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And though a philosopher may live remote from business, the 
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LOGIC AND LANGUAGE 

(FIRST SERIES) 

CONTENTS 

I. INTRODUCTION, by A. G. N. Flew, Lecturer at King's 
College, Aberdeen . 

II. SYSTEMATICALLY MISLEADING EXPRESSIONS, by Pro­
fessor Gilbert Ryle, Oxford 

III. TIME: A TREATMENT OF SOME Puzzrns, by Professor 
J. N. Findlay, King's College, University of London 

IV. BERTRAND RUSSELL'S DOUBTS ABOUT INDUCTION, by 
Paul Edwards, Washington Square College, New 
York University . . . . • • 

V. THE PHILOSOPHER'S UsB OF ANALOGY, by Margaret 
Macdonald, Lecturer in Philosophy, Bedford College 
for Women, University of London 

VI. Is THERE A PROBLEM ABOUT SENSE-DATA~ by G. A. 
Paul, Fellow of University College, Oxford . 

VII. VERIFIABILITY, by Dr. F. Waismann, Senior Lecturer in 
the Philosophy of Mathematics, Oxford. 

VIII. THE ASCRIPTION OF RESPONSIBILITY AND RIGHTS, by 
H. L. A. Hart, Professor of Jurisprudence in the 
University of Oxford . . . . • 

IX. THE LANGUAGE OF POLITICAL THEORY, by Margaret 
Macdonald, Lecturer in Philosophy, Bedford College 
for Women, University of London 

X. Gons, by John Wisdom, Professor of Philosophy in the 
University of Cambridge . . . . • 

Vl 

I 

37 

55 

80 

IOI 

II7 

145 



LOGIC AND LANGUAGE 

( SECOND SERIES) 

CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION, by A. G. N. Fletv, Lecwrer at King's 
College, Aberdeen . . • • • • I 

I. LANGUAGE STRATA, by Dr. F. Waisma1111, Se11ior 
Lecturer i,z the Philosophy of Mathematics, Oxford I I 

II. WILL THE FUTURE BE LIKE THE PAST~ by Dr. F. L. 
Will, University of Illi,zois. 32 

III. UNIVERSALS, by D. F. Pears, Felloiv of Corpus Christi 
College, Oxford . . • • • • 51 

IV. CATEGORIES, by Professor Gilbert Ryle, Oxford • 65 
V. Is EXISTENCE A PREDICATE?, by Professor G. E. 

Moore, O.M., Cambridge 82 
VI. 'EVERY EVENT HAS A CAUSE', by G. ]. Warnock, 

Fellow of Magdale11 College, Oxford • 95 
VIL INCOMPATIBILITIES OF COLOURS, by D. F. Pears, 

Fellow of Corpus Christi College, Oxford. I 12 

VIII. OTHER Ml:Nns, by Professor J. L. A11stin, Oxford 123 

IX. ON GRADING, by J. O. Urmson, St11de11t of Christ 
Church, Oxford . . 159 

X. HISTORICAL EXPLANATION, by A. M. Maclver, 
University of So11thamptotz • 187 

XI. MATHEMATICS AND THE WORLD, by Professor Douglas 
Casking, Melbo11me. . . • • • 204 

XII. THEORY CONSTRUCTION, by Professor J. J. C. Smart, 
Adelaide . . . . • • 222 

vii 





ESSAYS ON 

LOGIC AND LANGUAGE 
INTRODUCTION 

By A. G. N. Fie11J 

THE success of Logic a11d La,1g11agc (First Series) makes it possible 
to bring out this second and complementary volume. The aim 
of the former volume was a dual one - and different from that 
of similar collections which have appeared lately: both to provide, 
for the general interested and educated public, an introduction 
to the recent linguistic developments in philosophy; and to make . 
available in book form, for stndents and specialists, some of the 
important articles which previously were only accessible in those 
libraries which take the philosophical journals. The aim of this 
second volume is similar: and therefore substantially the same 
criteria have been used for making the selection. There is no 
need to explain all these again; this was done in the previous 
Introduction. But there are four further points to be made 
now. 

First: because this volume was designed to be complementary 
to the former one, extra weight has been given this time to the 
claims of those articles which deal with major themes which could 
not be touched there; and an effort has been made to avoid any 
overlapping between the two. Thus the papers on 'Universals' 
(chap. rn) and on 'Categories' (chap. IV), as well as the contribu­
tions to the philosophy of history (chap. x), of mathematics 
(chap. xr) and of science (chap. xu), had an additional claim; 
because none of these subjects had been represented before. On 
the other. hand, as always happens when multiple criteria are 
involved, other and conflicting claims were sometimes too 
strong to resist: though F. L. Will (chap. n) docs deal with some 
of the problems of induction, others of which had already been 
attacked by Paul Edwards (vol. I, chap. rv); still these were for a 

B I 



2 ESSAYS ON LOGIC AND LANGUAGE 

very long time notoriously the great scandal of philosophy, and 
progress here deserves special prominence_. And of course tl1;rc 
are still gaps: for instance, aesthetics is entirely unrepresent:d. 

Second: while all the papers in that volume had been previously 
published, this contains three which have not been: namely those by 
Dr. Waismann (chap. 1) and G. J. Warnock (chap. vi), and t~e 
second one by D. F. Pears (chap. VII). There is no need to explam 
or to excuse this departure: but here it can be said rclev:mtly that 
'Language Strata' (chap. 1) is in effect a continuation of the same 
author's 'Verifiability' (vol. I, chap. VII), which particularly 
appealed to many reviewers; and that the other two were 
originally part of a series of examinations of the logical pecu­
liarities of members of that perplexing class of sentences - to 
which Kant was the first to draw attention - which seem to be 
both synthetic and a priori. 

Third: fearing that by this second lap many of the less strenu~:ms 
and less enthusiastic laymen would have dropped out; and hopmg 
that the remainder would now be ready for some rather 
h~rder things, the balance has been tilted slightly- but still ~nly 
slig~tly- more in favour of the specialist. Thus the bar raised 
aga~st symbolism has been lowered a little, particular! y in order to 
ad~tProfe~sorJ.J. C. Smart's 'Theory Construction' (chap. xn). 
This contams some mathematics: but the author agrees that 
his main line of argument will be perfectly intelligible even to 
those who choose to skip the calculations. Again, several of 
the contributions in this second series will need much more 
energetic attention than anything in the first: this is certainly 
true ofboth 'Universals' (chap. 111) and 'Other Minds' (chap. vm). 2 

But any reader with a taste for philosophy- and not just the 
st~dent (for whom both are essential) - will be rewarded for the 
pams he takes on these. There is perhaps only one paper i.'1.cluded­
Professor G. E. Moore's 'Is Existence a Predicate?' (chap. v) -
whi~h. can sc~rcely be expected to appeal to anyone but the 
specialist: but It would have been inexcusable not to include any 

1 A volume, Es~ays in Aesthetics a11d Language, edited by William Elton, is now in 
course of preparation. 

2 This is the articl_e enigmatically, and rather remotely, mentioned by Dr. Joad. 'More 
recently my attention has been drawn to the doctrines of an Oxford teacher whose 
cont~bution_ to a certain Symposium embodied a variation of logical positivist [sic] 
doctrine which put all the others out of court. This I was assured was the very latest 
thing.' (A Critiq11e ef Logical Positivism, p. 15). 



INTRODUCTION 

work by the doyrn of British philosophy; and this particular piece 
is constantlv recommended to students. 

Fottrtli: it, should be put on record that the absence of any study 
of the logical peculiarities of any language other than English 
has been noted and regretted: but extraordinarily little seems to 
have been done on this, at least by professional philosophers. 
Some logicians have put a lot of work into specifying, and even 
constructing, artificial languages ( usually so artificial that they are 
much more like mathematical calculi than like any natural 
language). Other philosophers have learnt from Wittgenstein 
the value of sometimes illustrating their arguments with refer­
ences to imaginary truncated languages 1 (in much the same 
way as treatises on mechanics are illustrated by schematic dia­
grams). Others again have realized keenly how different the 
world may look to these whose languages are radically different; 
for instance, one of our contributors, Dr. Waismann (vol. I, 
chap. vn) has noticed how differently a person regards colour if 
his language expresses it by a verb - in Russian 'the sky blues' -
rather than as English does by an adjective. But all this is very 
far from constituting a study of the logical peculiarities of exotic 
natural languages. 2 There seems to be a lot of room here for 
useful team work between anthropologists, sinologues, philologists 
and philosophers: to examine Nietzsche's neglected dictum that 
'by the grammatical structure of a group oflanguages everything 
runs smoothly for one kind of philosophical system, whereas the 
way is as it were barred for certain other possibilities'. 

These four points - taken together with those made in the 
previous Introduction - should show the principles followed in 
making this second selection. This time it is unnecessary to 
compose a prefatory manifesto: for though manifestoes have 
their place - sometimes even in philosophy- to 'demand atten­
tion for the neglected or to proclaim a programme; these func-

1 For Witt.genstein's methods it is now possible to refer to his Philosop/rical Investi­
gatio11s which is. since the author's death, at last to be publicly published (With an 
English translation: Blackwell, 1953). 

2 Some references might be useful: see, for example, I. A. Richards Me11ci11s on tire J.Ii11d; 
Arthur Waley, Tlrree 1-Vays of Tlro11ght i11 Ancient Chitia and 'The Language Crisis in 
Ancient China' (which appeared in Polemic 4); (C. Kluckhorn and D. Leighton, The 
Navaho (Harvard U.P., 1947: the chapter on the Navaho language); and- a paper I wish 
I could have included in this collection - D. D. Lee, 'Conceptual Implications of an 
Indian language' (in Pliilosop/iy of Science for 1938). 
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tions are finished when the attention has been granted and some 
of the performance, not merely the programme, is there to be 
judged. Reasoned discussion cannot be conducted at the top of 
one's voice: and an atmosphere of party conflict or of clique feud 
obstructs the progress of philosophy. . 

But one or two points, which it would be worth remarking 
on here, arise from comments on the former volume. First: 
people - especially those unsympathetic to recent devclopme_nts -
are inclined to give the name 'Logical Positivism' to any philoso­
phizing in which the use of words, expressions and sentences is 
mentioned prominently. This is a very loose usage: and unfor­
tunate because it generates heat and confusion. The term was 
originally coined to describe the views of the Vienna Circle, a 
gro~p of scientists and philosophers which formed round Moritz 
Schlick in Vienna in the 'twenties. 1 The Vienna Circle were 
interested primarily in logic and scientific method: indeed 1nany 
of t~em had been trained originally in natura~ scien_ce - us_ually 
phys_ics - rather than in philosophy. At least 111 their published 
wr_itmgs they often appeared narrow, dogmatic, philistine, 
unmterested in traditional philosophy, and militantly secular. In 
England they found a devastatingly iconoclastic spokesman in 
Pro~essor A. J. Ayer. His brilliant and powerful statement of the 
Logical Positivist position (Language Truth and Logic: rst edition 
1936, 2nd edition with an important new Introduction 1946) 
deservedly _became a classic, and the centre of passionate contro­
ver~-y:: ~nd ,it is mainly because for British readers the term 'Logical 
Po~ttiv1sm s~ggests the position of that book, that it is so con­
f~smg to use it loosely to cover the very different and very various 
Vt~ws of our contributors. Though they may be wrong in this -
g:ity of a peculiarly vicious sort of parochialism - most of 
t ese do not think of themselves as members of any school or 
movemen~; ~mt simply as philosophers. 2 

Second: 1t ts felt that an inquiry, in so far as it is in any sense 
verbal, about words, must to that extent be trivial; and hence that 

1 For ~ account of the history of the Vienna Circle and associated groups see the 
ln;r~ductmn to Mode~n Science and its Philosophy by Philipp Frank (Harvard U.P., 1949). 
'T ~e ~~~usal_ to c~m, and reluctance to accept, a party name is deliberate: cf. G. Ryle, 

_a g 1 cs _m P?-ilosophy' in Philosophy for 1937. Most of his colleagues would, I 
t~, agree with him in insisting that party banners and school loyalty have no place in 
philosophy. 
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philosophers who talk about the use of words must - as one 
reviewer vigorously phrased it - 'be selling their truthright for a 
mess of verbiage'. Some verbal disputes are trivial and idle: it 
would indeed be trivial to criticize the same reviewer for using 
the word 'verbosopher', because it is a mongrel from mixed 
Latin and Greek parents. But other disputes about words are not 
trivial at all: sometimes even when all the facts are agreed much 
may depend on the decision as to which word to use: and much 
may reasonably be said for and against. Can it or can it not be 
called the action of a reasonable man? Are we to say he is sane 
or that he is insane? So not all disputes about words are 'mere 
disputes about words'. 

The idea that modern linguistic insights and interests must 
involve a trivialization, or even a betrayal, of philosophy has been 
crystallized in and encouraged by a favourite saying of the Logical 
Positivists: 'Philosophical questions are not problems to be solved 
but (pseudo-problems or) puzzles to be (dis)solved'. This saying 
had its value as a slogan against those who thought of philosophy 
as a sort of super-science (a usurper Queen of the sciences) or as a 
non-experimental para-science (science from an easy chair): 1 for 
it emphasized that philosophy is not science, nor yet super-science 
nor para-science. Yet philosophical problems are no more 
pseudo-problems because they are not scientific problems, than 
Americans are pseudo-Englishme:n because they are not English­
men. And the implicit suggestion that philosophy must needs be 
trivial, just because it cannot be science, is grossly philistine. It is 
a disreputable relic of the old Logical Positivist campaign to 
glorify natural science, especially physics, at the expense of every 
other intellectual discipline. 

But there are other sources of this anxiety about trivialization. 
One is, of course, that philosophers are no more exempt than 
are other academics from the misconception that, because much 
research which is not obviously important has various kinds of 
value, any or only research which is obviously unimportant can 
be properly pursued in universities: and hence work is often done 
which really is trivial. Another - more fundamental and less 
avoidable - is the fact that once anyone has seen how to dissolve 

1 Compare Ezra Pound, 'After Leibniz's time a philosopher was just a guy who was too 
damn lazy to work in a laboratory'. 
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a philosophic muddle or has achieved a philosophic insight it 
becomes hard for him any longer to understand how he or anyone 
else could ever have failed to see what now to him seems so 
obvious. Philosophy has indeed been defined as 'the discovery of 
the obvious'. Yet to deny the existence of a problem, to speak 
of pseudo-problems, where considerable men may have been 
rerplexed, just because you believe that you know the way out, 
1s s~ely _ei~her excessively arrogant or excessively modest. In so. far 
as lingwstic analysis has shown that, and also how some classical 
philosophical problems consisted wholly or partly in muddles 
and confusions, it has done something to solve those problems. 1 

To clear up an ancient confusion is not a trivial achievement; 
not at least for 'those who have the wish to understand, to escape 
from intellectual bewilderment' :2 and, as Russell was saying 
when he wrote this, it is in any case only to them that philosophy 
has anything to offer. • 

Third: sometimes people coin or seize on epigrammatic state­
ments ?f_what philosophy is; and proceed to rejoice or deplore 
~hat this is all that it comes to. This must always be mistaken: 
~f o~y ,because 'philosophy' is one of those words (like 'poetry', 
~atio~ , or 'genius') the whole meaning of which cannot be 
giv;n m a definition. When Professor Ryle writes of philosophy 
as. tbe detection of the sources in linguistic idiom of recurrent 
misconstruct_ions and absurd theories' (Vol. I, chap. II ad fin.) ?r 
Profe~sor Pnce claims that 'all the great philosophical discovenes 
ar~ discoveries of the obvious', a they are to be taken as coining 
~pig~ams or slogans to draw attention to aspects of philosophical 
mgmry which had been neglected or overlooked. Compare the 
c~se df the man who says that he 'would defme a tank as mecha­hr ~nd armoured fire-power':' as a formal definition of 'tank' 
~ s w~ no~ do; but it is a very good epigram for the purpose 
;r. ~h ch It was coined - to draw attention to the fact that 

ntis tanks in World War II were chronically undergunned. 
i Though in the d . . 

who has th d a vertisement 'the problem is not a problem at all' to the advertiser 
something !{?h Uct which will solve it. We do tend to speak of a solved problem as 

2 B d IC no longer exists 
ertran Russell O K, • 

a 'The p •. u~ now/edge of the External World, p. 28. 
comes at per~anfn~Signi.ficance of Hume's Philosophy' in Philosophy, 1940. This passage 

, E T w· 2• 0 t . s most relevant and excellent article. 
•• • illiams m a broadcast review of the fourth volume of Mr. Churchill's war memoirs. 
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Or compare the things people say about the nature of poetry, or 
nationality, or genius: poetry is emotion recollected in tran­
quillity; a nation is a society united by a common error as to its 
origins and a common aversion to its neighbours; genius is an 
infinite capacity for taking pains. As definitions of 'poetry', 
'nation', or 'genius' none of these will do at all: they are obviously 
both in some ways far too narrow and in others far too compre­
hensive. But as epigrams about poetry, nations, and genius they 
all have value: there is a lot in each of them: they would all on 
occasion be good things to say. 

But the whole idea that there is or should be some real essence of 
philosophy which has been or could be expressed in a single, 
final, comprehensive, 'true definition' is radically misguided. 
'Philosophy' has not been in the past, and we should not now try 
to make it, that sort of word. It has been used to refer not to some 
wholly homogeneous investigation or series of investigations, but 
to a family of related but various inquiries and activities. If we 
introduced a standard definition we should have by it to exclude 
many activities which have a perfect right to the name 'philo­
sophy'. Uniformity can be achieved - here as elsewhere - only 
at the cost of wholesale suppression and expulsion. If we were to 
insist that philosophy must be purely and exclusively a conceptual 
investigation - a study of the 'logic of our language' - we should 
find ourselves committed to excluding almost everything that had 
previously been called political philosophy: for only the most 
heroic and extreme measures of reinterpretation could fit Hobbes, 
Locke, Rousseau and Burke to this mould. We should also 
inevitably find that we had encouraged the narrow-minded, 
bureaucratic departmentalisrn which is already too common in 
what ought to be the loose association of the 'republic ofletters'. 
A tight definition of 'philosophy' might perhaps inhibit possible 
future developments, and it would certainly encourage philoso­
phers to neglect and despise worthy activities which could, on a 
broader usage of the term, be properly called philosophical; 
for unfortunately professional philosophers are not immune 
from the temptations which beset ·an specialists. 1 Whereas a 
loose definition would probably include far too much; and would 

1 Even they need to beware the Specialist Fallacy: that of confusing 'I am only paid to 
know about X' with 'I am paid to know about X only' (and about nothing else). 
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certainly be so comprehensive as to be vacuously uninformative. 
So it is far better to attempt no definitions of 'philosophy': and if 
anyone asks what philosophy is, to answer him by pointing to 
various specimens; perhaps adding a few explanatory comments. 
The two volumes of Logic and Language contain a collection of 
characteristic specimens of the best work being done by English­
speaking philosophers. But one necessary comment is to explain 
that they do not represent every sort of good work which could 
be or should be or is being done in philosophy; though no one 
who is concerned to do good philosophy can afford to remain 
unfamiliar with the new linguisti~ techniques and linguistic 
insights demonstrated by many of our contributors. (To say 
nothing here of their possible value and applications outside 
philosophy.) 

Fourth: many are shocked to find philosophers so concerned 
about deviations from standard English ( or whatever other lan­
guage is being used or discussed) and the elucidation of the 
ordinary use of language. These conceptions have recently been 
the subject of considerable - often fairly heated - controversy 
among philosophers. 1 This is not the place to try to go deeply 
into the problems: but two points might usefully be added to 
those made in the Introduction to our first volume. First: it 
has been suggested that there is no such thing as ordinary or 
standard usage; because there is no absolute, normative, unchang­
ing and universal standard of correctness. But this objection tries 
to prove too much, giving reasons which are not enough. To 
prove that there is never and nowhere any ordinary or standard 
usage of English ( or any other) words it is not enough to point out, 
truly, that there is no universal, unchanging, normative and abso­
lute standard of English ( or any other) usage. And ifit were true­
which it certainly and fortunately is not - that there is no standard 
usage of words within any group at any time, then it would not 
be merely a few perverse philosophers whose position would be 
undermined. For though of course much of our usage is con­
stantly changing, and does vary considerably from district to 
district, and from social group to social group; still it is only ana 

1 S_ee for instance K. E. Baier in P.A.S. 1951/52; and papers by Wisdom, Malcolm, 
etc., in The Philosophy ofG. E. Moore (Northwestern U.P., Evanston, 1942). Other useful 
references will be found in footnotes to P. L. Heath's paper in Philosophical Q11arterly, 1952. 
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precisely in so far as two people use and understand words in some 
accepted, standard way that verbal communication between them 
is possible. Thus this objection tries to prove too much. (Philo­
sophy is not the first field in which conservatives have become 
the unwitting allies of a revolution of destruction.) S:::cond: it is 
often thought that concern with the ordinary use of words is no 
part of the business of a philosopher. But in so far as philosophy 
is a conceptual inquiry. such concern is surely essential. For how 
else could one investigate the concept of knowledge than by 
studying the various correct uses of the word 'know'? (Which is 
of course one of the things which Professor J. L. Austin is doing in 
vol. II, chap. VIII.) Though this is not to say either that philosophy 
is only a conceptual investigation or that philosophers should 
investigate only the ordinary concepts of common sense or that 
they should never try to improve any of the concepts they have 
investigated (which would necessarily involve changing the 
present use of the words concerncd). 1 

Finally we want to make ot1r acknowledgments to all those 
without whose co-operation this collection could not have 
appeared. We thank the contributors for permitting their work 
to be included: and remind readers that some of the articles were 
written up to fifteen years ago; so they may often not represent 
their authors' present views. Nine of the papers have been 
published before. Chapters IV, v, VIII and x were first printed in 
the Proceedings of the Aristoteliatl Society for 1938/39 and in the 
Supplementary Volumes xv, xx and XXI (for 1939, 1946 and 
1947); chapter II and chapter IX in Mind for 1946 and 1950; 
chapter III in the Philosophical Quarterly for 1951; chapter XI in 
the Australasian Journal of Psychology and Philosophy for 1940; and 
chapter XII in Philosophy and Phenomenological Research for 1951. 
We thank the editors of these journals for permission to reprint 
the papers. Also the numerous reviewers of the first volume, 
especially those who helpfully sent the Editor copies of their 
comments: all criticisms and suggestions made publicly in reviews 
or privately in letters have been carefully considered; and the 
advice given - in so far as he could bring himself to agree with 

1 Yet it is surely only prudent to elucidate the current nature of the concept (the 
current correct usage of the word and its synonyms - and any equivalents in any other 
language) before rushing forward with suggestions on how to reform it. 
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it- has been followed in compiling this volume. It would have 
been concluded with a select bibliography; but the sub-faculty of 
philosophy at Oxford has been preparing one which will pre­
sumably in due course appear to join the similar pamphlet already 
published1 under the auspices of the sub-faculty of economics. 
It would be foolish to duplicate this work; and thus to add 
unnecessarily to the length, and hence to the expense, of this 
book. May it be received as kindly and in as many places as the 
first volume. 

King's College 
Aberdeen 

March 1952 

A Bibliography in Economics (Blackwell: frequently revised). 



CHAPTER I 

LANGUAGE STRATA 

By F. Waismann 

[This paper has not been published before; but was read in 1946 to the Jowett Society 
at Oxford. When Dr. Waismann came to revise it for publication here, he found that 
there was so much that he wished to alter, and so much else that he wished to develop 
at considerably greater length, that it was clear that the only practicable alternatives were 
either not to publish it at all or to publish it in its original form. In view of the facts, 
that it has already had considerable influence in that form, and that it had an important 
place in the plan of this volume, I tried - successfully - to persuade him to permit its 
publication here, substantially unchanged: bl!t it is only fair to state these circumstances 
and to ~ay that the eventual decision to publish was made rather against his better judg­
ment. The morals are obvious. - EDITOR] 

I. TYPES OF AMBIGUITY 

Both vagueness and 'open texture' 1 must be distinguished fro~, 
and likened to, another sort of lack of definition; ambiguity. Of 
the many types of ambiguity a few examples may be mentioned. 

(i) A word may have two altogether different meanings, or 
better, there may be two words which have the sound in common; 
thus someone might say, 'How long it is since I have seen the 
Alps! How I long to see them'. This fact makes possible certain 
puns - as when a crying child is called the 'Prince of Wails'. 

(ii) An extreme case of ambiguity is what is called the antitheti­
cal sense of primal words. There is evidence that in the oldest lan­
guages opposites such as: strong - weak, light - dark, large -
small were expressed by the same root word. Thus, in ancient 
Egyptian ke11 stood for both strong and weak. In Latin altus 
means high and deep, sacer both sacred and accursed. Compare 
further clamare, to shout, and clam, quietly, secretly, or siccus, 
dry, and sucws, juice. Nor is it only the ancient languages which 
have retained as relics words capable of meaning either of two 
opposites. The same applies to present-day languages. 'To 
cleave' means to split, but in the phrase 'cleave to' it means to 
adhere. The word 'without', originally carrying with it both a 
positive and a negative connotation, is used today in the negative 

1 See Vol. I, pp. 119ff. 

II 
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sense only. That 'with' has not only the sense of 'adding to' but 
also that of 'depriving of' is clear from the compounds 'with­
draw' and 'withhold'. 

(iii) It is commonly impossible to distinguish between different 
senses of a word without considering how it is used in context. 
When used in different contexts, the same word may assume 
different senses. Take as an example the transitive and intransitive 
use of a verb: 'I smell the lilac', 'The lilac smells lovely'. But even 
when a verb is used transitively, it may take on different meanings 
when connected with words of different types: 'I caught him', 
'I caught measles'. We use the word 'like' often in the sense 
of'similar'; we say, for instance, 'That man is like his brother', and 
in this context we may also say 'very like', 'amazingly like', 'so 
like that one cannot tell them apart'. On the other hand, it would 
be amazing to learn of two triangles 'so alike that one cannot 
tell them apart'. In the one case the word admits of degrees of 
comparison, in the other it does not. Compare the phrase 'Find 
the key which - ' with 'Find the number which - '. In spite of 
the sameness of the construction the difference in meaning is 
clearly felt. Thus I might have said 'Compute the number 
which:- ', but not 'Compute the key which - ', a sign that the 
word IS used according to different substitution rules. Again, 
compare 'I am trying to solve this equation', 'I am trying to 
re~ember a forgotten name', 'I am trying to fall asleep'. 

(1v~ A word which is used in a quite definite way and in quite 
definite contexti may be used in a new sort of context; with this 
c~ge of use often goes a change in meaning. For instance: 'the 
fruit of a tree', 'the fruit of his labour' 'the fruit of his medita-. , ' ' 
tlons; to sow seed', 'to sow distrust'. What we use is a picture. 
~f the i1:11age becomes a stereotyped figure of speech, we talk of 
figurative meaning'. (This is one of the means by which lan­
guage g!ows. A speaker may, on the spur of the moment, place 
a word m a new collocation, thus giving rise to a new meaning -
a f r?cess ~v~r which there is little control.) Now the point of 
this IS that 1t Is not always possible to say exactly where the meta­
phor . ends and where the word starts having an independent 
meanmg. The phrase 'to sow distrust' is felt to be a metaphor, 
perhaps also 'the fruit of his meditations' but not 'a fruitless 

' ' attempt• Here the pictorial element has faded. Glance through 
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the following list and consider whether you would venture to 
draw a sharp line between a figure that is still a live image and 
one which has become a well-worn metaphor: 'The birth of 
tragedy', 'Drowned in sorrow', 'An abyss of grief', 'A radiant 
spirit', 'A flight of phantasy', 'A fiery temper'. 

(v) A word may be used in a 'figurative sense'. Remember that 
almost all terms denoting the mental are derived from words 
whose primary connotation was sensuous. Thus we speak of an 
idea 'floating in the mind', we 'call it to mind', we say it is still 
'hazy'; an idea is 'engraved upon my memory', it 'makes an 
impression upon me'; something 'moves us', 'touches us', so that 
we are 'carried away'; we feel 'stirred', 'beside ourselves'; we talk 
of a 'brilliant idea', a 'flash of wit'; and so on. 

This rising of the meaning of a word from the sphere of the 
sensuous to that of the mental continues to the present day. 
Think of expressions such as 'split personality', 'the layers of the 
subconscious', 'twilight of consciousness', etc. A sensuous element 
gleams through most of the phrases which denote emotions. 
We talk of 'shady', 'volcanic', 'unbridled', 'ebullient' characters; 
'wooden', 'unpolished', 'crabbed'individuals; ofan 'oily', 'smooth' 
manner, a 'stiff' attitude, a 'lukewarm', 'cool', 'icy' reception; of 
an 'arid', 'sparkling', 'will-o'-the-wisp' spirit. 

The fact, that language develops out of the sensuous into the 
mental produces a peculiar phenomenon: we seem at times to 
glimpse behind a word another sense, deeper and half hidden, 
and to hear faintly the entry of another meaning, in and with 
which others begin to sound, and all accompany the original 
meaning of the word like the sympathetic chimes of a bell. 
Hence that deep and sonorous ring in words which is lacking in 
artificial and invented languages; and hence also the multiplicity 
of meaning, the indefiniteness, the strange suggestiveness and 
evasiveness of so much poetry. Hugo von Hofmannsthal once 
described this phenomenon. 

It leads us into the innermost nature of Oriental poetry, into 
the very mystery and being oflanguage. For this mysterious­
ness is the deepest element in Eastern language and poetry 
alike, in so far as everything in it is metaphorical, everything 
remotely descended from ancient roots. The original root is 
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sensuous, primitive, concise and strong, but the word moves 
away from it by subtle transitions to new, related meanings, 
and then to meanings only remotely related: yet in the 
remotest meaning there is still some echo of the original 
sound of the word, still some darkly mirrored image of the 
first sensuous impression ... In the limitless detail and par­
ticularity of description the subject matter itself seems to 
oppress and overwhelm us: but what would come so close 
to us as to hurt us, were we limited to immediate meanings, 
resolves itself by virtue of the multiplicity of meaning in the 
words into a magic cloud, and so behind the immediate 
meaning we divine another which is deriv<'d from it. Thus 
it is that we do not lose sight of the proper and original sens~: 
where, however, this sense was commonplace and mean, 1t 
loses its implicit commonplaceness, and often, as we contem­
plate the word, we hesitate in our perceptive awareness 
b~tween the particular reality which it symbolizes and a 
higher reality, and this in a flash leads up to the great and the 
sublime. 

(vi) There are other cases in which the meanings cannot be 
~s cl~arly separated ont as, for instance, in the case of the word 
cold. (where I may say of a day or of a reception that it is cold). 
Con~ider a w~rd like 'haughty'. That there is a difference in _its 
use ls shown m the fact that the word can be combined with 
ha':ds of v~ry different logical types; thus we may speak of a 
l fhty smile, a haughty tone of voice, a haughty face, a haughty 
ilio ' ~ hau~hty bea~ing, a haughty speech, a haughty person. So 

ere 15 a _difference m meaning. yet all these meanings are con­
nfctei- m sa~ng of somebody that he is haughty, at least part b ~ at we mean is that he has a haughty face, or a haughty 
I earmg, etc. So the meanings interpenetrate, and unite into a 
arg1r whole, a sort of cloud in which the several precise conceits 

are os~. f e may say that they dissolve into vagueness. Such an 
ex~mp es ows ?ow ambiguity may gradually pass into vagueness. 
ll thut ~trculdn t we still try to distinguish as clearly as possible 

a e , erent shades of meaning the word can assume?' Try, 
and you 11 see h~w puzzling it is. Paul Valery put this point very 
well when he said: 
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You m.ust ... at some rime or another, have noticed this 
curious fact - that a given word, which may be perfectly 
obvious when used in the ordinary course of communication, 
which presents no difficulties whacever when caught up in 
the give and take of normal conversation, has a way of be­
coming almosc magically embarrassing, strangely resistant and 
quite unmanageable in definition, as soon as you withdraw 
it from circulation with the object of examining it closely 
and apart from its neighbours, as soon, that is, as you try to 
establish its meaning in isolation from its momentary func­
tion. It is almost comic to note the difficulty with which we 
are confronted when we try to establish the precise meaning 
of a wcrd which, in the ordinary routine oflife, we use daily 
to ou.r complete satisfaction ... But isolate it, clip its wings 
and it turns and rends you. You soon become convinced that 
the number of its meanings is far in excess of its functions. 
Formerly it was only a means, but now it is an end, the object 
of a terrible philosophical desire. It is something entirely 
different from what it was, an enigma, an abyss, a source of 
mental torment. 

(vii) Next, consider a number of statements made by psycho­
logists: 'We perceive the surface of the metal, it is true, but its 
colour seems to lie behind this surface'. 'Lustre-light does not lie 
in the plane of the object to which it belongs, but appears rather 
either before the object or s11perimposed 011 it'. 'When a shadow 
moves it moves not i11 the surface of the object but across it'. 
'When a person is speaking with someone in complete darkness, 
the voice of the one who answers usually sounds distinctly behind 
the darkness, not in the darkness'. 'If you look at a colour disk 
which turns round quickly, it is better to say that there is a flicker­
ing across the disk or before it in space than to say that the disk 
itself is flickering'. Notice that in all these cases the prepositions 
which symbolize spatial relations take on a somewhat new sense. 
In the last exampie, for instance, to say that there is a flickering 
before the disk in space is to use 'before' in a peculiar way, namely 
so as to make it mcani11gless to ask exactly what distance, precisely 
how many millimetres before the surface it lies. Here we have a 
sense of 'before' or 'in front of' which differs from the ordinary 
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sense. The same holds of the 'behind' in our first example. There 
are intermediate ones: thus a glowing piece of iron is _seen as 
luminous throughout its mass; a rainbow, though extended m space 
before the observer, does not possess a surface. One feels that one 
can penetrate more or less deeply into the spectral colours, whereas 
when one looks at the colour of a paper the surface presents a 
sort of barrier beyond which the gaze cannot pass. The words 
'throughout' and 'into' come here closer to, though they have not 
exactly, the ordinary meaning. Many more examples could be 
collected, but these will do. 'The English prepositions', says 
Empson, 'from being used in so many ways and in combination 
with so many verbs, have acquired not so much a number of 
meanings as a body of meaning continuous in several directions'. 
Exactly, there are so many senses and they are so firmly inter­
locked that they seem to form one continuous body. Thus many 
words which we wouldn't suspect tum out to be ambiguous. 
One can hardly make too much of this ambiguity of language 
through which we often seem to sec words like shapes in a mist. 

(viii)_ Then there is such a thing as systematic amb(f?ttity. This 
e~press1on was first coined by Bertrand Russell in connection with 
his T~eo_ry of Types. Without entering into it here we can say 
that his ~dea, roughly speaking, is that we must distinguish bc­
tw~en different logical types of symbols. Beginning with names 
whi~h stand for 'individuals', we come next to predicates which 
possibly _apply t? those names, and then to second-order predi­
cates which possibly apply to the first-order predicates, and so on. 
We ar~ thus led to consider a hierarchy of symbols which, 
theor~t1c_ally, ~oes on without end. This hierarchy corresponds 
to a similar hierarchy of statements And statements arc divided 
into diffe~en~ o/Pes according to 0 whethcr they are statements 
about an md1v1dual, or statements about a class of individuals, 
or statements about a class of classes of individuals, and 
so on. A statement such as 'Socrates is mortal' is true when there 
is a corresponding fact, and false when there is no corresponding 
fact. But take now such a statement as 'All men are mortal'. The 
truth of it can no lo:1ger consist in its correspondence to a single 
fact, for there are mdefinitely many facts such as 'Socrates is 
mortal', 'Plato is mortal', etc. Now Russell's point is that the 
meaning of 'truth' which is applicable to the latter sort of pro-
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position is 11ot tlzc same as the meaning of 'truth' which is applicable 
to the proposition 'All men are mortal'; i.e. each type of state­
ment has its own sort of truth. 

The main ground for accepting that distinction is that it offers 
an escape from the paradoxes or antinomies which were a threat 
to logic. 

The imaginary sceptic, who asserts that he knows nothing, 
and is refuted by being asked if he knows that he knows 
nothing, has asserted nonsense, and has been fallaciously 
refuted by an argument which involves a vicious-circle fallacy. 
In order that the sceptic's assertion may become significant, 
it is necessary to place some limitation upon the things of 
which he is asserting his ignorance, because the things of 
which it is possible to be ignor::mt form an illegitimate 
totality. Pri11cipia Mathematica (Vol. I, Introduction). 

Take the case of the Liar, that is of a man who says 'I am lying'; 
if he is lying he is speaking the truth, and if he is speaking the 
truth he is lying. We may interpret his statement as saying, 'All 
propositions ·which I assert arc false'. Is this proposition itself 
true or false? To clear up the paradox we must distinguish be­
tween elementary propositions which do not refer to a totality 
of propositions, first-order propositions which do refer to a 
totality of elementary propositions, second-order propositions 
which do refer to a totality of first-order propositions, and so on. 
Now if the liar asserts that all propositions which he asserts are 
false he is making a first-order statement which does not fall 
within its own scope, and therefore no contradiction emerges. 
The decisive point to realize is that the phrase 'all propositions' 
is an illegitimate totality. As soon as a suitable limitation has been 
put upon the collection of propositions we are considering, as 
soon as they are broken up into different orders, the contradiction 
disappears. We may put it like this: if somebody were to tell us 
that he is a liar, we could ask him, 'Well, a liar of what orded 
Ifhe says he is a liar of the first order he is making a statement of 
the second order, and this statement may' be perfectly true. 
When he says 'I am a liar of the second order' (including the 
totality of first-order statements) this would be a statement of the 
du.rd order; and so on. However far he may extend the scope of 

C 
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propositions to which he is referring, his statement about their 
falsehood will represent a proposition of higher order. Once we 
reach this stage, there is no contradiction. 

Russell's solution is thus based on the ground that 'true' and 
'false' are ambiguous, and that, in order to make them unambigu­
ous, we must specify the order of truth or falsehood which we 
ascribe to a proposition. Similar considerations apply to negation 
and disjunction, and indeed to any logical particle. It m.ight s~cm 
that they were symbols which had throughout the same meamng. 
But this is due to a systematic ambiguity in the meanings of 'not', 
'or', etc., by which they adjust themselves to propositions of any 
order. 

The ambiguity about which I want to speak is not connected 
with the Theory of Types but with what may be called the 'many­
level structure' of language. I shall first of all explain what I 
understand by a language stratum. 

II. LANGUAGE STRATA 

Let me begin by introducing a distinction between two paths 
a logical inquiry may follow. It will perhaps be best to illustrate 
my point :"'ith a picture. In studying the geometry of a curve 
we may wish to find out its behaviour at some particular point - for 
instance, wh~ther it has a tangent there, whether it is continuous 
there, what its measure of curvature is there, and the like. Then 
we are studying local properties of the curve. Or we may wish 
to study the behaviour of the curve as a whole - for instance, 
whether it is closed or not, and, ifit is closed, whether it is convex, 
etc. Then we ~re studying its properties at large. This picture 
sugge~ts ~o different types of investigation in logic. The one 
takes its onent_a_tion from the logical relations which hold between 
a number 0 _f given propositions; a question of this sort is to ask 
whet~er a ~r~en proposition follows from another one, or contra­
dicts it,. or is mdependent of it, etc. We are then concerned with 
the logical nexu~ on a small scale, so to speak with local relations 
betwee?- propos1~ions. Suppose, on the other hand, considering 
a certam deductive theory based upon a number of suitable 
axioms, say Euclidean Geometrv or the Theory of Deduction, 
we ask whether the system unde; consideration is free from contra-
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dictio11, that is, whether it is ever possible to prove a certain 
theorem. and its contradictory. This is a question of quite a 
different kind. Suppose we say, 'The theory in question contains 
no contradiction', then we are making an assertion, not about the 
relations between two or three or more single propositions, but 
about the theory as a whole. Again, we may inquire whether the 
deductive theory we are considering is complete, i.e. whether any 
statements that can be constructed in accordance with the given 
rules ( of the theory) can always be decided (in one way or the 
other) by the means of the theory and decided in a finite number 
of steps; we may also be investigating whether two given theories 
are isomorphic (i.e. of the same logical structure so that to each 
proposition of the one there corresponds precisely one proposition 
of the other, and vice versa, and that all the logical relations of the 
propositions in the one are retained in the other). Now in pur­
suing such questions we are concerned with what may be called 
the macrological features of such theories, in contrast with questions 
concerning the micrological connections of single statements. 

A technique has been worked out to deal with problems of that 
macrological kind. Naturally, these methods - called 'metalogi­
cal' and ·metamathematical' - only apply to ded11ctive systems. 
However, it does seem to me that there is also good sense in talk­
ing of macrn- and micrological features of a language. Language, 
it is true, is not organized in the way a deductive system is; com­
pared with such a system it is of a much more loosely knitted 
texture. And yet one feels a marked difference when one com­
pares such statements as: a material object statement, a sense­
datum 1 statement, a law of nature, a geometrical proposition, a 
statement describing national characteristics, a statement describ­
ing a half-faded memory picture, a statement describing a dream, 
a proverb, and so forth. It is as if each of these statements was 
constructed in a different logical style. (I will explain presently 
what I mean by this.) We may set ourselves the task of grouping 
statements of our language according to the similarity of their 
usage in distinct domains, in language-strata as I shall venture to 
call them. Thus laws will form one language stratum, material 
object statements another one, sense datum statements yet another 
one, and so on. Now the question which I want to consider is 

1, For an explanation and discussion of this term see Vol. I, ch. vi. - EDITOR. 
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this: Is it possible to develop out of that vague feeling that 'each 
of th.em is built in a different logical style' something more precise? 
Is it possible, say, by characterizing each stratum on the basis of 
its intrinsic internal fabric or logical texture? To make this clearer 
let me return to the picture taken from geometry. It was a 
memorable achievement of mathematical thought when Gauss 
succeeded in characterizing a curved surface merely 'from within' 
without any reference to space outside, which amounted to this 
that he showed that if two-dimensional beings were living on the 
surface of a sphere, an egg or a wine-glass, etc., they could, merely 
through carrying out certain measuring operations within their 
abode, find out in what sort of surface they were living; in other 
words, they could learn the 'intrinsic geometry' of their habitation 
without any reference to three-dimensional space. Now the 
analogous problem in our case would be this: Can a given lan­
guage stratum be characterized, not by reference to something 
outside the subject-matter by dubbing it 'material object', 
'memory picture' or the like, but by purely formal motifs? Let 
us see what means we have at our disposal for such a programme. 

We may first investigate the nature of the concepts which a 
given stratum contains: whether they are absolutely precise and 
definable with mathematical rigour, or vague, or of an open 
texture: We may next consider the statements themselves and 
ask what sort of logic is valid for them. By 'logic' I mean logic 
in the strict sense, the laws of inference. Aristotelian logic, 
including the modernized and refined form of its presentation in 
Principia Mathematica, has gone the same way as Euclidean geo­
metry- a number of different 'logics' have grown up alongside 
it, more or less akin to it, just as Euclidean geometry is now sur­
rounded by a number of similar and cognate systems. One effect 
of this development is the disappearance of that disturbing air of 
uniqueness that had puzzled philosophers for so long. Birkhoff 
and von Neumann, for instance, have indicated a system, different 
from classical logic, which seems to be in better harmony with 
the structure of quantum mechanics. On the suggestion of 
Brouwer a logic has been constructed different from classical 
logic in•which is actually employed mathematical demonstration, 
a logic in which the law of excluded middle is no longer univer­
sally true. And, notice, when we pass from the one logic to the 
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other, we get an altogether different mathematics; which goes to 
show that the sort oflogic we apply is an important characteristic 
ingrained in a certain field of propositions. Change the logic and 
then the propositions will take on new meanings. Take an.other 
example - the logic of half-faded memory pictures. Here the 
situation is such that we are often nnable to call to mind one or 
the other point of detail, that is, that we are often unable to 
decide an alternative. What did that bathroom look like I saw 
the other day on a visit~ Was it ivory, was it cream or pale biscuit 
or maize~ Suppose a pattern-book were shown to me, and I was 
later asked whether this was the colour I had seen, perhaps I would 
not be able to decide. If I were pressed I might have to say, 'I 
can't remember so distinctly'; if another different shade of yellow 
were shown to me then I might give the same reply, finally 
adding, 'all I know is that it was some light yellowish colour'. 
Notice that, in this case, it is quite natural to use a vague term 
('light colour') to express the indeterminacy of the impression. 
If language was such that each and every word was particular 
and each colour word had a definite, clearly defined meaning, we 
should find we could not use it. That is, we should come up 
against alternatives: 'Was it this colour or nou' - which we could 
not decide. I cannot get back to the impression I had then, it 
cannot be pinned down and preserved nnder glass for inspection 
like a dead beetle. To insist, in these circumstances, on the law 
of excluded middle, without any means of deciding the issue, is 
paying lip service to the laws of logic. There are only two 
alternatives open to us: We must either be prepared to drop the 
law of excluded middle when we wish to use a language with 
precisely defined terms; or we shall have to use a language whose 
words are in one way or another blurred. But we can't have it 
both ways. Another way of bringing out this point is to say that, 
if several colours are shown to me which differ only slightly, they 
do not necessarily exclude one another. This shows particularly 
clearly that our attitude towards a half-faded memory image is 
radically different from that towards a material object. No one 
would dream of ascribing two different lengths to the table in 
this room (a real table), and saying that both were right. One state­
ment, if it proves true, excludes the other. Whereas it is perfectly 
correct to say of two slightly different colour statements, when 
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applied to an indeterminate memory p~cture, that both are com­
patible; which just shows that the logic of colour words, when 
applied in this language stratum, is different from their usual 
~~ . 

Again, the logic of aphorisms seems to be very peculiar. A 
man who writes aphorisms may say a thing, and, on another 
occasion, the very opposite of it without being guilty of a con­
tradiction. For each aphorism, as it stands, is quite complete in 
itsel£ Two different aphorisms are not parts of one and the same 
communication. Suppose you go to a museum where several 
paintings are hung on the wall. Would you complain that they 
are not correlated and do not fit into one and the same perspective? 
Well now, each painting has a pictorial space of its own; what is 
represented in two paintings, though the paintings may be adja­
cent, is not in the same pictorial space. It is the first aim of Art, 
it has been said, to set a frame around Nature. Sometimes the 
frame is large, sometimes small, but always it is there. An 
aphorism is Literature and done with ink instead of colours. Of 
two aphorisms each is in a frame of its own; hence no clash. It 
would be interesting to penetrate the logic of poems, or of 
mysticism. Here a contradiction may be a perfectly legitimate 
means to.point to what cannot be said in language. No: seeming 
contradictions are not always absurd. 

T~ return to our subject: I said that the examples given suggest 
looking upon a logic as a characteristic which sets its stamp 
upon a particular language stratum. But there are two further 
characteristics: truth and verifiability. 

III. SYSTEMATIC AMBIGUITY OF TRUTH AND VERIFIABILITY 

Compare a variety of statements such as: a sense-datum state­
ment, ~ material object statement, a law of nature, description of 
~omething half forgotten, a statement of my own motives, a con­
Jecture_ as to the motives by which someone else was actuated, 
quotation of the exact words so-and-so was using, brief summary 
of the tenor of a political speech, characterization of the Zeitgeist 
of a certain historical period, a proverb, a poetic metaphor, a 
mathematical proposition, and so on. Now what I want to em­
phasize is that the idea of truth varies with the kind of statement; 
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that it has a systematic ambiguity. Take, for instance, a mathe­
matical proposition, say a theorem of geometry. To say that it is 
true simply means that it can be deduced from such-and-such 
axioms. As a consequence of this, it may be true in one system 
of geometry and false in another. And the axioms themselves~ 
They are no concern of the pure mathematician: all he is con­
cerned with is that if these and these axioms apply, then the 
theorems apply too. But whether the axioms actually do apply, 
is not for him to decide. He leaves that to applied mathematics. 
Hence Russell's definition of mathematics as 'the subject in which 
we never know what we are talking about, nor whether what we 
are saying is true'. Here, then, is a very good case for the 'co­
herence theory of truth'. 

Again, a law of nature is never true in the same sense in which, 
say, 'There is a fire burning in this room' is, nor in the sense in 
which 'He is an amusing fellow' may be; and the two latter state­
ments are not true in the same sense in which 'I've got a headache' 
is. Truth, when applied to a physical law, means roughly speak­
ing that it is well established by experimental evidence or other 
observation, that it brings widely different things into a close con­
nection and makes us 'understand' what seemed a mystery before; 
that it simplifies our theoretical system, and further, that it is 
fruitful in leading us to predictions and new discoveries. (That is, 
incidentally, why the pragmatist identifies truth with usefulness: 
he has really got hold of one facet, but of one facet only.) Truth, 
in this case, it may be said, is not one idea but a whole bundle of 
ideas. Nothing of this applies to truth in the case of a simple 
observation. Suppose you have to make sure that the light is on 
in your room. Now when you go and look and say 'All right, 
it's on', your statement is true, not because it brings widely 
different things into connection, not because it simplifies I don't 
know what, not because it is fruitful or suggestive - no, nothing 
of the sort; it is just true because it says so-and-so is as you say 
it is. 

Again, in what sense is one to say of a proverb that it is truel 
Have you ever tried to put some rate and subtle experience, or 
some half-forgotten (but strong) impression into words~ If you 
do, you will find that truth, in this case, is inseparably tied up 
with the literary quality of your writing: it needs no less than a 
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poet to express fully and faithfully such fragile states of mind. 
How you say it matters even more than what you say. 

Similar remarks apply to verification. A law of nature can be 
verified by experimental evidence, though not conclusively. 
Whether a material object statement is capable of conclusive veri­
fication is a moot point. Take next a case such as 'I've got a 
terrible toothache'. Suppose I go to the dentist, he examines my 
teeth and says, 'All right, there's nothing wrong with them'. 
Would I then reply, 'Oh, I beg your pardon, I tlio11glzt that I've 
got a toothache, but now I see that I was mistaken'? My toothache 
cannot be argued away or refuted by examining my teeth, my 
nerves, etc. Ifl were asked how I know that I've got a toothache, 
I might be tempted to reply, 'Because I feel it'. What a queer sort 
of reply! Is there anything else I can do with a toothache but feel 
it~ What my reply aimed at, however, was something different, 
namely to shake off the whole question as improper, beside the point. 
How do I know~ I've simply got toothache, and that's the end 
ofit. I do not grant that I may have fallen victim to a delusion, I do 
not recognize a medical examination, an observation of my teeth 
any psychological tests, a court of experts - 110 dentist in heaven 
or earth can refute me. In saying 'I just feel it' I am expressing 
the fact that the toothache is something given in immediate experi­
ence, not a thing inferred from something else 011 the strength of 
certain evidences. The first person singular has, amongst other 
uses, ~e function to indicate the character of immediacy of an 
expenence. 

Take the statement, 'There are sea serpents'. How would you 
verify iu Is it enough that some person has seen them? Perhaps 
for him; for you the situation is different: you have so far only a 
man who says that he has seen them. So you must check up what 
he says - you may test his eyesight, go into his past and examine 
his reliability, and so on. The result of this checking will be a 
number of statements each of which, in its turn, may again be 
checked: the expert who examined the man's eyesight may him­
self be examined, the witnesses who testified may in their turn 
be scrutinized, etc. In following up the threads of verification we 
nowhere come to an absolute end, that is, we can never say, 'Now 
it is conclusively proved that the man was right'. What this 
particular example shows applies in general. At some point we 
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do stop, it is true, for practical reasons, when the evidence seems 
to be sufficient. But theoretically we may go on checking and re­
checking our statements as long as we please. So long as we move 
amongst statements concerning such evidences as illustrated 
above, verification has no natural end, but refers continually to 
ever new statements. In pursuing these fibres, however, we see 
how secondary lines branch off into other regions: the points 
where they come to a sudden end represent those immediate 
experiences which an observer has the moment he experiences 
them, and which, in this moment, cannot be checked against 
other evidences. These e:>..-periences, expressed in '!'-sentences, 
are, so to speak, end points of verification - but of verification in 
a quite different sense. For if we try to use this verification later, 
it turns to dust. It lives in the moment, and is gone. Still these 
experiences are the moments of ultimate fulfilment. It is they 
from which all light of knowledge flows forth. Or, to change 
the metaphor, they are the points in which knowledge makes 
direct contact with reality. Without them all our sentences would 
float in the air cut off from actual facts. What establishes a con­
nection between sentences and reality are these last points of veri­
fication, transitory though they may be. Thus a statement may 
be verified in two quite different senses: either by checking it 
against other statements, or by appealing to immediate experience. 
In the case of a material object statement, for instance, some lines 
refer to other material object statements, i.e. they lead from state­
ment to statement within the same language stratum; some others 
branch off and penetrate into a different stratum, the 'I' -st:1;te­
ments. Thus verification weaves a complicated net, a ramified 
pattern of lines. 

It is easily seen that the term 'meaningful' displays the same 
ambiguity: its sense varies with the stratum. For instance, a sen­
tence in a novel is meaningful, if ( r) it is correct English, i.e. not 
a broth of words, and (2) it fits in with the other sentences. This 
meaningfulness has nothing whatever to do with verifiability. 
(That, by the way, is why Fiction is not false.) This criterion, 
however, does not apply to experiential' statements where 
verifiability is of some relevance, although it would not be right 
to equate meaningfulness with verifiability. Again, in which 
sense is a rule, a definition, a request, a question meaningful~ 
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There may even be a sense in which metaphysical statements have 
a meaning. The trouble with the Logical Positivists was that they 
attached too rigid an import to 'meaningfulness' and lost sight of 
its ambiguity. By virtue of the multiplicity of meaning in this 
word they lost themselves in a magic cloud out of which they 
condemned everything that did not conform to their standards. 
In actual fact they had no machinery, such as they thought they 
had, by which the senselessness of metaphysics could be proved; 
though it must be admitted that metaphysicians made the greatest 
efforts to supply them with plausible arguments for such a view. 
I am afraid what has been said on this subject was of a profound 
shallowness. 

To sum up this point: Statements may be true in different senses, 
verifiable in different senses, meaningful in different senses. There­
fore the attempts at defining 'truth', or at drawing a sharp line 
between the meaningful and the meaningless, etc., are doomed to 
fail. 

IV. COMPLETENESS 

Up till now I have tried to sketch a few leit-motifs which might 
be used in characterizing a given language stratum. They were: 
the t~xture of the concepts together with the sort of logic which 
obtains and the appropriate senses of 'truth' and 'verifiability' (if 
the latter_applies at all). To these must be added two more factors: 
the way m w~ch a proposition is integrated into a larger whole; 
and the relations in which different strata stand to each other. 

11:1 order to approach the first point, it will be best to make use 
bgam of a geometrical illustration. Suppose you consider a num-
er of statements which are about the same subject a. Each of 

thes_e statements may be represented by a circular area, and the 
COilJunction of two statements by that part of the areas which 
overtp. The more propositions we take, the smaller will the 
di.ea ecome which is common to all the disks; at the same time, 

e more definite will become the description formed by all these 
:~ts. This gives rise to the following problem: Is there any­
d g_ . e a description of maximum definiteness, for instance, a 
e;:ption _whose geometrical picture is a point? If there was such 

a g, this would mean that the description is complete in the 
sense that nothing could be added to it which would make it more 
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definite. Well now, are there language strata in which it is 
possible to construct something like a 'closed' description? And 
if so, will such a description contain a finite or an infinite number 
of single statements? 

Geometry provides us with a model in which a complete 
(closed, perfect) description is attainable and with a finite number 
of statements. Thus a triangle is determined when its three sides 
are given: nothing can be added to these data that is not entailed 
by, or in contradiction with, them. Here, then, is an example of 
a description which, on logical grounds, cannot be extended. 

A quite different situation seems to hold with regard to experi­
ential statements. However many features I may assert of a thing, 
say of this chair, or however many relations I may state which 
hold between it and other things, or however many statements 
I may make about its life-history, I shall never reach a point where 
my description can be said to be exlia11stive, that is, such that no 
further increment in knowledge is possible. Any real thing is 
inexhaustible. My knowledge of it is always extensible. There is 
no maximum description. To use the geometrical illustration: 
Such a description will always be represented by a whole region; 
a point will be a limit toward which the description tends without 
ever reaching it. Thus the picture which we make of an experien­
tial statement on our map will never shrink to a point. 

There are, however, cases where a complete description is 
attainable. Take, for instance, a game of chess played in a tourna­
ment: it can be described, completely, move by move, from the 
beginning to the end, say in the chess notation. Again, a melody 
is describable completely in the musical notation ( disregarding, of 
course, questions of interpretation). The same is true of a carpet, 
viewed as a geometrical ornament of shape and colour. 

How curious it is when I describe a dream: when I have nar­
rated my dream, told everything that happened, in it, my descrip­
tion is finished. But it comes to an end in a very different way 
from that in which, e.g., the description of a game of chess comes 
to an end where there is a natural beginning and a natural end. 
A dream is fragmentary, enigmatic, and a dream cannot be 
integrated into a larger whole: you cannot ask, 'What happened 
before the dream began, or after it was oved Or rather, when 
you ask such a question, you have already left the dream language 
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and consider the sleeper from outside, from the point of view of a 
waking man. In this respect a dream has a unity and coherence 
which makes it nearly akin to a poem, or an aphorism. 

The few examples given will suffice to show that statements 
may be complete in very different senses, and that the way they are 
complete or incomplete is a further important feature of a 
language stratum. 

Finally, we have to investigate in what relations different 
strata stand to each other. I shall leave this for the moment and 
con£ne myself to mentioning one question only: whether the 
threads of verification, when we follow them up, remain within 
the given stratum, or lead outside it; in other words, whether a 
given stratum is closed with respect to verifi :ation. 

V. A NEW PICTURE OF LANGUAGE 

"!" e are now in a position to sketch a new picture of language 
which, though still untried, seems to emerge from all these con­
sid~rations; a picture oflanguage naturally stratified into layers. 
T~s new conception contrasts with such a view as that held by 
Wittgenstein in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus: according to 
that view language consists of statements which can, one and all, 
he d~rived from atomic propositions by a uniform process. An 
~toIDic proposition is one asserting an atomic fact; an atomic fact 
1s a fact which has no parts that are facts; and the uniform method 
by which any statement can be constructed is that of building up 
truth-functions of any selection of atomic propositions. This 
leads to an amazing simplication of the picture we can make for 
ourselves of the fabric oflanguage. All statements are, so to speak, 
on ~ _footing, and all are reducible to the same set of atomic pro­
posittons. Or better, the totality of propositions is defined by this 
method of generation. Too good to be true. Apart from the 
fact t~t_no one has ever succeeded in producing a single atomic 
prop?s1t1on, the whole thing is a myth. Moreover, we know for 
certain ~t there are many ways of building up statements which 
have nothing at all to do with truth-functions; such as unfulfilled 
conditional statements - 'If Hitler had won the war, then .. .' 
and many others. No: language does not fit this strait-jacket. 

There are certain modern trends in Philosophy which seem to 
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have some such background. Phenomenalism, for instance, 
seems to presuppose that there is one basic language, the sense­
datum language, to which any other statement, or at least any 
material object statement, can be reduced. According to Pheno­
menalism a material object, say a cat, is a bundle of sense-data 
tied together and with the edges trimmed off; wtless it is a bundle 
of sensibilia, that is the sort of thing which you would have seen, 
if you had ever looked, in short, a bundle of highly problematical 
entities. But no: we have simply to recognize that a statement 
about a cat is a statement about a cat: and not a truth-fw1ction of 
sense-datum statements, or an infinite class of perspectives, or an 
infinite group of se11sibilia, or heaven knows what. A thing is, 
so to speak, a hard core that resists at any attempt at breaking it 
up and reducing it to the level of other data, whatever they may 
be. All this talk about material objects and sense-data is a talk 
about two language strata, about their relation, about the logic 
of this relationship. The problem arises along the plane where the 
two strata make contact, so to speak. The difficulty is to under­
stand in precisely which way a material object statement is related 
to a sense-datum statement; that is, what sort of relations hold 
between members of different strata; and that is a problem of 
logic. 

Similarly,· Behaviourism is an attempt to reduce psychological 
statements, e.g. , 'What a conceited fellow!' to a very, very long 
list of statements setting out in which way the person in question 
would behave under such-and-such circumstances; a very success­
ful way of describing peculiarities of rats which has been trans­
ferred to men. The whole thing rests on a nai·vete - that there is 
one basic language (suitable for describing the behaviour of rats) 
into which everything else must be translated. The motto 'Only 
rats, no men!' overlooks the fact that psychological statements 
belong to a stratum of their own; with a logic different from that 
of the language in which you say how a person looks, how he 
smiles, in short what he has in common with a rat. 

