


Concepts and Categories

Isaiah Berlin was born in Riga, now capital of Latvia, in 
1909. When he was six, his family moved to Russia; there in 1917, 
in Petrograd, he witnessed both Revolutions – Social Democratic 
and Bolshevik. In 1921 he and his parents came to England, and 
he was educated at St Paul’s School, London, and Corpus Christi 
College, Oxford.

At Oxford he was a Fellow of All Souls, a Fellow of New 
College, Professor of Social and Political Theory, and founding 
President of Wolfson College. He also held the Presidency of 
the British Academy. In addition to Concepts and Categories, 
his main published works are Karl Marx, Russian Thinkers, 
Against the Current, Personal Impressions, The Crooked Timber 
of Humanity, The Sense of Reality, The Proper Study of Mankind, 
The Roots of Romanticism, The Power of Ideas, Three Critics of 
the Enlightenment, Freedom and Its Betrayal, Liberty, The Soviet 
Mind and Political Ideas in the Romantic Age. As an exponent 
of the history of ideas he was awarded the Erasmus, Lippincott 
and Agnelli Prizes; he also received the Jerusalem Prize for his 
lifelong defence of civil liberties. He died in 1997.

Henry Hardy, a Fellow of Wolfson College, Oxford, is one of 
Isaiah Berlin’s Literary Trustees. He has edited (or co-edited) 
many other books by Berlin, including the first three of four 
volumes of his letters, and is currently working on the remaining 
volume.



Alasdair MacIntyre most recently taught philosophy at Duke 
University and the University of Notre Dame. He is now a 
Research Fellow at London Metropolitan University.

For further information about Isaiah Berlin visit 
‹http://berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/›



Also by Isaiah Berlin

*
Karl Marx

The Hedgehog and the Fox
The Age of Enlightenment

Russian Thinkers
Against the Current
Personal Impressions

The Crooked Timber of Humanity
The Sense of Reality

The Proper Study of Mankind 
The Roots of Romanticism

The Power of Ideas
Three Critics of the Enlightenment

Freedom and Its Betrayal
Liberty

The Soviet Mind
Political Ideas in the Romantic Age

with Beata Polanowska-Sygulska 
Unfinished Dialogue

*
Flourishing: Letters 1928–1946

Enlightening: Letters 1946–1960
Building: Letters 1960–1975





CONCEPTS AND 
CATEGORIES

Philosophical Essays

•

Isaiah Berlin
Edited by Henry Hardy

Introduction by Bernard Williams

Second Edition

Foreword by Alasdair MacIntyre

P r i n c e t o n  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s

P r i n c e t o n  a n d  O x f o r d



Published in the United States of America, its territories, dependencies, 
and the Philippine Islands by Princeton University Press, 41 William 

Street, Princeton, New Jersey 08540
Requests for permission to reproduce material from this work should be 

sent to Permissions, Princeton University Press.

Copyright Isaiah Berlin 1937, 1939, 1950, 1956
© Isaiah Berlin 1960, 1961, 1962, 1964, 1978, 1994, 1996

This selection, editorial matter and letters from Henry Hardy © Henry 
Hardy 1978, 1999, 2013

Introduction © Bernard Williams 1978
Letters from Isaiah Berlin © The Isaiah Berlin Literary Trust 2013

Letter from Bernard Williams © the estate of Bernard Williams 2013
Interview with Frans Boenders © Frans Boenders and Isaiah Berlin 1979
‘Pluralism and Liberalism’ © Isaiah Berlin and Bernard Williams 1994

Foreword © Princeton University Press 2013

The moral right of Isaiah Berlin and Henry Hardy to be identified as the 
author and editor respectively of this work has been asserted

First published in the USA by the Viking Press 1978
Second edition published by Princeton University Press 2013

press.princeton.edu 

All Rights Reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Berlin, Isaiah, 1909–1997.

  [Essays. Selections]
  Concepts and categories : philosophical essays / Isaiah Berlin ; Edited 

by Henry Hardy ; Introduction by Bernard Williams. – Second Edition / 
Foreword by Alasdair MacIntyre.

pages cm
  Includes index.

  ISBN-13: 978-0-691-15749-8 (pbk. : alk. paper)
  ISBN-10: 0-691-15749-9 (pbk. : alk. paper)  1.  Philosophy. 2.  Logic.  
 I. Hardy, Henry, editor of compilation. II. Williams, Bernard, 1929–

2003, writer of added commentary. III. MacIntyre, Alasdair C., writer of 
added commentary. IV. Title. 

  B29.B446 2013
  192–dc23    2013008399

British Library Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available

This book has been composed in Garamond Pro

Printed on acid-free paper ♾

Printed in the United States of America

1  3  5  7  9  10  8  6  4  2

http://press.princeton.edu


To the memory of  J. L. Austin

Austin came to be the most powerful influence in Oxford 
philosophy, and him I knew very well and very intimately, 
and he probably had a greater influence on me, at least 
on what I believed as a philosopher, than anybody else in 
Oxford at that time.

Isaiah Berlin1

1  Interview with Frans Boenders (286–7 below).



‘Philosophy’ is a very general term. It has been used with many 
meanings, vague and precise, since its first beginnings among the 
Greeks. It has been described as ‘the contemplation of all life and all 
existence’,1 as ‘the soul speaking to itself  ’2 and, by an Austrian satirist 
of our own time, as ‘the systematic abuse of a terminology specially 
invented for that purpose’,3 but such epigrams do not convey its 
essence.

[. . .] in the West, in particular during the last 400 years, it has 
mainly consisted in the critical examination of the most general 
categories and concepts embedded in men’s thought and action, such 
as true and false, good and bad, same and different, things and persons. 
One of its most important tasks has been to elicit the presuppositions 
of the central and most lasting beliefs of human societies – in the 
West, naturally enough, of Western society – and the attempt to 
assess their validity by the use of rational methods; sometimes the 
assessment of those rational methods themselves by appeals to other 
sources of knowledge.

The most frequent questions asked in this connection are 
‘How do you know?’ and ‘What does this mean?’, as well as the 
older metaphysical query ‘What is really there and what is mere 
appearance?’ These questions can be, and have been, asked in every 
province of human thought and action, and this is the sense in which 
philosophy is the most general enquiry there is.

Isaiah Berlin, ‘On Philosophy’4

1  Untraced.
2  ‘Thought is the (silent) conversation of the soul with itself ’: Plato, Sophist 

263e–264a. ‘Silent’ occurs only in the first of two statements of this definition 
in this passage. Cf. Theaetetus 189e.

3  Arthur Koestler, The Act of Creation (London, 1964), 89 (given as an 
example of an epigram, whose authorship is not made explicit).

4  Good Book Guide 8 (Spring 1980), 10.
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Foreword
Alasdair MacIntyre

When in 1978 Isaiah Berlin republished in Concepts and 
Categories the greater part of his earlier philosophical essays, he 
did so with some reluctance, in part because he took himself 
to have put philosophy behind him some time previously and 
thereafter to have devoted himself instead to the history of ideas. 
How curious it is then that in the last paragraph of the final essay 
in that volume Berlin advances a philosophical thesis of the first 
importance, one that he had embraced many years earlier and 
that he was to be engaged in explaining, defending and putting 
to work for the rest of his remarkable academic career. That thesis 
was an assertion that there is a variety of very different kinds of 
human good, and a denial that ‘all good things must be compat-
ible’1 – that it is possible to live out a life or to construct a social 
order without sacrificing some goods for the sake of others. It is 
Berlin’s defence of this thesis, and his use of it to throw light on 
a variety of political, intellectual and literary controversies, that 
makes him a political and moral philosopher of quite unusual 
continuing relevance and importance. Why then should he have 
mistakenly supposed that he had put philosophy behind him?

Moreover, Berlin told his readers that it was as a result of a 
conversation with the Harvard logician, H. M. Sheffer, in 1944 
that he ‘left philosophy for the field of the history of ideas’,2 yet 

1  p. 259 below. [Subsequent references to the present volume in the fore-
word are by page number alone.]

2  xxviii.
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most of these philosophical essays were published some years 
after this – the final essay, Berlin’s Presidential Address to the 
Aristotelian Society, as late as 1964. Two questions are therefore 
posed. What was in fact the relationship between Berlin’s earlier 
philosophical writings and his later historical writings? And 
why did Berlin himself misrepresent and misunderstand that 
relationship? Jamie Reed has put Berlin’s readers in his debt by 
identifying some central concerns to be found both in his earlier 
and in his later writings.1 Building on his work we can identify 
three denials whose truth Berlin presupposes throughout his 
later writings.

The first is a denial that considerations drawn from the theory 
of meaning give us good reason to privilege some one class of 
sentences or statements, so that other types of sentence or state-
ment are to be regarded as meaningful only in so far as they are 
translatable into or reducible to members of the privileged class. 
Were such considerations thought to be compelling, they would 
prevent us from recognising the variety and heterogeneity of 
our moral, political and aesthetic claims and commitments. The 
second is a denial that, among the conflicting sets of concepts, 
categories and models through which we understand our lives 
and on the basis of which we act, there is or could be found one 
to which every rational agent owes her or his allegiance. Debate 
between rival standpoints has been, is and must be ongoing. The 
history of moral and political philosophy is in key part a history 
of such debates and, although we may have good and sufficient 
reason to identify ourselves with one out of the contending 
standpoints, we cannot look forward to a decisive argumentative 
victory for any one of them.

The outcome of those debates – between protagonists of 
the Enlightenment and its hostile critics in the eighteenth and 

1  ‘From Logical Positivism to Metaphysical Rationalism: Isaiah Berlin on 
the Fallacy of Reduction’, History of Political Thought 29 (2008) no. 1, 109–31.
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nineteenth centuries; between liberals, Tolstoyans and Marxists 
of various kinds in the nineteenth and twentieth – matters. They 
have had and continue to have significant historical effects. So 
Berlin is committed to a third denial, a denial that we have good 
reason to believe that history is governed by laws whose operations 
predetermine its course and that historical enquiry, in its search 
for those laws and in its modes of explanation, closely resembles 
the enquiries of the natural sciences. All three denials are aspects 
of a more general rejection of the positivism of the 1930s. It was 
because of Berlin’s confidence that he was justified in this rejection 
and in all three denials that he was able to proceed with his en
quiries in the history of ideas. The grounds for that confidence are 
to be found in the essays republished in Concepts and Categories.

The first of those denials, about the implications of any 
well-grounded theory of meaning, presupposes the arguments 
advanced in the three essays on ‘Verification’, ‘Empirical Propo
sitions and Hypothetical Statements’ and ‘Logical Translation’, 
and kindred arguments advanced by a number of Berlin’s Oxford 
colleagues. ‘Words mean,’ he concluded in the last paragraph of 
‘Logical Translation’, ‘not by pinning down bits of reality, but 
by having a recognised use’, and ‘there is no single criterion 
of meaning’.1 The essays on ‘The Purpose of Philosophy’ and 
‘Does Political Theory Still Exist?’ present the conception of 
philosophy and the understanding of its history which allowed 
Berlin to portray philosophers as engaged in continuing, but 
never conclusive, debate about those concepts and categories 
through which human agents understand themselves in their 
relationships to nature and to society, so providing support for 
Berlin’s second denial. The arguments for his rejection of one 
such mode of understanding, that of the historical determinists, 
are to be found in ‘The Concept of Scientific History’ and ‘From 
Hope and Fear Set Free’.

1  103–4.
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I do not mean to suggest that, when Berlin wrote these essays, 
especially the three published in and before 1950, he already had 
in mind those later projects of his in which he would take for 
granted the truth of conclusions that he had arrived at while 
writing them. Certainly there had been a time in which he had 
thought of himself as primarily contributing to the conversations 
of analytic philosophy, along with Ayer, Austin, Hampshire 
and others – something that was no longer true, perhaps, as 
he suggests, since 1945; perhaps, as the dates of publication of 
these essay suggest, since somewhat later. But what he had not 
done was to break with philosophy, and this not only because of 
the relationship of his earlier to his later work, but also because 
of the philosophical dimensions of that later work. Berlin did 
indeed devote himself to the history of ideas, but the history 
that he wrote was always philosophically informed history. How 
could it have been otherwise?

What was at stake for the participants in the debates that he 
narrated – what is at stake for us, Berlin’s readers, in learning 
from those histories – is not just who prevailed and who was 
defeated, but which arguments were sound, which unsound, 
and how philosophical error can contribute to social and moral 
confusion. So it is with his presentation of the conflicts between 
the protagonists of the Enlightenment and their critics; so it is 
with his narratives of Russian thought. It matters, of course, that 
in his essays on the history of ideas we encounter not ideas in the 
abstract, but ideas as expressed in this or that particular form, by 
this or that thinker in this or that context – thinkers and contexts 
portrayed with insight and imaginative sympathy. It matters too 
that both insight and imaginative sympathy are as evident in his 
portrayals of those thinkers with whom he was in the sharpest of 
disagreements as in those with whom he identified.

Philosophers generally present the debates central to their 
discipline as conflicts between theories rather than theorists, so 
that ‘Descartes’, ‘Leibniz’ and ‘Hume’ become names for sets of 
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theses and arguments rather than of thinkers articulating their 
commitments in the conflicts of their particular time and place. 
And the history of philosophy understood in these abstract 
terms therefore reads very differently from the history of ideas as 
Berlin contributed to it, so that an incautious reader might well 
be taken in by Berlin’s claim to have left philosophy behind him. 
Such a reader would, however, be mistaken. Berlin’s enterprise 
was complementary to and corrected the deficiencies of much 
conventional history of philosophy, especially of moral and 
political philosophy. It is true that some of the thinkers about 
whom Berlin wrote have not been recognised as philosophers 
within academic philosophy – Tolstoy is a notable example – but 
this is a mark of the past dominance of too narrow a conception 
of philosophy. Most importantly, Berlin’s way of telling the story 
has enabled us to recognise the significance of some philosophers, 
such as Vico and Herder, whose thought had been ignored or 
marginalised in the conventional narratives.

What Berlin had indeed left behind were those themes and 
theses that were to provide analytic philosophers, both at Oxford 
and elsewhere, with their central preoccupations for the rest of 
the twentieth century. Enquiries into the theory of meaning 
moved in more than one new direction, and the discussions of the 
1930s and 1940s in which Berlin had participated were relegated 
to the prehistory of those enquiries – rightly so. Debates over the 
kind of generalisations that can provide explanations in history 
and the social sciences have issued in distinctions that have trans-
formed the questions that we ask. Does this perhaps mean that 
Berlin’s confidence in the negative conclusions at which he had 
arrived was unjustified? Not at all, for no subsequent enquiries 
have provided any kind of support for a rejection of either the 
first or the third of Berlin’s denials, while the second remains as 
contested and contestable as it ever was.

It is noteworthy that those who have contested it have prin-
cipally been philosophers. Berlin may have thought of himself as 
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having left philosophy behind, but philosophers of many points 
of view took no notice and continued to treat him as a major 
figure in their discipline. The publication in 1958 of his inaugural 
lecture as Oxford’s Chichele Professor of Social and Political 
Theory, on ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’, generated growing discus-
sion both of Berlin’s conception of negative liberty and, in due 
course, of the claim that was from then on central to his thought, 
that neither a priori argument nor empirical observation give us 

warrant for supposing (or even understanding what would be 
meant by saying) that all good things [. . .] are reconcilable with 
each other. The world that we encounter in ordinary experience 
is one in which we are faced with choices between ends equally 
ultimate, and claims equally absolute, the realisation of some of 
which must inevitably involve the sacrifice of others.1

And these discussions have multiplied over the last fifty years, 
so that it has become impossible for philosophers to discuss 
competing conceptions of liberty, or the relationship of liberty 
to other moral and political values, or more generally the pos-
sibility of rank-ordering human goods with a view to answering 
the question ‘Is there a best way for us to live?’, without making 
explicit or implicit reference to Berlin. His place in the philo-
sophical canon is assured. Why then should he have at least for a 
considerable time thought otherwise?

David Pears suggested twenty years ago2 that it was a matter 
of certain large differences between Berlin’s conception of philo-
sophical enquiry and that of most his analytic contemporaries. 
Yet Berlin was well aware of those differences and, had he wanted 
to, could have described the movement from his earlier to his 
later work in these terms. But he did not, and so Pears, instead of 

1  ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’, in Liberty, ed. Henry Hardy (Oxford and 
New York, 2002), 213–14.

2  ‘Philosophy and the History of Philosophy’, in Edna Margalit and Avishai 
Margalit (eds), Isaiah Berlin: A Celebration (London/Chicago, 1991).
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answering our question, makes it even more difficult to answer. 
Baffled, I therefore put it on one side, instead drawing attention 
to one further aspect of Berlin’s contributions to controversy.

Berlin cared deeply about the quality of those argumentative 
conversations in which he confronted critics and opponents, 
and he was therefore committed to making the case against 
him and his views as convincing as possible. Surprisingly often 
those of us in radical disagreement with Berlin came away from 
philosophical conversations with him not only with a better 
grasp of his positions, but with a better grasp of our own. So it 
is too with reading Berlin. He was unusually skilled at enabling 
us to understand what was at stake for both contending parties, 
both in those disagreements of which he was the historian and in 
those in which he was an active participant. It is this that makes 
it so rewarding to read and to reread the essays in Concepts and 
Categories.





Editor’s Preface

Words are examined by philosophers for the purpose 
of discovering whether, as they are used in successful 
communication, they tend to exhibit or obscure some 
characteristic by which one type of fact differs from 
another, or alternatively suggest falsely the existence of 
distinctions which direct inspection of experience fails 
to reveal. This is done because inattention to either tends 
to lead to systematic confusion and error, not necessarily 
in the use of words, which, being conventional and 
intended for common practice and not the convenience 
of philosophers, is rightly not altered by their criticisms, 
but in the accurate discrimination and description of 
irreducible types of experience. Attention is and has at all 
times been paid to words by philosophers for this reason; 
and, so far as I can see, for no other reason whatever.

Isaiah Berlin1

This is the second edition of one of seven essay collec-
tions which appeared under my editorship in Isaiah Berlin’s 
lifetime. In these volumes I brought together, and prepared for 
(re)publication, most of his published essays (apart from those 
which had previously been made available in a collected form), 

1  Contribution to ‘Symposium: Induction and Hypothesis’ (with Margaret 
MacDonald and G[ilbert] Ryle), Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, supple-
mentary vol. 16 (1937), 102.
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as well as several unpublished pieces.1 Until then his many pub-
lished writings had been scattered, often in obscure places; most 
were out of print; and only half a dozen essays had been collected 
and reissued.2 The new collections (which, as Berlin generously 
recognised, transformed his reputation), together with seven 
posthumous volumes,3 in a number of which I published further 
previously unpublished work, made his oeuvre much more acces-
sible than it had been before.

The essays in the present volume are the most substantial of 
Berlin’s previously published contributions to philosophy, with 
the exception of ‘Historical Inevitability’ and ‘Two Concepts 
of Liberty’, which had already been reissued in revised form in 
Four Essays on Liberty, and are now available in Liberty and in 

1  The present volume was first published in London in 1978, and in New 
York in 1980. The other volumes are Russian Thinkers (London and New York, 
1978; 2nd ed., 2008), co-edited with Aileen Kelly; Against the Current: Essays 
in the History of Ideas (London, 1979; New York, 1980); Personal Impressions 
(London, 1980; New York, 1981); The Crooked Timber of Humanity: Chapters 
in the History of Ideas (London, 1990; New York, 1991; 2nd ed., Princeton, 
2013); The Sense of Reality: Studies in Ideas and their History (London, 1996; 
New York, 1997); and The Proper Study of Mankind: An Anthology of Essays 
(London, 1997; New York, 1998; 2nd ed., London, 2013), co-edited with Roger 
Hausheer, a one-volume selection drawn from the other volumes listed in this 
note (except for The Sense of Reality), and from their predecessors (see next 
note). 

2  Four Essays on Liberty (London and New York, 1969) and Vico and 
Herder: Two Studies in the History of Ideas (London and New York, 1976). 
These two collections are now incorporated in Liberty and Three Critics of the 
Enlightenment respectively (see next note). Other collections had appeared 
only in translation.

3  The Roots of Romanticism (London and Princeton, 1999; 2nd ed., Princeton, 
2013); The Power of Ideas (London and Princeton, 2000; 2nd ed., Princeton, 
2013); Three Critics of the Enlightenment: Vico, Hamann, Herder (London 
and Princeton, 2000; 2nd ed., Princeton, 2013); Freedom and Its Betrayal: Six 
Enemies of Human Liberty (London and Princeton, 2002); Liberty (Oxford, 
New York etc., 2004); The Soviet Mind: Russian Culture under Communism 
(Washington, 2004); and Political Ideas in the Romantic Age (London and 
Princeton, 2006).
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The Proper Study of Mankind; and ‘Induction and Hypothesis’,1 
which is the second of three contributions to a symposium, 
and, being in large part a reply to the first contribution, does 
not stand comfortably on its own, though its second section in 
particular does not deserve to be neglected by students of Berlin’s 
philosophical work – and its last paragraph, quoted above as an 
epigraph, is a sort of mini-manifesto for the analytic philosophy 
practised in Oxford at the time.2 It is in this latter paper, too, that 
Berlin makes his case for believing that there can be synthetic 
a priori propositions, using as examples propositions about the 
relationships between samples of different colours, for example 
‘This pink (shade) is more like this vermilion than it is like this 
black.’ This was a contribution to the discussions of the 1930s 
that he used to refer back to when summarising his philosophical 
development, as he did in 1996 in ‘My Intellectual Path’.3

The details of the original publication of the essays that are 
included here are as follows.

 ‘The Purpose of Philosophy’ first appeared in Insight (Nigeria) 1 no. 1 
( July 1962), and was reprinted in the Sunday Times, 4 November 
1962, and as ‘Philosophy’s Goal’ in Leonard Russell (ed.), Encore, 
2nd Year (London, 1963: Michael Joseph)

1  op. cit. (p. xix above, note 1). 
2  Readers may also like to have details of four other pieces in this area which 

do not appear here. There is a long review of Bertrand Russell’s A History of 
Western Philosophy in Mind 56 (1947), now reprinted in the 2nd edition of The 
Crooked Timber of Humanity; ‘Philosophy and Beliefs’, Twentieth Century 157 
(1955), is a conversation with Anthony Quinton, Stuart Hampshire and Iris 
Murdoch; ‘An Introduction to Philosophy’ is an interview with Bryan Magee 
in Men of Ideas (London, 1978 [retitled Talking Philosophy in 2001]); and 
‘Is a Philosophy of History Possible?’ is a discussion with others in Yirmiahu 
Yovel (ed.), Philosophy of History and Action (Dordrecht/Boston/London and 
Jerusalem, 1978). For other reviews and smaller pieces, see my full bibliography 
of Berlin’s work, posted on his website, The Isaiah Berlin Virtual Library, 
<http://berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/>.

3  See ‘Induction and Hypothesis’ (p. xix above, note 1), 76 ff.; The Power of 
Ideas (p. xx above, note 3), 3.
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‘Verification’, ‘Logical Translation’, ‘Equality’ and ‘From Hope and 
Fear Set Free’4 (the Presidential Address for the 1963–4 Session) all 
appeared in the Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, respectively in 
vols 39 (1938–9), 50 (1949–50), 56 (1955–6) and 64 (1963–4)

‘Empirical Propositions and Hypothetical Statements’ was published in 
Mind 59 (1950)

‘The Concept of Scientific History’ appeared as ‘History and Theory: 
The Concept of Scientific History’ in History and Theory 1 
(1960) and in Alexander V. Riasanovsky and Barnes Riznik 
(eds), Generalizations in Historical Writing (Philadelphia, 1963: 
University of Pennsylvania Press), and under its present title in 
William H. Dray (ed.), Philosophical Analysis and History (New 
York, 1966: Harper and Row)

‘Does Political Theory Still Exist?’ was published first in French as ‘La 
théorie politique existe-t-elle?’ in Revue française de science politique 
11 (1961), and then in English in Peter Laslett and W. G. Runciman 
(eds), Philosophy, Politics and Society, 2nd Series (Oxford, 1962: 
Blackwell)

Apart from necessary corrections and the addition of missing ref-
erences, the essays appear here essentially in their original form.

New to this edition are the foreword by Alasdair MacIntyre 
and the appendix. The latter comprises extracts from the rather 
longwinded (on my side) correspondence I had with Berlin in 
1976 about the reprinting of his philosophical work (he resisted 
all my blandishments until we appealed to Bernard Williams to 
adjudicate, which he did in a letter also included here); an inter
view Berlin granted to Frans Boenders about the first edition 
of the book; a short general summary of Berlin’s philosophical 
views prepared for a dictionary of philosophy; and a number of 
other pieces that throw light on Berlin’s philosophy or on the 
philosophical topics they treat.

I have not included in the appendix any of Berlin’s unpub-
lished philosophical work, though some of this is of considerable 
interest. Online texts of most of it may be found via <http:// 

4  A quotation from Swinburne’s poem ‘The Garden of Proserpine’.

http://berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/lists/nachlass/index.html
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berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/lists/nachlass/index.html>. (One paper, on  
utilitarianism, probably written in 1937, contains the earliest 
formal adumbration known to me of Berlin’s view that values 
are plural and incommensurable.)

Since the new edition has been reset, the pagination differs 
from that of the first edition. This will cause some inconvenience 
to readers trying to follow up references to the first edition. I have 
therefore posted a concordance of the two editions at <http:// 
berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/published_works/cc/concordance.html>, 
so that references to one can readily be converted into references 
to the other.

I am greatly indebted to the late Bernard Williams, who not 
only wrote the introduction to this volume, but also played the 
crucial role referred to above in persuading a reluctant Berlin that 
his philosophical essays were well worth reprinting. Without his 
support this volume would not have appeared. Berlin himself 
was unfailingly courteous, good-humoured and informative in 
response both to my persistent general advocacy of the whole 
project, which he continued to regard with considerable, and 
mounting, scepticism, especially in the case of the present volume, 
and to my often over-meticulous probings into points of detail. 
The late Pat Utechin, his secretary, was an indispensable source 
of help and encouragement at all stages. Kate McKenzie kindly 
double-checked the proofs. For help with the second edition I 
wish to thank Al Bertrand of Princeton University Press, Samuel 
Guttenplan, Alasdair MacIntyre and Philip Schofield.

Henry Hardy
Heswall, July 2013

http://berlin.wolf.ox.ac.uk/lists/nachlass/index.html




Author’s Preface

Some of these articles were written more than a quarter 
of a century ago, when I was teaching philosophy in Oxford; 
when Dr Henry Hardy proposed to me that they should be 
included in a separate volume, I demurred. Although I do not 
think that there is anything in them that I should now wish to 
withdraw or change radically (I could not bring myself to re-read 
them), it seemed to me that they belonged too much to their time 
and place – they were not untypical of the kind of discussions and 
controversies, mainly about positivism, that went on in Oxford in 
the years immediately before and after the war, but I thought that 
they contained little or nothing worth resuscitating nearly thirty 
years later. I felt similar doubts about the articles written in the 
years that followed. Dr Hardy thought better of these pieces than 
I did, and when I continued to be obdurate, he proposed that 
we should go to arbitration and suggested that Professor Bernard 
Williams be appealed to. Bernard Williams is an original philoso-
pher and a just and candid critic, and I therefore expected him 
to agree with me. When he said that he favoured republication, I 
could not, of course, help being pleased, and I accepted his verdict 
even though I wondered whether it was not more generous than 
just. Dr Hardy pressed his advantage and persuaded Professor 
Williams to back his judgement by writing an introduction to 
the volume. For this act of what I can only describe as heroic 
friendship I record my deep gratitude.

I have occasionally been asked what made me cease to teach 
philosophy as it is taught in most English-speaking universities, 
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and as I believe it should be taught. The answer is best given by 
recording a conversation I had with the late Professor H. M. 
Sheffer of Harvard, whom I met there towards the end of the 
war when I was working at the British Embassy in Washington. 
Sheffer, one of the most eminent mathematical logicians of his 
day, said to me that in his opinion there were only two philo-
sophical disciplines in which one could hope for an increase of 
permanent knowledge: one was logic, in which new discoveries 
and techniques superseded the old ones – this was a field of exact 
knowledge in which genuine progress occurred, as it did in the 
natural sciences or mathematics; the other was psychology, which 
he thought of as being in some respects still philosophical – this 
was an empirical study and obviously capable of steady develop-
ment. And, of course, there was the history of philosophy: but 
this was not part of philosophy itself; as for logic and psychology, 
they differed from philosophy proper, to which – unlike his-
tory or classical learning – the notion of growth, of cumulative 
knowledge, did not seem to him to apply. ‘To speak of a man 
learned in epistemology, or a scholar in ethics,’ he said, ‘does not 
make sense; it is not that kind of study.’ 

He went on to say that philosophy was a marvellous province 
of thought, but it had not been helped, in his view, indeed had 
been gravely damaged, by what logical positivists, influenced by 
symbolic logicians like himself, were now doing; the kind of work 
that ‘Carnap and Co.’ (as he called them) were engaged upon 
repelled him – it would ruin real philosophy as he and his master 
Royce conceived it: ‘If any work of mine has done anything to 
stimulate this development, I had rather not have been born.’

Although I did not, and do not, agree with Sheffer’s sweeping 
condemnation of the value and influence of logical positivism, 
or the rigid division he drew, repudiating his own earlier views, 
between logic and philosophy, his words made a profound im-
pression upon me. In the months that followed, I asked myself 
whether I wished to devote the rest of my life to a study, however 
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fascinating and important in itself, which, transforming as its 
achievements undoubtedly were, would not, any more than criti-
cism or poetry, add to the store of positive human knowledge. I 
gradually came to the conclusion that I should prefer a field in 
which one could hope to know more at the end of one’s life than 
when one had begun; and so I left philosophy for the field of the 
history of ideas, which had for many years been of absorbing 
interest to me.

My reason for telling this story is mainly historical, because 
of the light it throws on the conception of philosophy held 
towards the end of his life by one of the fathers of modern logic, 
about whose general views little or nothing, so far as I know, has 
been published; and also because somewhat inaccurate accounts 
of this conversation have been in circulation, one of which has 
recently found its way into print – and I thought it as well to set 
the record straight.

Isaiah Berlin
February 1978





Introduction
Bernard Williams

Isaiah Berlin is most widely known for his writings in 
political theory and the history of ideas, but he worked first in 
general philosophy, and contributed to the discussion of those 
issues in the theory of knowledge and the theory of meaning 
which preoccupied the more radical among the young philoso-
phers at Oxford in the late 1930s. The medium was in good part 
personal discussion, particularly within a group including Stuart 
Hampshire, the late A. J. Ayer, the late J. L. Austin, and others.1 
In this selection from Berlin’s more purely philosophical writ-
ings, the three papers which represent that earliest period of his 
concerns (only one of them written actually pre-war) involve the 
reader in a double displacement from what those philosophical 
conversations must have been like. The transition from dialectic 
to document is one thing – something that many philosophers 
of many schools have found problematical. Another thing is the 
transition from Berlin in person to Berlin in print.

It has been said that the kind of philosophical activity engaged 
in then by Berlin and his friends, like the ‘linguistic philosophy’ 
of the 1940s and 1950s which it helped to form, was essentially 
conversational and resisted publication. So far as the real point of 
the activity was concerned, as opposed to a certain manner, this 
has probably been exaggerated. Among ‘analytical’ or ‘linguistic’ 

1  See Berlin’s own account, ‘Austin and the Early Beginnings of Oxford 
Philosophy’, in Personal Impressions (xx above, note 1), and also A. J. Ayer’s 
autobiography, Part of My Life (London, 1977), 160.
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philosophers, only Wittgenstein had an understanding of the 
nature of philosophy which (like that of Socrates) meant that 
something essential to the subject itself was lost in the trans
ition to print. Nothing that Austin (for one) believed about the 
subject would have precluded him from writing a textbook, even, 
and Ayer has not declined to do so. The present papers can, and 
surely do, preserve the point of those philosophical enquiries.

The second transition, however, from Berlin in discussion to 
Berlin in print, involves losses which are clear and determinate, 
even if they are hard to describe. The decorum of a journal article 
must attenuate that sense, which Berlin uniquely conveys, that 
no abstract or analytical point exists out of all connection with 
historical, personal, thought: that every thought belongs, not just 
somewhere, but to someone, and is at home in a context of other 
thoughts, a context which is not purely formally prescribed. 
Thoughts are present to Berlin not just, or primarily, as system-
atic possibilities, but as historically and psychologically actual, 
and as something to be known and understood in these concrete 
terms. This is one thing, besides a courteous nature, that makes 
Berlin a less than ruthless controversialist – a highly developed 
sensibility for what it is to be the other party, to see the world in 
that different way.

The agenda of philosophy for the group to which Berlin be-
longed before the war was set, in some part, by logical positivism. 
Is members were concerned with the conditions of sentences 
having a meaning, and with the connections between meaning 
and verification, where verification was construed in terms of 
sense-perception. Positivism both regarded natural science as the 
paradigm of knowledge, and took a strictly empiricist view of 
science, seeing scientific theory in operationalist terms as a mere 
compendium and generator of actual and possible observations. 
This set of ideas does not leave very much room for the historical 
imagination, nor for insight. It is hardly surprising that Berlin 
was never a positivist. But, seriously interested in philosophy at 
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a time when philosophy’s most pressing questions came from a 
positivist direction, he produced work which did not merely re-
ject positivism programmatically, but argued its issues in its own 
kind of terms. Two essays in the present book are of this kind: 
‘Verification’, and ‘Empirical Propositions and Hypothetical 
Statements’. Both express a deep resistance to the operationalist 
ideas of positivism, which held that the meaning of our state-
ments about reality is given directly by our procedures for finding 
out about it. Against this general conception, Berlin affirms that 
our understanding of reality already includes the conception of 
it as existing independently of us and our understanding; so that 
our reflection on what we mean when we characterise that reality 
cannot accommodate the positivist idea that truths about reality 
should be equivalent to truths about us.

