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INTRODUCTION

Language, Truth and Logic has a very special place in the history of twentieth-century philosophy. Ayer was just twenty-three when he started work on the book in 1934 and twenty-five when he finished it. At that latter point he had been studying philosophy for less than six years. And yet this short treatise marked a milestone in the development of the analytic movement. It launched a new philosophical school, ‘logical positivism’, on the English-speaking world, and later, in translation, on much of the rest of the world as well. At the same time, its clarity and rigour set a new standard for philosophical debate.

Although Language, Truth and Logic was first printed in limited numbers, it was an immediate success or at least succès de scandale. Stories about its early impact abound. The important Kantian philosopher Peter Strawson, a decade younger than Ayer, remembered reading it ‘in one absorbed sitting’ a few years after it came out; he then refrained from mentioning it to his tutor who refrained from mentioning it to him.1 Philip Toynbee, a young aristocratic friend of Ayer at Oxford and the only Communist ever to have been elected President of the Oxford Union, underwent a near conversion after reading it: ‘Am I a logical positivist,’ he asked in his diaries, ‘– not a Marxist at all?’2 A. D. Lindsay, Master of Balliol and a Christian Socialist, threw a copy of the book out of his window when some of his students made a bid to discuss it with him.3 Father D’Arcy, Britain’s leading Catholic apologist, told Evelyn Waugh that its author was ‘the most dangerous man’ in Oxford.4

It was in the years after the Second World War, however, that the book really took off. By the mid 1970s it had sold 100,000 copies in Britain and 300,000 in the US, where it became a staple of undergraduate courses. Indeed, it almost certainly outsold any previous work of analytic philosophy, not excluding Bertrand Russell’s ‘shilling shocker’ The Problems of Philosophy.5 Millions of students were introduced to philosophy by having to struggle with its arguments; many continued, long after they had finished their studies, to worry at its most famous contention: that to assert ‘that there is a non-empirical world of values, or that men have immortal souls, or that there is a transcendent God’ is literally ‘senseless’ (p. 9–10). Even for senior figures, its various doctrines became fixed points against which they tried to define their own positions in the field.

All of this, it is true, is now history, but Language, Truth and Logic reads as well today as it ever did. There are better introductions to the study of philosophy and profounder contributions, but nothing with the same daring, vigour and trenchancy. It has the clear lines, vibrant contrasts and liberating freshness of a building by Gropius or a chair by Rietveld. No book better captures the bold promise and giddy rigour of logical positivism. It is unquestionably a modern classic.

Who was the young man who wrote this dazzling work and how did it come to be written? A. J. Ayer, an only child, was born in 1910 in St John’s Wood, a prosperous suburb in northwest London. His French-speaking father was born and brought up in Switzerland and had emigrated to London as a young man, where he eventually became a private secretary to the banker Alfred Rothschild. His mother, girlish and un-confident, was a Dutch Jew (although baptised an Anglican) whose father had moved to England in the 1890s and built up a successful business manufacturing motor cars. Writing about his childhood in an autobiography in the 1970s, Ayer made it sound relatively happy and unremarkable, but his account tends to be a little misleading.

Ayer’s father went bankrupt soon after Ayer was born, and, although his father-in-law eventually found him a job running a timber firm, he remained a disappointed man. The Ayers, with their foreign accents and exotic histories, were already socially somewhat anomalous; the bankruptcy only added to their sense of insecurity. Ayer, small, precocious and cocky, was sent away to prep school aged only seven and later secured a scholarship to Eton. His contemporaries remembered him as ‘a one off’, with something of ‘an inferiority complex’, who did not really get on with the other boys.6 His relations with them were not made any easier when, aged fifteen, Ayer underwent a religious conversion; thinking the matter through from first principles, he became a passionate atheist, forever haranguing his peers on the irrationality and general offensiveness of the Christian creed.

If Ayer was unhappy at school, Oxford, where he read ‘Modern Greats’ from 1929 to 1932, was an altogether better experience. Not only did he make close friends, but he discovered his gift for logical analysis. Gilbert Ryle, Ayer’s philosophy tutor, described him at the time as the ‘best philosopher I have yet been taught by, among my pupils’.7 In the early 1930s, Oxford’s philosophy sub-faculty, by far the largest and potentially most influential in the country, was in the doldrums, dominated by reactionary old men, neo-Hegelians and Aristotelians, whose major works were written before the First World War. Ayer, however, taught himself. At school he had read G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell, the founders of British analytic philosophy, and at Oxford he discovered Hume, always his master, and then Wittgenstein. Hume offered him a deep and imaginative defence of the fundamental empiricist principle that every factual proposition must refer to sense experience. And from the Cambridge school of Moore, Russell and Wittgenstein he learned that the task of modern analytic philosophy was to provide paraphrases (or ‘definitions in use’, as Ayer would call them in Language, Truth and Logic) of puzzling statements, uncovering the simple logical form that lurked beneath even the seemingly most complex and ambiguous formulations.