We are now in a position to take a further step. It was hitherto 
the custom to refer to what I b,~ •e called 'strata' by indicating 
their subject-matter, using termJ such as: 'material object state­
ments', 'descriptions of vague impressions', 'statements oflaws of 
nature', and the like. What I now suggest we do - and this is a 
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programme for the future - is to reverse the whole situation by 
saying: 'The formal motifs which we have been considering all 
combine to impress a certain stamp on a stratum; they give us 
the means to characterize each stratum "from within" that is with 
no reference to the subject'. If we carefully study the texture of 
the _c?ncepts which occur in a given stratum, the logic of its pro­
:positi~ns, the meaning of truth, the web of verification, the senses 
m ":hich a description may be complete or incomplete - if we 
consider all that, we may thereby characterize the subject-matter. 
We may say, for instance: a material object is something that is 
~escrib~ble in a language of such-and-such structure; a sense 
impression is something which can be described in such-and-such 
a lan&uage; a dream is--, a memory picture is --, and so on. :its way we _shall ~e able to formalize the~e co~cepts. :he 

. 0 ~ with science is obvious. The questions, What is a 
pomt: What is a straight line:·• have been debated for more than 
2•000 years until the solution was found in a reversal of the problem 
iliuation •. All the time it was thought that w~ must first define 
se; :;anmg 0 ~ the p~tive symbols in g~o~et1z b~for~ :ve can 
m d t t~e aXJ.oms are Self-evident truths given m mtwtlon. In 

0 ern times th • ' • ' ' • h lin ' ' 1 ' 'b ' • c , e terms pomt , straig t e , p ane , etwecn , 
sa~lU:t ' e~c., are defmed as those things and relations which 
tot sli~ de a~oms <;f geometry. That is, the axioms in their 
pr~ti: etermine (within pure mathematics) the meaning of the 
has l ve_ sym?ols. In like manner we may say that each stratum 
of c:rr°~icb 0 ~ lts own and that this logic determines the meaning 
a melot. asic terms. In some respects this is obvious. Whether 
notes O y 15 a sequence of air-vibrations, or a succession of musical 
you desr \m~ssage of the composer, depends entirely on the way 
on the ;nt e lt. Similarly, you may look at a game of chess, or 
will then a te~ of a carpet from very different aspects and you 
words- ,seelmd~em very different things. Notice how all these 

me o y , f h , k . ambiguity .' game o c ess , etc. - ta e on a systemattc 
The same acclirdmg to the language stratum in which you talk. 
action ind/~P es to '_doing a sum', 'writing a letter', or to any 
caused by e • An action may be viewed as a series of movements 

some Phy • 1 • 1 • uli • h 'Onl ' sense· or s . sio og1ca st1m m t e y rats, no men ' a some .. t.:_· h h . . . 
of th . _1..1ung t at as a purpose or a meanmg 1rrespect1ve 

e way Its smgle links are produced. An action in the first 
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sense is determined by ca11ses, an action in the second sense by 
motives or reasons. It is generally believed that an action is deter­
mined both by causes and by motives. But if the causes determine 
the action, no room is left for motives, and if the motives deter­
mine the action, no room is left for causes. Either the system of 
causes is complete, then it is not possible to squeeze in a motive; 
or the system of motives is complete, then it is not possible to 
squeeze in a cause. 'Well, now, do you believe that if you are 
writing a letter you are engaged in two different activities~• No; 
I mean that there are two different ways of looking at the thing; 
just as there are two different ways of looking at a sentence: as a 
series of noises produced by a human agent; or as a vehicle of 
thought. For a series of noises there may be causes but no reasons; 
for a series of words expressing thought there may be reasons but 
no causes. What we must rmderstand is that the word 'action' 
has a systematic ambiguity. And yet we are continually invited 
to regard motives as a special sort of causes; perhaps because we 
have only the word 'Why~• to ask both for cause and motive. 
We do not see the ambiguity of the interrogative. 



CHAPTER II 

WILL THE FUTURE BE LIKE THE PAST? 

By Frederick L. Will 

I 

IN the elaboration ot arguments in the last two hundred years 
for_ and against scepticism concerning induction, one central point 
at issue h~s been th.at concerning the '~for~ty ?f na~ure' a_nd 
the ne~essity of assumptions about that umformity 111 all 111ductive 
reasorung. To this point the sceptics have again and again 
recurred, following the precedent of Hume, in their arguments 
to show the overall doubtfulness, the absolutely irremediable 
lac~ of cogency of inductive arguments ~ gen~ral; and to this 
pomt also have recurred their opponents m their ~ndeav<;mrs to 
refut~ these same sceptical conclusions. The question which the 
sceptics have . raised concerning the uniformity_ of nature_ is 
e(trssed partially and in non-technical language 111 the question 
0 e ab~ve title, 'Will the future be like the past?' 
th There ~s an advantage of simplicity and clarity in expressing 
did ~uestion thu~ with reference to the future, as Hume h}mself 
h ili th_e Enquiry, even though quite clearly the question of 

~o e cv dity of ·inductive procedures is by no means restricted 
b on~lusions about future things or events. The question 

ah out mduction which both the sceptics and their opponents 
ave attempt d h . • b 11 th e , eac in their own way, to answer 1s a question 

aw out a th ose procedures in which in science and everyday life, 
e use e "d • 

Clud eVI ence of observed facts or states of affairs to con-
e concenun h b d about hi h g unobserved ones. T e uno serve matters 

as well ~ the conclusion is drawn may be in the past or present 
same ~s h ~e future. In each case the basic procedure is the 
mad~ whl h e basis of observations now being made or already 
t • c freveal that certain things have a specified characteris-
1c, or set o char . . 1 d d h th 
hin f h acterist1cs it is cone u e t at o er events or 

t gso tesam kind ' d • th r. h e , though unobserve , m e past, present, 
or ruture ave th · • A d th • ' ese same charactenst1cs. n e question 



WILL THE FUTURE BE LIKE THE PAST? 33 

raised about this procedure is likewise the same. By what right 
do we conclude from the observed to the unobserved? Granted 
that all the cases which have been tested have shown hydrogen 
to be iiiflammable, by what right do we conclude on this evidence 
that under similar conditions hydrogen has always been, is now, 
and will continue to be itiflammable? 

Abstracting from this more general question about induction 
it is permissible, in the interest of sitnplicity, to consider the 
question iI1 but one of its temporal phases, namely that referring 
to the future. This phase may justly be viewed as a test case 
of the general question. To the extent that our inductive con­
clusions about the future can be justified, so can our inductive 
conclusions be justified generally. If inductive methods can 
be shown to be all completely without justification when their 
conclusions refer to the future, this conclusion can be easily 
generalized to apply to all inductive conclusions whatsoever; 
and if inductive procedures can be justified in so far as they refer 
to the future, by exactly the same procedure, and with exactly 
the same kind of evidence, they can be justified when their 
conclusions are drawn concerning the present and _the past. 
It may be noted also that even with this restriction of reference 
solely to the future the question of inductive validity still bears 
directly upon the question of the validity of scientific laws, which 
is the aspect of induction which has always appeared to philoso­
phers as most provocative as well as fundamental. For these 
laws are statements about the course of nature, the connections 
between things and events, not only as they are in the present, 
or have been in the past, but also as they will be in the future. 

II 

The standard argument for complete inductive scepticism, for 
the belief that inductive procedures have no rational and no 
empirical justification whatever, is the one stated in a small 
variety of ways in the writings of Hume. If one consults these 
writings in search of an answer to the question of inductive 
validity one finds the same clear answer argued first in technical 
detail in the Treatise, secondly compressed into a few non-technical 
paragraphs in the Abstract of a Treatise of Human Nature, and 

D 
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thirdly, presented again in a non-technical but somewhat fuller 
version in a chapter in the Enquiry Concerning Human Under­
standing. There is no basis whatever for any conciusion con­
cerning future matters, according to this argument; there is no 
way whatever in which such conclusions can be establishe:d to be 
certainly true or even probable. For in the first place no such 
conclusion can be demonstrated by reasoning alone, since they 
are all conclusions about matters of fact, and since it is the case 
that the denial of any assertion of a matter of fact is not sclf­
contradictory. But if one gives up the rationalistic aspiration to 
demonstrate propositions about matters of fact or existence a 
priori, and turns instead to experience, this road, chough appa­
rently more promising at first, likewise ends by leading one 
exactly nowhere. Clearly no statement about future matters 
of fact can be established by observation. F~t?re things cannot 
?e observe_d. Any event or state of affairs which can be observed 
1s by_ definition not in the future. The only recourse which 
remams therefore is the inductive procedure of employing present 
or past observ~tions and inferring therefrom the nature of the 
future: But this procedure to which we arc all forced, or rather, 
to whi~h we all should be forced if we did not, in company with 
the ~mals, use it naturally from birth, is in the light of close 
analrsis completely indefensible. For such reasoning assumes, 
anb d1_1s quite invalid without the assumption, that the future will 

e ike the past. 

·: • all inferences from experience suppose, a:; their founda­
tion, that ~he future will resemble the past, and that similar 
powers will be conjoined with similar sensible qualities. If 
th~e ~e any suspicion that the course of nature may change, 
bn t at the past may be no rule for the fut~re, all experience 

lec~mes useless, and can give rise to no mference or con­
e us10n. 1 

Will ~he future 'resemble the past'? Or be 'conformable to 
the past? These ar~ the ways in which in the Enquiry Hume 
expr~ss~s the. question concerning the uniformity of nature, 
restnctmg to its reference towards the future the question which 

l E • C . 
nquiry 0?cem,ng _Hu!nan Understanding, Sect. IV, § 32. The arabic numerals in 

references to this work md1cate the marginal sections in the Selby-Bigge edition of 1902. 
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already had been asked in broader terms in the Treatise. There, 
without the temporal restriction, it is argued that the principle 
of inductive conclusions, the principle upon which reason would 
proceed if reason determined us in these matters, is 'that instances, 
of which we have had no experience, 11111st resemble those, of which 
we have had experience, and that the course of nat11re contin11es always 
uniformly the same'. (Bk. I, Pt. III, Sect. VI). 

However the principle is stated, the argument about it remains 
the same. It is wdispensable, if inductive conclusions are to be 
justified; but just as it is absolutely indispensable, so, and this 
is the measure of our logical misfortune, it cannot be established 
as certain or as probable in any way. It cannot be established 
by any demonstrative argument. For it is clearly an assertion 
of a matter of fact, and therefore the kind of assertion whose 
denial is non-contradictory and conceivable. 

That there are no demonstrative arguments in the case seems 
evident; since it implies no contradiction that the course of 
nature may change, and that an object, seemingly like those 
which we have experienced, may be attended with different 
or contrary effects. May I not clearly and distinctly conceive 
that a body, falling from the clouds, and which, in all other 
respects, resembles snow, has yet the taste of salt or the feeling 
of fire? Is there any more intelligible proposition than to affirm, 
that all the trees will flourish in December and January, 
and decay in May and June? Now whatever is intelligible, 
and can be distinctly conceived, implie!: no contradiction and 
can never be proved false by any demonstrative argument 
or abstract reasoning a priori. (Enquiry, Sect. IV, § 30. 
C£ Treatise, loc. cit.) 

Any further doubts about the doubtfulness of this principle 
which is the main-spring of inductive inference are quickly dis­
posed 0£ No one who understands the principle with its reference 
to unobserved instances will suggest that it can be simply observed 
to be true. It is still true that one cannot observe the future, 
or the unobserved generally. And, finally, no one who has a 
sound logical conscience and appreciates the indispensability of 
the principle to induction generally will tolerate the suggestion 
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that the principle may be established by inductions from experi­
ence. Such a process would be circular. 

It is impossible, therefore, that any arguments from experi­
ence can prove this resemblance of the past to the_ t:uturc; 
since all these arguments are founded on the supposition of 
that resemblance. 

And again: 

• • • all our experimental conclusions proceed upon the 
supposition that the future will be conformable to the past. 
To endeavour, therefore, the proof of this last sup.1:osition 
by probable arguments, or arguments regarding existence, 
must be evidently going in a circle, and 1?1king that ~or 
granted, which is the very point in questton. (Enquiry, 
Sect. IV, §§ 32, 30.) 

~n this P?int the Treatise Qoc. cit.) and the Abstract speak 
with one ~01ce. One final quotation from the latter may serve 
to summanze the conclusion. 

'Tis evident that Adam with all his science, would never have 
been able to demonstrate that the course of nature must 
continue uniformly the ;ame, and that the future must be 
conformable to the past. What is possible can never be 
demonstrated t? be false; and 'tis possible the course of nature 
m~y change, smce we can conceive such a change. Nay, I 
will go farther, and assert that he could not so much as prove 
by any probable argumen~, that the future must be conform­
able t~ ~e past. All probable arguments are built on the 
su7 osittpn, that there is this conformity betwixt the future 
an 1:11-e J?ast, and therefore can never prove it. This con­
ffrmty is a matter of fact, and if it must be proved,_ will ~dmit 
0 no proof but from experience. But our experience m the 
past c~. be a proof of nothing for the future, but upon a 
supposition, that there is a resemblance betwixt them. This 
the~efore is a point, which can admit of no proof at all, and 
which we take for granted without any proo£ (Abstract, 
1938 ed., p. r5.) 
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All inductive inferences about the future depend for their 
validity upon a fundamental principle which, it now turns out, 
we have not the slightest reason for believing to be true but which 
nevertheless we simply take for granted. We have, accordingly, 
no reason for believing any of these inferences; they are all 
a matter of custom or habit, or, if one prefers more recent 
terminology, of 'animal faith'. 

m 
It would be more promising in respect to logical neatness and 

precision for one to consider the alleged circularity of all inductive 
procedure, which is the central point of the above argument, 
while using as a test case some specific scientific law or principle 
rather than some affirmation as vague and imprecise as that the 
future will resemble the past. But, for the purpose of analysing 
the sceptic's views and meeting the arguments by which these 
views have been defended, such a procedure would have this 
deficiency, that no matter what specific scientific generalization 
were chosen, one reply which would be sure to be made would 
consist of an appeal beyond this generalization to some general 
beliefs about uniformity, some general Principle of Uniformity 
which, it would be urged, is assumed somehow i11. the inductive 
establishment of this and other scientific generalizations. Since 
the sceptical argument has been presented in terms of general 
Principles of Uniformity, and it is in these terms that it is alleged 
to demonstrate the logical circularity of all inductive reasoning, 
it seems worth while to attempt to deal with this argument, if 
one can, in the same terms - in terms of some alleged Principle 
of Uniformity for which it has been claimed in recent philosophy 
that it does serve as a wide and basic inductive assumption. 

In his Treatise on Probability, J. M. Keynes attempts to formu­
late a set of principles which, if assumed to be true of a given 
area of subject-matter, would justify, in accordance with the 
principles of probability, the employment of inductive methods 
in that area. One of the principles which' he discusses, the 
simplest and at the same time the one for which it seems, at 
first view, most plausible to contend that it may serve as a broad 
inductive assumption, is the one to which he gave the name of 
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the 'Principle of the Uniformity of Nature'. This Principle 
affirms that nature is uniform in a specific way; and that is in 
respect to position in space and time. 'It involves', writes 
Keynes, 'the assertion of a generalized judgment of irrelevance, 
namely, of the irrelevance of mere position in time and space to 
generalizations which have no reference to particular positions 
in time and space' (p. 226. Cf. also pp. 255-6, 263, 276). It is 
this principle, he argues, which 

... supplies the answer, if it is correct, to the criticism that 
the instances, on which generalizations arc based, arc all alike 
in being past, and that any generalization, which is applicable 
to the future, must be based, for this reason, upon imperfect 
analogy. We judge directly that the resemblance between 
instances, which consists in their being past, is in itself 
irrelevant, and docs not supply a valid grow1d for impugning 
a generalization' (p. 256). 

It is, however, difficult to interpret this so-called Principle 
in such a way that it makes a statement which is both definite and 
is not at the same time refuted in some areas of experience. 
Keynes observes that what this Principle affirms is 'that the 
same total cause always produces the same effect' (p. 248), 
and this is so; but the difficulty here is that of giving a definite 
meaning to the iIJJ.portant adjective 'same' as it applies to causes 
and effects. Unless there is a specifiable meaning applicable to 
causes in all fields, the formula 'same cause - same effect' is not 
a Wlivocal principle affirming the presence of a specific kind of 
Wliformity in every area of natural phenomena. Yet, when one 
sets out to specify just what kind of sameness is meant when this 
formula is employed, one discovers that there is a great variety 
of interpretations of this word in different fields of inquiry, and 
that what determines whether a given set of circumstances is 
regarded as the same cause, for example, varies from field to 
field, depending upon the nature of the subject-matter as that 
is revealed in the various generalizations which arc regarded as 
established for that subject-matter. These generalizations exhibit 
among themselves great differences in scope and precision, as 
well as in the degree of confidence with which they arc accepted. 
They include, for example, the generalizations about the 
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coherence and constancy of properties which a.re involved in 
our belief in and distinctions among various kinds of material 
objects. And they include the more precise generalizations, 
frequently expressed in the form of mathematical equations, 
which would normally be referred to as 'scientific laws', as well 
as the broader generalizations formulated in various accepted 
Principles and Theories. When this is understood, when one 
sees that in the employment of the Principle of Uniformity what 
determines the kind of sameness to which the Principle affirms 
that differences in mere position in space and time are irrelevant 
is the specific generalizations, the laws, principles, and so on, 
which have been established in that field, one is in a better 
position to understand this so-called Principle and its alleged 
employment as a general inductive assumption. In any given 
field the Principle of Uniformity states that mere differences in 
spa.cc and time a.re irrelcvam in just this sense, that there a.re 
certain generalizations, true of this field, which describe the 
conditions under which certain objects exist and events occur, 
and in which differences in mere position in space and time make 
little or no detectable difference. That this is so, accordingly, 
is not an inductive assumption in that field in the sense that it is 
specified and made before all inductive inquiry in the field. It is 
an inductive assumption in the more us 11 sense that conclusions 
of previous experience and inquiries a.re available for employment 
in any field as bases for further investigation in that field. 

The primary purpose here is not to elucidate and specify the 
variations of meaning which such a Principle or formula must 
w1dergo if it is to be w1dcrstood as applying to the great variety 
of fields in which inductive inquiry is carried on, to the great 
variety in the kinds of uniformity which the generalizations in 
these fields describe. The primary purpose is to inquire whether 
the sceptics arc right in insisting that it is impossible to provide 
genuine evidence for beliefs about uniformity, or whether, on 
the contrary, it is possible to furnish empirical evidence for these 
beliefs, which, in its employment, does not involve circular 
reasoning. It is granted that what the Principle of Uniformity 
affirms in any field, if 'Principle' it may be called, is that there 
is uniformity in that field in this sense and no other; that there 
a.re certain specific generalizations which apply to that field and 
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in which mere differences of position in time and space arc re­
garded as irrelevant. In the light of this interpretation of wii­
formity the question briefly is, how can such a broad affirmation 
be confirmed or verified by induction without circularity? 

IV 

For purposes of simplicity, in order to secure the clearest 
statement of the argument in the fewest words, it will be useful 
in what follows to abbreviate the statement of this Principle of 
Uniformity and also to consid,er it only in reference to time. If 
it can be shown that what the Principle affirms concerning the 
~elev:ince o~ time in specific generalizations can be confirmed 
mducttvely, It can also be shown in exactly the same way that 
it is possible to confirm the Principle in its spatial reference also. 
So abbreviated and restricted, the Principle asserts that, in the 
specific way just defined, differences in time make no difference. 
Can this interpretation of the assertion that the future will 
resemble the past be confirmed? What, if any, is the evidence 
for it? 

. It follows directly from the interpretation which has just been 
gi~en_ of this principle what the evidence for it must be. If the 
P~c_1pl~ affirms no more for any given area of fact than the 
vaµdity m that area of certain generalizations which are uniform 
with respect to space and time, then the evidence for the Principle 
~ust be whatever evidence there is for these particular gcneraliza­
tlo~s. This includes all the observations in the past and present 
W~ch confirm the presence in that area of the uniformities of 
~hich_ these general statements speak. Belief in the uniformity 
ma given area is not something which is specifiable apart from 
~e la':7s, principles, and other generalizations regarded as estab­
l~shed ~ that area, but is itself belief in just the kind of uniformi­
ties which these generalizations describe and define. If it is 
correct, t~e~, to say of any generalization, e.g. of any scientific 
law, that It 1s confirmed or verified by empirical evidence, is it 
~ot correct to say that, to that extent, there is evidence for belief 
m the uniformity of nature? 
. _The sceptic's answer to this question repeats that final re­
Jomder of Hume. Granted that there is empirical evidence which 
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has been used to establish various scientific laws, all that it is 
evidence for, he insists, is the assertion that in the past these 
laws were true, that in the past differences in time have made no 
diff ercnce. This evidence i$ absolutely worthless for inferences 
which speak about the future unless it is possible to assume that 
the future will be like the past. But stop! That is part of what 
one is trying to show, that is, that mere differences in temporal 
p~sition, whether past or future, make no difference in these 
laws of nature. That the future will be like the past means, among 
other things, that in the future these laws will hold, that in this 
specific respect differences in time will make no difference. This 
cannot be inductively confirmed, the sceptic is saying, because any 
inductive argument for it assumes it and is therefore, as evidence, 
completely valueless. 

One major source of the plausibility of the sceptic's reasoning 
lies in the analogies which knowing the future easily suggests 
and in terms of which one is apt to think and be misled. Is this 
not, one may ask, like any case of sampling? And must one 
not take care, when reasoning inductively from samples, that 
one's samples are fain If a scientist reasons concerning the 
behaviour of oxygen, nitrogen or hydrogen on Mars, if such 
elements there be on Mars, on the basis of the known behaviour 
of these elements on the earth, he is assuming that in some 
respects the samples of the elements on the other planet are like 
those we have here. Similarly in reasoning about the future 
behaviour of these elements on the basis of present and past 
behaviour one must assume that future samples of these elements 
will be like present and past ones. Now if it is the case that past 
samples may be regarded as evidence about future ones only 
upon such an assumption, then no examination of past samples, 
however extensive, can be regarded as yielding evidence for 
the assumption itsel£ Any reasoning which did attempt to 
employ such samples as evidence for the assumption would be 
forced to use the assumption as a pri.."lciple in the reasoning and 
would therefore beg the whole question at issue. 

A physical representation of the kind of analogy presented 
here might be as follows: Suppose that there was somewhere 
in the world an enclosure beyond which it was impossible for 
anyone ever to go or to make any observations. Nothing could 
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be seen, heard, or in any other way perceived beyond the border. 
The territory beyond the enclosure, for ever barred from. human 
perception, is the land of Future. The territory within the 
enclosure is the land of Present and Past, but since it is over­
whelmingly the latter, it all goes under the name of Past. Now 
suppose that someone within the enclosure is interested in some 
proposition about the way things behave beyond the enclosure, 
say, a simple and homely proposition about chickens, to the 
effect that beyond the enclosure roosters fight more than hens. 
~d he wonders what evidence, if any, there is for this proposi­
tion. Of course he cannot observe this to be true. He must 
base it upon his observation in the land of Past; and if he does 
base it upon the observed fact that roosters in the land of Past 
fight more than hens, he must assume that in this respect chickens 
beyond the enclosure behave like chickens within it, so that, 
knowing that in the latter area roosters are the more pugnacious, 
he may employ this knowledge as evidence that things arc this 
way. ~lso in the former area .. This is an assumption which no 
empmcal evidence, confined as it must be to evidence in Past, 
can be _employed to support. Any attempt to support it with 
~uch evidence must itself assume that in respect to the phenomena 
mvol':ed differences between Past and Future arc negligible; 
and s~ce that is exactly what the reasoning is attempting to 
eStabl!s~, the process is patently circular. 
fl This ls the kind of metaphor which makes friends, and in­

. Thences people, in this case, to draw the wr?ng coi:iclusions. 
ere are several faults in the analogy. The chief one 1s that, as 

rehilese~ted, the border between Past and Fumrc is stationary, 
w e in the temporal situation it is not. To duplicate the 
:m1oral situation in this respect the analogy should represent 
. e o~der as constantly moving, revealing as it does constantly, 
~ tyntory which has hitherto been Future, hens and roosters 
:;;-1 ar ds_ regards difference in disposition to those already 
ab serve lil Past. The matter of evidence for the proposition 
in out h~~s and roosters is then also different. If this proposition is 

a position analogous to the beliefs about uniformity which are 
Iifre~nted in ?1odem scientific laws, the situation is something 
. e t s. Previously inhabitants in Past had drawn more sweep­
mg conclusions concerning the difference between the disposition 
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to fight of male and female chickens. They have discovered 
recently that in respect to young chicks and pullets this generaliza­
tion did not hold. They have therefore revised the proposition 
to exclude all the known negative instances and speak only and 
more surely of the behaviour of hens and roosters, meaning by 
these latter terms just fully grown and developed female and 
male chickens. 

So far as there is any record, chickens in Past have verified 
this rule; so far as there is any record, every chicken revealed 
by the ever-receding border has likewise verified it; so far as 
there is any record there has not been one negative instance. 
Is it not the case that the inhabitants of Past do have evidence 
for the proposition that all chickens obey this rule, _those already 
in Past, which they call 'Past-chickens', and those also which 
arc not yet in Past but which will be subsequently revealed by 
the moving border, and which they call not mmaturally 'Future­
chickens'? They have a vast number of positive instances of the 
rule, and no negative instances, except those in respect to which 
the rule has already been revised. In view of the present evidence 
that in all cases, year after year and century after century, the 
progressively revealed chickens have verified and do verify this 
rule, must one not conclude that the inhabitants of Past do have 
evidence for this proposition, and that anyone is wrong who says 
that they have actually no evidence one way or other? 

The sceptic, however, is still prepared to argue his case, and 
his argument, in terms of the present analogy, has a now familiar 
ring. That the inhabitants of Past have no evidence whatso­
ever about the behaviour of Future-chickens, he will insist; and 
as grounds he will point out that although the border does pro­
gressively recede and reveal chickens like those previously ob­
served in Past, these are really not Future-chickens. By the very 
fact that they have been revealed they are no longer Future­
chickens, but are now Past-chickens. Observation of them is not 
observation of Future-chickens, and any attempt to reason from 
such observation to conclusions about Future-chickens must 
therefore assume that Future-chickens are ·like Past-chickens. 
For the inhabitants of Past, in these efforts to know the land 
beyond the border, this is both an inescapable and unknowable 
presumption. 
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What should one say of an argument of this kind? Only 
through some logical slip, one feels strongly, would it be possible 
to arrive at such a conclusion. One would have thought that 
the receding border was a matter upon which the inhabitants 
of Past may legitimately congratulate themselves in the light of 
their interest in learning what Future-chickens, when they become 
Past, are going to be like. If the border had not yet begun to 
recede they would indeed be in an unfortunate position for 
securing such knowledge. But happily this is not the case. The 
border is constantly receding: And granting that it will con­
stantly recede, revealing always more of the land of Future, and 
even granting also that this means that there is an inexhaustible 
area to be revealed, the inhabitants of Past are in the fortunate 
position that with the progressive recession they may learn 
mo~e and more about chickens, Past and Future. They may 
denve hypotheses from their experience of what has already been 
revealed and proceed further to test these by the progressive 
revelations of Future, in the light of which they may be confirmed, 
refut~d, or revised. The sceptic's argument amounts to the 
assernon that all this apparent good fortune is really illu_s<?ry 
an_d that the sorry Pastians are actually in no better posltlon 
~th respect to knowing about Future-chickens and Future­
~gs generally than they would be if the border never moved at 
a : For the movement of the border does not reveal Future­
chickens, since Future is by definition the land beyond the border. 
~o ~a~er how much or how little is revealed, b_y ~he very fact 
b at It Is revealed and on this side of the border It 1s not Future 
bt Past,_ and therefore, since the land of Future always is beyond 

0 t1:7a~ion, no empirical method can produce any evidence that 
w dt 1~ Ill that land is in any way similar to what is not. That this 
rbn enng of the sceptic's position; though in the language of the 
tli ove 1taphor, is undistorted and fair may be seen by consulting 
Be words of an illustrious modem sceptic and follower of Hume, );[,1 RhUS$ell. In his chapter, 'On Induction', in The Problems 
01 1 osop Y, Russell expressed the matter in this fashion: 

It has been argued that we have reason to know that the 
future will resemble the past, because what was the future has 
con5taritly become the past, and has always been found to 
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resemble the past, so that ~e really have experience of the 
future, namely of times which were formerly future, which 
we may call past futures. But such an argument really 
begs the very question at issue. We have experience of past 
futures, but not of future futures, and the question is: Will 
future futures resemble past futures? This question is not to 
be answered by an argument which starts from past futures 
alone. We have therefore still to seek for some principle 
which shall enable us to know that the future will follow 
the same laws as the past (pp. IOO-I ). 

This is the central difficulty urged by Hume, Russell and 
others in arguing that there can never be any empirical evidence 
that the future will be like the past. Empirically, in Russell's 
language, it is possible to have evidence only that this has been 
true of past and possibly present futures, not that it will be true 
of future futures. It is the situation m the land of Past all over 
again. There are generalizations which are constantly being 
confirmed by experience. But every time a confirming instance 
occurs it is nullified as evidence by the argument that it is not 
really a confirming instance at all. For by the fact that it has 
occurred it is an instance of a past future, and therefore it tells 
nothing whatever about future futures. In treating of the land 
of Past it was suggested that there is involved in arguing in this 
manner a logical slip or error. It remains to investigate how 
this is the case. 

V 

Suppose that in 1936, to take but a short span of time, a man 
says that in the above-defined sense the future will be like the 
past. In r936, ifhe could somehow have shown that 1937 would 
be like 1936, this would have been evidence for his statement, 
as even a sceptic would admit. But in 1937, when he does 
establish that 1937 is like r936, it has somehow ceased to be 
evidence. So long as he did not have it, it was evidence; as 
soon as he gets it it ceases to be. The constant neutralization 
of the evidence which is effected in this argument is effected by 
the same kind of verbal trick which children play upon one 
another in fwi. Child A asks child B what he is going to do 
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tomorrow. B repHes that he is going to.play ball, go swimming, 
or what not. Thereupon A says, 'You can't do that'. 

B: Why not~ 
A: Because tomorrow never comes. When tomorrow comes 

it won't be tomorrow; it will be today. You can never play 
tomorrow; you can only play today. . . 

Again, if a prophet announces that next year will bnng a 
utopia, and if each succeeding year, when the predicted utop_ia 
does not come, he defends himself by pointing out that he said 
'next year' and that obviously this is not next year, no reason­
able person would pay much attention to him. Such a_ per~on 
would realize, on a moment's reflection, that the prophet 1s bemg 
deceptive with the word 'next'. In 1936, 'next year' means 
'1937'; in 1937 it means '1938'. Since every year 'next year' 
means a different year, a year yet to come, what the prophet 
says can never be verified or disproved. If in 19_36 he meant by 
this p~ase 1937, as he sensibly should, then this statement can 
~e _verified or refuted in 1937. But if, when 1937 comes, he 
ms1sts that he did not mean 1937, but 'next year', and if in 1938 
he again insists that he did not mean that year, and so on, then 
what he see~s to be meaning by 'next year' is the n + Ith 
year where n 1s the ever progressing number of the present year. 
No one should alter his present activities or his plans for the future 
on t~e _basis of such a prediction, for, of course, it really is not a 
prediction. While in the form of a statement about the future 
It d~es not say anything about the future, anything which could 
pos~ibly be true or false in the infinity of time, if infinity it is, 
~hich yet ~emains to transpire. For what the prophet is saying 
is that utopia will come next year, and by his own interpretation 
of the words 'next year' he is affirming that next year will never 
come. In other words, at the time which never comes, and hence 
whenhn~~ing occurs, a utopia will occur. This is not even sensible 
speec ; 1t 1s a contradition 

In _a similar though le;s simple way those who emplor the 
sc~ptlcal argument about uniformity to show that there 1s no 
evidence whate~er for any statement about the future are being 
themse!ves ~ece1ved and are deceiving others by their use of 
expressions like 'next', 'future' 'future future', and 'past future'. 
The man who said in 1936 tha; the future would be like the past, 
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that mere differences in temporal position make no difference in 
the behaviour of nature which is described in scientific laws, 
meant, as he sensibly should, that this was true of the years 1937, 
1938, and so on. He said something of the form 'all A's are B's' 
and it has been possible since 1936 to examine the A's of 1937 
to 1952 and to see whether what he said is confirmed or dis­
proved by the available evidence. If, however, now that it is 
1952, and all this evidence is in, he should remark that since it is 
1952 the years 1937-52 are no longer future and therefore have 
ceased to be evidence for the proposition, then he is guilty of 
using, or rather abusing, the word 'future' in the way in which the 
prophet in the previous example was abusing the word 'next'. 
For the only basis for his contention that thl! obsenred A's are 
not confirming evidence, or what is the same thing, that they 
arc confirming instances only if one assumes quite circularly that 
the future is like the past, is in his illusive use of the word 'future'. 
Time does pass, and, because it does, the present is a constantly 
changing one; and the point of reference for the use of words like 
'future' and 'past' is accordingly different. The correct conclusion 
to be drawn from the fact that time passes is that the future is 
constantly being revealed and that, in consequence, we have had 
and shall have the opportunity to learn more and more accurately 
what the laws of nature's behaviour are and how therefore the 
future will be like the past. But this sceptical man has his eyes 
fixed in fatal fascination upon the movement of time, the con­
stantly dunging present. And seeing that, as the present changes, 
what was once future is not now future, but present, and will 
shortly be past, he is led to draw the conclusion that after all, 
for any present whatever, the future is forever hidden behind a 
veil. 

Now in a sense this is true, and in a sense it is not. And it is 
the confusion of the two senses which makes the trouble. The 
one sense, the kind of future which is forever hidden behind the 
veil of the ever-moving present, is not the kind of future of which 
this man began to speak. The kind of future of which he began to 
speak was the future of 1937, 1938 and so on; the kind of future 
years or futures which do become present and then past. This kind 
of future is constantly being revealed; in this sense of 'future' the 
A's of 1937 to 1952 are positive instances confirming our beliefs 
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about scientific uniformity. But the sceptical man, although 
under the impression that he is still talking about the future in 
this sense, the sense of things which have not yet happened but 
which may happen, is actually talking about the future in the other 
sense; at least he is saying things which are true only if the word 
is interpreted in this other way. That is why he is deceived. He 
is unaware that the meaning of the word has changed. He thinks 
when he asserts that there is no evidence that the future will be 
like the past, and t.liat all one has evidence for is that past futures 
have resembled their pasts, that he is using this crucial word in 
the way in which he began, in the way people are constantly 
using it to make sensible observations about the next and future 
months, years, and so on. But he is not using it in this way, and 
the key to this particular puzzle about knowledge of the future lies 
finally in realizing that he is not. Like a prophet who says that a 
utopia lies around the next comer, a comer which, no matter 
how many comers we tum, and no matter how many utop_ias 
0 7 hells on earth we find in turning, is still the next corner, like 
~ the sceptical man is talking about a future which by definition 
will never come. In this sense of the word the statement that the 
future will be like the past no longer means, as it originally did, 
that the years, or rather events in the years 1937, 1938, and so on, 
have a certain characteristic. It means instead that in a future 
which i_s always future, in years which never come, events will 
ha~e this characteristic. In short, he is now saying that at a time 
which never comes differences in time will make no difference, 
that at a time when no events occur (for if they did it would be 
pr_esent and not future) certain types of events will obey certain 
fairly uniform laws. 
dis T~er~ are then, two senses of the word 'future' to be carefully 

cnnunated. They may be designated future-I and future-2. 
In th~ sense of future-I, when one speaks about the future he is 
spe~g of events which have not occurred, of things which do 
not exist, but of events and things which, with the constant move­
ment of the line of the present, may sometime occur or exist. 
In ::ense of future-2, when one speaks about the future he is 
~pe g of the time which is always beyond the line of the mov­
mg present, of a time which never comes, which by definition 
can never come, no matter how far the line of the present moves. 
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Interpreted in the sense of future-I there are beliefs about 
the way the future will be like the past, which have been and are 
being confirmed constantly by the uniform experience of count­
less positive instances in everyday life and in vast areas of science. 
Because they have been thus confirmed they constitute a vast 
set of assumptions with which scientists and laymen approach 
their problems in the various areas to which the confirmation 
applies. It is when these beliefs are interpreted in the sense of 
future-2 that the sceptics are able to produce a plausible argument 
to show that these beliefs are not empirically confirmable and 
are hence unknowable. But, when these are so interpreted, 
the argument has no bearing whatever, favourable or unfavour­
able, upon the soundness or: success of any inductive inquiry. 
It asserts that specific types of events occur in specific ways, not 
in 1945, 1955, or any other year which will ever collie, but in a 
year and a time which will never come. That one cannot produce 
empirical evidence for the statement that at a time which never 
comes and when no events occur, events will occur in these rather 
than other ways, may be readily admitted. But this is no good 
reason for scepticism. No scepticism is entailed by this admission 
so long as it is made with the understanding that there is evidence 
about the other kind of future, the kind which will come and in 
which events do occur. And it is this latter kind of future only, 
of these two kinds, with which our inductions are concerned. It 
is this kind of future alone about which our inductions predict, 
and this kind alone which will ever confirm or refute our asser­
tions. It is, therefore, not sensible for anyone to worry, in his 
inductive reasoning, about the character of a future which by 
definition can never come, about his incapacity to prove that if 
this future did come, which is itself a contradictory condition, 
it would have this or that character. And no one would worry 
about such a thing for an instant unless misled by fallacious reason­
ing such as that which has just been exposed. No one, for 
example, in the present international puzzlement or uncertainty, 
wastes a moment worrying about the kind of future wars, future-2 
wars, which by definition cannot happen. The kind of future 
wars which one does worry about and is concerned to prevent is 
the kind which may come, which can occur in some present. 
And just as a future war which by definition cannot occur is not 

B 
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a future war in any sense which is pertinent to our present in.ter­
national deliberations, so generaily a future evem which by 
definition can occur in no presenc is not a futu,:-e evc:nc m any 
sense which is pertinent to the valid.icy of our illa.ucuve reasorw1g 
beyond the present and past, either in science or m everyciay life. 



CHAPTER Ill 

UNIVERSALS 

B_y D. F. Pears 

'Do urjvcrsals exist:' This question was debated so long ;md 
vehemently bcc:ius~ it Wd.s mistaken for a factual question about 
some airy realm of being. But why was this nu.stake m:ide? One 
diagnosis is that general words were tacitly assimilated to proper 
names, 1• ,u1d that, when this practice is exposed, it becomes harm­
less but pointless.~ But thjs is a description of what happened 
rather than an expl:mation; it gives something more like a symp­
tom tha.:.'l. a came. Could so many philosophers have been so silly 
in such a simple way? Even moder~.te scepticjsm en this point 
would lead to an. attempt to supplement this suggestion. This 
article is such an attempt. 

'Universals exist' has a deceptive logic. Realists offer it as the 
conclusion of many arguments: but unlike the premisses of these 
arguments, it cam1ot be understood as a verifiable statement of 
fact. On the other hand, if it is taken merely as an esoteric way 
of stating those premisses over again, the vehemence of the con­
troversy becomes inexplicable. Faced with this difficulty of 
interpretation, some modem philosophers suggest that it is 
no good puzzling about its literal meaning, just as it is no good 
puzzling about the literal meaning of dreams. For traditional 
philosophy provided a small set of possible conclusions to argu­
ments about the generality of thought and language, and tradi­
tion was strong. If a tribe educated its children to dream according 
to a tradition which restricted their manifest dream contents 
within narrow liwits, it would be difficult to discover their much 
more varied latent dream contents. 3 Similarly, although realists 
are argumentative, it is difficult to answer the question why they 

1 Cf. J. S. Mill, Exami11atio11 of Sir William Hamiltr11's Philosopliy (5th edn., London, 
1878) chap. XVII, p. 381, and Berkeley, Principles of Hmna,i K11owledge, Introduction §18. 

2 Cf. M. Lazerowitz, 'The Existence of Universals' (Mind, 1946, pp. rlf.). 
3 Cf. Freud, Tire foterpreta:io,i of Dreams, tr. A. A. Brill (London, 1913), p. 166 . 
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maintain that universals exist. Any answer must be based on a 
selection from among the many reasons which they themselves 
proffer: and a good selection will be diagnostic; it will success­
fully explain the doctrine. There is no sharp boundary here 
between descriptions of the premisses of philosophical arguments 
and diagnoses of their conclusions: because success in explaining, 
which is the criterion of a diagnosis, is a matter of degree, and 
because the reasons which philosophers themselves give for their 
doctrines sometimes completely explain why they held them. 
Quine's remark, that realists 1ind a universal for every property 
which can be existentially generalized, 1 is an extremely brief 
de_sc~ption. The thesis of Berkeley and Mill was more than 
~s: it was _a diagnosis, but an inadequate one. I shall try to pro­
vi1e a less madequate diagnosis. 

Because universals exist' is the answer to at least two general 
questions: 'Why are things what they are'? 1 and 'Why are we 
able t? name things as we do'? Though Plato and Aristotle 
sometunes distinguished these two questions, it was characteristic 
0 ~ ~ree~ thought to confuse them. Yet they can be clearly 
disttngUished, the first requiring a dynamic answer from scientists, 
and the second a static answer from logicians. Now philosophy 
h~s. often staked premature claims in the territory of science by 
grv~g quick comprehensive answers to questions which really 
requrred laborious detailed answers. And clearly this is what 
happened to the first of the two questions. When detailed causal 
an~wers Were provided to it, the comprehensive answer 'Because 
uruversals exist' was no longer acceptable or necessary. 8 But 
;hat would detailed answers to the second question be like? 
Bresu~bly they would be explanations of the meanings of words. 

ut philosophers are easily led to neglect such detailed progressive 
~swerd to th~ second question, and to seek instead a comprehen­
hve ~ ultimate explanation of naming. For, though compre­

ensbe· answers to the first question are clearly futile, there are 
no O vious penalties attached to answering the second question 
(r-:e;f;Drignation and Existence' in Feigl and Sellars, Readings in Philosophical Analysis 

2 A . orl' 1949), p. 48. 
1 S~t~t e _criticized Plato's theoty largely as an inadequate answer to this question. 

ti era; m the Phaedo (rood) says that it is the only acceptable answer to the first 
qJes on. ft t!ie advance of science has undermined this thesis more thoroughly than the 
a va~ce O ogic has undermined the thesis that it is an acceptable answer to the second question. 
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in a comprehensive way. Yet, I shall argue -- and this will be 
my first thesis - that any comprehensive explanation of naming 
is necessarily circular: and that philosophers think that, in spite 
of this disadvantage, such explanations have some point largely 
because they wrongly assimilate naming to natural processes. 
Yet surely naming cannot be utterly artificial? My second 
thesis will be that the desire to understand naming leads to a 
hunt for a completely satisfactory analogy: but that all other 
processes either already contain the very feature of naming which 
was puzzling, or else are too natural or too artificial to be really 
analogous; and that it was the inevitable oscillation between 
these three points which prolonged the controversy about 
universals. • 

It is unnecessary to produce evidence that philosophers who 
proposed the existence of universals thought that they were 
explaining the unity of classes and hence the possibility of naming. 
What is debatable is whether this was an important motive, and 
this can be decided only in the sequel. My first thesis, which I 
must now try to establish, is that realism is necessarily a circular 
explanation of naming. Now the answer to the question 'Why 
are we able to name things as we do?' is 'The reason varies'. 
For it is always possible with more or less ingenuity, depending 
on the degree of atomicity of the name, to give a detailed informa­
tive reason; and this reason will vary with the name. But ulti­
mately there must be some exit from the maze of words, and, 
wherever this exit is made, it will be impossible to give an 
informative reason except by pointing. For the only other way 
of giving an informative reason is to give a new word, and this 
would prevent the exit from the maze of words from being made 
at this place. 1 Still at the place where the exit is made it is always 
possible to give a detailed reason like 'We are able to call things 
red because they are red', which is too obviously circular even to 
look informative. Or alternatively it is possible to say 'We are 
able to call things cp because they are cp', and this is a general 
reason which is almost as obviously circular and uninformative. 
What philosophers who propose the existence· of universals do is 

1 Cf. the view sketched by Socrates in the Theattetus 201e-202c, ·and Antisthcnes' view 
given by Aristotle in Met. H, 1043 b 23-32; also L. Wittgenstein, Tractatus s; M. Schlick, 
Grundziige der Naturphilosophie (Vienna, 1948), p. 21; and A.J. Ayer, Thinking and Meaning 
(London, 1947), p. 28. 
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to propose a general reason which looks informative because it 
shifts to another level, but unfortunately is not. It merely marks 
time: but marking time can look very like marching if only the 
movements of the performers are watched, and not the ground 
which they profess to be covering. Yet this ground could no~ b_e 
covered. For the reason could not be informative even 1f it 
were detailed; since there could be a non-circular answer to the 
question 'What universah' only if the exit from the maze of 
words were made at some different point, which would merely 
put off the moment of embanassment from which in the end 
neither speech nor thought can be saved. Thus realism fails to 
escape ~he limitations of all explanations of naming; ~1at they 
can be mformative only if they are not general but detailed, _an~ 
then only if they are not given at the point where an exit 1s 
made :from the maze of words. 

Unn:iformative answers have their point. They are silencing. 
What 1s wrong with realism is not this, but that it masquerades 
as an ~nswer ~hich advances knowledge one step further. The 
analyti~ machine acquires a momentum which carries it beyond 
th~ pomt. where it ought to stop. And there is an inveterate 
p1:iJos~ph1cal habit which strengthens the tendency to go beyond 
~s pomt, or rather to think that one has gone beyond it. 'A thing 
is called by a certain name because it instantiates a certain univer­
sal' is ~b1:7iouslr circ?1ar when particularized, but it looks im~osin~ 
when it is left m this general form. And it looks imposing m this 
gen~ral form largely because of the inveterate philosophical 
habit of treating the shadows cast by words and sentences as if 
~~y were separately identifiable. Universals, like facts and propo­
sitions, a~e such shadows; and too often philosophers by appealing 
to the~ m ~eneral terms have produced in their readers a feeling 
of s~u~faction which ought to have been produced only by 
specifymg t~e~. 1 But universals are specifiable only by reference 
to w~rds. Similarly facts may be brute and propositions may be 
defmite, but what exactly it is about them which is brute or 

1 The sall;e trick is pl~ye~ by those who say that laws of nature exhibit connections 
between uruversals: Thi_s gives the impression that we could independently know the 
eternal framew~rk m which temporal things move and change, rather as we independently 
know h~w a piston must move by looking at a cylinder: cf. what Kohler says about 
Aristotle s astronomy and Descartes' neurology (Gestalt Psychology, London, 1930, 
pp. 82-6). 
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definite can be specified only by reference to the sentences which 
were the unacknowledged starting-points. In all these cases it is 
tacit re-duplication which makes philosophers think that they 
can enjoy the benefits of specifying without actually specifying. 
Yet the explanation of naming is incomplete until a particular 
universal is specified, and, when it is specified, the explanation 
immediately fails through circularity. Naming is hazardous, 1 

and any attempt to make it foolproof by basing it on an inde­
pendent foundation must fail in this way. It is impossible to 
cross the gap between language and things without really crossing 
it. 2 

Since the failure of realism to perform this feat is inevitable, its 
rivals fail too. Nominalism, conceptualism and imagism, 3 in so 
far as they are rivals of realism, are attempts to provide a unity 
which will explain naming. Nominalism says that a name is 
merely connected with a multitude of things, sometimes adding 
that these things are similar. Conceptualism says that the name 
is not directly connected with the things but only via a concept, 
thus changing the nodal point. Imagism says that the nodal point 
is an image. And realism says that there is really no nodal point, 
since a name, though it appears to be connected with a multitude 
of things is all the time connected with only one thing, a universal. 
This is an over-simplification of what these theories say about 
the One and the Many; but it is enough for my next purpose, 
which is to show that these rivals of realism cannot produce a 
non-circular explanation of naming at those points where an 
exit is made from the maze of words. 

The two psychological theories say tl1at one word can apply to 
many things only because of the mediation of a concept or of an 
image. Locke's abstract general idea is 'the workmanship of the 
understanding, but has its foundation in the similitudes of things'.' 
And Berkeley replaces it by an idea which 'considered in itself is 
particular but becomes general by being made to represent or 
stand for all other particular ideas of the same sort'. 6 But what,_. 

1 Cf. Bradley, Appearance and Reality, p. 22 and p. 533; and C. S. Peirce, Collected 
Papers (vol. I, para. 145): 'Direct experience is neither certain nor uncertain, because it 
affirms nothing - it just is.' 

2 Cf. Stuart Hampshire, 'Scepticism and Meaning' (P/,i/osopl,y, July 1950, p. 245). 
3 Cf. H. H. Price, Tl,inki11g a11d Reprcsc11tatio11 (British Academy Lecture, 1946). 
' Locke, Essay concemi11g H111nm1 U11derstanding, Bk. III, chap. m, § xiii. 
6 Berkeley, Principles of Human Kno111/edge, Introduction, § 12. 
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similitudes, and what representation? In the end both Locke's 
concept and Berkeley's image are completely identifiable only by 
their use. 1 Of course we can partly identify images by describing 
their features: and in this way we may even almost completely 
identify them, since certain images most naturally stand for certain 
things. And the same could be said of concepts, if they were not 
merely philosophers' reifications of mental processes. But this 
will not completely identify either of them, since thought may 
not follow the most natural course; nor is it always clear which is 
the most natural course. It is not so much that thinking is speaking 
~s that thinking is like speaking in the only way that matters: 
It uses one thing as a symbol to stand for many things. And the 
only tool which could not be used differently is the use. Even 
something which had its use written on it could be used differ­
~ntly. • And, if the psychological tool, whether concept or 
~age, c~ be completely identified only by the things on which 
It Is use_d, It cannot explain naming without circularity. For, unless 
we pomt, the use can be specified only by backward reference 
to the name. Nor is this circularity surprising. For psychological 
toolb have no advantage over words: they are like them in being 
sym ols, and unlike them only in being shadowy symbols. 

Tt type of nominalism which says that a name is applied to a 
num e~ of things which are similar immediately falls into the :::t cu~ula~ty_. For 'similar' is an incomplete predicate, ~y­

ga bemg ~imilar to anything in some way, perhaps a negative 
way. And m the end the kind of similarity which is meant can 
sy~~ ~\iue_ to Wittgenstein: cf. e.g. Tractatus, 3.326, 'In order to recognize the 

aw. T S~sig':1 w,e must consider the significant use'. 
pp. 381_3• ce ~ Russell's Neutral Monism' in The Philosophy of Bertrand R11ssell, 
(in An In' ~o~pl:uns th~t neither Berkeley's precise image nor Russell's vague image 
But no d:;rrr •~to Meaning and Truth) succeeds in explaining the generality of thought. 
properties ~tlon _of an,: item of mental furniture which included only its momentary 

a Hence the no~ its habitual use could possibly explain the generality of thought. 
(Philosoph Juromt of many riddles. Cf. Stuart Hampshire, 'Scepticism and Meaning' 
the 'simiI;Jty• ~so, P- 238). Also Plato, Protagoras 331 d. The Platonic theory avoids 
form. Speusi us culty, but not of course the general difficulty of which this is only _one 
evety species fsPlik, who abandoned the Platonic theory, seems to have held that, smce 
without definin e every other species in some way, it is impossible to define one species 
Aristot/e'scriticisg ~~;7 other species. Cf. Aristotle, Post. An. 97 a 6-11. Cf. H. Cherniss, 
passage J Ste m f . ato and the Academy (I. 60) quoted by W. D. Ross in his note on this 
16ss, brings 0 :::~h ~uly-Wissowa Real-En~yclopadie, s.v. Speusippus, pp. 1650 and 
Brand Blanshard e . . ty between Speusippus' view and Post-Kantian Idealism. Cf. 
until one has s ~ ~n?ividua~s (not species). 'One never gets what is fully particular 
The Nature of th % its relaaons of every kind with everything else in the universe', 

oug t (London, 1939), vol. I, p. 639. Curiously enough N. R. Campbell 
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be specified only by a backward reference to the name. Equally 
the type of nominalism which merely says that a name is applied 
to a class of things cannot say which class without a backward 
reference to the name. Here the circularity is so obvious and 
there is so little to cushion the shock of the realization that naming 
is naming that this type of nominalism seems hardly tenable. 
For, however strongly nominalists react against realism, they 
can never quite escape its influence: once somebody had said 
that universals exist it could never be quite the same again. Surely, 
one wants to protest, there must be some way of giving the class 
besides reference to the name? Well there is, of course, enumera­
tion. But this answer seems to fail to allow for the possibility of 
ever using the name correctly in any synthetic sentence. For, if 
the class is given by enumeration, surely every use of the name 
must be either incorrect or analytic? Since, if to call a thing' cp' is 
to include it in the class of things called 'cp', then surely either it is 
incorrect to call it 'cp' or else the class cannot be given without 
reference to it? It is the example of realism which encourages 
these protests. But it is a bad example. Such neatness is not to be 
had. For, first of all, these classes cannot be given by enumeration 
of all their members, since, except for words belonging to dead 
languages, they are never complete. Nor is it true even that each 
member must either contribute or not contribute towards giving 
a class; since a name may be applied to the same thing twice, 
once analytically and once synthetically, and even a single use of a 
name may be synthetic for the speaker and analytic for the hearer. 
In fact the disjunction 'Analytic or Synthetic' cannot be applied 
simply to the addition of a member to a class without further 
caveats. But this in itself is not enough to remove the difficulty; 
it only makes it reappear in a new form. For if the addition of a 
member to a class can be synthetic for the speaker and analytic 
for a subsequent lexicographer, then to what class was the member 
added? Surely we now have two classes on our hands instead of 
one? An analogy will help us to deal with this new form of the 
difficulty. Naming is like electing the sort of member who makes 

arriv~s. independently at a similar conclusion about species, when he is discussin~ the 
defirution of such substances as silver, mercury or lead (Physics. The Elements, Cambndge, 
1_92?, I?· so). All attempts to explain the unity of a species by similarity-whether by 
s1m1lanty of the individuals to one another, or by similarities and differences between the 
species and other species - suffer from the same incompleteness. 
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a difference to a club. Strictly we cannot say without qualification 
to what club he was elected since it was one club before he was 
elected and another club aft~r he was elected. The club building 
might be pointed out, and of course there is no parallel 1:1ove in 
the case of naming, although realism pretends that there ~s. But, 
even if there were no building or anything else of that kmd,. the 
puzzle about the two clubs would not be very perplexing. 
Similarly, when we reject the simple application of the dichotomy 
'Analytic or Synthetic' the resulting puzzle about two classes 1s 
not very perplexing. All that is necessary is to point out that a 
clas? is incompletely given by a changing quorum. This may be 
unt1dy, but why not? There is something radically wrong w_1th a 
request to be given a class which is not satisfied either with a 
reference to the name or with progressive enumeration. It is a 
request ~o be given something without being given it; as if some­
where, if only philosophers searched long enough, there could 
be ~ound someti¾ing which possessed all the advantages of a w':rd 
and _none ~fits disadvantages, an epistemological vehicle wluch 
earned all its destinations. 

1 1'.-0 w t~m to my second thesis, that nothing is sufficiently _like 
~ammg without being too like naming. Defenders of realism, 
like defen~~r_s of the other theories of naming, might object 
that t~e Cntic1sm contained in my first thesis is obvious, superficial 
and dir~cted against a man of straw. For realism docs not offer b no~-circular detailed explanation of naming - how could it: -
lt shmply gives a general characterization of the sort of unity 

w .~ ~akes naming possible. But notice how very like a dream 
~fe~li~m is. Taken literally it seems to be oflittle importance. But, 
I It Is taken as th • f f · "b"l • e expression o a doctrine which, i per 1111poss1 1 e 
It were true wo ld • • . l · · • d" . ' u give It great importance t 1e suggestion 1s 
mune 1ately rep d" d y · d ' 1 d · . f . u Iate . et It oes express sue 1 a octrme, 
eve~ 1 !ts _exponents intermittently deny that it does; and it is 
~o e cte:7ious expression of this doctrine that it owes most of 
lits attrac~iveness. Its manifest content is little more than a harm-
ess capnce but ·t 1 . . 

B h ' . 1 s atent content 1s a senous error. 
_ ut ~~ re_ahsm no point when it is taken simply as a general 

~h.aractenzatI?n of the sort of unity which makes naming imposs-
~b!e? On~ might answer that it has no point, and that it succe~ds 
m appearmg to have some point only by the device of inventmg 
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a new comprehensive term: and that this device is considered 
effective only in philosophy, since outside philosophy it is too 
obviously like making an impressive gesture in the direction of 
the interesting object. opening one's mouth and saying absolutely 
nothing. But such a cl.enial would be tant;i,mount te a denial that 
any ge'ueral characterization of the sort of unity which makes 
naming possible could have a point. And surely such a denial 
would be wrong, since something can be done towards explaining 
the general possibilitv of naming by finding analogous processes? 
For instance. what makes naming possible is one thing which is 
in many things as an ingredient. 1 But does this analogy throw 
much bght on naming? Any feature oflogical mixing which is 
at all interesting seems to distinguish it from all other sorts of 
mixing. The values of an unrestricted variable are strange recep­
tacles. What prevents contrary ingredients from being put in 
together, or an implicans from appearing without its implicate, 
is never the causal consequences. And anY'vay the whole notion 
of mixing ingredients which were not there before the mixing 
is peculiar. Could there be a logical conjuring trick? 

Here defenders of realism might object that a new misunder­
standing had replaced the old one. For, if realism is to be under­
stood, not only must a general characterization of naming be 
allowed, but also the verification principle must not be applied 
too crudely. And anyway, if mixing is not a good analogy, this 
only means that some better analogy must be sought. This 
objectio~ might lead to a tolerant examination of other analogies. 2 

But fortmiately it also opens up a short cut to the heart of the 
matter, which I shall soon take. Now it would be taking too 
short a cut to repeat the platitude that naming is Stli generis. For 
it is natural to seek an analogy even if the search can never be 
completely successful. And anY'vay Butler's truism applies to 
everything. What is needed in order to explain the peculiar per­
sistence of the debate about universals is sometrung slightly 
longer, a demonstration that no analogy can be sufficiently close 
to satisfy philosophers without being too close. 

It is most natural to seek a visible process as an analogy to 
1 Cf. A. N. Whitehead, Science and tlze Modem World (Cambridge, 1928), pp. 197ff. 

For a criticism of this analogy, cf. Bentham, Works, vol. VIII, p. 335. 
9 Metaphors must not be dismissed just because they are metaphors, as, e.g. 'copying' 

and 'participation' are by Aristotle, Met. 991 a 20. 
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naming, particularly for the Greeks who began this controversy. 1 

Now previously I insisted that it is impossible in the end to give a 
detailed non-circular description of what makes it possible to 
name anything. Here, however, it would be unfair to object 
that, if naming in general is compared to a visible process, still 
that process itself must be named. For this sort of circularity is 
the inevitable result of the philosopher's predicament. How­
ever, it is dangerous to begin speaking at all where so little can 
be said. For it is fatally easy to think that one has separate access 
to what makes a name applicable just because one has separate 
access to whatever stands for this in the analogy. But, waiving 
this, let us now take the short cut and ask what sort of visible 
process could be analogous to naming. Let us try a rough analogy 
and say that one word is connected with many objects in the same 
way that the estuary of a river is connected with its many sources. 
But this analogy fails because this connection just happens 
naturally. We might then try to mend the analogy by saying 
that water follows the easiest course. But this could be called 
choice only anthropomorphically, in an extended and weak sense 
of 'choice'. In order to introduce choice in a restricted, strong 
s~nse,. it is necessary to alter the analogy and say that people by 
directmg the streams choose which sources shall feed the river. 
~ut, if the first process was too natural to be like naming, the second 
1s too artificial, since, for the analogy to work, the sources ought 
to have something in common besides the fact that the river is 
fe~ from them. And it is difficult to find an analogy which is 
ne1~er too natural nor too artificial. The characteristic of naming 
which is difficult to match is that the objects have something in 
common besides being called by one name, but nothing in 
common which counts except that in virtue of which they are 
called by one name. And this characteristic can be matched only 
by allowing that something makes it convenient but not absolutely 
necessary for people to canalize streams into the river in the way 
they do, and that whatever it is which makes this choice con­
venien~ is the only thing common to the sources which counts. 
But this compromise between the two extremes introduces into 
~e analogy the very feature which it was intended to explain. For 
Just how something works in influencing usage was what was to be 

1 Cf. J. Stenzel, Plato's Method of Dialectic (Oxford, 1940), p. 37. 
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explained. Nor is there a fourth alternative. So after all even 
general analogical characterizations of naming do fall into a 
circularity which is closely related to the type of circularity 
which my first thesis exposed. Neither in detail nor in general 
is it possible to step outside language. 

