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			1. Foreword

			In 1980, I published Nationsbegreppet. En social helhetslogik (The Nation – a social logic of the whole), which I sought to have recognised as a dissertation.

			In 2020, I self-published Människans samhälle. Samhällsteori: helheter, delar och toleransområden (translated and published in English in 2021 as Human Society. Social Theory: Wholes, Parts, and the Field of Toleration).

			In 2024, I published the Swedish edition of the work you are now reading under the title Samhällsfilosofi. The Cognitive Structures of Social Existence. It expands on the issues I addressed in my previous works.1

			 My work on ‘The Nation’ investigated the complex concept of nations. I read Finnish philosopher Uuno Saarnio’s (1896–1977) two pamphlets Ord och mängd (Words and Sets) and Logikens uppkomst och väsen (The Origin and Essence of Logic). This gave me a tool for tackling the concept of the nation. Uuno Saarnio’s division of the whole and his account of Leibniz’ (1646–1716) concept of toleration were concepts I could apply. Saarnio’s concept of the whole and Leibniz’ concept of toleration have not received any attention within the field of philosophy.2

			Leibniz divided people into different spheres according to how people can tolerate one another: unio, tolerantia ecclesiastica, tolerantia civilis and ars nesciendi. Saarnio’s concept of the whole is: the set, the ordered and hierarchical whole and the collection. These concepts offer a new possibility for studying society. I was inspired to apply these ideas to a philosophy of the nation and society. 

			My volume on Human Society tackles the definition of society based on those same concepts I applied in The Nation.  

			This new work addresses the philosophical bases of the theories I applied in my two previous volumes.

			 The prevailing view within the social sciences is that most of the work has already been done. There are no great questions left to answer. The task of science is to fill in any gaps in what we already know. The other sciences are to learn what we have already learnt about society, we cannot expect anything else. Any new perspectives shall not alter the fundamental understanding of the classic questions. The scientific paradigm considers that these questions have been answered.

			Science is what fits within general social sciences, called the prevailing paradigm. Writings outside of this paradigm are classified not as science, but as something else – perhaps opinions. Philosophy is not a science, it is a commentary on how reality is to be perceived. Philosophy as a science is a commentary on the philosophy of philosophers.

			How should society be defined? This is the central problem in the social sciences. Most do not see this as a problem and have no cause to engage with the concept. There have been small, sporadic attempts to address the issue of a definition but these attempts are based on attempting to analyse the prevailing theories of society.3 They are, in a sense, incomplete attempts. They do not get at what they implicitly perceive to be a problem. Randall Collins (1941– ) did identify the problem, noting that there are issues surrounding the concept of society.4 This problem has been addressed by the philosophers Aristotle, Rousseau and Hobbes but no modern studies have been undertaken on the subject.

			I have focused on defining the nation and society. I believe that there does not yet exist any satisfactory explanation of these concepts. Only a handful of scholars have ever suggested that there is a problem with the definition. Sociology and philosophy cannot help with this problem of definition, despite both having a claim to being experts in the area. 

			 I have a different perspective, hence my theories are entirely different. I attempt to define the concepts, not just comment on the accounts given in the literature. The fundamental questions of philosophy will be central to the concepts, even if this means that philosophy takes on a different shape. 

			I have attempted to engage with the definitions given in the literature for the nation, society and other concepts. What this showed is that these definitions arise from the cognitive structures, on which the definitions are based. This underlying cognitive structure defines the view of reality that is presented. The cognitive structures belong to what is known as metaphysics. Metaphysics highlights the variations in the constructions of the empirical reality. This version of metaphysics follows Immanuel Kant’s (1724–1804) view of metaphysics. Metaphysics in the sense of another reality outside the prevailing reality, a transcendent reality, an unreality, is something entirely different and follows Aristotle’s (384–322 bce) thoughts on the primary cause.5

			Does such a thing as social metaphysics exist? Social metaphysics involves something other than empirical research of concepts. The social concepts are usually studied based on empirical observations, whereby one attempts to see the empirical links. Social ontology is again close to the empirical studies. Metaphysics attempts to see how the empirical concepts link to general thinking and how such thinking influences the empirical concepts. Social metaphysics has not been given any space within social philosophy. I claim that the thinking within metaphysics has an enormous influence on the empirical concepts and that it can therefore be studied within philosophy.6

			

			This view of metaphysics is something new within the social sciences. There is no indication that the social concepts could be studied in this way. The link to Aristotle’s metaphysics has not been considered. Nor is there any link to the problem that links to the whole and its parts.

			The human is separated from the rest of the animal kingdom in that, in order to be herself, she must form larger groups beyond the family group. She is forced to align herself with others, thereby forming larger groups. These groups form the basis of her existence. It is the nature of these groups which macro-sociology addresses and which my books examine. Sociology, as I see it, addresses the relations and behaviours that exist within the groups. Sociology does not address the macro-sociological questions.

			Uuno Saarnio’s division of the whole offers an entirely new perspective on the complicated concept of the whole. I apply parts of mathematical set theory as a tool for investigating the properties of the groups and wholes that people form. For this purpose, ordinary set theory must be complemented by Saarnio’s typology on how the whole is divided.

			The whole is a central concept. There exists an idealistic version of the whole and the logical whole which sees the whole as something concrete, as the sum of its parts. The idealistic version is often called holism and attempts to describe the whole of society without actually doing very much. The concrete version attempts to reduce the whole to an individualism and loses the concept of the whole. 

			These two versions are insufficient. Instead, a different version of the whole should be highlighted.