This unacceptably idealist equivalence, as Berlin detects it to 
be, gets no better (as the positivists hoped) if categorical truths 
about reality are treated as equivalent to hypothetical truths about 
us (or about other possible observers). This was the manoeuvre 
of phenomenalism, which was par excellence the positivist theory 
of the external world. Phenomenalism tried to analyse all state-
ments about the material world into statements about actual or 
possible experiences. Statements about observed objects were, 
under analysis, at least partly categorical: they recorded the ac-
tual observations. Statements about unobserved objects, on the 
other hand, were, when analysed, entirely hypothetical. But this 
conjunction of claims, as Berlin points out, cannot possibly be 
correct: the difference between what happens to be observed and 
what remains unobserved cannot possibly issue in a difference of 
logical form.

So, more generally, when Berlin takes up the question of 
a proposition’s referring to an object presently unobserved, 
his line of argument can be seen as striking at the mixture of 
epistemology and logic which has marked the empiricist trad
ition. (The eventual consequences of rejecting the empiricist’s 
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epistemological notions of reference are radical, and are at the 
present time a major preoccupation of the philosophy of lan-
guage.) One further thing that particularly comes across from 
Berlin’s opposition to verificationism is a powerful sense (not 
shared by all philosophers) of the reality of the past, something 
which his metaphysical opinions join the whole body of his work 
in affirming.

Berlin did not accept positivism’s view of meaning and know
ledge, nor – above all – its view of philosophy itself as having the 
modest roles, up to its final retirement, of secretary to science 
and obituarist of metaphysics. His historical sense made him 
sceptical even of the more generous conception of philosophy 
held by post-positivist linguistic philosophy, which gave it the 
open-ended task of carefully and imaginatively charting the uses 
and implications of ordinary language, and diagnosing in those 
terms the origins of philosophical perplexity. Berlin claims, in 
‘The Purpose of Philosophy’ and again in ‘Does Political Theory 
Still Exist?’, a larger task for it, in terms of an account, more 
perhaps in the spirit of Collingwood than of any analytical phil
osopher, of various models or presuppositions which men have 
brought to their experience, and which have helped, indeed, to 
form that experience. The understanding of these models, and 
the self-understanding of our own, are offered as one task of 
philosophy, and they imply others: for if the story of these vari-
ous models gives a correct account of the constitution of human 
experience in different eras and cultural situations, then there are 
genuine questions about the objectivity of what is, at any given 
time or place, regarded as knowledge. The questions are not new, 
and have been explicit and pressing since (at the latest) Hegel. 
Linguistic philosophy had not much to say about questions of 
that sort and turned to other things; but the questions did not go 
away, or even change very much while neglected.

They can be pressed, in fact, even against natural science. 
Berlin has not himself done so, and indeed the one thing in these 
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two essays that bears something of a positivist stamp is the ac-
count of science implied by his division between questions that 
are determinately answerable and those that are not, and the 
division, again, of the answerable questions into the empirical 
and the formal. But the activity of paradigms and models which 
Berlin invokes outside these domesticated areas can be detected 
in the development of natural science itself, as many present 
philosophers of science insist. Some of these philosophers, sig-
nificantly, are committed to believing about scientific theories 
that they cannot properly be understood except in terms of 
their history – something which Berlin himself believes about 
anything that he finds really interesting.

Berlin himself has applied his concern with the role of models 
and presuppositions rather to the human sciences, insisting also, 
in ‘The Concept of Scientific History’ and elsewhere, on the 
peculiarity of those sciences in having a subject matter which is 
of the same nature as the investigator. This feature of theirs, in 
Berlin’s view, both permits and requires from the investigator a 
special insightful kind of understanding, not applicable to any 
other kind of subject matter. This is of course the capacity which 
he salutes in those – Vico and Herder first among them – who 
have insisted that past ages, remote cultures, saw the world 
through different eyes from us and that an effort of identification 
is needed if their view is to be in any way recaptured. It is also 
a capacity which Berlin himself notably displays. It applies not 
only to understanding across time, but also to the very different 
outlooks, structures of understanding and preconception, which 
different kinds of thinkers can bring to the world in the same 
period.

These various structures or models, whether across time or 
contemporary, inevitably raise problems of relativism: whether 
there is any basis on which one such view can be seen as better, 
more adequate, in any absolute sense, than another. Berlin offers, 
so far as I know, no general theoretical critique of relativism, but 
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he is certainly resistant to it – and he has a special reason to be so, 
in so far as his own account of human action and its intelligibility 
itself implies the falsehood of some ideologies and models of life 
which have been influential in the past and still remain so. In 
‘From Hope and Fear Set Free’ Berlin examines metaphysical 
questions about human freedom (questions which come before 
those issues of social and political freedom which he has discussed 
elsewhere), in connection with a very interesting and searching 
question, whether knowledge always liberates. He wants to stress 
the vast effect there would be on ordinary notions of action, 
purpose, praise, blame, regret and so forth if we really believed in 
a deterministic theory to the effect that our actions are the strict 
causal product of earlier states of affairs, stretching indefinitely 
back. The ‘reconciling’ hypothesis of self-determination, that 
we are free if among the causes of our action is our own choice, 
even though that choice itself be caused, Berlin joins Epicurus 
in finding not good enough, a form of ‘half-slavery’.1 Berlin does 
not himself argue directly against determinism, nor is his denial 
of the reconciling strategy, his insistence that the conceptual and 
moral costs of believing in determinism would be enormous, 
intended as an argument in terrorem against accepting determin-
ism. But the principle of self-determination he sees as definitely 
mistaken, and the images of liberation that go with it to that 
extent flawed: absolutely flawed, not merely relatively to another 
set of presuppositions. Indeed one suspects that he not only 
hopes but believes that determinism is false, and that the whole 
loaf of anti-determinist freedom which the libertarian craves is 
actually available.

In the account that he gives of philosophy, more than one 
sort of question is excluded from the realm of the determinately 
answerable. Among them are questions of value; and the fact 
that they should be so excluded, and that they should be, in that 

1  237.
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context, partly assimilated to questions of philosophy, are both 
facts characteristic of Berlin’s outlook. That questions of value 
should be partly assimilated to questions of philosophy reminds 
us of the broad scope that Berlin gives philosophy. It also warns 
us that the reason why value questions are in his view ultimately 
contestable is not that they are ‘subjective’, or that their answers 
are merely expressions of opposed attitudes. Indeed, to read 
Berlin’s discussions of conflicts between values in the context 
of a debate about subjectivism is to mislocate them and to miss 
their special force. The debate about subjectivism is character-
istically concerned with conflicts of values between persons or 
societies (‘Who is right?’). What above all concerns Berlin, on 
the other hand, is the tension between conflicting values in one 
consciousness.

Again and again, in these essays and elsewhere, Berlin warns 
us against the deep error of supposing that all goods, all virtues, 
all ideals are compatible, and that what is desirable can ultimately 
be united into a harmonious whole without loss. This is not the 
platitude that in an imperfect world not all the things we recog-
nise as good are in practice compatible. It is rather that we have 
no coherent conception of a world without loss, that goods con-
flict by their very nature, and that there can be no incontestable 
scheme for harmonising them. There can, of course, be errors or 
limitations in thinking about values, whether in the particular 
case or in a more systematic way. For one thing, there can be the 
errors of omission and simplification, of succumbing to the illu-
sion that one value can override all others and restructure every
thing. For Berlin, this is certainly a cardinal error, and it is in a 
special sense an absolute one – for it offends against something 
that is absolutely true about values. Yet the historical picture 
which Berlin also offers, the account of the different models of 
man and the world deployed at different times and in different 
societies, tells us also that it is the case – indeed, must be the case, 
in that Hegelian sense of ‘must’ which Berlin has so helpfully 
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refused to dismiss – that not all values can be equally present to 
all outlooks. Moreover, intense consciousness of the plurality of 
values and of their conflict is itself a historical phenomenon, a 
feature of some ages (for instance, ours) rather than others. One 
thing, indeed, which can give us an insight into the point or 
claim of a certain value, its possible hold on our sentiments, is 
sympathetic understanding of a society which respected it with 
less pluralistic competition than it receives in ours.

The pluralism of values that Berlin advances is not just an 
application to ethics and political theory of the general anti-
reductionist, anti-simplifying attitude in philosophy which 
he advances in the essay ‘Logical Translation’ (an essay which 
expresses very clearly some of the concerns of Oxford philosophy 
at that time). That general attitude appropriately gives way in the 
face of the demands of explanatory theory: it is obvious, indeed, 
that it has to give way in the face of theory, and the question in 
philosophy is how far explanation requires theory – a question to 
which present practice gives a much more positive answer than 
did the Oxford philosophy of the 1950s. But the question in eth-
ics, whether we should abandon the claims of some value which 
has force with us – abandon, for instance, considerations of 
loyalty or justice in the interests of general utility or benevolence 
– can hardly be a matter of explanatory theory. Philosophers have 
insisted, and still insist, that we encounter here the demands of 
another kind of theory, moral theory, which aims to systematise 
and simplify our moral opinions. But they rarely even try to 
answer a real question: what authority are theoretical tidiness or 
simplicity supposed to have against the force of concerns which 
one actually finds important? That question has no obvious 
answer, even after one has conceded considerable power (more, 
perhaps, than Berlin himself would concede) to philosophical 
theory in general.

It may be that there are no, or few, purely theoretical pres-
sures to reduce the conflicts in our value system. Berlin will say 
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that there is a pressure to not reducing them, towards remaining 
conscious of these conflicts and not trying to eliminate them on 
more than a piecemeal basis: that pressure is the respect for truth. 
To deny the conflicts, indeed to try to resolve them systematically 
and once for all, would be to offend against something absolutely 
true about values. But then how are we to take the fact, already 
mentioned, that a high level of such conflict, and the conscious-
ness of that, is a mark of some forms of life and some societies 
rather than others? Among the forms of life that support that 
kind of consciousness, a prominent position is needless to say 
occupied by the liberal society; and Berlin deploys the pluralism 
of values in defence of liberalism.

His defence of the liberal society is supported by the pluralism 
of values, I think, in more than one way. There is the obvious 
point that if there are many and competing genuine values, 
then the greater the extent to which a society tends to be single-
valued, the more genuine values it neglects or suppresses. More, 
to this extent, must mean better. The point has strength even if 
we grant the important qualification that not all values can be 
pluralistically combined, and that some become very pale in too 
much pluralistic company. There are logical, psychological and 
sociological limits on what range of values an individual can 
seriously respect in one life, or one society respect in the lives 
of various of its citizens. (This is one thing that is being said by 
people who deny that liberal equality, for instance, is real equal-
ity – a point raised by the form that Berlin gives to equality in his 
discussion of it as one value among others.)

But there is a different kind of consideration, that the con-
sciousness of the plurality of competing values is itself a good, as 
constituting knowledge of an absolute and fundamental truth. 
This is a good which, in the name of honesty, or truthfulness, 
or courage, may be urged against someone who recommends 
simplification of our values not, perhaps, as a theoretical neces-
sity, but as a practical improvement. Here Berlin – in the last 
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analysis, as thinkers of a rather different tendency put it – finds 
value in knowledge and true understanding themselves, and 
regards it as itself an argument for the liberal society that that 
society expresses more than any other a true understanding of 
the pluralistic nature of values.

But what is that true understanding? What truth is it that 
is known to someone who recognises the ultimate plurality of 
values? In philosophical abstraction, it will be that there are such 
values, and, put in that blank way, it can be taken to speak for 
an objective order of values which some forms of consciousness 
(notably the liberal form) are better than others at recognising. 
But that way of putting it is very blank indeed. It is more charac
teristic of Berlin’s outlook, and more illuminating in itself, to say 
that one who properly recognises the plurality of values is one 
who understands the deep and creative role that these various 
values can play in human life. In that perspective, the correctness 
of the liberal consciousness is better expressed, not so much in 
terms of truth – that it recognises the values which indeed there 
are – but in terms of truthfulness. It is prepared to try to build 
a life round the recognition that these different values do each 
have a real and intelligible human significance, and are not just 
errors, misdirections or poor expressions of human nature. To 
try to build life in any other way would now be an evasion, of 
something which by now we understand to be true. What we 
understand is a truth about human nature as it has been revealed 
– revealed in the only way in which it could be revealed, historic
ally. The truthfulness that is required is a truthfulness to that 
historical experience of human nature.

We can see, then, that in Berlin’s central conception of values 
and, connectedly, of humanity, there is an implicit appeal, once 
more, to historical understanding. We can perhaps see, too, how 
the development of his thought from general theory of know
ledge to the history of ideas and the philosophy of history was 
not merely a change of interest; and that his complex sense of 
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history is as deeply involved in his philosophy, even in its more 
abstract applications, as it is, very evidently, in his other writings, 
and in his life.





The Purpose of Philosophy

What is the subject matter of philosophy? There is no 
universally accepted answer to this question. Opinions differ, 
from those who regard it as contemplation of all time and all 
existence – the queen of the sciences, the keystone of the entire 
arch of human knowledge – to those who wish to dismiss it as 
a pseudo-science exploiting verbal confusions, a symptom of 
intellectual immaturity, due to be consigned together with theol-
ogy and other speculative disciplines to the museum of curious 
antiquities, as astrology and alchemy have long ago been relegated 
by the victorious march of the natural sciences.

Perhaps the best way of approaching this topic is to ask what 
constitutes the field of other disciplines. How do we demarcate 
the province of, say, chemistry or history or anthropology? Here 
it seems clear that subjects or fields of study are determined 
by the kind of questions to which they have been invented to 
provide the answers. The questions themselves are intelligible if, 
and only if, we know where to look for the answers.

If you ask someone an ordinary question, say ‘Where is my 
coat?’, ‘Why was Kennedy elected President of the United 
States?’, ‘What is the Soviet system of criminal law?’, he would 
normally know how to set about finding an answer. We may not 
know the answers ourselves, but we know that, in the case of the 
question about the coat, the proper procedure is to look on the 
chair, in the cupboard, and so forth. In the case of Kennedy’s 
election or the Soviet system of law we consult writings or 
specialists for the kind of empirical evidence which leads to the 
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relevant conclusions and renders them, if not certain, at any rate 
probable.

In other words, we know where to look for the answer: we 
know what makes some answers plausible and others not. What 
makes this type of question intelligible in the first place is that 
we think that the answer can be discovered by empirical means, 
that is, by orderly observation or experiment, or methods com-
pounded of these, namely those of common sense or the natural 
sciences. 

There is another class of questions where we are no less clear 
about the proper route by which the answers are to be sought, 
namely the formal disciplines: mathematics, for example, or 
logic, or grammar, or chess or heraldry, defined in terms of cer-
tain fixed axioms and certain rules of deduction and so on, where 
the answer to problems is to be found by applying these rules in 
the manner prescribed as correct.

We do not know the correct proof of Fermat’s Theorem, for 
example – no one is known to have found it – but we know 
along what lines to proceed; we know what kind of methods will, 
and what kind of methods will not, be relevant to the answer.1 
If anyone thinks that answers to mathematical problems can 
be obtained by looking at green fields or the behaviour of bees, 
or that answers to empirical problems can be obtained by pure 
calculation without any factual content at all, we would today 
think them mistaken to the point of insanity. Each of these 
major types of question – the factual and the formal – possesses 
its own specialised techniques: discoveries by men of genius in 
these fields, once they are established, can be used by men of no 
genius at all in a semi-mechanical manner in order to obtain cor-
rect results.

The hallmark of these provinces of human thought is that once 

1  [Pierre de Fermat died in 1665. This essay was written in 1962. Fermat’s 
Last Theorem was finally proved by Andrew Wiles in 1994.]
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the question is put we know in which direction to proceed to try 
to obtain the answer. The history of systematic human thought is 
largely a sustained effort to formulate all the questions that occur 
to mankind in such a way that the answers to them will fall into 
one or other of two great baskets: the empirical, that is, questions 
whose answers depend, in the end, on the data of observation; 
and the formal, that is, questions whose answers depend on pure 
calculation, untrammelled by factual knowledge. This dichotomy 
is a drastically over-simple formulation – empirical and formal 
elements are not so easily disentangled – but it contains enough 
truth not to be seriously misleading. The distinction between 
these two great sources of human knowledge has been recognised 
since the first beginnings of self-conscious thinking.

Yet there are certain questions that do not easily fit into 
this simple classification. ‘What is an okapi?’ is answered easily 
enough by an act of empirical observation. Similarly ‘What is 
the cube root of 729?’ is settled by a piece of calculation in ac-
cordance with accepted rules. But if I ask ‘What is time?’, ‘Are all 
men truly brothers?’, how do I set about looking for the answer? 
If I ask ‘Where is my coat?’ a possible answer (whether correct or 
not) would be ‘In the cupboard’, and we would all know where to 
look. But if a child asked me ‘Where is the image in the mirror?’ 
it would be little use to invite it to look inside the mirror, which 
it would find to consist of solid glass; or on the surface of the 
mirror, for the image is certainly not on its surface in the sense 
in which a postage stamp stuck on it might be; or behind the 
mirror (which is where the image looks as if it were), for if you 
look behind the mirror you will find no image there – and so on.

Many who think long enough, and intensely enough, about 
such questions as ‘What is time?’ or ‘Can time stand still?’, ‘When 
I see double, what is there two of?’, ‘How do I know that other 
human beings (or material objects) are not mere figments of my 
own mind?’ get into a state of hopeless frustration. ‘What is the 
meaning of “the future tense”?’ can be answered by grammarians 
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by mechanically applying formal rules; but if I ask ‘What is the 
meaning of “the future”?’, where are we to look for the answer?

There seems to be something queer about all these questions 
– as wide apart as those about double vision, or number, or the 
brotherhood of men, or the purposes of life; they differ from the 
questions in the two baskets in that the question itself does not 
seem to contain a pointer to the way in which the answer to it 
is to be found. The other, more ordinary, questions contain pre-
cisely such pointers – built-in techniques for finding the answers 
to them. The questions about time, the existence of others and 
so on reduce the questioner to perplexity, and annoy practical 
people precisely because they do not seem to lead to clear answers 
or useful knowledge of any kind.

This shows that between the two original baskets, the empiri-
cal and the formal, there is at least one intermediate basket, in 
which all those questions live which cannot easily be fitted into 
the other two. These questions are of the most diverse nature; 
some appear to be questions of fact, others of value; some are 
questions about words and a few symbols; others are about 
methods pursued by those who use them – scientists, artists, 
critics, common men in the ordinary affairs of life; still others 
are about the relations between various provinces of knowledge; 
some deal with the presuppositions of thinking, some with the 
nature and ends of moral or social or political action.

The only common characteristic which all these questions ap-
pear to have is that they cannot be answered by either observation 
or calculation, by either inductive methods or deductive; and, as 
a crucial corollary of this, that those who ask them are faced with 
a perplexity from the very beginning – they do not know where 
to look for the answers; there are no dictionaries, encyclopedias, 
compendia of knowledge, no experts, no orthodoxies which 
can be referred to with confidence as possessing unquestionable 
authority or knowledge in these matters. Moreover some of these 
questions are distinguished by being general and by dealing with 
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matters of principle; and others, while not themselves general, 
very readily raise or lead to questions of principle.

Such questions tend to be called philosophical. Ordinary men 
regard them with contempt, or awe, or suspicion, according to 
their temperaments. For this reason, if for no other, there is a 
natural tendency to try to reformulate these questions in such a 
way that all or at any rate parts of them can be answered either by 
empirical or formal statements; that is to say, efforts, sometimes 
very desperate ones, are made to fit them into either the empiri-
cal or the formal basket, where agreed methods, elaborated over 
the centuries, yield dependable results whose truth can be tested 
by accepted means.

The history of human knowledge is, to a large degree, a 
sustained attempt to shuffle all questions into one of the two 
‘viable’ categories; for as soon as a puzzling, ‘queer’ question 
can be translated into one that can be treated by an empirical 
or a formal discipline, it ceases to be philosophical and becomes 
part of a recognised science.1 Thus it was no mistake to regard 
astronomy in, say, the early Middle Ages as a ‘philosophical’ 
discipline: so long as answers to questions about stars and 
planets were not determined by observation or experiment and 
calculation, but were dominated by such non-empirical notions 
as those, for example, of perfect bodies determined to pursue cir-
cular paths by their goals or inner essences, with which they were 
endowed by God or nature, even if this was rendered improbable 
by empirical observation, it was not clear how astronomical 
questions could be settled: that is, what part was to be played by 
observing actual heavenly bodies, and what part by theological or 
metaphysical assertions which were not capable of being tested 
either by empirical or by formal means.

1  The claims of metaphysics or theology to be sciences must rest on the as-
sumption that intuition or revelation are direct sources of knowledge of facts 
about the world; since they claim to be forms of direct experience, their data, 
if their existence is allowed, belong, for our purposes, to the ‘empirical’ basket.
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Only when questions in astronomy were formulated in such 
a manner that clear answers could be discovered by using and 
depending on the methods of observation and experiment, and 
these in their turn could be connected in a systematic structure 
the coherence of which could be tested by purely logical or math-
ematical means, was the modern science of astronomy created, 
leaving behind it a cloud of obscure metaphysical notions uncon-
nected with empirical tests and consequently no longer relevant 
to the new science, and so gradually relegated and forgotten.

So, too, in our own time, such disciplines as economics, psy-
chology, semantics, logic itself, are gradually shaking themselves 
free from everything that is neither dependent on observation 
nor formal; if and when they have successfully completed this 
process they will be finally launched on independent careers of 
their own as natural or formal sciences, with a rich philosophical 
past, but an empirical and/or formal present and future. The 
history of thought is thus a long series of parricides, in which 
new disciplines seek to achieve their freedom by killing off the 
parent subjects and eradicating from within themselves whatever 
traces still linger there of ‘philosophical’ problems, that is, the 
kind of questions that do not carry within their own structure 
clear indications of the techniques of their own solution.

That, at any rate, is the ideal of such sciences; in so far as 
some of their problems (for example, in modern cosmology) 
are not formulated in purely empirical or mathematical terms, 
their field necessarily overlaps with that of philosophy. Indeed, 
it would be rash to say of any developed high-level science that it 
has finally eradicated its philosophical problems. In physics, for 
instance, fundamental questions exist at the present time which 
in many ways seem philosophical – questions that concern the 
very framework of concepts in terms of which hypotheses are to 
be formed and observations interpreted. How are wave-models 
and particle-models related to one another? Is indeterminacy an 
ultimate feature of sub-atomic theory? Such questions are of a 
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philosophical type; in particular, no deductive or observational 
programme leads at all directly to their solution. On the other 
hand, it is of course true that those who try to answer such ques-
tions need to be trained and gifted in physics, and that any an-
swers to these questions would constitute advances in the science 
of physics itself. Although, with the progressive separation of the 
positive sciences, no philosophers’ questions are physical, some 
physicists’ questions are still philosophical.

This is one reason, but only one, why the scope and content 
of philosophy does not seem greatly diminished by this process 
of attrition. For no matter how many questions can be so 
transformed as to be capable of empirical or formal treatment, 
the number of questions that seem incapable of being so treated 
does not appear to grow less. This fact would have distressed the 
philosophers of the Enlightenment, who were convinced that 
all genuine questions could be solved by the methods that had 
achieved so magnificent a triumph in the hands of the natural 
scientists of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.

It is true that even in that clear day men still appeared no 
nearer to the solution of such central, indubitably philosophical 
because apparently unanswerable, questions as whether men and 
things had been created to fulfil a purpose by God or by nature, 
and if so what purpose; whether men were free to choose between 
alternatives, or on the contrary were rigorously determined by 
the causal laws that governed inanimate nature; whether ethical 
and aesthetic truths were universal and objective or relative and 
subjective; whether men were only bundles of flesh and blood 
and bone and nervous tissue, or the earthly habitations of im-
mortal souls; whether human history had a discernible pattern, 
or was a repetitive causal sequence or a succession of casual and 
unintelligible accidents. These ancient questions tormented them 
as they had their ancestors in Greece and Rome and Palestine 
and the medieval West.

Physics and chemistry did not tell one why some men were 
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obliged to obey other men and under what circumstances, and 
what was the nature of such obligations; what was good and what 
was evil; whether happiness and knowledge, justice and mercy, 
liberty and equality, efficiency and individual independence were 
equally valid goals of human action, and, if so, whether they were 
compatible with one another, and if not, which of them were to 
be chosen, and what were valid criteria for such choices, and how 
we could be certain about their validity, and what was meant by 
the notion of validity itself; and many more questions of this 
type.

Yet – so a good many eighteenth-century philosophers argued 
– a similar state of chaos and doubt had once prevailed in the 
realm of the natural sciences too; yet there human genius had 
finally prevailed and created order.

Nature, and Nature’s laws lay hid in night.
God said, Let Newton be! and all was light.1

If Newton could, with a small number of basic laws, enable 
us, at least in theory, to determine the position and motion of 
every physical entity in the universe, and in this way abolish at 
one blow a vast, shapeless mass of conflicting, obscure and only 
half-intelligible rules of thumb which had hitherto passed for 
natural knowledge, was it not reasonable to expect that, by apply-
ing similar principles to human conduct and the analysis of the 
nature of man, we should be able to obtain similar clarification 
and establish the human sciences upon equally firm foundations?

Philosophy fed on the muddles and obscurities of language; if 
these were cleared away, it would surely be found that the only 
questions left would be concerned with testable human beliefs, 
or expressions of identifiable, everyday human needs or hopes or 
fears or interests. These were the proper study of psychologists, 
anthropologists, sociologists, economists; all that was needed was 

1  Alexander Pope, ‘Epitaph: Intended for Sir Isaac Newton’ (1730).
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a Newton, or series of Newtons, for the sciences of man; in this 
way the perplexities of metaphysics could once and for all be re-
moved, the idle tribe of philosophical speculators eradicated and, 
on the ground thus cleared, a clear and firm edifice of natural 
science built.

This was the hope of all the best-known philosophers of the 
Enlightenment, from Hobbes and Hume to Helvétius, Holbach, 
Condorcet, Bentham, Saint-Simon, Comte and their successors. 
Yet this programme was doomed to failure. The realm of philoso-
phy was not partitioned into a series of scientific successor States. 
Philosophical questions continued (and continue) to fascinate 
and torment enquiring minds.

Why is this so? An illuminating answer to this problem was 
given by Kant, the first thinker to draw a clear distinction between, 
on the one hand, questions of fact, and, on the other, questions 
about the patterns in which these facts presented themselves to 
us – patterns that were not themselves altered however much the 
facts themselves, or our knowledge of them, might alter. These 
patterns or categories or forms of experience were themselves not 
the subject matter of any possible natural science.

Kant was the first to draw the crucial distinction between 
facts – the data of experience, as it were, the things, persons, 
events, qualities, relations that we observed or inferred or 
thought about – and the categories in terms of which we sensed 
and imagined and reflected about them. These were, for him, 
independent of the different cosmic attitudes – the religious 
or metaphysical frameworks that belonged to various ages and 
civilisations. Thus the majority of Greek philosophers, and most 
of all Aristotle, thought that all things had purposes built into 
them by nature – ends or goals which they could not but seek 
to fulfil. The medieval Christians saw the world as a hierarchy in 
which every object and person was called upon to fulfil a specific 
function by the Divine Creator; he alone understood the pur-
pose of the entire pattern, and made the happiness and misery 
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of his creatures depend upon the degree to which they followed 
the commandments that were entailed by the differing purposes 
for which each entity had been created – the purposes that in 
fulfilling themselves realised the universal harmony, the supreme 
pattern, the totality of which was kept from the creatures, and 
understood by the Creator alone.

The rationalists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
saw no purpose in anything but what man himself had created 
to serve his own needs, and regarded all else as determined by the 
laws of cause and effect, so that most things pursued no purposes, 
but were as they were, and moved and changed as they did, as a 
matter of ‘brute’ fact.

These were profoundly different outlooks. Yet those who 
held them saw very similar items in the universe, similar colours, 
tastes, shapes, forms of motion and rest, experienced similar feel-
ings, pursued similar goals, acted in similar fashions.

Kant, in his doctrine of our knowledge of the external world, 
taught that the categories through which we saw it were identical 
for all sentient beings, permanent and unalterable; indeed this 
is what made our world one, and communication possible. But 
some of those who thought about history, morals, aesthetics, did 
see change and differences; what differed was not so much the 
empirical content of what these successive civilisations saw or 
heard or thought as the basic patterns in which they perceived 
them, the models in terms of which they conceived them, the 
category-spectacles through which they viewed them.

The world of a man who believes that God created him for a 
specific purpose, that he has an immortal soul, that there is an 
afterlife in which his sins will be visited upon him, is radically 
different from the world of a man who believes in none of these 
things; and the reasons for action, the moral codes, the political 
beliefs, the tastes, the personal relationships of the former will 
deeply and systematically differ from those of the latter.

Men’s views of one another will differ profoundly as a very 
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consequence of their general conception of the world: the 
notions of cause and purpose, good and evil, freedom and slavery, 
things and persons, rights, duties, laws, justice, truth, falsehood, 
to take some central ideas completely at random, depend directly 
upon the general framework within which they form, as it 
were, nodal points. Although the facts which are classified and 
arranged under these notions are not at all identical for all men 
at all times, yet these differences – which the sciences examine 
– are not the same as the profounder differences which wearing 
different sets of spectacles, using different categories, thinking in 
terms of different models, must make to men of different times 
and places and cultures and outlooks.

Philosophy, then, is not an empirical study: not the critical 
examination of what exists or has existed or will exist – this is 
dealt with by common-sense knowledge and belief, and the 
methods of the natural sciences. Nor is it a kind of formal 
deduction, as mathematics or logic is. Its subject matter is to a 
large degree not the items of experience, but the ways in which 
they are viewed, the permanent or semi-permanent categories in 
terms of which experience is conceived and classified. Purpose 
versus mechanical causality; organism versus mere amalgams; 
systems versus mere togetherness; spatio-temporal order versus 
timeless being; duty versus appetite; value versus fact – these are 
categories, models, spectacles. Some of these are as old as human 
experience itself; others are more transient. With the more tran-
sient, the philosopher’s problems take on a more dynamic and 
historical aspect. Different models and frameworks, with their 
attendant obscurities and difficulties, arise at different times. The 
case of contemporary problems in the explanatory framework of 
physics, already mentioned, is one example of this. But there are 
other examples, which affect the thought not just of physicists or 
other specialists, but of reflective men in general.

In politics, for example, men tried to conceive of their social 
existence by analogy with various models: Plato at one stage, 
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perhaps following Pythagoras, tried to frame his system of human 
nature, its attributes and goals, following a geometrical pattern, 
since he thought it would explain all there was. There followed 
the biological pattern of Aristotle; the many Christian images 
with which the writings of the Fathers as well as the Old and 
New Testaments abound; the analogy of the family, which casts 
light upon human relations not provided by a mechanical model 
(say that of Hobbes); the notion of an army on the march, with 
its emphasis on such virtues as loyalty, dedication, obedience, 
needed to overtake and crush the enemy (with which so much 
play was made in the Soviet Union); the notion of the State as a 
traffic policeman and night-watchman preventing collisions and 
looking after property, which is at the back of much individualist 
and liberal thought; the notion of the State as much more than 
this – as a great co-operative endeavour of individuals seeking to 
fulfil a common end, and therefore as entitled to enter into every 
nook and cranny of human experience – that animates much 
of the ‘organic’ thought of the nineteenth century; the systems 
borrowed from psychology, or from theories of games, that are in 
vogue at present – all these are models in terms of which human 
beings, groups and societies and cultures, have conceived of their 
experience.

These models often collide; some are rendered inadequate by 
failing to account for too many aspects of experience, and are in 
their turn replaced by other models which emphasise what these 
last have omitted, but in their turn may obscure what the others 
have rendered clear. The task of philosophy, often a difficult 
and painful one, is to extricate and bring to light the hidden 
categories and models in terms of which human beings think 
(that is, their use of words, images and other symbols), to reveal 
what is obscure or contradictory in them, to discern the conflicts 
between them that prevent the construction of more adequate 
ways of organising and describing and explaining experience 
(for all description as well as explanation involves some model 
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in terms of which the describing and explaining is done); and 
then, at a still ‘higher’ level, to examine the nature of this activ-
ity itself (epistemology, philosophical logic, linguistic analysis), 
and to bring to light the concealed models that operate in this 
second-order, philosophical, activity itself.

If it is objected that all this seems very abstract and remote 
from daily experience, something too little concerned with the 
central interests, the happiness and unhappiness and ultimate 
fate, of ordinary men, the answer is that this charge is false. Men 
cannot live without seeking to describe and explain the universe 
to themselves. The models they use in doing this must deeply 
affect their lives, not least when they are unconscious; much of 
the misery and frustration of men is due to the mechanical or un-
conscious, as well as deliberate, application of models where they 
do not work. Who can say how much suffering has been caused 
by the exuberant use of the organic model in politics, or the com-
parison of the State to a work of art, and the representation of the 
dictator as the inspired moulder of human lives, by totalitarian 
theorists in our own times? Who shall say how much harm and 
how much good, in previous ages, came of the exaggerated ap-
plication to social relations of metaphors and models fashioned 
after the patterns of paternal authority, especially to the relations 
of rulers of States to their subjects, or of priests to the laity?

