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PHILOSOPHY (1929)

Philosophy must be of some use and we must take it
seriously; it must clear our thoughts and so our actions. Or
else it is a disposition we have to check, and an inquiry to
see that this is so; i.e. the chief proposition of philosophy is
that philosophy is nonsense. And again we must then take
seriously that it is nonsense, and not pretend, as Wittgenstein
does, that it is important nonsense |

In philosophy we take the propositions we make in science
and everyday life, and try to exhibit them in a logical system
with primitive terms and definitions, etc. Essentially a
philosophy is a system of definitions or, only too often, a
system of descriptions of how definitions might be given.

I do not think it is necessary to say with Moore that the
definitions explain what we have hitherto meant by our
propositions, but rather that they show how we intend to
use them in future. Moore would say they were the same,
that philosophy does not change what anyone meant by ‘ This
is a table’. It seems to me that it might; for meaning is
mainly potential, and a change might therefore only be
manifested on rare and critical occasions. Also sometimes
philosophy should clarify and distinguish notions previously
vague and confused, and clearly this is meant to fix our future
meaning only.! But this is clear, that the definitions are to
give at least our future meaning, and not merely to give any
pretty way of obtaining a certain structure.

I used to worry myself about the nature of philosophy
through excessive scholasticism. I could not see how we could
understand a word and not be able to recognize whether a

1 But in so far as our past meaning was not utterly confused,

philosophy will naturally give that, too. E.g. that paradigm of
philosophy, Russell’s theory of descriptions.
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proposed definition of it was or was not correct. I did not
realize the vagueness of the whole idea of understanding, the
reference it involves to a multitude of performances any of
which may fail and require to be restored. Logic issues in
tautologies, mathematics in identities, philosophy in defini-
tions ; all trivial but all part of the vital work of clarifying
and organizing our thought,

If we regard philosophy as a system of definitions (and
elucidations of the use of words which cannot be nominally
defined), the things that seem to me problemsabout it are these :

(1) What definitions do we feel it up to philosophy to
provide, and what do we leave to the sciences or feel it
unnecessary to give at all ?

(2) When and how can we be content without a defini-
tion but merely with a description of how a definition
might be given ? [This point is mentioned above.]

(3) How can philosophical enquiry be conducted with-
out a perpetual pefitio principii ?

(1) Philosophy is not concerned with special problems of
definition but only with general ones : it does not propose to
define particular terms of art or science, but to settle e.g.
problems which arise in the definition of any such term or
in the relation of any term in the physical world to the terms
of experience. ’

Terms of art and science, however, must be defined, but not
necessarily nominally ; e.g. we define mass by explaining how
to measure it, but this is not a nominal definition ; it merely
gives the term ‘mass’ in a theoretical structure a clear
relation to certain experimental facts. The terms we do not
need to define are those which we know we could define if
need arose, like “ chair ’, or those which like ‘ clubs ’ (the suit
of cards) we can translate easily into visual or some other
language, but cannot conveniently expand in words.
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(2) The solution to what we called in (1) a ‘general
problem of definition’ is naturally a description of defini-
tions, from which we learn how to form the actual
definition in any particular case. That we so often seem
to get no actual definitions, is because the solution of the
problem is often that nominal definition is inappropriate,
and that what is wanted is an explanation of the use of
the symbol.

But this does not touch what may be supposed to be the
real difficulty under this head (2} ; for what we have said applies
only to the case in which the word to be defined being merely
described (because treated as one of a class), its definition
or explanation is also, of course, merely described, but
described in such a way that when the actual word is given
its actual definition can be derived. But there are other cases
in which the word to be defined being given, we are given in
return no definition of it but a statement that its meaning
involves entities of such-and-such sorts in such-and-such ways,
i.e. a statement which would give us a definition if we had
names for these entities.

As to the use of this, it is plainly to fit the term in connection
with variables, to put it as a value of the right complex
variable; and it presupposes that we can have variables
without names for all their values. Difficult questions arise
as to whether we must always be able to name all the values,
and if so what kind of ability this means, but clearly the
phenomenon is in some way possible in connection with
sensations for which our language is so fragmentary. For
instance, ‘ Jane's voice ' is a description of a characteristic
of sensations for which we have no name, We could perhaps
name it, but can we identify and name the different inflexions
of which it consists ?

An objection often made to these descriptions of definitions
of sensory characteristics is that they express what we should
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find on analysis, but that this kind of analysis changes the
sensation analysed by developing the complexity which it
pretends merely to discover. That attention can change our
experience is indubitable, but it seems to me possible that
sometimes it reveals a pre-existing complexity (i.e. enables
us to symbolize this adequately), for this is compatible with
any change in incidental facts, anything even except a creation
of the complexity.