			Where people form groups and wholes, this occurs in line with set theory. If this does not occur in line with set theory, then there ought to be a different theory of how people think of groups and wholes. No such different theory has materialised. This would require a different logic for groups and wholes. Social psychology has its own way of attempting to examine social group formations, forming groups according to a mutual desire among the individuals. Sociology works with these empirical group formations without any theoretical grounding in set theory. 

			

			Set theory can be considered far too simple for describing the social groups, the units and the entities. The structure of the set is not meant to provide any significant information on the groups and it is banal to suggest set theory as a basis for the social groups. Empirical evidence ought to provide more information than set theory. In favour of set theory, or the expanded theory which includes Saarnio’s typology of the whole, is the fact that it provides a better tool for analysing social groups, units, entities and wholes than empirical group theory, if such existed.

			Reality is perceived as something which people have to get to grips with, as if reality were a given. The physical reality may exist independent of people, while the lived reality is something different. The lived reality is something people construct. Society is this lived reality. This means that society is something other than the physical reality. What is important for a person is her reality, while that which is unimportant for her is relegated to the background. There are those philosophers who emphasise that the social reality depends on the human, as if the social reality is supposedly reminiscent of the physical reality. 

			There are limits to how the human can perceive this physical reality. She cannot go against the concrete laws of nature nor against the need to provide for herself in the natural world. She can explain reality in any way whatsoever but she cannot escape the tangibility of the physical reality. She cannot provide for herself in just any way, rather this must be organised in some way. 

			Providing for herself requires a rationality, yet her activities in society are not subject to the same restrictions that would lead to a rationality, rather there exist enormous variations in her possible actions which may be perceived by other parties within society as irrational.

			Overview of chapters

			1. Foreword 

			Positioning the book in relation to previous works and the overall approach.

			

			2. Introduction

			The introduction outlines what will be examined within the theoretical framework.

			3. Prelude – Russell’s paradox

			Georg Henrik von Wright drew attention to Hjalmar Magnus Eklund’s approach to the paradoxes in set theory. This chapter sheds light on the banal in the set theory approach to elements and sets. The concepts of elements and sets are both much more complex. If one considers this complexity, one will also come to view Russell’s paradox in a different light.

			4. Deduction and induction 

			These are two ways which influence the way in which we see the things in the world. We do not see things as isolated phenomena, rather things are explained simultaneously by explanatory models. Deduction provides a view of the world which offers an explanation of the individual phenomena. Induction has no equivalent view of the world, rather it looks at the individual phenomena in order to use them to create a system for the reality. What limits the validity of deduction and induction is the natural laws, within which the description of reality must be confined. In the social sciences, it has proven tricky to demonstrate natural laws but corresponding restrictions are made up of what I call metaphysics, the human’s conceptual world. Metaphysics explains the empirical constructions based on the cognitive structure and not based on the empirical evidence of induction or the preconceived constructions of deduction. 

			5. Georg Cantor’s definition of the set 

			The social units that are formed within society are a consolidation of social elements. This consolidation can be studied according to set theory which addresses how elements are consolidated into unities. Set theory has its limits, in that it addresses the set within mathematics. The definition of the set is considered self-evident but it contains much which can be questioned and is, in its complexity, much more than what it purports to be. Set theory tackles sets but does not include in the concept of the whole anything that would change the view of sets.

			6. Saarnio’s theory of the whole

			Saarnio sheds an entirely new light on this classic problem. He does not define the whole, he demonstrates how the parts create the whole. His typology represents a vital contribution to the concept of the whole that has been overlooked within logic. The premise of set theory is that the parts are members of the whole and the theory does not address the relations between the parts and how these relations affect the whole. Logic illustrates people’s conception of the whole and its parts. The relations of the parts can be systematised, leading to different types of wholes. These types give people the ability to form differing conceptions of reality.

			7. The set

			The set is a fundamental concept in set theory. In sociology, the social group is a fundamental concept. The group is formed as a set according to set theory. Society as a set states that society is comprised of similar people.

			8. Social groups 

			Society is made up of the people who live in it and there thus arises a need to produce categories which indicate a system among these people and a structure in society. Another option is to study people’s social behaviour independently of their group-belonging and social structure. Social behaviour appears vague in its manifestation in comparison to the social structure. Elements are consolidated into a set which is a whole according to set theory. A social group is made up of individuals who have been consolidated. Set and social group are based on the same cognitive structure. There is no other line of thinking that might indicate what a social group is. The whole is complicated and thus the social group will be complicated accordingly.

			9. The ordered whole 

			The whole in the form of an ordered whole indicates how the parts of the whole are composed to create a certain kind of structure. Society as a social structure is an expression of an ordered society.

			10. The hierarchical whole

			The whole in this form indicates how separate groups fill up a whole. Society as a class society is an expression of a hierarchical whole.

			11. The collection

			A cluster of elements can be a collection, an aggregate, which provides a certain form of whole for its parts. Society can be conceived as a collection, leading to a conception of society as a network of functions.

			12. On the definition

			A complicated system produces different kinds of definitions and the character of the definition is complicated. The shape of the definition of a thing is connected to the category of the substance and the guises of this substance. If the ordinary substance, where the parts form the substance, is insufficient for a definition of society, then one must create those categories that can provide a better definition.