If there is to be any hope of a rational order on earth, or of a 
just appreciation of the many various interests that divide diverse 
groups of human beings – knowledge that is indispensable to any 
attempt to assess their effects, and the patterns of their interplay 
and its consequences, in order to find viable compromises 
through which men may continue to live and satisfy their desires 
without thereby crushing the equally central desires and needs 
of others – it lies in the bringing to light of these models, social, 
moral, political, and above all the underlying metaphysical pat-
terns in which they are rooted, with a view to examining whether 
they are adequate to their task.
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The perennial task of philosophers is to examine whatever 
seems insusceptible to the methods of the sciences or everyday 
observation, for example, categories, concepts, models, ways of 
thinking or acting, and particularly ways in which they clash with 
one another, with a view to constructing other, less internally 
contradictory and (though this can never be fully attained) less 
pervertible metaphors, images, symbols and systems of categories. 
It is certainly a reasonable hypothesis that one of the principal 
causes of confusion, misery and fear is, whatever may be its psy-
chological or social roots, blind adherence to outworn notions, 
pathological suspicion of any form of critical self-examination, 
frantic efforts to prevent any degree of rational analysis of what 
we live by and for.

This socially dangerous, intellectually difficult, often agonising 
and thankless but always important activity is the work of phil
osophers, whether they deal with the natural sciences or moral 
or political or purely personal issues. The goal of philosophy is 
always the same, to assist men to understand themselves and thus 
operate in the open, and not wildly, in the dark.



Verification

This paper is an attempt to estimate how far the principle 
of verification fulfils the purpose for which it is employed by many 
contemporary empiricist philosophers. The general truth of their 
doctrines I shall not call into question. The thesis which I shall 
try to establish is that the principle of verifiability or verification, 
after playing a decisive role in the history of modern philosophy, 
by clearing up confusions, exposing major errors and indicating 
what were and what were not questions proper for philosophers 
to ask, which has enabled it to exercise in our day a function 
not unlike that which Kant’s critical method performed for his 
generation, cannot, for all that, be accepted as a final criterion 
of empirical significance, since such acceptance leads to wholly 
untenable consequences. I shall consequently urge that after due 
homage has been paid to its therapeutic influence, it needs to be 
abandoned or else considerably revised, if it is to be prevented 
from breeding new fallacies in place of those which it eradicates.

I propose to begin by assuming that what the principle sets 
out to do both can and should be done; and to consider whether 
it can do this alone and unassisted. I shall seek to show that it 
cannot, and that to maintain the opposite entails a view of 
empirical propositions too paradoxical to deserve serious notice.

As is well known, its supporters claim that the function which 
it fulfils is that of acting as a criterion for determining whether 
assertions of a certain type mean in fact what they purport to 
mean. The pressing need for such a criterion arises out of the 
view on which much modern empiricism rests, according to 
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which all truly significant assertions must be concerned either 
with the facts of experience, in the sense in which they are the 
subject matter of the judgements of common sense and of em-
pirical science, or else with the verbal means used to symbolise 
such facts. The task in question is to find some infallible criterion 
by which to distinguish assertions of the first, that is experiential, 
type, from all other possible modes of employing symbols.

I must begin by making clear my use of certain essential terms: 
by a sentence I propose to mean any arrangement of words which 
obeys the rules of grammar; by a statement any sentence which 
obeys the rules of logic; and finally, by a proposition any sentence 
which conveys to someone that something is or is not the case. 
And this seems on the whole to accord with common usage. In 
addition I propose, at any rate in the first section of the argument, 
to mean by the term ‘experience’ only what phenomenalists say 
they mean by it, that is, only such actual or possible data as are 
provided by observation and introspection. I do not wish to 
assert that phenomenalism is self-evidently true. On the contrary, 
no method yet suggested of translating the propositions about 
material objects into propositions about data of observation and 
introspection seems wholly satisfactory. But for the purpose of 
my thesis it will be sufficient to confine myself to the latter, that 
is to propositions concerned solely with objects of immediate 
acquaintance; since if the verification criterion is inadequate 
in dealing with them it will a fortiori fail to apply to the much 
more complex case of statements about material objects. If this is 
true, it will tend to show that the historical connection between 
phenomenalism and ‘verificationism’ is not a logical one and that 
the failure of the latter does not necessarily invalidate the former.

This conclusion I should like to believe to be true, since the 
opposite would prove fatal to the view which seems to me to 
be true on other grounds, as I shall urge in the last section of 
this paper, that whereas the phenomenalist analysis of state-
ments of common sense is fundamentally correct, and has not 
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proved convincing more on account of insufficient ingenuity in 
the formulation of specific analyses, or of the vagueness of the 
analysandum, than because of some fatal defect in the method 
itself, the principle of verification, in spite of its undoubted 
efficacy in the past in detecting and destroying unreal puzzles, 
has now begun to yield diminishing returns, and even to create 
new, spurious, problems of its own. This, I shall argue, is due to 
the fact that it is not in principle capable of being applied to 
the whole field of empirical belief and knowledge, but only to 
a limited portion of it – a fact which is brought out particularly 
clearly by the examination of that version of it, sometimes called 
operationalism, according to which the different logical or epis-
temological categories to which a given proposition may belong 
are determined by the differences in the kind of tests normally 
employed to discover its truth or falsity.

The essence of the principle of verification will appear 
clearly if one considers its progressive modification in the face 
of difficulties. The bare assertion that all significant statements 
were concerned either with facts about experience or with the 
symbolic means of expressing them was too vague and excluded 
too little. Metaphysicians and theologians could claim that 
they, too, reported facts of experience, although facts of a very 
different order from those which were of interest to empirical 
scientists, arrived at by non-empirical processes of cognition, 
and thus wholly outside the range of any evidence drawn from 
the data of observation or introspection. A stricter criterion of 
significance seemed therefore to be required, at any rate in the 
case of propositions claiming to describe experience. To supply 
it (I do not vouch for the historical accuracy of this account) 
the principle of verification was adopted, a test which, so it is 
claimed, made it possible to determine without further ado 
whether a given collocation of words was or was not significant 
in the above sense. In its earliest and most uncompromising 
form it declared that the meaning of a proposition resided in the 
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means of its verification; the questions ‘What does the statement 
p mean?’ and ‘What must one do to discover whether p is true?’ 
were logically equivalent – the answer to one was the answer to 
the other.

The most obvious objection to this doctrine, which critics 
were not slow to urge, was that this formulation involved a glar-
ing hysteron proteron; for before I could think of possible ways 
of verifying a given statement I first must know what the state-
ment means, otherwise there could be nothing for me to verify. 
How can I ask whether a group of symbols asserts a truth or a 
falsehood if I am not certain of what it means, or indeed whether 
it means anything at all? Surely, therefore, understanding what 
the sentence means – what proposition it expresses – must in 
some sense be prior to the investigation of its truth, and cannot 
be defined in terms of the possibility of such an investigation – on 
the contrary the latter must be defined in terms of it. But this ob-
jection is not as formidable as it looks. A supporter of the theory 
may reply that what he means by the expression ‘to know the 
means of the verification of p’ is knowing in what circumstances 
one would judge the group of symbols ‘p’ to convey something 
which was or was not the case; adding that what one means by 
saying that one understands a given sentence, or that the sentence 
has meaning, is precisely this, that one can conceive of a state of 
affairs such that if it is the case – exists – the sentence in question 
is the proper, conventionally correct description of it, that is the 
proposition expressed by the sentence is true, while if it is not the 
case, the proposition expressed is false. To understand a sentence 
– to certify it as expressing a given proposition – is thus equiva-
lent to knowing how I should set about to look for the state of 
affairs which, if the state of affairs exists, it correctly describes. 
To say that a sentence is intelligible, that is that it expresses a 
proposition, without specifying what the proposition is, is to say 
that I know that I could set about to look for the relevant situ-
ation without saying what kind of situation it is. It follows that 



Verification  •  19

any sentence such that I can conceive of no experience of which 
it is the correct description, is for me meaningless. The limits of 
what I can conceive are set by experience – that is, I can conceive 
only whatever is either identical with, or else in some respect 
similar to, the kind of situation which I have already met with 
or imagined; the possible is a logical alternative to the actual, and 
conceivable only by reference to it; whatever is wholly different 
from it is wholly inconceivable. The actual, on this view, consists 
of the data of observation, sensible and introspective, and what 
can be inferred from them. The logically possible is conceived 
only by analogy with it; sentences which purport to refer to 
something outside this are therefore meaningless.

If nevertheless I claim that they mean something to me, I am 
using the term ‘meaning’ ambiguously or loosely; I may wish to 
say that they suggest, or are evidence for, a situation, without 
formally describing it, as tears are evidence of distress without 
being a statement about it; or else that they evoke an emotion in 
me, convey or induce a mood or an attitude, stimulate behaviour, 
or even that no more is occurring than that I am acquainted with 
the normal use of the individual words in the sentences to which 
I attribute meaning and that they are grouped in accordance with 
the rules of grammar and of logic, as in certain types of nonsense 
verse. This seems prima facie plausible enough, and successfully 
eliminates whole classes of expressions as being meaningless in 
the strict sense, because they seem to describe no conceivable 
experience, and can therefore, as Hume recommended, be safely 
rejected as so much metaphysical rubbish. Whatever survives 
this drastic test can then be classified exhaustively as being either 
direct statements about possible experience, that is empirical 
propositions, or second- or higher-order statements about the 
relations of types of such statements to each other, that is propos
itions of logic and other formal sciences. And this was as much 
as the anti-metaphysical party had ever claimed. It was soon seen 
however that as it stood this position was wholly untenable.
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To begin with, the conception of ‘means of verification’ was 
far too narrow. If it was interpreted literally it always referred 
to the present or the immediate future, in which alone sensible 
verification of what I was asserting could take place. This gave all 
statements about the past, and a great many about the present 
and future, a meaning which was prima facie very different from 
that which they seemed to have. Such a sentence for example as 
‘It was raining half an hour ago’ had to be regarded as equiva-
lent to one or more of such statements as ‘I am now having a 
moderately fresh memory image of falling rain’, ‘My shoes look 
fairly, but not very, wet’, ‘I am looking at the chart of a recording 
barometer and observe an undulating line of a certain shape’, ‘I 
expect, if I ask you “Was it raining half an hour ago?”, to hear the 
answer “Yes” ’ and the like.

This is unsatisfactory on two grounds, equally fatal. In the first 
place, by translating all propositions about the past (and about 
the future) into propositions about experience in the present 
(which alone I can conclusively verify) it gives two senses of the 
word ‘present’; the sense in which it is distinguishable from ‘past’ 
and ‘future’, that is, the normal sense, and the sense in which it 
includes them; the second sense, being contrastable with noth-
ing, adds nothing to any statement in which it occurs; to say in 
this sense that all significant statements refer only to the present 
is thus to utter a pointless tautology. Yet the sense in which alone 
it was relevant to say that all conclusively verifiable propositions 
were concerned only with the present was the first, not the 
second, sense; the sense in which to speak of the present state of 
something is to distinguish it from past and future states.

Moreover, the translation feels wrong. One does not usually 
mean by the sentence ‘It rained yesterday’ the present empirical 
evidence for it, not even the total sum of such evidence. For the 
relation ‘being evidence of ’ not being that of logical implication, 
the evidential proposition may be true and the proposition which 
it claims to establish false; the two therefore cannot be equivalent. 
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What I mean to assert is that it was raining yesterday, not that 
events which are now occurring make it unreasonable to doubt 
that it did: the rain I speak of is the rain of yesterday, whatever 
may or may not be happening today. To verify yesterday’s rain 
conclusively (the verificandum being taken in a phenomenalist 
sense as a logical construction out of observation data), one has 
to have lived through yesterday and to have observed whether 
it rained or not. To do this now is in some sense of the word 
impossible: yet the meaning of the sentence is not seriously in 
doubt. It follows that either all propositions save those about 
the immediate present are meaningless: or that meaning cannot 
depend on conclusive verifiability.

To this the defenders of the theory can answer that in saying 
that the meaning of p resides (liegt) in the means of its verifica-
tion they did not literally mean to assert any such equivalence: 
they meant only that ‘p is significant’ entails that some means of 
verifying p is possible. The proposition is never equivalent to the 
sum of evidence for it; but unless one can say that there could be 
a situation in which an observer could verify it, one cannot say 
that the sentence has any meaning. Thus ‘p is significant’, where 
p is empirical, entails and is entailed by ‘p is verifiable’, but is not 
equivalent to any specific group of actual propositions cited as 
evidence for it.

Moreover, by ‘verifiability’ what is meant is verifiability not 
in practice but in principle; this last being needed to eliminate 
not only the objection that some propositions, for example that 
there are mountains on the other side of the moon, are clearly 
significant and yet cannot be verified on account of technical dif-
ficulties which observers with more luck and skill than ourselves 
might overcome, but to secure plausible analyses of propositions 
about the past, which we are prevented from verifying by the 
accident of our position in time as well as space. We might have 
been born earlier than we were, and lived in countries other 
than those which in fact we inhabit; I cannot now, do what I 
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will, verify the proposition ‘Julius Caesar was bald’ by direct 
inspection, but there is no logical reason why I should not have 
been born in ancient Rome in time to have observed Caesar’s 
head; the reason is causal, unless indeed I define myself as having 
been born in the twentieth century, in which case some other 
observer could have carried out this observation. For there is no 
reason why ‘p is verifiable’ should mean ‘p is verifiable by me.’1 
Solipsism even of the so-called methodological variety is a wholly 
gratuitous assumption. I can conceive of other observers by 
analogy with my own self, however the notion of a particular self 
is to be analysed. So much has been pointed out by Berkeley. To 
verify the proposition that such observers actually exist, and have 
experiences which are not ours, is of course a very different and 
much more difficult task. Thus ‘p is significant’ has now come 
to mean ‘It is conceivable (that is, there is no logical contradic-
tion in supposing) that someone should observe or should have 
observed what is correctly described by p.’ In this watered-down 
form the principle does seem to acquire a much wider sphere of 
application and attempts at ‘silly’ analyses can be successfully 
foiled. But the position is still far from secured.

For all that can be accounted for on this hypothesis are such 
singular categorical propositions as are conclusively verifiable, at 
any rate in principle, by a suitably situated observer. This leaves 
three classes of propositions unaccounted for, and these by far 
the most commonly used: (1) propositions which are not singu-
lar; (2) propositions which are not categorical; (3) propositions 
which seem to be both singular and categorical, but not to be 
conclusively verifiable by observation.

1. General propositions offer the most obvious difficulty. No 
sentence of the form ‘All s is p’, whether taken in extension or 
intension, where s denotes an infinite set (or at any rate does 

1  See G. Ryle, ‘Unverifiability-by-me’, Analysis 4 (1936), 1–11.



Verification  •  23

not explicitly denote a finite one), can be verified by any finite 
number of observations. That is to say it is not conclusively 
verifiable at all. The same applies to all propositions containing 
‘any’ or ‘every’ as components. The attempt made by Ramsey and 
those who accept his view to treat them as rules or prescriptions, 
logical or empirical, and therefore neither true nor false, cannot 
be defended, since, as they are used, they are held to be refutable 
by a single negative instance, and it is nonsense to say of rules 
that they have instances or can be refuted. Yet they have clear 
empirical meaning, particularly when taken in extension, and 
cannot be left out of account.

To meet this difficulty the principle of verification was revised 
and two types of it distinguished: the first, called verification in 
the strong sense, was the familiar version. The second, or ‘weak’ 
verification, was invented to apply to general propositions and 
to singular-seeming propositions about material objects, in so 
far as these were thought to entail general propositions about 
sense data – a view which it has proved far from easy to hold. 
Two versions of ‘weak’ verifiability are given by A. J. Ayer:1 
according to the first we ask about a given proposition ‘Would 
any observations be relevant to the determination of its truth or 
falsehood?’ If so the proposition is significant. This may well be 
true, but as it stands the suggested criterion is far too vague to be 
of use.2 Relevance is not a precise logical category, and fantastic 
metaphysical systems may choose to claim that observation data 
are ‘relevant’ to their truth. Such claims cannot be rebutted un-
less some precise meaning is assigned to the concept of relevance, 
which, because the word is used to convey an essentially vague 
idea, cannot be done. Thus ‘weak’ verification, designed to 
admit only general, and material object, statements, cannot be 
prevented from opening the gates for any statement, however 

1  A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic (London, 1936), 38.
2  On this see A. C. Ewing, ‘Meaninglessness’, Mind 46 (1937), 347–64, 

particularly 352–3.
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meaningless, to enter, provided that someone can be found to 
claim that observation is in some sense relevant to it. As a cri-
terion for distinguishing sense from nonsense relevance plainly 
does not work: indeed to accept it is in effect to abrogate the 
principle of verification altogether.

Ayer, conscious of this perhaps, attempts to provide another 
far more rigorous formulation of ‘weak’ verification, which at 
first seems to fit our needs more adequately.1 He says, ‘To make 
our position clearer, we may formulate it in another way. [. . .] 
we may say that it is the mark of a genuine factual proposition 
[. . .] that some experiential [that is, strongly verifiable] proposi-
tions can be deduced from it in conjunction with certain other 
premisses without being deducible from those other premisses 
alone. This criterion seems liberal enough.’ Unfortunately it is 
a good deal too liberal, and does not guarantee us against non-
sense any better than the previous test. What it appears to assert 
is this: given three propositions p, q, r, where r is conclusively 
verifiable in principle, then p is weakly verified, and therefore 
significant, if r follows from p and q, and does not follow from 
p alone. Thus ‘All men are mortal’ is ‘weakly’ verifiable, because 
‘Socrates will die’ which does not follow from ‘Socrates is a man’ 
by itself, follows from the two in conjunction. It may be noted 
that ‘verifiable’ seems here to have lost its sense of ‘rendered true’ 
or ‘established beyond doubt’, and is equivalent to something 
much looser, like ‘made probable’ or ‘plausible’, itself an obscure 
and unexamined concept.

However, even in this diluted form the principle will not do. 
For if I say

This logical problem is bright green
I dislike all shades of green
Therefore I dislike this problem

1  op. cit. (p. 23 above, note 1), 38–9.
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I have uttered a valid syllogism whose major premiss has satisfied 
the definition of weak verifiability as well as the rules of logic 
and of grammar, yet it is plainly meaningless. One cannot reply 
to this that it is put out of court by the confusion of categories 
which it contains, or some such answer, since this entails the 
direct applicability of a criterion of significance other than ‘weak’ 
verification, which makes the latter otiose. No criterion which 
is powerless in the face of such nonsense as the above is fit to 
survive. ‘Weak’ verifiability is a suspicious device in any case, 
inasmuch as it bears the name without fulfilling the original 
function of verification proper, and appears to suggest that there 
is more than one sense of empirical truth. The chief argument 
in its favour seems to be that unless it is valid, any theory which 
entails it must be false. Since the contrary instance cited above is 
fatal to it, this consequence must be accepted. Weak verification 
has thus failed to provide the needed criterion.

By far the most ingenious attempt to solve the difficulty is that 
made by Karl Popper1 who suggests that a proposition is signifi-
cant if and only if it can be conclusively falsified by the conclusive 
verification of a singular proposition which contradicts it – as 
when a law is refuted by the occurrence of one negative instance. 
But while this may provide a valid criterion of significance for 
general propositions about observation data, it throws no light 
on whether the sense in which they are called true is or is not 
identical with that in which singular propositions are so called. 
The implication which one may be tempted to draw from this 
is that propositions of different logical types are true or false, 
verifiable and falsifiable, each in its own specific fashion: indeed 
that this is what is meant by saying that they belong to different 
categories; that is to say that the logical (and epistemological) 
character of a proposition is determined by the way in which 

1  In his book Logik der Forschung (Vienna, [1934]) [now translated as The 
Logic of Scientific Discovery (London, 1959)].
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it is verifiable (or falsifiable), the two being alternative ways of 
saying the same thing about it. This view, which if true would 
solve many difficulties, cannot, however, be accepted, as I hope 
to show in the next section of the argument. It should further 
be noted that Popper’s criterion of falsifiability, while it may 
deal successfully with general propositions of observation, does 
not apply equally well to propositions about material objects, 
for whose benefit it was originally introduced. But as we have 
agreed to accept phenomenalism this is beside the issue, and the 
criterion may therefore be provisionally accepted.

2. The second type of proposition not covered by the original 
‘strong’ verifiability criterion consists of those which are not cat-
egorical. These are highly relevant to the whole issue, and repay 
exceptionally close attention. It has too often been assumed by 
logicians that all hypothetical propositions are general, and all 
general propositions are hypothetical: ‘All s is p’ is equivalent to 
‘If s then p’ and vice versa. Nothing could be further from the 
truth. While some hypothetical propositions are general, others 
are not. The commonest of all propositions which occur in the 
writings of contemporary positivists, the propositions indispens-
able to any discussion of meaning or verification, the familiar ‘If 
I look up I shall observe a blue patch’, are indubitably hypotheti-
cal, but in no sense general. To show this one need only point 
out that they are conclusively verifiable. Indeed it was because 
an attempt was made to reduce all other statements to verifiable 
propositions of this type that absurdities resulted. I verify the 
proposition mentioned above by looking up and observing a blue 
patch: if conclusive verification ever occurs, it occurs in this case.

It must be noted that I have actually proved more than I have 
asserted: not merely the hypothetical but a conjunctive propos
ition ‘I shall look up and I shall see a blue patch’ has been verified. 
This is unavoidable from the nature of the case. But although the 
conjunctive proposition entails the hypothetical, it is not entailed 
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by it, and the two are therefore not equivalent. The conjunction 
is falsified if (a) I do not look up and see a blue patch, (b) I do 
not look up and do not see a blue patch, (c) I look up and see 
no blue patch. The hypothetical proposition is falsified by the 
occurrence of (c) alone. If either (a) or (b) is the case, the hypo-
thetical proposition is rendered neither true nor false, and may be  
either.

It is essential to note, firstly, that the relation between the 
protasis ‘I shall look up’ and the apodosis ‘I shall see a blue patch’ 
is not one of material implication, otherwise the whole would be 
verified by denying the protasis. Secondly, that it is not one of 
strict implication, since the antecedent may be affirmed and the 
consequent denied without a formal contradiction. Thirdly, that 
it is not necessarily causal: I may, of course, when I declare that 
if I look up I shall see a blue patch, say this because I believe that 
there is a causal connection between the two events, but equally 
I may not believe this, and decide to bet that this will happen 
because I am by temperament a passionate gambler, and all the 
more stimulated if I believe that the weight of inductive evidence 
is against me; or I may say it because it is an exception which 
disproves one causal law, without necessarily regarding it as being 
itself an instance of another law; or I may say it out of sheer 
contrariness, or any other motive whatever. My rational ground 
for saying what I do would doubtless take the form of a general 
causal proposition which entails the proposition on whose truth 
I am betting, but I may choose to behave irrationally, or use the 
proposition in an ad absurdum argument to prove its opposite: 
the general proposition ‘Observers in conditions similar to 
these normally see blue patches if they look up’ entails, but is 
not entailed by, the proposition ‘If A looks up he will observe a 
blue patch’; the latter proposition, so far from being equivalent 
to the former, may be true where the other is false, and, as was 
said above, may be conclusively verifiable – a condition which 
the general proposition is logically incapable of attaining. The 
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proposition is therefore both singular and hypothetical, its sub-
ject being not a hypothetical variable, but a nameable particular.

So far all seems clear. The difficulty arises when the antecedent 
is not fulfilled: when I assert, for example, that if I look up I shall 
see a blue patch, and then fail to look up. The proposition appears 
now to be no longer conclusively verifiable. The opportunity for 
that has been missed and cannot be recovered. I must now resort 
to the roundabout method of producing evidence for it, that is, 
‘weakly’ verifying the general causal proposition of which the 
proposition to be verified is an instance; nor can the instantial 
proposition be made more probable than the general proposition 
which entails it. But clearly the statement ‘If I look up I shall see 
a blue patch’, which now becomes ‘If I had looked up I should 
have seen a blue patch’, expresses a proposition which is still true 
or false in precisely the same sense as before, although the means 
of its verification have altered; yet clearly the statement cannot 
have changed in meaning because I did not in fact look up. Yet 
if it were true that the impossibility of strongly verifying a given 
proposition entailed that it had a logical character different from 
propositions which can be strongly verified, the proposition in 
question would alter in character solely because I did or did not 
choose to act in a certain fashion. This would mean that the kind 
of meaning possessed by singular hypothetical sentences or state-
ments would depend on the empirical fact that their protases 
did or did not actually come true, which is patently absurd. It 
seems to me to follow that neither the meaning, nor the logical 
character, of a statement can possibly depend on what steps one 
would naturally take to ascertain its truth: and in so far as op-
erationalists assert this without qualification, they are mistaken.

At this point someone might reply that although an unful-
filled singular hypothetical statement (or for that matter a hypo
thetical statement whose protasis is not known to be fulfilled) 
cannot be verified conclusively in actual fact, it can be so verified 
in principle. I did not in fact look up and so I cannot know for 
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certain what would have happened if I did; but I might have 
looked up; or rather it is not self-contradictory to assert that an 
observer could or did look up; and such an observer, possible in 
principle, is in a position to verify the proposition conclusively. 
And so such propositions are, after all, no worse off than cat-
egorical statements about the vanished past: they too may not 
in fact have been verified conclusively; but they could have been 
so verified; and so are verifiable conclusively in principle. This 
argument, plausible though it is, is ultimately untenable, for the 
reason that were I situated favourably for verifying these unveri-
fied hypotheses, I should ipso facto not have been able to verify 
some of those which I in fact did: and I could not, in the logical 
sense of ‘could not’, have done both. An eternal omnisentient 
being which is in all places at all times can, if it chooses, verify all 
categorical propositions about past, present and future phenom-
ena: but even it cannot verify what did not occur; that which 
might have occurred had not that happened which in fact did. 
And if it is omniscient as well as omnisentient, and if there is any 
sense in which it could be said to know this too, it knows it by 
means other than sensible verification.

A simple example will, I hope, make this clear. Suppose that 
instead of asserting one singular hypothetical proposition, I 
assert two such propositions in the form of the premisses of a 
dilemma, such that the protasis of each is incompatible with the 
protasis of the other. For instance: ‘If I remain here I shall have a 
headache. If I do not remain here I shall be bored.’ Each of these 
propositions may itself be verifiable in principle: the conjunction 
of both cannot be verified conclusively, even in principle, since 
it involves me in the logical impossibility of being in a certain 
state and not being in it at the same time. Of course I can adduce 
the evidence of various observers for what would happen under 
these two logically incompatible sets of conditions. But such 
inductive evidence verifies only ‘weakly’ (whatever meaning may 
be attached to that unfortunate phrase). ‘If I were now at the 
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North Pole I should feel colder than I do’ cannot in principle 
be strongly verified, since I cannot even in principle be simul
taneously here and at the North Pole and compare the different 
temperatures. It is beside the point to say that this arises only if 
I am defined as capable of being situated here or at the North 
Pole but not at both; whereas I might have been a giant with 
one foot on the North Pole and the other in this room, in which 
case I might have verified the proposition conclusively. I could 
myself be defined differently, but the same problem would still 
arise whatever the defined scope and my powers; a proposition 
asserting an unfulfilled possibility can always be constructed to 
contradict whatever is the case, and this can be made the protasis 
of a second singular hypothetical proposition whose verifiability 
is incompatible with that of the first.

To put it semi-formally: given that for every empirical 
proposition p at least one contradictory not-p is constructable; 
then for every singular hypothetical proposition of the form ‘If 
p then q’ (let us call it pq) a second proposition ‘If not-p then 
r’ may be constructed (let us call it –pr), where r may or may 
not be equivalent to q. Then it is the case that where pq and –pr 
are propositions describing the possible data of a given observer, 
the conclusive verification of pq and –pr is not compossible, and 
the truth of either is compatible with the falseness of the other. 
And yet each of the two alternatives of the disjunction is in its 
own right a proposition which in suitable circumstances could 
be conclusively verified; either may be true and the other false, 
either probable and the other improbable; their only logical 
relation is that of un-co-verifiability – they cannot both be con-
clusively verified even in principle. And this plainly cannot alter 
the meaning which either has in its own right. If this conclusion 
is correct it follows that the meaning of a proposition need not be 
affected – let alone determined – by the fact that a given means 
of verification is or is not logically possible in its case.

I have emphasised the case of singular hypotheticals because 
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they seem to bring out particularly clearly that if meaning 
depends on the relevant type of verifiability, then in order to 
know what one of these conjunctions of propositions means one 
requires to know whether both the protases are true. And this 
is self-evidently false. Yet these are the very propositions which 
occur in all philosophical analyses of empirical statements, the 
stuff of which logical constructions are built, the basic proposi-
tions to which propositions about the public world are com-
monly reduced by phenomenalists of all shades and hues.

Perhaps another example will make this even clearer. Suppos
ing that I have a bet with you that all persons seen entering this 
room will appear to be wearing black shoes. Let the term ‘this 
room’ be defined as anything recognised by both of us as being 
correctly described as this room in virtue of certain observable 
characteristics, such that if either of us certifies their disappear-
ance from his sense field, the entity described as this room shall 
be deemed to have ceased to exist. Under what conditions can 
such a bet be lost or won? We may begin by affirming the truth 
of the analytic proposition that the room will last either for a 
finite time or for ever. In either case the set of persons observed 
to enter it is similarly either finite or infinite. Only if it is the case 
that the observed set of visitors is finite, that the room visibly 
comes to the end of its existence, and that each of the persons 
who are seen to enter appears to wear black shoes, can I win the 
bet. When, on the other hand, it is the case either that the room 
lasts for ever, or that the set of persons seen to enter it is without 
limit, or both these, but at least one person appears to wear shoes 
of some other colour than black, or no shoes at all, I lose the bet.

There are however further possibilities: when, for example, 
either the room lasts for ever or the number of persons seen to 
enter is limitless, or both, and every person entering appears to 
wear black shoes, in that event the bet is undecided, since the 
proposition on whose truth or falsity it turns has been neither 
verified nor falsified conclusively. In all possible cases it could in 
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principle be falsified by seeing the arrival of a person not wearing 
black shoes. But whereas in some cases it could also be verified 
conclusively, in others it cannot. Yet when we arrange the bet 
neither of us need know whether I am in principle capable of 
winning or not. Nevertheless the proposition in terms of which 
the bet is stated is not in the least ambiguous. It is not the case 
that the words ‘All persons . . .’ must if the proposition is to have 
a definite meaning be used to refer either to a finite set (in which 
case conclusive verifiability is possible), or to an infinite set (in 
which case it may not be), but not to both. Yet if the meaning 
of a proposition always depended upon the type of verifiability 
of which it is capable, the above would be systematically ambigu-
ous: we should have to be regarded as having made two separate 
bets, one on the behaviour of a finite set, the other on that of an 
infinite one. Yet we are under the impression that only one bet 
had been made, because we attributed to the proposition begin-
ning with the words ‘All persons will . . .’ not many senses but 
one, namely, that in which it is equivalent to ‘No one person will 
not . . .’. And we are right.

Like the previous example, this tends to show that if one 
wishes to understand a sentence which purports to express a 
proposition when it is asserted by someone, while it is doubtless 
generally useful to discover under what conditions he would 
consider its truth as established, to regard its meaning as depend
ent on what kind of conditions these would be is to hold a false 
doctrine of what constitutes meaning. Of course I do not wish to 
deny that in general I can only discover the difference between 
sentences of different kinds, for example between those used to 
refer to visual data and those concerning auditory ones, or be-
tween propositions concerning persons and propositions about 
physical objects or about sense data, by observing in what kind of 
experience verification for them is sought. But it does not follow 
from this that the kind of verification which a given proposition 
can in principle obtain determines the type of meaning which it 
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possesses, and so can act as a principle of logical or epistemological 
classification, such that propositions belonging to two different 
classes, defined in this way, cannot for that reason belong to one 
and the same logical or epistemological category, or be answers 
to questions of the same logical type. And yet this is the fallacy 
which seems to me to underlie much that is said by upholders of 
theories of verification and operationalism. That significance is 
connected with verifiability I have no wish to deny. But not in 
this direct fashion, by a kind of one-to-one correspondence.

3. This brings us to the third type of proposition mentioned 
above: the apparently categorical, but not conclusively verifiable, 
propositions, as for example those about material objects or 
other selves. The scope of this paper does not permit an adequate 
discussion of the merits and defects of phenomenalism; but even 
if we conceive it to be in principle correct, however inadequate 
all existing formulations of it, we must allow that among the 
experiential propositions into which a proposition asserting 
the existence of a material object must be analysed there must 
inevitably be some which describe how the object would appear 
to an observer, were conditions different from those which in 
fact obtain; if in other words he were not observing what he is. 
The proposition ‘I am holding a brown pencil in my hand’ may 
or may not entail propositions about past and future actual and 
hypothetical data presented to me; analysts differ on this point; 
some hold these to be part of what is meant by ‘this pencil’, 
others maintain them to be only evidence for its existence, but 
not elements in its analysis. And this holds equally of the actual 
and hypothetical data of observers other than myself.

