifiable. proposition false. The phrase cannot 
describe a conceivable irnpos:;ihility without implying that the 
sentence expresses an empirical proposition, not one which is a 
priori. And it can only fail to describe a conceivable impossibility 
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by failing to have dt!scriptivc sense, by lacking a descriptive use. 
It won't do to say that the descriptive part of a sentence which 

expresses a logical impossibility does describe a state of affairs but 
describes one \vhich is inconceivable to u.r, a state of affairs which 
Jl'e are unable to envisage, because of the way we are constrained 
to think. To say that we are prevented by the structure of our 
minds from being able to know what it would be like for there to 
be a situation which was actually described by the words 'is in 
two dif-ferent places at once' or for there to be a situation which 
was actually described by the words 'is blue but has no colour' is 
to imply that a different type of mind could conceive what our 
limitations prevent us from conceiving. But this implies that a 
different type of mind \Vould, in understanding the sentence 'It is 
logically impossible for a body to be in two different places at 
once', be conceiving a situation which would constitute a theoreti­
cal falsification of a logically necessary truth. 

The descriptive part of a sentence which expresses a proposi­
tion of the form 'It is logically impossible that .. .' does not de­
note an inflexibly impossible state of affairs which we can con­
ceive but to which we cannot 'acquiesce in our imagination'. Nor 
does it denote a state of affairs which is conceivable but which we 
are prevented from conceiving by our mental limitations. It can 
describe nothing which could, even theoretically, upset a logical 
impossibility. But this is to say it describes nothing whatever. 
The truth-value of the proposition expressed by the sentence is 
made impregnable by a t'erbal fact, the fact, namely, that the de­
scriptive part of the sentence has no descriptive use. The sentence 
'It is logically impossible for a particle of matter to be in two 
different places at the same time' expresses an a priori proposition 
only because the sentence ' "A material particle is in two different 
places at the same time" has no descriptive sense' expresses a true 
verbal proposition. In knowing to be true what, e.g., is said by 
'It is impossible to boil water with ice', we know a fact about 
nature; in knowing to be true what is said by 'It is logically im­
possible for a particle of matter to be in several places at once', we 
know a fact about language. 

This throws light on the nature of logical necessity. The sen­
tence 'A thing must be in one place only at any one time' has the 
same meaning precisely as the sentence 'It is impossible for a thing 
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to be in mon.: than 01H.: piau.: at uncc'. 1 knee what we knoW in 
. . · under-understandwg the first 1s the same.: as what wc know 10 . 

standing the second. ;\nd just as a fact about the way language 15 

used protects against upst:t the.: claim made..: by a scntcnce who~e 
descriptive part ck:notcs a logical impossibility, so a fact about .t ~ 
way language is used protccts a logical ncct.:ssity against thcorcuc.a 
falsification. The scntenct.: ';\ thing (or the same thing) must be In 
just one place at a time' docs not exprt.:ss a fact to the effect that 
things have an irremovable property; it dot.:s not describe an 
essential feature of reality. \Vhat \\'t.: lc.:arn when wc arc made to 

understand the sentence 'Tht.: same thing must bt.: in just .one 
place at one time' is that if a thing,: .. :, is in onc plact.: and a th~ng, 

)',is in another place, we do not say that x andJ' art.: tht.: same thmg. 
We learn a fact about linguistic usage, not an infkxiblc fact about 
things. 