			13. The forms and categories of metaphysics 

			We have the reality that is studied by the natural sciences but people build their own reality within society. This is where the social sciences depart from the natural sciences. The reality exists within people’s conceptual world, not the physical reality. I call the structures which this thinking creates metaphysics. It is not a question of an unreality beyond reality, but of how structures in our thinking form reality. If we know how our thinking works, then we can get to grips with reality. The categories have been centred around Aristotle’s substance for the physical reality, while I consider that the thing has several guises within the social sciences: element, substance, state and unity of action. 

			14. Definition, property and cause

			The definition of social concepts and the function of social causes within society.

			15. The whole and Leibniz’ doctrine of toleration

			The ambition is to get to grips with the whole. The whole is a form and not a substance. Logic states that the whole is the sum of its parts, nothing else. The guise of the whole is something between the whole of logic and people’s notion of the whole as something other than the sum of its parts.

			16. Harmony

			One conception of the whole can be called holism and this contains the ambition to give a harmony to that which has been formed into a whole.

			17. Governing the whole

			Human society is a whole and people have established government in order to direct society’s activities.

			

			18. Government and the social groups

			Government is influenced by what we call social groups in society, yet this influence occurs in a pattern of the social whole and the manifestation of the social whole.

			

			2. Introduction

			A person can express many ideas on how the social world should be perceived. She has many different ways of evaluating and describing her world. There are no limits, she can express thoughts which, in relation to ways of thinking, point to a maelstrom of differing versions. At the same time, there are many people who want to describe how people should perceive the world or what the world ought to look like. 

			The social world is described in many different ways. There is no one formula for how one should perceive the social world. The social world can be described in many ways, each of which claims to be addressing the social reality. Social ontology is a wide-ranging area of science but for some reason it engages with different issues to the ones this work engages with. The version presented here is based on the concept of the whole. Other versions have other areas of focus. The various versions see themselves as exclusive with regards to how social phenomena should be described and analysed.

			We cannot have an overly simplified image of the social world, rather many versions are possible. We have a historical legacy of how the world is perceived and at the same time a concept of how the world could and should look with respect to the social phenomena we attempt to categorise. Our conception of what the world could look like can, in many ways, be simplified by a certain point of view, at the same time as other points of view bring our own interpretation into question. The possibilities for the shape of the social reality are many but ought to follow certain cognitive structures.

			Nevertheless, is there a system to the restrictions and structures available to humans and what is the internal consistency of their thoughts?

			A person has a certain way of thinking that is guided by the order of things. The order of things is not something we choose, rather it is a question of the metaphysical perception of the order of things which establishes the framework for our thinking and the internal arrangement of the things which stipulates how we can think. What we think ought to be consistent with the metaphysical categories. 

			Sociologists want to believe that the social sciences are a multi-paradigmatic science and can be left as they are. This is likely an attempt to effect an acceptance of different approaches to studying society. What one is attempting to do by extension is inconsequential and impossible to accept. Within the natural sciences, which first introduced the idea of a paradigm, the primary idea is that there can exist only one paradigm which explains the phenomena. Alternative paradigms are viewed in a historical progression and these alternatives are considered historical. New paradigms will not be accepted and co-existence will not be acknowledged. 

			The different theories within sociology are seen as different paradigms which exist side by side. The sociologist sees no possibility of striving for one single paradigm. How deep the cleft in the social sciences created by these various paradigms is, is an issue that is left undiscussed. The question is not asked. Practical science according to the instructions of the different paradigms is seen as entirely possible. The unclear theories look for support in deductive theories concerning what happens in society in order to entrench the conceptual apparatus of the theories. A class society is entrenched by a theory of the class struggle according to Marxist theory. An alternative to the class struggle is that we should always have a class society, which does not fit with the effort to reduce the importance of the class society.

			If one has different paradigms within sociology, this means that one does not have a clear view of how the social phenomena should be defined. The definitions cannot be the same. It is not possible to acknowledge that different paradigms should exist and result in different social sciences. There can be only one paradigm within the science. The situation within a sociology which has multiple paradigms is not an acceptable one. None of the paradigms which are identified are considered capable of overcoming the other paradigms. One does not see that sociology should be seeking some uniform new paradigm, even if this ought to be the applicable paradigm. It is not possible to choose one paradigm and allow other paradigms to co-exist. 

			The paradigm specifies how one should view society, yet it shackles thought and stipulates what is to be studied. The paradigm is all-encompassing and does not permit the possibility of other versions. If society is perceived as a class society, the phenomena of society are studied from the perspective of this division. Class society shall explain the social situation. The phenomena are to be fitted into this paradigm. Anything that does not fit is reduced to something insignificant which can be disregarded. The insignificant phenomena do not fit as questions for analysis. 

			Standard sociology does not engage with the concept of society, referring at most to Rousseau’s social contract but without any need to engage with the concept of society. There is no room to analyse society as a concept and therefore no questions are raised. What one can do is attempt to analyse Rousseau, such as Michael E. Brown (1965– ) has done, for example, in order to attempt to investigate “the social”.7

			 If one analyses the lines of thought in the classics, one is reliant on these lines of thought and is prohibited from seeing alternative cognitive structures. One will not produce anything substantially new.

			Sociology’s definitions of key concepts within the social sciences could be examined using philosophical criteria. The definitions are highly simplified and undefined, without making reference to any greater cognitive structure. The definitions are dictionary or ad-hoc definitions but they do not provide any sort of context. The definitions are isolated from the phenomena they wish to describe.