In the autumn of 1932, soon after getting a first class degree and a temporary research post at Christ Church, his Oxford college, Ayer spent four months studying in Vienna. Here he was lucky to be invited to attend some of the meetings of the Vienna Circle, a party of scientifically trained philosophers, lead by Moritz Schlick, Otto Neurath and Rudolf Carnap, whose doctrines were then just beginning to attract the attention of the English-speaking world.8

Simply put, the logical positiviste, or logical empiricists as they preferred to be called, defended the old cause of empiricism, with its blanket rejection of metaphysics and its respect for science, but drew on the latest developments in logic to do so. Thus Hume had suggested, a little imprecisely, that all genuine propositions fell into one of two classes (they either ‘contain abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number’ or ‘experimental reasoning concerning matters of fact and existence’). The logical positivists, however, divided them more rigorously into formal propositions like those of mathematics and logic, which they held, following Wittgenstein, were tautologous (if true) or contradictory (if false), and factual propositions which could be tested empirically. Statements that could not be allocated to either category were claimed to be meaningless.

It followed that where earlier empiricists had tended to reject metaphysical claims about god, the afterlife or the absolute as being false or unduly speculative, the logical positivists rejected them as literally nonsense. Indeed, they went further. Not only did they dismiss metaphysical claims, they also argued that everything that could be said at all could be expressed in terms of elementary statements. All statements of a high order, from the most penetrating descriptions of character to the most abstract scientific hypotheses, could be translated, without loss of meaning, into statements about basic observable events. This was the import of their famous slogan, ‘The meaning of a proposition is its method of verification.’ It followed, according to the positivists, that the main task for philosophy, once rid of metaphysics, was precisely to clarify the relationship between different sciences and between science and commonsense observation; explaining what it meant, at the level of observation, to refer to, say, neurons, nations or the unconscious. Philosophy was to become the logic of science.*

Back in England, Ayer started a one-man campaign to convert the British to the new philosophy. First he wrote an article, published in Mind, a ‘Demonstration of the Impossibility of Metaphysics’, arguing that philosophy, as a matter of logic, could never furnish us with knowledge of a transcendent reality. Then, in the summer of 1934, at the Joint Session of the Mind Association and the Aristotelian Society, the country’s most important annual philosophical conference, he led a rousing assault on the older, wooly-minded philosophers: ‘You’re lost, You’re lost. The forces of Cambridge and Vienna are upon you!’9 Finally, at the beginning of 1935, Ayer secured a contract from Gollancz, a successful left-wing publisher, to write a book ‘on modern logic’, provisionally entitled ‘Logical Positivism’. This became Language, Truth and Logic. It was meant to take six months to write, although in the end it took eighteen.

Looking back on the result a decade after it was published,10 Ayer described Language, Truth and Logic as a ‘young man’s book… written with more passion than most philosophers allow themselves to show’ (p. 171). This is certainly true. Although on the surface Ayer’s career looked like a fairly effortless ascent though some of Britain’s top schools and universities, he was none the less, like many of his contemporaries, an angry young man who felt an instinctive hostility towards his elders and betters. (Looking back on this time from his old age, Ryle suggested that the terrible losses of the First World War had done much to embitter the relations between the generations: the old and the young looked at each other across ‘a boundless military cemetery’.11) Ayer had had a fraught relationship with the authorities at Eton, where he campaigned against corporal punishment as well as religion, and had alienated many of his seniors at Oxford. Indeed, although he was clearly an outstandingly able philosopher, he was rejected for various permanent Oxford posts to which he applied while writing Language, Truth and Logic. As he wrote to Otto Neurath, one of the leaders of the Vienna Circle, shortly after the book was finished, ‘At Oxford… metaphysics still predominates. I feel very isolated here and have been made to suffer economically for my views.’12 (It was the fact that Ayer thought he might have to abandon philosophy after his book was finished that, in part, explains its ambition – its audacious attempt to solve all ‘the problems which have been the chief sources of controversy between philosophers in the past’ [p. 10]. It was to be a first but also a valedictory work.) Moreover, while he had not shown much interest in politics as a student, Ayer moved to the left in these years, angered at the National Government’s failure to help the growing ranks of the unemployed at home or combat the rise of Fascism abroad. The 1930s, like the 1960s, was a period of youthful rebellion; it is not too extravagant, I think, to see Language, Truth and Logic as in certain respects an expression of this – as a book of its times.