What is common, however, to all phenomenalist accounts is 
that part, at any rate, of what I mean by saying that it is an actual 
pencil that is now before me, and not the phantom of one, is 
that the datum which I am now observing belongs to a group 
of visual, tactual, auditory etc. data some of whose members are 
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the subject matter of hypothetical propositions which describe 
what I should be experiencing if I were not at this moment in the 
circumstances in which in fact I am. These propositions are, as 
was shown above, not co-verifiable with the propositions which 
describe what I am actually observing, and this fact alone is 
quite sufficient to make propositions about physical objects not 
conclusively verifiable in principle, whether or not they are held 
to contain, telescoped within them, various causal and general 
propositions, as according to some philosophers they do. Indeed 
the assertion that general propositions enter into the analysis of 
prima facie singular propositions about material objects seems 
to me a good deal more dubious than that these last are not 
conclusively verifiable; if this seems certain, that is due to the 
un-co-verifiability of some of the singular propositions which are 
true of the object, not as it is in the past or in the future, but at 
any given moment.

Indeed when anti-phenomenalists maintain that every sug-
gested translation of a given common sense statement into sense 
datum language, however richly it is equipped with general and 
hypothetical propositions, fails to render in full the meaning of 
the original, because material objects possess attributes which 
necessarily elude observation; when for example G. F. Stout,1 
in discussing what we mean by the solidity of material objects 
as conceived by common sense, observes that we think of it not 
as a permanent possibility but as a permanent impossibility of 
sensation, what gives such objections apparent plausibility, and 
Stout’s epigram its point, is that there is indeed something which 
must for logical reasons elude verification by the most exhaustive 
conceivable series of observations, carried out by any number of 
possible observers, namely, propositions about what I, or some 
other given observer, could verify, were we not situated as we 
are. And this the most thoroughgoing phenomenalism must 

1  Studies in Philosophy and Psychology (London, 1930), 136.
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do justice to, however successfully it may have exorcised the 
last remaining vestiges of the concept of matter as an invisible, 
intangible, dimly conceived substratum.

If what I have urged above is true, verification whether ‘strong’ 
or ‘weak’ fails to perform its task even within the framework of 
pure phenomenalism, which must not therefore be so formu-
lated as to entail it as its primary criterion of significance. And 
to establish this negative conclusion was the main purpose of 
my thesis. In conclusion I should like to add a few remarks on 
what this seems to suggest with regard to the question of the 
proper analysis of physical objects and other selves. If, following 
the view suggested by C. D. Broad,1 we look upon our concept 
of a given material object as a finite complex of sensible charac-
teristics (to be referred to as m) selected more or less arbitrarily 
and unselfconsciously from the wider set of uniformly co-variant 
characteristics n, then m, which is constitutive of the object for 
a given observer, will differ for different individuals, times and 
cultures, although a certain minimum of overlapping common 
reference is needed for the possibility of communication in the 
present, and of understanding records of the past.

The set of characteristics m, if it is affirmed to have an instance, 
will turn out to render true a finite number of categorical and 
a potentially infinite number of hypothetical propositions; and 
the paradoxical fact often urged against phenomenalism that any 
given proposition or set of propositions recording observations 
may be false, and yet the relevant proposition about a material 
object which is ‘based’ upon them may remain true – that in other 
words the latter type of proposition cannot be shown either to 
entail or be entailed by the former – is explained by the fact that 
m is vague and n (for all we know) infinite, and consequently 

1  Discussed by John Wisdom in ‘Metaphysics and Verification (I)’, Mind 
47 (1938), 480–1.
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however much of m you falsify it will never demonstrate that n 
has been exhausted. But when m, which represents your personal 
selection out of n, is progressively falsified, a point will arise at 
which you will probably abandon your belief in the existence of 
the material object in question, since your experience does not 
present a sufficient number of characteristics defined as m.

But where this point will arise for a given individual is a 
purely psychological or sociological question; and I, who carve 
an m which differs from yours out of the common totality n, will 
understand you only to the extent to which our respective ms 
overlap; and therefore what will seem to you evidence adverse 
to your proposition will seem to weaken mine at the very most 
only to the extent to which your m overlaps with mine. Even if 
‘A case of m exists’ were far more precisely formulated than it 
ever is in ordinary life, as a collection of singular propositions, 
it would still not be conclusively verifiable because some of its 
components are hypothetical and un-co-verifiable; but as words 
are commonly used it is always fluid and vague, and so cannot 
be conclusively falsified either. Thus the verification criterion, 
which was intended to eliminate metaphysical propositions in 
order to save those of science and common sense, cannot deal 
with these even in its loosest and most enfeebled form.

Other selves are more recalcitrant still. The strict verification 
principle seems to demand a behaviourist analysis of selves other 
than that of the observer, introspection data being confined to, be-
cause conclusively verifiable by, him alone. Even if, as was argued 
above, this be rejected and the existence of other selves, conceived 
by analogy with the given observer’s own, be conceded at least 
the same obscure status as is, in the present state of philosophical 
discussion, enjoyed by material objects, each self being allowed to 
verify at any rate its own experience, it still seems difficult to explain, 
even in terms of the falsifiability criterion, what could show that 
the sentences ‘My toothache is more violent than yours’ or ‘Smith 
thinks faster than Jones’ are not meaningless. Each observer, we 
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say, can vouch for the occurrence or the non-occurrence only of 
events in his own experience. Whatever may be said about the 
meaning of such terms as ‘privacy’ and ‘publicity’ as applied to data 
which are evidence for material objects, introspected states must, 
as language is ordinarily used, be declared to be private in some 
sense in which material objects are not: an intersubjective observer 
who perceives my thoughts and feelings as well as his own seems a 
self-contradictory concept: otherwise it would be no more absurd 
to say that he and I experience the same headache as that we see 
the same table. Here, once again, the verification principle does 
not apply in either of its forms; and yet the propositions compar-
ing the experiences of several observers seem at once intelligible, 
empirical, and as often as not precise and true.

The conclusion which follows, if the above account of the 
matter is correct, is this: that the criterion provided by ‘strong’ 
verification at best applies to a very narrow range of observation 
propositions; while ‘weak’ verification either fails to act as a cri-
terion of sense altogether or, if made equivalent to ‘strong’ falsi-
fication, and in that form made sole arbiter of meaning, entails a 
brand of phenomenalism which provides unsatisfactory analyses 
of propositions about material objects and other selves. It follows 
a fortiori that the criterion of types of verifiability cannot act as 
the basis of classification of empirical propositions into logical 
categories. For it can neither distinguish statements recording 
observations from other categories of empirical propositions, nor 
enable us to distinguish different types of observation statements 
from each other. In view of this complete failure to satisfy our de-
mand for a criterion, are we to abandon our search for a criterion 
altogether, or even declare the demand itself to be senseless, say-
ing that meaning is meaning – an unanalysable concept – that to 
understand is an ultimate form of activity like seeing or hearing, 
that ‘empirical’ is an ultimate category, and cannot be explained 
or defined otherwise than ostensively, that is by examples? This 
is perhaps the case.
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But if so, statements like the above express the fact too baldly 
and obscurely. What one ought rather to say is that verifiability 
depends on intelligibility and not vice versa; only sentences 
which are constructed in accordance with the rules of logic and 
of grammar, and describe what can logically be conceived as ex-
isting, are significant, are empirical statements, express genuinely 
empirical propositions. The notion of the logically conceivable 
must not be misunderstood. It must not be confused with the 
view ultimately derived from Russell, and sometimes offered as a 
substitute for verification theories, according to which a sentence 
has empirical meaning when every variable which occurs in it is 
such that one at least of its values denotes an actual or possible 
object of sensible or introspective knowledge; or, as it is some-
times put, when all the concepts in a judgement are a posteriori 
concepts; or, if a more familiar formulation is preferred, when 
understanding a proposition entails actual or possible acquain-
tance with at least one instance of every universal which occurs 
in it. Even if we ignore the difficulties of the phenomenalism 
which this entails it can only be a necessary, never a sufficient, 
condition of empirical significance, at most a negative test. For 
I can formulate a sentence, correct by the rules of logic and of 
grammar and containing as variables only the names of observ-
able characteristics, which yet may turn out to be meaningless, 
as for example ‘Red hours are not more passionate than his 
ambition’: this would doubtless involve a glaring confusion of 
categories, but the criterion, like that of ‘weak’ verification and 
for the same reason, is powerless to prevent this.

The notion of significance cannot be determined by any such 
mechanical test: to say of a sentence that it means something, 
that I and others understand it, in other words that it conveys 
a proposition, is to say no more and no less than that we can 
conceive what would be the case if it were true. As for the mean-
ing of ‘I can conceive’, only that is conceivable by me which 
in some respect resembles my actual experience, as it occurs in 
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observation or introspection, memory or imagination, or any 
other form of direct acquaintance, which can be described only 
by reference to it, as a determinate, however logically distant 
from its source, of some determinable with at least one of whose 
determinates I am acquainted; much as a man born blind may 
understand propositions of visual experience by analogy with 
the senses which he possesses. The proposition that what is 
conceivable is necessarily similar to actual experience is analytic, 
being part of what is meant by the word ‘conceivable’. To speak 
therefore of conceiving an experience dissimilar in all respects, 
wholly different, from my own is to advance a self-contradictory 
concept, suggesting as it does both that I can apply my habitual 
logical categories to it, inasmuch as it is called experience, and 
that I cannot do so, inasmuch as it is declared to be wholly and 
utterly different from it.

Statements which are metaphysical in the bad sense are 
meaningless not because they are unverifiable, but because 
they purport, in the language which resembles that which we 
normally use to describe situations which we regard as capable 
of being empirically experienced, to describe something which 
is alleged to transcend such experience, and to be incommunic
able by any kind of analogy with it. Since, so far as we mean 
anything by these words, the limits of what can be conceived 
are set by analogy to what we are acquainted with, to deny such 
resemblance is tantamount to saying that what the proposition 
affects to describe is inconceivable; and this is to say that it is 
not a genuine proposition but, in the empirical sense of ‘mean-
ing’ as descriptive, and not, for example, emotive or evocative, a 
meaningless statement, linguistically similar to significant ones. 
Such a statement is unverifiable because, when examined, it turns 
out to be meaningless, and not vice versa, and it is meaningless 
because although words are being used in it in accordance with 
the accepted conventions of logic and of grammar, they represent 
the result either of genuine confusion, or of a pursuit of obscurity 
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from whatever cause or motive, since they are used in a fashion 
different from that in which words are used when they are 
intended to describe the experienced world. And so, while they 
may resemble genuinely descriptive expressions, whatever else 
they may or may not be doing, they literally describe nothing.



Empirical Propositions and  
Hypothetical Statements

It is becoming the fashion among empiricist philosophers 
to assume that phenomenalism is really dead at last. Provoked into 
existence by non-naturalistic notions of material substance, it suc-
cessfully undermined them; but it shared a sufficient number of 
fundamental metaphysical assumptions with its defeated rival to 
perish with it when the system of thought which nourished both 
was destroyed, in the very act of victory. A better ontology than 
that of Descartes or Locke, but still an ontology, it is therefore 
now held to be obsolete; and doubtless this is how it ought to be. 
But if phenomenalism is dead, the memory of it still haunts the 
writings of modern discussions of the nature of the external world 
to a surprising degree: from Eddington’s notorious two desks, 
to the more refined and penetrating analysis of better equipped 
philosophical authors, it makes its presence clearly felt, usually 
taking the form of a sharp distinction – now between observation 
statements and those concerning material objects; now between 
two or more senses of the verb ‘to see’; at other times between 
‘basic’ or ‘protocol’ sentences and those of ordinary speech; 
or between various ‘modes’ of speech; or between ‘strong’ and 
‘weak’ verification. Such versions of it are almost always formally 
guaranteed to carry no ‘metaphysical’ implications; nevertheless 
their striking resemblance to the older discredited variety is hard 
to overlook. Hence, an examination of its latest manifestations is 
not such a flogging of a dead horse as at first it may seem to be; for 
if it is dead, its ghost walks, and should, if possible, be laid. 
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Two further assumptions are made in the course of the fol-
lowing remarks:

1.  The argument against the phenomenalist analysis of 
common-sense statements leaves open the question whether the 
information provided by the exact sciences such as physics can 
be translated without loss into phenomenalist terms. Perhaps it 
can; and perhaps this demonstrates something of importance; it 
has always been considered that the language of science could, 
with no alteration of its ‘meaning’, be translated into solipsistic 
terms; which, however, is not held to be an argument in favour of 
solipsism. But if such a ‘translation’ does not adequately render 
the empirical descriptions of ordinary language, this will affect 
the propositions of science only in so far as these claim to be an 
extension of ordinary language used to describe the world, and 
not a specialised method of referring to aspects of it for some 
narrower, predictive or other, purposes – a specialised use of 
words which may be susceptible to a phenomenalist analysis. In 
any case the answer to the question whether this is so is, I believe, 
logically independent of the rest of my argument.

2.  Nor do I wish to deny the historical achievement of phenom-
enalism. Whatever its defects – and I shall wish to say that they 
are fatal – it has made less excusable any return to those ancient 
delusions which the philosophers of substance from Thales to 
G. F. Stout have done much to promote. But beneficent as its 
influence has been, it has overstayed its welcome; its continued 
presence does more harm than good; and the argument set out 
below is intended to provide additional reasons for consigning it 
finally to an honoured grave.
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I

Many forms of modern empiricism, and in particular modern 
phenomenalism, rest on the view that expressions describing 
material objects must in principle be capable of being translated 
(without residue) into sets of sentences about the data of actual 
or possible direct sensible acquaintance, past, present and future, 
on the part of real or possible observers (‘sensible’ is here used 
in the widest sense – to cover all states, activities or dispositions 
capable of being studied by empirical methods). Any alternative 
theories of how material object propositions are to be analysed 
tend to be rejected out of hand by modern empiricists on the 
ground that this must at some stage involve belief in the existence 
of non-sensible or transcendent entities or characteristics, and 
this is ruled out for the familiar reasons advanced, for example, 
by Berkeley, which rest on his theory of words; according to this, 
no expressions purporting to describe material objects can have 
any meaning, let alone be true, unless all the entities or character-
istics to which they refer are either found in sensible experience 
– in the sense of ‘sensible’ defined above – or can be analysed 
into entities or characteristics so found. Since most empiricists 
hold that any alternative analysis of material object propositions 
involves the possibility of acquaintance with non-sensible enti-
ties or characteristics – and this they hold to be an unintelligible 
suggestion – phenomenalism appears to follow automatically. 
Disagreement can arise only about the adequacy of this or that 
suggested analysis of how material object sentences are to be ‘re-
duced’ (without residue) to sentences describing both what the 
observer does, or did, or will observe, as well as what he would, 
or would have, might or might have, observed, under appropri-
ate conditions; and the provision of alternative analyses on these 
lines has taxed the ingenuity of some of the acutest philosophers 
of our day.
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But common sense and the philosophers who are in sympathy 
with it have always felt dissatisfied. The reduction of material 
object sentences into what we may, for short, call sense datum 
sentences seemed to leave something out, to substitute some-
thing intermittent and attenuated for something solid and 
continuous. To dispel this sense of discomfort, phenomenalists 
began to explain that it was due to a confusion: the view that 
they were advocating was neither a metaphysical nor a scientific 
theory of what things were made of, or how they behaved, but 
something less adventurous – no more than an alternative 
language capable of rendering all that could be described in the 
material object language, and recommended for its therapeutic 
properties as an antidote to metaphysical hankering after non
sensible substrata. If translation into the sense datum language 
still seemed to leave something out – what some philosophers 
have called the ‘irreducible categorical element’ of material ob-
ject propositions – this missing element was labelled emotive, a 
psychological residue with no descriptive function; or else it was 
(with somewhat greater insight) connected with the legitimate 
demand for the kind and degree of vagueness, indefiniteness and 
rich ambiguity of speech needed by the plain man for his normal 
everyday purposes. But it was claimed that at any rate the hard 
core of descriptive meaning could be successfully transplanted, as 
it were, into the new language. The phenomenalist equivalent of 
a material object sentence might, like a new shoe, seem uncom-
fortable at first, but continued use would presently dissipate this 
feeling. The discomfort was only ‘psychological’, due to linguistic 
habits harmless in themselves, but tempting philosophers to false 
doctrines about language and the world.

Common sense continued to experience a certain discomfort, 
but found it difficult to formulate it in words. G. F. Stout1 
complained that the opaqueness – the ‘permanent impossibility 

1  op. cit. (34 above, note 1), 136–7.
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of sensation’ – of material objects had been unjustifiably elimin
ated. W. F. R. Hardie1 found it puzzling that ‘hypothetical’ 
causes could be said to cause ‘actual’ effects – but this was held, 
e.g. by A. J. Ayer,2 to be mainly due to a misunderstanding of 
the language which phenomenalists were trying to use or ‘recom
mend’. What I propose to do is to try to articulate what the 
main source of the discomfort felt by common sense seems to 
me to be, since I think that in this case the doctor’s diagnosis 
too often neglects the specific nature of the patient’s complaint. 
For it seems to me to be more than a mere source of discomfort, 
namely a valid and fatal objection to the phenomenalist analysis. 
However, even if I am mistaken in this, the complaint itself still 
seems worth examining.

It may be worth adding that even if phenomenalism turns 
out to be unacceptable, some of the stock objections to it are 
not less so. For the familiar anti-phenomenalist theses are often, 
even when valid, formulated in such a way as to convey anxiety 
to salvage altogether too much from the ruins of the theory they 
are intended to destroy. Consider, for example, the four most 
familiar types of attack upon it.

1. One of the most familiar objections urged against, for example, 
Berkeley, or Mill or Russell, is that when converting sentences 
about material objects into sentences about sense data, they 
fail to ‘convert the observer’ who ‘occurs’ in the protasis of the 
hypothetical statement, into ‘sense data’ – he remains irredu
cibly ‘material’. It has indeed been suggested3 that to ‘dissolve 

1  ‘The Paradox of Phenomenalism’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 46 
(1946), 127–54.

2  ‘Phenomenalism’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 47 (194–7), 
163–96.

3  This argument was first developed, to the best of my belief, by H. H. 
Price. A somewhat more complicated method of the progressive ‘elimination’ 
of material bodies is propounded by R. B. Braithwaite, ‘Propositions about 
Material Objects’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 38 (1938), 269–90.



46  •  Concepts and Categories

the observer’ a second proposition could be constructed which, 
presumably, would describe the activities of a second ‘observer’ 
who actually or potentially observes the body of the original 
‘observer’; this ‘observer’ in his turn requires a third ‘observer’ 
to observe him; and so we should get a Chinese box series of 
possible observers – referred to by a logically similar series of 
propositions, which would progressively ‘reduce’ or ‘dissolve’ 
the residual material object content of the original protasis. This 
asymptotic process of gradual whittling would tend to the ideal 
limit of pure phenomenalism. Then by somehow integrating the 
series, one might represent the material object as definable in 
terms of it. 

A criticism related to the original objection is that such ideal 
‘observers’ and their behaviour could not be properly described 
without perpetual reference to material objects, e.g. those which 
determine ‘their’ position in space, movements etc. Each of 
which again, for its analysis, at every point presupposes yet other 
material objects, so that the attempted analysis cannot get going 
without breaking down at any and every point in the process. 
Some philosophers try to soften the force of this objection by 
saying that such theoretically infinite theories have pragmatic 
limits set by the context and the practical needs of the situation, 
and sometimes1 hold that sufficiently painstaking analysis (and 
most analysts are too lazy or bored to do the plodding required) 
could go a long way towards achieving pure phenomenalism. 
What both these kinds of objection, whether they are valid or 
not, suggest is that if phenomenalism fails, it very nearly achieves 
its result – the unresolved residue can be got down to almost 
vanishing point – which is perhaps as much as one can reason-
ably hope for.

1  See D. G. C. Macnabb, ‘Phenomenalism’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian 
Society 41 (1941), 67–90.
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2. Another often heard objection is that the hypothetical propo
sitions about the experiences of observers which are indispensable 
to the phenomenalist analysis seem to involve something like the 
existence or reality of ‘hypothetical facts’ or ‘hypothetical sense 
data’ or ‘unsensed sensibilia’. For otherwise what do hypotheti-
cals describe? Surely not nothing? And these postulated entities, 
unknown and unknowable to science and common sense, are, so 
it is urged, at least as mythological as the Lockean substratum 
which they were invoked to exorcise. Phenomenalism is accused 
of breeding new metaphysical entities – with their own pseudo-
problems; but if we could only get rid of these somehow, say by 
an improved, non-correspondence theory of meaning, all might 
still be well.

3. It has also frequently been asserted that the promised ‘reduction’ 
of common-sense language by such methods as those of descrip-
tions, logical constructions etc. cannot in fact be performed suc-
cessfully. Phenomenalists are challenged to provide an equivalent 
in sense datum currency of propositions about material objects, 
and when they decline to produce the precise equivalent, they 
are accused of uttering counterfeit cheques: and this is said to 
hold even more obviously of scientific entities – the promise to 
construct ‘many-storied’1 logical constructions, with sense data 
as foundations, and gamma particles two or three floors above 
– has not been kept. Phenomenalists are accused of maintain-
ing that, although phenomenalist language might be intolerably 
clumsy and prolix, it could in principle always be substituted for 
the ellipses of common speech: that normal language has the 
character it has in order to serve the use that it serves; that sense 
datum language would doubtless be inconveniently precise and 
definite and intolerably lengthy and tedious, and would have its 
own unfamiliar ‘grammar’, but in principle the translation could 

1  ibid.
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be effected, although by sacrificing so much customary vague-
ness, ambiguity, indefiniteness etc. as would render it useless for 
everyday purposes. Against this, the opposition maintains that 
it is necessary only to try to put this programme into practice 
to see that it is a labour of Sisyphus and will not work; vague-
ness, ambiguity etc. are inalienable properties of common-sense 
language; but for this, the programme could perhaps be carried 
out; but as it is, the claim to reduce – plausible enough prima 
facie – turns out to be hollow once the bluff is called. Yet the 
reason for this is still the comparatively weak one that we should 
lose too much in the way of nuances, range, implied meanings of 
words; the feeling remains that the ‘hard core’ of meaning might 
still be ‘reduced’ or translated.

4. Finally, there are the difficulties about dealing with proposi-
tions about other minds, communication etc. in the appropriate 
Humean manner, too familiar to be repeated; which theoretic
ally leaves open the possibility of the programme advanced by 
Berkeley whereby phenomenalism works for material objects 
and breaks down only in the case of persons.

The above is a characteristic selection from the, by now trad
itional, array of anti-phenomenalist arguments. I should like to 
suggest that, formidable and indeed fatal as some of them may 
be, they are usually so formulated as to convey a misleading 
impression, for despite their anti-phenomenalist air they are 
all in effect so much concealed pro-phenomenalist propaganda. 
The suggestion implicit in all these criticisms is that, while the 
phenomenalist goal is and must be striven towards – for the 
alternative is a metaphysical morass – the particular avenues 
thus far offered by phenomenalists are unfortunately blocked 
by various types of logical or epistemological obstacles: in other 
words that some such operation is desperately needed if we are 
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ever to eliminate unverifiable or indescribable entities, but that 
the techniques offered by various philosophers have all, so far, 
broken down. This position is not unlike the situation with 
regard to, say, Fermat’s theorem: what the theorem asserts is 
considered as being very likely true, at any rate not demonstrably 
fallacious, and in any case as being the kind of assertion which 
should be capable of demonstration or refutation by normal 
mathematical techniques. Similarly all phenomenalist operations 
so far conducted have indeed ended in failure; but they, and only 
they, are the kind of processes which can, in principle, be applied. 
Some kind of phenomenalist analysis must be correct, for the 
only alternative is a return to Locke, or Descartes, or Kant, and 
that, in this enlightened age, is surely not a thinkable course.

This is the bogey used to drive philosophers back to make yet 
another gallant attempt to break out of the impasse – to find a 
‘viable’ translation into the sense datum language. The impres-
sion conveyed throughout, possibly because of a faulty theory of 
meaning and truth, is that phenomenalism is, after all, the only 
possible valid view, beset though it may be by grave objections 
and exaggerations: the problem is one of technical skill; once 
it is reformulated with sufficient ingenuity the problem will be 
solved, or dissolved. My thesis is that phenomenalism is not even 
prima facie plausible – let alone indispensable – and minor im-
provements, that is, tinkering, cannot make it more so. Instead, 
therefore, of re-examining the all too familiar current objections 
to phenomenalism, and the answers to them, I should like to 
suggest that it might be valuable to try to find out what it is that 
makes common sense so uncomfortable – in order to see whether 
this discomfort is merely ‘psychological’, and perhaps due to the 
relatively accidental properties of ordinary language, or whether 
it is a symptom of some fatal defect in the theory.
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II

What common sense, from Dr Johnson onwards, finds paradox
ical in all phenomenalist analyses is, I believe, this: I say ‘There is 
a brown table in the next room.’ This, I am told, should mean a 
set or range of propositions of the type ‘If “a normal observer” 
were to go next door and look, he would, in normal light, other 
normal conditions etc., see such and such brown-coloured data 
etc.’ I say ‘But supposing no one goes next door, what have we 
then? Is the apodosis false? Are there no brown data and no 
table?’ I am told ‘Of course not. Nothing regarding the conse-
quent follows from denying the antecedent. In a sense, nothing 
follows at all. It still remains true that if someone looked etc. he 
would see brown data etc.’ I accept all this and remain dissatis-
fied. If I believe that there was in prehistorical times a land bridge 
between Africa and America, then I agree – and possibly this is 
analytic – that if there had been an observer at that time suitably 
placed, he would have seen the land bridge or a portion of it. 
But I may wish to assert that, in fact, no such observer existed, 
and that the land bridge was nevertheless there, whether or not 
this is true. What I think common sense and G. F. Stout wish 
to say is that the question of the existence of the land bridge, 
like the existence of the table next door, is one thing, and the 
question of the presence or absence, even hypothetically, of an 
observer, is another. The statement that if there had been (and 
there was not) any observer, he would have observed (and no 
one did observe) certain data, seems to them not equivalent 
to asserting the past existence of material objects. Categorical 
propositions about material objects are replaced by unfulfilled 
‘counterfactual’ hypothetical propositions about observers, and 
what troubles the plain man is the thought that if the hypotheti-
cals are unfulfilled, if no observers were in fact observing, then 
if the phenomenalist analysis is correct, there was – in a sense 
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datum sense – nothing at all, and, moreover, that this sense of 
‘existence’ is basic: because the alleged material object sense in 
which the non-existence of actual sense data nevertheless can be 
‘translated into’ the existence of material objects is not a sense 
in which the word ‘exist’ is commonly understood. So if he is 
told that to say there was a material object – the land bridge in 
prehistoric times – is to say something about data there would 
have been if . . ., he feels cheated. For these data appear to depend 
on the activity of observers; so that the material object becomes 
analysed into a series of either purely hypothetical, that is non-
existent, or at best intermittent, data occurring and disappearing 
as the observer observes and ceases to observe. And this seems 
empirically a different picture of the world from that which he 
started by believing; and in no sense merely a description of the 
old picture though in different words.

I shall now try to make this clearer. To analyse material objects 
in terms of the hypothetical data of observers is, in effect, to turn 
the statements about them into statements about the disposi-
tional characteristics of observers. ‘The table next door exists’, on 
this view, means that you or I or x, who are in this room, are pos-
sible or potential table-data observers. This asserts the existence 
of a dispositional characteristic; but dispositional characteristics 
are so called in order to contrast them with non-dispositional 
characteristics, the ‘grammar’ of which is rightly said to be dif-
ferent. If I ask ‘Does he look much the same when he is asleep?’, 
that is a plain, empirical question, the answer to which can be 
discovered by ordinary empirical means, that is by looking. But 
if I ask ‘Is he clever even when he is asleep?’ this sounds quite 
wrong – I am rightly told that I evidently do not understand 
how the word ‘clever’ is commonly used; surely, I am told, to say 
that someone is clever is to say something of the following sort: 
that if certain sorts of questions are put to him, he will easily and 
correctly answer them, or that he grasps certain types of data and 
makes inferences from them more successfully than most people, 
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and so on. When he is asleep, these conditions do not occur and 
the question is therefore inappropriate to the situation.

How does all this apply to the table next door? The asser-
tion that there is a table next door is made equivalent to what 
the observer would see if he looked etc., namely a collection of 
hypothetical, that is, dispositional-causal, propositions about the 
observer; but when the causes do not materialise, neither, as a 
rule, do their effects, and when neither exists, there is a gap in the 
series of sense datum events. We accept this quite naturally in 
the case of normal dispositional characteristics: ‘x is irritable’ is 
compatible with, indeed it is compatible only with, ‘He flies into 
tempers on slight provocation, or sometimes when there is no 
provocation at all’; that is, at other times there are no bursts of 
temper, no continuing real substratum – there does not literally 
exist, in the ordinary sense of ‘exist’, something called potential 
irritation going on like volcanic activity underneath the surface; 
we do speak of unconscious or suppressed irritation, but to take 
this literally is to confuse words with things, to confuse the 
mythology of psychoanalysis with the furniture of the real world, 
to fall into Locke’s errors. But if I say ‘The table is next door 
[or ‘The table has a back to it’ or ‘The table was here two hours 
ago’] even with no one looking’, do I mean ‘There are table-data 
whenever people look; but at other times, when no one is look-
ing, nothing at all’? This is precisely what common sense does 
not believe to be true about tables. Common sense endows them 
with ‘actual’, that is non-dispositional characteristics in the ab-
sence of observers. The table is seen intermittently or not at all: 
the intermittent presence or non-existence of observers is a part 
of the intermittent or unrealised series of causes or conditions 
of its being seen; but it – the table – is assumed to have some 
characteristics continuously; it differs from irritability precisely 
in this respect – that unlike irritability it is believed to exist 
continuously in the literal sense when there are no intermittent 
data, no glances directed at the table.
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To analyse material object statements as statements about dis-
positional characteristics of observers, therefore, is to represent 
the material object as being, at most, an intermittent series of 
actual data, with the gaps filled by hypothetical ‘non-actualised’ 
entities, that is, in the sense datum sense by nothing at all. This, 
for common sense, is tantamount to destroying the continuity 
of the table – its history before and after it is observed, its un-
seen portion, its presence next door. Of course, phenomenalists 
stoutly and indignantly denounce this conclusion as a confu-
sion of two senses of ‘existence’, a crude misunderstanding of 
the very notion of logical constructions. Tables, we might be 
answered, are logical constructions as irritability is: in both 
cases, the essential task is to eliminate Locke’s substratum and 
to substitute for it a set of intermittent and hypothetical data. 
The unobserved table, or its unobserved back, continue to be as 
someone’s irritability continues to be. Yet common sense does 
not raise difficulties of this type about the analysis of irritability; 
it accepts easily enough that irritability does not exist in the same 
sense as an actual burst of temper is said to do, that to speak of 
irritability is to use a kind of shorthand for a complex of causal 
laws and observation propositions. But when I say ‘There exists 
a table such as you describe’, am I really saying that it exists in 
the same sense of ‘exists’ as someone’s irritable temper? Some 
characteristics of tables may, of course, genuinely be described 
as dispositional; that is, in speaking of them I am referring to 
certain causal laws and hypothetical or intermittent data – e.g. 
when I say a table is combustible or useful or expensive. But this 
only means something by contrast with those properties of the 
table which are not dispositional, and perhaps a good many inter
mediate properties which we do not think of as either definitely 
dispositional or definitely ‘actual’. The suggestion that every 
characteristic of the table is merely possible or intermittent or 
depends on dispositions of observers – that everything is dispo-
sitional, nothing actual – is exactly what common sense and Dr 
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Johnson revolt against, not as being untrue, but as coming close 
to being meaningless, and certainly as suspiciously approaching 
some kind of solipsism – and one not very easy to describe in 
empirical (or any other intelligible) language.

What common sense dislikes is precisely the crucial role 
played by hypotheticals in the phenomenalist analysis, and it 
seems to me to display a sound instinct in so doing.

For this is the central point of this entire issue: that the trans-
lation of categorical existential statements into hypotheticals (of 
whatever ‘level’) is a dangerous operation and cannot be left to 
the mechanical operation of ‘syntactical’ rules, because different 
types of sentence do have certain normal uses in ordinary lan-
guage – at any rate in most modern European languages – which 
we ignore at our peril. Humpty Dumpty’s nominalism goes too 
far: words are sometimes masters if we are to communicate with-
out perpetual recourse to redefinition, that is if we are to com-
municate at all; and as we use words, categorical sentences, on 
the whole, tend to convey that the object referred to has occurred 
or is occurring or will occur in time; existed, is in existence, will 
exist; they have a non-descriptive, existential, ostensive element; 
they seem to invite us to look for the entity they purport to be 
about, and only when there is none such in any normal sense, e.g. 
in the case of a sentence like ‘Bad temper is unattractive’, do we 
avoid pseudo-problems by turning to the hypothetical mode of 
expression as the more natural, as likely to elucidate what is being 
asserted in words better adapted to expressing it.