			

			This work is an analysis of those cognitive structures that people have at their disposal when seeking to structure their world. They do not have limitless possibilities, they are reliant on the cognitive structures on offer. They attempt to order the social empirical world but the empirical world is connected to the cognitive structures and these they are unable to change. People believe that they can build up a reality based on empirical evidence, as if this reality is purported to be the reality. The cognitive structures follow certain rules. They are, by their nature, logical and indicate the possibilities available to people when they are ordering their world. People do not overcome these cognitive structures, the structures exist outside of the empirical evidence. The cognitive structures also ask questions which have not been asked or provide answers to questions that have not been asked.

			There is a wish for there to exist a reality that is a given once and for all and for all other versions to be inadequate. If reality can be organised in different ways, then multiple realities are possible. People have to choose between different realities. Whichever people choose, there will be multiple possibilities and this means that reality can be perceived in multiple ways. It is the cognitive structure concerning reality which contains these variations. The concrete realities are something entirely different even if they might claim to be reality.

			Within empirical evidence, a person can express herself generally and ambiguously because she does not see the deeper meanings and instead “glosses” over what is being addressed. Empirically speaking, a person can create whichever concepts they like but problems arise when it comes time to compare the concepts. This leads to the question of the existence of a cognitive structure which gives the concepts a place in the system. The exclusivity of concepts is unsustainable. The attitude of glossing over allows for vague and general theories to be formed, with corresponding concepts, such that the construction appears to be plausible. Upon closer inspection, the concepts are elusive and the theories unclear, despite the status they have attained.

			Society as a general, somewhat vague concept is an example of this. If one wishes to expand the meaning of society, one can do this only through a theory of society which is able to demonstrate what society is and how the general concept can be analysed. It cannot remain a vague concept.

			Sociology has not identified the fundamental problem for the social sciences. The difficulty consists in defining the social, in defining society. This difficulty can be explained by the fact that the cognitive structure of sociology precludes analysis. The sociologist Erik Allardt (1925–2020) says that defining the term society is unnecessary since it is generally known what this refers to.8 The aim of science is to stipulate what one is referring to and to not leave the concept unspecified.

			Those thoughts that are possible are stipulated by the cognitive structure. A certain cognitive structure produces a certain construction for reality, as if it were the structure that defines which constructions follow from it. An alternative construction is not possible, even though an alternative cognitive structure would provide this opportunity. A person attempts to describe the social reality based on her experience of it. This experience becomes key to describing the reality. This experience must be placed in a cognitive structure and it is here that the empirical description tests the structure of the cognitive structure. The cognitive structure is in turn fed into a logical conceptual apparatus which indicates the positions of the empirical categories within the system.

			This thinking is applied in both the natural sciences and the humanities. In the natural sciences, empirical evidence can produce a need for new ways of thinking. One imagines that one can investigate the situation as it is in nature, even though this requires a scientific theory for what one should be looking for.

			While there is an identical ambition in the social sciences, empirical evidence has less of an impact. The way of thinking will dominate the empirical regarding what is perceived as reality. This thinking attempts to form a reality that shall apply within the empirical evidence. This results in importance being attached to the structure, the metaphysics, of the thinking. We need to ascertain how our thinking functions in order to know how we view social behaviours. There is no nature, in the sense of the natural sciences, that can put this thinking to the test. 

			One example is that one can construct a world, while “the truth” can scrutinise the truth which one says exists in this world. The political decisions can be concrete while the longevity of the culture is another. The political constructions can be said to be true, yet at the same time they are scrutinised by the cognitive structure which represents the truth. 

			Social ontology looks at a person’s social world. How this social world should be perceived is a problem for scholars. There exists extensive literature on this world. I believe that it describes the impotence which the social sciences express regarding the social world. There has not been any identification of the social world. The various attempts do not reach any sort of consensus, rather it is as if everything is possible. The scholars’ thoughts indicate how they think about the problem but not how the problem is to be solved.

			If one recognises and acknowledges that one has not or cannot define society, then one must investigate the reasons behind the cognitive structure that is unable to define society. The alternative is to permit that society exists – it simply exists in people’s world as a fundamental fact which must remain unfathomable. Society becomes a whole. The whole is unfathomable.

			If society is a whole, one has to define two ontological concepts. In order to define society, we must know what the whole is. Society is a description of the social world and the whole is a fusion of the phenomena in the world.

			The parts of the whole can be characterised and defined, but the parts do not define the whole, rather the whole is an entity which is to be defined and characterised. This requires that one is able to identify the whole as something other than the sum of its parts.

			If, contrary to this assumption, one wishes to characterise the whole by means of its parts, then this constitutes a characterisation of the whole but not a definition of the whole as an entity. Thus, one might well define the whole by means of its parts, but this is something which “halts” and counteracts the ambition. The position of the unit within the system is not defined. 

			If society and groups within society are said to be wholes, then one has to investigate the whole as a concept and this leads us to that part of logic known as set theory. Within logic, set theory stipulates how a person constructs groups or sets in their mind and if a person constructs social sets and groups, then she is applying set theory. There is almost no other “set theory” that is supposed to be applied within the social sciences. This in turn leads to us seeing set theory as a tool for studying the phenomena of society.

			Sociology has not made use of set theory, developing instead other concepts, such as social psychology, in order to study the group formations and wholes that exist in society. The question is whether these concepts are reliable and whether they can be replaced with set theory. Does set theory do a better job of describing what sociologists wish to describe?

			Sociology has developed many concepts and lines of thought which build up its theory. Can these thoughts be analysed using set theory to see how the theories of sociology are constructed and what this means? My analysis of society and set theory has shown that there are significant shortcomings in the theories of sociology, but also a need to develop theories of the whole within set theory.