It is the same with the sentence 'Blue is a colour'. The ClJUiva­
Icnt sentence, 'A thing cannot be blue and lack colour', docs not 
describe a situation which it rules out as impossible. The 'cannot' 
is logical and this means that 'is blue and lacks colour' has no usc. 
What we know in understanding the sentence 'Blue is a colour' is 
the samc thing. To bring out this point diffc..:rcntly, consider how 
a person learns that 'I3lt.:c is a colour' says what is true. Docs he 
learn this 'by an act of intuition or the pc..:rccption of an aspect of 
reality'? Suppose someone were to say that blue is not a colour, 
while admitting that ycllow, green, rc..:cl, etc., arc colours. Blue, we 
can imagine him maintaining, really belongs to a special category 
of its own, because blue things, and only they, give him a unique 
feeling. What could we do to show him that ht.: is mistaken? We 
obvious! y cannot convince him by holding up blue things; for 
he would only say that in adclition to sec..:ing blue, he docs not see 
the further property colour. Showing him that a blue thing is also 
coloured is not at all like showing him that in addition to being 
yellow, gold is also malleable. Nor can we convince him that he 
is mistaken by holding up blue things with red ones, etc., and in 
this way exhibiting the property they have in common, thus 
showing him that blue is a colour. For he maintains that blue does 
not have the property colour in common with red, green, etc. 
And we do not see 111ore than he sees; we see exactly the same. It 
would be verbal whimsy to say, 'Well, it's your defective vision, 

z68 



LOGICAL NECESSITY 

a peculiarity of your eyes, which prevents you from seeing that 
red and blue do have the property colour in common'. We can 
convince him that blue is a colour only by getting him to accept 
the linguistic fact that blue is called a colour. \V"e get him to accept 
a fact about verbal usage; we do not introduce him to a fact about 
things. The sentence 'Blue is a colour', or 'A blue thing !JJ/Ist have 
colour', expresses a logically necessary proposition because, and 
only because, there is the verbal fact that the word 'colour' applies 
to everything to which the word 'blue' applies and that 'blue and 
not coloured' has no application, actual or theoretical. 

The realization that what we know in understanding a sentence 
for a logically necessary proposition is a verbal fact and not a fact 
about the world has led some philosophers to take the position 
that a logically necessary proposition is verbal. Now, it JJ,'oll!d seem 
that if what we know in understanding a sentence for a logical 
necessity is a verbal fact and not a fact about things, then the pro­
position expressed by the sentence must be verbal. Thus, it has 
been argued:-

When we say that analytic propositions are devoid of factual 
content, and consequently that they say nothing, we are not 
suggesting that they are senseless in the way that metaphysical 
utterances are senseless. For although they give us no informa­
tion about any empirical situation, they do enlighten us by 
illustrating the way in which we use certain symbols. Thus if I 
say, 'Nothing can be coloured in different ways at the s~me 
time ·with respect to the same part of itself', I am not saytng 
anything about the properties of any actual thing; b~~ I am ~ot 
talking nonsense. I am expressing an analytic proposlt~on ~hich 
records our determination to call a colour expanse which d1ffers 
in quality from a neighbouring colour expanse a different part 
of a thing. In other words, I am simply calling attention to the 
implications of a certain usage. 1 

This position implies that the sentence 'Blue is a colour' ex­
presses the verbal proposition to the effect that the word 'colour' 
applies to everything to which the word 'blue' applies, and, thus, 
that the two sentences 'Blue is a colour' and 'The word "colour" 
applies to whatever tl~e word "blue" applies to', are translatable 
into each other. Hence, the logicallynecessarypropositionexpressed 

1A. J. Ayer, LAnguage, Tr11Jhand Logic, P· 79· 
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b\· 'B luc ~'- a cr )I llll r' 1.., vnhai. The v .~rious obj<.:ctions to this Yiew 
a~c well Ln()\:.:n and Lard!·. need dcram u~ .. \n objectionfrequently 
made i·, that the dental <JI: thl: \·l:rbalproposition i~not a logical 
impr,..,..,jhility: 11 j.., n"1rhc ca'-c that it j., logicallyimpossibleforthe 
word 'c()lour' t•J fad t•> appl:: t<J whatn·cr th<.: word 'blue' applies 
to. 1\ \·crbal pP JP' ,..,It ir >ll ah• >Ut U'>agc is <.:mpirical. L'sage could be 
(Jther than it 1 .... J lcnlc, if the lllgically n<.:cessary proposition were 
verbal, it \l:()uld hc empirical: it would b<.: logically necessary and 
a)<,t) (Jpt:n to the<Jrctical fal..,iticati()n. rur another thing, the sen­
tence.:.,, 'Biuc I'> a colr,ur' and '"Colour" applies to whatever 
"blue.:" arrdie .... t< ,',arc !)<II translatahh: into each other. In the first 
.,entcnce 1 hc \,.,,rd .... 'blue' and 'colour' occur but arc not men­
tioned, whcrea'> the .,t:<:()nd mcnti(JOS them but docs not use them. 
The fi rc.,t i .... a hr 111 t t ht: wr Jrd', the second not. Thus, with regard to 
~.r Hner J!1e \d 1•) declared, · Bku est un coulcur', it would be true to 
..,ay, 'lie <;au\ that hlut: ic.. a colour' and false to say, 'He said that 
"cr)lrJur" applic-, to\\ hate\·cr "blue" applies to'. 