Existential propositions expressed categorically – in indicative 
sentences – tend, as it were, to ‘point’ towards their ‘objects’; and 
demonstratives which appear in existential propositions, like 
‘this is’, ‘there is’, ‘here we have’ etc., often function as substitutes 
for such acts of pointing to things or persons or processes. The 
characteristic force of the categorical mode of expression is 
often exactly this – that it acts in lieu of a gesture, of an ‘act of 
ostension’: ‘Here is the book’ I say to someone looking for it, or 
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I could point to it and say ‘The book’, and convey roughly the 
same information by both methods. But hypotheticals normally 
do the opposite of this. Hypotheticals, whatever they describe 
or mean, whatever they entail or convey or evince, in whatever 
way they are verified or fail to be verified, do not as a general 
rule directly assert that something has been, is being, or will be 
occurring, or existing, or being characterised in some way: this is 
precisely the force of the conditional mood, and it is realisation 
of this which probably led Ramsey, for example, to assert that 
causal propositions were not descriptive at all, but commands or 
rules. 

Ramsey’s analysis can easily be shown to be unsatisfactory, 
since it seems to rest on a fatally false view of the nature of mean-
ing; but the feeling which led him to so strong a separation of 
general and hypothetical forms of expression from, say, singular 
categorical sentences did not altogether lead him astray. For this 
gulf does divide categoricals and hypotheticals in our normal 
usage: whereas the first is normally used to describe the furniture 
of the world – what is, was or will be – the second is not; conse-
quently, whenever a categorical (indicative) form of expression is 
used, often quite idiomatically, to convey something other than 
what is, or was, or will be, it is easily and without resistance on 
the part of common sense replaceable by a hypothetical (condi-
tional) sentence – as in the case of indicative sentences referring 
directly or indirectly to dispositions, or general propositions of 
the ‘all’, ‘every’, ‘any’ type.

But even this is in need of a significant qualification. If the 
general terms are so used as to suggest that they possess exten-
sion of any kind, the hypothetical form is felt to be to that extent 
insufficient, and categorical expressions are required to complete 
the analysis. Thus ‘Anyone who was there at three o’clock saw the 
meteor fall’, because it is compatible with ‘and no one in fact was’, 
can be translated into ‘If anyone was there, or had been there, 
etc., then he saw, or would have seen, etc.’; whereas ‘He gave away 
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his books to anyone who asked for them’ is not equivalent to ‘If 
anyone asked for, had asked for, etc., his books, he was, or would 
have been given, etc.’, but needs in addition ‘and some persons 
did ask’. It seems clear that in this last instance a conditional or 
hypothetical sentence by itself tells us nothing about what in 
fact happened, and an indicative or categorical one is therefore 
required by ordinary usage to convey ‘existential import’ – to 
refer to actual events which are believed to have taken place.

All this may seem altogether too trite and obvious, but there is 
a corollary which is evidently less obvious, namely that no direct 
translation from categoricals into hypotheticals is, as a general 
rule, and as our language is today ordinarily used, a correct analysis 
of, or substitute for, them. And this seems to me to destroy one 
of the indispensable foundations of phenomenalism. For it is this 
sense of the illicit substitution of hypotheticals for categoricals 
which is responsible for the obscure feeling on the part of com-
mon sense that something – an ersatz entity – is being palmed 
off upon it by phenomenalists. Such a categorical existential 
material object sentence as ‘The table is next door’ or ‘There is 
a table next door’ is used at the very least to describe something 
which is occurring or being characterised at the time of speaking, 
together (perhaps) with some sort of prediction (and what has 
been called retrodiction) about what has been or will be occur-
ring or being characterised during unspecified periods of time 
before and after the period of speaking; and being characterised 
or occurring, unless the contrary is specifically stated or implied, 
not intermittently but continuously, and in any case not ‘hypo-
thetically’. For to say that something is occurring hypothetically 
is a very artificial and misleading way of saying that it is not, in 
the ordinary sense, occurring at all, but might or would occur if 
conditions were realised which in their turn may or may not be 
realised. Consequently, whatever common sense may mean by 
the sentence ‘There is a table next door’, it cannot accept as fully 
equivalent in meaning any sentence not asserting that something 
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is now, or has been, or will be, occurring or being characterised. It 
may well be that categoricals systematically entail corresponding 
hypotheticals (or disjunctive sets of such) – that the proposition 
‘The table is next door now’ in some sense entails that if either 
observer A or observer B or C etc. were to go next door, one or 
other of them could see or touch such and such data; for invisible 
or intangible tables are not what we normally mean by ‘table’. 
Likewise, it may be that hypotheticals in some cases may be said 
either to entail, or else to state conditions for the truth of, or else 
‘sufficiently justify’, the assertion of categoricals; in other words, 
that if it is true that a normal observer (that is, one free from 
hallucinations, etc.) sees, or has seen, or will see, or would see, or 
would have seen, certain data, under the appropriate conditions, 
it follows deductively and not inductively that there is a table 
next door.

Something like this may be correct, and perhaps this is all that 
the phenomenalist requires as against Locke’s insensible sub-
stance, or attenuated versions of it such as ‘physical occupants’.1 
For it is clear that if I am to explain under what circumstances I 
should normally assert material object sentences, I can do so only 
by invoking hypothetical observers and their cognitive states: if 
I am called upon to describe the conditions in which such and 
such sentences are appropriate, then I cannot fail to make use of 
hypotheticals. But to describe conditions in which alone I should 
be inclined to enunciate a sentence is certainly not equivalent 
to giving its meaning. For my point is that the hypothetical 
sense datum sentence cannot be equivalent to, or an analysis 

1  And this is, without doubt, the great historical service of phenomenalism 
– that for more than two centuries [by 1950] it has been pressing home the 
paradoxical consequences of simultaneously holding both that material objects, 
if they exist, ‘must’ possess certain characteristics (although no one has been 
able to identify them at all clearly) which cannot, in principle, be empirically 
observed, and that these are among the characteristics with which the natural 
sciences necessarily deal.
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of, a material object sentence if the hypothetical (sense datum) 
sentence asserts only what would be, while the material object 
sentence sometimes asserts what occurs, occurred, or will occur 
in the world. Existential propositions about material objects as-
sert what is, was or will be, and not what might be. Stout had 
every reason to be suspicious of the description of the material 
world in such dubious terms as ‘the permanent possibility of sen-
sation’, because however modified and refined, it both suggests a 
kind of permanent grid-like world framework and denies it. Dr 
Johnson’s well known attitude does not, after all, rest on such a 
very gross misunderstanding. That is the heart of the case against 
phenomenalism.

But what precisely, it may be asked, is it that such categori-
cal existential sentences do that hypothetical ones fail to do? 
Certainly I wish to avoid saying that the former describe the facts 
while the latter do not, since the unhappy term ‘fact’ has been used 
in too many different senses to be illuminating in this connec-
tion. Nor do I wish to assert that hypotheticals and categoricals 
are never interchangeable and are mutually exclusive – as if the 
forms of propositions could be distinguished into natural kinds 
corresponding to ‘ontological’ or Kantian categories, or ‘ultimate 
grooves in reality’. But I do suggest that systematic differences in 
verbal form are often pointers to differences in meaning which it 
is important not to obscure. Hence, as a tentative way of putting 
it, I submit that those categorical propositions which we seem to 
be unable to ‘reduce’ to other logical forms without doing appar-
ent violence to normal usage tend to direct attention to – invite 
us to look for – things and events in a way in which other kinds 
of expressions do not. This is felt most clearly about expressions 
containing demonstratives like ‘this’, or ‘that’, or ‘here’, but ap-
plies no less to existential propositions without demonstratives 
which identify something in the time series. In the case of objects 
with some or all of which we claim to be acquainted by some 
kind of direct inspection, this relation – which for want of a 
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better word I propose to call ‘pointing’ – can literally occur: in 
declaring that a particular table is here before me, a particular 
sound is now growing louder, a particular doubt is now torment-
ing me, I am pointing at, directing your attention to, something 
with which I am directly acquainted, an event or a thing.

But if I say ‘The table is next door’, ‘The cupboard has a wooden 
back which you cannot see’, ‘Napoleon wore a three-cornered 
hat’, ‘Napoleon felt a twinge of remorse before the battle’, I can-
not, of course, in the literal sense be said to be acquainted with, 
or point at, a thing or event, for it is, in the ordinary sense of the 
words, not present, not here, not before me, not within my ken. 
And this is perhaps what lends such plausibility as it seems to 
have to the phenomenalist procedure of offering me hypotheti-
cals intended both to describe unobserved characteristics and to 
indicate methods of observing, that is in some sense verifying 
them. But this will not do, for whereas the difference between 
categoricals and hypotheticals is one of logical form, whether 
syntactical or semantic, the difference between being able and 
not being able to observe a given object is empirical or causal. 
I cannot point to the table next door, or at a point beneath its 
surface, because it is invisible: there is the intervening wall or 
surface which makes this act unhelpful. In saying ‘There is a table 
next door’ I am, as it were, trying to refer to the table ‘through 
the wall’ – or to the back or inside of the table as if it were not 
concealed but before me, in my sense field. If the wall becomes 
transparent the relevant difference between the table here, in 
front of me, and the further table next door disappears, for the 
only relevant difference between the two types of case is that I 
was originally in a better position in space (or time) to describe 
the table in front of me. There may be important semantic differ-
ences, e.g. in learning the use of symbols for present as opposed 
to absent entities,1 but there is no logical difference dividing 

1  I owe this point to F. Waismann.
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sentences which describe things in my field of vision from those 
which describe things beyond the horizon.

The kind of communication which a demonstrative, cat-
egorical sentence which purports to be true seeks to perform in 
respect of unobserved objects and events may fail to achieve its 
object in at least one of two ways: the entity may not exist or 
possess the characteristics in terms of which it is denoted; or the 
failure may be due to some defect in my technique. If the relevant 
entity is not, for whatever reason, recognised by my audience, my 
effort to communicate is thwarted, but only by such empirical 
circumstances as physical walls, or the shape of the earth, or the 
limitations of my senses or imagination, or the date of my birth; 
thwarted by that and not by something incurably hypothetical, 
non-existential about the sentence itself.

Let me give an example: when I say that Napoleon wore a 
three-cornered hat, or that on the evening before the battle of 
Borodino he had a twinge of remorse, I do not mean (though 
this is not strictly relevant to the argument) that one man and 
one man only was called Napoleon, and whoever was so called 
wore a three-cornered hat, or had a twinge of remorse. Proper 
names are not usually mere definite descriptions. My use of the 
word ‘Napoleon’ is, among other things, a substitute for a wave 
of the hand, an inclination of the head, etc., because I cannot 
point in a literal sense, if only because I was born too late; and 
this is ultimately an empirical obstacle like the wall of a room or 
the nature of light or the structure of my brain. I am inviting you 
to direct your attention to Napoleon, or to physical or mental 
events in his history, and there is a non-descriptive and existen-
tial force in my use of the relevant words – and in particular of 
proper names – because I suggest or believe or know that such 
events have happened, that they are part of the collection of what 
was and is and will be.

Certain types of categorical sentences in this way direct at-
tention to things and events which therefore are taken to exist 
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whether or not they are observed. The fact that they are in some 
sense capable of being directly observed, or verified, or that their 
existence can be supported by sense datum evidence, may be part 
of the meaning of such concepts as ‘thing’ or ‘event’, but it is not 
what is asserted when I say that they occur here or now, or have 
such and such characteristics; and the reason for this is that the 
hypotheticals which I am being offered in exchange for categori-
cals do not, even misleadingly and fatally, invite anyone (except 
it seems some philosophers) to look for any ‘thing’ or event in 
the time series. Whatever is being asserted by ‘If it rains, I shall 
take my umbrella’ or ‘If Hitler had not wanted it, there would 
have been no war’, it will not be found in the inventory of events, 
in the historical annals of the actual world, nor am I under any 
impression that I am being invited to look for any such entity. 
(Only philosophers have gone to the length of searching for or 
inventing ontological ‘referends’ of hypothetical propositions.) 
Hypothetical sentences do, of course, like other empirical expres-
sions, involve the use of words which, to have any meaning, must 
themselves be capable of occurring in true ostensive sentences 
which do in some sense ‘point’ – words like ‘rain’ or ‘umbrella’ 
or ‘Hitler’, but in themselves hypotheticals do not ‘point’; other-
wise they would cease to be hypothetical, they would lose their 
conditional, non-actual-fact-asserting force.

At this point a critic might say (as A. J. Ayer did say to me 
in discussion) something like this: ‘You rest your case on the 
generally felt distinction between what is dispositional and what 
is non-dispositional in the material world, and say that the latter 
cannot be described by hypotheticals, as the former can, without 
doing violence to normal usage. But this is not so. In the first 
place, many expressions which do not at first seem dispositional, 
turn out to be so on further analysis: for example, if we say that 
the table is heavy and six feet long, that seems at first categori-
cal enough, but of course “heavy” means “if weighed according 
to a recognised technique, the instrument will record etc.” and 
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“six feet long” refers to the possible application of a ruler and so 
forth: these apparently categorical statements turn out, therefore, 
to need translation into hypotheticals to make them clear: from 
which it follows that the categorical form of statement by itself 
gives no sort of indication of how sentences mean.’

But this argument establishes less than it appears to do. I 
should not dream of maintaining that verbal or grammatical 
form is an infallible guide to logical form, that is, kinds of ways in 
which sentences mean. Indeed, that is the whole point of expos-
ing the dispositional character of expressions which prima facie 
appear non-dispositional. But because some or many categoricals 
are in this sense concealed hypotheticals (that is, their meaning is 
made clearer, or certain errors are prevented, by the substitution 
of hypotheticals), because language is flexible and the frontiers 
shifting and vague, it cannot follow that the distinction does 
not exist at all, that the frontiers are invisible – for if that were 
so, such words as ‘dispositional’ and ‘hypothetical’ (there being 
nothing with which to contrast them) would not signify any-
thing at all. And this is not what phenomenalists or defenders 
of the theory of logical constructions, if their own words are to 
mean anything, want to say.

At this point the critic may say: ‘But this is a sheer travesty of 
my position. Of course I do not wish to blur the useful distinc-
tion between hypotheticals and categoricals. What I am asserting 
is that all descriptive statements can in principle be translated 
into sense datum language: all material object statements will be 
transposed into hypothetical statements about sense data, and 
these are what they are by contrast with the only true ultimate, 
irreducible categoricals, those describing someone’s actual sense 
experiences, e.g. Russell’s basic propositions, Carnap’s protocol 
sentences, etc. As for your distinction between dispositional 
and non-dispositional characteristics of material objects, or 
between hypothetical and categorical statements as applied to 
material objects, the sense datum language is perfectly well able 
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to reproduce it in its own terminology: categorical material 
object statements will be translated into hypotheticals about 
sense data; hypotheticals about material objects will be rendered 
by hypotheticals about hypotheticals. Thus to say that a given 
table looks brown is to say something about the dispositions 
of certain observers; to say that it is fragile is to say something 
about the dispositions of dispositions of these same observers; 
the distinction is one of degree of complexity of hypotheticals; 
but the whole pyramid of them has descriptive force only if they 
are about – if their ultimate subject is – the actual sense data 
of actual observers, about which all material object sentences, 
whether categorical or hypothetical, are in the end hypotheses or 
theories. For what else is there in the world but what people see 
and hear and imagine and do and suffer?’

We are there at last. This really is what phenomenalism boils 
down to: that the only irreducibly categorical propositions, by 
contrast with which alone hypotheticals are what they are, are 
statements about immediate experience, capable of direct, strong, 
‘knock-down’ verification. These are basic. All else is theory 
and speculation about their behaviour and incidence. We have 
returned to the many-tiered logical constructions, with material 
objects and perhaps their more obvious causal properties on the 
floors immediately above the ‘basic’ ground floor (or should it 
be basement?), and the upper levels occupied by positrons, nerve 
impulses, super-egos, and possibly vectors and non-Euclidean 
spaces and numbers too, as well as the zeitgeist, and the British 
Constitution and the national character. In a sense, this position 
seems almost too academic in character. If phenomenalists find 
difficulty, in fact, in producing the sense datum equivalents of 
even plain categorical material object statements, their claim to 
produce two or more storeys of such – simple hypotheticals and, 
over these, rows of complex ones – hypotheticals about hypo-
theticals – seems somewhat unreal. But even if we do not press 
for cash in the form of basic sentences against phenomenalist 
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cheques (as being unfair and against the spirit of the conventions 
in use of language) the argument still remains fallacious.

For what this view comes to is that material object sentences 
– including existential ones – are so many general propositions 
or hypotheses or theories about the behaviour of sense data. 
And this is precisely what common sense finds so repugnant. 
For a general proposition or theory may be interpreted purely 
intensionally – that is, irrespective of whether or not instances 
of the concepts involved in fact occur; whereas such a sentence 
as ‘The table next door is brown’ is existential, and as such has 
extensional import, and asserts that something is occurring in 
a sense in which general or hypothetical propositions proper 
do not normally assert anything of this sort. If such general 
propositions are taken extensionally as well as intensionally, that 
is, if general propositions about sense data are to be understood 
to assert more than a mere logical or causal nexus between the 
possible experiences of possible observers, namely the existence 
or occurrence of something or other which the nexus connects, 
then, to perform this task, unsensed sensa or sensibilia must be 
introduced; and these are rightly taboo to phenomenalists as 
much as Lockean substances or physical occupants, and a good 
deal odder in character.

The point is that existential material object propositions 
directly assert that something exists in a sense in which theories 
or hypotheses do not directly assert this. One can bring out this 
point most sharply (at the cost of some exaggeration) by assert-
ing baldly that all theories, hypotheses, general and hypothetical 
propositions, etc. may be true and yet nothing exist at all; for if 
the protases are unfulfilled, the apodoses have no application; 
whereas the proposition that some existential material object 
propositions are true is not compatible with the proposition 
that nothing exists at all.1 What this oversimple paradox serves 

1  This is, of course, not literally true, since theories presuppose the existence 
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to bring out is that the essence of hypothetical or conditional 
sentences is to be in a peculiar way non-committal – in the sense 
in which, let us say, singular (empirical) existential categoricals 
normally commit the speaker to something which in principle 
can be directly verified. Now it is notoriously impossible directly 
to verify unfulfilled conditionals; but all conditionals must entail 
at least one such unfulfilled conditional, and consequently in this 
respect cannot be equivalent to statements asserting only what 
is directly verifiable by an act of observation. Existential cat-
egoricals on the other hand commit us, because there is normally 
an ostensive (pointing) property about existential categorical 
material object propositions.1

The same point may be brought out in yet another way. 
According to the phenomenalist analysis, sentences describing 
material objects will differ in logical type according to the pres-
ence (to my senses) or the absence of the object in question. If 
it is present, I am said to be acquainted with actual seen data, 
and my sentence is at least partially analysable into irreducibly 
categorical (‘basic’) propositions; if it is absent, it is wholly 
analysable into hypotheticals. But this is surely not the case: if 
I say that there is a brown, wooden table in this room, I can, if I 
like, go on to say that among the propositions which I can assert 
of it, some are obviously categorical, some plainly hypothetical, 
some perhaps of neither kind; and then it cannot make a logical 
difference, that is a difference of principle, whether the table 

of theorists with all that they need by way of a universe in order to fix the ‘gram-
mar’ of their words, but this is not part of what the theories themselves assert, 
nor is it logically entailed by them.

1  It may be worth adding that such demonstratives as ‘there is’ or ‘this is’ 
are seldom employed to refer to ‘sense data’ – for that is a term which is rarely 
of use in ordinary experience, and is more properly applicable to that aspect 
of things which concerns physiologists or oculists or impressionist painters, 
and is useful precisely because it contrasts that which interests these specialists 
– purely sensuous qualities – with material objects – things – the furniture of 
ordinary life.
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is before me in the room, or hidden behind a wall: whatever 
is hypothetically true, that is, dispositional, about the present 
table (or its visible portion) is doubtless equally hypothetical 
(dispositional) about the one next door (or its visible portion): 
but whatever is categorical about the first is categorical about the 
other – absent – one too. The actual steps which I am obliged to 
take in order to verify propositions about a given table will, of 
course, vary with circumstances: if the table is moved out of my 
ken, or someone blindfolds me, I cannot do what I could have 
done had this not happened; but the meaning of the sentence 
which I utter does not alter with the movements of the table or 
the condition of my eyes. The meaning of the sentence ‘There 
is a brown table in my study’ does not swing forwards and 
backwards from partially categorical to wholly hypothetical as I 
move around it, or saw it in half, or walk in and out of my study, 
or as the walls of my study change from opaque to transparent, 
and neither does it wholly consist of a cluster of hypotheticals 
compatible (if their antecedents are unfulfilled) with the non-
existence of any experiences whatever. Perhaps we now see 
more clearly the confusion from which these odd consequences 
spring: namely the confounding of the meaning of what we are 
saying with the varying conditions under which we feel inclined  
to say it.

III

At this point, some uneasiness may be felt about the attribution 
to our language of a capacity to ‘point to’ objects in absence – 
as if the transition from pointing to objects directly perceived 
to this semi-metaphorical sense of pointing may not be quite 
legitimate. It is here that the phenomenalist may wish to play one 
of his strongest cards, for one of the most tempting advantages 
which his theory appears to offer is that by substituting logical 
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constructions for inferred entities he promises to describe the 
world solely in terms of the so-called data of immediate acquaint
ance. He undertakes, in effect, to describe everything by means 
of logical or linguistic rules, including rules for the use of condi-
tional particles like ‘if ’ and ‘provided that’, and otherwise confine 
himself solely to what we can directly and literally point to in our 
everyday experience. And to speak of the ostensive function of 
a sentence which purports to point towards, direct attention to, 
something – the table – real enough, indeed, but not here and 
not now, something unobserved, that is, outside the field of direct 
acquaintance – is this not to go beyond and against the principle 
of not importing unfamiliar and dubious entities, to contravene 
the rule of the ostensive definability of all empirical terms? Are 
we not introducing something not met with face to face, not 
directly verifiable, and consequently not directly descriptive, 
perhaps altogether non-empirical? And this may at first unnerve 
the strict empiricist; but his anxieties will be groundless.

For the notion of ‘not here’, ‘not observed’ must in any case 
sooner or later be introduced into language seeking to describe 
the world, and how this is accomplished is a psychological rather 
than an epistemological question. It is one thing to admit that 
whatever in one’s descriptive language is not governed by syn-
tactical rules must be capable of ostensive elucidation; and a very 
different one to say that I may not refer to anything unless I can 
establish the meaning of the variables of my language in terms 
of what I am actually experiencing here and now. If I adopt the 
latter principle, I become unable to refer to the past or the future 
or to the experiences of others in order to identify by contrast 
‘here’ and ‘now’ and ‘observed by me’ and so on – that way lies 
the kind of verification theory of meaning which has more than 
once been shown to lead to an extravagantly solipsist analysis of 
the meanings of words, ending literally in nonsense. The meaning 
of such ‘basic’ words as ‘here’, ‘now’, ‘observed’ depends on the 
existence of an equally ‘basic’ use for ‘not here’, ‘not now’, ‘not 
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observed’, in contrast with which alone the meanings of ‘here’, 
‘now’ etc. can be established. There is no need to go on with this 
line of argument – such comparatively primitive notions as ‘not 
now’, or ‘beyond the horizon’ cannot be ‘constructed’ without 
circularity out of sense fields occurring in ‘specious presents’; 
but without such notions classification, and therefore language 
in the ordinary sense, is demonstrably impossible. Hence this 
kind of objection to the possibility in principle of pointing to 
absent objects cannot be considered seriously, for it rests on the 
assumption (ultimately perhaps traceable to Aristotle’s doctrine 
of actual versus potential being) that what is not here does not 
exist in the same sense of ‘exist’ as that which is here, which rules 
out all possibility of descriptive symbolism. For what exists but is 
not here exists and is not here in exactly the same sense of ‘exists’ 
as what is – does exist – here. Without this, all words would lose 
their function of discriminating and classifying.

IV

There is one more objection to be met. Supposing someone were 
to ask, ‘But how can we say anything about the table apart from 
the hypothetical sentences describing what an observer would 
see if he walked round it, etc.? Is the table round or oval, dark 
or light brown, light or heavy? Surely the sense datum school of 
philosophy, if it has established nothing else, has made it clear 
beyond any doubt that these properties in some sense depend 
on the observer, his physical position, his physiological and psy-
chological condition, etc.? Surely the argument from illusion, for 
example, cannot be dismissed as showing nothing at all because 
of logical considerations of how different types of sentences are 
used? Does the gramophone play tunes in a desert, or to an audi-
ence which is stone deaf? How does the view advanced here dif-
fer from the most untenably naive of all forms of naive realism?’
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This rejoinder rests on a serious and important confusion 
which may in part be responsible for the desperate feeling that 
only phenomenalism can somehow, in the end, be true. The 
theories advanced by physiologists, say about the indispensability 
of the mechanism of the ear to the hearing of sounds, are em-
pirical theories, corroborated by observational and not linguistic 
tests; and to say, therefore, that a particular kind of hearer is 
necessary is to assert a causal, that is empirical, and not a seman-
tic or logical proposition. I am saying that the event described 
as the hearing of a sound emitted by a gramophone depends on 
certain necessary conditions, and amongst these the structure 
of the hearer’s brain or ear occurs in the same sort of way as, 
let us say, the physical properties of the needle attached to the 
sound box of the gramophone. But when I analyse propositions 
about the meaning of sentences, I am certainly not asserting, and 
need not necessarily be implying, propositions stating causes or 
conditions of the events which they describe. There may very 
well in particular cases exist a causal nexus between the person 
of the observer and a given material object – what this nexus 
is, it is the task of the natural sciences to investigate. But this 
causal nexus is precisely what the phenomenalist1 claims not to 
be discussing when he offers a reduction of categorical material 
object sentences to hypothetical sense datum sentences. If he 
were, his theory would amount to a queer kind of occasionalism, 
metaphysical or empirical, according to his view of connections 
in nature, whereby the observer who figures in the protasis of the 
phenomenalist hypothetical could destroy a table by averting his 
gaze as surely as by setting it on fire.2 When I say that a material 
object exists or has certain characteristics, I am not, it seems to 
me, committing myself necessarily to any specific theory about 

1  For example, A. J. Ayer, op. cit. (45 above, note 2).
2  This is one of the notorious absurdities of which Berkeley is at times guilty, 

and on which beginners in philosophy are often taught to practise their critical 
powers.
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the necessary or sufficient conditions of the existence or charac-
ter of the object.

Hence the question of when, or for how long, the table next 
door is coloured brown need not in principle ever affect the 
answer to the question ‘What do I mean when I say “There is a 
brown table next door”?’ This, of course, needs qualification: the 
meanings of words are affected, and often very deeply affected, 
by our explicit or implicit causal beliefs, and the analysis of what 
is meant by an expression may very well reveal all kinds of physi-
cal or social or psychological beliefs or assumptions prevalent in 
a given society, a change in which could affect the meaning of 
words. The degree to which the dispositional characteristics of 
observers, treated as persons in time and space, enter into the 
way in which we employ material object words will vary widely: 
thus it seems to me reasonably clear that, when we say that there 
is a table next door, we are not implying any particular beliefs 
about the presence or dispositional characteristics of the normal 
human observer, beyond the fact that if it is a table at all, it must 
be not wholly invisible, intangible to him, etc. – since otherwise 
it would not be what we mean by a material object.

It seems a little less obvious that I can today say that it is 
coloured brown when not observed, for perhaps by now rudi-
mentary physiological knowledge is sufficiently widespread to 
have imported into the notion of being coloured certain causal 
beliefs about the effects in the visual field of changes in our 
nervous system, etc. It seems very much less clear that I can say 
that roses smell sweet when no one smells them, or that winds 
howl when no one hears them, and it seems clearly eccentric to 
say that heard melodies are sweet, while those unheard are liter-
ally sweeter. And all this is doubtless useful in throwing light on 
our normal usage with regard to such words as ‘smell sweet’, or 
‘howl’, or ‘sweet melodies’, some of which do, while others do 
not, imply the presence of persons with certain psychological, 
physiological etc. attributes as observers. I am merely concerned 



Empirical Propositions  •  71

to show that a quite sufficient number of material object sen-
tences do not presuppose such dependence on the existence or 
behaviour of observers of this kind, that the relation of observers 
to material objects is more properly to be called an empirical and 
not a semantic question, however deeply verbal usage and em-
pirical beliefs may be interconnected; and that consequently the 
view that nothing can in principle be significantly said to occur 
without explicit and implicit reference to observers is a major 
fallacy which rests on failure to distinguish between the causal 
propositions of natural science or common sense and proposi-
tions about meaning.

I return to my original point that phenomenalism, or at any 
rate the most prevalent modern form of it, seems to rest on a 
mistaken analysis of what normal existential material object 
statements state. They state that things or events existed, or exist, 
or will exist, or were, are, or will be characterised by this or that 
characteristic; and not that something might exist or would 
exist, or would have existed, the truth (if not the assertion) of 
which is logically compatible with the non-existence of anything 
whatever. Even if hypothetical propositions alone describe the 
conditions without which we should not assert or be justified in 
asserting the relevant categoricals, yet the meaning of the former 
is not the same as the meaning of the latter. And this is so even 
if we go further and hold, as some do, that the two types of 
proposition strictly entail one another; since whatever the sense 
in which mutual entailment is regarded as tantamount to, or 
identical with, logical equivalence (as it is by some logicians), it is 
clearly not the same as the sense of identity of meaning in which 
two or more descriptive sentences can be said by common sense 
to mean the same; yet it is this last sense of ‘meaning the same’, 
as between the analysans and the analysandum, and it alone, 
that the best known variants of modern phenomenalism seek to 
establish and, if the above thesis is correct, seek in vain.



Logical Translation

There is a cluster of problems which have formed the 
traditional subject matter of philosophers, in particular of logi-
cians and epistemologists – problems which may be said to form 
the heart of their enquiries. I refer to such time-honoured ques-
tions as those which derive from the classification of judgements 
or propositions into various types – negative and affirmative, 
categorical and hypothetical, general and singular; judgements 
about the past or the present or the future; judgements about 
material objects or persons, about the data of perception or of 
memory or of the imagination.

Every student of philosophy is all too familiar with the type 
of question I mean: e.g. are hypothetical judgements properly de-
scribed as being true or false, and, if so, how is this determined? 
Is there a particular kind of ‘fact’ which establishes the truth or 
falsity of modal judgements in the way in which certain kinds 
of categorical judgements are said to be verifiable or falsifiable 
by ordinary ‘facts’ or ‘events’? What do judgements about the 
past or future describe? Do there exist past and future facts for 
them to describe and, if so, in what sense of ‘exist’? Do negative 
judgements describe ‘negative facts’, and if not, what function 
do they perform? Can sentences about material objects be 
translated into sentences about the actual or possible sensible 
experience of observers, or are material objects not, in this sense, 
‘reducible’ to sense data? Are general propositions about ‘classes’ 
containing an infinite number of members, and are there such 
classes, and in what sense of ‘are’? Or, alternatively, are empirical 
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general propositions perhaps not ‘really’ propositions at all but 
‘rules’ or ‘prescriptions’ (and is this particularly true of causal 
judgements?), or are such statements descriptions, not indeed 
of infinites of some sort, but of actual or recommended habits, 
or dispositions to behave in certain ways, or to perform various 
operations of a theoretical or practical kind? Or perhaps not so 
much statements about, as concrete examples of, these tendencies 
at work, not descriptions or rules but exercises of verbal habits in 
accordance with certain rules?

Every student of philosophy will recognise that much writing, 
both modern and ancient, has been devoted to giving answers to 
these questions, and an immense amount of ingenuity has been 
used in the elaborate defence of this or that theory against logical 
or epistemological objections. The purpose of this paper is to 
indicate that some forms, at any rate, of this discussion, illumi-
nating as they may be in various unintended ways, rest upon at 
least one fundamental fallacy which has vitiated the topic from 
its earliest beginnings in Greek philosophy, and still obsesses the 
thought of many distinguished contemporary philosophers.

I

The most persistent symptom of the fallacy I have in mind is the 
desire to translate many prima facie different types of proposi-
tion into a single type. This process is so ingrained a practice 
on the part of philosophers, and in particular logicians, that we 
hardly stop to ask what the motive for this operation is. Thus the 
traditional Aristotelian doctrine of the syllogism strongly sug-
gests that the first mood of the first figure, Barbara, is the ideal 
pattern of scientific knowledge, and that a science is defective 
unless it is, at any rate in principle, capable of being set out in this 
form. Similarly, propositions embodying ‘clear and distinct ideas’ 
occupy a uniquely privileged position in the Cartesian theory of 
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knowledge: as ideas of this type are to the rationalists, so empiri-
cal statements expressing ‘simple ideas’ or ‘impressions’ of direct 
experience are to the British empiricists, and ‘basic’ or ‘atomic’ 
propositions to Russell and his followers, ‘atomic’ and ‘protocol’ 
propositions to the early Viennese school, and so forth.

All these schools of thought, differing and indeed sharply op-
posed as they may be on many other crucial issues of principle, 
have at least one thing in common: they clearly favour one 
type of proposition or statement before all others; they treat it 
as possessing a virtue which other types conspicuously lack; it 
seems to them untouched by the problems and difficulties which 
afflict other modes of expression, which are represented as being 
defective or likely to lead to paradoxes from which the model 
propositions are commendably free. Indeed, the possession of 
such logical defects and difficulties is identified with failure to 
approximate to the ideal model of the ‘good’ proposition.