Another difficulty with regard to descriptions of definitions
is that if we content ourselves with them we may get simply
nonsense by introducing nonsensical variables, e.g. described
variables such as ‘ particular’ or theoretical ideas such as
‘point’. We might for instance say that by ‘ patch’ we
mean an infinite class of points; if so we should be giving
up philosophy for theoretical psychology. For in philosophy
we analyse our thought, in which patch could not be replaced
by infinite class of points : we could not determine a particular
infinite class extensionally ; ‘ This patch is red ’ is not short
for ‘aisred and b isred etc. . . .” where g, b, etc., are points.
(How would it be if just @ were not red ?) Infinite classes of
points could only come in when we look at the mind from
outside and construct a theory of it, in which its sensory
field consists of classes of coloured points about which it
thinks.

Now if we made this theory about our own mind we should
have to regard it as accounting for certain facts, e.g. that this
patch is red; but when we are thinking of other people’s
minds we have no facts, but are altogether in the realm of
theory, and can persuade ourselves that these theoretical
constructions exhaust the field. We then turn back on our
own minds, and say that what are really happening there are
simply these theoretical processes. The clearest instance of
this is, of course, materialism. But many other philosophies,
e.g. Carnap’s, make just the same mistake.
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(3) Our third question was how we could avoid petitio
principii, the danger of which arises somewhat as follows :—

In order to clarify my thought the proper method seems
to be simply to think out with myself ‘ What do I mean by
that?’ ‘What are the separate notions involved in this
teem ? ' ‘Does this really follow from that?’ etc., and
to test identity of meaning of a proposed definiens and the
definiendum by real and hypothetical examples. This we can
often do without thinking about the nature of meaning itself ;
we can tell whether we mean the same or different things by
‘horse ’ and ‘ pig ’ without thinking at all about meaning in
general. But in order to settle more complicated questions
of the sort we obviously need a logical structure, a system of
logic, into which to bring them. These we may hope to
obtain by a relatively easy previous application of the same
methods ; for instance, it should not be difficult to see that
for either not-p or not-¢ to be true is just the same thing as
for not both p and ¢ to be true. In this case we construct a
logic, and do all our philosophical analysis entirely unself-
consciously, thinking all the time of the facts and not about
our thinking about them, deciding what we mean without
any reference to the nature of meanings. [Of course we could
also think about the nature of meaning in an unselfconscious
way; i.e. think of a case of meaning before us without
reference to our meaning #¢.] This is one method and it may
be the right one; but I think it is wrong and leads to an
impasse, and I part company from it in the following way.

It seems to me that in the process of clarifying our thought
we come to terms and sentences which we cannot elucidate
in the obvious manner by defining their meaning. Forinstance,
variable hypotheticals and theoretical terms we cannot define,
but we can explain the way in which they are used, and in this
explanation we are forced to look not only at the objects
which we are talking about, but at our own mental states.
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As Johnson would say, in this part of logic we cannot neglect
the epistemic or subjective side.

Now this means that we cannot get clear about these terms
and sentences without getting clear about meaning, and we
seem to get into the situation that we cannot understand
e.g. what we say about time and the external world without
first understanding meaning and yet we cannot understand
meaning without first understanding certainly time and
probably the external world which are involved in it. So
we cannot make our philosophy into an ordered progress to
a goal, but have to take our problems as a whole and jump
to a simultaneous solution ; which will have something of the
nature of a hypothesis, for we shall accept it not as the
consequence of direct argument, but as the only one we can
think of which satisfies our several requirements.

Of course, we should not strictly speak of argument, but
there is in philosophy a process analogous to ‘ linear inference ’
in which things become successively clear ; and since, for the
above reason, we cannot carry this through to the end, we are
in the ordinary position of scientists of having to be content
with piecemeal improvements : we can make several things
clearer, but we cannot make anything clear.

I find this self-consciousness inevitable in philosophy
except in a very limited field. We are driven to philosophize
because we do not know clearly what we mean ; the question
isalways’ What doImeanbyx ? ' And only very occasionally
can we settle this without reflecting on meaning. But it is
not only an obstacle, this necessity of dealing with meaning ;
it is doubtless an essential clue to the truth. If we neglect
it I feel we may get into the absurd position of the child in the
following dialogue: ‘Say breakfast.” ‘Can’t” ‘What
can’t you say ? ° ‘Can't say breakfast.’

But the necessity of self-consciousness must not be used as
a justification for nonsensical hypotheses; we are doing
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philosophy not theoretical psychology, and our analyses of our
statements, whether about meaning or anything else, must be
such as we can understand.