Taken as an cxplan:o~ti• >n of the nature of logically necessary 
prrJp<J .... iti•Jn.,, tl1c thL·"ry that they arc v<.:rbal is patently false. 
~evcrr hek ... :., the cr ,nclu:,ir ,n we reached about sentences for a 
f'rir,ri prr >pr JC..!I ir J!lc.., analytic as well as synthetic, is not incorrect, 
and it dr H.:" n• ,, entail the c()m·entionalist position. It is natural to 
think that if what we knrJW in undersanding the sentence 'Blue is a 
c()lr ,ur', ()r ',\ blue thing m:cec..sarily is coloured', is a fact about 
vcrhal usage, then tht: •,cntenc<.: expresses that fact. But this does 
n<Jt follrJW. \X·c ha\T trJ dic.;tinguish between what we know in 
unc.lcr<;tanding a <;cntcncc for an a priori proposition and what the 
sentence t'.":jJrt.r.rr.r, what it Jcl)'J. 'Blue is a colour' does not express 
the verbal_ fa_ct th_at 'colour' applies to ~·hatever 'blue' applies to, 
alth()u~h It Js dus fact that we know 1n understanding the sen­
tenet:. The pre )position expresc.;cd by the sentence, what it means, 
is not the vcrhal fact, although it is the verbal fact that 111akes the 
~cntcnce express an a priori proposition and justifies our saving 
that blue is a colour. · 

Consider the difference between the sentences 'All fleas are 
insect:;' and 'All fleas jump'. To the first there corresponds the 
verbal sentence '"Insect" applies to everything to which "flea" 
applies'; and, similarly, to the second there corresponds the verbal 
sentence "'Jumps" applies to whatever "flea" applies to'. It is 
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clear that in understanding the second verbal sentence and know­
ing that what it asserts is true, we know not onlv the use of 'flea' 
and 'jumps', but also a fact about the behavio~r of fleas, a fact 
which observation alone can establish; for 'is a flea but does not 
jump' describes the possible behaviour of a flea. Thus, under­
standing the sentence 'All fleas jump' does not entail our knowing 
that what its verbal correlate asserts is true. And, of course, its 
verbal correlate is not about usage; non-linguistic fact, not usage, 
dictates the application of 'jumps' to whatever 'flea' applies to. 
Understanding 'All fleas are insects' does, however, entail know­
ing that what its verbal correlate says is true. We should say that 
a person did not know the meaning either of 'flea' or of 'insect' if 
he said that a flea was not an insect, and we should correct him by 
acquainting him with usage, by showing him that 'insect' and 
'flea' are so used that the first applies to whatever the second 
applies to and that 'flea but not an insect' has no descriptive sense, 
is not used to describe an object, real or fantastic. In other words, 
understanding a sentence for an a priori proposition is equivalent 
to knowing facts of usage; but the sentence does not express the 
facts of usage. \X'e might, if we stretch the word 'content', say 
that the sentence 'A flea is an insect' has the same content as the 
sentence "'Insect" applies to everything to which "flea" applies', 
but differs from the latter in the respect that it is in the ontological 
idiom, i.e., in the idiom in which words are not mentioned. What 
makes the non-verbal sentence 'A flea is an insect' express a logic­
ally necessary truth is the fact that the corresponding verbal sen­
tence expresses a true proposition. The fact. t_hat 'A ~ea is an 
insect' expresses a logically necessary propos1t1on entruls and is 
entailed by the fact that 'As a matter of usage "insect" applies to 
whatever "flea" applies to' expresses a true empirical proposition. 
The likeness as well as the difference between the two sentences 
might perhaps be brought out by saying that they come to the same 
thing but do not sa)' the same thing. 