The stock example of the logic books, ‘The cat is on the mat’, 
is an example of just such a ‘good’ proposition. This is a proposi-
tion which seems to offer no difficulties, and to need no theory 
to ‘explain’ it, provided that it is true and easily verified – e.g. if 
there occurs before the eyes of the speaker a cat which is in fact 
sitting on a mat. The relation between the symbols and what they 
symbolise is then assumed to be one of simple correspondence: 
the sentence is like a cap so constructed as to fit its particular 
object; the object is present and the cap fits it precisely; ‘difficul-
ties’ arise only when the object is not of the type required, or not 
present, or indeed not existent at all. So long as the cat is on the 
mat the sentence ‘The cat is on the mat’ is obviously true and 
offers no difficulties. But if the cat leaves the mat, the sentence 
suddenly begins to bristle with difficulties. It is still perfectly 
intelligible, but what does it now describe? It is false, but how are 
false propositions related to a world which, ex hypothesi, verifies 
only propositions which are true? If the cat had not moved, the 
sentence would still have been true: what kind of ‘facts’ does this 



Logical Translation  •  75

kind of hypothetical sentence describe? And if it entails ‘The 
cat is no longer on the mat’, is the relation of this true negative 
proposition to the world analogous to that of the corresponding, 
no longer true, affirmative one? Is not being on the mat a ‘feature’ 
of ‘reality’? Are there negative facts? Are there hypothetical facts? 
Are there false facts? If not, is the relation of these ‘difficult’ sen-
tences to their subject matter of a kind radically different from 
that apparently simple and direct correspondence which seemed 
to govern the relation of the selected ‘straightforward’ sentences 
to theirs? Or were we altogether too simple and naive in the first 
place when we took these straightforward sentences to consist of 
symbols in direct correspondence to external reality?

The reader will recognise here a world of long familiar prob-
lems, and the classic solutions of them – simple correspondence, 
complex correspondence (early Russell), coherence, intuition, 
the various solutions of pragmatism, operationalism, strong and 
weak verifiability, etc. Underlying this type of approach to the 
subject there is the common assumption that there are certain 
propositions (or sentences) of the simple, straightforward, ‘good’ 
kind, which offer no problems, with the implied corollary that 
if all propositions were only of this type, no difficulties would 
arise, and the elaborate and never quite satisfactory theories 
advanced to remove them would not be required. There is a 
kind of latent dualism which permeates this method of treating 
the descriptive use of words, whereby propositions are almost 
instinctively divided into straightforward and problem-raising, 
tractable and troublesome, good examples of their kind and 
eccentric or degenerate species requiring special remedial treat-
ment, good and bad, sheep and goats. The selected ideal model of 
what a ‘good’ proposition should be will naturally differ accord-
ing to the philosophical outlook of the logician and his school: 
Cartesians, after a formal bow to theology and ethics, inclined to 
place those of mathematics and mathematical physics foremost; 
Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Mill, Russell and modern empiricists 
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pursue the ideal of empirical propositions, purified of everything 
which could make them erroneous, as being alone immediate, 
incorrigible and simple, and for this reason ‘fundamental’. My 
purpose is, however, not to contrast the competing candidates for 
this privileged status, but to draw attention to the phenomenon 
of competition itself. For it seems to me that its goal is illusory, 
that this entire way of looking at the subject rests upon a gigantic 
fallacy, perhaps almost as old as logic itself, and that acceptance 
of it has lured philosophers into seeking two familiar roads out 
of the difficulty, each of which leads to its own dead end. The 
reason for this is that the ‘difficulty’ is unreal, and the methods 
of dealing with it consequently neither solve nor fail to solve any 
genuine question.

II

The situation is this: we begin by taking some harmless statement, 
say ‘It is 3 p.m., and the book is on the table’, as a fair example of 
an informative proposition. This, if true, does not at first appear 
to give rise to any philosophical difficulties: there is something re-
assuring about being able to observe the hands of a clock and the 
presence of the book on the table, and to report this in language 
appropriate for this purpose; the symbols for it fit their subject 
matter like caps specially designed to do so, or like arrows which 
satisfactorily hit the target at which they are aimed, or whatever 
metaphor conveys the same notion. This is evidently one of 
the most fundamental conceptions – or metaphors – of how 
language functions: on the one hand I have the symbols, on the 
other the world. The former are fashioned to describe or express 
or convey or symbolise the latter. The relationship is, as it were, 
ostensive. If I am asked what the symbols mean, I can point, or 
think I can point, at something which I have used the symbols to 
mean. Difficulties begin as soon as the possibility of such direct 
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pointing breaks down. If I infer from the above propositions that 
‘If the book is on the table, it is not on the chair’ and am asked 
what this means, I find that I cannot point in the same simple 
and expressive fashion. The apodosis – ‘[the book] is not on the 
chair’ – raises a difficulty, since obviously absence is not to be 
pointed to in the way that a specific position in my vicinity can 
be. Moreover, the hypothetical proposition is not equivalent to 
the negation of the conjunction ‘The book is on the table and 
the book is on the chair.’ The ‘meanings’ of conditional sen-
tences cannot be pointed to as, perhaps, the ‘meanings’ of some 
categorical ones can, and this is part of what we mean by calling 
them conditional. And if I further go on to meditate upon the 
fact that books, as a rule, are not as large as tables, I am again un-
able to point to something in my environment as the ‘referend’ 
of my symbols. By this time some minutes have passed, and if I 
am now asked whether it is true that the book was on the table at 
3 p.m., I cannot in any literal sense of the word point to this ‘fact’ 
either, since it is past, gone, not before me. This suggests strongly 
that there is some fatal gulf which divides the original sentence, 
which ‘fitted’ its portion of the real world so neatly, from these 
more troublesome sentences, which, meaningful though they 
obviously are, are like so many collections of displaced symbols in 
search of their proper places in the real world – homeless names 
vainly seeking for their unfindable owners.

The problem of how symbols mean has now emerged in its 
crudest and most uncompromising form, and to solve it two 
expedients have been adopted. Each of these has for many years 
formed the nucleus of much interesting speculation; nevertheless 
each of them turns out upon examination to be equally desperate 
and futile. The first takes the form of what we may call, for want 
of a better label, the deflationary method. It assumes that the 
only genuine, fully formed proposition is that of the favoured 
kind (and this will differ for the different philosophical schools), 
and that all other types of proposition derive their logical force 
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solely from some type of traceable relationship to it. In the case 
we have selected, the favoured model is affirmative, singular, 
categorical and empirical. Since it is conjunctive in form and 
conjunctive ‘facts’ are not easy to find in nature, it seems best 
to make it ‘simpler’ still, and split the complex into two ‘simple’ 
propositions: ‘The book is on the table’; ‘It is now 3 p.m.’ But 
this, as it stands, will not quite do. If the criterion of meaning 
on the part of a symbolic expression is the existence before its 
user of something at which he can point, books and tables and 
even times of day make this process no easier, for they cannot be 
simply pointed at. The entire panoply of phenomenalist arma-
ment is here brought into play. I am told that I cannot point 
at tables, but only at tabular appearances or data, nor at books 
as reposing upon them, but only to bookish data as standing in 
certain visual, tactile etc. relations in my visual, tactile etc. fields 
to the tabular data. ‘3 p.m.’ is even less capable of being pointed 
to, and an elaborate translation of its meaning is offered again 
in visual, tactile etc. terms as being that to which my symbols 
ultimately refer. The ideal proposition gradually emerges as 
requiring a minimum of certain definite properties. Thus, at the 
very least, it must be:

1.	 Affirmative, for how am I to point at what is not there?
2.	 Categorical, for how am I to point at the something that only 

might be; or, in the case of unfulfilled hypotheticals, that can-
not in principle be?

3.	 Singular (or a finite collection of singulars), since it must be 
something or other, particular and specifiable, for what would 
it be like to point to something in general, belonging to no 
particular time and place, discoverable in no one’s specific 
sensible field?

4.	 Logically simple, for how can I point at something which is 
disjunctive, that is a this-or-that, but neither specifically this 
nor that? Nor can it be conjunctive, for how can I point to 
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something which is both-this-and-that?
5.	 Not only particular but about the present: it must refer to 

something in my sense field, here and now; for how can I 
point to something not here, or in the past, or in the future? 
If the ‘object’ of the sentence is elsewhere or already over, or 
not yet arrived, it is not ‘actual’, the arrow has no target, the 
cap has nothing upon which to fit (or not to fit).

6.	 It must refer to something ‘immediately given’, for unless it 
does this, the ‘object’ is again not here, not now, etc., and the 
fatal difficulties recur in another form.

7.	 It must be true (although this is a desideratum of an altogether 
different order, and one which the theory, so far from insist-
ing upon it, does its best to circumvent), for if it is false what 
does it point to? If a proposition is false, it describes nothing, 
it only misdescribes, but misdescription is only another kind 
of failure on the part of the arrow to hit its target; and if 
meaning is a sort of target-hitting, then what is false is also 
meaningless.

This is not, of course, intended to be an exhaustive catalogue 
of the minimum of properties required by the ‘good’ proposi-
tions – those which give no trouble, the model statements whose 
relation to their subject matter is so clear and so simple that if 
no other statements were in use, no logical or epistemological 
problem would arise. It seems but a short step from this to that 
‘immediate’ contact with reality in which thought and being 
are one, the realm of the Hegelian Absolute, where there are no 
problems and no mental pursuit of unattainable goals, because 
there are no minds, and nothing to pursue.

Leaving aside for the moment what would constitute repre-
sentative examples of such ‘good’ sentences or propositions (we 
shall return to this later, since clearly this is the heart of the mat-
ter), it seems clear that if we set about the subject in this way we 
are committed to looking upon sentences or propositions which 
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do not conform to the ideal either as being wholly meaningless, 
or else as precariously saved by being shown to have some kind 
of logical relationship to the ideal propositions, which may yet 
confer some kind of status upon them, although necessarily a 
somewhat inferior one. For we may still rescue such imperfect 
propositions by looking upon them as possessing meaning in 
proportion as they contain ‘sound’ elements; that is, can be 
analysed as complexes, some elements in which are meaningful 
in the approved sense, that is through being affirmative, categori-
cal, simple, singular, true, about what is here and now before the 
speaker etc. – so many grains of pure gold embedded in a baser 
medium. This medium can then be removed from them, and 
upon examination will turn out to mean nothing at all, but 
perhaps, at best, to perform some other logical or psychological 
function. This is the sort of view which lurks at the back of such 
theories as those of Logical Constructions, whether in the older 
Humean version, or in the later, more elaborate, form developed 
by Russell and his disciples.

If we practise this kind of analysis, we start by asking about 
any given sentence whether it is genuinely descriptive; and if this 
claim has been made on its behalf, we require that the sentence 
shall be so analysed into its constituents that the truly descriptive 
elements in it shall be revealed in the form of ‘basic’ or ‘atomic’ 
propositions which have the properties required of the ‘good’ 
propositions, that is, direct correspondence with experience in 
the sense adumbrated above. The proposition analysed is then 
revealed as a complex of irreducible simple statements, with logi-
cal constants acting as links and determining formal properties. 
Everything not so analysable is relegated to a non-descriptive 
realm and labelled as emotive, or expressive, or a psychological 
residue etc. – a kind of linguistic slag-heap from which the pre-
cious ore has been extracted – useful enough in some respects, 
and more than this, perhaps biologically or psychologically 
indispensable, but liable to land us in metaphysical or theological 
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confusions if we mistake it for an informative or fact-affirming 
use of words. Descriptive language emerges as a ‘construction’ 
logically built out of the ‘basic’ bricks, consisting of the ‘good’ 
propositions only; whatever is left over is to be relegated as being 
non-propositional.

What, on this view, is to become of all such soi-disant proposi-
tions as hypothetical or general propositions, statements about 
the past and future, about material objects, about other persons 
etc.? There are no two ways about it: in so far as they give genuine 
information they are not hypothetical, not about the past etc., 
and if it is desired to retain them unimpaired, they will have to be 
expelled from the class of genuine propositions altogether. This 
predicament is by no means confined to empiricists or positivists. 
So faithful a disciple of Aristotle and Descartes as Cook Wilson, 
when he asked himself what singular hypothetical propositions 
were about, convinced himself that reality consisted of what is 
and was and will be, and not of what might be or might have 
been; consequently, hypothetical propositions could not be real 
propositions at all (for what did they describe?), but something 
to do with connections between questions; for questions, being 
neither true nor false, do not assert or describe, and so are free 
from the requirements exacted of all claimants to true proposi-
tional status. It is true that the connections turned out to hold 
not so much between the questions as between the answers to 
them; and ‘answers’ are in fact the old familiar propositions, 
scarcely disguised at all; and so the problem had not been 
solved after all. But the very oddity of this effort to show that 
hypothetical propositions were not properly propositions at all is 
symptomatic of the effects of the doctrine which made this odd 
procedure seem worth attempting.

Again, when F. P. Ramsey suggested that causal propositions 
were perhaps not propositions at all, he did so because causal 
statements were obviously general, and if interpreted extension-
ally (and what is it to ask for the meaning of a symbol if not for 
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its extension?) could not be pinned to anything that could be 
pointed to; because general statements did not seem to point 
to – be knock-down verifiable by – anything which was sensed 
or introspected, or described as so many items in somebody’s 
experience. Indeed the very ideal of an entirely extensional logic, 
the rigidly extensional interpretation of meaning, the almost 
superstitious horror of intensional analyses as a relapse into the 
darkness of metaphysics are symptomatic of this attitude.

Language was viewed as a kind of system of verbal credit, 
where descriptive sentences functioned like cheques which, to 
be used at all, did not indeed need to be immediately converted 
into bullion, but retained their value only so long as they were 
in principle so convertible. The gold cover of such sentences 
consisted in the facts of direct experience, ‘objects’ of ‘knowledge 
by acquaintance’, and the degree of meaning which any such 
expression possessed depended directly upon the amount of such 
cover in terms of the basic or ‘good’ propositions – themselves 
directly convertible into the bullion of ‘facts’ – which it turned 
out to have. In so far as it was not so covered, it was liable to 
be exposed as in the strict sense not descriptive; and if to have 
meaning was to describe, meaningless.

This naturally led to intolerable paradoxes too familiar to 
be rehearsed here. It was difficult, for instance, to maintain 
that general propositions, or propositions of science, were 
non-descriptive (but, as some declared, merely matrices for the 
generation of meaningful sentences), since they were obviously 
refutable, that is, falsifiable by negative singular propositions, 
and if they could be false, they were propositions after all. All 
the notorious difficulties which beset rigorous versions of 
phenomenalism (or the early, uncompromising kinds of logical 
positivism) emerged in their acutest form in the course of the at-
tempt to force propositions of various types into the Procrustean 
bed of the chosen model – the ‘atomic’, not further analysable, 
incorrigible proposition.
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Paradoxes began to accumulate; propositions about the past 
were required by the more uncompromising among the early 
positivists to become (‘in some sense’) propositions about the 
future – or else to be eliminated. Propositions about the present 
underwent the same drastic treatment, and this, incidentally, 
was soon seen to provide two senses of ‘about the future’ – the 
normal sense in which propositions about the future were dis-
tinguished from those about the present and the past, and an 
abnormal sense in which all propositions were ‘in some sense’ or 
‘for methodological purposes’ propositions about the future; in 
this sense ‘the future’ could no longer be contrasted with the past 
or present, or indeed with anything else, and so in the end turned 
out to be devoid of meaning.

Similarly, propositions about other selves turned out to be 
a sub-class of propositions about the observer’s own data, and 
the words ‘my own data’ or ‘the observer’s data’ were robbed 
of meaning with the same fatal inevitability; for now all data 
were ‘in some sense’ the observer’s own, and a solipsism fol-
lowed which, there being no statable non-solipsism with which 
to contrast it, also turned out to describe nothing. It gradually 
became clear that what was being demanded was the relegation 
to the limbo of ‘non-propositional’ language of everything which 
was not categorical, affirmative, singular, about the speaker 
himself, about his immediate experience, here and now etc., but 
since these attributes could not ex hypothesi be contrasted with 
anything beyond (for the statement of it was logically prohib-
ited), the deflationary programme of ‘reducing’ all propositions 
to a selected type of proposition, certified as genuine (as well as 
the milder versions which accorded significance to ‘imperfect’ 
propositions, but only in so far as the blood royal of the genuine 
propositions flowed through some portion of their complex 
structures), turned out to be one of the worst mare’s nests of 
modern philosophy. It was evident that the deflationary method 
led into an impasse and had to be abandoned.
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The other or inflationary route was the precise inverse of the 
first. It began again with the assumption that the only genuine 
propositions were categorical, true, singular etc.; but since there 
obviously did exist expressions clearly not of this kind, e.g. state-
ments normally called hypothetical, or general, or about the past 
or future of other persons, or false, or unverifiable, or not clearly 
classifiable as either empirical or a priori, to which it was unplaus
ible to deny all descriptive power, it was decided to cut the knot 
by boldly accepting the fact that they were, after all, what they 
seemed to be, that is perfectly valid and intelligible, propositions 
as descriptive as any others, unjustly suspected of being defective 
only because they were assumed to be about the same kind of 
entities as those dealt with by the ‘good’ non-trouble-giving pro- 
positions with which they were so unfavourably contrasted. Once 
it was grasped that they were concerned with entities different in 
kind from the favoured propositions, they might be rescued, and 
even accorded equal status with the latter.

This doctrine maintained that hypothetical propositions, for 
example, were not at best partly categorical, partly not proposi-
tions at all, but that they were perfectly good propositions in 
their own right, though concerned with a special class of entities 
– ‘hypothetical facts’, or ‘real possibilities’, or ‘essences’, or the 
like. General propositions, similarly, presided over a perfectly 
genuine kingdom of their own, populated by entities called ‘uni-
versals’. Propositions about the past and future dealt with past 
facts and future facts respectively, unfulfilled hypotheticals dealt 
with ‘unactualised possibilities’, and the categorical, singular etc. 
propositions originally set up as ideal models no longer repre-
sented a superior species, but were assigned their place as equals 
among their peers, governing as they did, not indeed all facts, but 
only some among them, that is, those which were actual, present, 
particular etc.

Worlds upon worlds of new entities suddenly unfolded. 
Regions inhabited by mathematical or logical entities were 
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revealed to view – unchanging Platonic forms, connected in 
queer ways with the ‘real world’, or else detached from it and se-
cure in their own serene and beautiful universes. Realms of ‘sub-
sistent’ entities, inhabited by immortal essences, came into being 
to correspond to the many forms of the imagination, scientific, 
mathematical and poetical, capable moreover of accommodating 
games, utopias, mythological and heraldic creatures, and every 
other form of logically coherent fiction. These theories, which 
grew more and more fantastic, provided for everything which 
had been or could be thought of, true and false, reasonable and 
nonsensical; the world of ordinary life was somewhat vaguely 
treated as a species of the curious genus ‘entity’, and distinguished 
by the pseudo-attributes ‘actuality’ or ‘existence’, which ignored 
the lethal force of Kant’s refutation of the ontological argument. 
It was a process of uncontrolled inflation, and it operated on 
a very simple principle: that all genuine propositions were au 
fond categorical, singular, true etc.; but instead of trying, as the 
deflationists had done, to extricate only what was genuinely cat-
egorical, non-hypothetical, non-general etc. out of the unsifted 
mass of what, prima facie, looked like propositions, it boldly 
proceeded as if all these statements were already categorical and 
singular and all that was required of genuine propositions, and 
set about discovering entities to correspond with them.

Thus if, let us say, hypothetical propositions were in the last 
analysis categorical, what were they categorical about? Plainly 
about hypothetical entities. If general propositions were au fond 
singular, what kind of things did they describe? Individual things 
– ‘ingredients of facts’ called ‘universals’. General propositions 
were in truth singular propositions, and their subjects were uni-
versals much as those of more routine singular propositions were 
the events or ‘facts’ of ‘direct experience’. Propositions about 
the past were about ‘timeless’ entities qualified by the attribute 
‘pastness’ exactly as propositions about the present were about 
similar entities qualified by ‘presentness’. False propositions were 
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true about ‘possibilities’ while true propositions were true about 
‘actualities’. It was very simple; all propositions as such were cat-
egorical about something or other, and the task of metaphysics 
and the theory of knowledge was to establish the ‘status’ of what 
in any given case this something was.

These timeless ‘entities’ or ‘essences’ with their many curious 
attributes were now the targets which the propositional arrows 
struck, the shapes in the real world which the linguistic caps 
precisely fitted. Their relations to one another – the ‘structure 
of reality’ – was the province of a new metaphysical discipline 
called variously phenomenology, logic etc.; and a special intel-
lectual faculty was postulated (or discovered) whose business it 
was to fix the unalterable ‘ontological status’ of mathematical, 
historical, psychological, scientific, fictional etc. entities to each 
other. The question always took the same form: What kind of 
categoricals were hypothetical propositions? What species of 
singular propositions were general ones? What did negative 
propositions affirm? What did false propositions state truly?

The vice of the inflationary method was the precise opposite of 
the deflationary one: if the latter prohibited the saying of much 
that could intelligibly be said, the former encouraged specula-
tion and description of much that did not exist and could not 
be related to the real world because there was nothing to relate. 
The first method used Occam’s razor to eliminate too many 
necessary entities; the second set no limit to their multiplica-
tion. The inflationary method was not a straitjacket like its rival, 
but it led to consequences which were more ludicrous because 
it manufactured entities which grew increasingly fantastic. The 
proliferation of bogus ‘objects’ proved too much even for their 
creators: the free play of the imagination cannot indefinitely be 
represented as discovery.

Formal methods can be made use of to expose the absurdity of 
this method. According to the theory of ‘subsistents’ a true state-
ment corresponds to ‘existent’ entities, while a false one, to have 
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any meaning at all, must correspond to non-existent, ‘subsistent’ 
entities (or propositions). What relation, if any, occurs, on this 
view, between existent and subsistent entities? Any proposition 
describing such a relation must itself, to be meaningful, neces-
sarily correspond to something or other, not a ‘subsistent’ or 
collection of ‘subsistents’ in the ordinary sense, but to something 
or other – a ‘super-subsistent’ at some ‘higher level’. But this is 
tantamount to converting relational propositions into subject–
predicate propositions about entities; all of these entities will 
require relations to other entities if they are to be described at 
all, but no sooner are such relations provided than they turn into 
particulars requiring their own relations, etc., and this is a vicious 
infinite regress of the most obvious kind.

On a representative theory of language things in the real 
world are like so many islands connected with or kept apart from 
each other by gap-like entities which correspond to relations. 
The Midas touch of any Meinongian theory fills these gaps with 
subsistent entities, and thus makes impossible the description of 
any particular object; for objects can be described only in terms 
of their relations to other objects, or of the relations of their own 
internal parts to one another, while here relational propositions, 
as in the similar system of Leibniz, are treated as if they did not 
exist; where all relations function like terms, there are no relations. 
The situation is that of Bradley’s nightmare; all relations are 
converted into terms, and new relations are perpetually needed 
to relate the new terms; but no sooner are they created than 
they turn into terms themselves, calling for relations to relate 
them: these, as soon as invoked, harden into terms themselves. 
But terms cannot be related by terms; this fallacy, common to 
Bradley and to Russell in his middle period, which turns logic 
into an extravagant ontology, can go no further.
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III

Oddly enough, the fallacy which underlay the inflationary 
method was identical with that which vitiated the reverse process 
of deflation. For in each case what was demanded was forcible 
assimilation of all propositions to a given type; in one case non-
categorical, non-singular, non-veridical etc. propositions were 
considered pro tanto as not propositions at all, in the other they 
were all, in principle, looked upon as categoricals, but concerned 
with peculiar entities the description of which involved intoler-
able paradoxes.

In both cases what was not categorical, or singular, or veridical 
etc. was regarded as peculiar, problematic, needing special explan
ation. In one case this was done by condemning all but one type 
of proposition as vicious, although partially redeemable in inverse 
proportion to the distance from the ideal type. In the other case 
all propositions were pronounced equally virtuous, and the curse 
was taken off the suspected types by transferring it to the object 
itself. Provided the entities to which propositions corresponded 
were sufficiently variegated, the propositions could be pressed 
into the same logical uniform, that is all propositions were eo ipso 
categorical, singular, affirmative, true etc.

The deflationary method gave the impression that only ‘good’ 
propositions stood, as it were, face to face with the real world; all 
others were forms of squinting at it from the side, or of purblind-
ness, or indeed, in extreme cases, of total blindness. The inflationary 
theory represented all propositions as being equal vis-à-vis their 
objects, but endowed many of these objects with exceedingly queer 
logical and metaphysical properties to whose existence lack of 
imagination, or excessive respect for common-sense notions, had 
too long rendered philosophers blind or inattentive. (The analogue 
in the case of the more fanciful theories of perception will readily 
come to the mind of the students of this branch of philosophy.)
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What is common to both methods and equally fatal to either 
is, of course, the correspondence model. For it leads to the 
view that one class of propositions, and one only, is properly so 
called; and, by the simple expedient of eliminating all its rivals a 
priori, leaves the victorious class without attributes. Properties 
with which there is nothing to compare cannot be described; 
consequently all genuine propositions cannot, in principle, and 
literally, be of the same logical type, for there is then no way of 
indicating what it is.

This fatal dichotomy (‘either categorical or not a proposition’) 
is not confined either to a particular province of philosophy 
or to a particular school of thinkers. In ethics, for example, it 
sometimes takes the form of claiming to detect specific ethical 
characteristics, whether a priori or empirically, as being ‘inherent’ 
in objects or persons, characteristics as many and as various as 
may be wanted to meet all the apparently irreducible distinctions 
between the various ethical predicates which occur in sentences 
expressing moral judgements. Alternatively, if the deflationary 
method is adopted, it may take the form of a ruthless axe with 
which all ethical statements which cannot be translated into 
the favoured type of proposition (or whatever in them remains 
obstinately unreduced after they have been subjected to this 
treatment) are lopped off and consigned to Hume’s bonfire as 
devoid of the right kind of significance, or anyhow insusceptible 
to philosophical analysis; and the same treatment is meted out 
to aesthetic, political or historical judgements, and other recal-
citrant material.

Nor is this method confined to empiricists: Plato and 
Aquinas, Descartes, Leibniz and their modern disciples merely 
represent the obverse of this outlook: which considers sense 
perception or other sources of empirical evidence to be so many 
inferior, confused ‘modes’ of cognition, lower forms of mental 
activity, condemned in proportion as they are thought to fall 
short of the ideal model of the kind of a priori knowledge, and 
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the type of combination of words, which the particular rational-
ist philosopher happens to favour as the paradigm of clarity or 
infallibility. In this respect there is relatively little to choose 
between the fundamental attitudes that govern these apparently 
deeply opposed schools of thought: each condemns the ideals 
and practices of the other for failing to satisfy criteria which are 
drawn from the same sort of misleading mythology. Their criti-
cisms of one another’s theories are often valid enough; it is only 
when their positive grounds for this are revealed that we receive 
a sudden shock. For the case sometimes resembles nothing so 
much as that of a man who with great cogency demonstrates the 
lunacy of another man who claims to be Napoleon, and then 
adds as a clinching argument that he is Napoleon himself.

IV

So much for the merits of the inflationary and deflationary 
methods, with their apotheosis of the favoured mode of expres-
sion. It might not be without interest to consider the nature of 
one of the most persistently recommended types of such model 
propositions – the ‘basic’ propositions of the analytical school 
of modern empiricism. What are the unique properties of these 
propositions in virtue of which they represent, we are told, the 
lowest level, the ground floor of the many-storeyed buildings 
called logical constructions? They must be the ultimate, not 
further reducible, ‘foundations of knowledge’ upon which all else 
must rest; hence they must be simple, indubitable, and somehow 
reflect the nature of reality more directly and infallibly than any 
others; for otherwise they will lose their privileged status, and 
cease to be the bullion in terms of which all other expressions 
claiming to be intelligible can be certified as philosophical legal 
tender. What, then, do they require in the way of characteristics 
if they are to be, as it were, face to face with reality?
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One property they must have, and that is the capablity of 
being known in a way which precludes their ever being false; 
they must be absolutely safe. Their occurrence in ordinary speech 
may be infrequent, and they may look or sound unwieldy or 
barbarous when articulated; they may turn out to be thoroughly 
jejune and uninteresting, and they may be of little use in normal 
communication; but they will have one enviable attribute which 
no other type of expression will be in a position to boast – they 
will in some sense be ultimate, reducible to nothing else; they, 
and they alone, will be wholly ‘testable’ by any rational being who 
chooses to entertain them, and they will serve as the foundation 
of all other knowledge – which surely should be reward enough 
for any amount of dullness and platitudinousness.

It might be as well to inspect one of these humble but 
indispensable entities: let us return to our earlier example and 
assert ‘The book is on the table.’ This will not do; we have obvi-
ously said too much; the sentence is not ‘safe’ and ‘basic’ in the 
sense required. It is certainly not incorrigible, for we may be 
labouring under an illusion of one or more of the senses. What 
we see before us may not be a book nor its pedestal a table. In 
accordance with time-honoured practice, to use the scrupulous 
methods taught to us by the sense datum philosophers a quarter 
of a century ago, we start the process of ‘reduction’ which is to 
lead us to the discovery of what can be whittled down no further. 
We must not say that there is a book on the table, we must say 
‘There are bookish data surrounded by tabular ones’ – all the rest 
is inductive and uncertain. But this will not do either, for what 
do we mean by ‘bookish’, and what do we mean by ‘tabular’, and 
where are these data occurring, and when, and for how long, and 
to whom are we saying these words, and how do we know that 
they are conveying the information we mean them to convey? To 
fulfil the programme everything that is uncertain (that is, might 
turn out to be false) must be remorselessly pruned away, however 
poverty-stricken the remainder may turn out to be; for truth and, 



92  •  Concepts and Categories

above all, infallibility are what is required rather than richness of 
content. Consequently we continue the whittling process.

We are at some point obliged to say that by ‘bookish’ and 
‘tabular’ we mean something sufficiently resembling a standard 
model or models in terms of which these terms are, or could be, 
defined. Do the data before us sufficiently conform to this stan-
dard to be properly described as tabular or bookish? How can 
we tell? Must we assume that our memory is infallible? But does 
not this bring about what of all things we most wished to avoid, 
the necessity of referring to the existence of entities in the past, 
past experiences on our part, which are not ‘here’, not ‘before 
us’, as those data must be which basic sentences are invented to 
describe? So we must continue to cut away; our memory may be 
fallible and the alleged past data not have occurred; if we are to 
give ‘bookish’ and ‘tabular’ their proper meanings we must no 
longer have recourse to occurrences as the standard models for 
these words, but only to the belief, whether true or false, that 
such data did once actually occur. By ‘bookish’ and ‘tabular’ we 
mean no longer what resembles standard book-like or table-like 
appearances, but only what we believe may so resemble. But alas, 
even this heroic act of self-denial will not suffice. For even in 
order to believe that this or that occurred in our past, if only for 
the purpose of providing a minimum point of reference for sym-
bols, such words as ‘before’ and ‘after’ must refer to something 
not now present. Once we abandon the mythological region 
of the ‘point-instant’, of the ‘immediate’ present, we become 
theoretically liable to the risk of error, for what we are referring 
to is in some sense not before us, and may turn out to be different 
from what we think it to be.

In this academic sense there is no empirical statement we 
cannot doubt: we are not sure that there are other selves capable 
of understanding our words; we do not know that the words 
themselves are performing the task of classifying our immediate 
data, since classification includes assimilation to other members 
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of a given class, but this has been ruled out, since we cannot be 
certain, in the sense required, whether they – the other members 
of the class – in fact possess the model characteristics attributed 
to them, since ex hypothesi they must be absent and not available 
for inspection. By this time it should be becoming plain that we 
are marching with rapid strides towards a logical absurdity. We 
are trying to say at one and the same time that we are attribut-
ing certain characteristics to our data by means of the infallible 
propositions which report direct acquaintance, and yet also that 
we can name these characteristics only by contrast or comparison 
to other characteristics which, being absent, cannot be infallibly 
known, and so cannot guarantee us against error when invoked 
for the purpose of comparison or contrast.

Yet to say that something is true or false is at the very least 
to compare it with the past or the future, with entities not here 
and not now, that is, to relate it to a field wider than the object 
under review. We can escape this only by saying that we are 
not asserting, only naming, only christening. But it is doubtful 
whether even this can be done without calling in what is absent 
and therefore theoretically dubitable; and in any case to name is 
not to describe, and therefore not to say anything true or false; 
the act of christening is not the uttering of a proposition, how-
ever basic, however trivial, however non-informative. Our basic 
propositions are gradually becoming names for the phenomena 
of what used to be called ‘pure sensation’. Whether such phen
omena occur or not is relatively immaterial; the point is that in 
a world which consists of nothing else, description, language, 
true and false propositions, are terms which cannot be given any 
interpretation.
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V

What is this but, under another name, the quest for the absolute 
immediacy desiderated by Bradley, the pure manifold of Kant, 
the pure ‘given’ – not yet ‘distorted’ or ‘mutilated’ by categories 
and concepts of ‘discursive thought’ – Bergson’s unbroken con-
tinuum of pure duration, which appears in more sophisticated 
forms as the search for logical particulars or for the referends 
of logical proper names – for the ultimate constituents of the 
world which alone are real but cannot, owing to the generalising 
character of words, ever be described?

