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CHAPTER I

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

One way of attacking a metaphysician who claimed to
have knowledge of a reality which transcended the pheno-
menal world would be to 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
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conception of a transcendent reality? Surely from empiri-
cal premises nothing whatsoever concerning the proper-
ties, or even the existence, of anything super-empirical
can legitimately be inferred. But this objection would be
met by a denial on the part of the metaphysician that his
assertions were ultimately based on the evidence of his
senses. He would say that he was endowed with a faculty
of intellectual intuition which enabled him to know facts
that could not be known through sense-experience. And
even if it could be shown that he was relying on empiri-
cal premises, and that his venture into a non-empirical
world was therefore logically unjustified, it would not fol-
low that the assertions which he made concerning this
non-empirical world could not be true. For the fact that a
conclusion does not follow from its putative premise is
not sufficient to show that it is false. Consequently one
cannot overthrow a system of transcendent metaphysics
merely by criticizing the way in which it comes into be-
ing. What is required is rather a criticism of the nature
of the actual statements which comprise it. And this is
the line of argument which we shall, in fact,, pursue. For
we shall maintain that no statement which refers to a
'reality®* transcending the limits of all possible sense-
experience can possibly have any literal significance; from
which it must follow that the labours of those who have
striven 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 con-
demned 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.
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as we do, a matter of logic, but a matter of fact. He as-
serted, not that our minds could not conceivably have
had the power of 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 v/hat lies within the bounds of sense-experience, the
author can be justified in asserting that real things do exist
beyond, and how he can tell what are the boundaries be-
yond which the human understanding may not venture,
unless he succeeds in passing them himself. As Wittgen-
stein says, ‘in order to draw a limit to thinking, we should
have to think both sides of this limit',! a truth to which
Bradley gives a special twist in maintaining that the man
who is ready to prove that metaphysics is impossible is a
brother metaphysician with a rival theory of his own.!

Whatever force these objections may have against the
Kantian doctrine, they have none whatsoever against the
thesis that 1 am about to set forth. It cannot here be said
that the author is himself overstepping the barrier he
maintains to be impassable. For the fruitlessness of at-
tempting to transcend the limits of possible sense-experi-
ence will be deduced, not from a psychological hypothesis
concerning the actual constitution of the human mind,
but from the rule which determines the literal significance
of language. Our 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

1. Tractatus Logico-Philosophlcus, Preface.
2. Bradley, Appearance and Reality, 2nd ed, p. x.
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expresses a genuine proposition about a matter of fact, and
then point out that the sentences under consideration fail
to satisfy it. And this we shall now proceed to do. We
shall first of all formulate the criterion in somewhat vague
terms, and then 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 re-
ject 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 experi-
ence, then, as far as he is concerned, it is, if not a tauto-
logy, a mere pseudo-proposition. The sentence expressing
it may be emotionally significant to him; but it is not
literally significant. And with regard to questions the pro-
cedure is the same. We inquire in every case what obser-
vations would lead us to answer the question, one way or
the other; and, if none can be discovered, we must con-
clude that the sentence under consideration does not, as
fer as we are concerned, express a genuine question, how-
ever strongly its grammatical appearance may suggest that
it does.

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

In the first place, it is necessary to draw a distinction
between practical verifiability, and verifiability in prin-
ciple. Plainly we all understand, in many cases believe,
propositions which we have not in fact taken steps to
verify. Many of these are propositions which we could
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verify if we took enough trouble. But there remain a num-
ber of significant propositions, concerning matters of fact,
which we could not verify even if we chose; simply be-
cause we lack the practical means of placing ourselves in
the situation where the relevant observations could be
made. A simple and familiar example of such a proposition
is the proposition that there are mountains on the farther
side of the moon.' No rocket has yet been invented which
would enable me to go and look at the farther side of the
moon, so that [ am unable to decide the matter by actual
observation. But I do know what observations would de-
cide it for me. if. as is theoretically conceivable. 1 were
once in a position to make them. And therefore I sdy that
the proposition is verifiable in principle, if not in practice,
and is accordingly significant. On the other hand, such a
metaphysical pseudo-proposition as ‘the Absolute enters
into, but is itself incapable of, evolution and progress’.'
is not even in principle verifiable. For one cannot con-
ceive of an observation which would enable one to deter-
mine whether the Absolute did, or did not, enter into
evolution and progress. Of course it i1s possible that the
author of such a remark is using English words in a way
in which they are not commonly used by English-speaking
people, and that he does, in fact, intend to assert some-
thing which could be empirically verified. But until he
makes us understand how the proposition that he wishes
to express*would be verified, he fails to communicate any-
thing to us. And if he admits, as I think the author of the
remark in question would have admitted, that his words
were not intended to express either a tautology or a pro-
position which was capable, at least in principle, of being

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

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

A further distinction which we must make is the dis-
tinction between the ‘strong’ and the ‘weak’ sense of the
term ‘verifiable®*. A proposition is said to be verifiable, in
the strong sense of the term, if. and only if, its truth could
be conclusively established in experience. But it is veri-
fiable, in the weak sense, if it is possible for experience to
render it probable. In which sense are we using the term
when we say that a putative proposition is genuine only
if it 1s verifiable ?

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

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

5. eg. M. Schlick, ¢ Positivismus und Realism us', Erkenntnis, VoL

I. 1930. F. Waismarm, ‘ Logische Analyse des Warscheinlichkeitsbe-
griffs’. Erkenntnis, VoL 1.1930.

6. e.g. M. Schlick, 'Die Kausalitat in der gegcnwSrtigen Physik*.
Naturwissenxhalt, Vol. 19,1931.
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tant type of nonsense. But here the introduction of the
term 'important' is simply an attempt to hedge. It serves
only to mark the authors' recognition that their view is
somewhat too paradoxical, without in any way removing
the paradox. Besides, the difficulty is not confined to the
case of general propositions of law, though it is there re-
vealed most plainly. It is hardly less obvious in the case
of propositions about the remote past. For it must surely
be admitted that, however strong the evidence in favour
of historical statements may be, their truth can never be-
come more than highly probable. And to maintain that
they also constituted an important, or unimportant, type
of nonsense would be unplausible, to say the very least.
Indeed, it will be our contention that no proposition, other
than a tautology, can possibly be anything more than a
probable hypothesis. And if this is correct, the principle
that a sentence can be factually significant only if it ex-
presses what is conclusively verifiable is self-stultifying as
a criterion of significance. For it leads to the conclusion
that it i1s 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 1is definitely confutable by
experience.” Those who adopt this course assume that,
although no finite series of observations is ever sufficient to
establish the truth of a hypothesis beyond all possibility
of doubt, there are crucial cases in which a single obser-
vation. or series of observations, can definitely confute
it. But, as we shall show later on. this assumption is false.
A hypothesis cannot be conclusively confuted any more
than it can be conclusively verified. For when we take the
occurrence of certain observations as proof that a given

7.  This has been proposed by Karl Popper in his Logit da For-
sc hung.

19



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

Accordingly, we fall back on the weaker sense of veri-
fication. We say that the question that must be asked about
any putative statement of fact is not, Would any observa-
tions make its truth or falsehood logically certain? but
simply. Would any observations be relevant to the de-
termination of its truth or falsehood? And it is only if a
negative answer 1s given to this second question that we
conclude that the statement under consideration is non-
sensical.