This short way with analogies looks too superficial. For suppose 
that it is granted that one of the things that metaphysicians do is 
to seek the unattainable: that they hunt for definitions which 
would in no way involve their definiend.a, 1 and for analogies 
which would in no way involve what they were intended to 
explain. Yet even so metaphysics is a natural and inevitable 
pursuit, since the easiest way to discover how far one can go is 
to try to go one stage farther. And anyway there is a difference 
between complete failure and partial success; since, so long as 
analogies do not reach the point of self-frustration they get 
better and better as they approach it. These two qualifications 
are just but they only serve to strengthen my thesis that it was 
oscillation between the three points which prolonged the contro­
versy about universals. For unless the possible analogies are 
mapped out in this simple way, it seems always conceivable that 
some altogether better analogy might lurk in an unexplored 
comer. 

And what more are the rival theories of naming doing than 
seeking a completely satisfactory analogy? It is only jargon 
which makes them appear to be doing something more. The 
type of nominalism which suggests that things which are called 
by one name have only their name in common represents the 
extreme of artificiality.• It suggests that there are never any ways 
of telling even approximately whether a word is used in one sense 
or two senses. At the other extreme stands the type of realism 
which suggests that there is always one method of getting a precise 
answer to this question. In between are all the other theories of 
naming, which allow that it is neither impossible for the lexico­
grapher to succeed in answering this question nor impossible for 
him to fail. None of these middle theories is really wrong, since 
of course we do bestow common names on certain chosen groups 

1 Cf. J. Wisdom, 'Metaphysics and Verification' (Mind, 1938, pp. 465ff.) 
a There are traces of such an extreme form of nominalism in Hobbes. Cf. Leviatha11, 

Pt. I, chap. IV, p. 13 (Everyman edition). 
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of thimrs which exhibit certain si1nilarities (else why sh011ld we 
do it?)° or instantiate certain universals (why else ,;verc they 
invented?). But on the other hand none of them got.:~ deep 
enough to satisfy the true metaphysician who is in all of us; 
since though they take us to the bottom of naming, we wer.:! in a 
simpler way already there, and they do not succeed in showing 
us how namii1g is founded on somethmg else which lies even 
deeper. Hence each of these middle theories (except imagism, 
which says something empiricaj which seems to be false) develops 
its own thesis with embarrassing success up to a point, and can 
discredit its rivals only by accusing them of not going beyond that 
point. But, since naming cannot be explained by anything which 
really g0es beyond a reasoned choice of usage, this is an unfair 
accusation. And its unfairness is concealed from those who make 
it only because each tacitly and wrongly assumes that his own 
theory alone does go beyond this point. Thus moderate 
nominalists maintain that similarity is a better explanation of the 
unity of a class than the presence of a universal. (But why should 
people not just rec6gnize the presence of universals?) And 
moderate realists retort that this admits the existence of at least 
one universal, similarity. (But why should the presence of a 
universal explain the recogniticm of similarity if it cannot explain 
the recognition of anything else? Why should people not just 
recognize similarity?) Really these are not two arguments but 
two bare assertions of superiority. They are manceuvrcs which 
are carried out in a way which suggests that they are difficult 
and that they must be advances: but both these suggestions are 
false. Yet these theories do seem to be striving towards something. 
And they are. Their goal is the unattainable completely satis­
factory e~planation of naming. And, as so often happens in 
m.~taphys1cs, progress is measured by distance from the starting­
pomt and n~t b)'.' pr?xi:rrity to the goal whose unattainability 
each uses aga1:11st its nvals without allowing it to deter itself 

!h~s the?nes of naming, which seem to flout the verification 
p~mc~ple w1thou~ therefore saying nothing, can be interpreted as 
disgmsed_ analogies. And, though there is a common limit be­
yond which ~he~ ca_nnot go, the success with which they stealthi)y 
aprroach this hn::i-it, camouflaged in the technical terms of 
epistemology, vanes. But if this almost mechanical oscillation is 
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avoided what else can be said about narning? Certainly as the 
first part of this article showed, detailed answers to the question 
why we name things as we do will in the end be circular. Only 
the trick of giving a general answer as if it were a detailed one 
cloaks their failure. If a word is explained ostensively, then 
however difficult this process may be it really is explained 
os1cns1vdy. It is no good rrying to combine the concreteness of 
ostcns1vc defomion with the clarity of verbal definition. Verbal 
defi.n.itions i1avc such an easy taskjL;st because ostensive definitions 
have such a difficult cask. Surveyors find it easier to fix the 
pomions of points which they can visit than to fix the positions 
of poi.ms ·which they cannot visit. Similarly it is easy to fix the 
rebcive posiuons of words: but the points in things to which 
words arc rclai:ed arc in the end inaccessible to logicians. 

Then what else can be said about naming? How docs the 
lexicographer tell when a word is used in t\vo senses rather than 
in one sc.:nsc? Surdy there must be something in common to all 
well conscrucccd series of things? Y cs, just that they are well 
consrrucred. For this question already contains the equivalent 
of any possible comprehensive answer which could be given 
to ii:. And, though in one way it is hard to see what detailed 
answers could be given to it, in another way it is only too easy 
to see. For we never reach a point where an exit 11111st be made 
from the maze of words. Admittedly, if a verbal explanation is 
gi vcn ac one po1m, ii: is oniy successful if at some other point a 
con1Lcccion with things is already understood; and at some points 
it is more natural not to offer more words. But at no point is an 
exit obligatory. So, if detailed reasons why we call a thing what 
we do arc required, it is easy to give them; but never ultimately 
or in the end, since here ex vi tcrmi11i it is impossible to give them. 
But phiiosophers tend to ignore this kind of detailed answer and 
press on. But where to? Perhaps to experimental psychology, in 
order to discover how changes in the sense organs, in training 
and in interescs alter the ways in which people group things. But 
this sort of investigation only gives the varying tests of the good 
construction of a series, and not its essence. But what could its 
csscnce be? When general analogical characterizations of naming 
have been mentioned, and detailed reasons why we call particular 
thrngs by particuiar names, and the psychological background 
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of all this, what is left? The desire to go on explaining naming 
is to some extent the result of_the way these three fields have been 
confused, and to some extent the result of a natural feeling that 
in such a vast territory there might be something which lies 
outside these three fields. But above all it is the result of the 
Protean metaphysical urge to transcend language. 



CHAPTER IV 

CATEGORIES 

By G. Ryle 

DOCTRINES of categories and theories of types are explorations in 
the same field. And the field is still largely unexplored. More­
over the e:\.-ploration of it is at present handicapped by certain 
vocabulary-'differences between philosophers, which hinder the~ 
from reading one another's maps. My object in this paper is 
rather to remove certain obstacles to the exploration than to 
proffer surveys of my own. 

The matter is of some importance, for not only is it the case 
that category-propositions (namely assertions that terms belon_g 
t? certain ca.teg~ries or types) are always philosopher's pr~posi­
tlons, but, I believe, the converse is also true. So we are m the 
dark about the natur~ ofphilosophical problems and methods if 
we are ~ th~ dark about types or categories. . . 

I begm with some historical remarks, not in order to exhibit 
adeptness in philosophical palaeontology or even to make upstart 
doctrines respectable by discerning Norman blood in them, but 
as a convenient way of jointly opening up the philosophical 
que_stions and explaining some traditional terminologies of the 
topic. 

ARISTOTLE'S CATEGORIES 
What did Aristotle think that his list of Categories was a list 

of? The word 'category' meant what our word 'predicate' means 
and/shared all the vagueness and ambiguity of this English sub­
stantive. But Aristotle's list of categories was not a glossary of 
all the predicates that there are. On at least a plausible interpreta­
tion of the doctrine, Aristotle's list is intended to be a list of the 
ultimate types of predicates. But what does this mean?~~ 

There~are simple prop~sitions, namely those which do not 
consist of more elementary propositions in conjunction wi~ each 
other, that is to say there are propositions into the express10n of 

p 
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which there cannot enter such conjw1ctions as 'and', 'or', 'if', 
'although', 'because', etc. Of these simple propositions some are 
singular propositions, namely those each of which is about at 
least one named or directly indicated particular. 

,Collect a range of simple, singular propositions, all similar in 
being about the same particular or particulars, then ~he respects 
in which these propositions differ from one another will be their 
predicates. And these predicates are classified into a finite number 
of families or types, the diffei;:_ences between which types can be 
indicated, though not defined, in the following way. 

Any simple proposition about Socrates, say, is an answer, 
probably a false one, to some question about Socrates. Any 
given question about Socrates will generate a range of possible 
answers, but not any proposition about Socrates will be an answer 
to this question about him. There a~any different n,pes 

~ of predicates of Socrates as there are irreducibq different so_fil_Q_f 
- questions about him. Thus 'How big?' collects Six foot tall', 'five 

foot tall', 'ten stone', 'eleven stone', etc.,, and does not collect 
'fair haired', 'in the garden', or 'a stonemason'. 'Where?' collects 
predicates of location, 'What sort2' collects predicates of kind, 
'What like?' collects qualities, and so on. 

Any two predicates which satis the same interro ative are of 
the same category, an any two w lich do not satisfy the same 
interrogative are of different categories. ,In the main Aristotle 
seems to content himself with taking ordinary 1anguage as his 

3/clue to tlielist of heads of questions, and so of types of predicates . 
. This prograrnnie -- of cataloguing types was then expanded, 

either by Aristotle or by his followers. We can not only ask 
~b~ut a particular a series of questions, each of which will yield 
in its answers a range of possible predicates of that particular; 
we can also ask with reference to any such predicate 'Who has it?' 
or 'What (in the sense of "which") has it:' The answers to these 
9~estions will name or indicate particulars, like 'Socrates', 'Fido', 
I and 'the Queen'. Obviously these questions do not generate 

ranges of p~cdicates, but ranges of subjects or possessors of predi­
cates, that is, particular substances. So Socrates is in the category 
of Subs~ance, whereas s11ub-11oscd is in the category of Quality and 
lmsbmid m that of Relation. As a result of tllis expansion, 'category' 
no longer means 'type of predicate' merely, but 'type of term' 
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where 'term' means 'abstractible factor in a range of simple, singu­
lar propositions'. 

Aristotle's actual list often (or sometimes eight) types of terms 
is doubtless unsatisfactory. Certain of the alleged ultimate types 
arc patently only subordinate branches of others, and ,the criteria 
used by Aristotle for determining whether a term is of this or 
that category are fairly loose, where they occur at all. But for his 
purposes this does not matter much. /He chiefly required to be, 
able to demarcate (a) qualities from relations~ (b) both from sub­
stances, and (c) all three from sorts or kinds. And this he was now 
able in a rough and unprecise way to do. But we have other fish 
to fry, so we have to notice other defects in his scheme. 

I. It is not an easy matter to decide when a sentence expresses 
a simple proposition. For the fact that a sentence contains ·only 
one verb and no conjunctions does not prove that the proposition 
expressed by it is simple, i.e. that the sentence could not be para­
phrased by a sentence containing conjunctions and a plurality of 
verbs. Aud in fact any sentence containing a description, or any 
sentence containing a dispositional adjective like 'brittle', or, 
again, any sentence containing a kind-name is thus paraphrasable 
or 'exponible'. Most grammatically simple sentences express 
non-simple propositions and so are exponible. (Modem logic 
largely consists in taking e1>--ponibility seriously.) Aud this 
involves that the isolation of terms is no simple matt~r either. 
Grammatically simple nominative-expressions and predicative­
expressions do not necessarily or often stand for logically simple 
constituents or components of propositions. The classification 
of types of abstractible factors in simple propositions must be 
postponed to the classification of the varieties of propositional 
forms. We require first a docketing of what are expressed by 
form-words, namely 'syncategorematic' words like all, some, a, 
the, any, not, if, or, and, than, etc., together with what are expressed 
by grammatical constructions, before we can hope to pin down 
for indexing any irreducible 'categorematic' words. 

2. Moreover we need a method for exhibiting and, what is 
quite different, a method for establishing type-homogeneities 
and type-heterogeneities. Aristotle's method, so far as he had 
one, seems to have consisted in collecting the ordinary interroga­
tives of everyday speech. He then labels liis more important 
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types with nouns formed from these interrogative words. But 
no reason is given for supposing that the Greek stock of interroga­
tive words is either as economical as possible or as rich as might 
be desired. However his clue, such as it was, was not a completely 
silly one. For after all 'propositional function' is only 'question' 
writ sophisticatedly. The propositional function 'xis snub-nosed' 
differs only in practical associations from 'Who is snub-nosed:'; 
and 'Socrates is cp' exhibits no more or less than 'Where is 
Socrates?' or 'What-like (qualis) is Socrates?' or 'How big is 
Socrated according to the genre selected for <p. ( Cf Lewis and 
Langford, Symbolic Logic, pp. 332-4; and Carnap on 'W ... 
questions' in Logical Syntax of Language, p. 296.) 
. In order to state more precisely where Aristotle was on the 

nght_ t!ack and where his enterprise isunsuccessful,_ and also 
because I shall need them later on in the course of this paper, I 
:Vant here to introduce some technical idioms. It is patent that 
m a ce~tain :en_se, sentences contain parts; for two sentences c~n 
be part~ally similar and partially dissimilar. Let us call any partial 
expression which can enter into sentences otherwise dissimilar a 
'sente:1:~e:factor'. Thus single words will be sentence-facto;1"s, 
but so will phrases of any degree of complexity as well as entire 
clauses. Thus in the sentence 'I am the man who wrote this 
paper:, 'I', 'the man who', 'who wrote this paper', 'wrote this 
paper are all sentence-factors. 

1 call them 'factors' rather than 'parts', since 'parts' would 
sug~est, what is false, that the elements so abstracted can exist 
?utside any such combinations as constitute sentences and, what 
is wo~se, _that ~hey can occur indifferently anywhere in any such 
chmbmation, i.e. that they are both independent and freely 
s uffi~able counters. The word 'factor' is intended to suggest, 
what_ is true, that they can only occur as factors in complexes of 
certain sorts, and can only occur in them in certain determinate 
ways. 

No:" t!iough sentence-factors cannot be extracted from all 
c_ombmations, they can be abstracted from any specified combina­
~ion. If we_ take any sentence and substitute for any fragment of 
it a dotte~ hne, or the phrase 'so and so', what is left is a sentence­
factor with a signal (namely 'so and so' or the dotted line), to 
show that and how the sentence-factor requires completion. But 
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the dotted line, though it requires some comple_ment ~r other, 
would tolerate as its complements any out of an mdefirute range 
of factors. Thus 'Socrates is .. .' or 'I am the man who so and 
so', or 'Such and such implies that tomorrow is Saturday', are 
not sentences but sentence-frames only, the gaps in which require 
to be completed by further sentence:..factors. The required com­
plements would, of course, have to be of different sorts in the 
~~e diffe~ent frames. ' ... ugly' would complete one, ' ... 
;11s1ted, Ed1;11burgh yesterday' would complete the second, and 
today s bemg Tuesday .. .' would complete the third, and none 

would complete either of the others. 
But tho~gh n~t any factor is fit to be the complement of any 

gap, ther_: ~~ an mdefinite range of possible factors of the same 
pattern :'7hi~h would complete any given gap. So we abstract a 
factor f:om the oth_er factor or factors in any concrete sentence 
by puttmg dotted Imes or 'gap-signs' (like 'so and so' or 'x' or 
'qi' or 'p') in the place or places of the other factor or factors. A 
gap-sign is not itself a word, or a phrase or a clause, nor is it the 
name or description of one; it is the name or index of a place for 
one or for any of a range of appropriate sentence-factors. 

Now sentences and sentence-factors are English or German, 
pencilled or whispered or shouted, slangy or pedantic, and so on. 
What logic is concerned with is someth.ing which is indifferent 
lo these differences ::__ -namely (it is convenient though often mis­
leading to say), propositions and the parts or factors of proposi­
tions. When two sentences of different languages, idioms, authors 
or dates say the same thing, what they say can be considered in 
abstraction from the several sayings of it, which does not require 
us to suppose that it stands to them as a town stands to the several 
signposts which point to it . .,And, just aJ_We_ distinguish propo~i­
tions from the sentences which propound them, so we must dis­
tinguish proposition-factors from the sentence-factors which 
express them. But again we must not suppose that this means 
that the world contains cows and earthquakes and proposition­
factors, any more than we are entitled by the fact that we can 
distinguish the two faces of a coin to infer that when I have a 
coin in my hand I have three things in my hand, the coin cU1d 
its two faces. 

Next, we have seen that the gap in a given sentence-frame can 
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be completed by some but not by any alternative complements. 
But there are two sorts of' can' here. 'So and so is in bed' gramma­
tically requires for complements to the gap indicated by 'so and 
so' nouns, pronouns or substantival phrases such as descriptive 
phrases. So 'Saturday is in bed' breaks no rule of grammar. Yet 
the sentence is absurd. Consequently the possible complements 
must be not only of certain grammatical types, they must also 
express proposition-factors of certain logical types. The several 
factors in a non-absurd sentence arc typically suited to each other; 
those in an absurd sentence, or some of them, arc typically unsuit­
able to each other. J'o say that a given proposition-factor is of a 
certain category or type, ·is to say that its expression could com­
plete certain sentence-frames without absurdity. 

If the interpret,ation that I have given of Aristotle's doctrine 
of categories is correct, we can say that in one important respect 
it was on the right track. for interrogative sentences, when con-

'/ sidered in abstraction from their practical role as petitions or 
commands, are senten~ames, an~ the interrogative words in 
them are gap-sig_ns. And by distinguishing varieties of sorts of 
questions, Aristotle if usinga general method for exhibiting 
varieties of type of the factors which would be answers to those 
questions or complements to those gap-signs. 

On the other hand his procedure is defective in the following 
ways. He only attempts to classify the types of a small sub-class 
~f proposition-factors, namely the constituents and components of 
simple, singular propositions. Let us call these by their traditional 
(and typically ambiguous) title of'terms'. All terms are factors but 
most factors are not terms. He proffers no test of when a sentence­
factor does and when it does not stand for a term and seems to 
assu~e that a grammatically simple word alwa;s stands for a 
constituent or component of a simple proposition. He relies, 

6ppar~ntly, solely upon common sense and common parlance 
::/ evidence t~at a given factor is suited to fill a given gap. /But 

orse than this, he does not recognize that the types of factors 
~ontrol ~nd are controlled by the logical form of the propositions 
mto :Which they can enter, except in the solitary case of particular 
su s~a?ces W~ch, he recognizes, cannot occupy the berths of 
qualities, rel_at1ons, magnitudes, positions, kinds, etc., in what he 
takes to be sunple propositions. 
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He, with the logicians of later ages, seems to have thought 
that while terms are coupled in propositions and while there are 
various types of terms, yet there is only one sort of coupling. 
For the very same term which occurs in one proposition as 
'subject' can occur in another as 'predicate'. 

As any letter of the alphabet may be juxtaposed with any other 
letter, without modifying the designs of those letters, so it seems 
to have been thought that there is no interaction between the 
form of a proposition and the types of the factors composing it. 
So no connection was established between the formal properties of 
propositions which render inferences embodying them possible 
or impossible, and the formal properties or types of the terms 
or other factors in them. The syllogistic rules which Aristotle 
discovered turn on the concepts expressed by such form-words 
as all, some, this, not, and and implies, but his treatment of them 
neither infects nor is infected by his classification of types of 
terms. 

It is as though a grammarian were in his first chapter to give 
definitions of the types of parts of speech, such as nouns, pre­
positions, verbs, conjunctions, etc., and in a later chapter to give a 
quite independent discussion to the rules of syntax, when in 
truth just these rules must already be latent in the notions of 
noun, verb, conjl!Ilction, etc. It is to treat as freely shuffleable 
counters factors the determinate roles of which in the combination 
into which they can enter are just what constitute their types. 

To know all about the logical form of a proposition and to 
know all about the logical types ofits factors are to know one and 
the same thing. (I apologize, not very humbly, for terminology 
which, here and elsewhere in this paper I substitute for the 
terminology of 'propositional functions', 'variables,' values and 
the rest. I do so for the simple reason that this terminology 
has led to many confusions. Especially it failed to make obvious 
whether in talking of functions, variables, values, etc., we were 
talking of certain sorts of expressions or talking with certain 
expressions of certain sorts of things. Should we say that 
Socrates or 'Socrates' is a value of the variable ih 'x' is snub­
nosed'? The terminology which I use is meant to be overdy 
semantic. Its items, too, are meant to be reasonable self­
explanatory.) 
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KANT'S JUDGMENT-FORMS AND CATEGORIES 

Kant's doctrine of categories starts from quite a different quarter 
from that of Aristotle, and what he lists as categories arc quite 
other than what Aristotle puts into his index. Kant quaintly 
avers that his purpose is the same as that of Aristotle, but in this 
he is, save in a very broad and vague sense, mistaken. Unf~r­
tunately Kant borrows for three out of his four heads of catcgoncs 
the same labels as Aristotle had used for three of his ten. As we 
shall see 'Quantity', 'Quality'.~ and 'Relation' mean completely 
different sorts of things for the two philosophers. 

,Kant begins by giving a catalog_1:}~ __ <?fj!:1_~g~e_nt-forms, a c~ta­
logue, that is to say, of the several ways in whicli one proposition 
may resemble or differ from another not in _t~pic but in form. He 
makes no attempt to define the notion oftorm; oi· even to justify 
his catalogue, save by declaring, what is false, that it derived from 
the findings of traditional logic, which he assumes to be a com­
pleted body of ascertained truth. (1) All propositions arc deter­
mined in respect of 'Quantity', that is in respect of the extension 
of their subjects, and so must be either universal, particular or 
singular, i.e. of the 'all', 'some' or 'this' form; (2) all propositions 
are either affirmative, negative or infinite, which are the three 
'Qualities' of propositions; (3) all propositions are of one of the 
three 'Relation' patterns, 'sis P', 'if p then q', and 'p or q'; and 
(4) all propositions are of one of the three varieties of 'Modality', 
i.e. of the 'is' form, the 'may be' form or the 'must be' form. 
lhese judgment-forms are not yet Kant's categories, but they are 
the source from -which he, somewhat mysteriously, proposes to 
derive or deduce them . 
. Karit's line of approach was, in principle, much more en­

lightened than Aristotle's had been. Unfortunately his execution 
was hopelessly misguided. His sub-variety of' infinite' judgments is 
a fr~ud; there are several sorts of'universal' judgment, but the sort 
whi~h h~ was considering should come under the heading ofhypo­
thet1c~l J_u~gments; the division into assertoric, problematic and 
apo~e1ct1c 1s wrong-headed, the two last being special cases ofhypo­
thet1cal_s; the division into categorical, hypothetical and disjunctive 
embodies a cross-division and contains one glaring omission, for (a) 
what he had in mind was the distinction between simple and com­
pound propositions and (b) he omitted from this latter class conjunc-
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tive propositions of the 'p and q' form. Only of simple propositions 
is it true that they must be either affirmative or negative and either 
universal or particular or singular, since in a two-limbed con­
junctive, disjunctive or hypothetical proposition, for instance, 
one of the conjoined propositions may be one while the second 
is one of the others. The distinction between the disjunctive and 
the hypothetical forms is false. No overt distinction is drawn 
between general and non-general propositions; no place is found 
for such propositions as 'seven cows are in the field', 'most men 
wear coats', 'John is probably dead'. And lastly, in simple singular 
propositions no distinction is drawn between attributive and 
relational propositions; Aristotle's category of relational predi­
cates is completely ignored. Indeed Kant fails to follow Aristotle's 
doctrine of categories at all, for he notices no type-differences 
inside subject-predicate propositions, and purloins the titles 
'Quality', 'Quantity' and 'Relation' for his own quite different 
purposes. Namely, in Aristotle's use 'green', sweet' and 'honest' 
signify qualities, but in Kant's use, 'Quality' signifies a proposi­
tion's being affirmative or negative. 'Quantity' is, for Aristotle, 
the name of the family of predicates of magnitude or size; for 
Kant it is the name of the respect in which propositions are of the 
'all .. .' or the 'some .. .' or the 'this .. .' form. Relations, 
lastly, are in Aristotle's use such predicates as 'cousin of', 'above', 
'bigger than', but in Kant's they are what are expressed by such 
conjunctions as 'if', 'or' and (he should have added) 'and'. 

But when all this is said, it has to be acknowledged that Kant 
was recognizing as cardinal in the search for categories or types 
facts which Aristotle had not noticed at all in this connection. 
}Cant ~_a:" that ~e~e i_s a variety ?f ~espects in which prop?sitio~s 
may De formally similar and d1ss1milar. p.s we saw, in Anstotle s 
doctrine of categories, the roles of 'form-worcts' like all, some, the, 
a, any, if, or, and, not are unnoticed, and medieval followers 
relegated these words to limbo under the grudging appellation 
of 'syncategorematic'. AKant's doctrine (though he does not 
notice the point) restores therif from the limbo of logic to its 
workshop. 

Aristotle seems generally to suppo~e that while there is d 

moderate variety of types of factors, yet there is only one sort of 
coupling to which they are subject. (In his doctrine of Predicables 
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he half sees that in general propositions there are different sorts 
of coupling, but this is not allowed to modify his th~ory of 
terms.) Kant sees that there is a galaxy of sorts of couplrng and 
that these determine or are determined by the sorts of factors 
that can be coupled. Aristotle's is an 'alphabetic' theory of factors 
and a simple 'juxtaposition' theory of their combinations; Kant's 
is a 'syntactical' theory about the combinations of factors, and 
consequently a 'syntactical' theory about the types of those factors 
- <;>r ,so I interpret his cryp_£ic utterances about 'functions of 
uruty . 
. However, Kant's categories are not identical with his forms of 
Judgment. They are, in some obscure way, the projections of 
these logical forms upon the fields of natural things and events. 
Natural facts, facts that is that are establishable by observation or 
by memory of or induction from or causal inference from 
observations, all embody certain principles of structure, which 
somehow derive from the items in the table of judgment-forms. 
Nature c~nsis~ of things possessing extensive and intensive magni­
tu~es, bemg ?1 states at particular moments of time and under­
gomg mutations or perpetuations of state according to causal 
laws. Everything empirical must and nothing non-empirical 
can em~ody these categories. So metaphysical propositions tres­
pa; agamst ca~egory-rules. 

. he mysterious Metapsychology by means of which Kant 
tnes to prove both that Nature mu~t be so constituted and that ~d ca;{ know that it must be so constituted, need not be con­
sif die lere. What would be relevant would be an exposition 
0 e iffer~nces that Kant professes to fmd between his logical 
typefis anddl his categories or natural types. It looks as though he 
con use y b I· d h . • 
• l . . e i~ve t at there exist two sorts of facts or proposi-

tions, ogicians .cact . . d . . ' .c • • d r; s or propositions an scientists racts or propo-
sitions an th t th r: · f h f h 'rc a e rorms of the latter are step-children o t ose 
lo ~ ~ 0 ;~er. But this would be an absurd view, for in fact the 
og1cians rorm • fi f 

• ll .mil s are simply what they abstract rom ranges o 
Partia y s1 ar and • 11 di •mil · · hi h h il . . partia y ss1 ar propos1t1ons w c a , 
ver} likely, directly ~r~m the text books of scientists, histori~s, 
e_xp ~rer~, ma~ematic1ans or theologians. So the alleged dis­
tmction 1s, I t~, a bogus one. 

Kant contnbutes nothing to the technical problem how to 



CATEGORIES 75 

exhibit or symbolize type-homogeneities and heterogeneities 
in abstraction from the concrete factors which exemplify them. 
Nor docs he explain how they are established, save by recom­
mending us to read traditional logic. 

Before leaving the history of the topic, we should notice one 
presupposition which Aristotle and Kant share, which is, I believe, 
rmreflectively shared by a number of contemporary philosophers. 
Namely, it was supposed that there exists a finite catalogue of 
categories or types; for instance, that there exist just ten ( or 
eight) types of terms, or that there exist just twelve judgment 
patterns, just as there exist just twenty-six letters in the English 
alphabet, just sixty-four squares on the chess-board and just six 
species of chessmen. This seems to be pure myth. There are 
various gambits at chess, but there is no finite roster of them; 
and there are various grammatical constructions of English 
sentences, but there can be no complete table of those varieties. 

Scholasticism is tl1e belief in some decalogue of categories, 
but I know of no grormds for this belie£ 

It follows that I do not think that we can ever say of a given 
code-symbolism in formal logic that its symbols are now adequate 
for the symbolization of all possible differences of type or form. 
It may, of course, be adequate for the exhibition of all the type­
differences that concern us in the course of some particular 
mquuy. 

GENERALIZATION OF THE TOPIC 

./ When a sentence is (not true or false but) nonsensical or absurd, 
although its vocabulary is conventional and its grammatical con­
struction is regular, we say that it is absurd because at least one 
ingredient expression in it is not of the right type to be coupled 
or to be coupled in that way with the other ingredient expression 
or expressions in it. Such sentences, we may say, co~t type­
trespasses or break type-rules. Latterly the attention of logicians 
has been focused on certain sorts of type-trespasses, like those which 
are committed by 'I am now lying' and ' "Heterological" is 
heterological'. These sorts are interesting, because their absurdi­
ties are not obvious but manifest themselves in the generation 
of contradictions or vicious circles, whereas 'Saturday is in bed' 
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is obviously absurd before any contradictions are seen to result 
from the hypothesis that it is true. 

Moreover we can be actually led by seemingly valid arguments 
to propounding propositions of the former sorts, whereas only 
the deliberate intention to produce balgerdash would get us to 
formulate sentences of the latter sort. l'hat is, some type-trespasses 
are insidious and others are not. It is the insidious ones which 
forceus to consicfer type-rules; the others we only attend to 
because we are already considering type-rules. But it would be a 
mistake to restrict the theory of types to the theory of certain 
special type-rules. 

To ask the question To what type or category does so and so 
belong? is to ask In what sorts of true or false propositions and 
in what positions in them can so and so enter? Or, to put it 
semantically, it is to ask In what sorts of non-absurd sentences and 
in what positions in them can the expression 'so and so' enter.? 
and, conversely, What sorts of sentences would be rendered 
absurd by the substitution for one of their sentence-factors of the 
exwession ~so ;tnd ,so'? I adopt the word 'absurd' in preference 
to nonsensical or meaningless' for the reason that both the two 
last words are sometimes used for noises like 'brillig' and 'abra­
cadabra', and sometimes for collocations of words having no 
regular grammatical construction. Moreover, both have recently 
?een ad?pted for polemical purposes in aid of a special theory. 
Absurd has helpful associations with the reductio ad absurdum, and 

even its nuance of ridiculousness is useful rather than the reverse, 
for so many jokes are in fact type-pranks. 

WHAT ARE TYPES TYPES OF? 

Only. expressions can be affirmed or denied to be absurd. 
Nature pro_vides no absurdities; nor can we even say that thoughts 
such as beliefs or supposals or conceptions are or are not absurd. 
For what is absurd is unthinkable. 
. _So it is, on the whole, prudent to talk logic in the semantic 
1d10m and t? formulat~ our theories and inquiries in such a way 
as to advertise all_ the tune that we are considering whether such 
and such ex~ress10ns may or may not be coupled in such and 
such ways with other expressions. 
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The danger is, of course, that we shall be taken and shall 
unwittingly take ourselves to be talking grammar, as if it was 
all part of one topic to say 'Plural nouns cannot have singular 
verbs' and 'The dotted line in " ... is false" can be completed 
with "What you are now saying ... " and cannot be completed 
with "What I am now saying .... "' 

We try, then, to say that absurdities result from the improper 
coupling not of expressions but of what the expressions signify, 
though the coupling and mis-coupling of them is effected by 
operating upon their expressions. 

But there is not and cannot be any univocal title for all the 
sig11i.ficata of expressions, since if there was such a title, all these 
signi.ficata would be of one and the same type. And just this is 
what was at bottom wrong with the Lockean terminology of 
'ideas' and the Meinongian terminology of'objects', words which 
were employed to perform exactly this impossible task. 

Other commonly used titles have extra nuisances as well. 
'Terms' retains some of its traditional associations and should 
be used, if at all, for particulars-or-qualities-or-relations, etc. 
'Concepts' does not cover either particulars or entire propositions 
or even complexes of concepts. So I use 'proposition-factor' 
{intending it to have all possible type-ambiguities), to collect 
whatever is signified by any expression, simple or complex, 
which can be a complement to a gap-sign in some sentence-frame 
or other { or which can be a value of a variable in some proposi­
tional function or other). And, if asked such questions as Do 
proposition-factors exist? How many of them are there? Are 
they mental? What are they like? my answer is 'All such 
questions are ridiculous, since "factor" is and is meant to be the 
meeting-place of all type-ambiguities'. 

Of course we could dispense with any such word. Its functions 
are purely stenographic. Questions about the types of factors 
are, in a way, just questions about the possibilities of co-signifi­
cance of certain classes of expressions. But just as the 'factor' 
idiom {like the 'idea' idiom) is liable to entrap us in myth, so the 
semantic idiom is liable to entrap us in a confusion between 
logical and grammatical questions. 

Two proposition-factors are of different categories or types, 
if there are sentence-frames such that when the expressions for 
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those factors are imported as alternative complements to the 
same gap-signs, the resultant sentences are significant ~ the one 
case and absurd in the other. It is tempting but not quite correct 
to say, as the converse of this, that two factors are of the same type 
if there is any case where both can fill the same gap. For 'I' and 
'the writer of this paper' can be alternative nominatives to hosts 
of significant sentences but both cannot fill the gap in ' ... never 
wrote a paper'. It follows that though nearly, it is not quite true 
to say that every gap-sign in its context in a determinate sentence­
frame indicates the category of all its possible complem_ents. But 
wherever a particular gap-sign is thus tolerant of typically dis­
similar complements, that gap-sign has typical ambiguity which 
a better symbolism would escape. For the fact that a given gap 
in a sentence-frame can be filled by complements between which 
there are certain differences of form is itself a fact about the types 
of those different complements. 

THE GENESIS OF 'TYPE-RIDDLES 

How do we come to be exercised about the forms of propo­
sitions or the types of proposition-factors? Or, to put it in a less 
new-fangled way, what makes it urgent for us to find definitions 
or analyses of concepts? For we do not gratuitously rummage in 
dicti:ona?es or encyclopaedias after notions on which to perform 
elu~dations. Type-problems seem to be forced upon us in two 
mam ways. 

(1) T~ere are concepts with which we are perfectly familiar 
and w?1ch we _are perfectly competent to employ - incessantly 
occurrmg, for mstance, in questions which we know quite well 
~ow to solve. Yet whole classes of ordinary propositions embody­
mg one or more of such concepts, some of which propositions 
we have perfectly good reasons for accepting as true, are ruled 
out as f~lse by other propositions, no less well authenticated, 
embodymg other ~qually familiar concepts. In a word, we are 
confronted by antm.omies. We are sure that some out of one 
family of propositions are true and that some out of another 
family are true, yet the truth of any from the one family seems 
flatly to contradict all out of the other. I see a bent stick and 
the stick is straight; I am to blame for an action, and the action 
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issued from a character which my forebears bequeathed and my 
school moulded, and so on. 

Now if the apparent contradiction or, rather, class of contra­
dictions is resoluble, it can only be because the logical forms of 
the conflicting propositions are not what we had supposed, 
since it is only in virtue of the forms of propositions or the types 
of their factors that they do (or do not) imply (or imply the 
negatives of) one another. 

(2) Then, when we have begun to explore the mechanics of 
some of our concepts and propositions, we find ourselves embar­
rassed by some purely technical perplexities. We are not quite 
sure how to use our own professional implements. But we only 
want to be sure of the designs of our trade-keys because we want 
to use them upon locks which were recalcitrant before we started 
our operations - unless we are carried away by vircuosity. 
Inquiries such as this one, into the nature of categories, or into 
the species of relations are in fact such technical questions. But 
any uncharted concept is liable to generate antinomies, for ignor­
ance of its chart is ignorance of some of the implications and 
compatibilities of the propositions containing it. Concepts of 
common sense, of the sciences and of philosophy itself can and do 
all generate antinomies. The problem of the internality of 
relations arose out of antinomies resulting from the philosophers' 
technical concept of relation. 

How ARE TYPES DETERMINED? 

It has long been known that what a proposition implies, it 
implies in virtue of its form. The same is true of what it is com­
patible and incompatible with. Let us give the label 'liaisons' to 
all the logical relations of a proposition, namely what it implies, 
what it is implied by, what it is compatible with, and what it is 
incompatible with. Now, any respect in which two propositions 
differ in form will be reflected in differences in their liaisons. So 
two propositions which are formally similar in all respects save 
that one factor in one is different in type froin a partially corres­
ponding factor in the other, will have liaisons which are corres­
pondingly dissimilar. Indeed the liaisons of a proposition do not 
merely reflect the formal properties of the proposition and, what 
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this involves, those of all its factors. In a certain sense, they arc 
the same thing. To know all about its liaisons is to know all 
about the formal structure of the proposition, and vice versa. 
Though I can obviously entertain or believe a proposition without 
having yet noticed all its liaisons. Indeed I must grasp it before I 
can consider them, otherwise I could not be the victim of anti­
nonues. 

The operation of extracting the type of a factor cannot exclude 
the operation of revealing the liaisons of propositions embodying 
it. In essence they are one operation. Of course, with the familiar 
sorts of propositions upon which logicians have worked for 
centuries or decades, we short-circuit the inquiry, by subsuming 
them direct under the appropriate formulae. But to be told that 
a proposition is of the form 'S a P' or of the form' Ex. qix. ,...,_, \J.'X' 
is to be told nothing unless we are able to work with the code­
symbols according to the rules of their use, which means unless 
we know how to read off the liaisons, the patterns of which are 
what these symbols prescribe. 
. N?w the operation of formulating the liaisons of a proposition 
Just 1s the activity of ratiocination or argumentation (in which of 
course there need not be, though there may be, a polemical 
:purpos_e). And this is why philosophizing is arguing, and it is 
Just this element of ratiocination which, as a rule, is left out of 
the latter-day defmitions of philosophy as 'analysis'. For these 
generally suggest that analysing is some sort of paraphrasing. 
But so1:1e sorts of paraphrase throw no philosophical light, for 
they fail to exhibit just those features of propositions and their 
fac~ors! ?bscurity about which involves us in antinomies, namely 
their liaisons which flow from or constitute their logical types 
and forms._ Mer~ increase of prolixity is not enough. When an 
a_rgument ~s a p~osophical one and when not, are further ques­
tions the d1scuss1on of which would not here be in place. 

THE TYPE OF CATEGORY-PROPOSITIONS 

I cal~ a proposition a 'category-proposition' which asserts 
somethmg about the logical type of a factor or set of factors. 
Some types have been officially recognized and endowed with 
trade-names, like 'quality', 'state', 'substance', 'number', 'logical 
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construction', 'category', etc. We could call these 'category­
words'. Carnap misleadingly calls them 'universal words'. But 
propositions asserting that factors are of named types differ only 
in brevity of expression from propositions asserting that factors 
are of described types. 

All such propositions are philosophers' propositions (not 
necessarily, of course, of professional or paid philosophers), 
and the converse is also, I think, true. 

Now assertions about the types of factors are, as we have seen, 
assertions about what sorts of combinations of them with other 
factors would and what would not produce absurdities. And 
as only collocations of symbols can be asserted to be absurd or, 
consequently, denied to be absurd, it follows that category­
propositions are semantic propositions. This does not imply 
that they are of the same types as the propositions of philologists, 
grammarians or lexicographers. There are not English category­
propositions as opposed to German ones, or Occidental as opposed 
to Oriental. Nor does it imply that they can say nothing about 
the 'nature of things'. If a child's perplexity why the Equator 
can be crossed but not seen, or why the Cheshire Cat could not 
leave its grin behind it is perplexity about the 'nature of things', 
then certain category-propositions will give the required informa­
tion about the nature of things. And the same will hold good of 
less frivolous type-perplexities. But what are the tests of 
absurdity? 

G 



CHAPTER V 

IS EXISTENCE A PREDICATE? 

By G. E. Moore 

(This paper was written as the second part <;if a S_ympos!um the whole of which was 
originally printed in the Procecdirrgs 0J.tl1e Aristote/1a!1 SoCJety, Supplementary Volume 
XV, in 1936. It is reprinted here v:-1thout alteration. The_ first. part_- by Mr. W. 
Knealc - has not been included: since 1t has already been reprinted m Feig! and Sellars 
Readings in Philosopliical Analysis; but the referen~es to it_ in Professor Moore's pape; 
are sufficiently self-explanatory. The sai:ne apphe~ to ~1s use of the technical term 
'propositional function'. For an explanation and d1scumon of the term 'sense-datum' 
see Mr. G. A. Paul's article 'Is there a Problem about Sense-data?' in Lo,f!ic and Language 
(First Series) - EDITOR.) 

I AM not at all clear as to the meaning of this question. Mr. 
Kneale says that existence is not a predicate. But what does he 
mean by the words 'Existence is not a predicate'? 

In his second paragraph, he says that the word 'predicate' has 
two different senses, a logical sense and a grammatical one. If so, 
it would follow that the words 'Existence is not a predicate' may 
have two different meanings, according as the person who uses 
them is using 'predicate' in the logical or the grammatical sense. 
And I think it is clear that he means us to understand that when 
he s_ays 'Existence is not a predicate', ~e is using 'predicate' in the 
logical sense, and not in the grammatical one. I think his view is 
t~at i~ ~nyone were to say 'Existence is a predicate', using )re­
d_icate m the grammatical sense, such a person would be perfectly 
nght: I th.ink he holds that existence really is a predicate in the 
grammatical sense. But whether he holds this or not, I think it 
is c~ear that he does not 'wish to discuss the question whether it is 
or is _not a predicate in the grammatical sense, but solely the 
question whether it is so in the logical one. 

Now I think it is worth noticing that if we assert 'Existence is 
a pred~c_ate'~ using 'predicate' in the grammatical sense, our 
proposition is a proposition about certain words, to the effect that 
they are often used in a certain way; but not, curiously enough, 
abo. • the word 'existence' itself It is a proposition to the effect 
that the word 'exists' and other finite parts of the verb 'to exist', 
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such as 'existed', 'will exist' or 'exist' (in the plural) are often the 
predicates (in some grammatical sense) of sentences in which 
they occur; but nobody means to say that the word 'existence' 
itself is often the predicate of sentences in which it occurs. And 
I think Mr. Kneale implies that, similarly, the proposition which 
anyone would express, if he asserted 'Existence is a predicate', 
using 'predicate' in the logical sense, is again equivalent to a 
proposition, not about the word 'existence' itself, but about the 
word 'exists', and other finite parts of the verb 'to exist'. He 
implies that 'Existence is a predicate', with this use of' predicate', 
is equivalent to the proposition that the word 'exists', and other 
finite parts of the verb, often do 'stattd for a predicate in the logical 
sense'. It would appear, therefore, that one diffeL·ence between 
the two different meanings of 'Existence is a predicate' is as 
follows: namely that, if a person who says these words is using 
'predicate' in the grammatical se:1se, he is not saying that the 
words, 'exists', etc., ever 'stand for a predicate in the logical sense'; 
whereas, if he is using 'predicate' in the logical sense, he is saying 
that they do (often, at least) 'stand for a predicate in the logical 
sense'. What Mr. Kneale himself means by 'Existence is not a 
predicate' is apparently some proposition which he would express 
by saying: 'The words, "exists", etc., never stand for a predicate 
in the logical sense.' 

What I am not clear about is as to what is meant by saying of 
a particular word (or particular phrase) in a particular sentence 
that it 'stands for a predicate in the logical sense'; nor, therefore, 
as to what is meant by saying of another particular word in 
another particular sentence that it does not 'stand for a predicate 
in the logical sense'. Mr. Kneale does, indeed, tell us that a 
'predicate in the logical sense' is the same as 'an attribute'; but, 
though I think that the meaning of the word 'attribute' is perhaps 
a little clearer than that of the phrase 'predicate in the logical 
sense', it still seems to me far from clear: I do not clearly under­
stand what he would mean by saying that 'exists', etc., do not 
'stand for attributes'. But, from examples which he gives, it is, 
I think, clear that he would say that in the sentence 'This is red' 
the word 'red', or the phrase 'is red' (I am not clear which), does 
'stand for an attribute'; and also that in the sentence 'Tame tigers 
growl', 'growl' so stands, and in the sentence 'Rajah growls', 
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'growls' does. It is, therefore, presumably some difl:ercn~c 
between the way in which 'exis~s', etc:, a~: use~ in sc~tc1;ces m 
which they occur, and the way m which 1s red ( or red ) . and 
'growl' and 'growls' arc used in t~es~ se,ntcnces, that ~1c wishes 
to express by saying that, whereas exists, etc., do _not stand for 
attributes', these words in these sentences do. And 1f we can fmd 
what differences there are between the use of finite parts of the 
verb 'to exist', and the use of 'is red', 'growl' and 'growls', we 
may perhaps fmd what the difference is which he expresses in 
this way. 

I 

It will, I think, be best to begin with one particular use of 
'exist' - the one, namely, which Mr. Kncalc illustrates by the 
example 'Tame tigers exist'. He clearly thinks that there is some 
very important difference between the way in which 'exist' is 
used here, and the way in which 'growl' is used in 'Tame tigers 
growl'; and that it is a difference which does not hold, e.g. 
between the use of 'scratch' in 'Tame tigers scratch' and the use 
of' growl' in 'Tame tigers growl'. He would say that 'scratch' 
and 'growl' both 'stand for attributes', whereas 'exist' does not; 
and he would also say that 'Tame tigers exist' is a proposition of 
a different form from 'Tame tigers growl', whereas I think he 
would say that 'Tame tigers growl' and 'Tame tigers scratch' are 
of the same form. What difference between 'Tame tigers exist' and 
'Tame tigers growl' can be the one he has in mind? 

(1) That there is a difference between the way in which we 
use 'exist' in the former sentence and 'growl' in the latter, of a 
different kind from the difference between our usages of 'scratch' 
and 'growl' in the two sentences 'Tame tigers scratch' and 'Tame 
tigers growl', can, I think, be brought out in the following way. 

The sentence 'Tame tigers growl' seems to me to be ambiguous. 
So far as I can see, it might mean 'All tame tigers growl', or it 
might mean merely 'Most tame tigers growl', or it might mean 
merely 'Some tame tigers growl'. Each of these three sentences 
has a clear meaning, and the meaning of each is clearly different 
from that of either of the two others. Of each of them, however, 
it is true that the proposition which it expresses is one which 
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cannot possibly be true, nnless some tame tigers do growl. And 
hence I think we can say of 'Tame tigers growl' that, whichever 
sense it is used in, it means something which cannot possibly be 
true unless some tame tigers do growl. Similarly I think it is 
clear that 'Tame tigers exist' means something which cannot 
possibly be true unless some tame tigers do exist. But I do not 
think that there is any ambiguity in 'Tame tigers exist' corre­
sponding to that which I have pointed out in 'Tame tigers growl'. 
So far as I can see 'Tame tigers exist' and 'Some tame tigers exist' 
are merely two different ways of expressing exactly the same 
proposition. That is to say, it is not true that 'Tame tigers exist' 
might mean 'All tame tigers exist', or 'Most tame tigers exist', 
instead of merely 'Some tame tigers exist'. It always means just 
'Some tame tigers exist', and nothing else·whatever. I have said 
it is never used to mean 'All tame tigers exist', or 'Most tame 
tigers exist'; but I hope it will strike everyone that there is some­
thing queer about this proposition. It seems to imply that 'All 
tame tigers exist' and 'Most tame tigers exist' have a clear mean­
ing, just as have 'All tame tigers growl' and 'Most tame tigers 
growl'; and that it is just an accident that we do not happen 
ever to use 'Tame tigers exist' to express either of those two mean­
ings instead of the meaning 'Some tame tigers exist', whereas we 
do sometimes use 'Tame tigers growl' to mean 'All tame tigers 
growl' or 'Most tame tigers growl', instead of merely 'Some tame 
tigers growl'. But is this in fact the case? Have 'All tame tigers 
exist' and 'Most tame tigers exist' any meaning at all? Certainly 
they have not a clear meaning, as have 'All tame tigers growl' and 
'Most tame tigers growl'. They are puzzling expressions, which 
certainly do not carry their meaning, if they have any, on the 
face of them. That this is so indicates, I think, that there is some 
important difference between the usage of 'exist' with which we 
are concerned, and the usage of such words as 'growl' or 'scratch'; 
but it does not make clear just what the difference is. 

I think this can be made clear by comparing the expressions 
'Some tame tigers don't growl' and 'Some tame tigers don't 
exist'. The former, whether true or false, ha'S a perfectly clear 
meaning- a meaning just as clear as that of 'Some tame tigers 
do growl'; and it is perfectly clear that both propositions might 
be true together. But with 'Some tame tigers don't exist' the 
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case is different. 'Some tame tigers exist' has a perfectly clear 
meaning: it just means 'There are some tame tigers'. But the 
meaning of'Some tame tigers don't exist', if any, is certainly not 
equally clear. It is another queer and puzz~g exp:ession. H~s 
it any meaning at all? and, if so, what mearung~ If 1t has any, It 
would appear that it must mean the same as: 'There are some tame 
tigers which don't exist'. But has this any meaning? And if so, 
whau Is it possible that there should be any tame tigers which 
don't exim I think the answer is that, if in the sentence 'Some 
tame tigers don't exist' you ai:~ using 'exist' with the same mean­
•ing as in 'Some tame tigers exist', then the former sentence as a 
whole has no meaning at all - it is pure nonsense. A meaning 
can, of course, be given to 'Some tame tigers don't exist'; but 
this can only be done if'exist' is used in a different way from that 
in which it is used in 'Some tame tigers exist'. And, if this is so, 
it will follow that 'All tame tigers exist' and 'Most tame tigers 
exist', also have no meaning at all, if you are using 'exist' in the 
sense with which we are concerned. For 'All tame tigers growl' 
is equivalent to the conjunction 'Some tame tigers growl, and 
there is no tame tiger which does not growl'; and this has a 
meaning, because 'There is at least one tame tiger which does 
not growl' has one. If, therefore, 'There is at least one tame tiger 
which does not exist' has no meaning, it will follow that 'All 
tame tigers exist' also has none; because 'There is no tame 
tiger which does not exist' will have none, if'There is a tame tiger 
which does not exist' has none. Similarly 'Most tame tigers growl' 
is equivalent to the conjunction 'Some tame tigers growl, and the 
number of those (if any) which do not growl is smaller than 
that of t~ose which do' - a statement which has a meaning only 
because T}1-ere are tame tigers which do not growl' has one. If, 
~her~for~, There are tame tigers which don't exist' has no mean­
mg, !twill follow that 'Most tame tigers exist' will also have none. 
I think, therefore, we can say that one important difference 
betwee? t~e, ~se,of 'growl' in 'Some tame tigers growl' and the 
use of e~st lll , Some ~ame tigers exist', is that if in the. former 
case ~e ms,ert do not before 'growl', without changmg the 
meanmg of growl', we get a sentence which is significant, whereas 
if, in the latter, we insert 'do not' before 'exist' without changing 
the meaning of 'exist', we get a sentence which has no meaning 
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whatever; and I think we can also say that this fact explains why, 
with the given meaning of 'growl', 'All tame tigers growl' and 
'Most tame tigers growl' are both significant, whereas, with the 
given meaning of 'exist', 'All tame tigers exist' and 'Most tame 
tigers exist' are utterly meaningless. And ifby the statement that 
'growl', in this usage, 'stands for an attribute', whereas 'exist', 
in this usage, does not, part of what is meant is that there is this 
difference between them, then I should agree that 'exist', in this 
usage, does not 'stand for an attribute'. 

But is it really true that if, in the sentence 'Some tame tigers 
exist', we insert 'do not' before 'exist', withoL ::hanging the 
meaning of 'exist', we get a sentence which has no meaning 
whateven I have admitted that a meaning can be given to 'Some 
tame tigers do not exist'; and it may, perhaps, be contended by 
some people that the meaning which 'exist' has in this sentence, 
where it is significant, is precisely the same as that which it has 
in 'Some tame tigers exist'. I cannot show the contrary as clearly 
as I should like to be able to do; but I will do my best. 

The meaning which such an expression as 'Some tame tigers 
do not exist' sometimes does have, is that which it has when it is 
used to mean the same as 'Some tame tigers are imaginary' or 
'Some tame tigers are not real tigers'. That 'Some tame tigers 
are imaginary' may really express a proposition, whether true or 
false, cannot I think be denied. If, for instance, two different 
stories have been written, each of which is about a different 
imaginary tame tiger, it will follow that there are at least two 
imaginary tame tigers; and it cannot be denied that the sentence 
'Two different tame tigers occur in fiction' is significant, though 
I have not the least idea whether it is true or false. I know that 
at least one unicorn occurs in fiction, because one occurs in 
Alice Through the Looking Glass; and it follows that there is at 
least one imaginary unicorn, and therefore (in a sense) at least 
one unicorn which does not exist. Again, if it should happen that 
at the present moment two different people are each having an 
hallucination of a different tame tiger, it will follow that there 
are at the present moment two different i1:1aginary tame tigers; 
and the statement that two such hallucinations are occurring 
now is certainly significant, though it may very likely be false. 
The sentence 'There are some tame tigers which do not exist' is, 
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therefore, certainly significant, if it means only that there arc 
some imaginary tigers, in either of the two senses which I have 
tried to point out. But what it means is that either some ~cal 
people have written stories about imaginary tigers, or arc havmg 
or have recently had hallucinations of tame tigers, or, perhaps, 
are dreaming or have dreamed of particular tame tigers. If 
nothing of this sort has happened or is happening to anybody, then 
there are no imaginary tame tigers. But if 'Some tame tigers 
do not exist' means all this, is it not clear that 'exist' has not, in 
this sentence, the same comparatively simple meaning as it has 
in 'Some tame tigers exist' or in 'No tame tigers exist'? Is it not 
clear that 'Some tame tigers do not exist', if it means all this, is 
not related to 'Some tame tigers exist', in the same simple way 
in which 'Some tame tigers do not growl' is related to 'Some 
tame tigers growl'? 

2. There is, I think, also another important difference between 
this use of' exist' and the use of' growl', which may be brought 
out as follows. 

Mr. Russell has said1 'When we say "some men are Greeks," 
that means that the propositional function "x is a man and a 
Greek" is sometimes true'; and has explained just previously 
that by 'sometimes true' he means 'true in at least one instance'. 
With this explanation of what he means by 'sometimes true', I 
do not think that his statement as to the meaning of 'Some men 
~re ~reeks' is strictly correct; since I think that the use of the plural 
implies that 'x is a man and a Greek' is true in more than one 
instance, that is to say, in at least two instances. Let us suppose 
that he would accept this correction and say that what 'Some 
men ~r~ Greeks' means is not, strictly, that 'x is a man and a 
Greek is true in at least one instance, but that it is true in at least 
two •. He has further implied2 that to say of a propositional 
function that it is true in at least two instances is the same thing 
as to say that at least two 'values' of it are true; and he has told 
~s~ that t~e 'values' of propositional functions arc propo­
sitions. With these explanations, his view would appear to be 
that what 'Some men are Greeks' means is that at least two propo­
sitions, related to the propositional function 'x is a man and a 
Greek' in some way which he expresses by saying that they are 

1 lntrod11ctio11 to Mathematical Philosophy, p. 159. 2 Ibid., p. 158. i Ibid., p. I 56. 
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'values' of that function, are true. Now I cannot imagine what 
sort of propositions would be 'values' of 'xis a man and a Greek', 
except propositions of the following sort. There are propositions 
"\Vhich we express by pointing at (or indicating in some other 
way), an object which we are seeing (or perceiving in some 
other way) and uttering the words 'This is a so-and-so' (or 
equivalent words in some other language). Let us suppose that 
the kind of propositions which would be 'values' of 'x is a man 
and a Greek' would be propositions of this sort, where the words 
used were 'This is a man and a Greek'. Mr. Russell's doctrine 
would then be that 'Some men are Greeks' means that at least two 
different true propositions of this sort would be made: that there 
must have been at least nvo different objects at which a man 
might have pointed and said truly 'This is a man and a Greek'. 
And, if this is his doctrine, it seems to me to be true. Surely 
'Some men are Greeks' cannot possibly be true, unless there are 
at least two different objects, in the case of each of which a man 
might have seen it, pointed at it, and said with truth 'This is a 
man and a Greek'? 

On this view 'Some tame tigers growl' means that at least two 
values of 'xis a tame tiger and growls' are true; and this means 
that there are at least two objects, in the case of each of which a 
man might have seen it, pointed at it, and said with truth 'This is 
a tame tiger and growls'. Now in this sentence 'This is a tame 
tiger and growls' it is clear that, except for the difference con­
sisting in the fact that 'growls' is in the singular and 'growl' in 
the plural, the word 'growls' has the same meaning as has the word 
'growl' in 'Some tame tigers growl'. We can say, then, that one 
feature about our use of 'growl' is that, if we consider a 'value' 
of the propositional function which is such that 'Some tame tigers 
growl' means that at least two values of it are true, then the singu­
lar of 'growl' can be used, with the same meaning, in the expres­
sion of such a value. And perhaps this may be part of what is 
meant by saying that 'growl' 'stands for an attribute'. It may 
perhaps be meant that to point at an object which you are seeing, 
and utter the words 'This object growls', is significant - that 
the words and gesture together do really express a proposition, 
true or false. 

But now consider 'Some tame tigers exist': is the same true: 
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of 'exist' in this sentence~ Mr. Russell says: 1 'We say that "men 
exist" or" a man exists" if the propositional function "xis human" 
is sometimes true'. And he goes on to protest that though the 
proposition 'Socrates is a man' is 'equivalent' to 'Socrates is 
human', it 'is not the very same proposition'. For my part I 
doubt whether we ever do use 'is human' in such a way that 
'Socrates is human' is equivalent to 'Socrates is a man'. I think 
Mr. Russell is using 'is human' in a very special sense, in which 
nobody but he has ever used it, and that the only way of explain­
ing how he is using it is to say that he is using it to mean precisely 
that which we ordinarily express by 'is a human being'. If this is 
so, and if we are allowed to distinguish, as I think we ought, 
between 'men exist' and 'a man exists', and to say that 'men exist' 
means, not ' "x is a human being" is true in at least one instance', 
but_' "x ~s a human being" is true in at least two instances', then 
I think his doctrine is true; provided, again, that we are allowed 
to _r~ard the sort of propositions which we express, e.g. by 
po~~g at an eibject which we are seeing and saying the words 
_This IS a h~an,being', as being those whic? ~re values of ~x 
Is a hum~n being. Surely 'Human beings exist can be true 1f, 
and only 1f, there are at least two objects, such that, if a man were 
to see and point to one of them and utter the words 'This is a 
hum:m being', he would be expressing a true proposition by what 
he did~ 

, Now, if this is right, we see at once that the use of 'growl' in 
Some _tame tigers growl' differs from that of 'exist' in 'Some 

tame tigers exist', in the respect that, while the first asserts that 
more than one value of 'xis a tame tiger and growls' is true, the 
second_ as,s~rts, not that more than one value of 'x is a tame tiger 
and ex,_sts !s. true, but merely that more than one value of' x is a 
t~me tig~r, 1s true. Owing to this view of his that 'Some tame 
ngers_ exi~~ 7:11-eans the same as 'Some values of the propositional 
func~io~ x Is a tame tiger" are true', Mr. Russell has been led to 
say2

3 E;'lst~nce is essentially a property of a propositional function' 
and ( It_ Is 0 f, propositional functions that you can assert or 
deny existence and, that it is a fallacy to transfer 'to the 

; k;:tro~uction ~o Mat/1ematica/ Philosophy, pp. 171-2. 
a ~nist, Apnl 1919, p. 195. 