			One line of thought used within sociology is the all-encompassing Marxist idea of development. The characteristic of this is that the different stages are a description of the reality, as if one should have a new reality, a new unity. Socialism becomes a reality in the deductive sense which explains how the parts are to be interpreted. Through this construction, one arrives at the existence of a whole which cannot be questioned. The whole exists even though one cannot demonstrate that it exists. It is an all-encompassing whole whose functions cannot be analysed.

			Political philosophy focuses on the question of what society should look like, not what it does look like. Social philosophy does not share this focus. Political philosophy is dominated by questions of what a fair society looks like. This is a difference which relies on the fact that political philosophy does not see any problem in what society looks like. How society is to change simultaneously describes society. One does not consider here people’s own assessment of the situation they are living in. For example, one applies one’s own criteria of what a democracy is. There exists a difference here in the method of analysis. 

			Political philosophy views society as a given, society is what it is. One can apply different theories in order to influence society. These different theories function as if to highlight social problems and, in a given situation, make it possible to influence the social structure in one way or another. The problem which one identifies is simultaneously the society. If there exist problems in the area of economics, then one can see capitalism as the problem which must be remedied. One believes that one can change society without having said what society is. Society is described based on what one wishes to bring about. If this is equality, for example, then one talks about a democratic society. 

			One avoids focusing on society as its own state. This attitude is reliant on society as a concept being unexplainable or on one assuming that its shape is a given and that the suggested reforms are intended to change society such that the incorrect constructions can be modified. Society is perceived as a naturally abstract ideal society whose concrete shortcomings must be resolved in order to achieve the imagined ideal society. Political philosophy believes it must attempt to come up with suggestions for actions that will lead to this ideal society, such as introducing democracy through general elections. There are supposedly a number of actions which will build the ideal society.

			It is impossible to investigate either society or the whole in their unfathomability. This unfathomability means that there is nothing one can grab a hold of. One does not get so far as to see that there is a problem. One has only the simple version of the description but no possibility of doing anything about it. The concepts one has do not provide any room for manoeuvre. There are no cracks, through which doubt could seep regarding the need to do something. It is then entirely logical that one can wave the problem away since one does not get that far. One cannot get to that stage with the tools at one’s disposal. The scholars see no possibility and are therefore uninterested in tackling the question.

			Why attempt to define society and whole? To investigate the unfathomable is the fundamental duty of science. If one investigates the unfathomable, one will interrogate the fundamental presuppositions of our science.

			

			3. Prelude – Russell’s paradox

			In 1979, philosopher Georg Henrik von Wright (1916–2003) published an article in the journal Finsk Tidskrift No.10 to mark one-hundred years since the birth of mathematician Hjalmar Magnus Eklund (1880–1937). von Wright wanted to draw attention to Eklund as an early proponent of mathematical logic in Finland. Eklund had studied mathematics at the University of Helsinki and also in Germany. He had self-published a short volume on Russell’s paradox in 1916, commenting on several suggestions for how one should approach Russell’s paradox, including the solution suggested by Swedish mathematician Thorsten Brodén (1857–1931). Brodén responded in 1918 in an article published in Norwegian mathematics journal Nyt tidskrift for matematik. Torsten Brodén criticised Eklund’s stance on the question of the existence of sets which can contain themselves. Eklund did not continue his studies. (Adolf) Abraham (Halevi) Fraenkel (1891–1965) got wind of the debate and took Eklund’s side against Brodén. Brodén did not mention the debate in his 1926 volume on Russell’s paradox.

			von Wright emphasised that Bertrand Russell’s (1872–1970) paradox seriously hampered ambitions for set theory to act as the foundation of arithmetic that was being sought. This paradox would frustrate Gottlob Frege’s (1848–1925) work on the foundations of arithmetic. “This grandiose building, which one of the most powerful people erected over 2,500 years with his intellect, threatened to collapse while a contradiction was exposed in its foundations.”

			von Wright argued that “there was of course no serious threat of a collapse – but Frege and Russell and many of them found the situation quite dramatic.”

			

			He presents the paradox as follows: 

			A class of things is not usually an element of the class itself. For example, the class of all people is not itself a person. But what about the class of all invisible things? Clearly, this itself is not a visible thing. Thus – provided it can be called a “thing” at all – it is thus an element of this class of all invisible things.

			We now divide the classes into those which are elements of themselves and those which are not. We then imagine the class of all classes of the latter (that is, the usual) kind and ask: Is this class an element of itself or not? Assume that it is. It is thus a class which is not an element of itself. Assume, in turn, that it is not a member of itself. It must be a class which is an element of itself. Whichever assumption we make, we can thus infer the opposite. Therein lies the paradox.

			von Wright divides his attempt to resolve the conflict into two categories. One invalidates the concept that a set can be an element of itself. The other type confirms that a class may be a member of itself. Eklund’s solution fell into the second category. von Wright did not consider himself qualified to offer his own verdict on the question of Eklund’s work. 

			The paradox takes its name from a letter Bertrand Russell sent to Frege, pointing out the inconsistency in set theory. The subject of the paradox had also been addressed by others prior to Russell. A paradox indicates that there exists an error in a theory. Frege persisted with the printing of part two of his work on mathematics. He addressed Russell’s paradox in a post-script to his book, showing how seriously he took the impact of the paradox on his mathematical theories.

			For Russell, the construction of the set was key. He believed that if one can construct a set which is a member of itself, then one arrives at a paradox. This means that if one can construct a new set comprised of a set plus additional elements, then one has a set which contains a paradox. How can a set be a member of itself? Can such sets exist? The mathematical branch of set theory has chosen to work with a variant which denies this possibility, such that one can work with set theory. The variant which states that the set should be a member of itself is not addressed. 