Viewed from this perspective, the really defining feature of Language, Truth and Logic is not so much its attack on metaphysics as a more far-reaching rejection of philosophical authority. Much of the attack is worked by Ayer’s empiricism. In following the logical positivists and arguing that all true propositions are either true by virtue of the meaning of the terms they contain or because they accurately predict the occurrence of ‘sense contents’, Ayer set out to slay, once and for all, the idea that philosophy or some other discipline has the ‘power to reveal to us authoritatively the nature of objects which we have never observed’ (p. 66). The whole trust of this part of the book is to liberate science from philosophy – from ‘the system builders’. Descartes’ project of building up an account of the fundamental furniture of the world from first principles and Kant’s attempt to establish, a priori, universal and necessary truths about the structure of space, time and causation were, Ayer argued, equally misconceived. The only source of real knowledge about the world is experience.

This was already an uncompromisingly anti-authoritarian position, but Ayer’s empiricism in science was paralleled by his emotivism in morals. For the main plank of the infamous sixth chapter of the book, ‘Critique of Ethics and Theology’, was its argument that judgements of value are not descriptions of natural facts, still less of an alleged non-natural world of values, but simply express the speaker’s approval or disapproval. It followed that no individual or organization had any claim to a privileged relation to the ethical truth – neither philosophy nor religion had any unique super-empirical insight into right or wrong. In short then, with respect to both science and morals, although for rather different reasons, Ayer denied that philosophers or indeed any other experts possess a special authority. They cannot tell us either what there is or how to live.

It is often said that Language, Truth and Logic was in no degree original. It is certainly true that much of the book’s quality lies in the elegance, agility and clear-headedness with which Ayer blended Moorean analysis, Russellian logic, and Viennese positivism. It is only fair to say, however, that the book is innovative in many of its details. The Viennese positivists wrote very little about ethics, for instance, and what they did write tended to be rather crude. Ayer’s argument, by contrast, despite its combative, almost debunking tone, is distinctive and not unsubtle. (He recognizes, for instance, that moral judgements have a performative dimension and aim to move others to action, an insight later developed by J. L. Austin, R. M. Hare and others.) It represented a real step forward in the debate. And in other areas, too, Ayer developed new ideas. Thus, his version of the verification principle acknowledged the impossibility of ever verifying any factual proposition conclusively; ironically, while Ayer later repudiated this position, arguing that propositions about sense data were, in an important sense, incorrigible, it was influentially developed by pragmatically inclined logicians, like W. V. Quine and Nelson Goodman.

Nevertheless, the abiding quality of Language, Truth and Logic lies not in its detailed arguments but in something else. This is a book that is, somehow, more than the sum of its parts. I have suggested that in many ways it was a book born of its times. A lot of anger and revolutionary zeal went into its writing and its arguments had very radical implications. If they were accepted, religion would wither away, ideology would perish, social hierarchies would collapse. Truth and, Ayer hoped, tolerance would flourish in their place. Yet he refused to give way to rhetoric and never even alluded, in the way Russell, Carnap and Neurath often did, to the social and political implications of his ideas. He made his arguments as clear and convincing as he could and then left the reader to judge their worth. It is here that the greatness of Language, Truth and Logic resides: it exudes a rare and inspiring passion for truth.
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PREFACE TO FIRST EDITION

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

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

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

The view that philosophizing is an activity of analysis is associated in England with the work of G. E. Moore and his disciples. But while I have learned a great deal from Professor Moore, I have reason to believe that he and his followers are not prepared to adopt such a thoroughgoing phenomenalism as I do, and that they take a rather different view of the nature of philosophical analysis. The philosophers with whom I am in the closest agreement are those who compose the ‘Viennese circle’, under the leadership of Moritz Schlick, and are commonly known as logical positivists. And of these I owe most to Rudolf Carnap. Further, I wish to acknowledge my indebtedness to Gilbert Ryle, my original tutor in philosophy, and to Isaiah Berlin, who have discussed with me every point in the argument of this treatise, and made many valuable suggestions, although they both disagree with much of what I assert. And I must also express my thanks to J. R. M. Willis for his correction of the proofs.