Ibid. p. 19<>. 4 Ibid p. 197. 
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individual that satisfies a propositional function a predicate which 
only applies to a propositional function'; so that, according to 
him, existence is, after all, in this usage, a 'property' or 'predicate', 
though not a property of individuals, but only of propositional 
functions! I think this is a mistake on his part. Even if it is true 
that 'Some tame tigers exist' means the same as 'Some values 
of "x is a tame tiger" are true' it does not follow, I think, that 
we can say that 'exist' means the same as 'is sometimes true', 
and 'some tame tigers' the same as 'xis a tame tiger': indeed, I 
think it is clear that we can not say this; for certainly ' "x is a 
tame tiger" exists' would not mean the same as 'Some tame 
tigers exist'. But what I think does follow from this interpreta­
tion of 'Some tame tigers exist' is another thing which Mr. 
Russell himself holds, namely, that if a proposition which you 
express by pointing at something which you see and saying 'This 
is a tame tiger', is a 'value' of'x is a tame tiger', then if, pointing 
at the same thing, you were to say the words 'This exists', and, 
if you were using 'exists' merely as the singular of 'exist' in the 
sense in which it is used in 'Some tame tigers exist', what you did 
would not express a proposition at all, but would be absolutely 
meaningless. That is to say, there is between 'Some tame tigers 
growl' and 'Some tame tigers exist', not only the difference that, 
whereas the first asserts that some values of 'x is a tame tiger a11d 
growls' are true, the second asserts only that some values of 'xis a 
tame tiger' are true; there is also the further and more important 
difference that, why the second asserts only that some values of 
'xis a tame tiger' are true, is not because we happen to use 'This 
is a tame tiger' to mean the same as 'This is a tame tiger and exists', 
but because by pointing and saying 'This exists' we should express 
no proposition at all, so long as we were using 'exists' as the singular 
of the use of 'exist' with which we are concerned, whereas by 
pointing and saying 'This growls' we certainly should be express­
ing a proposition, even though we were using 'growls' merely as 
the singular of 'growl' with the meaning it has in 'Some tame 
tigers growl'. 'This is a tame tiger, and exists' would be not 
tautologous, but meaningless. 

This, I think, gives us a second true thing, which may per­
haps be sometimes part of what is meant by saying that 'exist', 
in this usage, 'does not stand for an attribute'. 
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II 

So far I have been solely concerned with the use of 'exist' in 
such sentences as 'Some tame tigers exist,' and have tried to 
point out two differences between its use here and the use of 
'growl' in 'Some tame tigers growl', which may perhaps be part 
of what is meant by saying that 'exist,' in this usage, does not 
'stand for an attribute', whereas 'growl' does. But I cannot help 
thinking that there are other significant uses of'exists'; and I want 
~ parti~ular, to try to point out two such, and to consider what, 
if anything, true can be meant by saying that in these usages also 
'exists' does not 'stand for an attribute'. 

I. I have just said that to point at a thing which you see and say 
'This exists' seems to me to be meaningless, if' exists' is the singu-
1ar of' exist' in the sense in which it is used in 'Tame tigers exist'; 
but_ I cannot help thinking that in the case of anything to point at 
which and_ say '~his is a tame tiger' is significant, it is also signifi­
cant to pomt at 1t and say 'This exists', in some sense or other. My 
reaso~ for thinking this is that it seems to me that you can clearly 
~ay w_ith truth of any such object 'This might not have existed', 'It 
~dogically possible. t~at this should not. hav_e existed'; ~d ~ 
h cldt bsee how it 1s possible that 'This rrught have existed 

sh O £ e true, unless 'This does in fact exist' is true, and 
t_br ohe als~ significant. The statement 'It is logically pos­
Sl e t at this should not have existed' seems to mean 'The 
sentence , 'TL 's d . " . . nifi ' d . f 'Thi d 

• , 1u oes not exist 1s s1g 1cant ; an 1 s oes 
not exist is signi£ 'TL: d · , b · nifi N I 1cant, ms oes exist must e s1g 1cant too. 
at ow b~annot ~elp thinking that in every case in which I point 
t an~ ~e~t which I am perceiving and say significantly 'This is a 
ame tiger 'Thi • b k' . . • • c · · ab ' s ls a oo , my propos1t1on 1s m ract a proposition 

P ou~ s?me sense-datum, or some set of sense-data, which I am 
erce1vmg· and th f h . . I I. dat ( ' h at part o w at I am saymg 1s t 1at t us sense-

sa umI or t ~se sense-data) is 'of' a physical object. That is to 
c Y, am savmg f d h • • ' f' h • 1 ob· t • th '~. ? some sense- atum t at It 1s o a p ys1ca 

I s~:c ~ e sense 111 which it is true to say of an after-image which 
think wh my eyes shut that it is not 'of' a physical object. And I 

t at. part, at least, of what we mean by 'This exists', where 
we are usmg 'th· , • h h · d 
'Thi • b is 111 t e same way as w en we pomt an say 

sis a 00k', is 'This sense-datum is of a physical object', which 
seems to me to be certainly significant. If 'of' here stood for a 
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relation, we might say that 'This is a book' was short for 'The 
thing which this sense-datum is "of" is a book', and therefore 
'This exists' short for 'The thing which this sense-datum is "of" 
exists'; in which case the use of' exists' in question would be that 
which in Pri11cipia Mathematica is symbolized by E !, and there 
would be the same sort of reason for saying that it does not 'stand 
for an attribute' as in the case of the 'exist' which occurs in 'Some 
tame tigers exist'. I do not believe, however, that 'of' here does 
stand for a relation, nor therefore that 'This' in 'This is a book' 
can be said to be short for the sort of phrase which Russell has 
called 'a definite description'; and, this being so, I am not at all 
clear as to what that is true could be meant by saying that 'exists', 
in this usage, 'does not stand for an attribute'. The only suggestion 
I can make is this. It seems to me that 'This exists' (in this usage) 
always forms part of what is asserted by 'This is a book', 'This 
is red', etc. etc., where 'this' is used in the manner with which we 
are now concerned; and possibly part of what is meant by saying 
that 'is a book', 'is red', etc., 'stand for attributes', is that part b11t 
not the whole of what is asserted by any 'value' of 'xis a book', 
'x is red', etc., is 'This exists'. In that case 'exists' in 'This exists' 
would not 'stand for an attribute', solely because the whole of 
what it asserts, and not merely a part, is 'This exists'. 

2. Another reason why 'This exists', where 'this' is used as it is 
in 'This is a book' seems to me to be significant, is because it 
seems to me not only significant to say of a given sense-datum 
'This is of a physical object' or 'This is not of a physical object', 
but also to say of the sense-datum itself 'This exists'. If this is so, 
we have to do with a new sense of 'exists', since certainly no 
part of the meaning of such an assertion with regard to a sense­
datum is that it, or any other sense-datum, is 'of' a physical 
object. But my reason for holding that it is significant for me to 
say, for instance, of an after-image which I am seeing with my eyes 
shut, 'This exists', is similar to that which I gave in the last case: 
namely that it seems to me that in the case o,f every sense-datum 
which anyone ever perceives, the person in question could 
always say with truth of the sense-datum in question 'This might 
not have existed'; and I cannot see how this could be true unless 

' 'This does in fact exist' is also true, and therefore significant. 
That 'this exists' has any meaning in such cases, where, as Mr. 
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Russell would say, we are using 'this' as a 'proper name' for some­
thing with which we are 'acquainted', is, I know, disputed; my 
view that it has, involves, I am bound to admit, the curious 
consequence that 'this exists', when used in this way, is always 
~u_e, and 'this does not exist' always false; and I have little ~o say 
m its favour except that it seems to me so plainly true that, m the 
case of every sense-datum I have, it is logically possible that the 
sense-datum in question should not have existed - that there 
sh~uld simply have been no such thing. If, for instance, I am 
see~g a bright after-image with my eyes shut, it seems to me quite 
plainly conceivable that I should have had instead, at that moment, 
a uni~orm black field, such as I often have with my eyes shut; 
:md, if ! had had such a field, then that particular bright after­
image simply would not have existed. 

But, supposing 'This exists', in this usage, has a meaning, 
why should we not say that 'exists' here 'stands for an attribute'? 
I hi~ suggest no reason why we should not, except the same 
w c 1 suggested in the last case. 



CHAPTER VI 

'EVERY EVENT HAS A CAUSE' 

By G. ]. Wamock 

I 

THERE is obviously something strange about the sentence 'Every 
event has a cause'. It is natural enough that there should some­
times be disagreement over the question whether some statement 
is true or false. Less commonly, but still understandably, there 
occur disputes about what some sentences mean, or whether 
they really mean anything. But in this case the situation is more 
complicated. Some in saying that every event has a cause {or in 
using more or less sophisticated variants of this) have believed 
without question that they were making a true statement. Others 
have adduced from widely diverse fields considerations which 
lead them to say that it is false. But views quite different from 
either of these have been put forward. It has been held that the 
statement that every event has a cause is not merely true in fact, 
but necessarily true; also that, though perhaps it is not in the 
ordinary way necessarily true, it is yet in some special way 
unquestionable; and also, perhaps most paradoxically, that despite 
appearances it is neither a true statement nor a false one, neither 
necessary nor unquestionable - indeed not a statement at all, but 
a kind of maxim, or precept, or exhortation. All this seems to 
show that the sentence 'Every event has a cause' is not understood 
as clearly as could be wished; for if it were understood it should 
surely be possible to decide whether what it says is contingent 
or necessary; or at least whether one who utters it is making a 
statement, adopting or commending a maxim, issuing an exhorta­
tion or expressing a resolution. Or perhaps it would be found 
that he is doing none of these things. 

II 

Those who have argued the question whether it is true or false 
to say that every event has a cause were often, certainly, at cross 

95 
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purposes. The motive for maintaining that it was true_wa~ usually 
the belief that every event is an instance of some scientific law, 
or law of nature, and could thus in principle at least be causally 
explained. And the motive for maintaining the contrary was not 
primarily the belief that this was not the case, but rather the con­
viction that at least some happenings can be explained by reference 
to the intentions, choices, and decisions of intelligent and respons­
ible beings, or 'agents'. The contention that some events have 
no causes was sponsored on the assumption that only if this were so 
could it really be held that some events occur because responsible 
beings choose or decide to act in certain ways. However, it is 
by no means a clearly correct assumption that explanation of an 
event in terms of an agent's decision must exclude the possibility 
of giving a causal explanation of it as well. In order to maintain 
that the occupant of the next room decided to tum on the lights 
it is not necessary, nor indeed is it possible, to deny that their 
lighting up was an ordinary instance of the laws of electricity. 
And to say that the golf-ball finished short of the green because 
the player wanted to keep out of the bunkers does not make it 
either incorrect or impossible to explain its flight in terms of the 
elasticity of ball and club-face, the velocity of impact, and the 
state of atmosphere and ground. 

m 
This_ pa~ticular dispute might be continued into many further 

co~p~cat1ons; but it has sometimes been swept aside as wholly 
~sgmded and inappropriate. It is, it has been argued, quite 
nustaken to ask whether it is true or false that every event has a 
~ause, or what would be the consequences of affirming or denying 
its truth; for the alleged statement in dispute is not really a state­
ment at all, so that questions of truth and falsity do not arise. 
Kant for ~xample (in criticizing certain metaphysical arguments 
about a F1rst Cause) found difficulties both in the claim that the 
alleged statement was true, and also in the assertion that it was 
~a~se; ~nd accordingly suggested that it must be regarded as an 
m;unctwn to extend the search for causes as far as possible, and to 
seek alw:ays to make more coherent and comprehensive our 
formulations of natural laws. 1 Earlier, however, he had himself 

1 Critique of Pure Reason, A498 (B526). 
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written as if the La"\v of Causation were a necessary truth; and 
indeed it docs not seem at all to resemble what would ordinarily 
be thought of as maxims, i1~unctions, or rules. 'Do not rely on 
defective apparatus'; 'Do not draw general conclusions from a 
few observations made in unfavourable conditions'; or (c£ 
Darwin) 'Ahvays pay special attention to instances apparently 
contradicting your hypotheses' - these for example would 
naturally be regarded as maxims for scientists, hints on how to 
succeed. To attempt to formulate coherent and comprehensive 
statements of law, on the other hand, seems to be rather what 
scientists actually do (almost, what scientists do by definition) than 
something which they should be enjoined or encouraged to do. 
To affirm the Law of Causation would be, on this view, to urge 
them to carry on with their activities, not to give them maxims 
or tips on how to succeed. And in any case, although one who 
says that every event has a cause would naturally be regarded 
as thereby displayi11g determination to carry on the search for 
laws, or perhaps as urging his audience not to give up, it is still 
the natural view to take that he is stating that, ifhe or they persist, 
success will be achieved. It at least looks as ifhe were urging the 
continued search for laws only by way of stating that there are 
in every field natural laws to be found. There is thus no case for 
adopting this Kantian view, unless the natural belief that we are 
dealing with some kind of statement turns out to be utterly unten­
able; and if it turns out to be untenable, the statement-like form 
'Every event has a cause' must be abandoned as muddling. 

IV 

Some others who have held that it is out of place to argue about 
the truth or falsity of this alleged statement have, I think, had the 
idea that the Law of Causation is to the natural sciences what the 
laws of logic are to deductive disciplines. It is in this sense, I 
believe, that one must understand the contention that this Law 
is and must be 'presupposed' in all scientific investigation - that 
it must be accepted and cannot sensibly (or 'rationally') be ques­
tioned. It might be urged that, just as one cannot profitably 
engage in deductive argument without accepting rules specifying 
the difference between valid and invalid reasoning, so one 

H 
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cannot engage in scientific inquiry without accepting the Law of 
Causation. Put thus, however, this contention looks obviously 
wrong. The proper analogy would be that between the laws of 
logic and the canons of inductive argument. The pursuit of 
scientific inquiry certainly requires pretty general agreement on 
the difference between good evidence and bad, between well­
established conclusions and rash hypotheses, between properly 
conducted tests and random gropings. But the Law of Causation 
has not much to do with this. For one who wishes to reject this 
Law need not, it would seem, deny that the grounds offered in 
support of most scientific conclusions are adequate; he need only 
maintain that there are or very well might be some cases in which 
no similar conclusions can be reached. This is certainly to reject 
the common assumption that the canons of inductive argument 
must be regarded as worthless unless one also accepts the Law of 
Causation; but this assumption is surely mistaken. It amounts to 
suggesting that the canons of inductive argument essentially 
require the guarantee, or at least the presupposition, that their 
observance will in principle always ensure success; but they do 
not in fact require so much as this. One might well recognize 
that to pay assiduous attention to inductive evidence is the best 
thing that one can do in attempting to formulate statements of 
law, and yet not assume that there are no cases at all in which the 
best attempts would be utterly baffled. It is probably true that 
most people who use inductive arguments do assume, or perhaps 
half-~consciously take for granted, that if they try hard enough 
they will succeed in their quest; but it is not by any means necessary 
that they should assume this. One might well continue to do the 
best. ~~t one could, _with failur~ accepted as _a constant lurking 
pos~ibility; and certainly one nnght accept without any disquiet 
the idea that inquirers in other fields might always fail. H. W. B. 
Joseph's assertion1 that to accept this idea is to 'despair of reason 
:ind thought' is dramatic, but an exaggeration. Failure and despair 
m some cases are compatible with optimism and success in others. 

So f~r, then, we have noted that the sentence 'Every event has 
a cause has ( often for extraneous and dubious reasons) given rise 
~o debates about whether, as a statement, it is true or false; that 
it has been held to express a sort of precept or injunction - a 

1 I11trod11Ctio11 to Logic, p. 420. 
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paradoxical claim on which we suspended judgment; and that it 
has been held to be 'unquestionable' by rational persons who wish 
to use inductive arguments - a suggestion that we have rejected. 
I wish now to examine the suggestion with which I shall be 
mainly concerned - the suggestion, namely that the statement 
that every event has a cause is sy11thetic a priori, a synthetic uecessary 
tmth. I hope that in the assessment of this suggestion the main 
source, or sources, of the difficulty will be discovered. 

V 

The question of synthetic necessary truth has been for some 
time a storm-centre in philosophy. That there should be dis­
agreement here is understandable; but it seems that this question 
engages the emotions also. This is, I think, because upon this 
issue philosophers of sharply different casts of mind, however 
they may agree on this point or that, find themselves strongly 
inclined to take opposite sides. It appears to matter enormously 
which side is taken, and as if, here at least, the line between two 
opposing camps were clearly drawn out. This however is, most 
strikingly, not the case. Those who aver that there are synthetic 
necessary truths are apt to put forward the baffling contention that 
by some sort of insight, or intellectual gazing, we can see that 
some truths of fact are necessary truths; while those who contend 
that no synthetic truths are necessary mai.11.tain the hardly less 
cloudy doctrine that truths of fact can only be based on, and so 
might at any time be or might have been falsified by, Experien~e. 
These are large issues, and they excite strong feelings; but we must 
not at once range ourselves with one party or the other. Nothing 
but confusion can result (as it has often resulted) from considering 
this topic in wholly general terms, or from assuming that, whenever 
a claim to synthetic necessary truth is made or denied, some simple 
and single question is presented for decision. 

To the sorts of statements which are most comfortably called 
synthetic it is natural also to apply such predicates as 'contingent', 
'factual', 'empirical', or 'a posteriori'; and we expect the contra­
dictories of these to be of exactly the same logical character. To 
expressions naturally regarded as analytic we are apt to attach 
also such predicates as 'logically necessary', 'true by definition', 
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and' a priori'; and here we expect the contradictories to be logically 
impossible, self-contradictory. We would hesitate to say that a 
statement was quite ordinarily synthetic unless it appeared also 
to rank as contingent, factual, and empirical; we feel w1casy in 
labelling an expression 'analytic' unless we can show that it is 
somehow necessary, true by definition; and we expect the normal 
behaviour of contradictories. Thus, if one refuses to submit to 
this dichotomy and seeks to bridge it by the phrase 'synthetic 
a priori', one's refusal may be~ due to a variety of discomforts. 
Perhaps the stateme11t that it is proposed to call synthetic a priori 
is, though not analytic, not contingent either; perhaps it appears 
to be empirical but not a posteriori; it may seem to be necessary 
but not true by definition, or logically necessary and factual at 
the same time. The notions involved in all this are numerous, 
related no doubt, but nevertheless diverse. There is accordingly 
scope for a good many difficulties in the customary attempt to 
divide all significant indicative sentences into two classes; there is 
no good reason to suppose that in all cases we can effect a single, 
orderly, exhaustive, and satisfying classification; and so there are 
correspondingly numerous and various reasons for clutching at 
some such straw as 'synthetic a priori'. Or perhaps it resembles a 
smoke-screen rather than a straw; the phrase is nobody's salva­
tion, but it serves to cloak many a tangle behind the lines. 

In this case we shall consider the claim made for the sentence 
'Every event has a cause', without insisting that what is said of 
this case has necessarily any application to other cases, and allowing 
that other sentences for which this claim is made may well require 
a very different treatment. 

VI 

. First w_e must try to make clear what is or might be involved 
m the cl~1m that the Law of Causation is a synthetic a priori truth. 
For saymg_ that it is synthetic there seem to be two (related) 
reaso~s. First, the sentence 'Every event has a cause' cannot 
plausibly be represented as analytic; it is not like 'Every bicycle 
has ~~ whe;~s'. For whereas, in giving the meaning of the 
word bicycle It would he necessary to make it clear that a bicycle 
has two wheels, it does not seem that, in defining the word 'event', 
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it would be correct or necessary to stipulate that every event has a 
cause. There is no definition of 'event' by the help of which 
'Every event has a cause' can be transformed into a manifest 
tautology. Conversely, the sentence 'Some events have no causes' 
is not self-contradictory. H. A. Pritchard, indeed, claimed that 
to realize the truth of the Law of Causation we need only con­
sider what we mean by 'a physical event'; 1 but this is for several 
reasons peculiar. His claim was intended, but even if correct 
would fail, to support the idea that this Law is synthetic a priori; 
it does not in any case seem to be true that 'having a cause' is part 
of what is meant by 'a physical event'; and there seems to be no 
good reason why the events of which the Law says that every 
one has a cause should be only physical events. However, the 
point at present is only th.is - that it seems impossible to hold that 
'Every event has a cause' is analytic, tautologous, true by defmi­
tion; and this inclines us to conclude that it must be synthetic. 
For if it is not analytic what else could it be~ 

A second reason for inclining to this conclusion is that the 
Law of Causation appears to make a statement, and indeed a 
fundamentally important statement, about the course of nature -
about what actually occurs in the universe we inhabit. It does 
not appear merely to illustrate, or to analyse, what we mean by 
the word 'event', but rather to say something of enormous 
importance about the way things actually are. Is it not a funda­
mental fact about the universe that we find in it the Rule of Law~ 

Such, then, are the main considerations that may lead us to 
say that the Law of Causation is a synthetic statement. Some 
would say that, if we allow these considerations to have weight, 
we thereby make it impossible to hold that the Law is also a priori; 
for it is sometimes argued that the expression 'a priori' can only 
mean the very same as 'analytic', and hence that the expression 
'synthetic a priori' is self-contradictory. This contention, however, 
is not acceptable. There may be reasons, even if not good reasons, 
for saying that some statements are synthetic a priori, and it is 
unhelpful, whatever suspicions we may have, to dismiss this 
suggestion at the outset as logically absurd; but also it is by no 
means obvious that 'analytic' and 'a priori' do mean the same. 
Neither term is in fact quite unambiguous, but the first seems to 

1 Kant's Theory of Knowledge, p. 300. 
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be somewhat narrower than the second. Certainly, if we define 
the term 'analytic' so that only those sentences arc rightly so 
called which can, with the help of definitions, be transformed 
into formal tautologies, it will be an error to hold that only 
analytic sentences are a priori. For there arc sentences (e.g. 
'Nothing can be red and green all over') which it would be 
natural and proper to regard as a priori - anyone w~o knows 
English knows that they arc necessarily true - but which cannot 
be shown to be tautologous by the use of defi11itio11s. In a sense, 
certainly, they owe their necessary truth to linguistic ru1cs; but 
the rules governing the use of'red' and 'green' cannot be expressed 
as definitions. But quite apart from such cases as these, there arc 
reasons for holding that 'analytic' and 'a priori' do not mean the 
same. For to say of a statement that it is true a priori is to say 
that it can be seen or shown to be true without appeal to empirical 
e':idence or tests; and though it might be that this co~ld rightly b_e 
said only of expressions that are in fact analytic, still to say tlus 
would not be to say the very same thing as is said when we say 
that those expressions are analytic. I suggest, then, that those who 
say that the Law of Causation is, as well as a synthetic, an a priori 
truth, may be taken to mean that what it states about the course of 
nature can be seen to be true without appeal to empirical evidence; 
or perhaps (though this as will be seen is a very different matter) 
that we can se~ that no empirical evidence against it could be 
found. There is no denying that this is a curious claim. If the 
Law really tells us something about the course of nature, surely 
we must find out whether or not it is true by discovering what 
th~ course of nature actually is; and surely there must be some­
~g that could count against it - namely nature's not pursuing 

c<;>urse that the Law says that nature does in fact pursue. 
C;rtainly the claim is strange; but it is worth examining. 

n_ ;ha~ follows I shall try to show that, although there arc 
consi ~rati?ns that might incline us to say that the Law of 
Causation is true a • • h ·d · • · r:. 1 l l th priori, t ese cons1 erat1ons m ract cance com-
p ete Y e reason~ that there seemed to be for saying that the 
~aw ,was a S):Jthet1c statement. This is not to say that tl1e cxpres-
51?n synthetic a priori' is in general and in every case sclf-contra­
dicto~y (though I t~nk it is always unhelpful); it is only t~ say 
that, rn the present Instance, the case for applying the predicate 
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'synthetic' is destroyed by the case for applying the predicate 
'a priori'; there may be a case for each, but not for both at once. 

VII 

As a preliminary move it will be desirable to re-phrase the 
sentence 'Every event has a cause'. For this sentence has many 
rather misleading features, some of which (by no means all) it 
will be helpful here to eliminate. It is in particular, as has often 
been pointed out, misleading to suggest that for any event there 
is some one other event to be described, and alone described, as 
its cause. Suppose, for example, that I cause my house to collapse 
by improvidently removing an oak beam from the cellar. 
Although we should no doubt ordinarily say that it collapsed 
beca11se I thus interfered with its structure, it is obvious enough 
that it would not have collapsed unless_ the whole house was 
actually so constructed as to depend for its stability upon this 
beam. It was thus not merely my removal of the beam which 
occasioned its collapse, but this removal combined with the other 
structural features of the house. A full account of the disaster 
would have to include an account of these other features, as well 
as the statement that the beam was removed- just as a full 
report on an outbreak of fire would have to include an account 
of the inflammable materials in the area and perhaps of the condi­
tions of atmosphere, as well as the statement that a cigarette was 
dropped into a waste-paper basket. The event in question (the 
collapse, the outbreak of fire) occurred because certain quite 
complex conditions were present; from these we might, as we 
often do, pick out as the cause that which was brought about 
immediately before the event occurred, or (sometimes) that 
which was unusual. (It might be said that my house collapsed 
when I removed the beam because I had taken to storing several 
tons of books in the attic.) But not uncommonly it is pointless 
or impossible to pick out any one occurrence as the cause of an 
event - not because the event is random or inexplicable or 
mysterious, but because there is no case for stressing any one in 
particular of the numerous conditions sufficient for its occurrence. 
What is important is that there should be conditions sufficient 
for its occurrence, not that it should be always possible to select 
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some one of these as the single cause; and the statement that every 
event has a cause does not, presumably, claim that this is always 
possible. (If it did so it would be clearly synthetic, and false.) 

Suppose, then, that we re-write the sentence 'Every ev~nt has 
a cause' in some such way as this: 'For any event E, there 1s some 
set of antecedent conditions such that, whenever these conditions 
obtain, an event of the kind E occurs.' (I refer to this hereafter 
as S.) . 

This is still a comparatively unsophisticated formula, and It 
might be criticized on various grounds which, however, arc here 
of no great importance. Some might say th.at it fails to distinguish 
between causal and co-incidental connections - might it not 
happen, by sheer coincidence, that whenever certain conditions 
obtain a certain kind of event occurs~ This version allows also 
the possibility that more than one set of conditions may be suffi­
cient for the occurrence of some kinds of events, and it might 
be held that ideally this should be ruled out. It might also be 
said that, at least in some of the sciences, there is no reason for 
being specially interested in antecedent conditions; what we 
require are statements of law permitting inference from any 
state of a given system at any time to its state at any other time, 
with_no special bias towards prediction or interest in, the future. 
It_ ~ght be h:ld, too, that the vague word 'event should be 
elimmated as ill-suited to scientific exactitude. All these arc 
reasonable points in their way; but I think there is at present no 
~eason why we should seek to translate 'Every event has a cause' 
mto a form and vocabulary acceptable to scientists; for in the 
present ~rgument nothing turns on this. The version adopted 
abov~ w~l serve well enough, though I certainly would not deny 
that It might be improved upon. 

VIII 

S_uppose ?ne were to ask how the alleged statement S is to be 
verified; this at once brings out one curious feature of it. First, 
it is in a comparatively ordinary way of unrestricted generality. 
It appears to make a statement about any and every event that 
ever occ_urred, occurs, or will occur. It might thus be thought 
that, while we have no doubt some reason for inclining to the view 
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that S is true, we could not possibly have good reason for affirm­
ing positively that it is true. How could we rightly venture to 
make positive assertions about absolutely every event? But then 
there is worse still to come. For it will be seen that S also makes a 
statement of unrestricted generality about each of an unrestricted 
number of events - namely that for each event there are condi­
tions such that, whenever they obtain, an event of that kind occurs. 
lt would thus seem that causal statements really are, as all empiri­
cal statements were once supposed to be, indefinitely vulnerable 
to time. If we say that conditions ABC are sufficient for the occur­
rence of an event E (or that A, or B, or C, is the cause ofE), what 
we say now will have to be retracted if at any time these conditions 
obtain and E docs not occur. We can say 'There really was a 
telephone here, but now it's vanished'; we cannot say 'This was 
the cause of E, but now it isn't'. For to say that conditions ABC 
may now obtain and event E not occur is to admit that we were 
wrong in saying earlier that ABC were its sufficient conditions. 
It would thus appear that even particular causal statements arc 
indefinitely exposed to falsification; far more so then the doubly 
general assertion that of every event some such statement could 
be truly made. By this line of argument we might be led to the 
view that it would be unpardonably rash, almost a mere act of 
faith, to affirm S with confidence; one can understand why this 
affirmation is made, but one cannot feel much confidence in its 
truth. 

IX 

But now there is quite another side to the case. Suppose that 
there arc indefinitely many cats, and that someone says ( of all 
cats there ever were, are, or will be) that every cat has a tail. 
Herc we might say that there could hardly be good reason for 
accepting this statement with confidence as true - after all we 
can only actually inspect a finite and rather small number of 
cats. Furthermore, we have no difficulty in saying what would 
show this universal statement to be false - namely the discovery 
of a cat without a tail - and such a discovery might be made at 
any time. Now it was suggested in the previous paragraph that 
S, being of doubly unrestricted generality, is doubly and indefi-
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nitely exposed to the risk of falsification. Suppose t~en that we 
now raise the question what would have to occur rn order to 
establish that S is false~ 

A verbal answer - 'an uncaused event' - of course springs to 
mind. But this answer raises obvious difficulties. It is easy enough 
to imagine an event E, conditions sufficient for the occurrence 
of which have always been supposed to be ABC; and that some 
day these conditions may obtain and yet the event E does not occur. 
But clearly this has no tendency to falsify S. For it was said in S 
only that there are some conditions sufficient for the occurrence of 
any event; it was not specified what these conditions actually arc 
in any instance, nor was it implied that anyone necessarily knows 
in any instance what conditions are sufficient. To say that there 
~re some laws of nature does not imply that anyone knows, or 
mdeed ever will know, what exactly they are. And thus the 
affirmation of S is compatible with the rejection of every particu­
lar statement oflaw, and every causal statement, that is or ever 
has been or will be asserted. IfI say 'Someone now in this house 
has green hair', it can be shown that what I say is untrue; for 
everyone now in this house can be paraded and none observed 
to have green hair. But ifI say 'There once was or is or will be, 
somewher~ in the universe, a person who has green hair', _I need 
never adnut that I am wrong. For it could never be said that 
everyyart of the universe at every possible date had been inspected 
and tound to contain no green-haired person. Similarly, if I 
;ere to say 'Some set of the conditions ABCDF is sufficient 
or the occurrence of E', it could be shown that I am mistaken. 

For all of the fmite number of combinations could be tried and 
none found to be sufficient for the occurrence of E. But if I 
herely affirm that there are some conditions, and do not delimit 
t ~ area of search for them at all, I need never admit that I am 
~taken. For it could never be said that every conceivable factor 
an se_t of factors that might be conditions of E had been tried 
~d rejected; and so it could always be said that the right combina­
tion of conditions had not yet been found. 

Thus, there could never occur any event which it would be 
necessary, or even natural, to describe as an uncaused event. 
(There are of course events whose causes are not known.) It 
could never be said that among its complex and indefinitely 
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numerous antecedents 11011e could be said to be sufficient for its 
occurrence. And th.is is to say that nothing could occur which 
would require us to hold that Sis false. Whatever occurred we 
might still affirm that S. 

It is in this way that S resembles a tautology, an a priori truth. 
It is completely independent of the actual course of events, com­
patible with anything and everything that does or might happen. 
It calls indeed for no supporting empirical evidence, for none 
could count against it. It cannot be empirically tested, for no 
test could fail - or rather nothing could be made to count as a 
test. But, clearly enough, if these points were brought to support 
the contention that S is a priori, they would tell conclusively 
against the claim that it is synthetic. For if S can be affirmed 
whatever may be the course of events, it says nothing of what the 
course of events in fact is. It does not tell us what we shall find 
in our experience, for whatever we find we may assert it without 
fear of mistake. This is not to say, what I think is plainly untrue, 
that S is tautologous or analytic. It resembles a tautology in 
being compatible with any and every state of affairs; but it 
escapes the possibility of falsification not because it is necessary, 
but rather because it is vacuous. It is more like the assertion that 
there arc invisible, intangible, odourless, soundless, and otherwise 
indetectable tigers in the garden - though it is less conspicuously 
vacuous than this, the reasons for its tmfalsifiability being different 
and much less obvious. 

X 

All this, I think, shows that there must be something wrong 
with, for example, the sort of argument that Kant brings in 
favour of the view that S (or something like S) is a synthetic 
a priori truth. 1 Very roughly, the argument is that S lays down 
what is almost a defining property of human experience - unless 
it were the case that every event has a cause, our experience would 
be so unimaginably different that we could i1ot think or speak 
about it in any way, there would merely be chaos and confusion. 
Thus, it might be contended, the fact that we can say that every 

1 Critique of P11re Reas"11, Second Analogy. 
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event has a cause, and be understood, itself shows that what _we 
say is actually the case; for if it were not, neither this n?r anyt~mg 
else could intelligibly be said. This sort of argun_ient 1s, I behev~, 
an exaggeration of something interesting an~ 1mp?rtant. It. I~ 

true that if there were too many random, mexphcable, qu1~c 
unforeseeable happenings, we should find ourselves not m~rely 111 

practical but also in linguistic difficulties. If, for e~ample, 1t _were 
the case that objects frequently changed colour m a seemu~gly 
quite random manner, we could no longer say what colour t_hmgs 
really were, but only what colour they looked at some particular 
time; and this would be a nuisance, particularly in cases where 
colour is a criterion ofidentity. (There would then be no_ Cabbage 
Whites or Scarlet Ramblers.) And we could not say with co~ifi­
dence 'This is an apple' unless we could be sure that the object 
of which we spoke would behave and respond to treatment as 
apples do. What this shows, however, is that we could not speak 
and act as we do if there were too much disorder and chaos in our 
environment; it does not show that we could not tolerate any at 
all. Nor, of course, does it show that it must be tme that every 
event has a cause; for, as we have seen to affirm that S is compat­
ible with any sort of happenings ~hatever. We would pre­
sumably be_ unable to speak and act as we now do if, though 
there were m fact conditions sufficient for the occurrence of any 
event, t_hese conditions were too complex or too numerous for 
us to discover them. A world whose behaviour could only be 
rightly described in statements of law too complicated for us to 
fo~mulate or comprehend would be, for our purposes, every bit 
as mt~acta?le as a w?rld whose behaviour was merely random and 
chaotic - It would m fact be indistinguishable from such a world. 
There are, no doubt, some statements of fact about the world 
which would only be falsified by some radical change in the 
whole character of our experience; and it may be that some of 
these statements state conditions essential to the use of language 
(o_r ~t least to the ~se of any languages now used). If so, there 
will mdeed be cert_am statements which, if they can be uttered at 
all, are thereby verified; for if their contradictories were true they 
could not be said. !3ut the supposed statement that every event 
has a cause cannot ngh_tly be regarded as a statement of this kind. 
It lays down no essential conditions; for it lays down nothing. 
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XI 

The suggestion that the expression 'Every event has a cause' is­
owing to the impossibility of describing any circumstance that 
could show it to be false- vacuous and utterly uninformative, 
may well cause some dissatisfaction. There is a natural feeling 
that it docs say something, and furthermore something of the 
greatest importance. However, this feeling arises, I believe, from 
confusion. There are indeed certain matters of importance that 
abut, so to speak, on the territory of the Law of Causation; 
but these important matters are its neighbours, not identical 
with it, nor yet arc they its dependants. And thus they need 
neither be ignored nor rejected when the Law itself is accused of 
vacuousness. 

It is, first of all, a patently important fact that there are many 
people nowadays who do seek for statements of law, who do 
not attempt to understand, control, or alter the course of events 
entirely by prayers or spells or ritual performances, and who do 
not merely wait indifferently for what may occur. This is an 
important, synthetic and true statement about what many people 
actually do. If they did not do this or did not do it with con­
viction, we might properly (not by saying 'Every event has a 
cause') urge or encourage them to persist in their inquiries. It is 
a different but equally important synthetic true statement that 
those who seek to formulate statements of law meet with con­
siderable, and on the whole with constantly increasing, success. 
(Human beings might have been much less intelligent, and the 
course of events might have been much more complicated.) 
But to say that for every event there are some conditions sufficient 
for its occurrence is clearly not to say that people often succeed 
in discovering them, nor is it to say that none will constantly 
elude _discovery; to say that every crime is committed by some­
body 1s not to say that no criminals go undetected nor to say that 
the record of the police force is good. Again, to say that correct 
statements of law are 'simple' is clearly to say something syn­
thetic; and as the physicists multiply 'fundamental particles' it 
may well cease to be regarded as true. (A single sort of'corpuscle' 
or 'atom' is not, of course, nowadays thought to be enough for 
all p•:rposes). It is also synthetic to say of natural laws that they 
are spatially and temporally invariant; and this also, I believe. is 
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no longer universally taken to be the case. ~n~ that th~ su~c~ent 
conditions for any event are to be found within a certam _h~1:1~ed 
area of space and among some quite small number of poss1b1lit1es, 
though usually and no doubt reasonably assumed, is also clearly 
not necessarily true. 

These, then, are some of the important matters which belong 
in the same area as the Law of Causation; and there are no doubt 
others. I believe that those who attach fundamental importance 
to the so-called Rule of Law often have in mind some of these, 
and do not mean merely to utter the vacuous phrase that 'every 
event has a cause'. Or rather they do not think of this phrase 
as vacuous. It suggests that the universe is like a well-ordered 
house where everything runs exactly to plan and up to time; 
there is nothing just random and therefore unintelligible; what 
seems inexplicable will one day be explained. Certainly there is, 
as a rule, an important disagreement between one who says, and 
one who denies, that every event has a cause; they intend at any 
rate, to s_tate different things. But what they actually say cannot 
be pl_aus1bl)'.' represented as stating any of the important facts 
mentioned m the last paragraph; and confusion is apt to result 
from not noticing this. For whereas these facts are indeed impor­
tant and ?1teresting, they are not necessary facts; and if we confuse 
them with the vacuous Law of Causation, we may come to 
att~ch . to them, with resulting bewilderment, the property of 
bemg mvulnerable to falsification which properly attaches alone 
to that vacuous Law. 

XII 

tiJ:: conclus~?n, and ~ith so~e tretidati~n, I must say som~-
h g of the mdeternunacy prmciple ; for 1t has often been said 

: at, here at any rate, we fmd something that counts against the 
Lhw .0 ~ Causation. It is extremely difficult for those who are not 
P_ ysicists to cot1e to grips with this perplexing affair; and physi­
cists often see~ to feel a similar difficulty. The suggestion that I 
would offer 1~ merely this - that although certain features of 
qu~nt~m physics might make it even more than usually pointless 
to msis_t ~at every event has a cause, they could not establish 
that this 1s actually a false statement. To support this I submit 
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the following considerations. It may be that, given certain 
conditions, it is sometimes impossible for us actually to predict 
what will occur; and this may be a theoretical and not a merely 
practical difficulty. It may be (and this is really the same point 
again) that the determination of a certain quantity theoretically 
precludes us from determining another; and perhaps in this case 
we should even refuse to speak of both quantities as being deter­
minate - what point is there in this if we cannot discover both? 
However, this is not to say that, given certain conditions, some­
times one thing and sometimes another occurs; it is only to say 
that we cannot discover whether or not this is so nor what will 
occur; and hence perhaps we refuse to regard the question as a 
proper one. But one who says that for any event at all there are 
some conditions sufficient for its occurrence, need not assert, 
as we have already seen, that anyone does or could know what 
these conditions are; and he need not hold that every event is in 
fact, or even in theory, predictable. Perhaps then he is, though 
doubtless rightly ignored, not flatly refuted by the contemporary 
physicist. If he is prepared to speak of what admittedly cannot be 
experimentally tested, he may remain invulnerable. I need hardly 
say that no great value attaches to this type of invulnerability; 
but I would suggest that the Law of Causation is vacuous enough 
to elude the attack even of this unusual and well-armed opponent. 
It escapes, indeed, by way of saying something that cannot in 
any way be tested; but it says no more than this in any case, and 
thus only exhibits in this unfamiliar field the same peculiarity 
on which it trades elsewhere. To say that the Law can be refuted 
here is to imply that elsewhere it might have been but is not; I 
have tried to show, however, that nowhere at all does it run the 
risk of refutation. 



CHAPTER VII 

INCOMPATIBILITIES OF COLOURS 

By D. F. Pears 

THE sentence 'Nothing can be red and green all over' expresses 
a very striking incompatibility. Few would deny that it is 
necessarily true or a priori. For if it were contingent or a posteriori 
one could look for exceptions. But anyone who began to look 
for exceptions would betray that he did not really understand 
the sentence. But why is it necessarily true? Some say that the 
reason_ is that it is analytic, claiming that all necessary truths are 
analytic. And since an analytic sentence is either a truth of logic 
or_ e~se reducible to a truth of logic by means of a definition, 
this 1~ ~ fairly clear explanation. Others say that the reason is 
that It 1s a synthetic necessary truth, refusing to allow that all 
necess~ry truths are analytic. The positive meaning of this is 
sometimes taken to be that the sentence states a principle of 
natural necessity; which is obscure. Negatively it is always taken 
to 7?-e~n at least that the sentence is necessarily true and yet not 
analytic; which, being the denial of a fairly clear thesis, is less 
obscure. 

~ut perhaps the sentence is neither analytic nor synthetic. 
!his s~ggestion has much to recommend it. It is diplomatic, and ili av?ids both the obscurity of principles of natural necessity and 

e unplausibility of alleged definitions of 'red' or 'green'. 1 

Another of its advantages is that it commends itself to common 
dense. For there is something very academic about the fierce 
~ate whether the sentence owes its necessary truth to the way 

t ~s behave or to the way words behave, to nature or to con­
vention. It would seem more sensible to say that neither of these 
two an~wers is quite adequate; rather that the sentence is 
n{cessanly_ true because the words 'red' and 'green' pick out two 
c asses which just do not overlap. One could say that this lack 

b 1 ~ew whords are given full definitions in dictionaries, but 'red' and 'green' could not 
e, smce t ey are words which arc necessarily taught almost entirely by examples. 

II2 
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of overlap is the result of the way in which the two words arc 
used: but since the two words pick out two classes of things, one 
could say equally well that it is the result of the nature of the 
things. Each of these two answers emphasizes one aspect of the 
truth. But perhaps emphasis on either side is a mistake; perhaps 
the culprit is neither convention alone nor nature alone. 

This suggestion, however correct, is not adequate as it stands. 
It would not satisfy everyone who was puzzled by the problem. 
Some, after considering it, would re-open the question by pro­
testing: 'But if it is neither analytic nor synthetic what is it? 
If nature and convention conspire to produce this necessary truth, 
then it ought to be both synthetic and analytic. .But that is 
nonsense.' To answer this, more is needed. 

What is needed as a supplement might be an account of the 
way we use, and learn to use, colour words. But there are grounds 
for thinking that a more technical approach to the problem is 
advisable. After all, the problem emerged because a useful tech­
nique was over-worked. Accordingly this discussion may well 
begin almost historically, taking over the technique, and making 
it its first task to explain the necessary ~ruth of the sentence, if 
possible, within the traditional framework, without falling back 
on the obscure thesis that a principle of natural necessity is 
involved. 

Since no definition of 'red' exists the first thing to do is to try 
to invent one; or rather to invent a fragment of one, to the effect 
that 'red' means among other things 'not green'. Next the situa­
tion can be exhibited schematically. One might say that the 
word 'red' is connected with red things by a designatory rule; 
and that the word 'green' is connected with green things by 
another, parallel designatory rule. This can be illustrated by a 
simple diagram of four dots arranged in a square, the two top 
corners being occupied by the two words, and the two lower 
corners being occupied by the two groups of things. Then the 
two vertical sides can be sketched in immediately to represent 
the two designatory rules. And the problem becomes: which of 
the two horizontal sides should be sketched im Those who say 
that the sentence is analytic would sketch in the top side with a 
verbal rule to the effect that 'red' means among other things 'not 
green': while those who say that it is a synthetic necessary truth 
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usually wish to sketch in the lower side with a principle of 
natural necessity. 

Now there is a well-known, simple treatment which is some­
times successful with such recalcitrant sentences. r or instance an 
entomologist who said that all Large White butterflies have two 
black patches on each forewing might be asked whether his 
statement was analytic or synthetic. Perhaps he would be unable 
to answer until he was told that any given use of the sentence 
could not be both, and which it was would depend on how the 
species was defined. Then he might be unwilling to answer, on 
the ground that he did not need to decide whether this was a 
defining characteristic of the species or not. If specimens with 
three black patches began to occur, he might say at first that they 
were a variety or aberration. Only if they bred true would he be 
likely to claim the discovery of a new species. But even about 
this he would prefer not to commit himself in advance. Mean­
while his answer would be that the sentence was certainly not 
both analytic and synthetic at once, and which it was did not 
matter for the moment. And this would be a perfectly satisfactory 
answer. One would understand the two alternatives, and also 
the reason for leaving the choice between them open. 

B~t ~fortunately this simple treatment will not work here. 
F~r 1~ _is not merely that 'not green' is not part of an existing 
d~m~m ~f 'red'. Nor is it merely that one does not want to 
~ecide m advance whether or not to accept it as part of a newly 
mvented definition. The trouble is that one does not understand 
what difference its acceptance would make. And since one does 
not un~er~tand this, one is not confronted with a genuine choice. 
And ~s 1s a serious difficulty. For those who say that the sen­
tence is analytic claim that it owes its necessary truth to a verbal 
r?1e. But the suggested verbal rule seems to make no difference 
smce, with?ut it, the sentence already seems to be necessarily 
true. And it. seems that this can only be because the lower side 
of th~ square 1s already occupied by a principle of natural necessity. 
. It is worth emphasizing that the failure of the simple treatment 
is not th~ result of a wildly implausible appeal to conventions. 
!hose ~ho say that the sentence is analytic do not suggest that 
~t owes ~ts_ necessary truth to a verbal rule which is conventional 
m the tnv1al sense in which 'yellow' might mean what 'red' now 
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means if we adopted this different convention. For it could not 
matter what word was written in at the top left-hand comer, 
since one word at the top left-hand comer would have the same 
mea.tiing as another substituted for it there, and the point at issue 
is how any word at the top left-hand comer gets its meaning. 
What they suggest is, at most, that if the sentenc.:! rested merely 
on the two designatory rules it would be contingent: but that 
in that case it would be such an excellent contingent sentence, 
never in fact falsified, that we might as well make it analytic by 
adding the verbal rule; and that this verbal rule, though conven­
tional, would be well chosen, not all conventions being capricious. 

The reason for the failure of the simple treatment is that the 
convention is so well chosen that it seems to make no difference 
at all. And the explanation of this seems to be that the lower side 
of the square is already occupied by a principle of natural necessity. 

However, there is a possible alternative explanation. Perhaps 
the two designatory rules are alone sufficient to ensure the 
necessary truth of the sentence, so that there is no need to sketch 
in either the top or the lower side of the square. This solution 
is a fuller development of the one suggested at the beginning. 
If it is correct, it is a mistake to suggest that the sentence would 
be contingent unless either a verbal rule or a principle of natural 
necessity were added. The sentence will owe its necessary truth 
simply to the two designatory rules. 

The way in which this comes about is hard to describe. Cer­
tainly it would be a mistake to describe it by saying that the 
sentence is analytic, since no non-ostensive definition is involved. 
So, if all other sentences were synthetic, it would follow that this 
one is synthetic: and, since it is necessary, it would be a synthetic 
necessary truth. But it is unwise to say this: partly because many 
have meant something more by it, namely that there is here a 
principle of natural necessity; and partly because synthetic sen­
tences are usually taken not to include any which are true solely 
because of the meanings of their words. And this sentence is 
true solely because of the meanings of its words, and so necessarily 
true. For anyone who contradicted it would betray, without 
any possibility of an alternative plea, that he did not know the 
meanings of its words. But this does not imply that an alteration 
in language would bring about an alteration in things or that the 
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total extinction of all speakers of all languages would effect the 
abolition of the differences between things. That would be an 
absurd error. 

With equal correctness one might say that it is necessarily true 
because the two classes of things necessarily differ. For this 
description of the situation is precisely equivalent to the other. 
But those who adopt it must beware of a danger. It is fatally 
easy to talk carelessly about things in a way which suggests that 
they stand out there already la}ielled in a way which indicates their 
properties. And this illusion may be a source of the probably 
mistaken view that there is here a principle of natural necessity. 1 

Of course things are what they are, and differ from one another 
because they possess the properties which they do possess. But 
to say that two classes of things necessarily differ is not only to 
SA": something, but also to no something. The two classes of 
~mgs can be said to differ necessarily only because they have been 
picked o~t, in the saying, by two words according to designatory 
rul~s which ensure just that. One refers airily to THE two classes, 
as if ~ne co~d say WHICH two classes without using the words. 

_This crucial point is the tautology that we cannot name a class 
Without naming it. But it is none the worse for being a tautology. 
It needs stating because its importance is so easily forgotten. 
Both g~ol?gists and philosophers can describe the w<;>rld wi~ no 
people m lt. But geologists, who are interested only m the things 
m such a world, need not ask themselves how their describing 
was ~one: whereas philosophers do ask themselves just this 
q~estion, and so cannot keep themselves out of their inquiry. This 
difference is easily overlooked, and the tautology keeps it in view. 

The ~autology can be generalized so as to apply not only 
to_ nammg but also to thinking. One cannot think about a class 
without thinking about it. And if, for instance, such thinking 
ilieds a concept, then the concept will pick out the class in much 

_e sa~e way that the name picked it out. And the same can be 
saihd of 1:111a~es, and of any other suggested instrument of thought. 
T e pomt 1s not restricted to language, but quite general. 

b 1 It would not be a mistaken view if it merely saw as real the same necessity which can 
c seen as verbal at least equally well, and if even such analytic sentences as 'A flower 

c~ot ~ea ~utterfly' were included among the principles of natural necessity. And why 
not. It 15 things that we sort, even when we can explain how we sort them. But this 
extended use of the phrase would rob it of whatever point it is intended to convey. 
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It is particularly important here, because one cannot say any­
thing very informative about the meanings of 'red' and 'green', 
but can only offer examples. But when a man shows the meaning 
of such a word by examples, what are the examples examples ofi 
All one can answer is that they are examples of that feature in them 
in virtue of which the word is applied to them. This may sound 
as if it said something further; but it does not, since it is circular. 
Now the two words 'red' and 'green' pick out two classes of 
things which necessarily differ. How do they necessarily diffen 
One can only offer pairs of examples. But what are the pairs 
of examples examples ofi All one can say is that they are examples 
of that difference between them in virtue of which the two words 
are applied to them. This is circular in the same way. But those 
who do not clearly realize that it is circular slip easily into think­
ing that they have found an additional necessary difference over 
and above the necessary difference which is the result of the way 
in which the two words pick out the pairs of :\ings. And this 
would be an illusion, the illusion of taking the same necessary 
difference twice over, once in the words and once in the things, 
and thinking that there were really two necessary differences. 
And perhaps this illusion is a source of the claim to have found a 
principle of natural necessity. 

So long as all these errors are avoided by both sides, it does 
not matter which description of the situation is adopted, that 
which talks about words or that which talks about things. Then 
is the suggested solution, these errors having been removed, 
acceptable as it now stands? 

One thing which recommends it is that it explains the emer­
gence of the problem and its protracted discussion (which may 
stand in need of explanation in the future). For initial success 
in showing that many necessary truths are analytic naturally 
encouraged the hope that this might be done for all necessary 
truths. Consequently, when recalcitrant necessary truths like 
this one were encountered, it was felt that further analysis would 
discover some elusive verbal rule more convincing than the one 
already produced, which would show that the· sentence was after 
all analytic. But since 'red' and 'green' are not further analysable, 
the discovery was not likely to be made. Yet such was the prestige 
of the technique that some persisted in the hopeless quest, while 
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others announced their refusal to accept anything which might 
be found. And all the time it was the technique which was at 
fault. Either it ought to have been admitted that some necessary 
truths, resting on unexpandible designatory rules, are not analytic. 
Or else the use of ostensive definitions ought to have been allowed 
in the reduction of analytic sentences to truths of logic, so that 
these outlying cases could be taken in. (But, though the spirit 
of this second alternative can be understood, literally it is unintelli­
gible, since qualities cannot appear in logic books instead of 
adjectives, any more than railway journeys can be stacked in 
automatic machines instead of tickets.) 

However, the suggested solution is not acceptable as it stands. 
For it is inadequate in ways which there is not space to correct fully. 

First of all there is something specially mysterious about this 
necessary truth which rests on designatory rule5 which cannot 
be expanded verbally. This can be illustrated by a series of 
examples arranged progressively. 

Ab~ut designatory rules which can be expanded verbally 
there is_ no mys~ery. The entomologist can name Large White 
butterflies, and m doing so follows a designatory rule. But he 
can also ~~a1:d this designatory rule by stating their defining 
c?aractenst1cs m verbal rules. And, as in the case already con­
~d~red, by adopting new verbal rules he can alter the original 

es1gnatory rule. 

b Nor is there m~ch mystery about designatory rules which can 
_e expanded only ma language of signs. For imagine some primi­

nve hunter who slew mammoths of two closely resembling species 
and correctly sorted them into two heaps. Suppose that he had 
hames 1£dor the two species, but not for their di}fere11tiae. Then 

e ~ou teach an apnrentice the difference between the two 
hpecies only by prndu~ing pairs of examples. Would what the 
ui:r _acquired and handed on to his apprentice be for them a 

S):1 enc necessary truth? There is a slight inducement to 
~hve an irnnative answer, because, unlike the entomologist, 
they_ cJu not ~xpand their designatory rules verbally. But 

e_ lll thcement 1s very slight, since if they noticed the di.ffer­
enttld. ey could do something almost as good. The teacher 
cou phomt to the dijferentia in a specimen of one kind, then 
name t e other species, and then shake his head and grind 
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his teeth. And this would be almost as effective as stating the 
incompatibility of the possession of a certain property with 
membership of a certain class. The problem under discussion 
is not narrowly linguistic: it concerns any symbol or instrument 
of thought which can be made to stand for any class of things. 

But now take a case where there is some mystery. A man sips 
two kinds of port and notices a difference between the two 
flavours. He may learn names for them, and assent to the propo­
sition that they cannot both b~ present in the same sip, and yet 
he may be unable to expand his two designatory rules verbally. 
And this might not be the result merely of a deficient vocabulary. 
For there might not be anything separately noticeable in each 
flavour which made it the flavour that it was. Would the propo­
sition to which he assented be for him a synthetic necessary truth? 
An affirmative answer is more likely here, since these two designa­
tory rules are quite unexpandible. 

Finally the necessary truth about the two colours, red and green, 
is even more mysterious. The colours, like the flavours, contain 
no separately noticeable marks. But this simplicity is more 
unexpected in the case of the colours, and so more baffling. It 
is more nnexpected because sight is a successful, organizing sense, 
and most words for seen qualities find their places in elaborate logi­
cal networks. Also colours, unlike flavours, can be pointed to, and 
one is surprised by the discovery that there is a limit beyond which 
pointing cannot select from within a quality further separate 
marks of that quality. Also sight is so sharp that colours are as 
finely apprehended as objects, almost as if they too were inde­
pendent objects: 1 and one feels that objects ought to carry 
separately noticeable marks. But, whatever explanations of this 
mysteriousness are produced, will they not all serve only to 
remove a strong prejudice against the view that this necessary 
truth rests squarely on two unexpandible designatory rules, and 
so leave us free to say that the two classes are different because 
that is how we pick them? 9 

~ Not physically independent as flavours and smells are physically independent of the 
objects that emit them: the independence meant is of a different kind, the kind which won 
for colours names of their own, while many flavours and smells have to borrow the names 
of the objects that emit them. 

2 OBJECTION: 'Absurd! Suppose they were not picked by anybody?' REJOINDER: 
Then which would THEY be?' 
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A second inadequacy of the suggested solution is that it was 
not quite correct to say that there is no need for the verbal rule 
that 'red' means among other things 'not green'. Admittedly, if 
someone who had learnt the meanings of the two words by 
examples were asked whether the rule was valid, he would answer 
IMMEDIATELY that it was, and add that the question was a silly 
one. And it would be a silly question to ask him, since nobody 
who had learnt the meanings of the two words by examples 
would be in any danger of contravening the rule. Such a person 
would feel that it need not be included in his lesson. For it is 
usually a waste of time to indicate what a thing is not AFTER 

indicating what it is, unless a confusion is likely. He would 
~ot feel this so strongly if the two colours were red and orange: 
s~ce the same person might well call the same thing in the same 
light_ at one time red and at another time orange (provided that 
he did not know that it was the same thing in the same light, and_ 
so that ~e was being inconsistent). But with complementary 
colo~rs, like red and green, this possibility is remote. N everthe­
less, 1t remains true that someone who contravened the verbal 
rule would betray that he had not really learnt his lesson. So 
perhaps it is unnecessary to enunciate it only because it is so 
necessary to ~ave obeyed it already. 

hin~ut there 1s a difficulty here. Possibly someone who called a 
t g red and green all over would not be contravening THAT 
yerbal rule. He might be making a mistake not about the mean­
mgs of the two colour words but about the meaning of'all over' 
or f' ·£ ' . f O uni orm surface colour'. A few examples will show that, 
1 .f Y1~ne with a normal experience of the full range of colours 
shai thi~s extraordinary thing it would be more natural to assume 
t at • ak ' . 

Ids mist e Was of this other kind. Only a perverse mference 
wou lead such a person to say it about roses seen through 
lreeh gla~ses, or about a mixture of red and green paints. 
• uth e might say it more reasonably about green buses shining 
:{ e reflected light of red buses, or about the green glint of red 
• f h' d~ d~out the sheen on shot silk or on a dove's throat. And 
1 f e 11 ' 1t Would be natural to correct him by explaining depths 
0 to our, or by explaining the fragmentation of some fields of 
co ~ur and showing him a butterfly's wing under a microscope. 

owever, someone who had experienced only a restricted 
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range of colours might really be in danger of contravening such 
verbal rules about colour words. A child might be taught by 
examples the meaning of 'red' without ever seeing anything 
green. Would it really know what red was before it was con­
fronted with green which it was not? The best way to decide 
this would seem to be to see whether it called its first green thing 
red. If it did, then it could not have known what 'red' meant 
in spite of its previous success. But if it refused to call it red, it 
would not FOLLOW that it did know previously what 'red' meant. 
It might be said to have known previously that red was not any 
other colour; but this knowledge would be very thin until it 
was filled out by actual experience of several other colours. But 
when the only main experience lacking was that of green, one 
would be very reluctant to say that, even if tomorrow it will say 
that a green thing is not red, still today it does not yet really know 
the meaning of 'red'. The totality of colours, when learnt, form 
a system, and so it seems impossible fully to learn one colour 
without learning at least some of the others (the extreme case is 
the complete impossibility of learning one in a monochrome 
world). But it does not seem necessary to learn all the others: 
partly because, when a child has learnt two or three colours, it can 
learn the meaning of 'colour', and so perhaps of' other colour'; 1 

and partly because lessons in individual colours do not impart 
isolated and fully developed blocks of knowledge, and, if a 
child does not call its first green thing red, this may be because 
its lessons enable it to make later discoveries about what in a 
way it knew before. 

This partial reinstatement of the verbal rule seems to reopen 
the whole case. But the correction of the third inadequacy of 
the suggested solution may help to keep it closed. 

Its third inadequacy is that it is too schematic in what it says 
about rules. For the way children learn is enough to show that 
verbal rules are not as numerous as it seems to assume. But this 
is not a very important point: philosophers often have to state 
precisely what is seldom stated, even vaguely. Also, what is 

1 Nobody would be surprised if a child achieved this. It is describing the achievement 
by stages which is difficult. For colour has no abstractible GENERIC mark: it is a concrete 
universal smoothly built into either red or green or one of its other species. Hence one 
can make oneself unable to understand the question 'Could a completely new colour be 
discovered?' 
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more important, there are no designatory rules which cannot be 
expanded verbally; since something which cannot be expanded 
verbally cannot be a rule (for instance ' "Shrill" means shrill'). 
And this is not just a terminological point. Calling them rules 
suggests wrongly that they do take anaiysis one stage further, in 
the way in which only genuine rules can, and this false suggestion 
may be a source of the claim that a principle of natural necessity 
is involved. Finally the most important fault of the schematism 
is that it implied that the two designatory rules are independent 
of the verbal rule. The falsity of this has emerged in the subse­
quent discussion. One does not first study examples, and then 
QUITE S~P~TELY learn the incompatibility. This point is worth 
emphaslZlilg, since in a way it is the schema that generates the 
problem. If the two designatory rules were independent of the 
verbal. rule, and if one could adopt the verbal rule without fear 
ofhavmg to alter either of the designatory rules, surely this could 
only be beca~se there is here a principle of natural necessity? 