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

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

8.  This is an over-simplified statement, which is not literally cor-

rect. 1 give what 1 believe to be the correct formulation in the
Introduction, p. 16
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deny significance to general propositions or to proposi-
tions about the past. Let us see what kinds of assertion it
rules out.

A good example of the kind of utterance that is con-
demned by our criterion as being not even false but
nonsensical would be the assertion that the world of sense-
experience was altogetner unreal. It must, of course, be
admitted that our senses do sometimes deceive us. We
may, as the result of having certain sensations, expect cer-
tain other sensations to be obtainable which are. in fact,
not obtainable. But, in all such cases, it is further sense-
experience that informs us of the mistakes that arise out
of sense-experience. We say that the senses sometimes de-
ceive us, just because the expectations to which our sense-
experiences give rise do not always accord with what we
subsequently experience. That is, we rely on our senses to
substantiate or confute the judgements which are based
on our sensations. And therefore the fact that our percep-
tual judgements are sometimes found to be erroneous has
not the slightest tendency to show that the world of sense-
experience i1s unreal. And, indeed, it is plain that no con-
ceivable observation, or series of observations, could have
any tendency to show that the world revealed to us by
sense-experience was unreal. Consequently, anyone who
condemns the sensible world as a world of mere appear-
ance, as opposed to reality, 1s saying something which,
according to our criterion of significance, is literally non-
sensical.

An example of a controversy which the application of
our criterion obliges us to condemn as fictitious 1s pro-
vided by those who dispute concerning the number of sub-
stances 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 1s impossible to imagine any empirical situation which
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would be relevant to the solution of their dispute. But if
we are told that no possible observation could give any
probability either to the assertion that reality was one
substance or to the assertion that it was many, then we
must conclude that neither assertion is significant. We
shall see later on' that there are genuine logical and em-
pirical questions involved in the dispute between monists
and pluralists. But the metaphyseal 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 1 have made use of in a simi-
lar argument elsewhere ,* will help to demonstrate this.
Let us suppose that a picture is discovered and the suggestion
made that it was painted by Goya. There is a definite
procedure for dealing with such a question. The experts
examine the picture to see in what way it resembles the
accredited works of Goya, and to see if it bears any marks
which are characteristic of a forgery; they look up con-
temporary records for evidence of the existence of such
a picture, and so on. In the end, they may still disagree,
but each one knows what empirical evidence would go
to confirm or discredit his opinion. Suppose, now, that
these men have studied philosophy, and some of them pro-
ceed to maintain that this picture is a set of ideas in the
perceiver’s mind, or in God’s mind, others that it is ob-
jectively real. What possible experience could any of them
have which would be relevant to the solution of this dis-
pute one way or the other? In the ordinary sense of the
term 'real', in which it is opposed to ‘illusory’, the reality
of the picture is not in doubt. The disputants have satis-
fied themselves that the picture is real, in this sense, by

9. In Chapter VIII.

10. Vide ‘Demonstration of the Impossibility of Metaphysics’,
Mind, 1934, p. 339.
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obtaining a correlated series of sensations of sight and
sensations of touch. Is there any similar process by which
they could discover whether the picture was real, in the
sense in which the term ‘real’ is opposed to ‘ideal’?
oearly there is none. But, if that is so, the problem is ficti-
tious 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 dis-
pute concerning the analysis of existential propositions
and so as involving a logical problem which, as we shall
see, can be definitively solved.!! What we have just shown
i1s 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 thus re-
assure those who would otherwise be prevented from
adopting our criterion by considerations of piety.

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

ii. Vide Chapter VI1IL ia. Vide Chapter V.
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1s not an empirical hypothesis, and accordingly has no
factual content. But this is precisely what the principle of
verifiability asserts.

It should be mentioned here that the fact that the utter-
ances of the metaphysician are nonsensical does not fol-
low simply from the fact that they are devoid of factual
content. It follows from that fact, together with the fact
that they are not a priori propositions. And in assuming
that they are not a priori propositions, we arc once again
anticipating the conclusions of a later chapter in this
book.!3 For it will be shown there that a priori proposi-
tions, which have always been attractive to philosophers
on account of their certainty, owe this certainty to the
fact that they are tautologies. We may. accordingly define
a metaphysical sentence as a sentence which purports to
express a genuine proposition, but docs, in fact, express
neither a tautology nor an empirical hypothesis. And as
tautologies and empirical hypotheses form the entire class
of significant propositions, we are justified in concluding
that all metaphysical assertions are nonsensical. Our
next task is to show how they come to be made.

The use of the term ‘substance’, to which we have al-
ready referred, provides us with a good example of the
way in which metaphysics mostly comes to be written. It
happens to be the case that we cannot, in our language,
refer to the sensible properties of a thing without intro-
ducing a word or phrase which appears to stand for the
thing itself as opposed to anything which may be said
about 1t. And, as a result of this, those who are infected
by the primitive superstition that to every name a single
real entity must correspond assume that it is necessary to
distinguish logically between the thing itself and any, or
all, of its sensible properties. And so they employ the term
‘substance’ to refer to the thing itself. But from the fact

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

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

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

A similar mistake has been made in connexion with
such propositions as ‘Unicorns are fictitious’. Here again
the fact that there is a superficial grammatical resemblance
between the English sentences ‘Dogs arc faithful’ and
‘Unicorns are fictitious', and between the corresponding
sentences in other languages, creates the assumption that
they are of the same logical type. Dogs must exist in or-
der to have the property of being faithful, and so it is held
that unless unicorns in some way existed they could not
have the property of being fictitious. But, as it is plainly
self-contradictory to say that fictitious objects exist, the
device is adopted of saying that they are real in some non-
empirical sense-that they have a mode of real being
which is different from the mode of being of existent
things. But since there is no way of testing whether an
object is real in this sense, as there is for testing whether
it 1s real in the ordinary sense, the assertion that fictitious
objects have a special non-empirical mode of real being is
devoid of all literal significance. It comes to be made as a
result of the assumption that being fictitious is an attri-
bute. And this is a fallacy of the same order as the fallacy
of supposing that existence is an attribute, and it can be
exposed in the same way.