Let us now consider the four views about the _nature of logically 
necessary propositions: ( 1) that they are nothing m?_re than in­
ductive generalizations with a high degree of p~obabilit~, (2) that 
they are necessary truths which might be established by mductive 
procedures, (3) that some, if not all, of them are about reality, and 
(4) that they are all verbal. 
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It is natural for anyone who rejects these theories to think 
them the mistaken results of incorrect analyses. They have about 
them the look. of explanatory theories about the nature of a special 
class of propositions. One thing, however, stands in the way of 
our taking them for what they seem to be, mistaken explanations 
of the nature of necessary truths. If we reflect with o;obcr detach­
ment on these views, we shall, 1 think, be struck by the un­
plausibility of supposing that people could have been taken in by 
them anc1 have held them. It is altogether unplausiblc to imagine 
that an astute thinker like Mill, for example, hac! a tluccr intel­
lectual blinc1-spot which prevented his seeing how linguistically 
absurd it is to say, 'It is highly probable that two people plus two 
more people always make four people'. But if, as it deserves, we 
dismiss the idea that he failed to sec this absurd impropriety of 
language, then in supposing that he did sec it, we arc compelled 
to think, not that he embraced it, but that he did something else. 
We have to think that he was not using 'highly probable' and 
'empirical generalization' improperly, but that he was using them 
in a chtmgedway. And how he is using them is not hard to sec. 

There is a formal similarity between sentences for logically 
necessary propositions and sentences for empirical generaliza­
tions, between, e.g., 'All cats are animals' and 'All cats are 
mousers'. They both arc of the form 'All - - - arc .. .'And a 
philosopher who is impressed by this similarity and wishes to call 
special attention to it will stretch the terms 'highly probable' and 
'empirical generalization' to cover logically necessary proposi­
tions. As applied to logically necessary propositions they have 
what may be called an cmp~y use, a usc just to heighten a formal 
similarity between sentences. In the sentence 'It is highly probable 
that all cats arc mousers' the term 'highly probable' has its usual 
meaning, while in the sentence 'It is highly probable that all cats 
are animals' it has a stretched, empty usc, the sole purpose of 
which is to make a linguistic likeness more conspicuous. 

The other three theories can be explained in a similar way. A 
philosopher who wishes to emphasize the fact that sentence~ for 
a priori truths have their form in common with those for empirical 
generalizations, but is equal(y impressed by the difference between a 
priori truths and empirical generalizations, will stretch the term 
'empirical generalization', or the phrase 'generalization from 
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observed instances', to cover, in an empty way, logically neces­
sary propositions, withollf giving up the term 'a priori' or its 
equivalents. He thus brings out more sharply than ordinary lan­
guage does a likeness between sentences without giving up 
terminology which calls attention to the unlikeness between the 
propositions they express. His view is not (as was argued earlier) 
the self-contradictory one that logically necessary propositions 
arc also empirical, or that they might also be established by 
generalization from observed instances, because he is doing some­
thing more with 'empirical generalization' and 'generalization 
from observed instances' than using them in the ordinary way. 
In addition to its ordinary use, the expression 'generalization 
from observed instances' has been given a special task, and in its 
special use it is not self-contradictory to say, 'p is analytic and 
might be established by generalization from observed instances'. 