The adoption of a misleading schematism needs some defence. 
Two excuses may be given for it. Without it, the emergence 
of ?1e problem and its protracted discussion would go unex­
tained. Also, ~ith?ut it, both the problem an~ its s?lution might 

e lost from view m an apparently aimless d1scuss1on of colour 
words •. The schema secures historical continuity, and, like 
scaioldm~ which in the end will be dismantled, it enables the case 
to . £ built up visibly in the traditional way which made its 
sans actory completion seem impossible. 



CHAPTER VIII 

OTHER MINDS 

By ]. L. Austin 

[This paper was written as the second part of a Symposium, the whole of which was 
?riginally printed in the Procccditzgs of the Aristoteliatz Society, Supplementary Volume XX, 
m !946. It is reprinted here without significant alteration. The first part, by Mr. -_now 
Professor - Jolm Wisdom, was a distillation of his very long and never concluded series of 
~rticlc~ on 'Other Minds', which appeared in Mitzd from 1940 onwards. As this series, 
mcludmg the first part of the symposium, is now available separately (Wisdom,]., Other 
Mi11'!5, Basil Blackwell, 1952), Professor Wisdom's paper is not included here. I hope that 
- with the help of the footnotes I have added - Professor Austin's paper will be entirely 
intelligible even though tom out of context. If it is not the fault is wholly mine -
EDITOR.] 

I FEEL that I agree with much, and especially with the more impor­
tant parts, of what Mr. Wisdom has written, both in his present 
paper and in his beneficial series of articles on 'Other Minds' and 
other matters. I feel ruefully sure, also, that one must be at least 
one sort of fool to rush in over ground so well trodden by the 
angels. At best I can hope only to make a contribution to one 
part of the problem, where it seems that a little more industry still 
might be of service. I could only wish it was a more central part. 
In fact, however, I did find myself unable to approach the centre 
while still bogged down on the periphery. And Mr. Wisdom 
hi~self may perhaps be sympathetic towards a policy of splitting 
hairs to save starting them. 

Mr. Wisdom, no doubt correctlv, takes the 'Predicament' to 
be brought on by such questions 'as 'How do we know that 
anotl1er man is angry?' He also cites other forms of the ques­
tion - 'Do we (ever) know?', 'Can we know?', 'How can we 
know?' the thoughts, feelings, sensations, mind, etc., of another 
creature, and so forth. But it seems likely that each of these 
further questions is rather different from the first, which alone 
has been enough to keep me preoccupied, and to which I shall 
stick. 

Mr. Wisdom's method is to go on to ask: Is it like the way in 
which we know that a kettle is boiling, or that there's a tea-party 
next door, or the weight of thistledown? But it seemed to me that 
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perhaps, as he went on, he was not giving an altogether accurate 
account (perhaps only because too cursory a one) of what we 
should say if asked 'How do you know?' these things._ ~or 
example, in the case of the tea-party, to say we knew of 1t by 
analogy' would at best be a very sophisticated answer (and one 
to which some sophisticates might prefer the phrase 'by induc­
tion'), while in addition it seems incorrect because we don't, I 
think, claim to know by analogy, but only to argue by analogy. 
Hence I was led on to consider what sort of thing does actually 
happen when ordinary people~ are asked 'How do you know?' 

Much depends, obviously, on the sort of item it is about which 
we are being asked 'How do you know?' and there are bound to 
be many kinds of case that I shall not cover at all, or not in detail. 
The sort of statement which seems simplest, and at the same time 
not, on the face of it, unlike 'He is angry', is such a statement as 
'T~t is a goldfinch' ('The kettle is boiling') - a statement of 
partt~ular, c~rrent, empirical fact. This is t~e sort of statement 01! 
making which we are liable to be asked How do you know? 
and the sort that, at least sometimes, we say we don't know, but 
only believe. It may serve for a stalking horse as well as another. 

When we make an assertion such as 'There is a goldfinch in 
the garden' or 'He is angry', there is a sense in which we imply 
that we are sure of it or know it ('But I took it you knew', said 
reproachfully), though what we imoly, in a similar sense and 
more_ strictly, is only that we belie:e it. On making sud~ an 
asse:tion, therefore, we are directly exposed to the quest10ns 
(1) Do you know there is?' 'Do you know he is?' and (2) 'How 
do you know?' If in answer to the first question we reply 'Yes', 
we ~ay then be asked the second question, and even the first 
question alone is commonly taken as an invitation to state not 
merely whether but also how we know. But on the other hand, 
we ~ay well reply 'No' in answer to the first question: we may 
say, No, but I think there is' 'No but I believe he is'. For the 
implication that I know or a:U sur~ is not strict: we are not all 
(terribly or sufficiently) strictly brought up. If we do this, then 
we are _exposed to the question, which might also have been put 
to us without preli~~ries, 'Why do you believe that?' (~r 'What 
makes y~u ~so?, What induces you to suppose so?, etc.). 

There 1s a smgular difference between the two forms of chal-
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lenge: 'How do you know?' and 'Why do you believe?' We 
seem never to ask 'Why do you know:>' or 'How do you believe?' 
And in this, as well as in other respects to be noticed later, not 
merely such other words as 'suppose', 'assume', etc., but also the 
expressions 'be sure' and 'be certain', follow the example of 
'believe', not that of 'know'. 

Either question, 'How do you know?' or 'Why do you 
believe:>', may well be asked only out of respectful curiosity, 
from a genuine desire to learn. But again, they may both be asked 
as pointed questions, and, when they are so, a further difference 
comes out. 'How do you know:>' suggests that perhaps you 
don't know it at all, whereas 'Why do you believe:>' suggests that 
perhaps you ouglztti' t to believe it. There is no suggestion 1 that 
you ought not to know or that you don't believe it. If the answer 
to 'How do you know:>' or to 'Why do you believe:>' is considered 
~satisfactory by the challenger, he proceeds rather differently 
m the two cases. His next riposte will be, on the one hand, some­
thing such as 'Then you don't know any such thing', or 'But that 
doesn't prove it: in that case you don't really know it at all', and 
on the other hand, something such as 'That's very poor evidence 
to go on: you oughtn't to believe it on the strength of that alone'.• 

The 'existence' of your alleged belief is not challenged, but the 
'existence' of your alleged knowledge is challenged. If we like to 
say that 'I believe', and likewise 'I am sure' and 'I am certain', 
are descriptions of subjective mental or cognitive states or atti­
tudes, or what not, then 'I know' is not that, or at least not merely 
that: it functions differently in talking. 

'But of course', it will be said, ' "I know" is obviously more 
than that, more than a description of my own state. Ifl know, I 
can't be wrong. You can always show I don't know by showing 
I am wrong, or may be wrong, or that I didn't know by showing 
~at I might have been wrong. That's the way in which knowing 
~ers even from being as certain as can be.' This must be con­
sidered in due course, but first we should consider the types of 

1 B~t in spe<;ial senses and cases, there is - e.g., if someone! has announced some top 
secret informal:lon, we can ask 'How do you know?', nastily. 

1 ~ interesting variant in the case of knowing would be 'You oughtn't !o say_ (}'.ou'vc 
no business to say) you know it at all'. But of course this is only supcmcially similar to 
'You oughtn't to believe it'; you ought to say you believe it, if you do believe it, however 
poor the evidence. 
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answer that may be given in answer to the question 'How do you 
know?' 

Suppose I have said 'There's a bittern at the bottom of the 
garden', and you ask 'How do you know?' my reply may take 
very different forms: 

(a) I was brought up in the Fens 
(b) I heard it 
(c) The keeper reported it 
( d) By its booming 
(e) From the booming noise 
(f) Because it's booming. 

We may say, roughly, that the first three are answers to the ques­
tions 'How do you come to know?' 'How are you in a position to 
know?' or 'How do you know?' understood in different ways: 
while the other three are answers to 'How can you telh' under­
stood in different ways. That is, I may take you to have been 
asking: 

(1) How do I come to be in a position to know about 
bitterns? 

(2) How do I come to be in a position to say there's a 
bittern here and now? 

(3) How do (can) I tell bitterns? 
(4) How do (can) I tell the thing here and now as a bittern? 

The implication is that in order to know this is a bittern, I must 
have 

(I) been trained in an environment where I could become 
familiar with bitterns 

(2) had a certain opportunity in the current case 
(3) learned to recognize or tell bitterns 
(4) succeeded in recognizing or telling this as a bittern. 

( ~) and (2) mean that my experiences must have been of certain 
kinds, that I must have had certain opportunities: (3) and (4) 
mean that I must have exerted a certain kind and amount of 
acumen.1 

1 'I know, I know, I've seen it a hundred times, don't keep on telling me' complains of a 
superabundance ?f opportu,.,ity: 'knowing a hawk from a handsaw' lays down a ~­
mum ?f acumen 1n recognition or classification. 'As well as I know my own name' is said 
to typify ,omething I must have experienced and must have learned to discriminate. 
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The questions raised in ( 1) and (3) concern our past experiences, 
our opportunities and our activities in learning to discriminate 
or discern, and, bound up with both, the correctness or other­
wise of the linguistic usages, we have acquired. Upon these 
earlier experiences depends how well we know things, just 
as, in different but cognate cases of 'knowing', it is upon earlier 
experience that it depends how thoroughly or how intimately we. 
know: we know a person by sight or intimately, a town inside 
out, a proof backwards, a job in every detail, a poem word for 
word, a Frenchman when we see one. 'He doesn't know what 
love (real hunger) is' means he hasn't had enough experience to 
be able to recognize it and to distinguish it from other things 
slightly like it. According to how well I know an item, and 
according to the kind of item it is, I can recognize it, describe it, 
reproduce it, draw it, recite it, apply it, and so forth. Statements 
like 'I know very well he isn't angry' or 'You know very w~ll 
that isn't calico', though of course about the current case, ascribe 
the excellence of the knowledge to past experience, as does the 
general expression 'You are old enough to know better'. 1 

By contrast, the questions raised in (2) and (4) concern the 
circumstances of the current case. Here we can ask 'How definitely 
do you know?' You may know it for certain, quite positively, 
officially, on his own authority, from unimpeachable sources, 
only indirectly, and so forth. 

Some of the answers to the question 'How do you know?' 
are, oddly enough, described as 'reasons for knowing' or 'reasons 
to know', or even sometimes as 'reasons why I know', despite the 
fact that we do not ask 'Why do you know?' But now surely, 
according to the Dictionary, 'reasons' should be given in answer 
to the question 'Why?' just as we do in fact give reasons for 
believing in answer to the question 'Why do you believel 
However, there is a distinction to be drawn here. 'How do you 
know that IG Farben worked for war?' 'I have every reason to 
know: I served on the investigating commission': here, giving 
my reasons for knowing is stating how I come to be in a position 
to know. In the same way we use the expressions 'I know because 

1 The adverbs that can be inserted in 'How ... do you know?' are few in number 
~nd fall into still fewer classes. There is practically no overlap with those that can be 
inserted in 'How ... do you believe?' (firmly, sincerely, genuinely, etc.). 
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I saw him do it' or 'I know because I looked it up only ten minutes 
ago': these arc similar to 'So it is: it is plutonium. How did you 
know?' 'I did quite a bit of physics at school before I took up 
philology', or to 'I ought to know: I was standing only a couple 
of yards away'. Reasons for believing on the other hand arc norn:3-­
ally quite a different affair (a recital of symptoms, arguments m 
support, and so forth), though there are cases where we do give 
as reasons for believing our having been in a position in which we 
could get good evidence: 'Why do you believe he was lying?' 
'I was watching him very closely.' 

Among the cases where we give our reasons for knowing 
things, a special and important. class is formed by those where 
we cite authorities. If asked 'How do you know the election is 
today?', I am apt to reply 'I read it in The Times', and if asked 'How 
do you know the Persians were defeated at Marathom', I am apt 
to reply 'Herodotus expressly states that they were'. In these 
cases 'know' is correctly used: we know 'at second hand' when we 
c~ cite an authority who was in a position to know (possibly 
himself also only at second hand). 1 The statement of an authority 
m~es me aware of something, enables me to know something, 
which I shouldn't otherwise have known. It is a source ofknow­
le~ge. In many cases, we contrast such reasons for knowing 
with ?th,er reasons for believing the very same thing: 'Even if 
we didn t know it, even if he hadn't confessed the evidence 
aga~st hi~ would be enough to hang him.' ' 

It is eVIden,t, of course, that this sort of 'knowledge' is 'liable 
~o. be ~rang , o_wing to the unreliability of human testimony 
\bias, f st~e, lymg, exaggeration, etc.). Nevertheless, the occur­
rence O , a piece of human testimony radically alters the situation. 
We say We shall never know what Caesar's feelings were on the 
field of ~e battle of Philippi', because he did not pen an account t them: ifhe had, then to say 'We shall never know' won't do in 

e :t:t w~y, even though we may still perhaps fmd reason to 
say t oesn t read very plausibly: we shall never really know the 

1 Knowing at second hand I • - · · · I • 
whatever precisely th t d"ffi i or on aut 1onty, 1s not the same as 'knowmg mdirect y , 
'confesses' then wh a 1 cu tan~ ~erhaps artificial expression may mean. If a murderer 
that 'we (only)'kn ate'.'er_our opmmn of the worth of the 'confession', we cannot say 
reliable or unreliabi°~ rndirectly that he did it', nor can we so speak when a witness, 
either to say that th: as sJated t~at he saw the man do it. Consequently, it is not correct, 
'knov.:mg directly' mmur erer himself knows 'directly' that he did it, whatever precisely ay mean. 
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truth' and so on. Naturally, we are judicious: we don't say we know 
(at second hand) if there is any special reason to doubt the testi­
mony: but there has to be some reason. It is fundamental in talking 
( as in other matters) that we are entitled to trust others, except in 
so far as there is some concrete reason to distrust them. Believing 
persons, accepting testimony, is the, or one main, point of talking. 
We don't play (competitive) games except in the faith that our 
opponent is trying to win: if he isn't, it isn't a game, but some­
thing different. So we don't talk with people (descriptively) 
except in the faith that they are trying to convey information. 1 

It is now time to tum to the question 'How can you telh' 
i.e. to senses (2) and (4) of the question 'How do you know?' 
If you have asked 'How do you know it's a goldfinch?' then I 
may reply 'From its behaviour', 'By its markings', or, in more 
detail, 'By its red head', 'From its eating thistles'. That is, I 
indicate, or to some extent set out with some degree of precision, 
those features of the situation which enable me to recognize it 
as one to be described in the way I did describe it. Thereupon, 
you may still object in several ways to my saying it's a gold­
finch, without in the least 'disputing my facts', which is a further 
stage to be dealt with later. You may object: 

(1) But goldfinches don't have red heads 
( 1 a) - But that's not a goldfinch. From your own description 

I can recognize it as a goldcrest 
(2) But that's not enough: plenty of other birds have red 

heads. What you say doesn't prove it. For all you 
know, it may be a woodpecker. 

Objections (1) and (1a) claim that, in one way or another, I am 
evidently nnable to recognize goldfinches. It may be (1a)­
that I have not learned the right (customary, popular, official) 
name to apply to the creature ('Who taught you to use the word 
"goldfinch"?'): 2 or it may be that my powers of discernment, 

1 Reliance on the authority of others is fundamental, too, in various special matters, 
e.g. for corroboration and for the correctne·ss of our own use of words, which we learn 
from others. 

1 Misnaming is not a trivial or laughing matter. If I misname I shall mislead others, 
and I shall also misunderstand information given by others to me. 'Of course I knew all 
about his condition perfectly, but I never realized that was diabetes: l thought it was cancer, 
and all the books agree that's incurable: if I'd only known it was diabetes, I should h~ve 
thought ofinsulin at once.' Knowing ivliat a tlii11g is is, to an important extent, knowmg 
what the name for it, and the right name for it, is. 

X 
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and consequently of classification, have never been brought 
sharply to bear in these matters, so that I remain confused as to 
how to tell the various species of small British bird. Or, of 
course, it may be a bit of both. In making this sort of accusation, 
you would perhaps tend not so much to use the expression 'you 
don't know' or 'You oughtn't to say you know' as, rather, 'But 
~hat isn't a goldfinch (gol4finch )', or 'Then you' re wrong to call 
It a goldfinch'. But still, if asked, you would of course deny the 
state~~nt that I do know it's a goldfinch. 

It 1s m _the case of objection (2) that you would be more inclined 
to say nght out 'Then you don't know'. Because it doesn't 
prove it, it's not enough to prove it. Several important points 
come out here: 

(a) If you say 'That's not enough', then you must have in mind 
some more ?r less defwite lack. 'To be a goldfinch, besides having 
~ red head It must also have the characteristic eye-markings': or ~h do you know it isn't a woodpecken Woodpeckers have re eads too'. If there is no definite lack, which you are at 
east p)r~pared to specify on being pressed, then it's silly ( outra-

geo-,:S JUst to W> on saying 'That's not enough'. 
( ) Enough 1s enough: it doesn't mean everything. Enough 

m~tns enough to show that (within reason, and for present intents :h pu~poses) it 'can't' be anything else, there is no room for an 
enernahtive, competing, description of it. It does 11ot mean, e.g. 

oug to sho • • ' d ldfi 1 () 'F . w It 1sn ta stujfe go me 1. 

kn c ~• ram ~ts red head', given as an answer to 'How do you 
1Ua~:'-- ue1Ulres careful consideration: in particular it differs very 
give~la Y rom 'Because it has a red head', which is also sometimes 
given as an answer to 'How do you know?', and is commonly 
akin t as an answer to 'Why do you believe~' It is much more 

o such obv· 1 ' ' 1· 'F • kin ' 'From • t b . ious y vague rep 1es as rom its mar gs or 
we kn;~ thaviour' than at first appears._ Our claim, ~ ~aying 
least in thi ( .e. that We can tell) is to recognize: and recogmzmg, at 
feature s J0 rt of case, consists in seeing, or otherwise sensing, a 
noted (:d eatures which we are sure are similar to something 
our exp . usually named) before, on some earlier occasion in 

enence B thi th . . ne e ·1 d • ut, s that we see, or o erw1se sense, 1s not 
n c ssan Y . escribable in words still less describable in detail, and in 

on-comm1ttal d ' b d 1 N 1 Wor s, and by any o y you p ease. ear y 
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everybody can recognize a surly look or the smell of tar, but few 
can describe them non-committally, i.e. otherwise than as 
'surly' or 'of tar': many can recognize, and 'with certainty', ports 
of different vintages, models by different fashion houses, shades 
of green, motor car makes from behind, and so forth, without 
being able to say 'how they recognize them', i.e. without being 
able to 'be more specific about it' - they can only say they can tell 
'by the taste', 'from the cut' and so on. So, when I say I can tell 
the bird 'from its red head', or that I know a friend 'by his nose', 
I imply that there is something pew liar about the red head or the 
nose, something peculiar to goldfinches or to him, by which you 
can (always) tell them or him. In view of the fewness and crude­
ness of the classificatory words in any language compared with 
the infinite number of features which are recognized, or which 
could be picked out and recognized, in our experience, it is small 
wonder that we often and often fall back on the phrases beginning 
with 'from' and 'by', and that we are not able to say, further and 
precisely, how we can tell. Often we know things quite well, 
while scarcely able at all to say 'from' what we know them, let 
alone what there is so very special about them. Any answer 
beginning 'From' or 'By' has, intentionally, this saving 'vague­
ness'. But on the contrary, an answer beginning 'Because' is 
dangerously definite. When I say I know it's a goldfinch 'Because 
it has a red head', that implies that all I have noted, or needed to 
note, about it is that its head is red (nothing special or peculiar 
about the shade, shape, etc., of the patch): so that I imply that 
there is no other small British bird that has any sort of red head 
except the goldfinch. 

(d) Whenever I say I know, I am always liable to be taken to 
claim that, in a certain sense appropriate to the kind of statement 
(and to present intents and purposes), I am able to prove it. In the 
present, very common, type of case, 'proving' seems to mean 
stating what are the features of the current case which are enough 
to constitute it one which is correctly describable in the way we 
have described it, and not in any other way relevantly variant. 
Generally speaking, cases where I can 'prove' are cases where we 
use the 'because' formula: cases where we 'know but can't prove' 
are cases where we take refuge in the 'from' or 'by' formula. 

I believe that the points so far raised are those most genuinely 
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and normally raised by the question 'How do you know?' But 
there are other, further, questions sometimes raised under the same 
rubric, and especially by philosophers, which may be thought 
more important. These are the worries about 'reality' and about 
being 'sure and certain'. 

Up to now, in challenging me with the question 'How do you 
know?', you are not taken to have queried my credentials as stated, 
though you have asked what they were: nor have you disputed my 
facts (the facts on which I am relying to prove it's a goldfinch), 
though you have asked me to detail them. It is this further sort of 
challenge that may now be made, a challenge as to the reliability 
of our alleged 'credentials' and our alleged 'facts'. You may ask 

(1) But do you know it's a real goldfinch? How do you know 
your~ not dreaming? Or after all, mightn't it be a stuffed one~ 
tnd is the head really red? Couldn't it have been dyed, or isn't 
t ere perhaps an odd light reflected on in 

(2) B?t are y~u _ce~tain it's the right red for a goldfinch? Are 
Y0 ?d quite sure it 1sn t too orange? Isn't it perhaps rather too 
stn ent a note for a bittern> 
th These ro sorts of worry are distinct, though very probably 

ey ,can e combined or confused or may run into one another: 
~-g; Are yo~ sure it's really red;' may· mean 'Are you sure it 
1sn t orange> or • 'A · · • · h 1· light?' • again re you sure 1t 1sn t Just t e pecu 1ar 

I. REALITY 
If you ask me 'H d . ' 1 . k ' ' d ou kn . , ow o you know 1t s a rea st1c ? How o 

ihen ow lt s really_ bent?' ('Are you sure he's really angry?'), 
uncer yt ~u arhie. querymg my credentials or my facts (it's often 

ainw ch)in • ·1 I • ·z recoan· d a certain spec1a way. n various specia, 
6 ize ways d din th f h matter whi h I h epen g essentially upon e nature o t e 

experien • c ave announced myself to know, either my current 
uncert~inghi oh) the item currently under consideration ( or 
may be d w c_ may be abnormal, phoney. Either I myself 
mescal et;:anung, or in delirium, or under the influence of 
artifici;l, t;i~kr else the item may be ~cuffed, painted, dummy, 
th , ' fr~ak, toy, assumed, feigned, etc.: or else agam 

ere s an uncertainty (. , h bl 
• • • . lt s left open) whet er I am to ame or 
tt 15 - mirages, mirror images, odd lighting effects, etc. 
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These doubts are all to be allayed by means of recognized 
procedures (more or less roughly recognized, of course), appro­
priate to the particular type of case. There are recognized ways 
of distinguishing between dreaming and waking (how otherwise 
should we know how to use and to contrast the words?), and of 
deciding whether a thing is stuffed or live, and so forth. The 
doubt or question 'But is it a real one?' has always (must have) a 
special basis, there must be some 'reason for suggesting' that it 
isn't real, in the sense of some specific way, or limited number of 
specific ways, in which it is suggested that this experience or 
item may be phoney. Sometimes (usually) the context makes it 
clear what the suggestion is: the goldfinch might be stuffed but 
there's no suggestion that it's a mirage, the oasis might be a 
mirage but there's no suggestion it might be stuffed. If the 
context doesn't make it clear, then I am entitled to ask 'How do 
you mean? Do you mean it may be stuffed or what? What are you 
suggesting?' The wile of the metaphysician consists in asking 
'Is it a real table?' (a kind of object which has no obvious way of 
being phoney) and not specifying or limiting what may be 
wrong with it, so that I feel at a loss 'how to prove' it is a real 
one. 1 It is the use of the word 'real' in this manner that leads us 
on to the supposition that 'real' has a single meaning ('the real 
world' 'material objects'), and thatahighlyprofoundand puzzling 
one. Instead, we should insist always on specifying with what 
'real' is being contrasted - not what I shall have to show it is, 
in order to show it is 'real': and then usually we shall find some 
specific, less fatal, word, appropriate to the particular case, to 

b . r ' ,, su stttute ror real . 
Knowing it's a 'real' goldfinch isn't in question in the ordinary 

case when I say I know it's a goldfinch: reasonable precautions 
only arc taken. But when it is called in question, in special cases, 
then I make sure it's a real goldfinch in ways essentially similar 
to those in which I made sure it was a goldfinch, though corrobo­
ration by other witnesses plays a specially important part in some 
cases. Once again the precautions cannot be more·than reasonable, 
relative to current intents and purposes. And once again, in the 

1 Conjurers, too, trade on this. 'Will some gentleman kindly satisfy himself that this 
is a perfectly ordinary hat?' This leaves us baffled and uneasy: sheepishly we agree that it 
seems all right, while conscious that we haven't the least idea what to guard against. 
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special cases just as in the ordinary cases, two further conditions 
hold good: 

(a) I don't by any means always know whether it's one or not. 
It may fly away before I have a chance of testing it, or of inspect­
ing it thoroughly enough. This is simple enough: yet some are 
prone to argue that because I sometimes don't know or can't 
discover, I never can. 

(b) 'Being sure it's real' is no more proof against miracles or 
outrages of nature than anything ebe is or, sub specie humanitatis, 
can be. If we have made sure it's a goldfinch, and a real goldfinch, 
and then in the future it does something outrageous ( explodes, 
quotes Mrs. Woolf, or what not), we don't say we were wrong 
to say it was a goldfinch, we don't know what to say. Words literally 
fail us: 'What would you have said?' 'What are we to say now?' 
'What would you say?' When I have made sure it's a real gold­
finch (not stuffed, corroborated by the disinterested, etc.) then 
I am not 'predicting' in saying it's a real goldfinch, and in a very 
good sense I can't be proved wrong whatever happens. It seems a 
serious mistake to suppose that language ( or most language, 
language about real things) is 'predictive' in such a way that the 
future can always prove it wrong. What the future can always 
do, is to make us revise our ideas about goldfinches or real gold­
finches or anything else. 

Perhaps the normal procedure of language could be schema­
tized as follows. First, it is arranged that, on experiencing a com­
plex of features C, then we are to say 'This is C' or 'This is a C'. 
Then subsequently, the occurrence either of the whole of C or of 
a sig~cant and ch_aracteristic part of it is, on one or many 
occaSions, accompamed or followed in definite circumstances by 
ano_ther speci~l and dis~ctive featt:re or complex of features, 
which makes it seem desirable to revise our ideas: so that we draw 
a distinction between 'This looks like a C, but in fact is only a 
dummy, etc.' and 'This is a real C (live, genuine, etc.)'. Hence-
forward, we ~an only ascertain that it's a real C by ascertaining 
that the_ spe~al feature or complex of features is present in the 
appropnate circumstances. The old expression 'This is a C' will 
t~nd as h,eretofo;e, to fail to draw any distinction between 'real, 
live, et~. , and ~ummy, stuffed, etc.' If the special distincti:7e 
feature 1s one which does not have to manifest itself in any definite 
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circumstances ( on application of some specific test, after some 
limited lapse of time, etc.), then it is not a suitable feature on 
which to base a distinction between 'real' and' dummy, imaginary, 
etc.' All we can then do is to say 'Some Cs are and some aren't, 
some do and some don't: and it may be very interesting or impor­
tant whether they are or aren't, whether they do or don't, but 
they're all Cs, real Cs,just the same'. 1 Now if the special feature 
is one which must appear in {more or less) definite circumstances, 
then 'This is a real C' is not necessarily predictive: we can, in 
favourable cases, make sure of it. 1 

II. SURENESS AND CERTAINTY 

The other way of querying my credentials and proofs ('Are 
you sure it's the right red~') is quite different. Here we come up 
against Mr. Wisdom's views on 'the peculiarity of a man's know­
ledge of his own sensations', for which he refers us to 'Other 
Minds VII' (Mind, vol. Lil, N.S., No. 207), a passage with which 
find I disagree. 

Mr. Wisdom there says that, excluding from consideration 
cases like 'being in love' and other cases which 'involve predic­
tion', and considering statements like 'I am in pain' which, in the 
requisite sense, do not involve prediction, then a man cannot 'be 
wrong' in making them, in the most favoured sense of being 
wrong: that is, though it is of course possible for him to lie (so 
that 'I am in pain' may be false), and though it is also possible 
for him to misname, i.e. to use the word 'pawn', say, instead of 
'pain', which would be liable to mislead others but would not 
mislead himself, either because he regularly uses 'pawn' for 
'pain' or because the use was a momentary aberration, as when I 
call John 'Albert' while knowing him quite well to be John­
though it is possible for him to be 'wrong' in these two senses, 
it is not possible for him to be wrong in the most favoured sense. 
He says again that, with this class of statement ( elsewhere called 

1 The awkwardness about some snarks being boojUIIU. 
1 Sometimes, on the basis of the new special feature, we distinguish, not between 'Cs' 

and 'real Cs', but rather between Cs and Ds. There is a reason for choosing the one pro­
cedure rather than the other: all cases where we use the 'real' formula exhibit (complicated 
and serpentine) likenesses, as do all cases where we use 'proper', a word which behaves 
in many ways like 'real', and is no less nor more profound. 
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'sense-statements'), to know directly that one is in pain is 'to say 
that one is, and to say it on the basis of being in pain': and again, 
that the peculiarity of sense-statements lies in the fact that 'wh~n 
they are correct and made by X, then X knows they are correct . 

This seems to me mistaken, though it is a view that, in more or 
less subtle forms, has been the basis of a very great deal of philo­
sophy. It is perhaps the original sin (Berkeley's apple, the tree 
in the quad) by which the philosopher cast himself out from 
the garden of the world we live in. 

Very clearly detailed, this is the view that, at least and only in 
a certain favoured type of case, I can 'say what I see (or otherwise 
sense)' almost quite literally. On this view, ifI were to say 'Here 
is something red', then I might be held to imply or to state that 
it is really a red thing, a thing which would appear red in a stan­
dard light, or to other people, or tomorrow too, and perhaps 
even more besides: all of which 'involves prediction' (if not also 
a metaphysical substratum). Even ifI were to say 'Here is some­
thing which looks red', I might still be held to imply or to state 
that it looks red to others also, and so forth. If, however, I 
confine myself to stating 'Here is something that looks red to me 
now', then at least I can't be wrong (in the most favoured sense). 

However, there is an ambiguity in 'something that looks red 
to me now'. Perhaps this can be brought out by italics, though it 
is not really so much a matter of emphasis as of tone and expres­
sion, of confidence and hesitancy. Contrast 'Here is something 
that (definitely) looks to me (anyhow) red' with 'Here is something 
that looks to me (something like) red (I should say)'. In the 
former case I am quite confident that, however it may look to 
others, whatever it may 'really be', etc., it certainly does look 
red to me at the moment. In the other case I am not confident 
at all: it looks reddish, but I've never seen anything quite like it 
b~~ore, I can't quite describe it- or, I'm not very good at recog­
mzmg colours, I never feel quite happy about them, I've con­
~tantly been caught out about them. Of course, this sounds silly 
Ill the ca~e ~~•red': red is so very obvious, we all .know red when 
we see it, 1t s unmistakable. 1 Cases where we should not feel 
happy about red are not easy (though not impossible) to fmd. 

1 ~nd yet she always thoug/1t his shirt was white until she saw it against Tommy's 
Persil-washed one. • 
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But take 'magenta': 'It looks rather like magenta to me - but 
then I wouldn't be too sure about distinguishing magenta from 
mauve or from heliotrope. Of course I knqw in a way it's 
purplish, but I don't really know whether to say it's magenta or 
not: I just can't be sure.' Here, I am not interested in ruling out 
consideration of how it looks to others (looks to me) or considera­
tions about what its real colour is (looks): what I am ruling out is 
my being sure or certain what it looks to me. Take tastes, or take 
sounds: these are so much better as examples than colours, because 
we never feel so happy with our other senses as with our eyesight. 
Any desi::ription of a taste or sound or smell ( or colour) or of a 
feeling, involves (is) saying that it is like one or some that we have 
experienced before: any descriptive word is classificatory, involves 
recognition and in that sense memory, and only when we use 
such words ( or names or descriptions, which come down to the 
same) are we knowing anything, or believing anything. But 
memory and recognition are often uncertain and unreliable. 

Two rather different ways of being hesitant may be distinguished. 
(a) Let us take the case where we are tasting a certain taste. 

We may say 'I simply don't know what it is: I've never tasted 
anything remotely like it before ... No, it's no use: the more I 
think about it the more confused I get: it's perfectly distinct and 
perfectly distinctive, quite unique in my experience'. This 
illustrates the case where I can find nothing in my past experience 
with which to compare the current case: I'm certain it's not 
appreciably like anything I ever tasted before, not sufficiently 
like anything I know to merit the same description. This case, 
though distinguishable enough, shades off into the more common 
type of case where I'm not quite certain, or only fairly certain, 
or practically certain, that it's the taste of, say, laurel. In all such 
cases, I am endeavouring to recognize the current item by search­
ing in my past experience for something like it, some likeness in 
virtue of which it deserves, more or less positively, to be des­
cribed by the same descriptive word: 1 and I am meeting with 
varying degrees of success. 

(b) The other case is different, though it very naturally com­
bines itself with the first. Here, what I try to do is to savour the 

1 Or, of course, related to it in some other way than by 'similarity' (in any ordinary 
sense of 'similarity'), which is yet sufficient reason for describing it by the same word. 
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current experience, to peer at it, to sense it vividly. I'm not sure 
it is the taste of pineapple: isn't there perhaps just something 
about it, a tang, a bite, a lack of bite, a cloying sensation, which 
isn't quite right for pineapple? Isn't there perhaps just a peculiar 
hint of green, which would rule out mauve and would hardly do 
for heliotrope? Or perhaps it is faintly odd: I must look m_ore 
intently, scan it over and over: maybe just possibly there 1s a 
suggestion of an unnatural shimmer, so that it doesn't look quite 
like ordinary water. There is a lack of sharpness in what we actu­
ally sense, which is to be cured not, or not merely, by thinking, 
but by acuter discernment, by sensory discrimination ( though it 
is of course true that thinking of other, and more pronounced, 
cases in our past experience can and does assist our powers of 
discrimination). 1 

Cases (a) and (b) alike, and perhaps usually together, lead to 
our being not quite sure or certain what it is, what to say, how 
to describe it: what our feelings really are, whether the tickling 
is painful exactly, whether I'm really what you'd call angry with 
him or only something rather like it. The hesitation is of course, 
in a sense, over misnaming: but I am not so much or merely 
worried about possibly misleading others as about misleading 
myself (the most favoured sense ofbeing wrong). I should suggest 
that the two expressions 'being certain' and 'being sure', though 
from the nature of the case they are often used indiscriminately, 
have a tendency to refer to cases (a) and (b) respectively. 'Being 
certain' tends to indicate confidence in our memories and our 
past discernment, 'being sure' to indicate confidence in the 
current perception. Perhaps this comes out in our use of the 
concessives 'to be sure' and 'certainly', and in our use of such 
phrases as 'certainly not' and 'surely not'. But it may be unwise 
to chivvy language beyond the coarser nuances. 

It may be said that, even when I don't know exactly how to 
describe it, I nevertheless know that I think (and roughly how 
confidently I think) it's mauve. So I do know something. But 
this is irrelevant: I don't know it's mauve, that it definitely looks 
to me now mauve. Besides, there are cases where I really don't 
know what I think: I'm completely baffied by it. 

1 This app~ars to cover cases of dull or careless or unimlructed perception, as opposed 
to cases of diseased or drugged perception. 
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Of course, there are any number of 'sense-statements' about 
which I can be, and am, completely sure. In ordinary cases 
ordinary men are nearly always certain when a thing looks red 
(or reddish, or anyhow reddish rather than greenish), or when 
they're in pain (except when that's rather difficult to say,· as 
when they're being tickled): in ordinary cases an expert, a dyer 
or a dress designer, will be quite sure when something looks 
(to him in the present light) reseda green or nigger brown, though 
those who are not experts will not be so sure. Nearly always, if 
not quite always, we can be quite, or pretty, sure if we take 
refuge in a sufficiently rough description of the sensation: rough­
ness and sureness tend to vary inversely. But the less rough 
descriptions, just as much as the rough, are all 'sense-statements'. 

It is, I think, the problems of sureness and certainty, which 
philosophers tend (if I am not mistaken) to neglect, that have 
considerably exercised scientists, while the problem of 'reality', 
which philosophers have cultivated, does not exercise them. The 
whole apparatus of measures and standards seems designed to 
combat unsureness and uncertainty, and concomitantly to increase 
the possible precision of language, which, in science, pays. But 
for the words 'real' and 'unreal' the scientist tends to substitute, 
wisely, their cash-value substitutes, of which he invents and 
defines an increasing number, to cover an increasing variety of 
cases: he doesn't ask 'Is it reah' but rather 'Is it denatured?' or 
'Is it an allotropic form?' and so on. 

It is not clear to me what the class of sense-statements is, nor 
what its 'peculiarity' is. Some who talk of sense-statements (or 
sense data) appear to draw a distinction between talking about 
simple things like red or pain, and talking about complicated 
things like love or tables. But apparently Mr. Wisdom does not, 
because he treats 'This looks to me now like a man eating poppies' 
as in the same case with 'This looks to me now red'. In this he is 
s~rely right: a man eating poppies may be more 'complex' to recog­
ruze, but it is often not appreciably more difficult, than the other. 
But if, again, we say that non-sense-statements are those which 
involve 'prediction', why so? True, ifl say 'This is a (real) oasis' 
without first ascertaining that it's not a mirage, then I· do chance 
my hand: but ifl have ascertained that it's not, and can recognize 
for sure that it isn't (as when I am drinking its waters), then surely 
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I'm not chancing my hand any longer. I believe, of course, tl1~t 
it will continue to perform as (real) oases normally do: but 1f 
there's a lusus naturae, a miracle, and it doesn't, tlJat won't mean 
I was wrong, previously, to call it a real oasis. 

With regard to Mr. Wisdom's own chosen formulae, we have 
seen already that it can't be right to say that the peculiarity of 
sense-statements is that 'when they are correct, and made by X, 
then X knows they are correct': for X may think, without 
much confidence, that it tastes m him like Lapsang, and yet be 
far from certain, and then subsequently become certain, or more 
certain, that it did or didn't. The other two formulae were: 
'To know that one is in pain is to say that one is and to say it on 
the basis of being in pain' and that the only mistake possible with 
sense-statements is typified by the case where 'knowing him to 
be Jack I call him "Alfred", thinking his name is Alfred, or not 
caring a damn what his name is'. The snag in both these lies in 
the phrases 'on the basis of being in pain' and 'knowing him to be 
J~ck'. 'Knowing him to be Jack' means that I have recognized 
him as Jack, a matter over which I may well be hesitant and/or 
mistaken: it is true that I needn't recognize him by name as 'Jack', 
~~ hence I may call him 'Alfred'), but at least I must be recog­
ruzmg him correctly as, for instance, the man I last saw in Jeru­
sale~, or_ else~ s?all be misleading myself. Similarly, if' on the basis 
ofbe~g m pam only means 'when I am (what would be correctly 
1~sc~bed _as). in pain', then something more tl1an merely saying 
I~ m pam 1s necessary for knowing I'm in pain: and this some­
~g more, as it involves recognition, may be hesitant and/or 
nnstaken,_ though it is of course unlikely to be so in a case so 
comparatively obvious as that of pain. 
. Possibly the tendency to overlook the problems of recognition 
is fostered by the tendency to use a direct object after the word 
~now. -~·1.r. W_isdom, for example, confidently uses such expres­
si~ns ac; kn?wmg the feelings of another (his mind, his sensations, 
his anger, his pain) in the way that he knows them'. But, although 
we do, corr<;ctly use the expressions 'I know your feelings on the 
matter or He knows his own mind' or (archaically) 'May I 
kno~ y_our mind~', these are rather special expressiQns, which do 
~ot,Justify any general usage. 'Feelings' here has the sense it has 
m very strong feelings' in favour of or against something: 
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perhaps it means 'views' or 'opinions' ('very decided opinions'), 
just as 'mind' in this usage is given by the Dictionary as equivalent 
to 'intention' or 'wish'. To extend the usage uncritically is 
somewhat as though, on the strength of the legitimate phrase 
'knowing someone's tastes', we were to proceed to talk of 'know­
ing someone's sounds' or 'knowing someone's taste of pineapple'. 
If, for example, it is a case of physical feelings such as fatigue, we 
do not use the expression 'I know your feelings'. 

When, therefore, Mr. Wisdom speaks generally of 'knowing 
his sensations', he presumably means this to be equivalent to 
'knowing what he is seeing, smelling, etc.', just as 'knowing the 
winner of the Derby' means 'knowing what ivotz the Derby'. But 
here again, the expression 'know what' seems sometimes to be 
taken, unconsciously and erroneously, to lend support to the 
practice of putting a direct object after know: for 'what' is liable 
to be understood as a relative, = 'that which'. This is a gramma­
tical mistake: 'what' can of course be a relative, but in 'know what 
you feel' and 'know what won' it is an interrogative (Latin 
quid, not quod). In this respect, 'I can smell what he is smelling' 
differs from 'I can know what he is smelling'. 'I know what he 
is feeling' is not 'There is an x which both I know and he is 
feeling', but 'I know the answer to the question "What is he feel­
ing~"'. And similarly with 'I know what I am feeling': this does 
not mean that there is something which I am both knowing and 
feeling. 

Expressions such as 'We don't know another man's anger in 
the way he knows it' or 'He knows his pain in a way we can•~• 
seem barbarous. The man doesn't 'know his pain': he feels (not 
knows) what he recognizes as, or what he knows to be, anger 
(not his anger), and he knows that he is feeling angry. Always 
assuming that he does recognize the feeling, which in fact, though 
feeling it acutely, he may not: 'Now I know what it was, it was 
jealousy (or gooseflesh or angina). At the time I didn't know at 
all what it was, I had never felt anything quite like it before: 
but since then I've got to know it quite well'. 1 

1 There are, of course, legitimate uses of the direct object after know, and of the 
possessive pronoun before words for feelings. 'He knows the town well', 'He has known 
much suffering', 'My old vanity, how well I know it!'-even the pleonastic'Where does 
he feel his(= the) pain?' and the educative tautology 'He feels liis pain'. But none of these 
really lends support to the metaphysical 'He knows his pain (in a way we can't)'. 
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Uncritical use of the direct object after know seems to be one 
thing that leads to the view that (or to talking as though) sensa, 
that is things, colours, noises and the rest, speak or are labelled 
by nature, so that I can literally say what (that which) I see: it 
pipes up, or I read it off. It is as if sensa were literally to 'announce 
themselves' or to 'identify themselves', in the way we indicate 
when we say 'It presently identified itself as a particularly fine 
white rhinoceros'. But surely this is only a manner of speaking, 
a reflexive idiom in which the French, for example, indulge ~ore 
freely than the English: sen!>':l are dumb, and only previous 
experience enables us to identify them. If we choose to say that 
~ey 'identify themselves' (and certainly 'recognizing'. is not a 
highly voluntary activity of ours), then it must be adm1tted that 
they share the birthright of all speakers, that of speaking unclearly 
and untruly. 

IF I KNow I cAN'T BE WRONG 

One final point about 'How do you know?', the challenge to 
the user of ~he expression 'I know', requires still to be brought 
out by consideration of the saying that 'If you know you can't 
be wrong'. Surely, if wh::i.t has so far been said is correct, then 
we are often right to say we know even in cases where we turn 
out subsequently to have been mistaken - and indeed we seem 
always, or practically always, liable to be mistaken. . 
r ~~w, we are perfectly, and should be candidly, aware of this 
_iability'. which does not, however, transpire to be so very onerous 
ful~ractice. The human intellect and senses are, indeed, inherently 

libl~ and delusive, but not by any means inveterately so. 
~a~hines ::i.re inherently liable to break down, but good machines 
~ t ( ofte~) • It is futile to embark on a 'theory of knowledge' d ~h . demes this liability: such theories constantly end up by 

~knmittmg the liability after all, and denying the existence of 
owledge'. 

y 'When you -~ow you can't be wrong' is perfectly good sense. 
ou a~e _prohibited from saying 'I know it is so, but I may be 

brong 'Just ~s.you are prohibited from saying 'I promise I will, 
ut 1 1;1ay fail . If you are aware you may be mistaken, you 

oughtn t to say you know, just as, if you are aware you may 
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break your word, you have no business to promise. But of course, 
being aware that you may be mistaken doesn't mean merely being 
aware that you are a fallible human being: it means that you have 
some concrete reason to suppose that you may be mistaken in this 
case. Just as 'but I may fail' doesn't mean merely 'but I am a weak 
human being' (in which case it would be no more exciting than 
adding 'D.V.'): it means that there is some concrete reason for 
me to suppose that I shall break my word. It is naturally always 
possible ('humanly' possible) that I may be mistaken or may break 
my word, but that by itself is no bar against using the expressions 
'I know' and 'I promise' as we do in fact use them. 

At the risk (long since incurred) of being tedious, the parallel 
between saying 'I know' and saying 'I promise' may be elabo­
rated. 1 

When I say 'S is P', I imply at least that I believe it, and, if! 
have been strictly brought up, that I am (quite) sure of it: when 
I say 'I shall do A', I imply at least that I hope to doit, and, if! 
have been strictly brought up that I (fully) intend to. If I only 
believe that S is P, I can add 'But of course I may (very well) be 
wrong': if I only hope to do A, I can add 'But of course I may 
(very well) not'. When I only believe or only hope, it is recog­
nized that further evidence or further circumstances are liable 
to make me change my mind. If! say 'Sis P' when I don't even 
believe it, I am lying: if I say it when I believe it but am not sure 
of it, I may be misleading but I am not exactly lying. If I say 
'I shall do A' when I have not even any hope, not the slightest 
intention, of doing it, then I am deliberately deceiving: if I say 
it when I do not fully intend to, I am misleading but I am not 
deliberately deceiving in the same way. 

But now, when I say 'I promise', a new plunge is taken: I have 
not merely announced my intention, but, by using this formula 
(performing this ritual), I have bound myself to others, and staked 

. 1 _ It i? the use of the expressions 'I know' and 'I promise' (first person singular, present 
mdicatlve tense) alone that is being considered. 'IfI knew, I can't have been wrong' or 
'If she knows she can't be wrong' are not worrying in the way that 'If I ("you") know I 
("you") can't be wrong' is worrying. Or again, 'I promise' is quite different from 'he 
promises': if I say 'I promise', I don't say I say I promise, I promise, just as if he says he 
promises, he doesn't say he says he promises, he promises: whereas ifl say 'he promis~s•, 
I do (only) say he says he promises - in the other 'sense' of'promise', the 'sense' in which 
I say !_promise, only he can say he promises. I describe his promising, but I do my own 
prorrusmg and he must do his own. 
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my reputation, in a new v:ay. Simil~rly,, saying 'I know' is 
taking a new plunge. But 1t 1s not saymg I_ have performed a 
specially striking feat of cognition, superior, m the ~ame sc~le as 
believing and being sure, even to bemg me:ely q~1te sure : for 
there is nothing in that scale superior to bemg qmte sure. Just 
as promising is not something superior, in the same scale as 
hoping and intending, even to merely fully intending: for there 
is nothing in that scale superior to fully intending. When I say 
'I know', I give others my word: I give others my authority for saying 
that 'S is P'. 

When I have said only that I am sure, and prove to have been 
mistaken, I am not liable to be rounded on by others in the same 
way as when I have said 'I know'. I am sure for my part, you can 
take it or leave it: accept it if you think I'm an acute and careful 
person, that's your responsibility. But I don't know 'for my part', 
and when I say 'I know' I don't mean you can take it or leave it 
(though of course you can take it or leave it). In the same way, 
when I say I fully intend to, I do so for my part, and, according 
as you think highly or poorly of my resolution and chances, you 
will elect to act on it or not to act on it: but ifI say I promise, you 
are entitled to act on it, whether or not you choose to do so. If I 
have said I know or I promise, you insult me in a special way by 
refusing to accept it. We all feel the very great difference between 
saying even 'I'm absolutely sure' and saying 'I know': it is like the 
difference between saying even 'I firmly and irrevocably intend' 
an~ 'I promise'. If someone has promised me to do A, then I am 
entitled to rely on it, and can myself make promises on the 
strength of it: and so, where someone has said to me 'I know', 
I am entitled to say I know too, at second hand. The right to 
~ay 'I kno_w'. is transmissible, in the sort of way that other authority 
1s tr~nsnnss11?le. Hence, ifl say it lightly, I may be responsible for 
gettmg you mto trouble. 

If you say you know something, the most immediate challenge 
takes the form of asking 'Are you in a position to know?': that is, 
you must undertake to show, not merely that you are sure of it, 
but that it_ is within your cognizance. There is a similar form of 
challenge m the case of promising: fully intending is not enough 
- you must also undertake to show that 'you are in a position to 
promise', that is that it is within your power. Over these points 
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in the two cases parallel series of doubts are apt to infect philoso­
phers, on the ground that I cannot foresee the future. Some 
begin to hold that I should never, or practically never, say I 
know anything - perhaps only what I am sensing at this moment: 
others, that I should never, or practically never, say I promise -
perhaps only what is actually within my-power at this moment. 
In both cases there is an obsession: ifl know I can't be tvrong, so 
I can't have the right to say I know, and ifl promise I can't fail, 
so I can't have the right to say I promise. And in both cases this 
obsession fastens on my inability to make predictions as the root of 
the matter, meaning by predictions claims to know the future. 
But this is doubly mistaken in both cases. As has been seen, we 
may be perfectly justified in saying we know or we promise, in 
spite of the fact tl1at things 'may' turn out badly, and it's a more 
or less serious matter for us if they do. And further, it is over­
looked that the conditions which must be satisfied ifl am to show 
that a thing is within my cognizance or within my power are 
conditions, not about the future, but about tlze present and the past: 
it is not demanded that I do more than believe about the future. 1 

We feel, however, an objection to saying that 'I know' per­
forms the same sort of function in talking as 'I promise'. It is 
this. Supposing that things turn out badly, then we say, on the 
one hand 'You're proved wrong, so you didll't know', but on 
the other hand 'You've failed to perform, although you did 
promise'. I believe that this contrast is more apparent than real. 
The sense in which you 'did promise' is that you did say you 
promised ( did say 'I promise'): and you did say you knew. That is 
the gravamen of the charge against you when you let us down, 
after we have taken your word. But it may well transpire that you 
never fully intended to do it, or that you had concrete reason to 
suppose that you wouldn't be able to do it (it might even be 
manifestly impossible), and in another 'sense' of promise you 
can't then have promised to do it, so that you didn't promise. 

Consider the use of other. phrases analogous to 'I know' and 
:r promise'. Suppose, instead of 'I know', I had said 'I swear': 
m that case, upon the opposite appearing, we should say, exactly 
as in the promising case, 'You did swear, but you were wrong'. 

1 If 'Figs never grow on thistles' is taken to mean 'None ever have and none ever will', 
then it is implied that I k11ow that none ever have, but only that I believe that none ever will. 

t. 
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Suppose again that, instead of 'I promise', I had said 'I guarantee' 
(e.g. to protect you from attack): in that case, upon my letting 
you down, you can say, exactly as in the knowing case 'You said 
you guaranteed it, but you didn't guarantee it'. 1 Can the situation 
perhaps be summed up as follows? In these 'ritual' cases, the 
approved case is one where ill the appropriate circt1111sta11ces, I say 
a certain formula: e.g. 'I do' when standing, unmarried or a 
widower, beside a woman, unmarried or a widow and not within 
the prohibited degrees of relationship, before a clergyman, 
registrar, etc., or 'I give' when it is mine to give, etc., or 'I order' 
when _I have the authority to, etc. But now, if the situation 
transpires to have been in some way not orthodox (I was already 
married: it wasn't mine to give: I had no authority to order), then 
we tend to be rather hesitant about how to put it, as heaven was 
when_ the saint blessed the penguins. We call the man a biga~nist, 
but his second marriage was not a marriage, is null and void (a 
useful formula in many cases for avoiding saying either 'he did' 
or 'he didn't'): he did 'order' me to do it, but, having no authority 
over me, he couldn't 'order' me: he did warn me it was going to 
char~e, bu~ it wasn't or anyway I knew much more about it than 
he ~hd, so m a way he couldn't warn me, didn't warn me. 2 We 
hesitate between 'He didn't order me' 'He had no right to order 

' 'H ' me , e oughtn't to have said he ordered me', just as we do 
between 'You didn't know' 'You can't have known', 'You had 
no right to say ):OU knew' (these perhaps having slightly different 
nuances, accor~mg to what precisely it is that has gone wron~)­
But the e~sent1al factors are (a) You said you knew: you said 
ho~ pronused (b) You were mistaken: you didn't perform. The 

esitancy concerns only the precise way in which we are to 
round on tl1e O • • 1 'I k , , · , ngma now or I pronuse . 

To suppose that 'I know' is a descriptive phrase, is only one 
example of the descriptive fallacy, so common in philosophy. Even 

l 'Swear' 'crua.ra. ' 1 • , • , · • .. 

both f'k "'. ,ntee give my word 'pronuse, all these and sm11lar words cover cases 
0 now111<> and of' • • , · I I Of they d • a:- b t"' pronusmg thus suo-n-cstmg t 1e two arc ana ogous. course 1uer su t y fi h • ' "'" . 

'uni· ·t d' _ram eac other: for example know and promise arc in a ccrtam sense 1m1 c cxprcss1o h"I h ' · I 
I h • ns, w I cw en I swear J swear 11po11 somcthmg and when guarantee guarantee t at upoi d ' . . . 
I ·11 t k ' 1 some a verse and more or less to be expected circumstance ansmg, 

~ 1,y a e sm:ie //lore or less defi11ite action to nullify it. 
, kou can ht warn someone of something that isn't gain[!; to happen' parallels 'You 

cant now w at isn't true'. • 
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if some language is now purely descriptive, language was not in 
origin so, and much of it is still not so. Utterance of obvious 
ritual phrases, in the appropriate circumstances, is not describing 
the action we are doing, but doing it ('I do'): in other cases it 
functions, like tone and expression, or again like punctuation and 
mood, as an intimation that we are employing language in some 
special way ('I warn', 'I ask', 'I define'). Such phrases cannot, 
strictly, be lies, though they can 'imply' lies, as 'I promise' implies 
that I fully intend, which may be untrue. 

If these are the main and multifarious points that arise in 
familiar cases where we ask 'How do you know that this is ~ 
case of so-and-so?', they may be expected to arise likewise in 
cases where we say 'I know he is angry' .. And if there are, as no 
doubt there are, special difficulties in this case, at least we can 
clear the ground a little of things which are not special difficulties, 
and get the matter in better perspective. 

As a preliminary, it must be said that I shall only discuss the 
question of feelings and emotions, with special reference to anger. 
It seems likely that cases where we know that another man thinks 
that 2 and 2 make 4, or that he is seeing a rat, and so on, are 
different in important respects from, though no doubt also similar 
to, the case of knowing that he is angry or hungry. 

In the first place,we certainly do say sometimes that we know 
another man is angry, and we also distinguish these occasions 
from others on which we say only that we believe he is angry. 
For of course, we do not for a moment suppose that we always 
know, of all men, whether they are angry or not, or that we could 
discover it. There arc many occasions when I realize that I can't 
possibly tell what he's feeling: and there are many types of people, 
and many individuals too, with whom I (they being what they 
are, and I being what I am) never can tell. The feelings of royalty, 
for example, or fakirs or bushmen or Wykehamists or simple 
eccentrics- these may be very hard to divine: unless you have 
had a prolonged acquaintance with such persons, and some inti­
macy with them, you are not in any sort of position to know what 
their feelings are, especially if, for one reason or another, they 
can't or don't tell you. Or again, the feelings of some individual 
whom you have never met before - they might be almost any-
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thing: you don't know his character at all or his tastes,. you l~ave 
had no experience of his mannerisms, and so on .. His_ fcelmgs 
are elusive and personal: people differ so much. It 1s tlm sort of 
thing that leads to the situation where we say 'You never know 
or 'You never can tell'. 

In short, here even more than in the case of the goldfinch, a 
great deal depends on how familiar we have been in our past 
experience with this type of person, and indeed with this indivi­
dual, in th.is type of situation. If we have no great familiarity, then 
we hesitate to say we know: indeed, we can't be expected to say 
(tell). On the other hand, if we have had the necessary experience, 
then we can, in favourable current circumstances, say we know: 
we certainly can recognize when some near relative of ours is 
angrier than we have ever seen him. 

F~rther, we must have had experience also of the emotion or 
feeling concerned, in this case anger. In order to know what 
yo~'re feeling, I must also apparently be able to imagine (guess, 
~aerstand, appreciate) what you're feeling. It seems that more 
1s demanded than that I shall have learned to discriminate dis­
plays of anger in others: I must also have been angry mysel£ 1 

Or at any rate, ifl have never felt a certain emotion, say ambition, 
then_I_certainly feel an extra hesitation in saying that his motive is 
amb1t1on. And this seems to be due to the very special nature 
(grammar, log~c) of feelings, to the special way in which they _are 
related to their occasions and manifestations, which reqmres 
further elucidation. 

At firs~ s~ght_it may be tempting to follow Mr. Wisdom, and to 
dra~ a d1stmct1on between (r) the physical symptoms and (2) the 
feeling. So that when in the current case I am asked 'How can 
you ~ell h~'s ~ngry:' i should answer 'Fr~m the physical symp­
toms, ';hile if he is asked how he can tell he's angry, he should 
answe~ Fr_?m tl1e feeling~. But this seems to be a dangerous 
over-simplification. 

1 We say w~ don't know what it must feel like to be a king, whereas we do know what 
one of our friends must have felt when mortified. In this ordinary (imprecise and evi­
?ently not w~ole-hog) sense of'knowing what it would be like' we do often know what 
It would be h~e to _be our neighbour drawing his sword, whereas we don't know (can't 
even guess or 1~agmc), really, what it would feel like to be a cat or a cockroach. But of 
course. we don~ ever, 'know'. what in our neighbour accompanies the drawing o_f his 
sword 111 Mr. Wisdom s peculiar sense of'know what' as equivalent to 'directly experience 
that which'. 



OTHER MINDS 149 

In the first place, 'symptoms' (and also 'physical') is being 
used in a way different from ordinary usage, and one which 
proves to be misleading. 

'Symptoms', a term transferred from medical usage,1 tends 
to be used only, or primarily, in cases where that of which there 
are symptoms is something undesirable ( of incipient disease 
rather than of returning health, of despair rather than of hope, of 
grief rather than of joy): and hence it is more colourful than 
'signs' or 'indications'. This, however, is comparatively trivial. 
What is important is the fact that we never talk of'symptoms' or 
'signs' except by way of implied contrast with inspection of the item 
itself. No doubt it would often be awkward to have to say 
exactly where the signs or symptoms end and the item itself 
begins to appear: but such a division is always implied to exist. 
And hence the words 'symptom' and 'sign' have no use except 
in c::ises where the item, as in the case of disease, is liable to be 
hidden, whether it be in the future, in the past, under the skin, or 
in some other more or less notorious casket: and when the item 
is itself before us, we no longer talk of signs and symptoms. When 
we talk of 'signs of a storm', we mean signs of an impending 
storm, or of a past storm, or of a storm beyond the horizon: 
we do not mean a storm on top of us. 9 

The words function like such words as 'traces' or 'clues'. Once 
you know the murderer, you don't get any more clues, only what 
were or would have been clues: nor is a confession, or an eye­
witness' view of the crime, a particularly good clue - these are 
something different altogether. When the cheese is not to be 
found or seen, then there may be traces of it: but not when it's 
there in front of us (though of course, there aren't, then, 'no 
traces' of it either). 