In general the postulation of real non-existent entities

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

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

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

16. Vide Was Ist Metaphysik, by Heidegger: criticized by Rudolf
Carnap in his ‘Uberwindung der Metaphysik durch logische Analyse
der Sprache’, Erkenntais, VoL 11, 1932.
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this way, an attempt is made to compensate the metaphy-
sician for his extrusion from philosophy.”

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

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

17.  For a discussion of this point, sec also C A. Mace. ‘Representa-
tion and Expression', Analysis, VoL I, No. 33: and ‘Metaphysics and
Emotive Language', Analysis, Vol. 11. Nos. 1 and 2.
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world is unreal. But it is not the mark of a poet simply to
make mistakes of this sort. There are some, indeed, who
would see in the fact that the metaphysician’s utterances
are senseless a reason against the view that they have aes-
thetic value. And, without going so far as this, we may
safely say that it does not constitute a reason for it.

It is true, however, that although the greater part of
metaphysics i1s merely the embodiment of humdrum er-
rors, there remain a number of metaphysical passages
which are the work of genuine mystical feeling; and they
may more plausibly be held to have moral or aesthetic
value. But. as far as we are concerned, the distinction be-
tween the kind of metaphysics that is produced by a philo-
sopher who has been duped by grammar, and the kind that
is produced by a mystic who is trying to express the in-
expressible, is of no great importance: what is important
to us is to realize that even the utterances of the meta-
physician who is attempting to expound a vision are literally
senseless; so that henceforth we may pursue our philosophi-
cal researches with as little regard for them as for the more
inglorious kind of metaphysics which comes from a failure
to understand the workings of our language.
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CHAPTER 6

CRITIQUE OF ETHICS AND THEOLOGY

THERE is still one objection to be met before we can
claim to have justified our view that all synthetic pro-
positions are empirical hypotheses. This objection is based
on the common supposition that our speculative know-
ledge i1s of two distinct kinds - that which relates to ques-
tions of empirical fact, and that which relates to questions
of value. It will be said that ‘statements of value' are
genuine synthetic propositions, but that they cannot with
any show of justice be represented as hypotheses, which
are used to predict the course of our sensations; and, ac-
cordingly, that the existence of ethics and aesthetics as
branches of speculative knowledge presents an insuper-
able objection to our radical empiricist thesis.

In face of this objection, it is our business to give an
account of ‘judgements of value' which 1s both satisfac-
tory in itself and consistent v/ith our general empiricist
principles. We shall set ourselves to show that in so far
as statements of value are significant, they are ordinary
‘scientific’ statements; and that in so far as they are
not scientific, they are not in the literal sense significant,
but are simply expressions of emotion which can be
neither true nor false. In maintaining this view, we may
confine ourselves for the present to the case of ethical
statements. What is said about them will be found to
apply, mutatis mutandis, to the case of aesthetic state-
ments also.!

The ordinary system of ethics, as elaborated in the
works of ethical philosophers, is very far from being a

Xx. The argument that follows should be read in conjunction with
the Introduction, pp. 25-8.
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homogeneous whole. Not only Is it apt to contain pieces
of metaphysics, and analyses of non-ethical concepts: its
actual ethical contents are themselves of very different
kinds. We may divide them, indeed, into four main classes.
There are, first of all, propositions which express defini*
tions of ethical terms, or judgements about the legitimacy
or possibility of certain definitions. Secondly, there are
propositions describing the phenomena of moral experi-
ence, and their causes. Thirdly, there are exhortations to
moral virtue. And, lastly, there are actual ethical judge-
ments. It is unfortunately the case that the distinction
between these four classes, plain as it is, 1S commonly ig-
nored by ethical philosophers; with the result that it is
often very difficult to tell from their works what it is that
they are seeking to discover or prove.

In fact, it is easy to see that only the first of our four
classes, namely that which comprises the propositions re-
lating to the definitions of ethical terms, can be said to
constitute ethical philosophy. The propositions which de-
scribe the phenomena of moral experience, and their
causes, must be assigned to the science of psychology, or
sociology. The exhortations to moral virtue are not pro-
positions at all, but ejaculations or commands which are
designed to provoke the reader to action of a certain sort.
Accordingly, they do not belong to any branch of philo-
sophy or science. As for the expressions of ethical judge-
ments, we have not yet determined how they should be
classified. But inasmuch as they are certainly neither defi-
nitions nor comments upon definitions, nor quotations,
we may say decisively that they do not belong to ethical
philosophy. A strictly philosophical treatise on ethics
should therefore make no ethical pronouncements. But it
should, by giving an analysis of ethical terms, show what
i1s the category to which all such pronouncements belong.
And this 1s what we are now about to do.
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A question which is often discussed by ethical philo-
sophers is whether it 1s possible to find definitions which
would reduce all ethical terms to one or two fundamental
terms. But this question, though it undeniably belongs to
ethical philosophy, is not relevant to our present inquiry.
We are not now concerned to discover which term, with-
in the sphere of ethical terms, is to be taken as fundamen-
tal; whether, for example, ‘good’ can be defined in terms
of ‘right’ or ‘right* in terms of ‘good’, or both in terms
of ‘value’. What we are interested in is the possibility of
reducing the whole sphere of ethical terms to non-ethical
terms. We are inquiring whether statements of ethical
value can be translated into statements of empirical fact.

That they can be so translated is the contention of those
ethical philosophers who are commonly called subjecti-
vists, and of those who are known as utilitarians. For the
utilitarian defines the rightness of actions, and the good-
ness of ends, in terms of the pleasure, or happiness, or
satisfaction, to which they give rise; the subjectivist, in
terms of the feelings of approval which a certain person,
or group of people, has towards them. Each of these types
of definition makes moral judgements into a sub-class of
psychological or sociological judgements; and for this rea-
son they are very attractive to us. For, if either was cor-
rect, 1t would follow that ethical assertions were not
genetically different from the factual assertions which are
ordinarily contrasted with them; and the account which
we have already given of empirical hypotheses would apply
to them also.