			A set of teapots is not a teapot, this not-teapot is not a member of the set of teapots. This should be interpreted such that it is not a member of itself. A set of numbers might be a non-number but if the set is a whole and the whole is the sum of its parts, then a set of numbers might be a number. Or is such a non-number an abstraction? Social humans form a social society. Does a set of “the social” consist of humans and of society, are humans double members of the larger set? Do we arrive at a new set which is a member of itself?

			The discussion of the paradox focused on the possibility of resolving the paradox, of seeking a solution to the paradox. If no solution could be found, then one had to either live with the paradox or limit the scope of set theory such that one did not need to include that part which worked with a set capable of being a member of itself.

			The set is formed of elements. A set can be formed of any elements whatsoever. Once formed, a set cannot be a member of a new set together with other elements. This was the paradox which Russell “discovered”. Or can a set be a member of itself without becoming an unexpected paradox which, by extension, brings set theory into question?

			Georg Cantor (1845–1918) was the founder of set theory. The set is comprised of elements, this part being referred to as naïve set theory. Set theory is currently applied in the form proposed by Abraham Fraenkel and Ernst Zermelo (1871–1951). This is known as axiomatic set theory. The paradox means that the mathematical units become unusual if one uses sets which are members of themselves. Axiomatic set theory, which is now applied within mathematics, has chosen to overlook this side of set theory. This was central to the paradox, in that it rejected that part which believes that a set can be a member of itself together with all other elements. 

			The axiomatic theory works not with elements but with sets and there is no paradox issue to contend with. There is also no issue regarding how to view the set and the elements. The whole is not of any importance either, i.e. whether the set is a whole. 

			Naïve set theory is important for human thinking and represents a way of describing how people form elements, sets and wholes in their minds. It is a person’s mind that processes reality. Part of this processing involves applying set theory more or less consciously in order to form concepts which, in their abstract form, reflect the concepts of set theory. 

			Russell’s paradox poses a challenge to philosophy and is on the list of philosophical paradoxes exemplifying the pitfalls in the thinking, as referred to in an anthology edited by Godehard Link (1944– ).9

			 The content of Russell’s paradox has to be clarified in concrete examples which would, in some way, exemplify the contradiction in the underlying claim. The most well-known of such examples is the barber paradox. This states that a barber shaves everyone who does not shave himself. Who shaves the barber? Does he shave himself, in which case is he a member of the group that is shaved by the barber and thus does not shave himself?

			The barber paradox is based on stating that the barber shaves everyone who does not shave himself. It is implied that the barber shaves himself. If he shaves himself, then this is in conflict with him shaving everyone who does not shave himself. He does not have a beard, therefore he shaves himself. He is in conflict here since he is said to shave everyone and he himself belongs to the set of everyone. How can he belong to the set of everyone despite this dissonance? 

			If everyone has the meaning everyone except him, then this conflict does not arise. He is not a member of the set of everyone. Everyone else may be a set of all those who do not shave themselves. In this case, the barber is a set comprising him alone, i.e. the one who shaves himself. There are two sets in this situation, the barber and his customers. The paradox is based on there being one set, everyone who is shaved. One might assume a third set, those among the others who shave themselves, but for some reason they have been excluded from the concept of everyone. The barber cannot be a member of the group that shaves itself since there exist two sets, those who shave themselves and those who are shaved by the barber. Both sets are everyone taken together as a common set.

			 The conflict regarding which set the barber belongs to demonstrates how the set is created. The elements of the set have a property, whether that is that everyone is shaved or everyone who does not shave himself. If the set is created from those individuals who are shaved or from all elements in the unity, then there exist different situations for the conflict. The set that is created from everyone must have the same properties in order for the set to exist. In the case of the paradox, this property is not the same, hence the conflict if one has the same set.

			Another example of the paradox is cited by Aeneas Rooch (1983– ) and is a catalogue of children’s books. Should this catalogue also be included in this catalogue as a children’s book or not? (I.M.) Józef (Innocentius) Maria Bocheński (1902–1995) uses the same example of a library’s book catalogue.10 The content of a children’s book is something different to the content of a book catalogue. They can be considered different types of elements and, as an example, do not correctly reflect what is meant by a set being a member of itself.

			The basic problem is how we construct the sets. What are the elements? Children’s books can form a set but one might question to what extent a catalogue of children’s books is a children’s book. If, however, one does not question this and states that it is a children’s book, then one has a paradox. 

			The examples attempt to describe the paradox but at the same time they are examples which curb the idea and in practice lose the abstraction which the paradox expresses. The examples attempt to state the logical expression in concrete terms, but at the same they have described the paradox and thus, with the help of language, have fixed in place the idea of how the logical expression is to be understood, which is of no help in investigating the paradox. One must, in one way or another, construct concrete examples which facilitate new possibilities for understanding the paradox and its reach. 

			Set theory is not just mathematics, it is simultaneously a description of human thought. Set theory is a part of mathematics and is sometimes considered a fundamental function for all mathematics. This work will not address this mathematical aspect of set theory.

			 Another part of set theory is mereology which deals with various aspects of the whole and parts.11 Mereology is thought to have a different approach to tackling the whole and its parts than this book. Mereology claims that if the parts are concrete, then so is the whole. A set is abstract and something other than its parts.12

			A philosophical aspect of set theory highlights the structure of human thought. The structure of set theory is at the same time the structure of human thought. Set theory is one of the ways of describing the philosophical world, but at the same time the statements made by set theory are put to the test by philosophy and the human approach to forming concepts. Set theory is one way of addressing reality, but at the same time there exist others lines of thought which examine reality and the set theory approach to describing reality.