The Kantian theory is complicated by a number of factors, and 
cannot be easily discussed. Here I shall limit myself to a brief 
examination of one of its aspects and use examples which help 
bring out only one point. According to one criterion for distin­
guishing between analytic and synthetic a priori propositions, the 
proposition expressed by 'Blue is a colour' is synthetic a priori 
because the meaning of 'colour' is not a conjunctive part of the 
meaning of 'blue'. That is to say, blue and not coloured is not a value 
of a logically inconsistent function of the form F -J where j is a 
conjunct in F; the concept colour is not 'covertly contained' in the 
concept blue. The proposition stated by 'A spinster is unmarried', 
however, is analytic, because the meaning of 'unmarried' is a con­
junctive part of the meaning of 'spinster': the connexion of the 
predicate with the subject is through identity'. In respect of the 
fact that the meaning of its predicate-term is not part of the mean­
ing of its subject-term, 'Blue is a colour' is like the sentence 'A cat 
is a mouser'; for the meaning of 'mouser' is also not part of the 
meaning of 'cat'. But it differs from 'A cat is a mouser' in that it 
expresses a logically necessary proposition, in which respect is 
like 'A spinster is unmarried'. The term 'synthetic a priori was in 
part invented to mark these similarities and differences between 
sentences. And holding that synthetic a priori propositions are 
about 'aspects of reality', i.e., holding the apparently self-contra­
dictory view that some propositions are both logically necessary 
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and unlike other sentences in the ontological idiom, e.g., 'A cat 
is a mouser'. If, now, we ask what such a non-verbal sentence as 
't\ cat is an animal' is about, and what it ~ays, \VC shall be tempted 
to give different answers, depending on which features of the 
sentence strike us as being important and which not. The sentence 
is not about cats nor \'Ct about the usc of the words 'cat' and 
'animal', but neither is it literally meaningless. The answer to the 
l]llestion, 'What is the sentence "A cat is a mouser" about?' is 
that it is about cats; and the answer to the lluestion, 'Are the sen­
tences "A cat is an animal" and "A cat is a mouser" literallv 
meaningful?' is that they arc. Those philosophers who are irn'­
prc.:ssecl by the fact that the sentences arc in the same idiom, which 
is a point of linguistic likeness between them, will try to bring out 
this likeness by holding the view that a sentence for a logically 
necessary proposition is also about something. Grammatical in­
ventiveness shows them the way to the philosophical position 
that it is about a supra-sensible object: 'A cat is a mouser' is about 
cats and' A cat is an animal' is about the universal cal, about supra­
sensible catncss. 1 They invent a pseudo object for such a state­
ment to be about in order to enhance a similarity between classes of 
sentences, at the cost of minimizing the utterly different sorts of 
work the sentences do in the language. 

Other philosophers, who arc struck by the differences between 
a priori sentences and both non-verbal and verbal empirical sen­
tences and wish to point up these differences, will maintain that 
a priori sentences are about nothing, that they 'say nothing' and 
are 'without sense' .2 These philosophers use the expression 
'without sense' in the made-up sense of 'says nothing', where 
'says nothing' means 'is not about anything'. Their saying that a 
tautology is without sense in their way of speaking comes to say­
ing that a tautology is not about anything. They invent this way 
of speaking in order to stress a linguistic dissimilarity betwee~ 
classes of sentences, between, for example, 'A cat is a mouser', 
which is about cats, and 'As a matter of usage "animal" applies to 
whatever "cat" applies to', which is about usage, and 'A cat is an 
animal', which is about neither. What prevents' A cat is an animal' 
from being about anything is the idiom in which it is formulated. 

1 For a discussion of the theory of uni vt:rsals sec Chap~er HI_, 'The. Existence 
of 1 Jniver!;a\s'. 2T •• Wittgen!;tein, Trartalw LoJ!.Uo-Phtlosophmu, 4:46 1 • 
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nf li kcness he tween them. And he realizes his wish in one of the 
standard philosophical ways. He adds a usc to the word 'verbal', 
gives it an extra, non-ordinary job. He applies the word to logic­
ally necessary truths just to mark more conspicuously the lin­
guistic fact that sentences for necessary propositions and their 
vcrhal correlates are convertible, that, e.g., in understanding 'A 
cat is an animal' we know that 'As a matter of usage, "animal'' 
applies to whatever "cat" applies to' says what is true, and con­
verse! y. Used to do its new work, it is not self-contradictorv to 
sav, 'Logically necessary propositions arc really verbal'. . 
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