It should by now be clear that the search for basic proposi-
tions in this sense leads nowhere, since it proceeds from a fatal 
misconception; but what is of greater interest is not whether such 
propositions can in fact be formulated, but why so many thinkers 
have felt so desperate a need for their existence and have expended 
so much ingenuity upon a task so inevitably doomed to frustra-
tion. In other words, why did philosophers look for answers (at 
times heavily disguised as metaphysical investigations of various 
kinds) to so odd a series of questions as: ‘When we utter a hypo-
thetical proposition, what kind of categorical proposition are we 
uttering?’ ‘When we make a general statement, to what class of 
singular statements does it belong?’ ‘When we speak of the past 
or the future, which portion of the present are we referring to?’ 
‘When we speak about objects far away, what are the objects in our 
vicinity with which they are identical?’ ‘When we ask questions 
about the lives of other persons, which incidents in our own auto
biography are we referring to?’ ‘When we speak of the external 
world, which of our “inner” sensations are we describing?’ Yet this 
is what the demand for a purely extensional logic comes to; and 
such ingenious notions as, for example, the concept of material 
implication to some extent derived from this attitude; it acted as 
perhaps the strongest single motive for the employment of this 
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weapon in the attempted transformation of hypotheticals into 
conjunctions or disjunctions of categoricals. And although it can 
be shown easily enough that the promise to ‘reduce’ all contingent 
hypothetical propositions by this means cannot be fulfilled, it is 
worth enquiring why such desperate efforts were expended upon 
seeing how much could be translated by this unpromising method.

One obvious reason was of course the need, particularly 
acutely felt after the excesses of idealist metaphysics, to discover 
a criterion for the exclusion of what was literally nonsense. The 
coherence theory of truth seemed to destroy, or at any rate to 
blur, the differences between the intelligible and the meaning-
less use of words, and any test of significance possessing initial 
plausibility appeared welcome to those who were struggling 
to build a dyke against the torrent of sometimes inspired, but 
largely unintelligible, writing.

Moreover, there was the desire to arrest what I have called 
inflation. Too many metaphysicians behaved as if differences in 
types of expression were pointers to differences of ‘types of fact’, 
and this led to a view that there were as many metaphysically 
irreducible kinds of entity in the world as there were different 
modes of expression in use; and the systematic demonstration 
that this was not so, that nouns did not necessarily ‘correspond’ 
to things, nor adjectives to characteristics, is one of the major 
glories of modern empiricism and modern logic. Sentences 
previously thought to be logically independent were shown to 
be translatable into one another, and this did, no doubt, have the 
effect of an automatic check upon the indiscriminate multiplica-
tion of entities, showing much metaphysical discussion to be 
baseless and due to verbal confusions. And although the search 
for infallible criteria of significance proved a wild goose chase, 
because significance is not determinable by a specific set of rules, 
yet this approach did mark a great philosophical advance which 
it will take more than such maxims as ‘Every sentence has its own 
logical grammar’ to discredit.
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But the method is obviously being pushed to fantastic lengths 
when we are invited to judge all statements in terms of their 
logical relation to the selected model, and as a result either to 
reject a number of meaningful sentences on the ground that 
they are not ‘basic’ or ‘atomic’, nor molecules constructible out 
of such atoms (not suitable bricks for the Logischer Aufbau der 
Welt),1 or, alternatively, to manufacture entities which would 
enable all propositions to be represented as categorical, singular, 
atomic, basic etc., or combinations of these; and this when the 
so-called ‘basic’ or ‘atomic’ propositions themselves turn out on 
examination to approach the limits of meaninglessness – not to 
be recognisable forms of descriptive human utterance. And yet it 
is clearly not some unaccountable love of the odd and the fanci-
ful which has driven so many distinguished thinkers towards 
this eccentric remedy;2 it must correspond to some permanent 
tendency on the part of philosophers, some very deeply rooted 
metaphors which govern the thought of logicians and episte-
mologists. Perhaps, therefore, attention to the psychology of 
philosophical thinking of this kind may throw some light upon 
this curious state of affairs.

VI

As a tentative hypothesis about some possible causes of this atti-
tude, I should like to mention three fundamental fallacies which 
by their interplay may have contributed to bringing about this 
result.

1  ‘Logical structure of the world’ [an allusion to Rudolph Carnap, Der 
logische Aufbau der Welt (Leipzig, 1928)].

2  Perhaps the first explicit account of it occurs in Plato’s Theaetetus, in 
which Socrates describes it as an opulent dream. The resemblance between 
the Platonic simile and the doctrine of, e.g., Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico
Philosophicus (London, 1922) is most striking.
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1.  The correspondence theory of language

There is nothing prima facie very unnatural or surprising about 
the assumption that words are names, and that it is not truth, 
so much as meaning, that is a form of correspondence between 
symbols and things. After all, we learn language to some degree 
by being shown things, or made to touch or hold them, and 
then told what words to use; and many words are in fact names, 
class names, but still names, labels attached to classes of objects 
absence of which makes the use of these names inappropriate. 
Berkeley, who showed such genius in refuting the fallacy of unum 
nomen, unum nominatum,1 and discredited, one hopes for ever, 
the notion that because there were general terms, therefore uni-
versals were among the real inhabitants of the universe, himself 
fell into the converse fallacy of supposing that although general 
terms did not stand for entities which are general (because there 
could be none such) they could, if they were to be meaningful, 
be translated into other terms which did stand for entities. This 
led in time to the doctrine that a language could be discovered 
or invented which was free from, and proof against, logically 
misleading expressions; such a language would be ‘logically per-
fect’, and it would consist exclusively of words which did directly 
correspond to things and their properties, and otherwise only 
of logical words – constants, transformation rules and the like, 
whose very form would clearly show that they made no claim 
to describe or refer to anything whatever. From this it naturally 
seemed to follow that it was possible, provided one took enough 
trouble, to arrive at combinations of words which were closer to 
– stood in a more face-to-face relation with – reality than those 
in ordinary use; this was the purpose of the whittling operation 
mentioned above.

Even if some meaning could be given to the ‘fundamental’ or 
‘basic’ sentences which represent the ideal goal of this process, 

1  ‘For each name there is one thing named.’
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the fallacy did not stop there but directly involved its perpetra-
tors in the entire Procrustean programme. For it held out the 
alternatives of either eliminating all but basic propositions and 
combinations of them from the logically perfect language, leav-
ing the untranslated and untranslatable portions of hypothetical, 
general etc. propositions to fend for themselves as best they 
could, as psychological attitudes, dispositions or states, emotional 
residues etc.; or of stretching the basic propositions to cover (as 
we are told Procrustes did with the legs of his shorter guests) 
whatever one required to say, which led to the production of 
fanciful worlds populated by Meinong’s queer entities.

The theory is fallacious because all words are not names, and 
meaning is not a species of correspondence, with a triadic or any 
other unique, formally analysable, structure (with unconvincing 
ad hoc adjustments to explain away, say, the obvious difficulties 
created by false propositions); yet neither is it an utterly absurd 
theory of meaning; many words or sentences can, in a sense, be 
said to ‘correspond’; this metaphor, if it throws darkness on some, 
clarifies other ways in which words are used. But when what 
has significance solely because and in so far as it characterises a 
particular part of a whole is predicated about the whole, a logical 
fallacy is generated; and the result turns out to be meaningless. 
This is precisely what occurs when the effort is made – however 
unavowed – to represent every species of proposition as combi-
nations of one single species. This is logical translation at its most 
misguided.

2.  The Ionian fallacy

A related tendency is the extension of what may be called the 
Ionian fallacy of asking what everything is made of. The Ionian 
philosophers themselves may be wholly guiltless of this, since 
what they were probably asking were questions of physics, from 
which metaphysical ones were perhaps not clearly distinguished 
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in their day. But the form which this enquiry has taken in later 
times, from Aristotle to Russell, is a search for the ultimate 
constituents of the world in some non-empirical sense. Does it 
really make sense to ask whether the universe consists of events, 
or point-instants, or sense data, or occurrences? These terms are 
considered an improvement on such entities as substances, or 
forms, or unknowable substrata, or Hegelian ideas, since prima 
facie they wear a more empirical look. But this is a mere decep-
tion. For what kind of answers are these questions designed to 
elicit? If everything consists of ‘occurrents’ or ‘occurrences’, 
what would it be like for something not to be an occurrent or 
occurrence? How could we know, by what species of empirical 
or metaphysical inspection, if it were not? And if we could not 
know this, what significance can we attach to the positive asser-
tion that everything is so composed? What evidence can we have 
for it or its contradictory? In making it, what are we denying, 
what alternative are we ruling out, and how can we know when 
we are and when we are not justified in doing this? A sentence 
of the form ‘Everything consists of . . .’ or ‘Everything is . . .’ or 
‘Nothing is . . .’, unless it is empirical, that is, states what might be, 
and only de facto is not, otherwise, states nothing, since a propo-
sition which cannot be significantly denied or doubted can offer 
us no information. And although this is a truism which need not 
be further laboured, yet notable philosophers have been trapped 
into thinking that they can significantly ask what everything is 
made of, very much as if the question were answerable in the 
way in which empirical questions are answered, save only that 
the answers are given in terms of such ultimate constituents as 
occurrents or sense data or atomic facts, as if such entities existed 
and had characteristics and histories of their own; such think-
ers are naturally committed to the view that the propositions 
which describe such ‘ultimate constituents’ are basic in the sense 
required. And since the world consists of these basic ingredients, 
language cannot do better than mirror them – reproduce the 
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‘structure of reality’. Atomic propositions are the names of such 
ultimate constituents, molecular ones of combinations of them. 
This is indeed a metaphysic with a vengeance, without any of 
the virtues of the more interesting metaphysical systems which 
have at times embodied illuminating historical or psychological 
or poetical insights in the guise of logical or metaphysical dis-
coveries. This strange ontology combines all the vices of the cor-
respondence theory of meaning with everything that positivists 
have justly urged against synthetic a priori judgements; for what 
are these judgements which purport to analyse the universe into 
its ultimate constituents, so ultimate that there can be nothing 
to contrast them with, but synthetic, a priori, and meaningless 
into the bargain?

3.  The search for security

Finally, there is what Dewey once called the quest for certainty.1 
Plainly one of the most powerful of philosophical stimuli is the 
search for security – the infallible knowledge of incorrigible 
propositions. As we have said above, no matter how dry, dull, 
uninformative such propositions may turn out to be, or how 
difficult to formulate, all our efforts and austerities will be most 
richly rewarded if we really secure unassailable certainty at last, 
reach islands, which may be small and arid and isolated, so 
long as they constitute dry land in an uncertain and uncharted 
sea. All the doctrines which look upon belief and opinion as 
capable of being distilled until they yield up their granules of 
certain knowledge (which, we are informed, they ‘presuppose’), 
all the doctrines which hold out the goal of clear and distinct 
ideas whose certainty nothing could cloud, or speak of simple 
substances, or of simple ideas, not compounded of parts and 
therefore indestructible and undistortable, or of such ultimate 

1  See John Dewey, The Quest For Certainty: A Study of the Relation of 
Knowledge and Action (New York, 1929).
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prime matter as impressions, or bundles of sensations, or ‘basic’ 
or ‘atomic’ facts, or ‘protocol sentences’; what are all these but an 
attempt to convey the view that at some time we must reach the 
last stage of our journey, beyond which it is logically impossible to 
go, for surely even the weariest river of analysis must somewhere 
wind safe to the sea of ‘the ultimate stuff ’ of which everything is 
made? It is as if we were told that logical security could be had, 
but only at the price of extreme modesty; if we ask for too much, 
as ambitious metaphysicians have done, our treasures will melt 
into thin air, but if we ask for little – lowering the scale of our 
demands as the chances of their being wholly satisfied look more 
and more remote – we may go away not altogether empty-handed 
after all. A little is better than nothing; our foothold will be very 
precarious, but if we take sufficient care we need never slip; by 
contracting our claims to an absolute minimum we may be able 
to obtain a logical guarantee for the little that is left; the results 
may be humble but at least they will be safe; and that is surely 
worth any sacrifice. Or, to use another image, the ever-narrowing 
circle of light may reveal little of interest or importance, but that 
is more comforting than to be left in total darkness.

Yet the truth is that even humility and self-denial cannot help; 
a claim may be modest, but it is still a claim; and the guarantee 
we seek, however qualified, is still a guarantee and consequently 
a logical impossibility. Whatever the psychological causes of this 
pursuit of security, it leads to fatal consequences, for it leads to 
the belief that there must be a group of propositions, tested and 
found indestructible, which forms the minimum gold reserve 
without which intellectual currency cannot be exchanged. It is 
one thing to maintain that sometimes we believe, and at other 
times know; sometimes we doubt legitimately, and sometimes 
we only think that we doubt, because it is thought philosophic
ally proper or logically possible to do so, when in fact we are as 
certain (in the sense of ‘certain’ in which that word is normally 
used) as it is possible to be in the context in which we should 
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normally say this. It is one thing to say this, which is true, and 
another to look for, and affect to find, incorrigible propositions, 
and worse still to maintain that they are indispensable to all 
descriptive language. For there is no reason to suppose that any 
empirical proposition is literally incorrigible in the sense that it 
cannot in principle be false. This kind of guarantee (which Kant 
made the most interesting of all attempts to obtain) is not to 
be had; not because nature is hostile and unwilling to yield up 
her secrets, but because upon examination the notion of such a 
guarantee turns out to be meaningless.

This must surely follow from what has been shown about 
the delusiveness of the very notion of basic propositions. To say 
anything significantly about the world we must bring in some-
thing other than immediate experience (whatever ‘immediate’ 
may mean), namely the past and the future, and absent objects, 
and other persons, and unrealised possibilities, and general and 
hypothetical judgements, and so forth. And if these, because we 
cannot certify them as certain, are cut away, in the end literally 
nothing will be left. We cannot speak without incurring some 
risk, at least in theory; the only way of being absolutely safe is to 
say absolutely nothing; this is the goal towards which the search 
for ‘fundamental’ propositions asymptotically tends.

Why are we so bent upon retaining these incorrigible 
propositions? Because we have been told that if these cannot be 
discovered everything will for ever remain uncertain, and that 
this is not merely discomfiting but in some way philosophically 
‘unsatisfactory’. But this is only another case of the fallacy of 
uttering ‘Everything is . . .’; for the word ‘uncertain’ can only be 
given interpretation by being contrasted with ‘certain’, of which 
we must consequently have had, or be able to imagine, at least 
one characteristic example, if we are to attach any significance 
to the word. The fallacy is to suppose that the proposition ‘The 
word “certain” has at least one application’ entails the proposi-
tion ‘What is certain is incorrigible.’ And those who are betrayed 
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into supposing that certainty entails incorrigibility will naturally 
look upon propositions guaranteed as being incorrigible with 
especial favour, as foundations upon which all else rests. We 
have returned once again to the privileged class of basic proposi-
tions, and to the desire either to translate all other propositions 
into them or combinations of them, or else to represent them as 
being poor relations dependent upon the privileged class – and 
so partly propositional and reputable, partly non-propositional 
and denizens of some inferior realm; or at the worst altogether 
non-propositional, to be relegated to some waste-paper basket 
vaguely defined in pejorative psychological terms.

These three fallacies, interconnected as they obviously are, at any 
rate psychologically, while they may not be sufficient by them-
selves to afford a complete explanation of how those fatal twins, 
the processes of inflation and deflation, pursue their disastrous 
careers, nevertheless do serve to throw some light upon the major 
fallacy involved: namely the belief or assumption that all propo-
sitions must in principle be either translatable into, or at any 
rate in some way connected with, the approved type of sentences 
(which alone fully reflect ‘the structure of reality’), or else suffer 
from defects which must either be explained away or palliated 
by special logical ‘treatment’, or, if they prove too recalcitrant, 
removed with their owners beyond the logical pale.

What moral are we to draw from this? Not, certainly, that no 
translation at all is possible between types of proposition – if only 
because successful reductions of this type are a salutary psycho-
logical check upon the tendency to inflation and multiplication 
of entities, and indeed indispensable as a method for precluding 
certain types of nonsense; nor yet that metaphors should not be 
used by philosophers in explaining the relations of propositions 
among themselves as well as their function in speaking about the 
world. Words mean, not by pinning down bits of reality, but by 
having a recognised use, that is when their users know how and 
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in what situations to use them in order to communicate what-
ever they may wish to communicate; and for this there are no 
exhaustive formal rules. But because there is no single criterion 
of meaning and no single method or set of rules for testing it, 
it does not follow that there are in principle no criteria at all, 
no methods and no rules which may apply in differing types of 
context and situation.

But neither, on the other hand, does the fact that many meta-
phors have proved fatal, or at least misleading, tend to show that 
all metaphors can or should be eliminated as such, and speech 
rendered absolutely literal. For the ideal of ‘literalness’ in this 
extreme sense is merely another instance of the fallacy of ‘basic’ 
sentences, with their false claim to fit ‘the facts’ precisely and 
completely, against which my argument has been directed. The 
development of language is to a large extent the development of 
metaphors, and to attempt to discriminate between the meta-
phorical and non-metaphorical use of words, where metaphors 
are either embedded in normal speech, or a source of genuine 
illumination, would be absurdly pedantic, and, if pushed to 
extremes, unrealisable.

To translate, reduce, deflate, is philosophically laudable so 
long as there is a real gain in clarity, simplicity, and the destruc-
tion of myths. But where it is obvious that types of proposition 
or sentence cannot be ‘reduced’ or ‘translated’ into one another 
without torturing the language until what was conveyed idiom-
atically before can no longer be conveyed so fully or clearly or, at 
times, at all in the artificial language constructed to conform to 
some imaginary criterion of a ‘logical perfection’, such attempts 
should be exposed as stemming from a false theory of meaning, 
accompanied by its equally counterfeit metaphysical counterpart 
– a view of the universe as possessing an ‘ultimate structure’, as 
being constructed out of this or that collection or combination 
of bits and pieces of ‘ultimate stuff ’ which the ‘language’ is con-
structed to reproduce. Unless this is realised, logical translation 



Logical Translation  •  105

continues to be misused, particularly when attempts are made 
to force propositions, on pain of degradation or even elimina-
tion, to conform to some uniform model, and so to rob them of 
their most important uses and differences. Of all philosophical 
obsessions this is almost the most persistent, and has thrown too 
much dust in the eyes of philosophers in the form of insoluble, 
because illusory, philosophical problems.



Equality

I

‘Everybody to count for one, nobody for more than one.’1 
This formula, much used by utilitarian philosophers, seems 
to me to form the heart of the doctrine of equality or of equal 
rights, and has coloured much liberal and democratic thought. 
Like many familiar phrases of political philosophy it is vague, 
ambiguous, and has changed in connotation from one thinker 
and society to another. Nevertheless it appears, more than any 
other formula, to constitute the irreducible minimum of the ideal 
of equality. Moreover it is not self-evident in the sense in which 
many simple empirical propositions seem so; it has not been uni-
versally believed; and it is not uniquely connected with any one 
philosophical system. The notion of each man counting for one 
and only one does not depend on belief in rights, either natural 
or positive, either divinely bestowed or adopted by convention. 
The statement that each man is to count for one may, of course, 
be conceived as flowing from the recognition of natural rights 
possessed by all men as such – rights ‘inherent’ in being a man at 
all – whether innate, or conferred at birth by a divine act – and so 
an ‘inalienable’ element in the ‘ultimate structure’ of reality. But 
equally it can be held without any metaphysical views of this kind.

Again, it may be regarded as a rule, whether universal or 
confined to certain defined classes of persons, deriving its validity 

1 See p. 134, note.
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from a system of rights based on specific legal enactments, or 
custom, or some other identifiable source of human authority. 
But again, it need not depend on this. One can perfectly well 
conceive of a society organised on Benthamite or Hobbesian 
lines, in which rights did not exist, or played a small part, and 
in which the principle of ‘every man to count for one’ was rigor-
ously applied for utilitarian reasons, or because such was the will 
of the despot, or of the majority, or of the legislator or whoever 
held sovereignty in a given society.

It is doubtless true that the most ardent champions of equal-
ity were, in fact, believers in human rights in some sense. Some 
were theists who believed that all men had immortal souls every 
one of which possessed infinite value and had claims which 
consequently must not be set aside in favour of objectives of 
lower value; some of these also believed in absolute standards of 
justice, divinely sanctioned, from which the doctrine of equality 
was directly deducible. Others were liberals and democrats, some 
of them deists or atheists or others ignorant of, or opposed to, 
the Judaeo-Christian tradition, who believed in the principle of 
equality a priori, as being revealed by natural light or whatever 
other source or method of knowledge was regarded as being the 
most certain. This was the foundation of the faith of the framers of 
the declarations of human rights in the American and the French 
Revolutions; and has indeed been perhaps the strongest single 
element in egalitarian doctrines from the days of the Gracchi to 
the socialists and anarchists of modern times. But the connec-
tion between ‘counting for one’ and the doctrines of Christian 
theology or the French philosophes, or this or that view of reason 
or of nature, is rather more historical and psychological than logi-
cal. At any rate it is not one of mutual entailment. For this reason 
it may be of some use to enquire what this principle will look 
like if it is detached from its normal historical and psychological 
setting – whether it possesses any inherent plausibility of its own, 
and whence it derives its universal and perennial appeal.
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I should like to suggest that there is a principle of which the 
egalitarian formula is a specific application: namely that similar 
cases call for, that is should be accorded, similar treatment. Then, 
given that there is a class of human beings, it will follow that all 
members of this class, namely men, should in every respect be 
treated in a uniform and identical manner, unless there is suf-
ficient reason not to do so.1 But since more than a finite degree 
of social and personal uniformity is in practice difficult or impos-
sible to achieve, the principle ordains that the rule should be ap-
plied in, at any rate, important respects – those respects in which 
the type of treatment accorded to each other by human beings 
makes a great deal of difference to them, affects them deeply, 
forwards or frustrates their desires or interests in a significant 
degree. The assumption here seems to be that unless there is some 
sufficient reason not to do so, it is ‘natural’ or ‘rational’ to treat 
every member of a given class (in this case, men) as you treat any 
one member of it.

To state the principle in this way leaves open crucial issues. 
Thus it may be justly objected that unless some specific sense 
is given to ‘sufficient reason’, the principle can be reduced to a 
trivial tautology (it is reasonable to act in manner x save in cir-
cumstances y, in which it is not rational, and any circumstances 
may be y); furthermore that since all entities are members of 
more than one class – indeed of a theoretically limitless number 
of classes – any kind of behaviour can be safely subsumed under 
the general rule enjoining equal treatment – since unequal treat-
ment of various members of class A can always be represented as 

1  In this formulation the principle will cover both of the forms of equal 
rights to property distinguished by Richard Wollheim [‘Equality’, Proceedings 
of the Aristotelian Society 56 (1956), 281–301], i.e. both absolute equality of 
property, and equality conditional upon specific qualifications, say, sufficient 
means to enable a man to buy it, or legal rights of inheritance, and the like. The 
notion of ‘sufficient reason’ can be made to cover almost any type of situation, 
and is suspect for that very reason.
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equal treatment of them viewed as members of some other class 
B, which in extreme circumstances can be so constructed as to 
contain no more than one actual member; which can reduce this 
rule to vacuity. There obviously can exist no formal method of 
avoiding such reductions to absurdity; they can be rebutted only 
by making clear what reasons are sufficient and why; and which 
attributes are alone relevant and why; and this will depend on 
the outlooks and scales of value of different persons, and the pur-
poses of a given association or enterprise, in terms of which alone 
general principles can retain any degree of significance – whether 
in theory or practice.

In concrete cases we distinguish good reasons from bad, 
central characteristics from irrelevant ones. Some inequalities 
(say, those based on birth) are condemned as arbitrary and 
irrational, others (say, those based on efficiency) are not, which 
seems to indicate that values other than equality for its own sake 
affect the ideals even of passionate egalitarians. A part of what 
we mean by rationality is the art of applying, and combining, 
reconciling, choosing among general principles in a manner for 
which complete theoretical explanation (or justification) can 
never, in principle, be given.

To return to the principle in the form in which it is normally 
applied: if I have a voice in settling the destinies of my society I 
think it unfair that all other members of it should not also have 
a similar voice; if I own property, it is unfair that others (situated 
in relevant respects as I am) should not do so too, and if I am al-
lowed to leave it to my children in my will it is unfair that others 
should not have a similar opportunity; if I am permitted to read 
or write or express my opinion freely it is wrong, unjust, unfair 
etc. that others should not be permitted to do so too. If someone 
is not to be allowed to do these things, or have these advantages, 
then sufficient reasons must be given; but no reason need be 
given for not withholding them, that is for an equal distribution 
of benefits – for that is ‘natural’, self-evidently right and just, and 
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needs no justification, since it is in some sense conceived as being 
self-justified.

A society in which every member holds an equal quantity of 
property needs no special justification; only a society in which 
property is unequal needs it. So too with the distribution of other 
things – power or knowledge, or whatever else can be possessed 
in different quantities or degrees. I can justify the fact that the 
commander of an army is to be given more power than his men 
by the common purposes of the army, or of the society which 
it is defending – victory, or self-protection – which can best be 
achieved by this means; I can justify the allocation of more than 
an equal share of goods to the sick or the old (to secure equal-
ity of satisfactions), or to the specially meritorious (to secure a 
deliberately intended inequality); but for all this I must provide 
reasons. If I believe in a hierarchical society, I may try to justify 
the special powers or wealth or position of persons of a certain 
origin, or of castes or classes or ranks, but for all this I am expected 
to give reasons – divine authority, a natural order, or the like. 
The assumption is that equality needs no reasons, only inequality 
does so; that uniformity, regularity, similarity, symmetry, the 
functional correlation of certain characteristics with correspond-
ing rights of which Wollheim speaks, need not be specially ac-
counted for, whereas differences, unsystematic behaviour, change 
in conduct, need explanation and, as a rule, justification. If I have 
a cake and there are ten persons among whom I wish to divide 
it, then if I give exactly one tenth to each, this will not, at any 
rate automatically, call for justification; whereas if I depart from 
this principle of equal division I am expected to produce a special 
reason. It is some sense of this, however latent, that makes equal-
ity an ideal which has never seemed intrinsically eccentric, even 
though extreme forms of it may not have been wholly acceptable 
to either political thinkers or ordinary men throughout recorded 
human history. There seem to me to be at least two conceptions 
which are involved in this love of order, each of which Wollheim 
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has touched upon (although not by name or directly). These are 
the notions (1) of rules, and (2) of equality proper. I should like 
to say something about each of these.

1.  Rules

All rules, by definition, entail a measure of equality. In so far 
as rules are general instructions to act or refrain from acting in 
certain ways, in specified circumstances, enjoined upon persons 
of a specified kind, they enjoin uniform behaviour in identical 
cases. To fall under a rule is pro tanto to be assimilated to a single 
pattern. To enforce a rule is to promote equality of behaviour or 
treatment. This applies whether the rules take the form of moral 
principles and laws, or codes of positive law, or the rules of games 
or of conduct adopted by professional associations, religious or-
ganisations, political parties, wherever patterns of behaviour can 
be codified in a more or less systematic manner. The rule which 
declares that tall persons are permitted to cast five times as many 
votes as short ones creates an obvious inequality. Nevertheless, in 
the framework of this inequality it ensures equality of privilege 
within each of the two discriminated classes – no tall man may 
have more votes than any other tall man, and similarly with 
short men. This is Wollheim’s first sense of ‘equality’, in which, 
although the commodities or liberties, be they power or property 
or status, may not be owned in equal quantities or to an equal 
degree by everyone, yet every member of each class has an equal 
right to that which has been accorded to the class as a whole. This 
type of equality derives simply from the conception of rules as 
such – namely, that they allow of no exceptions.

Indeed what is meant by saying that a given rule exists is that 
it should be fully, that is equally fully, obeyed by those who fall 
under it, and that any inequality in obedience would constitute 
an exception, that is, an offence against the rules. In so far as some 
minimum degree of prevalence of rules is a necessary condition 
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for the existence of human societies (and this seems to be an al-
most universal, but still empirical, law), and in so far as morality, 
both personal and political, is largely conceived of in terms of 
rules, the kind of equality with which obedience to rules is virtu-
ally identical is among the deepest needs and convictions of man-
kind. In this sense equality is coextensive with social morality as 
such – that is, to the degree to which social morality is conceived 
as a system of coherent, that is, not internally contradictory (and, 
according to some moralists, mutually entailing), sets of rules. A 
plea for equality in this sense is therefore a plea for life in accord
ance with rules as opposed to other standards, for example the ad 
hoc orders of an inspired leader, or arbitrary desires. In this sense, 
then, to say that inequality is wrong is, in effect, to say that it is 
wrong to obey no rules in a given situation, or to accept a rule 
and break it; and a situation in which some men, for no stated 
reason, and in accordance with no rule, consistently obtain more 
than other men with the same, or sufficiently similar, relevant 
characteristics (however this is determined) is then described 
as being unfair. To provide no reasons for breaking a rule is 
described as irrational; to give reasons for obeying rules – save in 
terms of other rules – is regarded as unnecessary: rules are their 
own justification.

In a moral system which consists entirely of rules, and is 
definable in terms of them, adequate reasons for breaking rule x 
must take the form of rule y, which in certain circumstances may 
come into collision with rule x, and, in accordance with rule z, 
will then cancel or modify it or, at any rate, be allowed to do so. 
A society which accepts a morality, whether personal or social 
and political, analysable into sets of rules of varying orders of 
stringency, some independent of each other, some connected by 
relations of entailment or mutual exclusion, may then be open to 
at least three kinds of criticism.
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(a) I may accept the rules, and complain that too many excep-
tions are being made without specific rules to back the excep-
tions. If I merely object to the exceptions as such, I am merely 
complaining of the infringement of moral or social laws, as 
such. If the exceptions fulfil the desires of some people to the 
detriment of the fulfilment of the desires of others – for example 
where the desires are for some commodity in scarce supply, be it 
property, or power, or status, or the fruits of civilisation, then if 
there is no rule governing such distribution (or if there is a rule 
but exceptions to it are made arbitrarily, that is without being 
deducible from, or justifiable in terms of, other accepted rules) I 
complain, in addition, of unfairness, that is that similar cases are 
being treated dissimilarly, when the whole essence of the rules is 
that this should be avoided.

(b) I may complain that the rules themselves are bad or iniqui
tous. This complaint may take several forms. I may complain 
that a given rule offends against some other rule or principle 
which seems to me more important or morally superior. A rule 
consistently favouring the tall as against the short would offend 
against the rule which I regard as superior, according to which 
physical characteristics must not be considered in, let us say, the 
distribution of honours; or against a rule which lays it down that 
all men, or all Englishmen, or all members of the Aristotelian 
Society, must be treated as being equal in this regard. Then again 
someone may say that equal treatment only for members of 
the Aristotelian Society offends against equal treatment for all 
Englishmen, or that equal treatment for all Englishmen offends 
against the principle of equal treatment for all Europeans, or all 
men. In short, a rule may be condemned as offending against some 
wider rule to which it is then regarded as forming an irrational 
exception. Or it may be attacked on the ground that it conflicts 
with some rule not necessarily wider but merely incompatible 
with it; in cases of such conflict, egalitarianism seems to entail 
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that any rule which includes under it a larger number of persons 
or a larger number of types of persons1 shall always be preferred 
to rules which ensure identical treatment only for smaller num-
bers or a smaller number of types; and a society will fail to be 
egalitarian to the degree to which in the formulation of its rules, 
or in its system of deciding which rules win in cases of conflict, 
it is influenced by principles other than those of the intrinsic 
desirability of identical treatment of the largest possible number 
of persons or classes of persons; for example if it is bent on the 
maximisation of happiness, which may well entail gross inequali-
ties.2 And of course there are many other goals or values which 
may deflect the course of strict egalitarianism, as, for instance, 
the desire to encourage the arts and sciences, or a predominant 
desire to increase the military or economic power of the State, or 
a passion for the preservation of ancient traditions, or a strong 
taste for change and variety and new forms of life.

All these may or may not breed rules that conflict with the 
principle that every man is to count for one and only one. This 
principle will indeed be preserved by the mere existence of rules 
within each area dominated by the rules themselves; but rules can-
not guarantee its extension beyond their own field. For the rules 

1  A policy of equal treatment for the largest number of persons may eas-
ily conflict with a policy of equal treatment of the largest number of classes 
of persons. Thus a reformer bent on abolishing discriminatory legislation may 
find himself faced with a choice between incommensurables, for example of 
emancipating either one large class of ‘inferiors’, say the poor, or several such 
classes, say religious or racial minorities, which between them contain fewer 
members than the single large class. The first policy will give equality to more 
human beings; the second will abolish a greater number of class distinctions. 
Since either course can correctly be said to increase equality, and both cannot 
(for some practical reason) be adopted, the choice of a conscientious egalitarian 
will depend on the type of equality preferred. As it stands the question before 
him cannot be answered.

2  With the exception, I suppose, of those societies in which the desire for 
equality is itself so much stronger than all other desires that inequality auto-
matically breeds greater misery than any other possible arrangement.
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themselves may create inequalities, and the conflict between the 
rules still greater ones. To say, as we often do of a rule, that it is 
itself unfair is, in effect, to say that it contradicts some other rule 
with a wider area of equal treatment – a rule which, if obeyed, 
will ensure that a larger number of persons (or classes of persons) 
shall receive similar treatment in specified circumstances. But to 
say of the rule that it is bad or iniquitous need not mean this; 
it need mean only that it is in conflict with some other rule or 
principle not necessarily itself tending towards greater equality.