			A person applies the concepts of set theory to describe her world. This description is not as theoretical as mathematics, rather it is an attempt to describe the world at a significantly more concrete level. Set theory gives people a reality. At the same time, people choose to apply part of set theory to see how reality is made up and overlook other parts of set theory which might also describe reality. This conception of set theory is a reality but the problem is how set theory is constructed and whether this constructed set theory is the entire set theory. The construction of set theory has consequences for how one views reality, as if one is unaware of how set theory has consequences for a way of thinking.

			Might there be another way to describe the parts and the wholes in reality? The general approach in the social sciences is to name parts and wholes empirically and to thus form a social system. The wholes and parts that are formed cannot be of any kind other than the set theory approach to handling elements and wholes. Naming the parts and the wholes changes nothing about the fact that their foundation is the elements and wholes of set theory. The empirical constructions take the form of the categories of set theory. There is no other system and the empirical categories do not change this. One can wonder, however, which principles the named wholes are formed according to. This is a matter of the requirements one can set for the definitions. What should the definitions look like in order to be acceptable? This leads us to the issue of what is a definition. 

			I wish to highlight that set theory contains much which the logicians have failed to take heed of when viewing reality. Set theory is constructed by mathematicians for the eyes, but set theory can also be applied to see how the human mind views reality. The set theory of mathematics is therefore limited and produces a simplified picture when used to describe human reality. The other parts of set theory, people’s typology for the whole and the parts, do not have the same application in mathematics and have therefore been overlooked by mathematicians. The close connection between philosophy and mathematics means that philosophers have not considered this typology either.

			Consequently, the fundamental philosophical questions must be addressed in terms of how scientific definitions are created and how scientific theory-formation is to be explained. This leads us back to the classic questions of how our knowledge is constructed and how we acquire knowledge of how we describe reality.

			

			4. Deduction and induction

			All phenomena in the world, both physical and those in society, we attempt to register as existing. At the same time, it is difficult to tell whether the phenomena exist or whether they are illusions, or whether they exist in a grey zone between reality and unreality. The physical phenomena are believed to be easy to define, yet at the same time it is difficult to define whether or not they exist. There is a great deal of uncertainty within society over whether or not the phenomena exist. We attempt to ascertain the existence of the phenomena by examining the context, in which they occur. This context gives these phenomena an existence. The context links the phenomena to an explanation of their existence.

			We attempt to analyse the phenomena in one of two ways, either deductively or inductively, in order to thus see how the phenomena can be characterised. We analyse, but at the same time these analyses serve as a prediction for how we should view events. If one produces a credible description of the context, in which events relate to one another, then one has managed to establish how one can view these events and people’s actions within society. What one has managed to do is to order what happens in society according to a pattern which contributes to a description of society. 

			The hope is that in this way, one has achieved a more systematic picture of society. This is the model used in the natural sciences which is applied here to social events. The natural sciences have established their explanatory theory in an inductive manner. One attempts to identify the phenomena that are to be explained by studying phenomena empirically and, based on this, building up a more comprehensive description explaining phenomena which belong to the same class. The phenomena which are seeking explanation exist regardless of a human’s conceptual world.

			This inductive model of thinking is also applied within the social sciences. Those phenomena that are seeking explanation are described in terms of their characteristics and similar phenomena are placed in the same group. This is an empirical investigation and these empirical phenomena are considered to exist as hard facts within society. One describes democracy, fascism and dictatorship in order that one might compare them. This act of comparison, and how the phenomena materialise, form the basis of the social sciences, with the structure being the one used in the natural sciences. The problem is that it is difficult to demonstrate societal laws and these difficulties ought to lead to the possibility of this cognitive structure being abandoned. 

			The social phenomena are dependent on the human’s conceptual world. They do not exist independently of the human. If one wishes to investigate the phenomena, one should look to the structure of the human’s conceptual world and the framework of the social phenomena. This conceptual world, or this cognitive structure, I term social metaphysics. This metaphysics forms the foundation of the social phenomena and specifies how one can view the social phenomena beyond the empirical descriptions.

			One needs an image of society and the systematic events should in this way specify what the content of social life is. This simultaneously means that one does not need to define society as a separate category, since society is created through the system one is attempting to identify.

			4.1 Deduction

			Deduction describes the procedure for reaching a conclusion. “All people are mortal” is the general statement. “Socrates is a person”. “Socrates is mortal” is the conclusion. An inductive version could be to consider that all people are mortal and that consequently all people will die. One considers it impossible, from a purely statistical perspective, that this will not happen. But one does not turn this inductive description into a deductive truth, rather it becomes valid until something else demonstrates that this is not the case. 

			The reasoning regarding Socrates’ mortality is, as it were, a pure version of the deductive conclusion, but at the same time the model is applied to different types of reasoning. Capitalism is greedy and profit-hungry. Person A is a capitalist and he is greedy and profit-hungry etc. On the outside, this is an identical type of conclusion, yet there is something of a stumbling block in this “covering law”. Socrates does not have the property of being mortal, rather this is a biological observation. It is biology, not the construction, which makes the consequence believable. The capitalist’s property is not biology but something else. One does not offer an opinion on what this something else is, rather one allows the same model to apply as if this were a logical fact. It would be a logical fact, if it were a logical fact of the same calibre as Socrates’ mortality. It is not, however.