For this reason, it seems misleading to lump together, as a 
general practice, all the characteristic features of any casual item 
as 'signs' or 'symptoms' of it: though it is of course sometimes 

1 Doctors nowadays draw a distinction of their own between 'symptoms' and 
'(physical) signs': but the distinction is not here relevant, and perhaps not very clear. 
. 9_ 1:'her~ are _some, more complicated, cases like th_at of inflation, wh~re ~e signs of 
mc1p1ent mflation are of the same nature as inflation itself, blit of a less mtensity or at a 
slower tempo. Here, especially, it is a matter for decision where the signs or 'tendencies' 
end and where the state itself sets in: moreover, with inflation as with some diseases, we 
can in some contexts go on talking of signs or symptoms even when the item itseµ- is 
quite fairly decidedly present, because it is such as not to be patent to simple observatton. 
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the case that some things which could in appropriate circumstances 
be called characteristics or effects or manifestations or parts or 
scquelae or what not of certain items may also be called signs or 
symptoms of those items in the appropriate circumstances. It 
seems to be this which is really wrong with Mr. Wisdom's 
paradox1 about looking in the larder and finding 'all the signs' 
of bread, when we see the loaf, touch it, taste it and so on. Doing 
these things is not finding (some) signs of bread at all: the taste 
or feel of bread is not a sign or symptom of bread at all. What 
I might be taken to mean if I announced that I had found signs 
of bread in the larder seems rather doubtful, since bread is not 
normally casketed ( or if in the bin, leaves no traces), and not 
being a transient event (impending bread, etc.), docs not have 
any normally accepted 'signs': and signs, peculiar to the item, 
have to be more or less normally accepted. I might be taken to 
mean that I had found traces of bread, such as crumbs, or signs 
that bread had at one time been stored there, or something of the 
kind: but what I could not be taken to mean is that I had seen, 
tasted, or touched (something like) bread. 

The sort of thing we do actually say, if the look is all right but 
we haven't yet tasted it, is 'Here is something that looks like 
bread'• . If it turns out not be bread after all, we might say 'It 
~asted ~e bread, but actually it was only bread-substitute', or 
I~ exhibited many of the characteristic features of bread, but 

diffen~d in important respects: it was only a synthetic imitation'. 
That is, we don't use the words sign or symptom at all. 

~ow, if 'signs' and 'symptoms' have this restricted usage, it is 
evident ~at _to say that we only get at the 'signs' or 'symptoms' 
~~ anY0mg,1s to imply that we never get at it (and this goes for i t;;e signs too). So that, if we say that I only get at the symptoms tli s anger, that carries an important implication. But is this 

e way we do talk.? Surely we do not consider that we are never 
a"';are of more than symptoms of anger in another man? 

Simptoms' or 'signs' of anger tend to mean signs of rising 
or O s~ppres:ed anger. Once the man has exploded, we talk of 
something different - of an expression or manifestation or dis-

1 [In h'Other Minds III' he had discussed the logic of a possible complaint, from a 
n~an ~ 0 w:as actual!y looking at, touching, smelling, tasting, bread, that nevertheless, 
\ ough adnuttedly al! the signs of bread were present still it might not be quite safe to say 
t at t ere actual!y was bread there. - EDITOR.] 



OTHER MINDS 151 

play of anger, of an exhibition of temper, and so forth. A twitch 
of the eyebrow, pallor, a tremor in the voice, all these may be 
symptoms of anger: but a violent tirade or a blow in the face 
are not, they are the acts in which the anger is vented. 'Symptoms' 
of anger are not, at least normally, contrasted with the man's own 
inner personal feeling of anger, but rather with the actual display 
of anger. Normally at least, where we have only symptoms to 
go upon, we should say only that we believe that the man is 
angry or getting angry: whereas when he has given himself away 
we say that we know. 1 

The word 'physical' also, as used by Mr. Wisdom in contrast 
to 'mental', seems to me abused, though I am not confident as 
to whether this abuse is misleadin5 in the current case. He evi­
dently does not wish to call a man's feelings, which he cites as a 
typical example of a 'mental' event, physical. Yet this is what we 
ordinarily often do. There are many physical feelings, such as 
giddiness, hunger or fatigue: and these are included by some 
doctors among the physical signs of various complaints. Most 
feelings we do not speak of as either mental or physical, especially 
emotions, such as jealousy or anger itself: we do not assign them 
to the mind but to the heart. Where we do describe a feeling as 
mental, it is because we are using a word normally used to 
describe a physical feeling in a special transferred sense, as when 
we talk about 'mental' discomfort or fatigue. 

It is then, clear, that more is involved in being e.g., angry 
than simply showing the symptoms and feeling the feeling. For 
there is also the display or manifestation. And it is to be noted 
that the feeling is related in a unique sort of way to the display. 
When we are angry, we have an impulse, felt and/or acted on, 
to do actions of particular kinds, and, unless we suppress the 
anger, we do actually proceed to do them. There is a peculiar 
and intimate relationship between the emotion and the natural 

1 Sometimes, it is said, we use 'I know' where we should be prepared to substitu~c 
'I believe', as when we say 'I know he's in, because his hat is in the hall': thus 'know' 1s 
used loosely for 'believe', so why should we suppose there is a fundamental diffc~ence 
between them? But the question is, what exactly do we mean by 'prepared to substitute' 
and 'loosely'? We are 'prepared to substitute' believe for k11ow not as an eq11ivale11t expr~s­
sio~ but as a weaker and therefore preferable expression, in view of the seriousness w!th 
which, as has become apparent, the matter is to be treated: the presence of the hat, which 
would serve as a proof ofits owner's presence in many circumstances, could only through 
laxity be adduced as a proof in a court of law. 
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manner of venting it, with which, having been angry ourselves, 
we are acquainted. The ways in which anger is normally mani­
fested are natural to anger just as there are tones naturally expressive 
of various emotions (indignation, etc.). There is not normally 
taken to be1 such a thing as 'being angry' apart from any impulse, 
however vague, to vent the anger in the natural way. 

Moreover, besides the natural expressions of anger, there are 
also the natural occasions of anger, of which we have also had 
experience, which are similarly connected in an intimate way with 
the 'being angry'. It would be as nonsensical to class these as 
'causes' in some supposedly obvious and 'external' sense, as it 
would be to class the venting of anger as the 'effect' of the emotion 
in a supposedly obvious and 'external' sense. Equally it would be 
nonsensical to say that there are three wholly distinct phenomena, 
(1) cause or occasion (2) feeling or emotion and (3) effect or 
manifestation, which are related together 'by definition' as all 
necessary to anger, though this would perhaps be less misleading 
than the other. 
, It _seems fair to say that 'being angry' is in many respects like 
_havm~ mumps'. It is a description of a whole pattern of events, 
mcl~dmg occasion, symptoms, feeling and manifestation, and 
possibly other factors besides. It is as silly to ask 'What, really, 
is the anger itself' as to attempt to fme down 'the disease' to 
some ~:me chosen item ('the functional disorder'). That the 
man himself feels something which we don't (in the sense that 
he fe~ls angry and we don't) is 2 evident enough, and incide~tally 
nothing to complain about as a 'predicament': but there 1s no 

f, ~ new )anguage is naturally necessary if wc arc to admit unconscious feelings, and 
dee _gbs which express themselves in paradoxical manners, such as the psycho-analysts escn e. 

'Lik2 In ~he absence of Mr. Wisdom's variety of tciepathy. [Professor Wisdom wrote: 
ew1se we ca • • hi hi h 
1 h n 1magme a man doing what we now can seldom do, somet ng w c 

peop e ave called "looking into the mind of another". This man doem't examine present 
symptoms and pred· th h · · · · 1 • • d' d k ic ow t e pattent will go on. He sees scenes m a glass or m us nun s 
ie an If~s- they are what another sees, he feels distress and knows that another is in 
b stre~. kn 11s to be called seeing what another sees or feeling what he feels, if this would 
.. ~e ow edge of the thoughts and feelings of another, then when someone says 

e c;rii~ ~ow the feelings of others" what he refers to is the familiar fact that few of 
usthcan di?ffit 5 -frEDITOR.] There is, it seems to me, something which docs actually happen, 
ra er erent om Mr w· d , hi h d · ·b t d • 1s oms telepathy, w c oes sometimes coutn ute owar s 
ilir 1knowlt,:dge ~f other people's feelings. We do talk, e.g. of 'feeling another person's 

sp ~asure • an _say, e.g. 'his anger could be felt', and there seems to be s01!1-ething 
genwn~ arout this. But the feeling we feel, though genuine 'feeling'. is not, Ill these 
cases, sp easure or auger, but a special co11nterpart feeling. 
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call to say that 'that' ('the feeling') 1 is the anger. The pattern of 
events whatever its precise form, is, fairly clearly, peculiar to the 
case of 'feelings' (emotions) - it is not by any means exactly like 
the case of diseases: and it seems to be this peculiarity which 
makes us prone to say tl1at, unless we have had experience of a 
feeling ourselves, we cannot know when someone else is experi­
encing it. Moreover, it is our confidence in the general pattern 
that makes us apt to say we 'know' another man is angry when 
we have only observed parts of the pattern: for the parts of the 
pattern are related to each other very much more intimately than, 
e.g. newspapermen scurrying in Brighton are related to a fire 
in Fleet Street. 2 

The man himself, such is the overriding power of the pattern, 
will sometimes accept corrections from outsiders about his own 
emotions, i.e. about the correct description of them. He may 
be got to agree that he was not really angry so much as, rather, 
indignant or jealous, and even that he was not in pain, but only 
fancied he was. And this is not surprising, especially in view of 
the fact that he, like all of us, has primarily learnt to use the 
expression 'I am angry' of himself by (a) noting the occasion, 
symptoms, manifestation, etc., in cases where other persons say 
'I am angry' of themselves (b) being told by others, who have 
noted all that can be observed about him on certain occasions, 
that 'You are angry', i.e. that he should say 'I am angry'. On 
the whole, 'mere' feelings or emotions, if ther-e are such things 
genuinely detectable, are certainly very hard to be sure about, 
even harder than, say, tastes, which we already choose to describe, 
norm,ally, only by their occasions (the taste 'of tar', 'of pine­
apple, etc.). 

All words for emotions are, besides, on the vague side, in two 
ways, leading to further hesitations about whether we 'know' 
when he's angry. They tend to cover a rather wide and ill­
defined variety of situations: and the patterns they cover tend 
to be, each o: them, rather complex (though common and so 
not difficult to recognize, very often), so that it is easy for one 
of the more or less necessary features to be omitted, and thus to 

1 The 'feelings', i.e. sensations, we can observe in ourselves when angry are such things 
:15 ~ pounding of the heart or tensing of the muscles, which cannot in themselves be 
JUstJ.fiably called 'the feeling of anger'. 

2 It is therefore misleading to ask 'How do I get from the scowl to the anger2' 
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give rise to hesitation about what exactly we should say in such 
an unorthodox case. We realize, well enough, that the challenge 
to which we are exposed if we say we know is to pro11e it,_ and 
in this respect vagueness of terminology is a crippling handicap. 

So far, enough has perhaps been said to show that most of ~e 
difficulties which stand in the way of our saying we know a thing 
is a goldfinch arise in rather greater strength in the case w~ere_ we 
want to say we know another man is angry. But there 1s still a 
feeling, and I think a justified feeling, that there is a further and 
quite special difficulty in the latter case. . 

This difficulty seems to be of the sort that Mr. Wisdom raises 
at the very outset of his series of articles on 'Other Minds'. It is 
asked, might the man not exhibit all the symptoms (and displ~y 
and everything else) of anger, even ad i1ifi11it11m, and yet still 
not (really) be angry? It will be remembered that he there treats 
it,_no doubt provisionally, as a difficulty similar to that wl~ch can 
~nse conc:rning the reality of any 'material object'. But m fact, 
It has special features of its own. 

There seem to be three distinguishable doubts which may arise: 

(1) ~hen to all appearances angry, might he not really be 
labourmg under some other emotion, in that, though he normally 
feels the same emotion as we should on occasions when we, in his 
position, should feel anger and in making displays such as we 
make when angry, in this particular case he is acting abnormally? 

(2) ~hen to all appearances angry, might he not really be 
labourm~ under some other emotion; in that he normally feels, 
on _occasions when we in his position should feel anger, and when 
~ctmg as w~ shoul? act if we felt anger, some feeling which we, 
if we expenenced it, should distinguish from angen 

(~) When to_ all appearances angry, might he not really be 
feeling no emotion at all? 

In ~veryday _ life, all these problems arise in special cases, and 
occasion ~emu~~ worry. we may worry ( 1) as to whe~er 
~omeone ~s deceivi~g us, by suppressing his emotions, or by feign­
mg emotions whi~h he does not feel: we may worry (2) as to 
wheth~r we are misunderstanding someone ( or he us), in wro~gly 
supposmg that he does 'feel like us' that he does share emotions 
like ours: or we may Worry (3) a; to whether some action of 
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another person is really deliberate, or perhaps only involuntary 
or inadvertent in some manner or other. All three varieties of 
worry may arise, and often do, in connection with the actions of 
persons whom we know very well. 1 All work together in the 
feeling of loneliness which affects everybody at times. Any or all 
of them may be at the bottom of the passage from Mrs. Wool£ s 

None of these three special difficulties about 'reality' arises 
in connection with goldfinches or bread, any more than the 
special difficulties about, e.g. the oasis arise in connection with 
the reality of another person's emotions. The goldfmch cannot 
be assumed, nor the bread suppressed: we may be deceived by 
the appearance of an oasis, or misinterpret the signs of the weather, 
but the oasis cannot lie to us and we cannot misunderstand the 
storm in the way we misunderstand the man. 

Though the difficulties are special, the ways of dealing with 
them are, initially, similar to those employed in the case of the 
goldfmch. There are (more or less roughly) established pro­
cedures for dealing with suspected cases of deception or of 
mistmderstanding or of inadvertence. By these means we do very 
often establish (though we do not expect always to establish) that 
someone is acting, or that we were misunderstanding him, or that 
he is simply impervious to a certain emotion, or that he was not 
acting voluntarily. These special cases where doubts arise and 
require resolving, are contrasted with the normal cases which 
hold the field1 unless there is some special suggestion that deceit, 
etc., is involved, and deceit, moreover, of an intelligible kind 
in the circumstances, that is, of a kind that can be looked into 
because motive, etc., is specially suggested. There is no suggestion 
that I never know what other people's emotions are, nor yet that 
in particular cases I might be wrong for no special reason or in 
no special way. 

Extraordinary cases of deceit, misunderstanding, etc. (which 
are themselves not the normal), do not, ex vi termini, ordinarily 
occur: we have a working knowledge of the occasions for, the 
temptations to, the practical limits of, and the normal types of 

1 There is, too, a special way in which we can doubt the 'reality' of our own emotions, 
can doubt whether we are not 'acting to ourselves'. Professional actors may reach a state 
where they never really know what their genuine feelings are. 

z [Professor Wisdom had quoted a paragraph from Jacob's Room. -BDITOR.) 
3 'You c:mnot fool all the people all of the time' is 'analytic'. 
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deceit and misunderstanding. Nevertheless, they may occur, and 
there may be varieties which are common without our yet having 
become aware of the fact. If this happens, we are in a certain 
sense wrong, because our terminology is inadequate to the facts, 
and we shall have thenceforward to be more wary about saying 
we know, or shall have to revise our ideas and terminology. This 
we are constantly ready to do in a field so complex and baffling 
as that of the emotions. 

There remains, however, one further special feature of the case, 
which also differentiates it radically from the goldfinch case. The 
goldfinch, the material object, is, as we insisted above, uninscribed 
and mute: but the man speaks. In the complex of occurrences 
which induces us to say we know another man is angry, the 
complex of symptoms, occasion, display and the rest, a peculiar 
place is occupied by the man's own statement as to what his 
feelings are. In the usual case, we accept this statement without 
question, and we then say that we know (as it were 'at second­
hand') what his feelings are: though of course 'at second-hand' 
here could not be used to imply that anybody but he could know 
'at first-hand', and hence perhaps it is not in fact used. In unusual 
cases, where his statement conflicts with the description we should 
otherwise have been inclined to give of the case, we do not feel 
bound to accept it, though we always feel some uneasiness in 
rejecting it. If the man is a habitual liar or self-deceiver, or if 
~ere are patent reasons why he should be lying or deceiving 
himself on this occasion, then we feel reasonably happy: but if 
s~ch a case occurred as the imagined one1 where a man, having 
given t~roughout life every appearance of holding a certain point­
less belief, leaves behind a remark in his private diary to the effect 
that he never did believe it, then we probably should not know 
what to say. 

I should like to make in conclusion some further remarks about 
this crucial matter of our believing what the man says about his 
own feelings. Although I know very well that I do not see my 
way clearly in this, I cannot help feeling sure that it is fundamental 
to th~ w~ole Predicament, and that it has not been given the 
attention It deserves, possibly just because it is so obvious. 

1 [P~ofessor Wisdom had considered the case of a man who persistently claimed that 
he believed that flowers feel. - EDITOR.] 
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The man's own statement is not (is not treated primarily as) 
a sign or symptom, although it can, secondarily and artificially, 
be treated as such. A unique place is reserved for it in the sum­
mary of the facts of the case. The question then is: 'Why believe 
him?' 

There are answers that we can give to this question, which is 
here to be taken in the general sense of 'Why believe him eved 
not simply as 'Why believe him this time?' We may say that 
the man's statements on matters other than his own feelings have 
constantly been before us in the past, and have been regularly 
verified by our own observations of the facts he reported: so 
that we have in fact some basis for an induction 9-bout his general 
reliability. Or we may say that his behaviour is most simply 
'explained' on the view that he does feel emotions like ours, just 
as psycho-analysts 'explain' erratic behaviour by analogy with 
normal behaviour when they use the terminology of'unconscious 
desires'. 

These answers are, however, dangerous and unhelpful. They 
are so obvious that they please nobody: while on the other hand 
they encourage the questioner to push his question to 'profounder' 
depths, encouraging us, in tum, to exaggerate these answers until 
they become distortions. 

The question, pushed further, becomes a challenge to the very 
possibility of 'believing another man', in its ordinarily accepted 
sense, at all. What 'justification' is there for supposing that there is 
another mind communicating with you at alh How can you 
know what it would be like for another mind to feel anything, 
and so how can you understand it? It is then that we are tempted 
to say that we only mean by 'believing him' that we take certain 
vocal noises as signs of certain impending behaviour, and that 
'other minds' are no more really real than unconscious desires. 

This, however, is distortion. It seems, rather, that believing 
in other persons, in authority and testimony, is an essential part of 
the act of communicating, an act which we all constantly perform. 
It is as much an irreducible part of our experience as, say, giving 
promises, or playing competitive games, or even sensing coloured 
patches. We can state certain advantages of such performances, 
and we can elaborate rules of a kind for their 'rational' conduct 
(as the Law Courts and historians and psychologists work out the 
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rules for accepting testimony). But there is no 'justification' for 
our doing them as such. 

FINAL Norn 
One speaker at Manchester 1 said roundly that the real crux of 

~e matter remains still that 'I ought not to say that I know Tom 
~s ~gry, because I don't introspect his feelings': and this no doubt 
1s JUSt what many people do boggle at. The gist of what I have 
been trying to bring out is simply: 

(1) Of course I don't introspect Tom's feelings (we should be in 
a pretty predicament ifI did). 

(2) Of course I do sometimes know Tom is angry. 
Hence 

(3) to suppose that the question 'How do I know that Tom is 
angry?' is meant to mean 'How do I introspect Tom's feelings?' 
(because, as we know, that's the sort of thing that knowing is or 
ought to be), is simply harking our way up the wrong gum tree. 

1 [Where the Symposium was held. - EDITOR.] 



CHAPTER IX 

ON GRADING 1 

By J. 0. Urmsou 

A. AN OUTLINE OF SOME TYPICAL GRADING SITUATIONS 

IF you have an apple tree you know very well that all the apples 
will not be worth eating and that in a nom1al season there will 
be more apples on the tree which are fit for eating than you can 
cat immediately on ripening. Therefore, when you gather your 
crop, you will probably divide it into three lots - the really good 
apples, the not-so-good but edible, and the throw-outs. The 
good ones you will store (or perhaps sell some at a high price), 
the not-so-good you will use at once (and perhaps sell some at a 
lower price), the throw-outs you will throw out, or give to your 
pigs, or sell at a very low price for someone else's pigs. Let us 
call this process by the name which, in more complicated forms, 
it bears in the packing sheds of commercial growers - grading. 
Let us call grading labels the adjectives which we apply to the 
different grades as names of those grades - good, bad, indifferent; 
first-rate, second-rate, third-rate; high quality, medium quality, 
low quality; and so on. 

In the sequel I intend to extend the expressions 'grading' 
and 'grading labels' beyond their normal employment to cover 
operations and words which, from the viewpoint from which I 
shall discuss them, seem to me to be essentially similar to grading 
in its narrower sense. There will be no harm in this if we realize 
that we arc doing it and if we make sure that the other operations 
and words are really essentially similar to the more obvious cases 
of grading. 

First I will make a series of fairly non-controversial remarks 
about the more obvious and unmysterious cases of grading. 

(1) Often, instead of carrying om the physical process of 
. 1 M~ny of my Oxford colleagues will notice unauthorized borrowings, sometimes 
mvolvmg distortions, from their theories. Mr. Hare suffers worst; I have had the benefit 
of many discussions on this subject with him. Professor Austin suffers next worst, but 
many others will notice minor peculations. 

159 
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grading, which may be futile or impossible, we do something 
which I shall call mental grading (on the analogy of 'mental' 
arithm.etic). For example, a permanent-way inspector examin­
ing railway sleepers will presumably grade them mentally in 
such grades as 'in good condition', 'in fair condition' and 'unser­
viceable'. But though he does not rip the sleepers from the track 
and put them in piles he is clearly not doing something importantly 
different from physical grading. Mental grading is obviously 
more common than physical grading. We shall not often need 
to distinguish them. 

(2) Grading and the application of grading labels arc common 
activities. Inspectors of goods, tea-tasters and the like ( and 
exa~ers) do it professionally; we all need to do it for the 
ordmary purposes of life. 

(3) In _the case of physical grading one can learn to carry out 
the physi~al processes correctly, in some cases at least, with~ut 
any prev10us knowledge of the objects being graded and _with 
absolutely no knowledge of the opinions about and attitude 
towards the objects being graded of the person from whom one 
learns to carry out the processes, or, for that matter, of anybody 
else. Thus, for example, a person who had never seen an apple 
before, nor tasted one, and who knew nothing of your, or any­
body else\ opinions about and attitude towards apples, would, 
with reasonable intelligence, and after a period of observation, 
learn to h~lp you to put the apples into the correct piles merely 
by watc~g you do it. The greater his intelligence and the 
longer lus apprenticeship, the more nearly infallibl~ he ~ould 
become; _of course, there would be marginal cases m ":'luch he 
~ould differ from you, but in these you might as easily have 
differe~ from yoursel£ An instructive point should, how~ver, 
be noticed here. Without further information our intelligent 
apprentice, a_lthough he would have learnt to grade the apples, 
or sl~epers, _ m the sense in which a parrot can learn to speak 
Engl!sh, nught realize no more than the parrot that he was 
gradmg. _He might not guess but that he was playing some 
ra~er tedious game, or tidying up, just as ifhe were sorting out 
whi~e an? black draughts pieces, or assisting in some scientific 
cl~ssificat~on; he need not speculate on what he is doing at all. 
As we nught say that the parrot was not really speaking English, 
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knowing just what we meant to convey by this, so we might say 
that the apprentice, unlike you, was not really grading. This 
state of affairs would be particularly likely to occur if you either 
did not tell him what grading labels you were employing, or 
else used such words as are not usually used for grading purposes. 

Clearly the same possibilities and limitations would occur in 
the case of mental grading providing that the apprentice heard 
the grading labels used with reference to the various objects 
without recognizing them as grading labels. 

One moral of this is quite obvious; grading, like speaking 
English in the sense in which parrots cannot speak English, or 
lying, or committing murder, is something which you cannot in 
a full sense do without understanding what you are doing. The 
other moral, equally obvious, is that grading is quite different 
from tidying up or scientific classification, but the difference lies 
in the purpose of the grader, not in its external form. 

(4) It is perhaps instructive to notice a possible half-way house 
between your situation as a fully conscious grader and that of 
your ignorant and inexperienced, but intelligent and observant, 
apprentice. Suppose that you use the grading labels 'good', 
'indifferent' and 'bad' of your piles of apples; then (more on 
this topic later), since-they are adjectives, which are consecrated 
to use as grading labels, your apprentice, in addition to his former 
capacity of going through the right motions, will presumably 
also realize that he is grading. What he will lack which you have 
will be firstly an understanding of why you grade one pile more 
highly than another, though he will be able to distinguish the 
sets and know which you grade more highly, and secondly any 
conviction whether he would himself choose to grade on your 
principles if lefi: to himsel£ Here too, for these reasons, there 
would be some point, though not as much as in the case imagined 
in (3) above, in saying that the apprentice is not really grading. 
Compare with this our tendency . to say that the person who 
merely echoes conventional moral judgments correctly is not 
really making moral judgments, remembering especially what 
Plato has to say of those who have only opinion and not know­
ledge in moral matters. 

(5) In our examples we have considered cases of grading, 
mental and physical, where we have dealt with a large number 

M 
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of objects of a certain type, such as apples or railway sleepers. 
These are perhaps the only cases which can properly be called 
grading. But we do sometimes apply the same grading labels 
to single objects without explicit reference to any others, but 
using the same criteria. I cannot see any important difference 
in the two situations, and I shall refer to this type of situation 
as grading as well as the other. This is one of the ways in which, 
as I admitted, I intend to stretch the word. 

(6) Finally, it should be clear that, whatever else there may 
be that is puzzling about grading, in ordinary typical cases, at 
least, there is no puzzle about or doubt that it is a business 
done in accordance with principles and which one can learn to 
do in the way other people do it. There is no doubt that even 
the most ignorant apprentice can learn how to go through the 
right motions by watching other people do it. As a spokesman 
of the Ministry of Agriculture has wisely said, 'proficiency in 
grading to the most rigid standards is easily acquired in practice, 
although a precise, and at the same time simple, definition of 
those standards in words or pictures is a matter of difficulty'. 

B. TYPES OF GRADING LABELS 

Before trying to throw any further light on the nature of 
grading and its difference from other language-using procedures 
such as scientific classification it would be advisable to examine 
a little more closely the grading labels which we use in grading. 

(1) It is clearly possible, and often done, to employ ad hoc, 
without abuse of one's language, a very wide range of words 
(marks, etc.) as grading labels, including made-up words and 
words which sometimes are used for purposes other than grading. 
For example, I might use 'red', 'white', 'blue' in this way, 
or •~l~ss X', 'class Y', 'class Z', where ic would be necessary 
explicitly to say what order of merit they convey; I could 
e9-ually well use 'red' for the best and 'green' for the worst, or 
vice versa. Still avoiding controversial issues, it might none the 
less be worth pointing out here one of the advantages of the 
use of ad hoc labels. More professional grading labels naturally 
tend to become emotionally charged for good or ill, especially 
extreme ones; using ad hoc grading labels in their place is a 
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way of ensuring objective rmbiased calm. It is easier to hand 
back a paper to a pupil marked '6' than marked 'stupid and 
worthless'. 

(2) But the1 ~ is also a large class of words, called 'professional' 
in the preceding paragraph, which are used almost exclusively, 
or quite exclusively, as grading labels. Some obvious examples 

'fi 1 ' 'thi d ' ' d' ,. .l!ll'.". ' 'b d' ' di are rst c ass , r rate , goo , mwuerent a , me um 
quality'. These can be used as grading labels without explicit 
warning; they themselves give warning, if it is not otherwise 
evident, that the object of the exercise is grading. Furthermore, 
it is easy and natural to choose sets whose order is clearly defined. 
It would be an abuse of language to use 'indifferent' of a higher 
grade than 'good'. It is indeed almost a necessary professional 
qualification of grading words to show their order; not so invari­
ably (nor would we wish it), some show also their absolute 
position in the hierarchy of grades immediately. · Thus 'first rate', 
'second rate', 'third rate' show both order and absolute position -
therefore they require careful handling as more precise tools do. 
But, whereas 'good', 'bad', ar~d 'indifferent' show their order, 
they do not show their absolute position. This has to be deter­
mined from time to time, if precision is required. 'Good' for 
example can be at the top of a hierarchy or quite low down. 
Many parents have received school reports in which their 
children's work has been graded in different subjects as V.G., 
or G., or F., and, at the bottom will appear some such list as 

E. = Excellent 
V.G. = Very Good 

G. = Good 
F. = Fair 

etc. 

One obvious trick of sellers of graded wares is to use 'good' very 
nearly at the bottom and a number of superlatives above it. 

(3) Some words which are professionally . used mainly or 
exclusively as grading labels can be used in grading many different 
kinds of objects, persons, activities, etc. This applies, for example 
to 'good', 'bad' and 'indifferent'. Other professional grading 
words, which, for this and other reasons to be given below, may 
be called 'specialized', are restricted to one or a few types of 
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objects. For example, the terms 'Super', 'Extra Fancy', and 
'Domestic' are, so far as I know, used as an ordered series with 
absolute position only of commercial consignments of apples. 
No doubt they could be used in a slightly less specialized way of 
other merchandise. Some, at least, of them could only be used 
very abnormally and metaphorically for people or activities. 

An especially interesting and important set of specialized 
grading labels must be mentioned here. In calling them grading 
labels at all I acknowledge my second stretch of the word 'grading' 
and I must defend it. 'Rash', 'brave', 'cowardly', 'extravagant', 
'liberal', 'mean', 'bo0rish', ·eligible (bachelor)', 'arrogant' are 
examples. Aristotle, in Books III and IV of the N.E. and Theo­
phrastus in his Characters give numerous examples of such grading 
labels and seek to set out the criteria for their employment. As 
Aristotle noticed, we tend to have explicit grading labels only for 
some positions in some .of the implied scales. Similarly 'indiffer­
ent' is a more sophisticated word than 'good' and 'bad'; it tends 
not ~o be used in popular discourse. They can be recognized as 
grading labels in that they show order of merit. 1 

If~ Army Company Commander were, as a preliminary to 
c~oosmg a band of men for an important operation, to go through 
his Company roll marking each man as 'rash', 'brave' or 
'cow:ardly' we would surely not find it abnormal to say he was 
grading them (from a specialized point of view). If one were 
merely to say 'He is a brave man' one would not normally call 
it grading; but I cannot see that the stretch of the word so to 
call it is harmful. One resistance to calling 'brave' a grading 
~abel arises from the fact that being more specialized than 'good' 
it enables one t? predict more accurately, though~ a narrower 
fi~ld, the b~h~v1our of a man so graded. This inclines.reop~e t~ 
think that_ 1t 1s a descriptive word in the way that ferocious 
normally is. But this is just a mistake; the resistance must . be 
overcome._ It would be better to regard 'brave' as a gradmg 
!abel ;estncte1 to human behaviour in tight places, whereas 
good grades m all places, including tight ones. 

(4) As would be expected, specia1ized grading labels show 

1 lv1a ya ve' • 6 • tl NE ~ e vs c.,v µao,-cn CTVVEIATJµµn>a µeTa -riis q,av;\6TTjTos. Ansto e, . ., 
1 I07 a 9- Arist0tle unfortunately says this of a few words and does not see that it applies 
to nearly everything which he discusses in tliis work. 
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absolute pos1t1on as well as order more explicitly and more 
frequently than more general ones. 

(5) In addition to professional and ad hoc grading words there 
are a number of what we might call enthusiastic amateurs -
words of which it is difficult to say "vhether they function as 
grading labels or in ordinary classification. Sometimes they 
are obviously being used for the one purpose, sometimes for the 
other; often we seem to be killing two birds with one stone and 
grading and classifying at the same time. Examples of such 
words would be (a) val11able; contrast 'Her jewels were in bad 
taste but valuable' with 'That was valuable information'; (b) 
11011sensical, especially as it occurs in the works of some Logical 
Positivists - it is often hard to say whether a Logical Positivist 
who states that ethical statements are nonsensical wishes thereby 
to rate them lower than scientific statements, or merely to note 
a difference of logical type; one often suspects he is doing both. 
Normal is another example. 

Conversely, even the most professional grading labels can be 
used sometimes practically descriptively- almost entirely so in 
the case of 'I walked a good four miles'; and often 'He gave 
him a good hiding' is used more to indicate severity than pro­
priety. 

There is nothing surprising or disconcerting in this. It will 
be convenient in the main, however, to examine typical, un­
equivocal examples of grading situations. One should be aware 
of marginal cases, but one should not harp on them. 

(6) Apart from these marginal cases a further qualification 
must be made. Sometimes I merely describe an object and do 
not grade it explicitly when clearly my prime object is to grade. 
Thus two of the criteria for being a boor which Theophrastus 
gives us in his Characters are singing in one's bath and wearing 
hobnailed boots. Now I might mention that a man sings in his 
bath and wears hobnailed boots and not say that he is a boor 
although my prime object was to grade him as a boor. The 
reverse, too, can no doubt happen. In the packing sheds an 
employee might mention that a certain proportion of a batch 
of apples was Extra Fancy when his prime object was to give 
the implied descriptive information. Or I might tell you that 
a man has a good complexion primarily to enable you to recog-
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nize him. It seems worth while explicitly to make this point 
because when made it is clearly not a damaging admission. If 
I distinguish commands from descriptions it would not be 
damaging to admit that I might say 'The door is open' with 
the prime intention of getting you to shut it. 

(7) A further reason for distinguishing specialized from more 
general grading labels is that the specialized ones tend to have 
more clear cut and explicit criteria for their employment. This 
can best be illustrated by an actual example, so I will now 
quote from a Government publication the directions for the use 
~f the wading labels Super and Extra Fancy, which were ~en­
trnned m (3) and which have been established by regulations 
made under the Agricultural Produce (Grading and Marketing) 
Acts of 1928 and 1931. 1 For brevity's sake the criteria for the 
wad~s f!ancy and below are not quoted here. They are similar 
In prmc1ple and are given in full in the original document. 

DEFINITIONS OF QUALITY 
. SUPER GRADE (DESSERT APPLES ONLY) 

~;,ze.-: Ea_ch apple not less that 2½ in. in diameter. The apples in any tray to be closely 
u°k_ <;>rm m size and not to vary by more than ¼ in. in diameter. 

ipeness. - Each apple to have reached that stage of maturity which allows the subse-
quent completion f h . . 

Sha e _ 0 t e npernng process. 
Bl P .-1 Each apple to be of good shape. 

em1s1(oth h 'h • 1 di 
h •. er t an russet) - Each apple to be entirely free from all blem1s es me u ng 

mec arucal inJ' uries b • • d -
Rllsset' • . rwses an apple-scab. . 

p • ~g. - Russetmg in which the apple is cracked and corky russetmg, are not 
s;~~t~ on any apple. Solid russeting in the ~tern cavity and lightly dispersed russeting 

Colo~ ov~l an aggr7grate of one-eight of the surface are permitted. 
Condi~: - osely uniform in any tray. . 

• 1011• -The apples in any tray to be closely uniform in stage of matunty. 

S . EXTRA FANCY GRADE 
ize. - Dessert E h } • b ¼' . ·-: ac apple not less than The apples in any contamer to e 

~ mkim diameter. reasonably uniform in size and not to 
½o~ ~g.-:- Each apple not less than vary more than ¼ in. in diameter. 

. 2 ln. 111 diamete1: •• 
Ripeness _ Ea h I h b 

quent com· 1 . c app e to have reached that stage of maturity which allows t e su se-
p etion of the • • Shape _ No npernng process. 

Blemi;h (othe:~ple to be mis-shapen or malformed. . . 
other mech • 1 .h:tn _russet). - Each apple to be free from such blemishes, brmses and 
elapses bet;ruca hnJ~es as may affect keeping quality during the period which normally 

UncrackeJ:n t I e time of packing and retail sale. . 
g.!te and n PP e-scab on any one dessert apple not to exceed tin square m the aggre-

, 0 one scab to b I h . ( . • Uncracked a I e arger t an i';, m. square a pm head). . 
aggregate and PP e-scab on any one cooking apple not to exceed ¼ in. square m the 

• no one scab to be more than ¼ in. in diameter. 
1 Apple Packing B II . . . 

Appendix I p bli h u etm number 84 of the M1rustry of Agriculture and Fisheries, 
• u 5 ed by H.M. Stationery Office. 
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Other superficial, non-progressive blemishes on any one apple not to exceed 4 in. 
square in the aggregate on dessert apples and 'l in. square in the aggregate on cooking 
apples. 

R11sseti11g. - RusseL-ing in which the apple is cracked is not permitted. Solid or corky 
russeting in the stem cavity and eye basin is permitted. Dispersed russeting, together with 
solid russet spots not exceeding ½ in. in diameter sprinkled over an aggregate of one-third 
of the surface, is permitted. 

Colour. - Dessert apples in any container to be reasonably uniform in colour. 
C<111ditio11. - Dessert apples in any container to be reasonably uniform in stage of 

maturity. 

(8) Many grading labels which have a specialized meaning can 
also in isoiation be used more generally. 'Super', in slang 
usage, is an example. This constitutes a further reason for the 
use in technical contexts of ad hoc grading labels. Since these 
have no convenrional criteria for employment there is no danger 
of confusing a general with a specialized employment as would 
be possible in the case of such a statement as 'That was a super 
consignment of apples'. 

(9) In addition to the general philosophical problem of the 
nature of grading, the more general (less specialized) grading 
labels raise special problems of their own. It is perhaps partly 
for this reason that philosophers, who relish difficulties, have 
concentrated their attention on such general grading labels as 
'good' and 'bad'. (There seems to be no good reason why 
they have neglected 'indifferent'.) One unfortunate result of 
concentrating on examples which raise special problems in 
contexts ( ethical ones) which are especially complicated has 
been that the general problem of the nature of grading has been 
made to appear vastly more difficult than it is. 

As a matter of fact 'first class' raises practically all the special 
problems which 'good' does, but for convenience I will now 
mention some of these special problems using 'good' as my 
example. 

(a) Granted that 'good' is a grading label, is it used so gener­
ally because the criteria for its employment (corresponding to 
the technical criteria for the use of Extra Fancy) are very general, 
or because a different set of criteria is used in, each different type 
of context ( one set for apples, one for cabbages, one for guns, 
one for moral agents, and so on)? 

(b) Granted that there are criteria for the use of some special­
ized grading labels which it would be linguistic eccentricity not 
to accept, is it so obvious that in every situation there are accepted 
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criteria for the use of the label 'good', whether general or specially 
adapted to the contexu Certainly if there are any criteria for the 
employment of the label 'good' they will be vague; but are there 
any, howe:er vague, whic~ _are ge1:erally_ accepted? (This will 
be recogruzed as the familiar ethical difficulty about moral 
relativity.) 

(c) Do there not appear to be many meanings of 'good'? 
Even if it turns out to be a grading label with accepted, though 
vague, criteria in some contexts (e.g. appie grading) may there 
not be others where, though not used as a natural description 
(as in 'good hiding'), it is not used as a grading label eithcn 

(10) These special difficulties about such very general labels 
as 'good' must be admitted to infect more specialized grading 
labels in some cases, since many of them conceal a reference to 
good amongst their criteria. For example, in the show ring 
some of the criteria for judging animals arc such pedestrian 
questions as whether this bit of the body is in line with that. 
But nearly always, I suspect, certainly in some cases, points are 
give~ for something like 'good general appearance' or 'good 
b~anng in the ring'. Se.e also the example of grading standards 
given in B(4) above. 

C. THE GENERAL NATURE OF GRADING 

In B we outlined some of the special problems about 'good'. 
Some of the most famous conundrums were missing, but this 
was partly because they apply to all grading labels. The basic 
problem why I grade higher a truthful man than a liar, or regard 
a whole apple as better than a pest-infested one, applies equally 
to the question why the criteria for Super should not be ex­
changed for the criteria of Extra Fancy. I shall start, therefore, 
by ?~aling with some of the general questions about grading, 
avoidmg the special problems raised by 'good' and kindred words 
as long as I conveniently can. 

Let us take a symbolic instance where X is a specialized label 
and _A, _B and C are the acknowledged natural criteria for its 
appli~at1on. Let us further concentrate just on elucidating the 
q~estlon of how logically the use of a sentence 'This is X' 
differs from other uses of sentences, and how much and in what 
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way it resembles some other uses. Thus for the present such 
questions as why A B C are the criteria for X will be disregarded. 

The first thing which seems clear is that the question whether 
this is X is, granted the acknowledged criteria, as definitely 
decidable as are the empirical questions whether this is A, or 
B, or C. Of course, if A= 'not less than 2 inches in diameter', 
then the question whether this is X might be disputed in a 
marginal case because it might be disputed whether it is not 
less than 2 inches in diameter. But this kind of uncertainty 
obviously need not detain us now. The point is that if this has 
the empirical characters A, B, C, then it merits the grading 
label X, and if not, not; and this, in the required sense, is a 
decidable issue. 

The facts noticed in the last paragraph tempt us to say that 
'This is X' is just an ordinary empirical statement, that X is 
just an abbreviation for A B C; the relation of 'Super' to its 
criteria will be the same as 'Bramleys' to its criteria. But this 
doctrine, which will be recognized as a close relation of the 
doctrine of ethical naturalism, surely does not survive much 
reflection. At this stage we may merely note that the puzzle 
of how our intelligent apprentice was to distinguish apple grading 
from sorting out black and white draughts pieces is in effect 
repudiated by this naturalistic doctrine with the answer that 
there is no real distinction. And this is obviously false. , 

A second possible theory of the relation of X to A B C is a 
close relation of the doctrine of ethical intuitionism. Having 
rejected naturalism, but recognizing the close connection between 
X and A B C, we shall say, on this view, that X-ness (say, Extra 
Fanciness) is a non-natural, intuitable, tori-resultant character 
supervening on situations in which A B C are present, neces­
sarily, but synthetically, connected with A B C. (If X-ness had 
been goodness and A knowledge this would not have been too 
much of a parody of intuitionism.) One negative argument for 
the view is that we have seen that naturalism fails, and that 
since the question whether this is X is decidable (objective) 
subjectivism will not do; nor, clearly, is it plausible to regard 
'This is an Extra Fancy consignment of apples' as a squeal of 
delight. So in default of other theories Intuitionism stands. 
More positively we may say that 'Extra Fancy' is an adjective 
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used in true or false statements; it must stand for some character; 
but it is not possible to see, hear, smell, Extra Fanciness, so it must 
be a non-natural character. Though I clearly do not accept this 
theory, I shall not attack it; probably even those who support 
it in the case of 'goodness' would not wish to support it in the 
case of Extra Fanciness or Full Fruit Standardness. The reason 
for mentioning it as a theoretical possibility is that all the argu­
ments of Moore and Ross can be converted to apply in all cases 
of grading labels. It is hard to sec why it should be true of'good­
ness' but not of 'Extra Fanciness'. 

I suppose that a case can be made for a Stevensonian 1 analysis 
in all grading situations. In stressing the close relation between 
X and A B C, it will be said, we have been concentrating on the 
second pattern of analysis too closely. Why the equivalence 
between X and A B C does not hold will become clear if we 
consider the neglected first pattern of analysis. To call an apple 
Extra Fancy would perhaps be to express a special type and 
de_gree_ of approval a:o.d call for it from others. Grading words 
":'ill differ from others by .the possession of a special ern.otive 
charge. . 

Certainly it cannot be denied that amongst words which are 
or become highly charged emotively are the more extreme of 
~he m~~e, ~eneral, grading labels (' good' and 'bad', but not so 
nu~h md1fferent, for obvious reasons). But we have already 

~oticed that one extremely valuable use of ad hoc grading words 
IS that hr using the1,.n it" is possible to grade without emotional 
rep~~euss1ons. 2 It is perfectly ~telligible that professional 
gradmg words should normally be emotively significant; it is 
true that We often exploit this emotive significance; 3 but to the 
true nature of grading these facts appear to be quite peripheral. 

Bu~ all these three views, naturalism, intuitionism and the 
ehlltlve theory have seized on some points of importance (so, we 
~ a se~ later, have ordinary subjectivism and utilitarianism). 

a~~rahsm rightly emphasizes the close connection between the 
~;:. fg l_a?el _and ~he set of natural characters which justify_ its 
. ' n~uitio:nsm nghtly emphasizes that this close connection 
is not identity of meaning and insists on the different logical 

: C. L. Stevenson, Et/1ics and Language. (Yale University Press, 1944). 
Sec B (r). a See B (2). 
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character of grading labels and natural descriptions. Both 
rightly stress the objective character of grading. The emotive 
theory, agreeing with intuitionism about the fault of naturalism, 
rightly stresses that the intuitionist cure of suggesting that grading 
labels are a special kind of non-natural descriptive adjective will 
not do. 

At some stage we must say firmly (why not now?) that to 
describe is to describe, to grade is to grade, and to express one's 
feelings is to express one's feelings, and that none of these is 
reducible to either of the others; nor can any of them be reduced 
to, defined in terms of, anything else. We can merely .bring 
out similariti~s and differences by examples and comparisons. 
That, too, in the end, would presumably be the only way of 
bringing out the difference between asking questions and giving 
orders (here, again, the marginal case such as 'Won't you go 
now?' must not be overstressed). 

\Ve can, for example, tell stories of people sorting out mixed 
piles of fruit into apples, plums and pears, and of people sorting 
mixed piles of apples into Blenheims, Bramleys, etc., and notice 
the difference between this activity and that of people who sort 
piles of mixed fruit into good, bad and indifferent piles, or Super, 
Extra Fancy, etc., piles. We can tell stories comparing also the 
distinction between mental classification and grading. Also, 
since philosophers are wedded to the expectation that indicative 
sentences will all be used for describing things, it will be as well 
to remind them of other non-descriptive (and non-emotive) 
uses of indicative sentences - Austin's performatory sentences, 
for example. 1 

Or let us go back to the problem of the relation between the 
natural criteria A B C and the grading label X which they 
justify. Is the sentence 'Anything which is AB C is X' analytic 
or synthetic? We have already noticed the naturalistic difficulties 
involved in answering 'analytic'; but yet the pointlessness, the im­
possibility, of maintaining that a thing is X if it is not AB C or 
denying that it is X if it is A B C makes the answer 'synthetic' 
equally unplausible. 2 But if we see that grading is different from 

1 [See Vol II, Ch. VIII, pp. r43ff. - EDITOR.] 
2 This will have to be modified later. See pp. rSr-2. But this modification does not 

detract from the force of the argument in this context, where the ~cceptance of A B C as 
criteria is not being questioned. 
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ordinary description we can understand why this dilemma is 
insoluble; for the question whether the connection between two 
sets of characteristics is analytic or synthetic is a question which is 
designed to be asked where the related characters arc descriptive. 
If not pressed too hard, the analogy of the relation between posses­
sion of the legal qualifications for a right or privilege and the pos­
session of t..1iat right or privilege illuminates better the relation 
between natural criteria and grade far better than the analogy of 
expanded descriptive phrases and defined abbreviations. For to 
assert the possession of the legal qualifications for a certain right 
(say the vote), e.g. that one is a British subject twenty-one or 
more years old, not a peer, not mad, etc., is not to assert analyti­
~ally the possession of the legal right; but to assert the legal right 
1s no~ t~ asse~t the possession of any additional characteristics of a 
d~scnpt1ve kind beyond these qualifications. 1 There are,_ of co_urse, 
differences_ to_o;_ otherwise, being graded and possessmg nghts 
would be md1stmguishable. 

It ~ay also be helpful to compare and contrast grading and 
choosmg: 

(a) There is an analogy between examining various objects 
and :h~n saying 'I'll have that one' - which is a choice not a 
prediction - ~nd mental grading. 

(b) Ther_e i~ an analogy between examining various objects 
and then _p1c~g one out to have and physical grading. 

~here is a difference also in these cases which can be put by 
si;mg that between examining and choosing one grades, and 
c ooses on the basis of one's grading. 
T~~erefor~ (c). w~ may make up a more _artificial exam.pl~. 

. captams picking sides will normally pick them on their 
ehtimate of the grade of the candidates for selection. But suppose 
t. eke here certain rules for picking sides (say, that you have to 
pie l~ b pers~n who is first in alphabetical order) so that there 
wou l eb a_ nght and wrong way of picking your side. This 
bxamp e rmgs out . th~ logical disparity which there can be 

etwe~n a non-descriptive activity like taking as a member of 
your side and the descriptive criteria for picking, and to that 
ex_ten~ should mak~ the relation between a grading label and its 
cntena less mystenous. It is not surprising that there should be 

1 [See Vol I, Ch. VIII. - EDITOR.] 
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a close connection between such an activity as picking something 
and the rules in accordance with which it is done and yet it be 
impossible to ask whether this connection is analytic or synthetic; 
the same thing should not be mysterious in regard to the natural 
criteria and physical grading. And if we see the unimportance 
of the difference between choosing something and saying 'I will 
have this' (we cannot ask whether the rule for choosing entails 
'I will have this one'), we might also see how unimportant is the 
difference between grading and applying a grading label. Of 
course, choosing in accordance with a rule is very different in 
many ways from grading; the analogy which I want to stress is 
between the relation of rule to choice and criteria to grade label. 

As a final attempt to bring out the general nature of grading 
it might be worth considering the word 'approve' for a while. 
It has been used frequently in recent philosophy to elucidate 
some specific grading situations. 

Many philosophers recently1 have been examining the distinc­
tion in English between the present perfect tense (I sit, I run, 
I play) and the present continuous tense (I am sitting, running, 
playing). It is obvious that they have very different uses. Some 
verbs appear to have no present continuous, nor does their use 
in the present perfect appear similar to the use of other verbs 
in either the present perfect or present continuous tense (I know, 
I believe, I regret). 'I approve' seems also to be such an anomalous 
verb. It is, indeed, possible to use its present continuous tense 
but an example will show how anomalous such a usage is: 
suppose Smith has to obtain your approval if he wishes to do a 
certain thing. Then you will signify your approval by writing 
'I approve' (not 'I am approving'). Now supposing someone 
were to dash into your room and say 'What are you doing?' just 
while you are writing these words, you might possibly answer 
'Oh, I'm just approving Smith's application'. Here 'I am approv­
ing' describes what I am doing, but the doing which I describe 
is not asserting, . expressing, evincing or having any feeling or 
emotion or state of mind. I am writing 'I approve' and it is this 
action which I describe when I say 'I am approving'. To say, or 
write, 'I approve', however, is not to describe anything at all - it 

1 I have learnt something about this from Professors Ryle and Austin. I do not 
know who owns the patent. 
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can be described but is not itself a case of describing. In the case 
above it is something like giving your authority for an action. 

Our other uses of 'approve' differ from this in many ways, 
but at least resemble it in that they are not descriptive uses. 1 

Suppose, for example, someone says 'On the whole, I approve 
of the licensing laws'. Clearly this is not so absurd a thing to say 
as to give his authority for something which does not need 
his authority. A better suggestion is that he is grading the 
licensing laws as being on the whole at least satisfactory. He 
might change his mind and henceforth disapprove, but this kind 
of change of mind is not the correction of a factual error. 

I do not wish to examine further the logic of approval for its 
own sake. I agree, however, with the subjectivists and tmoti­
vists in considering that the analogy between approving and 
grading is illuminating - but not in the way they think, in that 
I deny that 'I approve' is a description of the subjective events 
or that '~lease approve' is a request to have certain fceli?g~. 

T~at 1s all I can do in the way of a logical description of 
gradmg. Before going on to consider such other general prob­
lems as how we get the criteria in order to start grading we may 
first consider some of the special problems about 'good' and 
0ther very general grading labels. 

D. SOME SPECIAL PROBLEMS ABOUT 'Gooo' 
, We, ~hall start with the assumption (to be argued later) that 
good is a grading label applicable in many different types of 

~~texts, ~ut with different criteria for employment . in each. 
h w first It must be pointed out that such general gradmg labels 
ave~ character equivalent to the vagueness and open texture 

tod~ ch Dr. Waismann has drawn attention2 in the case of 
or manr d • • 1 f I • 

h - , escnptive words. Take the examp e o an app e agam; 
w at are th • • £ d · d b • h e cntena or its being goo ? First no ou t 1t must 

a~e a pleasant taste and straightway we have a case of a vague 
bn fen textured criterion. A pleasant taste for whom? it will 

e as ed; and t.1iere is no definitely right answer. But we must 

: Ipf I sayd_ 'I approve - do so as well' there is no descriptive element in my statement. 
rocee mgs of the A • • · d 

V l I Ch VII rrstote/ian Society, Supplementary Volume for 1945. [Reprmte as 
O • , • • - EDITOR.] 
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not exaggerate this vagueness. For if we answer 'to a majority 
of apple eaters' there is nothing seriously wrong V{ith the answer 
as there would be if we answered 'to the Archbishop of Canter­
bury' or 'to squirrels'. But can we guarantee that it will be a 
stable majority? Clearly not; but this should not be philosophic­
ally worrying; the simple fact is that but for the contingent fact 
that there is such a stable majority we should have to give up 
grading apples altogether or else give up using pleasant taste as 
one of the criteria for grading apples. 1 

The writings of some philosophers seem to suggest that 
pleasant taste is the only criterion of goodness in apples, 8 but 
this is surely false. Other criteria are size, shape, keeping quality, 
nutritive value, pleasing appearance and, perhaps, feel. Now we 
have already noticed vagueness and open texture within one 
criterion. But the list itself has the same properties. No one 
can give the precise list; some will omit a criterion I have given, 
add another, vary the emphasis, and none of them need be wrong 
(though we could produce a list which would be certainly 
wrong). And it is always possible to think of something else 
which might be taken as a criterion or which has been implicitly 
used as such and not been noted. But surely as long as we 
recognize this it need not worry us any more than the vagueness 
of the criteria for the use of descriptive adjectives. 'Good' is very 
vague - so is 'bald', or 'middle-aged'. So long as there is a general 
consensus in the employment of criteria all is well. If, as some­
times happens in the case both of vague descriptions and of 
vague grading labels, this consensus is missing, communication 
becomes uncertain (democratic, body-line bowling). 

In contrast with the apple consider a cabbage (the contrast 
could be made much greater). Many of the criteria will be quite 
different from those in the case of apples - firm heart, a bright 
green or bluish-green colour, few spreading outer leaves, long­
standing, etc. 

Now, if the grading label 'good' were, in each of these and 

1 As a matter of fact in the technical grading of apples taste is not used as a criterion. 
This, no doubt, is partly because you cannot both taste and sell whole, partly because the 
taste of varieties is constant and it is assumed that only varieties will be further graded 
which have already survived the test of taste. 

2 '"This is good", may mean "This is pleasant" as when we say "This is good cheese"' 
Paton, Proceedings of tlie Aristote/iat1 Society, Supp. Vol. XXII, p. no. 
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all other cases, merely shorthand for the sum of the criteria 
(naturalism) we should have the absurd situation that 'good' was 
a homonym with as many punning meanings as the situations 
it applied to; it could not significantly be used of a theatrical 
performance in the sense in which it is used of an apple. This, 
granted our present assumptions, constitutes a most graphic 
refutation of naturalism. On the other hand, to regard the 
relation between 'good' and the criteria for a good apple as 
synthetic is equally absurd. If someone were ro admit that an 
apple was of 2 inches diameter, regularly shaped, of/leasing 
taste, high vitamin content and pest-free, nor claime that it 
lacked some other essential characteristic but none the less 
denied that it was a good apple it would not merely be empiri­
cally surprising; it would involve a breakdown in communication. 

The obvious naturalistic reaction to this, which, though for 
different reasons, might be shared by other schools of thought, 
would be to deny any assumption that the criteria are different 
in each different type of situation. 'The real criteria', they 
might say, 'for the employment of "good" are much more 
general than you have made it appear. The criteria which a 
show judge might mention for a good Shorthorn cow or a cutler 
for a good knife are not the real criteria of goodness. The real 
criterion is easy production of a desired end, approximate or 
!11timate, in each case. 'The so-called criteria', they might say, 
of the judge and the cutler are really no more than signs or 

symptoms that the object in question will satisfy this general 
criterion.' 'We must distinguish', they might add, 'the various 
senses of" good," provisionally limiting ourselves to the modest 
di~tinction of good as a means and good as an end. Then there 
will be one general criterion of good as a means - already given, 
and one for good as an end which is perhaps something like 
"worth choosing for its own sake". Perhaps, on reflection', 
they conclude,. 'we might wish to distinguish other senses, but 
we do not req~e !he myriad of punning senses you suggested but 
only a few w~ch m any case will be paronyms, not homonyms.' 
. No doubt ~s presentation of their argument could be bettered 
m many details, hut it is not in detail that I wish to attack it, 
so perhaps it will suffice. Let me first admit that if one examines· 
the kinds of thing which one employs as criteria, then, though 
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this may not be the best way of putting it, one possible division 
of the criteria eu. ... ployed is into criteria which we choose for 
themselves and others which we choose for their consequences. 
Some criteria, too, as Plato pointed out in the Republic, we 
choose both for themselves and their consequences. Let me 
also admit that some criteria are less central than others, that 
some are used mainly as signs of the presence of criteria more 
difficult to detect in themselves. But these admissions in no 
way justify a distinction of two senses of 'good' - good as a 
means and good as an end. Firstly, the criteria which we employ 
for the grading label 'good' in any given case will usually include 
criteria of both types, and of Plato's dual type; if there are indeed 
any things for the goodness of which all criteria fall into either 
class these are limiting cases and not normal types. It would be a 
great mistake to imagine that farmers, cutlers and fruit growers 
value their products only as means to ends; and the consumer 
pays less for an unsightly vegetable because it is unsightly and 
not because of any detrimental effects of unsightliness. If I am 
asked whether a good apple is good as a means or as an end I 
should not know how to answer; it is not a real question. But 
the division of criteria which we have admitted would only justify 
a distinction of two senses of' good' if it were logically impossible 
to mix the two sets of criteria, if at all. 

It might perhaps be replied to this, though even before argu­
ment it is not very plausible, that all we have shown is th~t 
normally anything which we grade as good we call good m 
both senses of the word at once - that was why I could not 
answer in which sense of 'good' the apple was good. S_till _ I 
have not established that there really are different sets of cntena 
for different types of situation. Let us answer that, even if ~n 
apple, per impossibile, satisfied all the criteria which we requrre 
for good as an end and good as a means in the case of cabbages, 
it would not be a good apple. Though we have agreed. that 
some criteria are less central than others, there still remams a 
hard core of criteria which have to be satisfied in each different 
case, which cannot be generalized into any one or two form~ae. 
Why an apple which tasted like a good cabbage would certainly 
be a very bad apple we have not yet ventured to discuss; but a 
very bad apple it certainly would be; I cannot see how my 

N 
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imaginary opponents would be able to explain this fact, which 
seems to require different criteria for goodness in apples and 
cabbages (and a fortiori in men and guns). Omitting considera­
tion of certain cant or slang phrases I see no reason for thinking 
that there is more than one sense of the word 'good'. On the 
other hand, since I deny an analytic identity of meaning between 
criteria and grading labels I still hold that the criteria are, as 
the facts seem to require, different in each situation. 

I add at this stage tv.ro small points which perhaps illuminate 
and are illuminated by the above discussion. 

I. Suppose that I, ignorant of horses, point to a horse in a 
field md say 'That's a good horse'. In a way we want to say 
that I know what I mean - after all I know how to use the various 
words and understand their syntax. But in a way we might 
want to say that I do not really know what I n;ean. For supp?se 
th~t an expert had said 'That's a good horse . Now, looking 
at it once, and at a distance, he may be mistaken; he nee~s more 
facts than he has in order to be confident of the truth of his state­
ment. But the kind of lack of confidence which I ought to feel 
is quite differ~nt; for, unlike the expert, I will not be enabl~d- by 
further exaffilnation of the horse to decide at all whether it 1s a 
good horse. And because I have made a statement which I just 
do not know ~ow to verify or falsify (in the way grading state­
ments ~re verified and falsified) we tend, as I suggested, to say 
that I did not really know what I meant. 

2 : Grading statements being, as I maintain, objectively 
~ecidab~e, they are, for many reasons, mor~ importa~t . and 
impressive than mere indications of personal likes and dislikes. 
We. therefore tend to use them when all we are really entitled to 
~oh is, to state our likes and dislikes. Thus I might easily say 
T at s a good horse' being ignorant of the criteria for a good 

~orse and therefore really only entitled to say that I like the look of 
it. I We really know this, as becomes clear when we reflect that 
7~Y ~ very conceited person would chance his arm by saying 

~t s a good horse' unless he knew or believed that his com-
paruon was as ign f h h . h · • I k orant o orses as e was. We nug t say it to 
a_ city hr - b~t not to a Newmarket trainer. These considera­
tions_ e P, 1 think, _both to bring out the difference between 
gradmg and expressmg one's likes, and to explain why some 
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people, observing that we naughtily interchange them, tend to 
confuse them. 

So much for the way we use such general grading labels as 
'good' and how their use differs from that of more specialized 
grading labels, though the distinction is not a hard and fast one. 