Nevertheless we shall not adopt either a subjectivist or
a utilitarian analysis of ethical terms. We reject the sub-
jectivist view that to call an action right, or a thing good,
1s to say that it is generally approved of, because it is not
self-contradictory to assert that some actions which are
generally approved of are not right, or that some things
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which are generally approved of are not good. And we re-

ject the alternative subjectivist view that a man who as-

serts that a certain action is right, or that a certain thing
is good, i1s saying that he himself approves of it, on the
ground that a man who confessed that he sometimes
approved of what was bad or wrong would not be contra-

dicting himself. And a similar argument is fatal to utili-

tartanism. We cannot agree that to call an action right is
to say that of all the actions possible in the circumstances
it would cause, or be likely to cause, the greatest happiness,
or the greatest balance of pleasure over pain, or the great-

est balance of satisfied over unsatisfied desire, because we
find that it is not self-contradictory to say that it is some-
times wrong to perform the action which would actually
or probably cause the greatest happiness, or the greatest
balance of pleasure over pain, or of satisfied over unsatis-

fied desire. And since it is not self-contradictory to say
that some pleasant things are not good, or that some bad
things are desired, it cannot be the case that the sentence
‘x 1s good' is equivalent to ‘x is pleasant®, or to ‘x is de-

sired’. And to every other variant of utilitarianism with
which I am acquainted the same objection can be made.
And therefore we should, I think, conclude that the vali-

dity of ethical judgements is not determined by the felici-
fic tendencies of actions, any more than by the nature of
people’s feelings; but that it must be regarded as ‘absolute’
or ‘intrinsic’, and not empirically calculable.

If we say this, we are not, of course, denying that it is
possible to invent a language in which all ethical symbols
are definable in non-ethical terms, or even that it is desir-
able to invent such a language and adopt it in place of our
own; what we are denying is that the suggested reduction
of ethical to non-ethical statements is consistent with the
conventions of our actual language. That is, we reject utili-
tarianism and subjectivism, not as proposals to replace
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our existing ethical notions by new ones, but as analyses
of our existing ethical notions. Our contention is simply
that, in our language, sentences which contain normative
ethical symbols are not equivalent to sentences which ex-
press psychological propositions, or indeed empirical pro-
positions of any kind.

It is advisable here to make it plain that it is only norma-
tive ethical symbols, and not descriptive ethical symbols,
that are held by us to be indefinable in factual terms. There
is a danger of confusing these two types of symbols, because
they are commonly constituted by signs of the same sensible
form. Thus a complex sign of the form *x is wrong’ may
constitute a sentence which expresses a moral judgement
concerning a certain type of conduct, or it may constitute
a sentence which states that a certain type of conduct is
repugnant to the moral sense of a particular society. In
the latter case, the symbol 'wrong* is a descriptive ethical
symbol, and the sentence in which it occurs expresses
an ordinary sociological proposition; in the former -case,
the symbol 'wrong* is a normative ethical symbol, and
the sentence in which i1t occurs does not, we maintain, ex-
press an empirical proposition at all. It as only with norma-
tive ethics that we are at present concerned; so that when-
ever ethical symbols are used in the course of this argument
without qualification, they are always to be interpreted
as symbols of the normative type.

In admitting that normative ethical concepts are irre-
ducible to empirical concepts, we seem to be leaving the
way clear for the ‘absolutist’ view of ethics - that is, the
view that statements of value are not controlled by ob-
servation, as ordinary empirical propositions are, but only
by a mysterious ‘intellectual intuition®*. A feature of this
theory, which is seldom recognized by its advocates, is
that it makes statements of value unverifiable. For it is
notorious that what seems intuitively certain to one per-
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son may seem doubtful, or even false, to another. So that
unless it is possible to provide some criterion by which
one may decide between conflicting intuitions, a mere ap-
peal to intuition 1s worthless as a test of a proposition’s
validity. But in the case of moral judgements no such cri-
terion can be given. Some moralists claim to settle the
matter by. saying that they ‘know’ that their own moral
judgements are correct. But such an assertion is of purely
psychological interest, and has not the slightest tendency
to prove the validity of any moral judgement. For dissen-
tient moralists may equally well ‘know’ that their ethical
views are correct. And, as far as subjective certainty goes,
there will be nothing to choose between them. When such
differences of opinion arise in connexion with an ordin-
ary empirical proposition, one may attempt to resolve
them by referring to, or actually carrying out, some rele-
vant empirical test. But with regard to ethical statements,
there 1s, on the ‘absolutist’” or ‘intuitionist’ theory, no
relevant empirical test. We are therefore justified in saying
that on this theory ethical statements are held to be
unverifiable. They are, of course, also held to be genuine
synthetic proportions.

Considering the use which we have made of the prin-
ciple that a synthetic proposition is significant only if it
is empirically verifiable, it is clear that the acceptance of
an ‘absolutist’ theory of ethics would undermine the
whole of our main argument. And as we have already re-
jected the ‘naturalistic’ theories which are commonly
supposed to provide the only alternative to ‘absolutism’
in ethics, we seem to have reached a difficult position. We
shall meet the difficulty by showing that the correct treat-
ment of ethical statements is afforded by a third theory,
which is wholly compatible with our radical empiricism.

We begin by admitting that the fundamental ethical
concepts are unanalysable, inasmuch as there is no
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criterion by which one can test the validity of the judge-
ments in which they occur. So far we are in agreement
with the absolutists. But, unlike the absolutists, we are
able to give an explanation of this fact about ethical con-
cepts. We say that the reason why they are unanalysable is
that they are mere pseudo-concepts. The presence of an
ethical symbol in a proposition adds nothing to its factual
content. Thus if I say to someone, ‘You acted wrongly in
stealing that money,” I am not stating anything more than
if I had simply said, ‘You stole that money.' In adding that
this action is wrong I am not making any further state-
ment about it. I am simply evincing my moral disapproval
of it. It is as if I had said, ‘You stole that money,” in a
peculiar tone of horror, or written it with the addition of
some special exclamation marks. The tone, or the exclama-
tion marks, adds nothing to the literal meaning of the
sentence. It merely serves to show that the expression of
it is attended by certain feelings in the speaker.