The chief danger to our philosophy, apart from laziness and
woolliness, is scholasticism, the essence of which is treating
what is vague as if it were precise and trying to fit it into an
exact logical category. A typical piece of scholasticism is
Wittgenstein’s view that all our everyday propositions are
completely in order and that it is impossible to think illogically.
(This last is like saying that it is impossible to break the rules of
bridge because if you break them you are not playing bridge
but, as Mrs C.says, not-bridge.) Anotheris the argumentation
about acquaintance with before leading to the conclusion that
we perceive the past. A simple consideration of the automatic
telephone shows that we could react differently to AB and
BA without perceiving the past, so that the argument is
substantially unsound. It turnson a play with ‘ acquaintance ’
which means, first, capacity to symbolize and, secondly,
sensory perception. Wittgenstein seems to equivocate in
just the same way with his notion of ‘ given.’
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2
UNIVERSALS (1925)

The purpose of this paper is to consider whether there is a
fundamental division of objects into two classes, particulars
and universals. This question was discussed by Mr Russell
in a paper printed in the Aristotelian Society’s Proceedings
for 1911. His conclusien that the distinction was ultimate
was based upon two familiar arguments, directed against the
two obvious methods of abolishing the distinction by holding
either that universals are collections of particulars, or that
particulars are collections of their qualities. These arguments,
perfectly sound as far as they go, do not however seem to me
to settle the whole question. The first, which appears again
in The Problems of Philosophy, shows as against the
nominalists that such a proposition as ‘ This sense-datum is
white ’ must have as one constituent something, such as
whiteness or similarity, which is not of the same logical type
as the sense-datum itself. The second argument, also briefly
expounded in McTaggart’s The Nature of Existence, proves
that a man cannot be identified with the sum of his qualities.
But although a man cannot be one of his own qualities, that
is no reason why he should not be a quality of something else.
In fact material objects are described by Dr Whitehead as
‘ true Aristotelian adjectives ’ ; so that we cannot regard these
two arguments as rendering the distinction between particular
and universal secure against all criticism.

What then, I propose to ask, is the difference between a
particular and a universal? What can we say about one
which will not also be true of the other? If we follow Mr
Russell we shall have to investigate three kinds of distinction,
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psychological, physical and logical. First we have the
difference between a percept and a concept, the objects of
two different kinds of mental acts ; but this is unlikely to be
a distinction of any fundamental importance, since a difference
in two mental acts may not correspond to any difference
whatever in their objects. Next we have various distinctions
between objects based on their relations to space and time ;
for instance, some objects can only be in one place at a time,
others, like the colour red, can be in many. Here again, in
spite of the importance of the subject, I do not think we can
have reached the essence of the matter. For when, for
instance, Dr Whitehead says that a table is an adjective, and
Mr Johnson that it is a substantive, they are not arguing
about how many places the table can be in at once, but about
its logical nature. And so it is with logical distinctions that
our inquiry must mainly deal.

According to Mr Russell the class of universals is the sum
of the class of predicates and the class of relations; but
this doctrine has been denied by Dr Stout.! But Dr Stout
has been already sufficiently answered.2 So I shall only
discuss the more usual opinion to which Mr Russell adheres.

According to him terms are divided into individuals or
particulars, qualities and relations, qualities and relations
being grouped together as universals ; and sometimes qualities
are even included among relations as one-termed relations in
distinction from two-, three-, or many-termed relations.
Mr Johnson also divides terms into substantives and adjec-
tives, including relations as transitive adjectives; and he
regards the distinction between substantive and adjective as
explaining that between particular and universal. But between
these authorities, who agree so far, there is still an important

1 « The Nature of Universals and Propositions,”” Pyoc. British Academy,
1921-22 (reprinted in Studies in Philosophy and Psychology, 1930).

? See the symposium between G. E. Moore, G. F. Stout & G. Dawes
Hicks in Avristolelian Society Supplementary Volume 111, 1923,
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difference. Mr Johnson holds that although the nature of a
substantive is such that it can only function in a proposition as
subject and never as predicate, yet an adjective can function
either as predicate or as a subject of which a secondary
adjective can be predicated. For example, in * Unpunctuality
is a fault’ the subject is itself an adjective—the quality of
unpunctuality. There is thus a want of symmetry between
substantives and adjectives, for while a predicate must be an
adjective, a subject may be either a substantive or an adjective,
and we must define a substantive as a term which can only
be a subject, never a predicate.

Mr Russell, on the other hand, in his lectures on Logical
Atomism,! has denied this. He says that about an adjective
there is something incomplete, some suggestion of the form
of a proposition ; so that the adjective-symbol can never stand
alone or be the subject of a proposition, but must be com-
pleted into a proposition in which it is the predicate. Thus,
he says, the appropriate symbol for redness is not the word
‘red’ but the function ‘x is red’, and red can only come
into a proposition through the values of this function. So
Mr Russell would say *‘ Unpunctuality is a fault’ really
means something like ‘ For all #, if # is unpunctual, x is
reprehensible ' ; and the adjective unpunctuality is not the
subject of the proposition but only comes into it as the
predicate of those of its parts which are of the form ‘ x is
unpunctual ’. This doctrine is the basis of new work in the
Second Edition of Principia Mathemalica.

Neither of these theories seems entirely satisfactory,
although neither could be disproved. Mr Russell’s view does,
indeed, involve difficulties in connection with our cognitive
relations to universals, for which reason it was rejected in the
First Edition of Principia; but these difficulties seem to me, as
now to Mr Russell, by no means insurmountable. But I could

! The Monist, 1918 and 1919.
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