E. THE ESTABUSHMENT OF GRADING CRITERIA 

So far we have confined our study of grading to cases where 
it is fairly clear that there are criteria for grading, and without 
asking whether there must always be accepted criteria, or why 
the accepted criteria are accepted. We have certainly said 
nothing whatsoever to deal with such special problems as that 
raised by the morcl1 reformer, who is often clearly intelligible and 
yet may almost be defined as the man who does not accept the 
accepted criteria. I cannot pretend to offer a complete answer 
to these problems, but there are a few things which are perhaps 
worth saying about them. 

The first point to be made is that the question whether there 
are any objective and accepted criteria for grading and how they 
function, which we have just left, is a quite different problem 
from the problem why we employ and accept these criteria. 
This, I think, has not always been fully realized; but certain 
theories could be much more powerfully stated if they took it 
into account. 

Subjectivism, in its traditional varieties as an account of how 
we use the word 'good' in general, for example, is usually stated 
in a manner which makes it an utterly absurd view. To say that 
there are no objective criteria, that there is no right or wrong 
opinion about whether this is good cheese or (to take a case of 
something which is clearly not good as a means) a good lap-dog, 
seems quite preposterous. Anyone who knew about cheese or 
dogs would laugh at you. It is equally preposterous, as Bro:,id 
points out, 1 to hold that a statement that some cheese is good is a 
statistical statement about peoples' likes and dislikes, passions 
and emotions. But if we remodel this latter subjectivist theory 
and treat it not as a theory about the way we use the word 'good' 

1 See his essay on Hume in Five Types of Etl,ical Theory. I do not necessarily agree that 
Hume held this preposterous view. 
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but as a theory about how the criteria for grading cheese or lap­
dogs come to be accepted and established, it becomes a much 
more plausible theory. The theory will now admit our account 
of how we use the word 'good'; its contribution will be as 
follows: it is a fact that there is a stable majority (we need not 
now settle among which people the majority will be) who 
prefer, like, choose, cheese with the characteristics AB C. Then 
A B C become the characteristics which are accepted even by 
the minority, for grading cheese. Thus even if one h~pJ?cns _to 

• hate all cheese, one will still be able sensibly to d1stmgmsh 
good from bad cheese; mutatis mutandis the same applies to 
lap-dogs or anything else. Before the acceptance of such 
conventional criteria for good cheese the question whether so~e 
sample of cheese is good will have no answer. 1 Aft~r their 
acceptance the question will have a definite answer. This seems 
to me, thus recast as an answer to a different question, a very 
formidable theory. In the case of cheese it is just about right. 

Bu~ few p~osophical theories have the monopoly of all truth; 
any n~al which survives long does so because it has g_ot hol~ of 
some. important point. But most of the prevalent philosophi~al 
theories about the meaning of 'good' can be recast as theones 
of how we arrive at criteria of goodness. 

Now, a priori there is no reason why there should b_e any one 
answer to the ~uestion why we accept the criteria which we do 
accept. We might adopt some criteria for certain reasons and 
some for others. Consider a utilitarian theory of goodness, for 
example, recast as a theory that we choose the criteria we do 
~hoose because things satisfying these criteria in ;i high degree 
ubserve more easily the ends for which we employ them. As a 

general theory this is no doubt lamentably inadequate, but as an 
account of why we employ some criteria (e.g. sharpness in the 
ilise .0 ~ a knife) it seems very plausible, and I have no doubt 

at if it makes this limited claim it is correct. 
Or consider social theories of goodness ( especially moral 

goodness) which hold that a man or form of behaviour is good in 
so ~ar as he_ or it contributes to social life and well-being. Once 
a~am! considered as an account of why we accept some of the 
cntena of goodness, I have no doubt that it is of value. No 

1 See pp. 182-3 below on this point. 
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doubt truthfulness as a criterion of a good man is at least in part 
accepted for this kind of reason. And if anyone wishes to maintain 
that this is a rational ground for accepting the criterion, why 
not~ 

I have no doubt that there are other reasons for accepting 
criteria for grading, but we cannot aim at a complete catalogue; 
in no circumstance could we have a right to regard any catalogue 
as complete. No doubt some criteria for some things are retained 
for all kinds of odd reasons. Perhaps few people nowadays 
could imagine why a family is better if the names of more of its 
former members and their interrelationships are recorded. 

But what of matters where there is not complete agreement on 
the criteria for grading something~ This is a situation which 
surely does sometimes arise. If the disagreement is minor it 
matters no more than minor disagreements about the require­
ments for baldness. But disagreement is admittedly not always 
minor; the slayer and eater of aged parents and the moral 
reformer now rear their (respectively) ugly and reverend heads. 

Schematically, the main patterns of moral and other grading 
disagreements seem to be as follows: 

(I) We accept roughly or exactly the same criteria of goodness 
(or of being first class, etc.) but haven't yet examined them all. 
When one says of some object under discussion that it is good 
and the other says that it is bad, we will be speculating on partial 
evidence. We can settle the question by examining the other 
agreed criteria. This raises no problems, and its frequent occur­
rence is therefore insufficiently noticed by philosophers. 

(2) We accept the same criteria but it is a marginal case. Here 
perhaps we shall never settle our agreement. But this raises no 
more problems than the unsettlable dispute as to who won a close 
race. Such disputes quite often occur and naturally last longer and 
attract more attention than the first type. 

(3) We have no agreement, or very little, on criteria. Here we 
just cannot settle our problems for the overwhelmingly good 
reason that we cannot discuss them. We shall normally assume 
that we have the same criteria and talk at cross purposes until 
we fmd that we cannot settle our dispute. We shall then either 
recognize what has happened and try to reach some agreed 
criteria failing which further discussion will be worthless, i.e. 
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we shall stop discussing the undiscussable question whether this 
O is good and discuss the question how to grade Os. T?e reasons 
we shall offer for accepting the criteria we propose will be such 
as were mentioned in our last discussion. Or if we do not 
recognize our predicament we shall think each other stupid and/or 
dishonest and fall back on rhetoric and abuse. 

(4) We may have important disagreements on criteria and 
Jones, the reformer, may know it. He may then openly reveal 
himself as not asking the question whether a thing is good or 
not by accepted standards, but as advocating new standa~ds, 
new criteria. In this case it will be clear that we are not argwng 
whether a thing is good or bad in the ordinary way as in (I) and 
(2) above but arguing what criteria to use in order to argue that 
kind of question. More likely, and perhaps not so clear-headedly, 
he will use the rhetorical device of talking as though his proposed 
new criteria were the accepted criteria; this is one of the most 
effective methods of getting new criteria accepted. 1 This trick 
is commonly employed not merely by moral reformers but_ al_so 
by advertisers - they try to make you accept the charactenstlcs 
of their wares as criteria of goodness in that class of merchandise 
by pretending that everyone ( or all the best people) kno~s th~t 
thes~ are the accepted criteria. If people do not recogmze this 
device for what it is, it may either be successful with enough 
people to get the standards actually changed or else we shall go 
through all the trying manreuvres of type (3) above. . 

It should be added that criteria of grade can change without 
the i?-1-petus of a militant reformer. No doubt 'eligible' was a 
wadmg word as applied to bachelors in the eighteenth and 
nmeteenth centuries. No doubt also the criteria of eligibility 
gradua~y shifted, under the pressure of social evolution, from 
such things as a baronetcy and land to a good job and railway 
shares. 

If this rough schem~ of disagreements be accepted (in practice 
of course the types will be complicated and mixed up with each 
ot~er) the answer to t~e prob~em of disagreement about grading 
cntena seems to be_ thi~: gradmg words can only be used success­
fully for commurucat1on where criteria are accepted. Where 
they are not there can only be confusion and cross purposes 

1 Stevenson, Ethics and La11g11age, Ch. IX 'Persuasive Definitions' is very relevant here. 
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until it is seen that the only discussion possible between such 
people is what criteria for grading to adopt - grading words must 
then be discussed, not used. 

The need for agreed criteria can perhaps be further illustrated 
in the following way. There are situations in which we do not 
naturally use grading words at all and where, therefore, there 
are no accepted criteria for grading. Consider for example the 
prime numbers. So far as I know, no one has yet graded the 
prime numbers as good and bad, or first and second class, and 
so far as I know there are no criteria for doing so. Unless my 
inadequate mathematical training misleads me, I suggest that 
if anyone wer~ to say '17 is an exceptionally bad prime number' 
there would be a complete failure to communicate - a failure not 
due to anybody's ignorance or incapacity. Only after criteria were 
adopted (I cannot imagine what in this case they would possibly 
be unless superstitious astrological ones) would such a statement 
be of any use in communication. (Whether it would therefore 
be previously meaningless may be left to the reader to decide.) 

But the extreme vagueness of the criteria in some grading 
situations' undoubtedly makes it appear that there are no criteria 
to philosophers who like and expect things to be clear cut. 
Pre-eminently people might think this to be the case with the 
moral goodness of a person. We cannot hope to deal adequately 
with this point now but a few observations might be permitted 
and must suffice. 

A good man, ~ithout further qualification, obviously must 
fulfil different criteria in different contexts (for club and church 
membership, for example). This appears to be so even if we 
qualify our grading labd and write 'morally good'. In some 
contexts, one might almost say, the criteria of moral goodness 
in earlier twentieth-century England can be roughly specified as 
being conformity to Ross's list of prima facie duties. In other 
contexts what a man does will be less important and why he 
does what he does more important ('Motive not action makes a 
man good or bad'). Roughly the way to find out what criteria 
are being employed is to ask why the man has been graded thus. 
But however the criteria may vary from context to context they 
must and can be recognized for effective communication; without 
it we tend all too often merely to 'recite Empedoclean verses'. 
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A further resistance to recognizing the ordinary grading 
mechanism as operating in morals is set up by the undoubted fact 
that moral grading is so much more important; we feel so much 
more strongly about the attainment of high moral grades than 
others. Being a good cricketer is excellent in its way, but not 
vital; being a good citizen, a good father, a good man, is very 
different. This creates the impression that to call someone a 
good man is logically different from calling him a good cricketer. 
The one point I shall make about this is that in grading people 
in non-moral matters and in grading things we are dealing with 
dispensable qualifications in people and dispensable things. 
But moral grade affects the whole of one's life and social inter­
course - a low grade in this makes other high gradings unimpor­
tant. The nearest approach to morals in indispensability is 
made by manners; and surely it is significant that we feel next 
most strongly after morals about manners - indeed there is a 
b~rderline where it is hard to distinguish which we are dealing 
with. But when we acknowledge these facts we surely give no 
reason for expecting a logical difference as well. 

F. THE RELATION BETWEEN ALTERNATIVE SETS OF GRADING 

CRITERIA 

~c_:,w for the final problem; when there are differences of 
?Pll1lon about what grading criteria to adopt in a given situation 
is there not a right and wrong about it; can we not say that 
these are the right, these are the wrong criteria; or are we to 
say_ that the distinction, for example, between higher and lower, 
enlightened and unenlightened, moral codes is chimerical? In 
some cas~s we would perhaps be content to a~rnit _tha~ th~re 
was no nght or wrong about it· the differences m cntena anse 
from di~erent interests, differen{ environments, different needs; 
dach set IS adequate to its own sphere. But in others we certainly 
hio not want to say this; the distinction, for example, betw_een 

gher and lower moral codes cannot be lightly brushed aside. 
Roughly the question of whether we wish to decide this issue 
~fpears to depend ~argely on whether the simultan~o_us use of 

fferent s~ts of gradmg criteria by juxtaposed groups 1s m depart­
mental, dispensable matters, or in all-embracing matters such as 
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moral codes (more or less enlightened) and manners (more or 
less polished or cultivated). 

This problem is clearly a large one which for adequate treat­
ment would require a book in itsel£ We can here only sketch 
a method of dealing with it. 

Clearly when we debate which of two moral codes is more 
enlightened there is no ultimate court of appeal, no umpire, 
unless some agreed revealed religious code is treated as a deus 
ex 111acl1i11a. Nor will it do to say that 'more enlightened' means 
the same as 'the one I advocate'. This is shown by the fact that 
though I cannot admit that the code I advocate is less enlightened 
than yours, I can admit that it may be; just as I cannot admit 
that my present belief about anything is mistaken, but can admit 
that it may be. 

The important clue for dealing with this problem is to notice 
that enliglzte11ed, 11nenlightened, higher, lower are grading labels. 
Of course, we cannot, when debating what criteria to use for 
moral grading, grade the criteria morally. But we can grade 
them by enlightenment provided, of course, that the disputants 
have an agreed set of criteria of enlightenment. We cannot 
hope now to give a complete and clear list of these criteria; 
no doubt they are vague; and it is easier to employ criteria than 
to recognize them. But surely one criterion would be that the 
reasons for adopting the criteria are not superstitious or magical; 
that some reasons can be given would seem to be another. 
Again, the contrast between the health, wealth and happiness 
of people living under different moral codes cannot prove the 
superiority of one code over another, but it does seem to be a 
criterion of enlightenment. The misery of slaves, for example, 
is surely a potent cause for the rejection of a moral code as 
unenlightened in which a slave owner or trader is a good man. 

If people have not agreed criteria for enlightenment, I do not 
know what one can do about it. All co-operative activities, all 
uses of language, must start from some agreed point. One needs 
a fixed point to move the world with one's lever. 

Finally two postscripts. 
(r) I am not wedded to the words 'grade' and 'criterion'. I 

use 'grade' rather than 'evaluate', for example, largely because 
'evaluate' tends to be associated with a special kind of theory. 
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Again, in the Government directions for grading apples the 
word 'standard' is used as a synonym for my word 'criterion'. 
Possibly it is better in some ways but has the dangerous overtone 
for philosophers of 'moral standard'. 

(2) Nothing has been said in this paper about 'right', 'wrong' 
and cognate words. The discussion has ranged widely enough 
without that. But it might be as well to make it quite clear 
t~at I do not regard them as grading labels. They function quite 
differently, and what I have said does not apply to them. 



CHAPTER X 

HISTORICAL EXPLANATION 

By A. M. Maclver 

THE ultimate stuff of history is the co witless individual doings of 
individual human beings through the ages, together with such 
natural events and facts as have conditioned those human doings -
events such as the normal alternation of fair and foul weather or 
the cycle of the seasons, as well as earthquakes, inwidations and 
droughts, and facts such as the fact that here is sea and there is 
dry land, this land is fertile and that is barren, this has coal and 
iron and that has none. But these natural facts and events are 
important to the historian only in so far as they condition human 
doings. The actual individual doings, on the other hand, collec­
tively make up his subject-matter. 

This is a plain fact which Idealist philosophers of history, with 
their slogan that 'all history is contemporary history', completely 
overlook. Oakeshott or Collingwood calls the history (let us say) 
of the Peloponnesian War a 'mode of experience', meaning by 
this his own experience in his twentieth-century Oxford or 
Cambridge college room, forgetting that what made the history 
was experience all right, but the experience of thousands of poor 
devils two dozen centuries ago. The Idealist philosophers have 
unthinkingly transferred to history an argument that was plausible 
enough when applied to physical science. It is easy to argue that 
atoms and electrons are mere postulates of theory; nobody has 
ever met one in the flesh; to say that they have such and such 
characters, or behave in such and such ways, is only to say that 
this is what physicists at present find it convenient to suppose. 
But, whatever may be the case with atoms and electrons, human 
beings are not mere creatures of theory. To say that we are now 
doing whatever we are actually doing, and for the reasons for 
which we are actually doing it, is not to say merely that this is 
what some future historian is going to find it convenient for his 
purposes then to suppose. And, by parity of reasoning, whatever 
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men were doing a thousand years ago does not depend upon what 
historians find it convenient to suppose now. 

Individual human doings collectively make up the stuff of 
history. What each one of us is doing here and now is part of 
the subject-matter of the history that will be written in the future. 
If what we were all doing now were different, the history of this 
period would be different. But history is not itself the record 
of all these doings. The historian selects and (what is more impor­
tant) generalizes. It is thanks to this that the proposition that 'all 
history is contemporary history' is not patently absurd, because 
it is true that each historian selects and generalizes with reference 
to his own contemporary interests. But his generalizations are 
true or false in proportion as they represent or misrepresent all 
the individual doings and happenings. (This is the foundation­
stone upon which I am going to build the whole of my argument 
in this paper - a stone which the builders of philosophies of 
history hitherto have, so far as I can understand them, almost 
universally rejected.) To show up by contrast the character of 
all actual written history, we may perhaps find it convenient 
to suppose an ideal written history, which would tell the whole 
story of everything that ever happened to every human being, 
which we might call 'the Book of the Recording Angel'. The 
function of the historian (we might then say) is not, indeed, to 
copy out extracts from the Book of the Recording Angel, but 
it is to make an intelligent precis of some part of it. This is not 
to depreciate the work of the historian. The function of the 
Recording Angel could, afi:er all, in a fully mechanized Heaven, 
be performed by an electrical device, whereas the making of the 
historian's precis requires intelligence. But, though the precis 
may be made for some particular purpose and omit what is not 
relevant to that purpose, it must not misrepresent the contents 
of the original. 

But, alth<;mgh all history rests upon this same foundation and 
~l ac~ual history generalizes, there are many different levels of 
~stoncal ~enerality. What I have called 'the Book of the Record­
mg An_gel' may be regarded as the ideal limit to which history 
approxnnates as generalization tends to zero. At the lowest 
leve! of generality of all kinds of historical writing is biography­
parttcularly that kind of biography which hardly professes to be 
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more than a collection of anecdotes about its subject arranged in 
chronological order. This hardly generalizes at all: it differs 
from the Book of the Recording Angel itself only in that it 
selects, and that according to no fixed principle other than the 
accidental limitations of the writer's sources of information. 
Almost at the other extreme stands the sort of general world 
history which knows no epochs except the great technological 
revolutions which completely transformed the whole background 
of human life, for which hardly anything worth mentioning 
happened between the discovery of the smel~g of metals at 
the close of the Neolithic Age and the perfection of the steam 
engine by James Watt. Slightly (but only slightly) less general 
than this is Marxian history, which considers events only in so 
far as they have affected or followed from changes in the large­
scale organization of society for the production, distribution and 
consumption of economic goods. History at all these different 
levels is (that is to say, can be) equally good history. We do not 
get a better or a worse view of a field according as we take a 
bird's eye, or a man's eye, or a worm's eye view of it, though 
we get a different view; and yet they are all views of the same 
field. 

Serious trouble only begins when levels are not distinguished. 
From this many futile disputes arise. Take for example the ques­
tion, still often eagerly disputed, whether the acts of individuals 
determine the course of history. Obviously they do. The only 
pr~per question is: How much~ History is nothing bu( the 
resultant of all the acts of millions of individuals, but the conse­
q uences of some individual acts are still distinguishable after a 
considerable lapse of time, while the consequences of others blend 
together almost immediately. The fact that John Smith at a 
particular time on a particular morning hurried to the local 
branch of his own bank and withdrew a much larger sum than 
he would normally have withdrawn, because he had heard that 
another bank had failed or was about to fail, goes down to history 
only as part of the fact that there was a run on the banks in that 
week, which precipitated a world financial crisis; John Smith's 
contribution can no longer be distinguished. On the other hand, 
the fact that General Brown, overcome by a fit of pessimism, 
surrendered the strategically vital fortress of which he was in 
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command, when a more resolute general could have held it 
until relief arrived, perhaps led immediately to the loss of the 
war and a whole string of consequences, all of which can be 
traced back to that single act. Certainly the loss of the war will 
have other contributory causes. General Brown's surrender 
would perhaps not have had this result if the relieving force had 
been in a position immediately to retrieve the situation, but in 
fact it was not, because it was inadequately armed, because the~e 
had been financial corruption in the quartermaster-gene~al s 
department, the causes of which corruption ramify back mto 
the whole political and social history of the country. Still the 
fact remains that General Brown need not have capitulated, and 
that, ifhe had not, the war could have been won, so that the loss 
of the war and all that followed from it was the direct consequence 
of this individual act of capitulation. (The case mig~t equally 
have been that of an unknown private soldier, who nught h~ve 
Pr<~vented the _enemy from gaining what proved to be ~ vit_al 
pomt~ though m that case it would probably escape menti~n m 
the history-books, for the question is only whether a. c~am of 
consequences could be traced back to an individual act, if it were 
known.) It is possible that if General Brown had not capitulated 
hecessarily, some other' commander on the same side would 
have done so, hut this is not certain and anyhow he might not 

ave surrendered such a vitally important position. As, however, 
we take a broader and a broader view such possibilities may begin 
t~ ac_cumulate into probabilities If General Brown was con­
stitu~onally liable to fits of pessirism he should never have been 
appointed to ' 1 fc · • f 
war. A countrycommh andda ~tr_ategi~ally vdita ohrtress _m tlmp em· ot 

; W ose a ffillllstration ma e sue unwise ap O -

bents ~~ht by good luck come successfully through one war, 
h~~i-;1° Wh hardly survive a series of wars if it persisted ~ the 

cli . ere such appointments are favoured by persistent 
co!!. tions, such as the general decay of a social class from which 
nul.ltary hofficers continue to be drawn resulting in tum from a 
cause sue as th • f , '. l b h f e nun o a country s agncu ture y t e appearance 
0 a ·wore powe~ful competitor on the world market, it may be 
possi e to .predict that such a country will ultimately either be 
conquer~d 1Il War or else succumb without fighting; though 
not precisely how or when. 
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We can see how this bears upon that favourite example in 
arguments about the influence of 'great men' in history- the 
part played by Julius Caesar in the history of the Roman Empire. 
It is almost certain that, if Julius Caesar had died in infancy, 
someone else would have unified the Mediterranean world under 
a single autocratic monarchy. The situation was ripe for it. 
Both Sulla and Pompey had already very nearly achieved it. As 
seen by the universal historian who thinks in no time-unit less 
than a century and no social unit smaller than a whole civilization, 
the picture would be just the same even if Julius Caesar had never 
lived. For those who take a closer view, however, the picture 
would have been very different. If Caesar had not lived, Rome 
might have had to wait another generation or even longer for a 
man who combined the necessary ambition with the necessary 
abilities, and the resulting prolongation of senatorial anarchy 
might have had effects which would have been felt for centuries. 
For his actual contemporaries the difference would have been 
all-important. 

History at different levels has different periods and different 
turning-points. For his own subjects the death of an individual 
autocrat may mark an epoch, but for later historians it may be 
some event in the middle of his reign, perhaps hardly noticed by 
contemporaries, which marks the end of one period, which 
began long before he was born, and the beginning of another, 
which continued long after he was dead, the death of the ruler 
!1imself being something quite insignificant. Marx, though he 
mtroduced the conception of the Industrial Revolution, attached 
no particular importance to the introduction of power-driven 
machinery. His historical researches were mainly concerned with 
the transition from feudalism to capitalism, with the ultimate 
object of applying the lesson to predict the course of the expected 
~ubsequent transition from capitalism to socialism. Most interest­
mg to him was the change in the distribution of social force 
which came when production for profit took the place of pro­
duction for use. The introduction of power-driven machinery 
appears in his account as a mere incident' in the subsequent 
development - just one of the devices by which capitalists, in a 
competitive economy, sought to turn the labour-power of the 
workers to more and more profit. Marx duly considers its 
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multifarious social repercussions, but, from his point of view, 
none of them is so important as the introduction, centuries 
earlier, of the new economic motive of profit. If, however, we 
try to look at the history of the last few hundred years through 
the eyes of historians living thousands of years hence, we can see 
at once that the difference made by the transition from feudalism 
to capitalism will then have become almost imperceptible, but 
differences made by the introduction of power-driven machinery 
will be impossible to overlook. Yet this does not mean either 
that Marx was mistaken or that the historians of the future will 
be mistaken, but only that history divides into different periods 
at different levels of historical generality. 