If now I generalize my previous statement and say,
‘Stealing money 1s wrong,' I produce a sentence which
has no factual meaning - that is, expresses no proposition
which can be either true or false. It is as if I had written
‘Stealing money!! > - where the shape and thickness of
the exclamation marks show, by a suitable convention,
that a special sort of moral disapproval is the feeling which
is being expressed. It is clear that there is nothing said
here which can be true or false. Another man may dis-
agree with me about the wrongness of stealing, in the
sense that he may not have the same feelings about steal-
ing as I have, and he may quarrel with me on account of
my moral sentiments. But he cannot, strictly speaking,
contradict me. For in saying that a certain type of action
is right or wrong, I am not making any factual statement,
not even a statement about my own state of mind. I am
merely expressing certain moral sentiments. And the man
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who 1s ostensibly contradicting me is merely expressing
his moral sentiments. So that there is plainly no sense in
asking which of us is in the right. For neither of us is as-
serting a genuine proposition.

What we have just been saying about the symbol
‘wrong’ appb'es to all normative ethical symbols. Some-
times they occur in sentences which record ordinary em-
pirical facts besides expressing ethical feeling about those
facts: sometimes they occur in sentences which simply
express ethical' feeling about a certain type of action, or
situation, without making any statement of fact. But in
every case in which one would commonly be said to be
making an ethical judgement, the function of the relevant
ethical word 1s purely 'emotive'. It is used to express feel-
ing about certain objects, but not to make any assertion
about them.

It is worth mentioning that ethical terms do not serve
only to express feeling. They are calculated also to arouse
feeling, and so to stimulate action. Indeed some of them
are used in such a way as to give the sentences in which
they occur the effect of commands. Thus the sentence ‘It
is your duty to tell the truth® may be regarded both as
the expression of a certain sort of ethical feeling about
truthfulness and as the expression of the command ‘Tell
the truth.” The sentence 'You ought to tell the truth' also
involves the command 'Tell the truth’, but here the tone
of the command is less emphatic. In the sentence ‘It is
good to tell the truth® the command has become little
more than a suggestion. And thus the ‘meaning’ of the
word ‘good’, in its ethical usage, is differentiated from
that of the word ‘duty’ or the word ’ought*. In fact we
may define the meaning of the various ethical words in
terms both of the different feelings they are ordinarily
taken to express, and also the different responses which
they are calculated to provoke.
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Wc can now see why it is impossible to find a criterion
for determining the validity of ethical judgements. It is
not because they have an ‘absolute’ validity which is mys-
teriously independent of ordinary sense-experience, but
because they have no objective validity whatsoever. If a
sentence makes no statement at all, there is obviously no
sense in asking whether what it says is true or false. And
we have seen that sentences which simply express moral
judgements do not say anything. They are pure expres-
sions of feeling and as such do not come under the cate-
gory of truth and falsehood. They are unverifiablc for the
same reason as a cry of pain or a word of command is un-
verifiable - because they do not express genuine proposi-
tions.

Thus, although our theory of ethics might fairly be said
to be radically subjectivist, it differs in a very important
respect from the orthodox subjectivist theory. For the or-
thodox subjectivist does not deny, as we do, that the sen-
tences of a moralizer express genuine propositions. All he
denies is that they express propositions of a unique non-
empirical character. His own view is that they express
propositions about the speaker’s feelings. If this were so,
ethical judgements clearly would be capable of being true
or false. They would be true if the speaker had the rele-
vant feelings, and false if he had not. And this is a mat-
ter which is, in principle, empirically verifiable. Further-
more they could be significantly contradicted. For if I say.
Tolerance 1s a virtue,” and someone answers, ‘You don't
approve of 1it,” he would, on the ordinary subjectivist
theory, be contradicting me. On our theory, he would not
be contradicting me, because, in saying that tolerance was
a virtue, I should not be making any statement about my
own feelings or about anything else. I should simply be
evincing my feelings, which is not at all the same thing as
saying that I have them.
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The distinction between the expression of feeling and
the assertion of feeling is complicated by the fact that the
assertion that one has a certain feeling often accompanies
the expression of that feeling, and is then, indeed, a fac-
tor in the expression of that feeling. Thus 1 may simul-
taneously express boredom and say that I am bored, and
in that case my utterance of the words ‘I am bored’ is
one of the circumstances which make it true to say that I
am expressing or evincing boredom. But I can express
boredom without actually saying that I am bored. I can
express it by my tone and gestures, while making a state-
ment about something wholly unconnected with it, or by
an ejaculation, or without uttering any words at all. So
that even if the assertion that one has a certain feeling al-
ways involves the expression of that feeling, the expres-
sion of a feeling assuredly does not always involve the
assertion that one has it. And this is the important point
to grasp in considering the distinction between our theory
and the ordinary subjectivist theory. For whereas the sub-
jectivist holds that ethical statements actually assert the
existence of certain feelings, we hold that ethical state-
ments arc expressions and excitants of feeling which do
not necessarily involve any assertions.

We have already remarked that the main objection to
the ordinary subjectivist theory is that the wvalidity of
ethical judgements is not determined by the nature of
their author’s feelings. And this is an objection which our
theory escapes. For it does not imply that the existence of
any feelings 1s a necessary and sufficient condition of the
validity of an ethical judgement. It implies, on the con-
trary, that ethical judgements have no validity.

There 1s, however, a celebrated argument against sub-
jectivist theories which our theory does not escape. It has
been pointed out by Moore that if ethical statements were
simply statements about the speaker’s feelings, it would
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be impossible to argue about questions of value* To take
a typical example: if a man said that thrift was a virtue,
and another replied that it was a vice, they would not,
on this theory, be disputing with one another. One would
be saying that he approved of thrift, and the other that he
didn’t; and there is no reason why both these statements
should not be true. Now Moore held it to be obvious that
we do dispute about questions of value, and accordingly
concluded that the particular form of subjectivism which
he was discussing was false.

It is plain that the conclusion that it 1s impossible to
dispute about questions of value follows from our theory
also. For as we hold that such sentences as ‘Thrift is a
virtue’ and ‘Thrift is a vice’ do not express propositions
at all, we clearly cannot hold that they express incom-
patible propositions. We must therefore admit that if
Moore's argument really refutes the ordinary subjectivist
theory, it also refutes ours. But, in fact, we deny that it
does refute even the ordinary subjectivist theory. For we
hold that one really never does dispute about questions of
value.

