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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 philo-
sophical inquiry, And this is by no means so difficult a
task as the history of philosephy would lead one to
suppose. For if there are any guestions which scieace
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 re-
ality transcending the world of science and common
sense. Later on, when we come to define meta-
physics and account for its existence, we shall find
that it is possible to be a metaphysician without be-
lieving in a transcendent reality; for we shall see that
marty metaphysical utterances are due to the com-
mission of logical errors, rather than to a conscious
desire on the part of thelr 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 tran-
scended the phenomenal world would be to inquire
from what premises his propositions were deduced.
Must he not begin, as other men do, with the evi-
dence of his senses? And if so, what valid process of
reasoning can possibly lead him to the conception of
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a transcendent reality? Surely from empirical prem-
ises 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 evi-
dence of his senses. He would say that he was en-
dowed 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 nonempirical world was there-
fore logically unjustified, it would not follow that the
assertions which he made concerning this nonempir-
ical world could not be true. For the fact that a con-
clusion 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 criti-
cism of the nature of the actual statements which
comprise it. And this is the line of srgument 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 possi-
bly have any literal significance; from which it must
follow that the labors of those who have striven to de-
scribe such a reality have all been devoted to the pro-
duction of nonsense,

It may be suggested that this is a proposition
which has already been proved by Kant. But al-
though Kant also condemned transcendent meta-
physics, 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
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out beyond the limits of possible experience and at-
tempted to deal with things in themselves. And thus
he made the impossibility of a transcendent meta-
physic 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 be-
vond 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,”? a truth to which Bradley gives a special twist
in maintaining that the man who is ready fo prove
that metaphysics is impossible is a brother meta-
physician with a rival theory of his own.?

Whatever force these objecions may have against
the Kantian doctrine, they have none whatsoever
against the thesis that T am about to set forth. It can-
not here be said that the author is himself overstep-
ping the barrier he maintains to be impassable. For the
fruitlessness of attempting to transcend the Iimits of
possible sense-experience will be deduced, not from a
psychological hypothesis concerning the actual consti-
tution of the human mind, but from the rule which
determines the literal significance of language. Our
charge against the metaphysician is not that he at-
tempts to employ the understanding in a field where it
cannot profitably venture, but that he produces sen-
tences 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 necessar-
ily devoid of iteral significance. We need only formu-
late the criterion which enables us to test whether a
senfence expresses 4 genuine proposition about a
matter of fact, and then point out that the sentences
under consideration fail to satsfy 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 genuine-
ness of apparent statements of fact is the criterion of
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verifizhility. We say that a sentence is factually sig-
nificant 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 assump-
tion 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 signifi-
cant to him; but it is mot 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 gramumatical 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 distinc-
tion between practical verifiability, and verifiability in
principle. Plainly we ail 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, con-
cerning matters of fact, which we could not verify
even if we chose; simply because we lack the practi-
cal 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 I am unable to decide the
matter by actual observation. But I do know what
observations would decide it for me, if, as is theoret-
ically conceivable, I were once in a position to make
them. And therefore T say that the proposition is
verifiable in principle, if not in practice, and is
accordingly significant. On the other hand, such a
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metaphysical pseudo-proposition as “the Absolute
enters into, but is itself incapable of, evoluton and
progress,”™ is not even in principle verifiable. For one
cannot conceive of an observation which would en-
able 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 com-
monly used by English-speaking people, and that he
does, in fact, intend to assert something which could
be empirically verified. But untl he makes us under-
stand how the proposition that he wishes to express
would be verified, he fails to communicate anything
to us. And if he admits, as T think the author of the
remark in guestion would have admitted, that his
words were not intended to express either a tautol-
ogy 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 estab-
lished 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 conciusive verifi-
ability as our criterion of significance, as some pos-
itivists 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 se-
rics 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 con-
clusively. And then, if we adopt conclusive verifia-

bility as our criterion of significance, we are logically
obliged to treat these general propoesitions 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 important type of nonsense. But here the
introduction of the term “important” is simply an at-
tempt to hedge. It serves only to mark the authors’
recognition that their view is somewhat too paradoxi-
cal, without in any way removing the paradox. Be-
sides, the difficulty is not confined to the case of
general propositions of law, though it is there revealed
most plainly. It is hardly less obvicus in the case of
propositions about the remote past. For it must surely
be admitted that, however strong the evidence in favor
of historical statements may be, their fruth can never
become more than highly probable. And to maintain
that they also constituted an important, or unimpor-
tany, 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 factu-
ally significant only if it expresses what is conclusively
verifiable is self-stultifying as a criterion of signifi-
cance. For it leads to the conclusion that it is impossi-
ble to make a significant statement of fact at all.
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