A. J. AYER

11 Foubert’s Place, London

July 1935




CHAPTER 1

THE ELIMINATION OF METAPHYSICS

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

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

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

It may be suggested that this is a proposition which has already been proved by Kant. But although Kant also condemned transcendent metaphysics, he did so on different grounds. For he said that the human understanding was so constituted that it lost itself in contradictions when it ventured out beyond the limits of possible experience and attempted to deal with things in themselves. And thus he made the impossibility of a transcendent metaphysic not, as we do, a matter of logic, but a matter of fact. He asserted, not that our minds could not conceivably have had the power of penetrating beyond the phenomenal world, but merely that they were in fact devoid of it. And this leads the critic to ask how, if it is possible to know only what lies within the bounds of sense-experience, the author can be justified in asserting that real things do exist beyond, and how he can tell what are the boundaries beyond which the human understanding may not venture, unless he succeeds in passing them himself. As Wittgenstein says, ‘in order to draw a limit to thinking, we should have to think both sides of this limit’,1 a truth to which Bradley gives a special twist in maintaining that the man who is ready to prove that metaphysics is impossible is a brother metaphysician with a rival theory of his own.2

Whatever force these objections may have against the Kantian doctrine, they have none whatsoever against the thesis that I am about to set forth. It cannot here be said that the author is himself overstepping the barrier he maintains to be impassable. For the fruitlessness of attempting to transcend the limits of possible sense-experience will be deduced, not from a psychological hypothesis concerning the actual constitution of the human mind, but from the rule which determines the literal significance of language. Our charge against the metaphysician is not that he attempts to employ the understanding in a field where it cannot profitably venture, but that he produces sentences which fail to conform to the conditions under which alone a sentence can be literally significant. Nor are we ourselves obliged to talk nonsense in order to show that all sentences of a certain type are necessarily devoid of literal significance. We need only formulate the criterion which enables us to test whether a sentence expresses a genuine proposition about a matter of fact, and then point out that the sentences under consideration fail to satisfy it. And this we shall now proceed to do. We shall first of all formulate the criterion in somewhat vague terms, and then give the explanations which are necessary to render it precise.

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

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

In the first place, it is necessary to draw a distinction between practical verifiability, and verifiability in principle. Plainly we all understand, in many cases believe, propositions which we have not in fact taken steps to verify. Many of these are propositions which we could verify if we took enough trouble. But there remain a number of significant propositions, concerning matters of fact, which we could not verify even if we chose; simply because we lack the practical means of placing ourselves in the situation where the relevant observations could be made. A simple and familiar example of such a proposition is the proposition that there are mountains on the farther side of the moon.3 No rocket has yet been invented which would enable me to go and look at the farther side of the moon, so that I am unable to decide the matter by actual observation. But I do know what observations would decide it for me, if, as is theoretically conceivable, I were once in a position to make them. And therefore I say that the proposition is verifiable in principle, if not in practice, and is accordingly significant. On the other hand, such a metaphysical pseudo-proposition as ‘the Absolute enters into, but is itself incapable of, evolution and progress’,4 is not even in principle verifiable. For one cannot conceive of an observation which would enable one to determine whether the Absolute did, or did not, enter into evolution and progress. Of course it is possible that the author of such a remark is using English words in a way in which they are not commonly used by English-speaking people, and that he does, in fact, intend to assert something which could be empirically verified. But until he makes us understand how the proposition that he wishes to express would be verified, he fails to communicate anything to us. And if he admits, as I think the author of the remark in question would have admitted, that his words were not intended to express either a tautology or a proposition which was capable, at least in principle, of being verified, then it follows that he has made an utterance which has no literal significance even for himself.

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

It seems to me that if we adopt conclusive verifiability as our criterion of significance, as some positivists have proposed,5 our argument will prove too much. Consider, for example, the case of general propositions of law – such propositions, namely, as ‘arsenic is poisonous’; ‘all men are mortal’ ‘a body tends to expand when it is heated’. It is of the very nature of these propositions that their truth cannot be established with certainty by any finite series of observations. But if it is recognized that such general propositions of law are designed to cover an infinite number of cases, then it must be admitted that they cannot, even in principle, be verified conclusively. And then, if we adopt conclusive verifiability as our criterion of significance, we are logically obliged to treat these general propositions of law in the same fashion as we treat the statements of the metaphysician.

In face of this difficulty, some positivists6 have adopted the heroic course of saying that these general propositions are indeed pieces of nonsense, albeit an essentially important type of nonsense. But here the introduction of the term ‘important’ is simply an attempt to hedge. It serves only to mark the authors’ recognition that their view is somewhat too paradoxical, without in any way removing the paradox. Besides, the difficulty is not confined to the case of general propositions of law, though it is there revealed most plainly. It is hardly less obvious in the case of propositions about the remote past. For it must surely be admitted that, however strong the evidence in favour of historical statements may be, their truth can never become more than highly probable. And to maintain that they also constituted an important, or unimportant, type of nonsense would be un plausible, to say the very least. Indeed, it will be our contention that no proposition, other than a tautology, can possibly be anything more than a probable hypothesis. And if this is correct, the principle that a sentence can be factually significant only if it expresses what is conclusively verifiable is self-stultifying as a criterion of significance. For it leads to the conclusion that it is impossible to make a significant statement of fact at all.