This may seem, at first sight, to be a very paradoxical
assertion. For we certainly do engage in disputes which
are ordinarily regarded as disputes about questions of
value. But, in all such cases, we find, if we consider the
matter closely, that the dispute is not really about a ques-
tion of value, but about a question of fact. When someone
disagrees with us about the moral value of a certain action
or type of action, we do admittedly resort to argument in
order to win him over to our way of thinking. But we do
not attempt to show by our arguments that he has the
‘wrong’ ethical feeling towards a situation whose nature
he has correctly apprehended. What we attempt to show
1s that he is mistaken about the facts of the case. We argue

2. cf. Philosophical Studies. ‘The Nature of Moral Philosophy’.
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that he has misconceived the agent’s motive: or that he
has misjudged the effects of the action, or its probable
effects in view of the agent's knowledge; or that he has
failed to take into account the special circumstances in
which the agent was placed. Or else we employ more gen-
eral arguments about the effects which actions of a certain
type tend to produce, or the qualities which are usu-
ally manifested in their performance. We do this in the
hope that we have only to get our opponent to agree with
us about the nature of the empirical facts for him to adopt
the same moral attitude towards them as we do. And as
the people with whom we argue have generally received
the same moral education as ourselves, and live in the
same social order, our expectation is usually justified. But
if our opponent happens to have undergone a different
process of moral 'conditioning' from ourselves, so that,
even when he acknowledges all the facts, he still disagrees
with us about the moral value of the actions under dis-
cussion, then we abandon the attempt to convince him by
argument. We say that it is impossible to argue with him
because he has a distorted or undeveloped moral sense;
which signifies merely that he employs a different set of
values from our own. We feel that our own system of
values 1s superior, and therefore speak in such derogatory
terms of his. But we cannot bring forward any arguments
to show that our system is superior. For our judgement
that it is so is itself a judgement of value, and accordingly
outside the scope of argument. It is because argument fails
us when we come to deal with pure questions of value, as
distinct from questions of fact, that we finally resort to
mere abuse.

In short, we find that argument is possible on moral
questions only if some system of values is presupposed. If
our opponent concurs with us in expressing moral dis-
approval of all actions of a given type ¢, then we may get



him to condemn a particular action A, by bringing for-
ward arguments to show that A is of type ¢ For the ques-
tion whether A does or does not belong to that type is a
plain question of fact. Given that a man has certain moral
principles, we argue that he must, in order to be consistent,
react morally to certain things in a certain way. What we
do not and cannot argue about is the validity of these
moral principles. We merely praise or condemn them in
the light of our own feelings.

If anyone doubts the accuracy of this account of moral
disputes, let him try to construct even an imaginary argu-
ment on a question of value which does not reduce itself
to an argument about a question of logic or about an em-
pirical matter of fact. I am confident that he will not suc-
ceed in producing a single example. And if that is the case,
he must allow that its involving the impossibility of purely
ethical arguments is not, as Moore thought, a ground of
objection to our theory, but rather a point in favour of it.

Having upheld our theory against the only criticism
which appeared to threaten it, we may now use it to de-
fine the nature of all ethical inquiries. We find that ethical
philosophy consists simply in saying that ethical concepts
are pseudoconcepts and therefore unanalysable. The fur-
ther task of describing the different feelings that the dif-
ferent ethical terms are used to express, and the different
reactions that they customarily provoke, is a task for the
psychologist. There cannot be such a tiling as ethical
science, if by ethical science one means the elaboration of
a 'true' system of morals. For we have seen that, as ethi-
cal judgements are mere expressions of feeling, there can
be no way of determining the validity of any ethical sys-
tem, and, indeed, no sense in asking whether any such sys-
tem is true. All that one may legitimately inquire in this
connexion is. What are the moral habits of a given per-
son or group of people, and what causes them to have pare-
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dsely those habits and feelings? And this inquiry falls
wholly within the scope of the existing social sciences.

It appears, then, that ethics, as a branch of knowledge,
1s nothing more than a department of psychology and
sociology. And in case anyone thinks that we are over-
looking the existence of casuistry, we may remark that
casuistry is not a science, but is a purely analytical in-
vestigation of the structure of a given moral system. In
other words, it is an exercise in formal logic.

When one comes to pursue the psychological inquiries
which constitute ethical science, one is immediately en-
abled to account for the Kantian and hedonistic theories
of morals. For one finds that one of the chief causes of
moral behaviour 1s fear, both conscious and unconscious,
of a god’s displeasure, and fear of the enmity of society.
And this, indeed, is the reason why moral precepts pre-
sent themselves to some people as ‘categorical' com-
mands. And one finds, also, that the moral code of a society
is partly determined by the beliefs of that society con-
cerning the conditions of its own happiness - or, in other
words, that a society tends to encourage or discourage a
given type of conduct by the use of moral sanctions ac-
cording as it appears to promote or detract from the con-
tentment of the society as a whole. And this is the reason
why altruism is recommended in most moral codes and
egotism condemned. It is from the observation of this con-
nexion between morality and happiness that hedonistic or
eudaemonistic theories of morals ultimately spring, just as
the moral theory of Kant is based on the fact, previously
explained, that moral precepts have for some people the
force of inexorable commands. As each of these theories
ignores the fact which lies at the root of the other, both
may be criticized as being one-sided; but this is not the
main objection to either of them. Their essential defect
is that they treat propositions which refer to the causes
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and attributes of our ethical feelings as if they were de-
finitions of ethical concepts. And thus they fail to recog-
nize that ethical concepts are pseudo-concepts and con-
sequently indefinable.

As we have already said, our conclusions about the na-
ture of ethics apply to aesthetics also. Aesthetic terms are
used in exactly the same way as ethical terms. Such aes-
thetic words as ’beautiful’ and ‘hideous’ are employed, as
ethical words are employed, not to make statements of
fact, but simply to express certain feelings and evoke a
certain response. It follows, as in ethics, that there is no
sense in attributing objective validity to aesthetic judge-
ments, and no possibility of arguing about questions of
value in aesthetics, but only about questions of fact. A
scientific treatment of aesthetics would show us what in
general were the causes of aesthetic feeling, why various
societies produced and admired the works of art they did,
why taste varies as it does within a given society, and so
forth. And these are ordinary psychological or sociological
questions. They have, of course, little or nothing to do
with aesthetic criticism as we understand it. But that is
because the purpose of aesthetic criticism is not so much
to give knowledge as to communicate emotion. The critic,
by calling attention to certain features of the work under
review, and expressing his own feelings about them, en-
deavours to make us share his attitude towards the work
as a whole. The only relevant propositions that he formu-
lates are propositions describing the nature of the work.
And these are plain records of fact. We conclude, there-
fore, that there is nothing in aesthetics, any more than
there is in ethics, to justify the view that it embodies a
unique type of knowledge.