Now we can introduce the subject of 'historical explanation'. 
By this we must understand, I think, only such explanation as is 
part of the historian's business as such, and not include any further 
explanations in which use happens to be made of the historian's 
~es~ts. In this sense, whatever 'historical explanation' may be, 
lt 1s not the scientific sort of 'explanation' described in Mill's 
System of Logic, Book III, chapter xn - the discovery of hitherto 
~own universal laws of which particular phenomena a_re 
mstances, and the resolution of universal laws into mere special 
cases ';'f other universal laws even more general. When we say 
th~t history 'generalizes', we do not mean that it seeks to establish 
umversal_ laws. We contrast the 'generality' of historical state­
men~ with the individuality of the facts on which they are based, 
~~~g that they are related to those facts as the general propo­
sition I possess some philosophical books' is related to the indivi­
~al facts (my possession of this copy of Plato's Republic, and 

at c~py of Kant's Critique, and so forth) which make it true. 
~ 1?gica_l ter~ology, the historical proposition is 'general', 
. ~~{articular, not 'universal'. A typically historical statement b tl ~ Normans defeated the English at Hastings in 1066'. The 

at e ltsel~ Was a vast medley of individual actions and experi­
bn~es - 0is ~an shooting this arrow, that man avoiding it or 
e~g 1:ut by lt, horses stumbling, men feeling pain or fear or 

exu tation - but the historical statement takes it as a whole and 
s~lects_ f~r mention just that aspect of it which bears upon the 
histonan s purpose - in this case the fact that as a result the 
Duke of Normandy was able to ~ake himself King of England. 
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It is not the business of the listorian to 'generalize' in any other 
sense than this. 

To say this is not to give orders to historians. It is only to put 
a limitation on the use of the word 'history' in this discussion, 
which is, I think, supported by ordinary usage. I think that 
most people would agree, for example, that in Toynbee's 
Study of History, while many of the 'annexes' and incidental 
digressions are real 'history', the body of the work is not - it is a 
new sort of'science'. Its object is 'explanation' in Mill's sense­
to discover the hitherto wilmown laws governing the establish­
ment and disintegration of civilizations. This is something which 
only a trained historian can attempt, since it demands an immense 
~quip?1ent of historical knowledge, but, when he attempts it, he 
1s gomg beyond hist01y. It is possible - we may grant this 
hypothetically, without committing ourselves- that historical 
research is wasted if its results are not afterwards applied in this 
way; but, even so, the application is not historical research itself, 
any more than the collection of social statistics is by itself the 
formulation of a social policy, even if it is true that statistics are 
wasted unless made the basis of a policy. It would be 'historical 
explanation' to account for the rise of the Sumerian, or the fall 
of the Minoan, civilization, but it is 'scientific explanation' to 
account for the rise and fall of civilizations as such. Even if 
'historical explanation' is (as it may be) explanation by reference 
to universal laws, it differs from 'scientific explanation' in taking 
the laws as known and concentrating upon the analysis of the 
particular event, asking which of the known laws actually account 
for it, and how, and in connection with what other particular 
events. This is what a historian ordinarily does whenever he 
professes to 'explain' an event, or the origin of an institution, or 
any of the other things which it is thought to be his business to 
explain, and I take it that the question which we are intended to 
answer here is, what sort of an explanation this is ( or can be.) 

Half of the correct answer to this question is, I submit, that 
~ere is a different historical explanation appropriate to every 
different level of historical generality. Even m the Book of the 
Recording Angel there will be explanation as well as simple 
!1arrative. It will say, not merely 'Napoleon was annoyed', but 
Napoleon was annoyed because his breakfast coffee had been 
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weaker than he liked it'. This 'because' raises familiar philoso­
phical problems. It suggests some such major premiss as 'All 
human beings are annoyed whenever they do not get exactly 
what they like', but we know that this is not in fact universally 
true. It is in a more recondite manner than this that the luke­
warmness of the coffee 'explains' Napoleon's irritation. But I will 
assume that the nature of this sort of 'explanation' is a question 
for another symposium. It is not these problems, concerning 
the kind of' explanation' appropriate to individual human actions, 
which are troubling us when we are puzzled about specifically 
'historical explanation'. We are thinking of explanation at 
higher levels of historical generality. But the second half of my 
answer to this, the question which concerns us here and now, is 
that correct explanation at these higher levels can be nothing 
but the reflection of correct explanation at the individual level. 
Individual acts have individual causes. This I take as acknow­
ledged, whatever the philosophical difficulties concerning the 
precise kind of causation involved. Just as the historical statement 
summarizes a large number of individual acts, representing a 
character which runs through them all - perhaps the way in 
which they all contributed to a particular result - neglecting 
all their multitudinous features which were irrelevant to this, 
so in the historical explanation some of the individual causes of 
the individual acts disappear as unimportant, but others add up 
to something which can be stated generally. Its validity consists 
in representing fairly the balance of the underlying causes. The 
difference ~etween a correct explanation and an incorrect one, 
a~ any parti~ular l~vel of historical generality, correspon~ to the 
~erence, m optics, between an undistorted and a distorted 
picture, at_ ~y p~rticular degree of reduction of scale, at which 
som~ de1:3i1s mevitably disappear. 

Hist0ncal explanation becomes confused whenever there is 
c_onfusion of lev~ls. Perhaps for brevity's sake we must some­
tm1:es say s~ch things as that Mr. Jones votes Conservative because 
he is a bus~ess man; but it is always dangerous. Mr. Jones votes 
Conservative f~r his own personal reasons, which can be indicated 
( though not Without already generalizing) by saying that he was 
hroug?t up as a_ Conservative, that all his £ii.ends are Con­
servatives, that his business experience has drawn his attention 
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to the considerations in favour of the Conservative policy and 
against the Socialist, that nothing has ever happened to induce 
him to pay equal attention to the considerations on the other 
side, and that he is more biased than he himself realizes in favour 
of a political policy which would tend to his phsonal advantage. 
Other business men like Mr. Jones also vote Conservative, each 
for his own reasons, but all for similar reasons, because their 
situations are similar. This is the basis for the legitimate historical 
generalization that 'business men vote Conservative because the 
Conservative Party represents their class interests'. But it is 
confusion oflevels to use this generalization to explain individual 
behaviour. Marxist historians are frequently guilty of this con­
fusion, which results in absurd notions of'economic determinism', 
implying that it is impossible for an individual to have any 
political opinions which are not those of his economic class. 
Idealist historians may commit the same confusion, implying 
that no individual can make his own judgments but that they 
are forced upon him by the Spirit of the Age. For events at 
the individual level explanations must be found at the same level. 
But the generalization that the Conservative Party is the party 
of the business men can legitimately be used (say) to explain 
the decline of the Conservative Party as a natural consequence 
of the decreasing importance of private, as compared with 
public, enterprise in the national economy. This is (that is to say 
may be, provided that the facts support it) a valid historical 
explanation at what we may call the 'Marxist' level of historical 
generality. 

In historical explanation at all levels above the purely individual, 
whatever is unimportant is disregarded. This sounds subjective, 
but in fact there is no subjectivity in it, apart from the subjectivity 
of the motive dictating choice of a particular level. The test of 
importance, at any particular level, is a purely quantitative one. 
Factors are. important in proportion as their influence is felt all 
over the field under examination. This is forgotten by those 
who object against the Marxian conception of history that it 
neglects all the spiritual achievements of mankind. So it does; 
but only because they are actually negligible at the level of 
generality with which it is concerned. In the case of every indivi­
dual there are respects in which he resembles all or very many of 
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his contemporaries and differs noticeably from any man of another 
period, and other respects in which he differs from all his con­
temporaries and may perhaps most nearly resemble some indi­
viduals of other periods. What are called the great spiritual 
achievements of mankind represent that individual distinction 
which sets the great man apart as much from his contemporaries 
as from any predecessors· or successors. But this individual 
distinction has comparatively little influence on the course of 
history. What influence it does have may be called 'vertical' 
rather than 'horizontal'; that is to say, the great mind influences 
only comparatively few individuals in any particular generation, 
but continues to exert that influence (generally through the 
survival of writings, though it might be by an oral ~aditio1:1) 
through many centuries. The influence of Plato or Anstotle m 
p~osophy would be an obvious example. This sort ?f ~uence 
is impe~ceptible at the level of generality of Mana.an ~story. 

Thi:~ 1s concerned with the general state of a whole s9c1ety at 
a p~rtlcular date, and its relation to the general state of the same 
society at an earlier or later date and cannot be expected to 

d ' ' ' atten to the achievements of individuals, however great , 
except i~ so far as they were immediately responsible for _large­
scale social changes which would not have occurred without 
them. And this happens even less often that it appears to do, for 
a move~en~ may bear the name of a great individu'.11, yet. the 
part W~ch I~ played in history may have comparatively littl_e 
: 0 do .":th him: _Thus it would be absurd to deny that there IS 

Christian tradition which has done more to form our present 
;ays of thinking and feeling than any other intellectual influence 
~h~ ?Ie_ past, ~d equally absurd to deny that a great deal in 

h nsti~ty. derives from Christ, but it may well be doubted 
w ether It Is this part of Christianity which has ever had most 
g~neral influence. What has determined the course of history, 
~~e~ 0 ?- any large scale, at any particular period, has not been 
. st1anity as such, but, if anything, the Christian Church as 
It ~~s at that period, focusing a mass of beliefs of very varied 
0 ~{:s, some of ~em old, some comparatively ne~ (t~~ugh 
P . p_s expressed m old terms), traditions, moral mtmt1ons, 
preJ~~ices, considerations of sectional interest, and personal 
ambitions, in which the immedia.te contemporary interests of 
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the clergy and the faithful bulk much larger than the general 
Christian heritage. Marxist historians can fairly be criticized for 
claiming ( as they often seem to do) that history cannot legiti­
mately be studied except at their own chosen level, but not for 
insisting that, at that level, it is only 'materialist' explanations 
which really explain. This is a simple consequence of the fact that 
men are more often bad than good, and more often stupid than 
intelligent, so that the acts of the exceptional individuals dis­
appear from view as soon as the human scene is contemplated 
from any distance. 

But there is also a level at which ideas have a history of their 
own, which is the level at which Idealist historians prefer to work. 
This is quite as legitimate as working at any other level, so long 
as it is remembered that 'absolute mind' is only a logical construc­
tion - that this sort of history is only another set of historical 
generalizations from the same mass of individual acts and 
thoughts of which we suppose the whole story written in the 
Book of the Recording Angel.· New conceptions and methods 
of approach to intellectual questions are introduced by indivi­
duals, become fashionable and are very widely applied, until 
finally they are found for one reason or another unsatisfactory 
and gradually abandoned. Changes in material conditions can 
exert an influence here, because they may raise new problems 
which the old , conceptions and methods cannot solve, thus 
hastening their abandonment; but the importance of this is 
probably much exaggerated by Marxists, and the Idealist 
historians may often be justified in disregarding it. In any case 
it is very naive to think that methods and conceptions will ever 
be abandoned merely because problems have arisen which they 
cannot solve. The fact that the old methods cannot solve the new 
problems will not be recognized. It will be alleged that they have 
in fact been solved already, or else that, though not solved yet, 
they will be solved soon, still by the old methods, or perhaps that 
they are completely insoluble. What forces the abandonment of 
old methods and conceptions is always the invention of new 
methods and conceptions which prove their superiority in com­
petition, and this requires a certain lapse of time and may have to 
wait for the appearance of some individual of genius. In such a case 
it is not misrepresentation of the facts, provided that it is recog-
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nized as being representation at a very high level of generality, to 
tell the whole story in terms of problems, criticisms and suggested 
solutions - a doctrine failing to stand up to criticism, thus pro­
ducing a problem, to which various tentative solutions are offered 
until finally the solution is found which is associated with a great 
name. 

But it must be owned that Idealist philosophers of history 
show a disposition to suppose that the history of ideas must itself 
be 'ideal', in the sense of describing what they think ought to have 
happened rather than what actually did. When the individual 
of genius appears, he may not be immediately recognized, and 
will certainly not be recognized universally. Every educated 
person now knows something about the greatest thinkers ?f_the 
past, but the minor writers are read only by historical specialists, 
and the great mass of the public, which wrote nothing, tends to 
become quite forgotten, and in consequence we arc apt to ~emem­
ber those who were immediately influenced by a great nund and 
forget that there were many at the time who never tried to thi.'1k. 
for ~emselves hard enough to become aware that there was 
any_thing unsatisfactory about the conceptions and methods to 
which they had been brought up - to whom the views of the 
great man were nothing but unintelligible newfangled nonsense. 
I may be_ un~air to Collingwood, but it has s?metimes see~ed t_o 
me tha~, m his account of the 'presuppositions of different histon­
cal penod~, he considered only those outstanding philosophe_rs 
whose achievement was so permanent that their works are still 
compulsory reading for 'Greats' at Oxford. But this is to confuse 
what the men of a period actually presupposed with what they 
would hav_e pr~supposed if they had realized that Descar~es ( or 
whoever it rmg~t be) had solved their problems, when lil fa_ct 
m~st of them did not. And this seems to have tempted Idealist 
p~osoph~rs of history into an account of 'historical explanation' 
whic~ is madequate even to the history of ideas, to which the 
Idealist confeptio~ o~ history properly applies. They think that 
they have expl~ed the acceptance of a doctrine when they 
have sho~ that 1t solved a certain problem. But to show that 
t~e d~ctrme ac~lly solved the problem is logic, not hist_ory: The 
histoncal quesnon 1s, how it came to be accepted, which 1s not 
accounted for by the mere fact that it solved the problem, for a 
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problem may be solved and the solution never be generally 
acknowledged, while conversely doctrines may be generally 
accepted which conspicuously fail to solve very urgent problems. 

Practising historians may be expected to dislike an account of 
'historical explanation' which reminds them that history rests on 
facts in the shape of actual human doings. This is the skeleton 
in their cupboard, and they prefer Idealist or Marxist theories of 
history, which enable them to keep the door shut on it. We may 
expect criticism· on lines familiar to philosophers~ being that used 
against all representative theories of perception and correspon­
dence theories of truth. It will be said that our test of historical 
truth is a test which can never be made. We can never check a 
historical generalization against the individual facts on which it is 
based, because we are never presented with both together. For 
immediate contemporary history or at least that. small section 
of it which we are ourselves actually living through - we have 
the individual facts, but it is notorious that we always find them 
so complex and confusing that we cannot at the time summarize 
them in any general historical statement. Historical generaliza­
tion becomes possible as the events recede into the past, but then 
the individual facts are no longer there for comparison with the 
generalization. From some arguments in this vein it is difficult 
to see what is meant to follow, if not that a historian is a purely 
imaginative writer like a novelist, though this is not, I think, a 
conclusion which any practising historian would welcome. But 
all that is in fact shown is that the historian's conclusions rest 
wholly on circumstantial evidence and are peculiarly fallible. 
What is asked of him is nothing resembling the absurdity deman­
ded by crude representative theories of perception - that it 
should be decided by mere inspection of 'representative ideas' 
whether or not they are good copies of 'things in themselves' 
which nobody has ever had knowledge 0£ The historian can­
not pretend that he has no knowledge of any individual human 
action, since he is acquainted at least with his own actions and 
those of his friends, and we only ask him never to forget that the 
justification for all his statements (if they have any) is nothing but 
the similar actions of similar human beings, even if they lived a 
long time ago and in very different circJ:Jmstances. Owing to 
lack of imagination, or simple ignorance, he may make what 
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would have seemed to those about whom he is talking absurd 
mistakes concerning what they did or the reasons why they did it, 
and the mistakes may be inevitable in the sense that he has no 
evidence which should have enabled him to avoid them, but in 
the case of each particular mistake he might always have had such 
evidence that he would not have made it. He cannot claim that 
any of his statements is wholly true to the facts, but he also 
~annot. pretend that there is any impassable barrier making it 
unposs1ble for him to have known more of the facts than he 
actually does. It is true that he cannot check his statements by 
the facts, but only by the evidence, which is a different thing. 
The facts are individual, but historical evidence is often already 
at a high degree of generality - for example, me~oi~s and dis­
patches, not to speak of the writings of previous lmtonans (what 
are called 'authorities'). Practising historians, theref~re, natura_lly 
p~efer_ what we may call 'coherence theories', accordmg to w~ch 
histoncal truth consists in agreement with the evid~nc~, which 
they have before them, rather than with the facts, which they 
have ~ot. This makes things much easier for them,just as it would 
;e easier ~or the members of a jury if they could onlr feel that 
t :vas their duty merely to give a true verdict according to the 
evide~ce. But in fact every juryman feels that he would be giving 
~ llll.Just verdict if he condemned a man who was actually 
ilioc~~t, whatever the evidence. If the verdict is according to 
th~ evioence, ~at makes its injustice _excusable, ?ut does not ~ake 
the ~e~endan~J~stly condemned, if he has not m ~act _comrmtted 

b rune. Similarly the historical statement which is the most 
pro able on the evidence available m2.y be the best that can 
rhas~nably be expected of the historian, but, if it misrepresents 
} e :\ts'. It is not true. As for Idealist talk of 'so-called historical 
dact~ em~ nothing but what historians have said, that is O!"Y a th;~\ to mcrease the self-satisfaction of historians by enanling 
r tho forget that, however near they may come to the real 
racts, ey might l h Th a ways ave come nearer. 
( . ese are topical questions now, not only in philosophy 
owd)g ~o the P1;1blication of the posthumous works of C?lling­

woo ut also m politics. The doctrine that 'all history 1s con­
temporary history' might seem nothing more than a stimulating 
paradox when enunciated by Croce or Collingwood, but we 
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may well feel doubtful about it when we see how it is officially 
adopted and acted upon in the Soviet Union. In 1917, according 
to all contemporary accounts, from whatever source they 
emanated, without distinction of politics, Lenin's principal 
lieutenant in the Russian Revolution was Trotsky; but, according 
to the history of the Revolution as now taught in Russia and to 
Communists throughout the world, the second part was played 
by Stalin, of whom hardly any mention will be found in docu­
ments of the time. This is perfectiy in accordance with the prin­
ciples of the Idealist philosophers of history, according to whom 
what happened in the past is nothing but whatever it suits our 
purposes now to suppose to have happened then. Being them­
selves quiet Bourgeois Liberals, they thought only of quiet 
Bourgeois Liberal purposes and their conception of history 
remained mild and inoffensive. But now it has suddenly grown 
teeth, when it is found to have the consequence that the Battle 
of Hastings might come to have been fought, not in I066, but in 
1067, or perhaps even in this present year 1947, and to have been 
won, not by the Normans, but by the English, or perhaps even 
by the Russians, if that happened to be demanded by the 'Party 
Line' in the twentieth, or the twenty-first, or the twenty-second 
century. I do not mean to imply that a doctrine ought to be 
rejected merely because it has received its final polish in Russia; 
but Russian ruthlessness in drawing logical conclusions does seem 
to me to have put it beyond doubt that this conception of history 
is radically false, although, as half-heartedly presented by Croce 
and Collingwood, it could still seem plausible. 

At the root of this false conception lie, I think, two closely 
connected false assumptions. We are concerned with them here 
only as affecting history, but their influence is actually much more 
ext~nsive. On~ ~s the assumption that, because we can never hope 
to tree our oprmons from all trace of error, therefore there is no 
truth, or the word 'truth' must be re-defined and re-applied to 
lend dignity to favoured errors. People like to think of the truth 
as something which they can hope some day actually to attain -
not as something which will always be beyond them, even if 
they can always come nearer and nearer to it - and they are 
ready to re-define ·the term 'truth' to gratify this inclination. 
Historians do not like to think that their ideal is undistorted 
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representation of actual past human doings, since this is something 
which one can do better than another, but none can do perfectly. 
They prefer to make their criterion of'historical truth' agree~ent 
with the available evidence and the needs of their own a.me, 
success in this being in principle attainable. Yet it is surely obvious 
that a judgment may be the best that could possibly be made in 
certain particular circumstances, and yet false. We find it quite 
natural to say that the judgments of a particular historian are 
sound within certain limits, but in certain respects distorted by 
his nineteenth-century prejudices. In these respects we consider 
his judgments mistaken, without thinking that, living in the 
nineteenth century, he could have been expected to judge differ­
ently. Most of us are ready to allow that our ownjudgm~nt~ are 
probably similarly distorted by twentieth-century preJ~d1ces, 
although we cannot say in what respects, since otherwise we 
should already have corrected them. When we say that they are 
distorted, we mean that they misrepresent the facts. If we did 
not recognize the ideal of correspondence with the facts,. w_e 
could only say _that the judgment would have been false. if. 1t 
had been ma~e m the present century, but it was n<:>t, an~ m 1~s 
own century 1t was true. Collingwood does say things like this 
when he !emembers his own philosophical position, but soo~er 
or later his natural good sense asserts itself and then we find him 
stating roundly that we can now see that on some points past 
historians were mistaken, though owing to causes which they 
could not help, such as lack of evidence. 

The other false assumption is that, because no judgment can 
~ver be wholly free from bias, therefore a less biased judgment 
~s n'? better than a more biased one. In fact it is possible, even 
if_ ~cult_, to reduce one's own bias, though certainly n?t to 
elimin:tte it completely, and, other things being equal, the Judg­
ment ts the more likely to be true, the less the amount of bias. 
(We ~ay reflect_ that the world has come to a pretty pass when 
anythii_ig so obvious need be said, but every philosopher ~ows 
th~t this d<:'es not now go without saying.) But modem philos~ 
phies of history encourage historians to glory in their own bias 
and exaggera~e it, and to approve or condemn other historians 
purely according as they do or do not share the same bias. There 
is Communist history, Fascist history and Liberal history, and it is 
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approved or condemned as Communist or Fascist or Liberal 
according to the allegiance of the critic. Thought on this subject 
is almost. always confused by considerations of the desirability of 
passionate convictions for resolute action, in which it is generally 
forgotten that, the more fervent the heart, the greater the need 
of a cool head. Marx himself ( though not some modem Marxists) 
was well aware of this; just because he was devoted heart and 
soul to the Socialist cause, he insisted that an investigation of the 
means by which Socialism could be attained must be true to the 
facts and undistorted by wishful thinking; hence his life-long war 
against 'Utopian Socialists'. A historian may be none the worse 
for studying the past with an eye to applications in the present, 
but we must distinguish two very different kinds of application. 
There is narration of past events in such a way as to encourage 
present supporters and discourage opponents, distorting wherever 
necessary for this purpose; this is 'history' according to the 
prescription of the Idealist philosophers, whose criterion is con­
temporary needs, and in fact it is not history at all, but propa­
ganda. {Idealist philosophers will indignantly deny that this is 
what they mean, and I know quite well that it is not what they 
intend, but in that case they ought to be more careful a~out what 
they say.) The other kind of application is the discovery that 
something happened in the past which may serve as a guide to 
action in the present - indicating, for example, the likely conse­
quences of a particular course of action. This sort of application 
I have' already described as going beyond the business of the 
historian as such, since it implies the detection of universal laws in 
the historical process, but it does make use of the historian's 
results. What is important for our purposes here is that it is a 
sort of application which would be impossible with purely 
Idealist 'history'. The contemporary application depends upon 
the historical representation being true to the facts, in the sense 
of what really happened in the past; otherwise it would be merely 
misleading. In history we may say that pure Idealism meets its 
Waterloo, because in history we cannot do without 'things in 
themselves', and the problem has to be faced, how they are 
' d' represente . 



CHAPTER XI 

MATHEMATICS AND THE WORLD 

By Douglas Casking 

~: object is to try to elucidate the nature of mathematical propo­
s1t1ons, and to explain their relation to the everyday world of 
counting and measurement - of clocks, and yards of material, 
and income-tax forms. I should like to be able to summarize my 
views in a few short phrases, and then go on to defend them. 
Unfortunately I cannot do this, for, as I shall try to demonstrate, 
I do not think any short statement will do to express the truth of 
~e matter with any precision. So I shall proceed by approxima­
tlons - I shall discuss several different views in the hope that in 
sh_?wing what is right and what is wrong with them, clarification 
~00~~~ . 

The _?piniom of philosophers about the nature of mathematical 
pr?p0 s1tions can be divided, as can their opinions about so many 
things, into two main classes. There are those who try to analyse 
mathe~tical propositions away - who say that they are really 
som~thin.g else (like those writers on ethics who say that good­
~s really only pleasure, or those metaphysicians who say that 
c ul s and tables are really groups of sensations, or colonies of 
~ s). I shall call such 'analysing-away' theories 'radical' theories. 

n the other hand there are those who insist that mathematical 
pro • • thinposit1ons are sui generis, that they cannot be analysed into any-
to g els_e, that they give information about an aspect of reality 

~lly ~1fferent from any other (compare those philosophers who 
iliamtam, _e.g. that goodness is a simple unanalysable quality, or 

ose realists who maintain that a chair is a ch.air, an external 
:aterial substance, known, perhaps, by means of sensations, but 
shtll to llhe confused with those sensations). For convenience, I 
, a ca ~ese types of theory which oppose any analysing-away, 
, conservatrve'. I should maintain that in general what I call 
r~~hservativ~• opinions in philosophy are perfectly correct, but 
, d~r 1~sat1sfactory and unilluminating, whereas opinions of the 
ra lea typ b • . dill .. e are untrue, ut mterest1ng an ununat1ng. 

204 
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I shall start by considering the 'radical' theories about the 
nature of mathematics. Those I know of fall into two main 
types. (1) Some people :maintain that a proposition of maclie­
~atics is really a particularly well-founded empirical generaliza­
tton of a certain type, or that it is logically on the same footing 
as a very well-est.ablished scientific law. Mill's theory was of 
this type, and many scientists I have talked to have tended to have 
similar opinions. Let us call these 'empirical' theories about 
mathematics. ( 2) Then, on the other hand, there is a great variety 
of theories usually called 'conventionalist', which analyse away 
mathematical propositions into propositions about the use of 
symbols. Examples: 'By a mathematical proposition the speaker 
or writer merely expresses his intention of manipulating symbols 
in a certain way, and recommends or commands that others 
should do likewise'. 'A mathematical proposition is really an 
empirical proposition describing how educated people commonly 
use certain symbols.' 'A mathematical proposition is really a rule 
for the manipulation of symbols.' (Ayer, for example, and C. I. 
Lewis have expressed opinions of this general type.) 

First for the 'empirical' theories. According to these a mathe­
matical proposition just expresses a particularly well-founded 
empirical generalization or law about the properties and behaviour 
of objects, obtained by examining a large number of instances 
and seeing that they conform without exception to a single general 
pattern. The proposition '7 + 5 = 12', forinstance,justexpresses 
( on one version of this theory) the fact of experience that if we 
count up seven objects of any sort, and then five more objects, 
and then count up the whole lot, we always get the num?er 
twelve. Or again, it might be maintained that the geometncal 
proposition 'Equilateral triangles are equiangular' just expresses 
the fact that wherever, by measurement, we find the sides of a 
triangle to be equal, we will find, on measuring the angles wi~ 
the same degree of accuracy, that the angles are equal too. It 1s 
contended that such propositions are essentially like, for example, 
Boyle's Law of gases, only much better founded. . . 

But '7 + 5 = 12' does not mean the same as the propos1t1on 
about what you get on counting groups. For it is _true that 
7 + 5 does equal 12, but it is not true that on counnng seven 
objects and then five others, and then counting the whole, you 
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will always get twelve. People sometimes miscount, and some­
times the objects counted melt away (if they are wax) or coal~sce 
(if they are globules of mercury). Similarly the geometrical 
proposition that equilateral triangles are equiangular doe_s n~t 
mean the same as the proposition that any triangle which 1s 
equilateral by measurement will be found to be equiangular ~hen 
measured. The former is true; the latter false. We sometimes 
make mistakes with our rulers and protractors. . . 

To this it might be objected that this shows that the empmc~l 
proposition offered as a translation of the mathematical one 1s 
not a correct translation, but that it has not been demonstrated 
that it is impossible to find an empirical proposition about count­
ing and measurement, which is a correct translation. Let us try 
some alternatives, then. It might be suggested that '7 + 5 = 12' 

means 'If you co!111t carefully and ivith attention, you ~ill get s_uch 
and such a result . But, even with the greatest care m countmg, 
mistakes sometimes happen at any rate with large numbers. 
S~all we then say: '7 + 5 = 12' means 'If you count correctly yo_u 
will get such and such results'? But, in the first place, even 1f 
you co~t objects correctly, you do not always get a group of 
s~ven objects and a group of five adding up to twelve. It some­
t:Im.~s happens that a person correctly counts seven objects, then 
correctly counts five, and then correctly counts the total and gets 
eleven. ~ometimes one of the objects does disappear in th~ course 
of countmg, or coalesces with another. And even if this were 
not ~~• the suggested translation would not give you a simple 
empmcal pr~position about what happened when people counted, 
as a translation of 7 + 5 = 12, but would give you a mere 
tautology. For what is the criterion of correctness in counting~ 
~urely that 'o/hen you add seven and five you should get twelve. 
Correctn~ss has no meaning, in this context, independent of the 

math:mat1cal proposition. So our suggested analysis of the 
meaning of 7 + 5 = 12' runs when suitably expanded: ' + ' , 7 5 = 12 means 'If you count objects correctly (i.e. in such a 
way a~ to get 12 on adding 7 and 5) you will, on adding 7 to 5, 
get 12. 

~o doubt t~~re are important connections between mathe­
m~ttcal propom1ons, and propositions about what results people 
will usually get on counting and measuring. But it will not do 



MATHEMATICS AND THE WORLD 207 

to say that a mathematical proposition means the same as, or is 
equivalent to, any such empirical proposition, for this reason: 
A mathematical proposition is 'incorrigible', whereas an empirical 
proposition is 'corrigible'. 

The difference between 'corrigible' and 'incorrigible' proposi­
tions can best be explained by examples. Most everyday asser­
tions that we make, such as that 'Mr. Smith has gone away for 
the day', are corrigible. By this I mean simply that, whenever we 
~ake such an assertion, however strong our grounds for making 
1t, we should always freely withdraw it and admit it to have been 
false, if certain things were to happen. Thus my assertion, that 
Smith is away for the day, is corrigible, because (although I may 
have the excellent grounds for making it that when I met him in 
the street this morning he said he was on his way to the railway­
station) if, for example, I were to go to his room now and find 
him sitting there, I should withdraw my assertion that he was 
away and admit it to have been false. I should take certain 
events as proving, if they happened, that my assertion was 
untrue. 

A mathematical proposition such as '7 + 5 = 12', on the other 
hand, is incorrigible, because no future happenings whatsoever 
would ever prove the proposition false, or cause anyone to 
withdraw it. You can imagine any sort of fantastic ~ ~f 
events you like~ but nothing you can think of would ever, 1f 1t 
happened, disprove '7 + 5 = 12'. Thus, ifI counted out 7 matches, 
and then 5 more, and then on counting the whole lot, got 1 I, 

this would not have the slightest tendency to make anyone with­
draw the proposition that 7 + 5 = 12 and say it was untrue. 
And even if this constantly happened, both to me and to every­
one else, and not only with matches, but with books, umbrellas 
~d every sort of object - surely even this would· not make us 
withdraw the proposition. Surely in such a case we should not 
say: 'the proposition "7 + 5 = 12" has been empirically disproved; 
it has been found that 7 + 5 really equals n'. There are plenty 
of alternative explanations to choose from. We might . try a 
psychological hypothesis, such as this: we niight say that 1t had 
been discovered by experiment that everyone had a curious 
psychological kink, which led him, whenever he performed 
counting operations of a certain sort, always to miss out one of 
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the objects in his final count (like the subject in some experiments 
0 ~ hypnosis who, under suggescion, fails to see any 't's on a 
panted page). Or we might prefer a physical hypothesis and 
say: a curious physical law of the universe has been experimen­
ta~y established, namely, that whenever 5 objects are added to 7 
objects, this process of addition causes one of them to disappear, 
or to coalesce with another object. The one thing we should 
never say, whatever happened, would be that the proposition 
ili~t 7 + 5 = 12 had been experimentally disproved. If curious 
things happened, we should alter our physics, but not our 
mathematics. 

This rather sweeping assertion that mathematical propositions 
are completely incorrigible is, I think, an over-simplification, and 
needs qualifying. I shall mention the qualifications l~ter, rath~r 
~han now, for simplicity of exposition. So if you will accept It 
or th~ moment as very nearly true, I should like to draw your 

a~ention to certain of its consequences. A corrigible proposition 
?lVes you some information about the world - a completely 
!ncorrigible proposition tells you nothing. A corrigible propositi~n 
Is ?Ile that you would withdraw and admit to be false if certalll 
~gs happened in the world. It therefore gives you the informa­
tl~n that those things (i.e. those things which wo_uld make you 
~~draw your proposition if they happened) will not happe1!-

nblllcorrigible proposition is one which ·you would never admit 
ho e false whatever happens: it therefore does not tell you what 
t~pens: 1:he truth, for example, of the corri~ible pr~posi~on 
h S~th 1s away for the day, is compatible with ~ertam things 
• appenmg (e.g. your going to his room and finding It empty) and 
Is _not compatible with certain other happenings (e.g. your 
ghmg to his rqom and finding him there). It therefore tells you 
w lt sort of thing will happen (you will find his room em~ty) 
~e what sort of ~g ~ not happen (you will not find him J.ll~• 

truth of an mcorngible proposition on the other hand, is 
cornpatible with any and every conceivable state of affairs. (for 
:arnple: whatever is your experience on cour1ting, it is still will that 7 + 5 = 12). I~ there~ore does not tell you which e':e_nts 
, take place and which will not. That is: the propos1t1on 
7 + 5 = 12' tells you nothing about the world. 

If such a proposition tells you nothmg about the world, what, 
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then, is the point of it - what does it do~ I think that ~ it tells 
it is true to say that it p~escribes ~hat you are to sa{opositi~n 
you how to , describe certam happemngs. Th~s the P you will 
7 + 5 = 12 does not tell you th.at on countlilg 7 + ;001etixnes 

not get I 1. (This, as we have seen, is false, for Y?u n coun~g 
do get 1 I.) Bue it does lay it down, so to speak, that if b. ppened 1ll 

7 + 5 you do get I 1, you are to describe wh~t has. a xnY count­
some such way as this: Either 'I have made a nustake in ted one of 
ing' or 'So1neone has played a practical joke and a:trabjects have 
the objects when I ~.vas not looking' or 'Two of e 0 

coalesced' or 'One of the objects has disappe~red': etc. tionalist' 
This, I think, is the truth that is in the vanous co~enformulae 

theories of mathe1natics. Only, unfortunat~ly, d incorrect. 
expressing such theories are usually misleading ~. 0 01erely 
For example, to say that: 'a mathem.atical 1;ropositio syxnbols 
expresses the speaker's or writer's determinanon to ust eue and if 
• ·f. were r , m a certain way', is obviously untrue. };or 1 it + 7 = 35, 
I decided to use the symbol '+' in such a way that 5 , :But this 
I would then be speaking truly if I said '5 + 7 = 3.5 al. proposi-
1:roposition is not true. The truth ?~ any mathema~~tion. ~t is 
~ton does not depend on my dec1s1on or deterT 'public or 
mdependent of my will. This formula neglects e 
'over-individual' character of mathematics. . 1 position is 

Or, consider the formula: 'A mathem.atica pro le coxn­
really an empirical statement describing the_ way peop:But it is 
monly use certain sym.bols'. This, I think, 1~ neare~ 12• were 
open to the following obvious objection: If 7; ~bols, then it 
really an assertion about the conunon usage of { ople had a 
would follow that 7 + 5 would not eq~al 12 \ 1;ud use sym­
different symbolic convention. But even 1f peop eth fact which 
bols in a way quite different from the pres:nt one, e No change 

b , , uld till be true. we now express y 7 + 5 = 12 wo s . 
in our language-habits would ever make this false. the suggested 

This objection is, I think, sufficient to show of.a~ blind to its 
formula is untrue, as it stands. But we sh? °: ur language­
m.e~its if ·we did not see why it i~ ~at !1-o change 1:, 0untrue. Th_e 
habits would make the propos1t1on 7 + 5 - 1 . reposition 1s 
reason is this: As we use symbols at p_resent, -:»\Pe whatever 
incorrigible - one which we maintain to e ru 

p 
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happens in the world, and never admit to be fa!se under _any 
circumstances. Imagine a world where the symbolic conventions 
are totally different - say on Mars. How shall we translate our 
incorrigible proposition into the Martian symbols? If our trans­
lation is to be correct- if the proposition in the Martian la_ngua~e 
is to mean the same as our '7 + 5 = 12', it too must be mcorn­
gible - otherwise we should not call it a correct translation. Thus 
a correct Martian translation of our '7 + 5 = 12' must be a 
proposition which the Martians maintain to be true whatever 
happens. Thus '7 + 5 = 12,' and any correct translation into any 
other symbolic convention will be incorrigible, i.e. true wha:e:'er 
happens. So its truth does, in a sense, depend on the cmpmcal 
fact that people use symbols in certain ways. But it is an inaccu­
rate way of stating this fact to say that it describes how people use 
symbols. 

A better formulation is: 'A mathematical proposition really 
~xpress~s a rule for the manipulation of symbols'. But this, :0 ~, 

1s ,unsatisfactory, and for the following reason: To say that _it 1s 
a 1:1le for the manipulation of symbols' suggests that it is entlr~ly 
arbitrary. A symbolic rule is something which we can decide 
to use or not, just as we wish. (We could easily use 'hice' as the 
plural of 'house', and get on as well as we do now.) But, it 
se~ms, :'e cannot just change our mathematical propositions at 
wi!1, without getting into difficulties. An engineer, building a 
bndge, has t~ use th~ standard multiplication tables and_ no others, 
or else the bndge will collapse. Thus which mathematical system 
~e use ~oes not seem to be entirely arbitrary - one system works 
mpractice, ~d another does not. Which system we are to use seems 
to depend m some way not on our decision, but on the nature 
of the world. To say that ,7 + 5 = 12, really expresses a r~e 
f?~ the ~;e of s~mbols, suggests that this proposition is just like 

house forms Its plural by adding "s" '. But there is a difference 
between the two, and so the formula is misleading. 

I w~t _to conclude this paper by considering in some de~ail 
the obJect10n that you cannot build bridges with any mathematics, 
and_ that therefore_ mathematics does depend on the na~ure of 
reality. Before domg so, however, I should like to mention the 
type of theory I called 'conservative'. We saw that the (radical) 
theory, that mathematical propositions are 'really' empirical 
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propositions about the results of counting, is untrue. But there 
is a close connection between the two sorts of proposition, and 
therefore the 'empirical' theory, although untrue, has a point. 
It emphasizes the connection between mathematical propositions 
and our everyday practice of counting and calculation; thus it 
serves as a useful corrective to that type of theory which would 
make mathematics too abstract and pure - a matter of pure 
intellect and Platonic 'Forms', far from the mundane counting 
of change. Similarly the various 'conventionalist' theories are 
also, strictly speaking, untrue, but they too have their point. 
Mathematical propositions in certain respects are like rules for the 
use of symbols, like empirical propositions about how symbols 
are used, like statements of intention to use symbols in certain 
ways. But conventionalist formulae are 1J11true because mathe­
matical propositions are not identical with any of these. They 
are what they are; they function in the way they do, and not 
exactly like any other sort of proposition. 

And this it is which makes that sort of theories I have called 
'conservative' perfectly correct. Mathematical propositions are 
sui generis. But merely to say: 'They are what they are' is not 
very helpful. Nor is it any better if this is dressed up in learned 
language: e.g. 'Mathematical propositions state very general 
facts about the structure of reality; about the necessary and syn­
thetic relations between the universals number, shape, size, and 
so on'. If you are inclined to think that such answers as this, to 
the question 'What are mathematical propositions about?', are 
informative and illuminating, ask yourself: 'How does my hearer 
come to understand the meaning of such phrases as "structure of 
reality", "necessary relations between universals", and so on? 
How were these phrases explained to him in the first place?' 
Surely he was told what was meant by 'necessary relation between 
universals', by being told, for example, that colour, shape, size, 
number, etc., are universals, and that an example of a necessary 
relation between universals would be 'everything that has shape 
has size', '2 + 2 = 4', 'two angles of an isosceles triangle are 
equal', and so on. These phrases, such as 'necessary relation 
between universals', are introduced into his language via or by 
means of such phrases as '2 + 2 = 4'; they are introduced via 
mathematical propositions, among others. To use an expression 
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ofJohn Wisdom's,1 they are 'made to measure'. So to tell some­
one that mathematical propositions are 'so-and-so' does not help, 
if, in explaining what is meant by 'so-and-so', you have to intro­
duce mathematical propositions, among others, as illustrative 
examples. Compare giving a 'conservative' answer to the ques­
tion 'What are mathematical propositions?' with the following 
example: A child learns the meaning of the words 'see', 'can't 
see', 'blindfolded' etc., before he learns the meaning of the word 
'blind'. The latter word is then introduced into his vocabulary 
by the explanation: 'A blind man is one who can't see in broad 
daylight even when not blindfolded'. If the child then asks of a 
blind man 'Why can't he see in broad daylight even when not 
blindfolded?', it is not much use answering 'Because he is blind'. 
Like the 'conservative' answer in philosophy, it may serve to 
stop any further questions, but it usually leaves a feeling of 
dissatisfaction. 

Then what sort of answer can be given to one who is puzzled 
about the nature of mathematics? Mathematical propositions 
are what they are, so any radical answer equating them with 
something else, such as symbolic rules, or statements of t~e results 
0 t: counting and measurement, or of common symbolic us~ge, 
will be untrue. Such answers will be untrue, because the two sides 
~f the equation will have different meanings. Similarly conserva­
t~ve answers will be unhelpful, because the two sides of the equa­
ton w~ have the same meaning. The definiens will be useless, 

ecause 1t will contain terms which are introduced into the lan­
gtge vi~ the definiendum, and can only be explained in terms 
~nlt. It 1s 'made to_ measure'. N~ simple formula will do. The 
. Y way of removing the puzzle 1s to describe the use and fonc­

~10h llf mathematical propositions in detail and with examples. 
s a now try to do this, to some extent, in considering the 

~ilil obj~ction to t~e- strictly untrue but illuminating theory-: 
of e1at!cal propos1t1ons express rules for the manipulation 

b~ym ols • The objection is that symbolic rules are essentially 
dar Itradry, whereas mathematics does, to some extent at least 

epen . . · ' 
not on our choice of symbolic conventions but on the 

nature of r Ii b J ' ea ty, ecause on y our present system gives useful 
i My debt to the l,:ctu f w· d d w· . . . great. res O 1s om an 1ttgenstem, m writ~ this paper, 1s very 
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results when applied to the practical tasks of the world. Against 
this, I shall maintain that we could use any mathematical rules 
we liked, and still get on perfectly well in the business of life. 

Example 1. 6 X 4, according to our current multiplication 
table, equals 24. You might argue: this cannot be merely a con­
ventional rule for our use of symbols, for if it were we could use 
any other rule we liked, e.g. 6 X 4 = 12, and still get satisfactory 
results. But if you tried this alternative rule, you would, in fact, 
find your practical affairs going all wrong. A builder, for 
example, having measured a room to be paved with tiles, each 
one yard square, and having found the length of the sides to be 
6 yards and 4 yards, could not use the alternative table. He could 
not say to himself: 'The room is 6 by 4; now 6 X 4 = 12, so I 
shall have to get 12 tiles for this job.' For, if he did, he would 
find he had not enough tiles to cover his floor. 

But the builder could quite easily have used an arithmetic in 
which 6 X 4 = 12, and by measuring and counting could have 
paved his room perfectly well, with exactly the right number of 
tiles to cover the floor. How does he do it? Well, he: 

(I) Measures the sides, and writes do"\\'11 '4' and '6'. 
(2) Multiplies 4 by 6 according to a 'queer' multiplication 

table which gives 4 X 6 = 12. 

(3) Counts out 12 tiles, lays them on the floor. And they 
fit perfectly. 

The 'queer' multiplication table he uses gives 2 X 2 = 4, 
2 X 4 = 6, 2 X 8 = 10, 4 X 4 = 9, 4 X 6 = 12, etc. The 
number found by multiplying a by b according to his table, is 
that which in our arithmetic we should get by the formula: 

(a+ 2) (b + 2) / 4 
And he could pave any other size of floor, using the queer 

multiplication table described, and still always get the right 
number of tiles to cover it. 

How is this possible? He measures the sides of the room with a 
yardstick as follows: He lays his yardstick along the longer side, 
with the 'o' mark of the yardstick in the comer, and the other 
end of the stick, marked '36 inches', some distance along the 
stick. As he does this, he counts 'one'. He th.en pivots the yard­
stick en the 36 inches mark, and swings it round through two 
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right angles, till it is once more lying along the side of the room -
this time with the '36 inches' mark nearer to the comer from 
which he started, and the 'o' mark further along the side. As 
he does this, he counts 'two'. But now the direction of the stick 
has been reversed, and it is the convention for measuring that 
lengths should always be measured in the same direction. So he 
pivots the stick about its mi1~le and swings it r~und so that the 
'36' mark is now where the o mark was, and vice versa. As he 
does this, he counts 'three'. He then swings the stick round 
through two right angles, pivoting on the '36' mark, counting 
'four'. He then reverses its direction, as before, counting 'five'. 
He swings it over again, counting 'six'. It now lies with its end 
in the comer, so he writes down the length of the side as 'six 
yards'. (If we had measured it in our way, we should have written 
its length down as four yards.) He then measures the shorter side 
in the same way, and finds the length (using his measuring tech­
nique) to be four yards. (We should have made it three.) He 
then multiplies 4 by 6, according to his table, making it 12, 

counts out 12 tiles, and lays them down. So long as he uses the 
technique described for measuring lengths, he will always get the 
right number of tiles for any room with his 'queer' multiplication 
table. 

This example shows you that we use the method we do for 
multiplying lengths to get areas, because we use a certain method 
of measuring lengths. Our technique of calculating areas is 
relative to our technique of measuring lengths. 

Here you might say: Admitting that this is true, it is still the 
case that mathema_tics is not arbitrary, for you could not use the 
metho_d of measu:mg we do, and a different multiplication, table, 
and still get the nght number of tiles for our room. Cant we? 
Let's see. 

Example 2. Suppo~e our 'queer' multiplication table gave 
3 X 4 = 2 4- The builder measures the sides of a room exactly 
as we do,, and ~m~s ~at they are 3 yards and 4 yards, respectively. 
He then multiplies 3 by 4, and gets 24. He counts out 24 tiles, 
places them on the floor, and they fit perfectly with none over. 
How does he do it? ' 

f-!e me_as~re,s the sides as we do, and writes down '3' and '4'. 
He multiplies and gets 24. He then counts out 24 tiles as follows: 



MATHEMATICS AND THE WORLD 215 

He picks up a tile from his store, and counts 'one'. He puts the 
tile on to his truck and counts 'two'. He picks up another tile 
and counts 'three'. He puts it on his truck and counts 'four'. He 
goes on in this way until he reaches a count of'twenty-four'. He 
then takes his 'twenty-four' tiles and paves the room, and they 
fit perfectly. 

This example shows that our technique of calculating areas 
is relative both to a certain technique of measurement, and to a 
certain technique of counting. 

At this stage you might make a further objection. You might 
say: Mathematics does tell you something about the world, and 
is not an arbitrary rule of symbolic usage. It ':ells you that if 
you both count and measure lengths in the way we do, you will 
not get the right number of tiles for a room unless you multiply 
the lengths according to our present table. It is not arbitrary, 
because if, for example, you measure the sides of a room as we 
do, and find them to be 4 and 3, and if yqu count tiles as we do, 
you would get the wrong number of tiles to pave your room if 
you used some other multiplication table- say one in which 
3 X 4 = 24. I maintain, on the contrary, that we could quite well 
use such a 'queer' table, and count and measure as at present, and 
still get the right number of tiles. To help us to see what is 
involved here, let us consider a rather analogous case. 

Example 3. Imagine that the following extraordinary thing 
happened. You measure a room normally, and find the sides to 
be 6 and 4. You multiply normally and get 24. You then count 
out 24 tiles in the normal way. (Each tile is IX 1.) But when 
you come to try and lay the tiles in the room, you find that you 
can only get 12 such tiles on to the floor of the room, and there 
are 12 tiles over. What should we say if this happened~ 

The first thing we should say would be: 'You must have made 
a mistake in your measuring' or 'You must have made a slip in 
multiplying' or 'You must have counted your tiles wrongly, 
somehow'. And we should immediately check again the measure­
ments, calculations and counting. But suppose that, after the 
most careful checking and re-checking, by 'large numbers of 
highly qualified persons, no mistake at all of this sort can be found 
anywhere. Suppose, moreover, that this happened to everyone 
constantly, with all sorts of rooms and tiles. What should we say 
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them There are still a number of ways in which we might 
explain this curious phenomenon. I shall mention two con­
ceivable hypotheses: 

(1) Measuring rods do not, as we supposed, stay a constant 
length wherever they are put. They stay the same size when put 
against things the same length as themselves, and also when put 
against things larger than themselves running from north to 
south. But when put against things larger than themselves run­
ning east-west, they always contract to half their previous length 
_(and this contraction happens so smoothly that we never notice 
it). Thus the room is in fact 6 by 2 yards, i.e. 12 square yards, and 
twelve tiles are needed. When the measuring rod is put along the 
north-south wall of six yards' length, it stays a yard long, and so 
we get a measurement of 6. When, however, it is put along the 
shorter east-west wall it contracts to half a yard in length, an.cl can 
b~, put _four times along the two-yard wall. If you now say the 
d~ens~ons are 6 and 4, and multiply to get 24, you are over­
estrmatmg the real area. 

(2) ~n alternative hypothesis: When we measure the room our 
yardsti~k always stays a constant length, and thus the area of the 
r?o~ is_ really 24 square yards. But since we can only get 12 

tiles m lt, each tile being 1 yard square, it follows that the tiles 
m~s~ expand, _on being put into the room, to double their area. 
~i~JUSt a ~unous physical law that objects put into a room double 
. :ir_ area mstantaneously. We do not see this expansion because i is 1:11stantaneous. And we can never measure it, by measuring 

_e k~es, first out of the room and then inside, because our yard­
sti;~tself expands P:oportionately on being taken into the room. 
details e~ample (which might easily have been put in much more 
h h with ad hoc hypotheses to cover every discrepancy) shows 

t at, owever much the practical predictions of builders' require­
h~nts are upset when we use our present multiplication table, 
t. is need never cause us to alter our present rules for multiplica­
~hon. f"11°malies are accounted for by saying our knowledge of 

el r_e it~t physical laws is defective, not by saying that the 
mhu tip cation table is 'untrue'. If when working things out in 
t e usual wa fc d ' . h ld Y, We oun that we had constantly 12 tiles too many, 
;e s ou not say that we had been wrong in thinking th~t 

X 4 - 24- We should rather say that we had been wrong m 
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thinking that physical objects did not expand and contract in 
certain ways. If things go wrong, we always change our physics 
rather than our mathematics. 

If we see, from Example 3, what we should do if things went 
wrong when we used our present arithmetic, we can now answer 
the objection it was intended to throw light on. The objection 
was this: 

'It is wrong to say that we could use any arithmetic we liked 
and still get on perfectly well in our practical affairs. Mathematics 
is not a collection of arbitrary symbolic rules, therefore, and does 
tell us something about, and does depend on, the nature of reality. 
For if you both count and measure as we do, and use a "queer" 
multiplication table, you won't get the right number of tiles 
to pave a room. Thus the proposition "3 X 4 = 12" tells you 
that for a room 3 yards by 4, measured normally, you need 
neither more nor less than 12 tiles, counted normally. Its truth 
depends on this fact about the world'. 

But I deny this. I say we could have 

( 1) used our present technique of counting and measure­
ment, 

(2) multiplied according to tJ,e rule 3 X 4 =24 (for 
example), 

(3) and still have got exactly the right number of tiles to 
pave our room. 

I therefore say that 3 X 4 = 12 depends on no fact about the 
world, other than some fact about the usage of symbols. 

Example 4. Imagine that we did use a 'queer' arithmetic, in 
which 3 X_ 4 = ~4- If this was our universally accepted and 
stand_ard anthmetic, we should treat the proposition '3 X 4 =24' 
exactly as we now treat the proposition '3 X 4 = 12' of our 
present standard arithmetic. That is to say, if we did use this 
queer system, we should stick to the proposition '3 X 4 =24' no 
matter what happened, and ascribe any failure of prediction of 
builders' requirements, and so on, always t~ a mistaken view of 
the physical laws that apply to the world, and never to the untruth 
of the formula '3 X 4 = 24.' This latter proposition, if it were part 
of our mathematical system, would be incorrigible, exactly as 
'3 X 4 = 12' is to us now. 
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In Example 3 we saw what would be done and said if things 
went wrong in using '3 X 4 = 12'. Now if 3 X 4 =24 were our 
rule, and incorrigible, and if in using it we found ourselves getting 
the wrong practical results, we should do and say exactly the 
same sort of thing as we did in Example 3. Thus, assuming that 
our mle is 3 X 4 = 24, a builder measures his floor normally and 
writes down '3' and '4.' He multiplies according to his table and 
gets 24. He counts out 24 tiles normally and tries to put them in 
the room. He finds that he can only get 12 tiles in. What does 
he sar He does not say 'I have proved by experiment that 3 X 4 
does not equal 24', for his proposition '3 X 4 =24' is incorrigible, 
and no event in the world, however extraordinary, will ever lead 
him to deny it, or be counted as relevant to its truth or falsity. 
What he does say is something like this: 'The area of the room is 
really 24 square yards. Since I can only get 12 yard square tiles 
into it, it follows that the tiles must expand to double their area 
on being put into the room'. (As we have seen, he might use 
other hypotheses, e.g. about the behaviour of measuring rods. 
But this is probably the most convenient.) 

Thus we could easily have counted and measured as at present, 
and used an arithmetic in which 3 X 4 = 24, and have got per­
fectly satisfactory results. Only, of course, to get satisfactory 
practical results, we should use a physics different in some respects 
from our present one. Thus a builder having found the area of a 
room to be 24 square yards would never attempt to put 24 tiles 
in it, for he would have learnt in his physics lessons at school that 
tiles put in a room double in area. He would therefore argue: 
'Since the tiles double in area, I must put half of 24 tiles, or 12 
tiles, in the room'. He would count out 12 tiles and pave the 
room perfectly with them. 

But even here an obstinate objector might admit all this, and 
still maintain that mathematics was not an arbitrary convention; 
that it did depend on certain facts about the world. He might 
say' "3 X 4 = 12" is true, and it is true because of this fact about 
the world, namely that if tiles and rulers do not expand and con­
tract ( except slightly with changes in temperature), and if we 
measure and count normally, we need exactly 12 tiles, no more 
and no less, to pave a room that is 3 by 4. And "3 X 4 = 24" is 
false, because of the "brute fact" that if tiles, etc., don't expand, 
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and if you measure and count normally, 24 tiles are too many to 
pave a room that is 3 by 4'. 

The point that is, I think, missed by this objection could be 
brought out by asking: 'How do we find out whether a tile or a 
yardstick has or has not expanded or contracted?' We normally 
have two ways of doing so. We can watch it growing bigger or 
smaller. Or we can measure it before and after. 

Now in the case described in example 4, where our queer 
arithmetic gives 3 X 4 = 2 4, and things double in area on being 
put in a room, how do we find out that the things do expand? 
Not by watching them grow - ex hypothesi we do not observe 
this. Nor by measuring them before and after. For, since we 
assume that a measuring rod also expands on being taken into 
the room, the dimensions of the tile as measured by a yardstick 
outside the room are the same as its dimensions as measured by 
the same (now expanded) yardstick inside the room. In this 
case we find out that the tiles expand by measuring, counting and 
calculating in a certain way - by finding that the tiles each measure 
1 X l, that the room measures 3 X 4, or 2 4 square yards, and 
that we can only get 12 tiles in it. This is our sole criterion for 
saying that the tiles expand. That the tiles expand follows from 
our queer arithmetic. Similarly, as we do things at present, our 
criterion for saying that tiles do not expand, is that when 12 

tiles measuring 1 X 1 are put into a room 3 X 4, or 12 square 
yards, they fit exactly. From our present arithmetic, it follows 
that tiles do not expand. 

In Example 4, where we have a 'queer' arithmetic in which 
3 X 4 = 24, and a 'queer' physics, it is a 'law of nature' that tiles 
expand on being put into a room. But it is not a 'law of nature' 
which describes what happens in the world. Rather is it a law 
'by convention', analogous to that law of our present physics 
which says that when a body falls on the floor with a certain 
downward force, the floor itself exerts an equal force in the 
opposite direction. It is just put into the system to balance our 
calculations, not to describe anything that happens. 

This last objection might have been put in a slightly different 
form. It might have been said:' "3 X 4 = 12" does describe and 
depend on the nature of reality, because it entails a certain purely 
empirical proposition about what does and does not happen, 
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namely the complex proposition: "It is not the case both that 
tiles do not expand and that we need less than 12 tiles to pave a 
floor measuring 3 by 4" '. But I should maintain that this com­
plex proposition (of the form 'Not both p and q') is not empiric_al; 
that it does not describe anything that happens in the world, 
because it is incorrigible. Nothing whatsoever that we could 
imagine happening would ever lead us, if it happened, to deny 
this complex proposition. Therefore it does not tell us what 
~pp~ns in the world. The simple propo~itions which are elen;ients 
m this complex one- the propositions Tiles do not expand and 
'We need less than 12 tiles to pave a 3 by 4 floor' - are both of 
them corrigible, and both describe the world ( one of them falsely). 
But the complex proposition that they are not both true is 
incorrigible, and therefore, for the reasons given earlier, does not 
describe or depend on the nature of the world. There is nothing 
out of the ordinary about this. The propositions 'My curtains are 
now red over their whole surface', and' My curtains are now green 
all over' are both of them corrigible propositjnns, descriptive of 
the world. (One is true, the other false, as a matter of fact.) 
But the compl~x proposition 'My curtains are not both red ~d 
green over their whole surface' is incorrigible, because no_tru:1g 
would ever make me deny it and it is therefore not descriptive 
of the world. ' 

. ! have talked, throughout the paper, as if mathematical propo­
sitions were completely incorrigible in the sense that whatever 
queer things happened, we should ~ever alter our mathematics, 
and al~ays prefer to change our physics. Tlus was a convenient 
over-simplification that must now be qualified. I maintain that 
we need never alter our mathematics. But it might happen that 
w~ tun~ our physical laws getting very complicated indeed, and 
mig t discover that, by changing our mathematical system, we 
could effect a very great simplification in our physics. In such a 
£ase we might decide to use a different mathematical system. (So 
. ar as I c_an understand, this seems to be what has actually happened 
m certam branches of contemporary physics.) And mathematics 
does depend on and reflect the nature of the world at least to this 
ext~nt, that w_e would find certain systems enormously ~con­
veruent and diffi~ult to use, and certain others relatively srmple 
and handy. Usmg one sort of arithmetic or geometry, for 
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example, we might find that our physics could be reduced to a 
logically neat and sjmple system, which is intellectually satisfying, 
whereas using different arithmetics and geometries, we should 
find our physics full of very complicated ad hoc hypotheses. But 
what we find neat, simple, easy, and intellectually satisfying surely 
depends rather on our psychological make-up, than on the 
behaviour of measuring rods, solids and fluids, electrical charges -
the 'external world'. 



CHAPTER XII 

THEORY CONSTRUCTION 

By]. ]. C. Smart 

IN a monograph 1 published in 1939 Dr. J. H. Woodg~r p_uts 
forward some interesting views as to the ideal at which a scien~c 
theory should aim, and illustrates some of the features of this 
ideal by putting forward a specimen theory which exemplifies 
them. As I think that Dr. Woodger' s conceptions both of what 
a scientific theory is and of what it ought to be are mistaken, ~d 
as th~y. are in some quarters very fashionable co~ceptions, I ~ 
that it is worth while to consider Dr. Woodger s monograph m 
some detail. 

In the opening pages of the monograph W oodger puts forward 
reasons for inventing an artificial language for scientific purposes. 
He says that the richness of the vocabularies of natural languages 
such as English or French makes them unsuitable for scientific 
purposes, because 'the process of calculation is not possible in a 
natur~ l~guage'. Another objection to the natural language~ is 
that since we learn them during the most impressionable penod 
of our lives, they become to such an extent part of ourselv~s 
~t we. come to use them without ever being aware of the~ 
onven~ional ~d arbitrary character, and thus of certain o_f their 

pr_operties which are least admirable from the point of view of 
scienc~' (p. 2) • I shall try to argue that the whole conception of 
~ artificial language is extremely confused; and that the reasons f ven by Woodger for constructing one are bad reasons; and that 
/b}llogranune acquires a specious plausibility on account of_our 
ia ty to confuse it with a very different one which he mentions 

on P· 3. Here he says something which is true and important, 
namely that '· f: f th • h 1Il so ar as the direction of the development o ma e-
matics as been g_iven a bias by the special requirements of the 
problems of physics ... it may, in some of its most fully deve-

1 The Technique or Th C . · E lopedia f U ·fi d S • :., eory onstmctron, by J. H. Woodger (International ncyc 
o ru e cicnce, Vol. II, No. s), University of Chicago, 1939. 
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loped branches, be unsuitable for the use of other sciences, e.g. 
for the biological sciences'. It is indeed possible that some parts of 
Principia Mathematica, such as the calculus of relations, or similar 
branches of mathematics, may turn out to be valuable in biological 
theory. 'We require a technique for constructing new kinds of 
mathematics as well as for constructing new languages for scienti­
fic purposes', says W oodger, and I do not in the least want to 
argue that new kinds of mathematics may not be highly desirable, 
though whether there could be a technique for producing them 
seems doubtful, for surely new branches of mathematics are the 
products of genius. What I want to object to is the alleged pro­
gramme of constructing new languages. My argument will be 
in two parts. In the first place I shall try to point out that it is 
misleading to call the artificial language a 'language' at all. In 
the second place I shall argue that whatever it is, language or 
not a language, it is not a desirable thing to incorporate in a 
science. 

It is logically possible that a person might know how to use a 
language without ever having been taught it. It is logically 
possible, though of course it never happens, that a baby might be 
born talking Latin or English. Nevertheless if we suppose that a 
language has been acquired by being taught it is a logical impossi­
bility that certain expressions should have been learnt before 
certain other expressions have been learnt. A child cannot learn 
how to use 'or' as in 'my brother or my sister is crying' until it 
has learnt words like 'brother' and 'sister'. A consideration of 
how a l~guag7 might be ta~ght to a child thus sheds light on 
some of its lo~1c_al ~eatures; _it enables us to classify concepts in 
layer~ ?f ~ophisttcatton. It 1s worth noting that the layers of 
sophist1catton have ,a bottom layer; this is equivalent to the 
platitude that it is possible to teach a natural language to someone, 
e.g. a baby, who knows no language whatsoever. Let us examine 
whether this feature is shared by Woodger's 'language'. This 
consists partly of various logical expressions such as 'not', 'and', 
'or', 'asym'. Logical expressions, however, _belong to a higher 
level of sophistication than certain non-logical ones; they can 
never form a bottom layer of sophistication. So we must look to 
Woodger's non-logical expressions. These are 'cell', 'part of', 
and 'before in time'. Let us concentrate on 'cell'. How could we 
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teach a person how to use this word? A cell, we might say, is the 
smallest form ofliving thing. There would not be much precision 
in this. Can we precisely explain what is meant by 'living'? 
Perhaps 'cell' could be explained ostensively? Should we show 
the person a cell through a microscope? This by itself would 
hardly do. How would he know that we weren't trying to show 
him protoplasm, for example? Again, we should have to make it 
~lear that he had to look through a microscope. This wo~ld 
mvolve teaching him something about optics, for clearly looking 
through a tube with flat plates of glass instead of lenses wo~ld 
not do. Again, suppose that he did look through a tube with 
flat plates of glass and saw a freak which looked just as a cell 
loo~s through a microscope. Is he to call this a cell? Should we 
call 1_t a cell, a monstrously huge cell, but still a cell, or :hould we 
~a~ It something else? We should have. to observe 1t and se_e 
if Its functioning was similar enough to that of cells to make 1t 
convenient to call it a cell. All sorts of considerations might be 
r~levant. For example the word 'cell' as actually used by 
bwlogists gets much of its meaning from the role it plays in cell 
the_oiy. Now if a cell were very large the ratio of its surface area 
to_its volume would be very much less than for small cells. This 
might up~et cell theory considerably and make us very reluctant 
to recog111Ze very large cell-like things as cells. We see from all 
the above considerations that the use of a word like 'cell' is a 
complicated thing and that quite a lot of talk would be required 
to teach a person how to use the word . 
. Wo~dger Would almost certainly agree that it would be 
impossible to teach his artificial language to a person who knew h~ la~guage whatever. The explanation of the use ofhi~ language, 
b might say, would be done in a metalanguage, which would 
. e the n~ural language of the person concerned. The trouble 
is ~a~ this sort of terminology misleads by suggesting that the 
artificial language and its metalanguage have the sort of inde­
hendence which two real languages such as English and French 

ave. It tends to make us minimize or even totally ignore the 
:tent to which th~ a~tificial language has its ~oots in ord~ary 

guage and to which it draws ahnost its whole life from ordmary 
language. In the monograph W oodger says hardly anythin? 
about how the use of the word 'cell' is to be explained, and yet if 
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biology consisted entirely of his theory and the evidence for it 
then this explanation of the use of'cell' would be the most impor­
tant thing in biology. This shows how misleading it is to talk of 
'a new language for scientific purposes', for the most important 
scientific purposes would be subserved by something outside the 
'l ' anguage. 

W oodger constructs his 'language' by introducing a few 
'meaty' (or not purely logical) words into a logical calculus. 
Now a logical calculus is not a language but is part of the mathe­
matical theory of languages, to which certain parts of actual 
languages more or less conform. Thus the axioms of the proposi­
tional calculus may be interpreted as a set of suggested rules (not 
quite the actual ones) for the use of words like 'and', 'or', 'not'. 
(They may also be given an arithmetical interpretation. To 
propound a paradox: there is nothing specially logical about 
logic.) Now the mathematical theory oflanguages no more lends 
itself to being turned into a language than the mathematical theory 
of games, can be made into a game. 

Physical theory makes use of various branches of mathematics, 
and similarly a biological theory might make use of a logical 
calculus. In neither case, however, would the branch of mathe­
matics or the logical calculus be coextensive with the theory. Thus 
in a physical theory some of the mathematical expressions must 
correspond to measurable magnitudes, and it must be explicitly 
stated that they do. This correlation with measurable magnitudes 
must involve the description of processes of measurement;· and 
hence a descent from the high language of theory to the often 
technical but nevertheless 'earthy' language of the laboratory. 
We must not say, therefore, that a theory can be written 'in 
mathematics' as you or I could write a story in English or 
French. 

The thesis that an artificial language is desirable for scientific 
purposes, then, will not seem plausible even if we confuse 'scien­
tific purposes' with 'theoretical purposes'. The thesis begins to 
take on quite a fantastic air when we pay attention to the great 
part of scientific literature which consists in • reports of experi­
mental and observational work. A great deal of the vocabulary 
of this part of the literature of science is technical, but a great 
deal, which is quite indispensable, is taken from the vocabulary 

Q 
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of ordinary life. Consider this short extract fr.om Millikan's 
The Electron (Cambridge University Press, 1935), p. 67, which 
is the beginning of a description of the experiment which proved 
the atomic nature of electricity: 'In order to compare the charges 
on different ions, the procedure adopted was to blow with an 
ordinary commercial atomizer an oil spray into the chamber C. 
The air with which this spray was blown was first rendered dust­
free by passage through a tube containing glass wool. The 
minute droplets of oil constituting the spray .. .' Here we have 
homely words like 'oil', 'spray', 'chamber', 'air', 'dust', 'tube', 
'glass', 'droplet'. What could be meant by saying that this sort 
of language is unsuitable for science? What could do the job 
better? There is nothing that could do the job better. Ordinary 
l~guage just is something whose use cannot be distilled into 
strict rules, and experimenters, even in atomic physics, cannot get 
along without this sort of language. It is quite beside the point 
to say that here 'the process of calculation is not possible' or that 
the language is not completely precise. Whoever wanted to 
calculate in this instance? Again if the language is precise enough 
we do not want it to be any more precise. If we were not per­
fectly satisfied with Millikan's description we should ask for a 
fuller description. We should not ask him to stop writing in 
English . 

. W oodg_er might concede all this. He might agree that it is 
highly _nusleading to call his system 'a language', and that at 
~o~e vital points it is rooted in ordinary language, and also that 
1~ is totally inapplicable to the experimental and observational 
lithterature _of science. He might nevertheless stick to the assertion 

at theories would be much better if constructed according to his 
model. This is the assertion which we must now consider. Of 
~ourse the theory which W oodger develops in the monograph b only ~e:mt to be an illustrative one, and we must not complain 

ecause ~t 1s not in fact a good or useful one. If on the other hand 
we conside_r as a specimen a theory which is admitted to be both 
w~ll-established and fertile and we find that it contains features 
~ithou~ which it could only be trivial and whi~h an axioi:iatize_d 
t eory Just could not possess, and if we find that the axiomattc 
method ~onduces only to the development of those features which 
are of little value in a theory, then the matter will be quite 
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different. For then there would be strong reason to suspect that 
not only the illustrative theory but any theory of the sort that 
W oodger tries to illustrate would be valueless. This is the point 
for which I shall argue, and the people I shall try to convert arc 
logicians, for I shall be trying to point out certain features of 
language. I shall not be trying to convert scientists, for if biolo­
gists, for example, ever agree among themselves that a theory 
similar to W codger's illustrative one is of genuine value, then 
there will clearly be something wrong, either by omission or 
commission, with what I say. It would be arrant scholasticism 
to lay down criteria for judging theories to a consensus of working 
biologists. Even if I show that there are errors in Woodger' s 
conception of scientific language, this will not prove that there 
is not also something of positive value as well. All I want to do 
is to draw attention to what seem to me to be the errors. 

In order to form a just estimate of the value of W oodger' s 
method we must state his theory T as simply as possible, and 
consider what, if anything, is gained by stating it in his more 
detailed or 'rigorous' way. We must also see whether T has the 
characteristics of a good theory: we must see what, if anything, 
it is supposed to explain, and whether it is able to explain it. 
To do this I shall also state in outline another theory, which I 
shall call 'U'. This is the Kinetic Theory of Gases. It will be 
agreed that U is a good theory, for there are certain things (mainly 
the gas laws) which it was invented to explain, and it is successful 
in explaining them. We shall find that U is genuinely explana­
tory, while T is not, simply in virtue of certain features of U 
which could not be incorporated in a completely axiomatized 
theory. 

DIAGRAMMATIC VERSION OF THE THEORY T 
Regard cells as 4-dµnensional solids. (This corresponds to 

Woodger's propositions 1.1 to 3.13.) 1 

Then the situations in which two cells have a part in common• 
are (a) and (b), and (a) and (b) alone: 

1 Technique of Theory Construction, pp. 33-40. 
1 Woodger uses 'part' in such a way that being contiguous in time counts as having a 

part in common. 

Q• 
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(a) and (b) constitute a picture mainly ofWoodger's proposition 
3.14 . 

. ~. situation (a) we say that cell 2 is derived from cell I by 
div1S10!3-. In situation (b) we say that cell 2 is derived from cell I 

by fus10~. (These are Woodger's propositions 3.5 and 3.6.~ 
(My diagrams look a little unnatural because they are designed 

to say neither more nor less than the propositions of the theory T. 
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Thus we should expect a picture of division to look not like (a) 
but like (a1):-

This, however, would be to state more than is actually con­
tained in T. (a1) is of course compatible with the theory but is 
not actually entailed by it. I have mentioned this point simply 
to remove possible misunderstanding; it is not in the least a 
criticism, for it is highly desirable that an illustrative theory 
should be simpler than it might have been.) 

We can now 'read off' from the diagrams (a) and (b) any of 
the propositions about division and fusion in Woodger's theory 
and in particular -

3 .52. The relation of division is one-many and asym-
metrical. 

3 .62. The relation of fusion is many-one and asymmetrical. 
3.71. No cell both divides and fuses with another cell. 
3.72. No cell arises both by division and fusion. 

This 'reading off' is very easy and involves no more than our 
simplest spatial intuitions. I cannot imagine two people ever 
disagreeing about whether 3.71, for example, can be 'read off' 
from the diagrams. Now one of the avowed aims of the axio­
matic method is to avoid unnecessary controversy. If, however, 
there is likely to be no controversy, what is the point of stating 
'rigorously' in 40 closely packed pages what can be put diagram­
matically in about one page~ IfWoodger had invented a theory 
of complexity comparable to that of an actual biological theory 
it would have taken a whole library to state it according to his 
method, and his simple example, at any rate; has not shown that 
anything important would have been gained. 

The next thing to note is this: most of the things we normally 
call 'theories' were invented in order to explain certain laws, 
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and in the case of any such theory there would be no difficulty 
in pointing to the facts which were to be explained. This does 
not seem to be the case with the theory T. All its propositions 
appear to be much on a level. Let us contrast the Kinetic Theory 
of Gases, U. 1 There is no difficulty in pointing to the propositions 
which U is meant to explain. For example U explains Boyle's Law, 
'P oc y', where P and V are the pressure and volume of a gas. The 
propositions of the theory itself involve some quite new ideas, for 
example that of a molecule or a gas particle. When we go from 

the experimental facts, such as that P oc -¢:, to the propositions of 
the theory, we rise to a totally new level oflanguage. A word like 
'molecule' cannot be strictly defined, and the properties of 
molecules are logically different from measurable properties. 
'Find out the velocity of a molecule' makes no sense as does 'Find 
out the velocity of a billiard ball'. 'V clocity' as it occurs in 'velocity 
of a molecule' is logically different from 'velocity' as it occurs in 
'velocity of a billiard ball'. The latter is an empirical or measur­
able prope_rty, while the former is a purely theoretical co~c~pt. 
If we consider U we shall see how this fact, that the propos1t1ons 
of U arc on a different level of language from the laws it is 
called upon to explain, is an indispensable condition of the fact 
~hat U docs explain those laws, and also of something else which 
1s h~~dly less. important, that U suggests new experiments and 
new la~s w~1ch it will explain. Let us therefore consider a very 
much simplified version of U and examine some of its logical 
features. 

THE THEORY u 
The laws to be explained are the following: 

(1) At constant temperature PV = constant, where P and 
V arc the pressure and volume of a given mass of a 
gas. (Boyle's Law.) 

1 N. R. <;ampbell, in _Pl1Y_sics. The Elements (Cambridge University Press, 19~0), 
P[· 127 ff. iischsses the Kmet1c Theory of Gases as an instructive example of a physical 
ti eory, anf w/ at 1. shall say about it derives very largely from his ideas. Of course the 
e ement o a11a oay 1s present • • d • • · I h 

• f, 6 m varying egrees m different theories. n quantum mec -
~cs,. or example, Hamilt~n equations with operators are modelled on Hamilton equa-
bons tn tna}o~ous systems m classical mechanics. In Newtonian dynamics itself there is 
vhry itt e O l t e element of analogy. I think, however, that it is possible to ~how that in 
t e no,:i-:ana ogous type of theory also there is not a tight logical connection between 
propositmns of theory and propositions of observation that here also the theory and the 
statements of observational fact are on different levels ~f language. 
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(2) If several gases occupy a vessel of volume V then their 
combined pressure is equal to the sum of the pressures 
which each gas by itself (and at the same tem?erature} 
would have in a vessel of volume V. (Dalton s Law of 
Partial Pressures.) 

It is also tempting to say that the theory should explain the 
law that if V is constant then P oc T, where T is the absolute 
temperature, or to rewrite the law in the form 'PV = RT', when 
R is a constant. This would be a mistake. The equation 
'PV = RT' does not state a law over and above Boyle's Law but 
defines the gas scale of temperature. We may reasonably expect 
of the kinetic theory of gases, however, that it should give a 
plausible physical meaning to 'temperature' as so defmed, and 
this would be in some ways analogous to explanation of a law. 
We shall see that the theory does give a plausible physical meaning 
to 'temperature' as defined on the gas scale. 

The situation is that we have some laws crying out for an 
explanation which cannot be given unless we move outside the 
limited range of ideas within which the laws are framed. Here 
the theory U differs considerably from T. In T we do not feel 
quite sure what explains what, and T never moves outside the 
range of the experiential ideas about cells which are its basis. 
In U we proceed to connect the gas laws with ideas, roughly 
speaking, of the behaviour of things like billiard balls. We 
introduce the quite new idea of a swarm of very minute perfectly 
elastic particles moving with very large velocities inside a box 
in accordance with the laws of dynamics. We investigate whether 
there would be anything in such a system analogous to the known 
behaviour of gases. 

The following is an extremely simplified form of the investiga­
tion. It will make use only of the very easiest algebra and a 
correct presentation would of course be very much more com­
plicated. It will, however, suffice to make clear the principles 
involved. (Also, in order to save space I shall only give that part 
of it which is the deduction of the analogue to Boyle's Law.) 

Consider a box in the form of a cube of side 1, three of whose 
edges lie along the axes OX, OY, OZ. Let ABCD and OEFG 
be the faces perpendicular to OX. Suppose that the box contains 
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z 

X 

a very large number n of very minute perfectly elastic particles 
P1, Pa, ... P 0 , each being of mass M and let ur, Vn wr be the 
components of the velocity of Pr- If we disregard the possibility 
of collisions between the particles, ur, vn wr will remain constant 
except that thel will change sign when Pr hits the walls of _the 
box perpendicular to OX, OY, OZ. (It is extremely plausible 
to suppose that our conclusions will remain unaffected if we dis­
regard collisions between the particles, as any momentum lost 
by one of two colliding particles will be gained by the other, 
but the actual proof of this would involve us in more complicated 
conside~ations than are necessary for our present purposes.) 

The time taken for the particle Pr to go from the wall A.BCD 

to OEFG and back to ABCD again is obviously -?J. 
Ur 

The change of momentum of Pr at each impact on ABCD is 
2mur 

since it changes its velocity parallel to OX from ur to - ur 
Hence the average rate of change of momentum of Pr at the 

2mur 
face ABCD is 21 = !_mu 2 

- 1 r 
Ur 

Hence the total rate of change of momentum on A.BCD due to 

n 2 

all the particles, and hence the force on ABCD is m ~u 
1 r=I r 

By symmetry we may take it that 
n n n 
i::u 2 = i::v 2 = i::w 2 r r r 

r=I r=1 r=I 
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So the force on ABCD is 
n 

I m L (Ur'+ v/ + w/) 
3 T r=I 

n 
Im 

=-3 T LCr' 
r=I 

233 

where cr is the magnitude of the velocity of the particle Pr• 
that is, 

I ll1117 
3 -1-c 

where c 2 is the mean square velocity of the particles. 
The pressure P is clearly equal to the last quantity divided by 

the area of ABCD, which is 11 • 

That is, 
I ll111' P=- -c 
3 I a 

Now } a is the volume V of the box. 

S P I - I 
0 = 3 ll1ll ca.v 

or PV = .! ll1ll c•. 
3 

But ½ mn c1 is the total kinetic energy of the particles, and so 

PV = ~ X total kinetic energy of the particles. 
3 

If two gases are at the same temperature no heat flows between 
them. So if we identify the heat energy of the gas with the 
kinetic energy of our particles we may take it that if the tempera­
ture is constant the kinetic energy is constant, that is 

PV = constant, which corresponds to Boyle's Law. 
It is also very easy to derive a law corresponding to Dalton's 

Law of Partial Pressures, and also to give a plausible physical 
meaning to 'temperature' as defined by the gas scale of tempera­
ture (i.e. by the equation PV = RT), namely as corresponding 
to the average kinetic energy of a particle of the gas. 

We see, then, that if we think of a gas as a swarm of particles 
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the gas laws become more i.i.-itelligible; we feel that they have 
been explained, for we see that the laws of the behaviour of a 
swarm of perfectly elastic particles would be similar. The theory 
is explanatory because it shows the analogy between a gas :311d a 
swarm of particles, and in putting forward the analogy 1t. has 
cre~ted some entirely new ideas, such as that of a gas particle. 
It is important to see that this is the case and that if we use 'particle' 
in the sense of 'molecule' or 'gas-particle' and if we use it in the 
original dynamical sense (roughly speaking in such a sense as 
that in which we might call a billiard ball a particle), we are using 
language in two different ways, and have created a new systematic 
ambiguity 1 in the use of 'particle'. For example a billiard ba~ 
must be either white, black, coloured, or transparent, but 1t 
would be absolutely without sense to apply any of these predicates 
to a molecule. Again, when we talk of the mass or velocity of a 
billiard ball we are talking about an experimental magnitude 
which might be determined by weighing or by clocking, whereas 
'mass' and 'velocity' as applied to a molecule only have meaning 
within the theory. If told to measure the velocity of a billiard 
ball I might say 'No, it's too difficult', but if you told me to 
measure the velocity of an air molecule I would not say that it 
was too difficult but that I did not know what you wanted me to 
do. A~aii_i, ~e can talk about the history and distinguishing ~rks 
of an md1v1dual billiard ball, but we have given no mearung to 
talk about an individual molecule. Such talk would be quite in 
the air and without possibility of test. If asked to measure th_e 
root mean square velocity of a set of billiard balls I might do it 
by measuring their individual velocities and taking the root 
mean_ square, whereas if asked to find out the root mean square 
vel?city of the molecules of the air in this room I should do quite 
a different sort of thing, such as to measure the barometric pressure 
and t~e t~mperature and, by connecting my measurements up with 
~he k~etic theo:Y? say w~at the root mean square velocity wa~. 
Velocity of a billiard hall is an experimental concept, a magni­

tude tha~ can. he determined prior to all theory whatso~ve~, 
whereas velocity of a molecule' is a theoretical concept which if 
connected up with experiment would be connected up via the 
theory to experimental magnitudes quite different from velocities. 

1 (See Vol II, Ch. I, pp. I6 ff. for an explanation of this expression. - BDITOR. 
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In these and other ways we can see that the logical grammar of 
'molecule' differs in important respects from that of 'billiard 
ball'. 

It thus follows that unless we recognize the difference of 
language level between the various uses of 'particle' it might be 
misleading to say that a gas consists of particles. On the other 
hand it would not do to retain the use of'particle' for things like 
billiard balls and to refuse to say that a gas consists of particles. 
How else can we bring out the analogy on which the explanatory 
power of the theory consistsl 

'All right', a semantic philosopher might say, 'we'll lay down 
f • ·al 1 fc " ·1" " 1 ul" d a set o stnct syntactJ.c ru es or partJ.c e = mo ec e an 

for "particle" = "billiard ball" and we will bring out the analogy1 

required for the theory by showing which rules are similar for 
the two cases, and also show where the analogy breaks down, by 
showing where the rules do not correspond'. This would not be 
a good idea, comforting though it is to our love for tidiness. 
It would destroy the fertility of the theory. All that it would be 
possible to derive from the theory would be the laws it was 
originally invented to explain. 

In the first place Avogadro's hypothesis that all gases at the same 
temperature and pressure contain the same number of molecules 
in a given volume is a simple deduction from the theory if we 
identify his 'molecules' with the hypothetical gas particles of 
the kinetic theory. Avogadro's hypothesis was invented as an 
explanation of certain chemical facts, and the concept of a mole­
cule was originally a chemical concept. We have now to attribute 
to our particles the property of being able to enter into combina­
tion with one another, a property quite unlike any property of a 
particle, in the sense in which a billiard ball is a particle. That is, 
we have to keep the logical grammar of an expression like 'gas 
particle' fairly fluid, so that we are ready to introduce modifica­
tions of the concept which will link our theory up with other 
theories and with laws of different sorts from those which it 
was first called upon to explain. . • 

Secondly, it is eminently desirable to think in a fairly crude 

1 If the theory is to be explanatory some device for bringing out the analogy is required, 
even though we do not wish to we the very convenient and (so long as we arc aware of 
what we arc doing) perfectly harmless one of systematic ambiguity. 



.2.36 ESSAYS ON LOGIC AND LANGUAGE 

way and to press the analogy further than it will go. (The 
axiomatic method is expressly designed to prevent us from pressing 
analogies further than they will go.) The following example will 
show why this over-pressing of analogies may be a good thing. 
In t~e- case of dynamical particles like small billiard balls the 
c~n~tion of perfect elasticity is never fulfi.lled, and some of the 
~:tic energy of the particles is not transferred on collision but is 
dissipated as heat and sound radiation and as internal vibration 
wit~ the particles. The kinetic theory will not work if we 
rtr~~ute t~ese properties to the gas particles. Why not? A 
ogician :Vhose ideal of a language is that it should everywhere 

t:ceed_ m a~cordanc~ with rigid rules woul~ have to. say that 
, °1: hi~. pomt of view the question is a silly 9-uest1on, that 
,Pariicle m the sense of'billiard ball' and 'particle' m the sense of hl ehcule' are two different words, and that some questions 
w c •. according to his rules, can be asked with the one, cannot, 
accordmg to his rules, be asked with the other. I want to point 
?tt that a great deal of vital importance would be liable to be lost 
~ We Were to adopt such an attitude. Physicists rightly tried to 
thess the analogy in the direction of asking why the energy of 
to b gas particles was not dissipated in the way it could be expected 
We eon the analogy, and when it was eventually found that there 
der:: deasons, drawn from quantum theory (which itself was 
which lefrom a realm ~~ o?servations quite different from those 
could d up to the kinetic theory of gases), why the analogy 
triu:rn, hot be expected to work in this respect, this constituted a 
for th~ ~ot. only for the quantum theory of radiation but also 

In th ~tic theory of gases. 
be gi\7 e third place it is not true that we say that a theory has to 
closely en up, or even 'modified', if its predictions are not always 
stance cbnfirmed. A failure to fit the facts may in certain circum­
e~sentkll e additional. r~ason for accepting the theory as being 
high P Y sound. This 1s the case with the theory of gases, for at 
obeyeles~res the laws predicted by the theory are not closely 
can see th ow on the analogy on which the theory was based we 
failed to ;t w_e could have expected that this would be so. We 
particl onsider the volumes and the mutual attractions of the 
detail es of the gas. Even without working the thing out in 

We can see from a general consideration of the rough 
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outline of the kinetic theory that in cases where the particles are 
so near one another that the above two factors cannot be neglected 
the modification of Boyle's Law called 'Van der Waal's Equation' 
would be extremely plausible. Hence our confidence in the 
general soundness of the theory and the accuracy ofits predictions 
in the cases in which we should expect it to work is not diminished 
but enhanced. 

We may note some of the linguistic expressions which occurred 
in the last paragraph - 'can be neglected', 'might have expected', 
'failed to consider'. Such expressions are very characteristic of 
much actual scientific language but could find no place:in a formal­
ized language. Strict rules for 'what we might expect' cannot be 
laid down; we use such an expression when we are using our 
judgment. 

It might be retorted that all this applies only to the growing 
stages of a theory, but that when a theory is in its final and 
perfect stage it can then be formalized. My reply to this would 
be that when a theory is in its final and perfect stage it is dead and 
of no further use, for, as I have tried to show, if a theory is to 
have any valuable explanatory, predictive, and unifying function, 
it must contain linguistic features which are present only in a 
living language, and which could not be present in a formalized 
system. It would be patently absurd to construct a 'language' for 
'scientific purposes' if the only theories which could be put into 
the 'language' are fossilized theories, theories with no surviving 
scientific purpose. 

Consideration of the above theory U, and comparison with 
theory T, have, I hope, shown that U possesses features which 
are indispensable and which no theory of the axiomatized sort 
could possess. It is perhaps superfluous, therefore, to claim that 
any of the supposed virtues of T are not really virtues, if it be 
agreed that T lacks an indispensable virtue. Nevertheless it may 
help to persuade a reader who is as yet unconvinced if I say a few 
words about what is supposed to be the chief virtue ofT, namely 
rigour. I want to point out that 'rigour', in the sense in which it is 
pursued in pure mathematics is not an ideal in applied mathe­
matics (or physics). The conception of 'rigour' involved in 
physics is that whereby it makes sense to say 'rigorous enough', 
and if enough is enough there is no point in making our proofs 
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more rigorous. In any case rigour is not the all-important 
thin l g. 

Rigour, in the pure mathematician's sense of the word, is an 
ideal which only does apply to pure mathematics. Pure mathe­
matics can be made into a calculus, and theorems may be derived 
from the axioms in accordance with strict rules. The axioms 
really are axioms (postulates), and they are not in any way to be 
tested by experience in the way that some of W oodgcr' s 'postu­
lat~s• are supposed to be. If a theorem can be proved it can be 
stnctly proved, and if the proof is accepted there is no further 
question. Science is not like this. Even if the !:teps within a theory 
are formalized, the important steps, which arc those from the 
theory to the experimental facts, are of quite a different sort. We 
saw this in the theory U when, for example, we identified the 
theo~etical concept of the average pressure exerted by a swarm 
of mmute ~articles with the empirical concept of the pressure we 
1:1-easure with a barometer tube. It is in this step from the theore­
bcal to the empirical, and in the converse step from the empirical 
to_ the theoretical, that Judgment' characteristically enters into 
science. , An ,experimenter has often to judge, on the basis of his 
general feel for the subject whether a new phenomenon has 
entered into his experiments ~r whether something has just gone 
Wr~ng. Thus Millikan's oil drop experiment might give results 
which at first sight might be thought to falsify the theory of dis­
crete electronic charges, but then the anomalous way in which the 
rate ~f fall of an oil drop changed would be attributed by the 
;xpenmenter to some such cause as the evaporation of the drop. 
t!llinught to be o?vious that no strict rules can b~ invented for 
fc g the expenmenter what he ought to say m such cases; 
or one thing there is no finite set of types of experimental appa-

ratus and s th • kn . f . th ' . 0 ere Is no owmg from what range o experience 
e e:x:p1enmenter will have to extract his 'excuses' for an apparent 

anoma y A • • • fj nl hi h ks din t • gam, It Is o ten o y genius, w • c wor accor g 
t o no rules, which spots the apparent anomaly which it is impor-
ant to reco • 1 W gruze as area anomaly. 

e thus see that the step from theory to fact is not like the 
1 In the preface t hi 'In · • b "d · sity Press ? 5 troduction to the Kinetic Theory of Gases (Carn n ge Uruver-

speaks of ,:i:o) Su)a1!1es Jeans, who was a lover of pure theory if ever there was one, 
rnathem ti • physicist s need for clearness and directness of treatment rather than the 

a cian 5 need for rigorous general proofs'. 
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step from one proposition to another in a calculus; roughly 
speaking, we may say that within a theory or within the des­
cription of fact we are on one level of language, but when we 
step from the level of theory to the level of fact or vice versa, 
we are in a region where expressions like 'make more plausible', 
'lead us to expect that', or 'strongly suggest' apply, but where the 
logical relations of implication and contradiction do not strictly 
apply. 1 If, then, some of the most important and quite indis­
pensable steps which a scientist makes cannot be reduced to 
strict rule, why bother about absolutely strict rules within a 
theory either? So long as our rules are strict enough to prevent 
us getting into trouble, or so long as we watch our step in those 
deductions where it is relatively easy to commit an important 
fallacy, why do any more towards making our theoretical 
deductions rigorous? To suggest that it is desirable to formalize 
a theory in the way that pure mathematics is formalized is like 
suggesting that holes in the side of a bottomless bucket should be 
stopped up. However carefully we seal the sides of the bucket it 
still will not hold water. (This analogy must not be taken too 
seriously, for I am far from wanting to suggest that science is 
somehow defective as a bottomless bucket would be. The ideal 
of a bucket with a bottom is not a logically absurd ideal, whereas 
the ideal of a science for which the canons of criticism are every­
where those of strict deduction is a logically absurd ideal.) As 
I have said, the conception of 'rigour' in physics is that in which 
it makes sense to say 'rigorous enough'. My statement ofU, for 
example, would certainly not be regarded by physicists as rigorous 
enough. This does not mean, however, that the standard of 
rigour required is that of the pure mathematician. 

My statement ofWoodger's theory T, with the aid of diagrams, 
was not rigorous, i.e. not formalized, but surely it is far easier to 
rmderstand than Woodger's version, and it enables us to grasp the 
properties of cells which are described (though not explained) by 
it. Rigour would only be useful to the extent that it would 

1 I owe this idea to Dr. F. Waismann. As a rough analogy, compare the way in which 
one chess rule may be incompatible with another, or one move may be incompatible 
with another, but a !110ve cannot contradict a rule, though it may be a breach of it. 
Logic, in the sense of Principia Mathematica, Dr. Waismann has said, is not coextensive with 
language, but at most with a givm level of language. [See his Language Strata now 
published as Vol. II, Ch. I. - EDITOR.] 
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prevent avoidable controversies, but what controversy could 
there be about the conclusions of the theory T? 

In pure mathematics it is proved rigorously that if f(x) is a 
continuous function which has a derivative f 1 (x) for all values of 
x, then if f(x) = o for x= a and x= b then f1 (~) = o for 
some values ~ of x where a < ~ < b. This corresponds to the 
proposition that if we draw a smooth curve which cuts the line 
OX at two points A and B then there is some point in between 
A and B where the tangent to the curve is parallel to OX. We 
get the feeling that if we were to connect up the proposition about 
dra~ curves with the proof of the proposition in pure mathe­
mancs we ~ould put the proposition about drawn curves on a 
so~der basis. This feeling is quite wrong. It comes from the 
~ailure to see that the strict idea of continuity which is applicable 
lil mathematical analysis is quite inapplicable to the realm of talk 
about dr~wn curves, trajectories of rifle bullets, and so on. For 
example if f(x) is a continuous function then between any two 
values of f(x) we can find a third, but when we say that a trajectory 

is continu d • ous we o not mean that between two pomts 10 

I 

10 
millimetres apart we could find a third. No possible measure-
ment or ob • . h . servanon would be m the least relevant to sue an 
assernon • no "bl . fy c L:o:.fy • d ' poss1 e experiences could ven or ra.i~-i It, an 
consequently "t d . . . 1 Of d 1 can o no work and 1s qwte pomt ess. course 
;e x~ represent trajectories by continuous functions, e.g. by 
de l 'f: rather than by very subtly discontinuous ones. ~t 1s 
ar ar Y . ar more convenient to do so for continuous functtons 

e easier t h dl ' h 
usuall be ~ an _e mathematically- for example ~ ey can 
matt y ddifferent1ated. This however is all there 1s to the 

er an h uld ' ' f' h-u ', s O not blind us to the change in the use o con-
u.u ous whi h . d . 
Physl• . c _occurs when we pass from the use of this wor m 

cs or m d" h · Even • f h or mary life to its use within pure mat emat1cs. 
scientl \ e mathematical ideal of rigour were applicable to 
physici~~ w~~u~e i~ would not be worth strivin~ after. A 
continui d _he JUst silly if he were to put axioms about 
his talk ~~ et7., Into his talk about trajectories, so as to ~odel 
quite a art fi-ngorous pure mathematical talk about functI~ns, 

P om the fact that his axioms would have no physical 
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meaning or possibility of test. What would be the good of 
constructing a strict derivation of the proposition that if a pro­
jectile moves in a smooth curve from A to B, where A and B 
are at sea-level, then at some point between A and B its motion 
will be momentarily in a horizontal direction? Who could 
doubt it? What controversy could there be~ The ordinary 
crude ideas of continuity are good enough for physical purposes, 
nor is there anything better for those purposes, and the sort 
of activity the pure mathematician goes in for would have no 
point. 

In any case it is worth asking ourselves, in the light of the 
actual development of science, just how true it is that by making 
our derivations more rigorous we shall materially reduce the 
chance of controversy about our theories. 1 Controversies in 
p_hysics, at any rate, do not seem normally to hinge on the strict 
ng_our of derivations. They hinge on other things, such as the 
satisfactoriness of the analogy displayed; for example on whether 
pressing the analogy further does not lead us to deduce ail sorts 
of false laws, and as to whether anything can be said as to why the 
analogy sh_ould not be pressed in these dire~tio~s. ! suggest that 
W o~d~er m constructing his theory T is ~omg m b10logy w~a~ a 
phys1c1st wo~d be doing if he included m a theo~ of b~llis~cs 
proofs of things such as the proposition about traJectones dis­
cussed above, that are everywhere, outside pure mathematics 
W~ere the position is different, quite rightly allo~ed _to pass 
:-'7Ithout question. His method conduces to what 1s rmsplaced 
lll a ~eory, namely rigour (in the pure matJie~a~cian' s sense) 
0 t: denvat1ons, and leaves out something which 1s mcompatible 
With strict ri9our (in this sense), namely the features o~ scie1:1ti:fic 
language which are not present in a calculus and w~ch give a 
theory the power to explain. The only }anguage which _can be 
used m an explanatory way is language with what Dr. W aismann 
~as called 'a many-level structure'. Dr. Woodger's ~onograph 
Is an ingenious and admirable exercise in pure logic, but as a 

1 On p. 34 proposition 1.25 Woodger claims to have clea~ed up, or at least ayoi~ed, a 
controversy. He has defined 'sum' so that it becomes analytical to say_that a ~g 1s the 
!Um of its parts. This, however, is to miss the point of the contr<?versy Ill questJ.on, which 
is something like this: as to whether after doing sufficient expe1;~ents on the parts of an 
organism we can predict the laws of its behaviour as a whole. Thi51s surely.a real question, 
though it may also be a muddled one, and remains unaffected by Woodger s treatment. 
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contribution to the philosophy of science it seems to me to be 
one more case of the tendency, so common in modem philosophy, 
to carry over into other realms of language ideals and con­
ceptions which have their place only in pure mathematics. 

"""' - ... / ,) 
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