Nor can we accept the suggestion that a sentence should be allowed to be factually significant if, and only if, it expresses something which is definitely confutable by experience.7 Those who adopt this course assume that, although no finite series of observations is ever sufficient to establish the truth of a hypothesis beyond all possibility of doubt, there are crucial cases in which a single observation, or series of observations, can definitely confute it. But, as we shall show later on, this assumption is false. A hypothesis cannot be conclusively confuted any more than it can be conclusively verified. For when we take the occurrence of certain observations as proof that a given hypothesis is false, we presuppose the existence of certain conditions. And though, in any given case, it may be extremely improbable that this assumption is false, it is not logically impossible. We shall see that there need be no self-contradiction in holding that some of the relevant circumstances are other than we have taken them to be, and consequently that the hypothesis has not really broken down. And if it is not the case that any hypothesis can be definitely confuted, we cannot hold that the genuineness of a proposition depends on the possibility of its definite confutation.

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

To make our position clearer, we may formulate it in another way. Let us call a proposition which records an actual or possible observation an experiential proposition. Then we may say that it is the mark of a genuine factual proposition, not that it should be equivalent to an experiential proposition, or any finite number of experiential propositions, but simply that some experiential propositions can be deduced from it in conjunction with certain other premises without being deducible from those other premises alone.8

This criterion seems liberal enough. In contrast to the principle of conclusive verifiability, it clearly does not deny significance to general propositions or to propositions about the past. Let us see what kinds of assertion it rules out.

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

An example of a controversy which the application of our criterion obliges us to condemn as fictitious is provided by those who dispute concerning the number of substances that there are in the world. For it is admitted both by monists, who maintain that reality is one substance, and by pluralists, who maintain that reality is many, that it is impossible to imagine any empirical situation which would be relevant to the solution of their dispute. But if we are told that no possible observation could give any probability either to the assertion that reality was one substance or to the assertion that it was many, then we must conclude that neither assertion is significant. We shall see later on 9 that there are genuine logical and empirical questions involved in the dispute between monists and pluralists. But the metaphysical question concerning ‘substance’ is ruled out by our criterion as spurious.

A similar treatment must be accorded to the controversy between realists and idealists, in its metaphysical aspect. A simple illustration, which I have made use of in a similar argument elsewhere,10 will help to demonstrate this. Let us suppose that a picture is discovered and the suggestion made that it was painted by Goya. There is a definite procedure for dealing with such a question. The experts examine the picture to see in what way it resembles the accredited works of Goya, and to see if it bears any marks which are characteristic of a forgery; they look up contemporary records for evidence of the existence of such a picture, and so on. In the end, they may still disagree, but each one knows what empirical evidence would go to confirm or discredit his opinion. Suppose, now, that these men have studied philosophy, and some of them proceed to maintain that this picture is a set of ideas in the perceiver’s mind, or in God’s mind, others that it is objectively real. What possible experience could any of them have which would be relevant to the solution of this dispute one way or the other? In the ordinary sense of the term ‘real’, in which it is opposed to ‘illusory’, the reality of the picture is not in doubt. The disputants have satisfied themselves that the picture is real, in this sense, by obtaining a correlated series of sensations of sight and sensations of touch. Is there any similar process by which they could discover whether the picture was real, in the sense in which the term ‘real’ is opposed to ‘ideal’? Clearly there is none. But, if that is so, the problem is fictitious according to our criterion. This does not mean that the realist–idealist controversy may be dismissed without further ado. For it can legitimately be regarded as a dispute concerning the analysis of existential propositions and so as involving a logical problem which, as we shall see, can be definitively solved.11 What we have just shown is that the question at issue between idealists and realists becomes fictitious when, as is often the case, it is given a metaphysical interpretation.

There is no need for us to give further examples of the operation of our criterion of significance. For our object is merely to show that philosophy, as a genuine branch of knowledge, must be distinguished from metaphysics. We are not now concerned with the historical question how much of what has traditionally passed for philosophy is actually metaphysical. We shall, however, point out later on that the majority of the ‘great philosophers’ of the past were not essentially metaphysicians, and
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