It should now be clear that the only information which
we can legitimately derive from the study of our aesthetic
and moral experiences is information about our own men-
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tal and physical make-up. We take note of these experi-
ences as providing data for our psychological and socio-
logical generalizations. And this is the only way in which
they serve to increase our knowledge. It follows that any
attempt to make our use of ethical and aesthetic concepts
the basis of a metaphysical theory concerning the exis-
tence of a world of values, as distinct from the world of
facts, involves a false analysis of these concepts. Our own
analysis has shown that the phenomena of moral experi-
ence cannot fairly be used to support any rationalist or
metaphysical doctrine whatsoever. In particular, they can-
not, as Kant hoped, be used to established the existence of a
transcendent god.

This mention of God brings us to the question of the
possibility of religious knowledge. We shall see that this
possibility has already been ruled out by our treatment of
metaphysics. But, as this is a point of considerable interest,
we may be permitted to discuss it at some length.

It is now generally admitted, at any rate by philoso-
phers, that the existence of a being having the attributes
which define the god of any non-animistic religion cannot
be demonstratively proved. To see that this is so, we have
only to ask ourselves what are the premises from which
the existence of such a god could be deduced. If the con-
clusion that a god exists is to be demonstratively certain,
then these premises must be certain; for, as the conclusion
of a deductive argument is already contained in the pre-
mises, any uncertainty there may be about the truth of
the premises is necessarily shared by it. But we know that
no empirical proposition can ever be anything more than
probable. It is only a priori propositions that are logic-
ally certain. But we cannot deduce the existence of a god
from an a priori proposition. For we know that the rea-
son why a priori propositions are certain i1s that they are
tautologies. And from a set of tautologies nothing but a
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further tautology can be validly deduced. It follows that
there is no possibility of demonstrating the existence of a
god.

What is not so generally recognized is that there can be
no way of proving that the existence of a god. such as the
God of Christianity, is even probable. Yet this also is easily
shown. For if the existence of such a god were probable,
then the proposition that he existed would be an empirical
hypothesis. And in that case it would be possible to deduce
from 1it, and other empirical hypotheses, certain experi-
ential propositions which were not deducible from those
other hypotheses alone. But in fact this is not possible. It
1s sometimes claimed, indeed, that the existence of a cer-
tain sort of regularity in nature constitutes sufficient evi-
dence for the existence of a god. But if the sentence 'God
exists’ entails no more than that certain types of pheno-
mena occur in certain sequences, then to assert the exis-
tence of a god will be simply equivalent to asserting that
there is the requisite regularity in nature; and no religious
man would admit that this was all he intended to assert
in asserting the existence of a god. He would say that in
talking about God he was talking about a transcendent
being who might be known through -certain empirical
manifestations, but certainly could not be defined in terms
of those manifestations. But in that case the term 'god’ is
a metaphysical term. And if ‘god’ is a metaphysical term,
then it cannot be even probable that a god exists. For to
say that ‘God exists’ i1s to make a metaphysical utterance
which cannot be either true or false. And by the same cri-
terion. no sentence which purports to describe the nature
of a transcendent god can possess any literal significance.

It is important not to confuse this view of religious as-
sertions with the view that is adopted by atheists, or ag-
nostics.® For it Is characteristic of an agnostic to bold that

3- This point was suggested to me by Professor H. H. Price.
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the existence of a god is a possibility in which there is
no good reason either to believe or disbelieve; and it is
characteristic of an atheist to hold that it is at least prob-
able that no god exists. And our view that all utterances
about the nature of God are nonsensical, so far from be-
ing identical with, or even lending any support to, either
of these familiar contentions, 1is actually incompatible
with them. For if the assertion that there is a god is non-
sensical, then the atheist’s assertion that there is no god is
equally nonsensical, since it is only a significant proposi-
tion that can be significantly contradicted. As for the
agnostic, although he refrains from saying either that
there is or that there is not a god, he does not deny that
the question whether a transcendent god exists is a genuine
question. He docs not deny that the two sentences ‘There
is a transcendent god’ and ‘There is no transcendent god’
express propositions one of which is actually true and the
other false. All he says is that we have no means of telling
which of them is true, and therefore ought not to commit
ourselves to either. But we have seen that the sentences in
question do not express propositions at all. And this means
that agnosticism also is ruled out.

Thus we offer the theist the same comfort as we gave
to the moralist. His assertions cannot possibly be valid,
but they cannot be invalid either. As he says nothing at
all about the world, he cannot justly be accused of saying
anything false, or anything for which he has insufficient
grounds. It is only when the theist claims that in asserting
the existence of a transcendent god he is expressing a
genuine proposition that we are entitled to disagree with
him.

It is to be remarked that in cases where deities are iden-
tified with natural objects, assertions concerning them
may be allowed to be significant. If, for example, a man
tells me that the occurrence of thunder is alone both
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necessary and sufficient to establish the truth of the proposi-
tion that Jehovah is angry, I may conclude that, in his
usage of words, the sentence ‘Jehovah is angry’ is equiva-
lent to ‘It 1s thundering.” But in sophisticated religions,
though they may be to some extent based on men's awe of
natural processes which they cannot sufficiently understand,
the ‘person’ who is supposed to control the empirical
world is not himself located in it; he is held to be superior
to the empirical world, and so outside it; and he is en-
dowed with super-empirical attributes. But the notion of a
person whose essential attributes are non-empirical is not
an intelligible notion at all. We may have a word which is
used as if it named this ‘person’, but, unless the sentences
in which it occurs express propositions which are empiri-
cally verifiable, it cannot be said to symbolize anything.
And this 1s the case with regard to the word ‘god’, in the
usage in which it is intended to refer to a transcendent
object. The mere existence of the noun is enough to foster
the illusion that there is a real, or at any rate a possible
entity corresponding to it. It is only when we inquire what
God’s attributes are that we discover that ‘God’, in this
usage, 1s not a genuine name.