			The search for covering laws within the social sciences has this ambition of being able to demonstrate the deductive covering laws, which would produce predictive value. One does not see any issue with laying down the general statement and the specific case. One encounters difficulties, however, with the conclusion that is intended to confirm the law, or alternatively one is forced to choose between different conclusions, as if this choice is simply about which conclusion is to be chosen. As if the covering law should entail that one can choose a conclusion. If the conclusion is unclear, one begins to reformulate the general statement in order make the conclusion the desired one.

			Sociology has struggled to demonstrate covering laws within society, yet one nevertheless remains steadfast in this ambition. The covering laws are intended to show how people behave, how they are assumed to behave according to causal laws. Human free will, however, is believed to pose problems. The question is whether one should not reject this ambition and replace it with a theory of action which illustrates a person’s choice from among alternatives, instead of attempting to force a situation where a person is assumed to act in the manner required by the deductive constructions.

			The main argument has been over deduction and induction. Deduction has been downplayed and instead induction has been promoted as the model for how we should acquire knowledge. Induction, which has been the primary line of reasoning in the natural sciences, entails attempting to produce general laws based on concrete experiments. The problem in sociology is that it is difficult to conduct such experiments. The laws one is attempting to assert do not exist and do not have the general applicability one would like. Deduction has a bad reputation and this method has not been able to compete with the inductive method. Or rather, it has been the case that the inductive method has annihilated the deductive method. 

			The biggest shortcoming in the deductive method is that it constitutes an all-encompassing explanatory model, wherein there are no experiments underlying the general assumptions. The deductive all-encompassing explanatory model purports to explain all phenomena without caring about what inductive experiments signify. Any experiments that are performed are used to confirm that the deductive explanation is applicable as a description of reality. There is no alternative reality and inductive experiments cannot acquire the status of breaking up the deductive explanatory model. The deductive model is a fundamental way of thinking. One does not allow oneself to be put off by the fact that small experiments could highlight difficulties with the deductive model, e.g. that a capitalist society leads to the introduction of anti-capitalist politics, whatever that might be.

			The deductive model challenges people to act on the grounds that the action is suggested to be the answer to what should be done. There is no alternative – to refrain from acting is the same as to question the deductive conclusion, e.g. to dismantle capitalism. The deductive model can also be viewed as an attempt to see how the covering law becomes consequential. In a social context, one can see how attempts are made to apply laws concerning development as a way of explaining what is happening. Everyday events are interpreted in a deductive model as an attempt to view everyday events as events typical of the social laws one assumes exist but which one struggles to demonstrate, other than by claiming that the events confirm that they exist. 

			In this way, these everyday events take on super-historical meaning. The result of this super-historical interpretation is that there is no space in the explanatory model for a more general interpretation. The concrete events might have concrete causes which cannot be taken into account, but there is no room for a more general explanation. The deductive explanation will “suppress” other interpretations, while at the same time different deductive explanations will compete with one another over how the reality is to be understood. Individual actions can be interpreted deductively. Different deductive explanations can interpret the individual actions in different ways. A right-wing government’s tightening of economic conditions can be interpreted such that a right-wing government is known for persecuting the poor, while the government sees such measures as arising from an economic interpretation.

			The deductive explanation is a generic explanation where the individual action is explained based on the generic explanation. The individual action is, in some way, deprived of its explanation and its cause. If an individual action is performed, it can be explained by a generic pattern. The action of the oppressed is explained by the oppression this individual is subjected to, not by how the oppressed chooses from among his conceivable possible actions and what causes the action he performs. Hamas’ attack on Israel is explained by Israel’s oppression of Gaza, even if it is Hamas who attacked. The generic explanation is Israel’s oppression, as if there would have been no attack if this oppression had not existed. Hamas’ own ambitions are not taken to be a cause of the attack. The generic explanation becomes self-explanatory.

			The deductive theory can apply many levels of explanation. These might be metaphysical categories for what exists outside reality. These metaphysical categories would explain human actions based on the metaphysical conceptions. One will not get so far as to test the metaphysics, rather one can just as easily cut out these metaphysical conceptions. Another matter, then, is how the generic explanations are constructed.

			A person builds a deductive system which provides instructions on what to do and how individual phenomena are to be interpreted. This creates an image of reality which confirms itself, in that the deduction determines which phenomena are to be taken into account since they are confirmed by the deductive system. The deductive system produces a picture of a society where everything is under control. There exists a collated picture of society. It is possible to make changes to this society since one has a clear picture of what one is dealing with. One can socialise the means of production and bring them under the control of the society. Everything else in the society shall continue as normal. One can also set up a global government which will take care of environmental destruction since one has introduced a rational means of governing the world. Nothing would jeopardise this rationality. Empires can claim that they have solved the issue of conflicts between groups in that the empire controls the conflicts and has thus resolved the issue between the groups.

			The deductive view means that certain phenomena do not exist or are explained away. An induction would perhaps create a system using these non-existent phenomena. One can consider the empire in a similar manner, i.e. it overcomes conflicts within the empire with the supposed argument that it promotes rationalism.

			The liberal idea is that all people are good and this means that no unities are fixed. The unities cannot be conceived as exclusive. There should exist moderate toleration between different points of view. This conception of toleration is a fundamental assumption. The division of the world into nations would lack rational grounds. Political disagreements would be limited. 

			The nationalist perspective is that the nations correspond to the divergence between people. Thus, nations are natural and can be seen as temporarily existing unities. If one adds to this construction the concept of “evil”, that there exist groups which can be perceived
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