It is common to find belief in a transcendent god con-
joined with belief in an after-life. But, in the form which
it usually takes, the content of this belief is not a genuine
hypothesis. To say that men do not ever die, or that the
state of death is merely a state of prolonged insensibility,
is indeed to express a significant proposition, though all
the available evidence goes to show that it is false. But to
say that there is something imperceptible inside a man,
which is his soul or his real self, and that it goes on living
after he 1s dead, is to make a metaphysical assertion which
has no more factual content than the assertion that there
is a transcendent god.

It is worth mentioning that, according to the account
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which we have given of religious assertions, there is no
logical ground for antagonism between religion and na-
tural science. As far as the question of truth or falsehood
is concerned, there is no opposition between the natural
scientist and the theist who believes in a transcendent
god. For since the religious utterances of the theist are not
genuine propositions at all, they cannot stand in any logi-
cal relation to the propositions of science. Such antagon-
ism as there is between religion and science appears to
consist in the fact that science takes away one of the mo-
tives which make men religious. For it is acknowledged
that one of the ultimate sources of religious feeling lies in
the inability of men to determine their own destiny; and
science tends to destroy the feeling of awe with which
men regard an alien world, by making them believe that
they can understand and anticipate the course of natural
phenomena, and even to some extent control it. The fact
that it has recently become fashionable for physicists
themselves to be sympathetic towards religion is a point
in favour of this hypothesis. For this sympathy towards
religion marks the physicists’ own lack <5f confidence in
the wvalidity of their hypotheses, which i1s a reaction on
their part from the anti-religicus dogmatism of nineteenth-
century scientists, and a natural outcome of the crisis
through which physics has just passed.

It is not within the scope of this inquiry to enter more
deeply into the causes of religious feeling, or to discuss the
probability of the continuance of religious belief. We are
concerned only to answer those questions which arise out
of our discussion of the possibility of religious know-
ledge. The point which we wish to establish is that there
cannot be any transcendent truths of religion. For the sen-
tences which the theist uses to express such ‘truths' are
not literally significant.

An interesting feature of this conclusion is that it
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accords with what many theists are accustomed to say
themselves. For we are often told that the nature of God is
a mystery which transcends the human understanding. But
to say that something transcends the human understand-
ing is to say that it is unintelligible. And what is unin-
telligible cannot significantly be described. Again, we are
told that God is not an object of reason but an object of
faith. This may be nothing more than an admission that
the existence of God must be taken on trust, since it can-
not be proved. But it may also be an assertion that God
is the object of a purely mystical intuition, and cannot
therefore be defined in terms which are intelligible to the
reason. And 1 think there are many theists who would
assert this. But if one allows that it is impossible to define
God in intelligible terms, then one is allowing that it is
impossible for a sentence both to be significant and to be
about God. If a mystic admits that the object of his vision
1s something which cannot be described, then he must
also admit that he is bound to talk nonsense when he
describes fit.

For his part, the mystic may protest that his intuition
does reveal truths to him, even though he cannot explain
to others what these truths are; and that we who do not
possess this faculty of intuition can have no ground
for denying that it is a cognitive faculty. For we can
hardly maintain a priori that there are no ways of dis-
covering true propositions except those which we our-
selves employ. The answer is that we set no limit to the
number of ways in which one may come to formulate a
true proposition. We do not in any way deny that a syn-
thetic truth may be discovered by purely intuitive me-
thods as well as by the rational method of induction. But
we do say that every synthetic proposition, however it
may have been arrived at, must be subject to the test of
actual experience. We do not deny a priori that the mystic
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is able to discover truths by his own special methods. We
wait to hear what are the propositions which embody his
discoveries, in order to see whether they are verified or
confuted by our empirical observations. But the mystic
so far from producing propositions which are empirically
verified, is unable to produce any intelligible propositions
at all. And therefore we say that his intuition has not re-
vealed to him any facts. It i1s no use his saying that he
has apprehended facts but is unable to express them. For
we know that if he really had acquired any information,
he would be able to express it. He would be able to in-
dicate in some way or other how the genuineness of his
discovery might be empirically determined. The fact that
he cannot reveal what he ‘knows’, or even himself de-
vise an empirical test to validate his ‘knowledge’, shows
that his state of mystical intuition is not a genuinely cog-
nitive state. So that in describing his vision the mystic
does not give us any information about the external world;
he merely gives us indirect information about the condi-
tion of his own mind.

These considerations dispose of the argument from re-
ligious experience, which many philosophers still regard
as a valid argument in favour of the existence of a god.
They say that it is logically possible for men to be im-
mediately acquainted with God, as they are immediately
acquainted with a sense-content, and that there is no rea-
son why one should be prepared to believe a man when
he says that he is seeing a yellow patch, and refuse to be-
lieve him he says that he is seeing God. The answer to this
is that if the man who asserts that he is seeing God is
merely asserting that he is experiencing a peculiar kind of
sense-content, then we do not for a moment deny that his
assertion may be true. But, ordinarily, the man who says
that he is seeing God is saying not merely that he i1s ex-
periencing a religious emotion, but also that there exists
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a transcendent being who is the object of this emotion;
just as the man who says that he sees a yellow patch is
ordinarily saying not merely that his visual sense-field con-
tains a yellow sense-content, but also that there exists a
yellow object to which the sense-content belongs. And it is
not irrational to be prepared to believe a man when he
asserts the existence of a yellow object, and to refuse to
believe him when he asserts the existence of a transcen-
dent god. For whereas the sentence ‘There exists here a
yellow-coloured material thing’ expresses a genuine syn-
thetic proposition which could be empirically verified, the
sentence ‘There exists a transcendent god' has, as we have
seen, no literal significance.

We conclude, therefore, that the argument from reli-
gious experience is altogether fallacious. The fact that
people have religious experiences is interesting from the
psychological point of view, but it docs not in any way
imply that there is such a thing as religious knowledge,
any more than our having moral experiences implies that
there is such a thing as moral knowledge. The theist, like
the moralist, may believe that his experiences are cogni-
tive experiences, but, unless he can formulate his ‘know-
ledge’ in propositions that are empirically verifiable, we
may be sure that he is deceiving himself. It follows that
those philosophers who fill their books with assertions that
they intuitively ‘know’ this or that moral or religious
‘truth> are merely providing material for the psycho-
analyst. For no act of intuition can be said to reveal a
truth about any matter of fact unless it issues in verifiable
propositions. And all such propositions are to be incor-
porated in the system of empirical propositions which con-
stitutes science.

126