In case this seems too abstract, let me illustrate: although 
Bentham’s doctrine about each man to count for one was in fact 
embodied by him in his utilitarian teachings, it seems plain that 
equality is not itself entailed by utilitarian principles, and might, 
indeed, on occasion conflict with them. Thus it can be argued 
that societies organised hierarchically, certain types of medieval 
society for example, or theocratic societies or even societies 
founded on slavery, may conceivably offer their members a 
greater degree of happiness (however this is calculated) than 
societies in which there is a greater degree of social or economic 
equality. When Montesquieu or Rousseau, for example, declare 
that the objection to slavery is not that it makes men unhappy – 
for it may not: the slaves may prefer to remain slaves – but that it 
is slavery, that men have no right to enslave other men, that it is 
unworthy of human beings to create such forms of life, they are 
pleading for equality for equality’s sake. They are in effect saying 
that any society which has rules or laws enjoining or permitting 
slavery, even though its members may be happier than if they had 
been free, and even though Aristotle may be right and men exist 
whose faculties are realised best in slavery, is yet a society to be 
condemned, not for breaking the rules under which it lives, but 
for obeying the wrong kind of rules, pursuing the wrong kind of 
values. And this implies that equality, that is to say, the rule that 
each man is to count for one and for no more than one, whether 
in the distribution of property or in the number of votes he has 
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in the sovereign assembly, or in the opportunities for education 
or pleasure, or in whatever respect, is an end in itself, in possible 
conflict with other ends, but higher than they and, in cases of 
conflict, to be preferred.

(c) Finally, someone may attack a society not indeed for breaking 
the rules that it affects to respect; nor yet for living by rules that 
are bad, or in conflict with some other ends or ideals which the 
critic regards as of greater moral authority; but on the ground that 
it lives by rules at all, that it is rule-ridden. And if it is pointed out 
to him that a certain minimum of rules is an empirical necessity 
for the preservation of any degree of human organisation, then 
he may retreat to the position that the rules in use go far beyond 
this minimum, and that a morality not compounded out of rules, 
but consisting of the pursuit of some ideal in a spontaneous and 
imaginative way, analogous to the creative activity of a painter or 
a composer, or to even less disciplined forms of self-expression, 
where both the use and recognition of rules is at a minimum, is 
to be preferred.

It is salutary to be reminded that moral and political out-
looks are not coextensive with systems of moral or political 
rules. The Romantic attack upon the moral systems both of 
rationalists and empiricists at times took precisely this form of 
denunciation of the propositions and imperatives of the classical 
ethical systems, not because they were mistaken or deleterious, 
but because they were general. The Romantic philosophers, 
particularly in Germany,1 assailed their predecessors for impos-
ing rules, amalgamating cases, whether individual characters or 
moral situations or moral actions, that were necessarily unique 
and incommensurable under the umbrella of some universal 
formula. They attacked all those who seemed to them bent on 

1  This, or something like it, was also advocated by Bergson in one of his last 
works, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion (London, 1935).
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forcing the teeming multiplicity and variety of human activity 
into a Procrustean bed of symmetrical sets of moral rules which, 
precisely because they were rules, tended to represent differences 
as being relatively unimportant, and similarities as being alone 
relevant; and especially those who, so it was maintained, by fol-
lowing a false analogy with the natural sciences, ignored or mis-
represented vital individual differences, in virtue of which alone 
things and persons possessed their unique value, and did this in 
order to achieve an egalitarian society, dominated by rules – a 
society directed against the existence of all those elements which 
the Romantics regarded as alone worth preserving.

All three types of attack upon a given social or political order 
are, to say the least, relevant to the belief in equality. Let me 
recapitulate them: they take the form of saying

(a) that rules are broken for no sufficient reason; or
(b) that the rules are themselves bad or iniquitous or otherwise 

inadequate; or
(c) that the rules are deplorable simply because they are rules.

Of these (a) represents the most direct demand for equality, for 
any protest against exceptions because they are exceptions is a 
genuine plea for equality; (b) springs from a demand for equal-
ity only if the rules are attacked on the ground that they are in 
conflict with other rules aimed at producing a greater degree of 
general equality; (c) is a direct attack upon the ideal of social 
equality as such. It is clear that this ideal is not solely the equality 
which all rules entail as such (even though it may derive much 
force from an intimate connection with moral systems to which 
universality, order, rules, laws etc. are central), since otherwise 
rules could not themselves be criticised as leading to inequality, 
as we have seen that they can be. What then is this ideal?



118  •  Concepts and Categories

II

2.  Equality proper

In its simplest form the ideal of complete social equality em
bodies the wish that everything and everybody should be as 
similar as possible to everything and everybody else. It may serve 
to make this concept clearer if we try to conceive of some of the 
characteristics of a world in which no type of egalitarian would 
have anything to complain of. I doubt whether anyone has ever 
seriously desired to bring such a society into being, or even sup-
posed such a society to be capable of being created. Nevertheless, 
it seems to me that the demands for human equality which have 
been expressed both by philosophers and by men of action who 
have advocated or attempted the reform of society can best be 
represented as modifications of this absolute and perhaps absurd 
ideal. In the ideal egalitarian society, inequality – and this must 
ultimately mean dissimilarity – would be reduced to a minimum.

The greatest single cause of complaint has been disparity in 
the possession, or enjoyment, of characteristics or commodities 
which have been strongly desired by men at most times – such as 
property, political or social power, status, opportunities for the 
development of faculties or the obtaining of experiences, social 
and personal liberties and privileges of all kinds. And the attack 
has taken the form of maintaining that societies in which some 
men are much richer or stronger or freer than others; in which 
some men possess the power of acquiring what they want and 
of preventing others from acquiring these same things or other 
things which they in turn want; or in which some men are paid 
homage and deferred to and permitted to live as they wish in 
ways and degrees which set them off from other men – all these 
are societies which offend either against the principle of natural 
rights, which according to those who hold this principle belong 
to all men as such; or against some rational principles whereby 



Equality  •  119

these differences may indeed be justified, but only by the pro
vision of sufficient reasons for instituting or maintaining them.

Disputes occur about what these rights are; or what reasons 
are sufficient or good; and whether such characteristics as differ-
ences of birth or of colour or of religion of or wealth are true 
sources of unequal rights, or furnish good reasons for instituting 
political or social or other similar inequalities. There is, of course, 
a significant difference between these two ways of approach. 
Those who believe in natural rights differ mainly in establishing 
what these rights are, how their existence can be verified, whether 
all of them belong to all men, or only some to all, or only some to 
some; and whether equality is desirable in fields other than those 
covered by the claims created by the existence of natural rights. 
The other school – those who appeal to reason (though historic
ally their views have overlapped with and become inextricably 
mingled with those of the believers in natural rights) – if they are 
to be consistent, must believe that equality should stretch over 
the entire field of human relations, and be modified only when 
there is sufficient reason to do so. Then disagreement may arise as 
to what constitutes a sufficient reason, and how great a modifica-
tion a given reason justifies, and so forth. The first school, if it is 
consistent, will not object to inequalities, providing these do not 
infringe natural rights. But the second must protest against any 
inequality, unless a sufficient reason for it is produced. It is the 
latter, therefore, who go further, and are nearer to the extreme 
ideal which I should now like briefly to mention.

Apart from the crucial question of what are and what are not 
sufficient reasons in such cases, it seems plain that inequalities of 
wealth or power are merely some among the possible inequalities 
which can excite opposition; they tend to be so prominent because 
they matter – affect human lives – more deeply, as things are, 
than other forms of inequality. But this is not always necessarily 
so. Even the most convinced social egalitarian does not normally 
object to the authority wielded by, let us say, the conductor of an 
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orchestra. Yet there is no obvious reason why he should not. And 
there have been occasions – few and far between – when this has 
actually happened. Those who maintain that equality is the para-
mount good may not wish to be fobbed off with the explanation 
that the purpose of orchestral playing will not be served if every 
player is allowed equal authority with the conductor in deciding 
what is to be done. Inequality in the organisation of an orchestra 
there patently is; the reason for it is the purpose of orchestral 
playing – the production of certain sounds in certain ways which 
cannot, in fact, be achieved without a measure of discipline 
which itself entails some degree of inequality in the distribution 
of authority. But a fanatical egalitarian could maintain that the 
inequality of the players in relation to the conductor is a greater 
evil than a poor performance of a symphonic work, and that it is 
better that no symphonic music be played at all if a conductorless 
orchestra is not feasible, than that such an institution should be 
allowed to offend against the principle of equality.

To be more serious, the unequal distribution of natural gifts 
is a well-known obstacle to economic equality: in societies where 
there is a high degree of equality of economic opportunity, the 
strong and able and ambitious and cunning are likely to acquire 
more wealth or more power than those who lack these quali-
ties. The fanatical egalitarian will look on this with horror; and 
because differences of natural talent will always tend towards the 
creation of inequalities, if only of prestige or influence, he will 
consequently wish – if equality is the paramount goal – to root 
out the evil at the source. He will tend to wish so to condition 
human beings that the highest degree of equality of natural 
properties is achieved, the greatest degree of mental and physi-
cal, that is to say total, uniformity – which alone will effectively 
preserve society, as far as possible, from the growth of inequal
ities of whatever kind. Only in a society where the greatest 
degree of similarity between the members occurs, where physical 
characteristics, mental endowment, emotional disposition, and 
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conduct are as uniform as possible, where people differ as little 
as possible from each other in any respect whatever, will true 
equality be attainable. Only in such a society will it be possible 
to reduce to a minimum those differences of treatment, or of 
power, or of position, or of natural or acquired characteristics, 
that are liable to lead people to complain that they have not what 
others have, and to ask for reasons why this should be so.

It may be that the creation of so uniform a society, whether 
or not it is intrinsically desirable, may not, in fact, be feasible. 
It may also be that even the attempt to approach it as closely as 
is humanly possible requires a degree of radical reorganisation 
which cannot be carried out without a highly centralised and 
despotic authority – itself the cause of the maximum of inequal-
ity. Some convinced egalitarians have, as everyone knows, in 
practice accepted this as unavoidable, and have defended the 
institution of violent inequalities and the total suppression of 
many normal human claims as a necessary prerequisite for the 
creation of an ultimate equality. The moral and practical value 
of this is not relevant to the issue before us. What seems worth 
emphasising is that so long as there are differences between men, 
some degree of inequality may occur; and that there is no kind of 
inequality against which, in principle, a pure egalitarian may not 
be moved to protest, simply on the ground that he sees no reason 
for tolerating it, no argument which seems to him more powerful 
than the argument for equality itself – equality which he regards 
not merely as an end in itself, but as the end, the principal goal 
of human life. I do not suppose that extreme equality of this 
type – the maximum similarity of a body of all but indiscernible 
human beings – has ever been consciously put forward as an ideal 
by any serious thinker. But if we ask what kinds of equality have 
in fact been demanded, we shall see, I think, that they are specific 
modifications of this absolute ideal, and that it therefore pos-
sesses the central importance of an ideal limit or idealised model 
at the heart of all egalitarian thought.
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To examine some of these modifications. There are those 
who believe that natural human characteristics either cannot or 
should not be altered and that all that is necessary is equality of 
political and juridical rights. Provided that there exists equality 
before the law, such normal democratic principles as that of one 
man one vote, some form of government arrived at by consent 
(actual or understood) between the members of the society, or at 
any rate the majority of them, and, finally, a certain minimum of 
liberties – commonly called civil liberties – deemed necessary in 
order to enable men freely to exercise the legal and political rights 
entailed by this degree of equality, then, according to this view, 
no interference in other regions of activity (say, the economic) 
should be permitted. This is a common liberal doctrine of the 
nineteenth century.

If it is complained that in a society where a large degree of 
political and legal equality is ensured, the strong and the clever 
and the ambitious may succeed in enriching themselves, or 
acquiring political power, ‘at the expense of ’ – that is to say, in 
such a way as to keep these goods from – other members of the 
society, and that this leads to patent inequalities, liberals of this 
school reply that this is the price for ensuring political and legal 
equality, and that the only method of preventing economic or 
social inequalities is by reducing the degree of political liberty or 
legal equality between men. This amounts to an admission that 
we must choose one of several ways of treating men as counting 
for only one; that they can be ‘counted for one’ only in some 
respects, but not in others. For we are told, with considerable 
empirical evidence, that to count men for one and only one in 
every respect whatever is impracticable, that the full degree of, 
let us say, legal and political equality often results in economic 
and other forms of inequality, given the different endowments of 
men, and that only in an absolutely uniform, robot-like society, 
which no one wants, can this be effectively prevented. Those 
who believe this commonly maintain that the only inequality 
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which should be avoided is an inequality based on characteristics 
which the individual cannot alter – unequal treatment based, for 
instance, on birth, or colour, which human beings cannot alter 
at will.

Given that all human beings start off with equal rights to 
acquire and hold property, to associate with each other in 
whatever ways they wish, to say whatever they will, and all the 
other traditional objectives of liberalism, and with no special 
rights or privileges attached to birth, colour and other physic
ally unalterable characteristics, then even though some human 
beings, by skill or luck or natural endowment, do manage to 
acquire property or power or ascendancy which enables them to 
control the lives of others, or to acquire objects which the others 
are not in a position to acquire, then, since there is nothing in 
the constitution of the society that actually forbids such acquisi-
tiveness, the principle of equality has not been infringed. This is 
a pure form of laissez-faire society which its proponents freely 
admit may lead to inequalities, but defend upon the ground that 
it gives an equal opportunity to all, a career genuinely open to 
all the talents – whereas any attempt to secure a greater degree 
of ultimate equality can be obtained only by interfering with 
this initial equalisation of opportunity for all. In effect this is, of 
course, tantamount to a plea for liberty at the expense of total 
equality; for it is only pure anarchists who believe that the maxi-
mum degree of liberty is wholly compatible with the maximum 
degree of equality in all important respects, and are called mis-
taken or utopian to the degree to which this proposition has in 
fact been falsified by experience. The distinction between general 
rights and special rights of which H. L. A. Hart has spoken1 and 
to which Wollheim refers, seems to be relevant to this kind of 
belief. One could easily conceive of a society in which all special 

1  H. L. A. Hart, ‘Are There Any Natural Rights?’, Philosophical Review 64 
(1955), 175–91.
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rights (rights based on contract or on paternity, for example) will 
be instances of general rights – particular cases of them – because 
in such a society, at least in theory, any member can enter into a 
contract, any member can be a father, any member can enrich 
himself. There are no rights which belong to individuals in virtue 
of some characteristics – birth or blood or colour – which other 
members cannot in principle possess. In this schema certain 
types of traditional inequality have certainly been ruled out. But 
to maintain that this is the kind of society that true egalitarians 
desire would be disingenuous; for if one asks why some types of 
equality are protected in this case, initial equality whereby all 
men start off theoretically equal, while other types of equality are 
not protected, for example economic or social equality – equality 
in respect of whatever men can acquire by their own efforts – the 
answer is that the criterion of equality has plainly been influ-
enced by something other than the mere desire for equality as 
such, namely desire for liberty or the full development of human 
resources, or the belief that men deserve to be as rich or as power-
ful or as famous as they can make themselves – beliefs which are 
not connected with the desire for equality at all.

It is at this point that it becomes clear that in considering 
what kind of society is desirable, or what are ‘sufficient reasons’ 
for either demanding equality or, on the contrary, modifying it 
or infringing it in specific cases, ideals other than equality con-
spicuously play a vital role.

This is clearly noticeable even in the writings of the most 
impassioned champions of the widest possible equality. Almost 
every argument favourable to equality, and in particular the as-
sumption that everything that is scarce should be distributed as 
equally as possible unless there is strong reason against it, is to be 
found in the writings of Condorcet. The doctrine of equality in 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen of 1793 owes at 
least as much to him as it does to Rousseau or other thinkers. Yet 
even Condorcet contemplates the necessity for the government 
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of human beings by men of enlightenment, above all by experts, 
men versed in the new, not yet created sciences of the behaviour of 
man – sociology, anthropology and psychology – who alone can 
create an organisation in which the greatest number of the desires 
of rational men will not be frustrated, as they have been hitherto, 
by prejudice, superstition, stupidity and vice. Yet this elite is 
plainly to have greater powers than those whom they are to govern 
disinterestedly. And the reason for this is not merely that, without 
this, true equality cannot be achieved for the majority of men, but 
also that certain other ends must be striven for, such as happiness, 
virtue, justice, progress in the arts and sciences, the satisfaction of 
various moral and spiritual wants, of which equality, of whatever 
kind, is only one.

Condorcet does not himself seem to be troubled by the prob-
lem of whether the quest for equality will clash with the need 
to seek these other ends, for, in common with many thinkers of 
his day, he took it for granted all too easily that all good things 
were certainly compatible, and indeed interlocked, with each 
other. We need not go into the reasons for this peculiar belief, 
which has dominated much Western thought at all times. The 
principal assumptions which underlie it are, firstly, the view 
that since political and moral questions are factual in character, 
they can each be answered by one true proposition and one only 
(otherwise they are not genuine questions), and secondly, that 
no true propositions can be inconsistent with one another; from 
this it must follow that all the propositions which describe what 
should be done must at the very least be compatible with one 
another; and in the perfect harmony which nature is thought to 
be, not merely compatible, but mutually entailing and entailed – 
for that defines a system, and nature is known a priori to be such 
a – indeed the – harmonious system.

Whether or not this is the correct explanation of this cen-
tral assumption, Condorcet did not allow the possibility of a 
collision between various human ends. It was left to others to 
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emphasise the fact that in life as normally lived the ideals of one 
society and culture clash with those of another, and at times 
come into conflict within the same society and, often enough, 
within the moral experience of a single individual; that such 
conflicts cannot always, even in principle, be wholly resolved; 
that this can be traced to empirical causes, and does not entail 
either such theological doctrines as those of original sin, or the 
relevant beliefs of Buddhist doctrines, nor yet such pessimistic 
views of human character as those of Hobbes or Schopenhauer, 
or the ideologies of modern irrationalism. It follows that when 
the pursuit of equality comes into conflict with other human 
aims, be they what they may – such as the desire for happiness or 
pleasure, or for justice or virtue, or colour and variety in a society 
for their own sake, or for liberty of choice as an end in itself, or 
for the fuller development of all human faculties it is only the 
most fanatical egalitarian that will demand that such conflicts 
invariably be decided in favour of equality alone, with relative 
disregard of the other ‘values’ concerned.

III

Equality is one value among many: the degree to which it is com-
patible with other ends depends on the concrete situation, and 
cannot be deduced from general laws of any kind; it is neither 
more nor less rational than any other ultimate principle; indeed 
it is difficult to see what is meant by considering it either rational 
or non-rational.

Yet the principle that every man shall count for one and no 
more than one demands a little more consideration before we 
finally abandon it as one of the ends pursued by men, needing 
neither explanation nor justification, being itself that which 
explains other rules or ethical principles. It seems, as we have 
seen above, intimately bound up with the belief in general rules 
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of conduct, This belief may rest upon religious or metaphysical or 
utilitarian grounds, or derive from the love of order or system as 
such. However that may be, it often takes the form of a demand 
for fairness. The notions of equality and fairness are closely 
bound up: if as a result of breaking a rule a man derives benefits 
which he can obtain only so long as other men do not break but 
keep the rule, then no matter what other needs are being served 
by such a breach, the result is an offence against a principle best 
described as that of fairness, which is a form of desire for equality 
for its own sake.

If I enter a bus and do not pay for my ticket, and conceal this 
fact from the conductor and the other passengers, and give the 
sum withheld to a pauper whose situation is thereby improved 
materially, it may be argued that at any rate from a utilitarian 
point of view I have done what is right. The bus company will 
not know of its loss; nor would so small a loss noticeably decrease 
‘its’ happiness; I possess a strong will and shall not fall into bad 
habits; the conductor has not noticed that he was not paid, and 
will not even so much as suffer from a sense of failure to carry 
out his duties; the passengers in their ignorance will not be led 
into temptation and demoralisation, nor will there ensue any 
weakening of confidence between the persons concerned in the 
transaction, leading in the end to the discontinuance of the bus 
service. The general sum of happiness – in this case via that of the 
subsidised pauper – will surely have gone up to a greater degree 
than if I had paid my fare to the bus conductor. Nevertheless, 
quite apart from the morally relevant fact that, having entered 
into a quasi-contractual obligation to pay, I have broken my 
promise, my act would be condemned as unfair, for it would 
rightly be maintained that I can gain advantage (or the pauper 
can gain advantage) only so long as the other passengers continue 
to behave as they did before – since if my act were generally fol-
lowed no one would pay, and the buses would stop running. So 
long as my advantage directly depends on the fact that others 



128  •  Concepts and Categories

continue to obey the rule which applies to me as much as to 
them, so that I alone profit by the exception which I have made 
in my own favour, such a relaxation of the rule for my benefit 
would be rightly stigmatised as unfair (as well as dishonest); and 
although critical situations can be easily imagined in which it 
would be morally better that I should act in this way and break 
my contract, or cheat, yet it is clear that a person of normal moral 
sensitiveness would cheat in this manner only with considerable 
qualms – qualms derived not merely from the fact that he has 
broken a contract, but from the sense of the unfairness of what 
he was doing. Indeed liability to such qualms is among the very 
criteria of what we call moral sensitiveness.

If, despite them, a man resolved to commit such an act, his 
moral justification would necessarily take the form of invoking, 
and attempting to balance the claims of, ends or values other 
than those of equality. He would be drawn in one direction by 
such considerations as the sanctity of promises; the social need 
to keep one’s word and preserve the rule of law and the social 
order; the intrinsic desirability of avoiding unfairness; and so on. 
These factors he would have to weigh against such others as the 
desirability of increasing happiness (in this case of the pauper) 
or of avoiding the creation of misery; the claims, say, of scientific 
curiosity; the desire to follow some romantic impulse or vision 
of life, and so on. And the same kind of considerations will 
apply when exceptions are made to rules for ‘good’ or ‘sufficient’ 
reasons. The goodness of the reasons will depend upon the degree 
of value or importance attached to the purposes or motives 
adduced in justifying the exceptions, and these will vary as the 
moral convictions – the general outlooks – of different individu-
als or societies vary. I may consider it right to reward ability and 
achievement, and not, for example, honesty and kindness when 
they are accompanied by stupidity or ineptitude or failure. But 
others may well think this wrong, and the opposite morally right. 
I may think it right to reward the bearers of celebrated names or 
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the descendants of famous families as such; or to deny certain 
rights to Negroes which I grant freely to Englishmen; and may try 
to defend this policy by maintaining that a society in which this 
is the normal practice seems to me intrinsically better, or more 
stable, or to accord more closely with some pattern sanctioned 
by my religion, or my metaphysical beliefs about the structure 
of the universe, or the laws of history; whereas you will reject a 
society dedicated to such practices as iniquitous because, let us 
assume, you reject my religion, or my metaphysics; or because 
you believe me to be interpreting them falsely, or think that a 
society constructed on such principles is intrinsically bad, or 
politically precarious; or simply because you believe so passion-
ately in equality for its own sake that you are not deterred by the 
realisation that the consequences which I (and perhaps you too) 
wish to avert may well be brought about by opposing my policies.

There are many ways in which such basic disagreements can 
manifest themselves: one man or sect or political party may desire 
equality in one sphere of life, say in social or in legal relationships 
or legal status, and ignore the economic consequences; another 
may regard economic relationships as being supremely import
ant, and be prepared to tolerate lack of social or legal equality for 
the sake of a given economic structure. Some may regard excep-
tions made in favour of specific gifts or genius as justifiable by 
social results. Others may regard this as unfair, but, in their turn, 
believe in some natural social hierarchy, like Burke, and demand 
full equality of treatment upon each rung of the ladder – the 
only ‘true’ equality – but bitterly oppose as being contrary to the 
natural order any attempt to deny the existence or relevance of 
such rungs or hierarchies, with its accompaniment of demands for 
equal treatment for all.1 Consequently when, as often happens, a 
man admits that a law is administered fairly – that is to say with 

1  Or, like Plato and Aristotle, insist only on the natural hierarchy and 
appropriate differences of treatment at each level, without apparently caring 
whether there is social or economic equality between inhabitants of the same 
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due regard to the principle of equality – but complains that the 
law itself is bad or iniquitous, we cannot always be clear about 
what is meant. The critic may wish to say that the more fairly 
the law in question is administered, the more this frustrates 
a principle of wider equality in which he himself believes, as 
when a law based upon the principle of discrimination between 
coloured and white men is administered fairly, that is with 
scrupulous regard to equal treatment within each category, but is 
thereby itself the cause of inequality between coloured and white  
men.

But the critic may have other reasons for complaint. He may 
attack this law because it offends against some value other than 
equality – because it promotes misery, because it frustrates talent, 
because it makes for social instability, because it insists upon 
equality in what the attacker thinks unimportant matters, but 
ignores equality in what he regards as more important aspects 
of human life (the scale of importance being decided in terms 
of values other than equality itself); because it ignores the claims 
of a religion; because it fulfils the claims of religion; because it 
is obscure or vague or too difficult to obey; and for an infinity 
of other possible reasons – very commonly because, as in the in-
stance given above, it permits one kind of equality at the expense 
of another, which can be a matter of fine nuance.

In Wollheim’s very ingenious example, where all the members 
of a community have equal rights and one vote per head, and 
each votes for some end different from those of the others, but 
two members by constantly voting in the same way are enabled 
theoretically to overrule all the others, what we object to is not 
the inequality of such a system, for in legal and even in political 
terms complete equality is clearly ensured. The unfairness of 
which Wollheim speaks is caused by our recognition that in 

level, implying clearly that within each class unbridled competition can take 
place. Classical thought seems to be deeply and ‘naturally’ inegalitarian.
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this situation too great a majority of the voters find themselves 
permanently frustrated; we desire to see some degree of equality 
not only of choices but of satisfactions, and would regard it as 
‘fairer’ if some system of chance, for example lot, were adopted, 
which by equalising the chances of success, would prevent at any 
rate this type of systematic dissatisfaction. We should regard a 
system in which each person were permitted to have ‘his day’ as 
fairer still. This is a typical clash between two systems incompat-
ible in practice, each of which can claim to promote equality; one 
in the matter of the machinery of self-government, the other in 
the matter of the distribution of rewards.

Similarly there is a conflict between those for whom equality 
means non-discrimination in fields of human activity deemed 
important (however these are identified) on the basis of unalter-
able characteristics, for example origins or physical characteristics 
and the like, and those who reject this as an inadequate criterion 
and desire equality of treatment to remain unaffected even by 
such ‘alterable’ attributes as religious or political views, personal 
habits and the like. We seem to choose as we choose because one 
solution seems to us to embody a blend of satisfaction of claims 
and desires (or to contain or omit other factors) which we prefer 
as a total pattern to the blend provided by the other solution. 
Indeed the intervention of considerations of equity in the rigor-
ous workings of some deductive legal system are due to a desire 
for justice that we are not always able to analyse too closely, into 
which the principle of ‘every man to count for one’ does indeed 
enter, but without any clear understanding whether he is to count 
for one in the sphere of legislative rights, or of responsibility for 
action, or in the receipt of benefits, or in other respects, between 
any of which conflict all too easily occurs. And, of course, even 
in matters of equity the ‘counting for one’ principle is, as often 
as not, modified by other ends and beliefs, in whatever combina-
tion they occur in a given culture or ethical system or within the 
outlook of an individual thinker.
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Finally, those must not be forgotten who, as was said above, 
object to all rules as such and desire a society, whether this is 
practicable or not, governed in an unsystematic manner by the 
will of an inspired leader, or by the unpredictable movement 
of the Volksgeist, or the ‘spirit’ of a race, a party, a Church. This 
amounts to rejection of rules, and of equality as an end valu-
able in itself, and it is as well to recognise that this attitude is 
not as rare or as ineffective as liberal and socialist thinkers have 
sometimes assumed. In its conflicts with the traditional Western 
principles of equality or justice or natural rights, or that mini-
mum of civil liberties which is required to protect human beings 
from degradation and exploitation, Romantic irrationalism has 
at times won easily enough. I cite this only as a warning against 
the thesis that the commandment to treat all men alike in like 
situations needs no independent argument to support it, and 
that the proper criteria for what constitutes likeness cannot be 
doubted or conflict with each other, but are something taken 
for granted by reasonable men, a form of the working of natural 
reason which needs no justification, but is as self-evident as the 
principle of identity or that red is different from green. This is 
far from being so; and the vicissitudes of liberal principles in 
the nineteenth century, and especially in the twentieth, seem 
partly due to the unwarranted assumption on the part of their 
defenders that those who reject these principles only do so 
through ignorance or intellectual indolence or mental perversity 
or blindness.1

1  As, for instance, by Locke, when in The Second Treatise of Government 
(chapter 2, section 4) he says there is ‘nothing more evident, than that Creatures 
of the same species and rank promiscuously born to all the same advantages of 
Nature, and the use of the same faculties, should also be equal one amongst 
another’. This is the equality that ‘the Judicious Hooker’ is then praised for re-
garding as ‘evident in it self, and beyond all question’. This, of course, is the pure 
doctrine of Natural Law, which Locke himself questioned (in the same year 
[1690]) in the Essay (book 2, chapter 2, section 4) where he tells us that ‘there 
cannot any one moral rule be proposed whereof a man may not justly demand a 
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Belief in equality – fairness – the view that unless there is 
a reason for it, recognised as sufficient by some identifiable 
criterion, one man should not be preferred to another, is a 
deep-rooted principle in human thought. It has been assimilated 
into many systems, those of the Utilitarians and the theories of 
natural right, as well as various religious doctrines, but can be 
isolated from them, and has entered them less by way of logical 
connection than by psychological affinity or because those who 
believed in these utilitarian or religious or metaphysical doctrines 
also in fact – perhaps from a craving for symmetry and unity that 
is at the root of all these views – believed in equality for its own 
sake, and therefore considered any society which did not make 
sufficient room for this principle to be to that degree worth less 
than one that did. In its extreme form egalitarianism requires the 
minimisation of all differences between men, the obliteration 
of the maximum number of distinctions, the greatest possible 
degree of assimilation and uniformity to a single pattern. For all 
differences are capable of leading to irregularities of treatment. 
If this ideal is on the whole rejected in actual political doctrines, 
this seems mainly due to the fact that it conflicts with other ideals 
with which it cannot be wholly reconciled; indeed most ethical 
and political views are forms of less or more uneasy compromise 
between principles which in their extreme form cannot coexist.

Equality is one of the oldest and deepest elements in liberal 
thought, and is neither more nor less ‘natural’ or ‘rational’ than 
any other constituent in them. Like all human ends it cannot 

reason’ and contrasts ‘that most unshaken rule of morality and foundation of 
all social virtue, “That one should do as he would be done unto” ’, which can 
‘without any absurdity’ be questioned and ‘a reason why?’ demanded – with 
such genuinely senseless questions as ‘why “it is impossible for the same thing 
to be and not to be” ’. Locke’s hesitations and confusions mark the beginning of 
the breakdown of the notion that at least some moral or political principles are 
as self-evident as those of logic or that ‘red is different from blue’. An excellent 
discussion of this and related topics is to be found in Morton White’s article 
on ‘Original Sin, Natural Law, and Politics’, Partisan Review 23 (1956), 218–36.
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itself be defended or justified, for it is itself that which justifies 
other acts – means taken towards its realisation. Many policies 
and views of life, themselves not particularly wedded to the 
ideal of equality, have been surreptitiously smuggled in under its 
cover, sometimes, as Wollheim suggests, with a certain measure 
of disingenuousness or hypocrisy. To isolate the pure ore of egali-
tarianism proper from those alloys which the admixture of other 
attitudes and ideals has at various times generated is a task for 
the historian of ideas, and lies outside the purpose of this paper.1

1  Note to p. 106: This version of the principle is cited and called ‘Bentham’s 
dictum’ by Mill in Utilitarianism, chapter 5: Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, 
ed. J. M. Robson and others (Toronto/London, 1963–91), x 257. Bentham’s 
own wording is ‘every individual in the country tells for one; no individual 
for more than one’: Rationale of Judicial Evidence, Specially Applied to English 
Practice, ed. J. S. Mill from Bentham’s manuscripts (London, 1827), iv 475; The 
Works of Jeremy Bentham, ed. J. Bowring (Edinburgh, 1838–43), vii 334. Berlin’s 
paper originally opened with a version which is perhaps a misremembering of 
Mill’s: ‘Every man to count for one and no one to count for more than one.’ Ed.
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History, according to Aristotle, is an account of what 
individual human beings ‘did and suffered’.1 In a still wider sense, 
history is what historians do. Is history then a natural science, as, 
let us say, physics or biology or psychology are sciences? And if not, 
should it seek to be one? And if it fails to be one, what prevents it? 
Is this due to human error or impotence, or to the nature of the 
subject, or does the very problem rest on a confusion between the 
concept of history and that of natural science? These have been 
questions that have occupied the minds of both philosophers and 
philosophically minded historians at least since the beginning of 
the nineteenth century, when men became self-conscious about 
the purpose and logic of their intellectual activities. But two 
centuries before that Descartes had already denied to history 
any claim to be a serious study. Those who accepted the validity 
of the Cartesian criterion of what constitutes rational method 
could (and did) ask how they could find the clear and simple ele-
ments of which historical judgements were composed, and into 
which they could be analysed: where were the definitions, the 
logical transformation rules, the rules of inference, the rigorously 
deduced conclusions? While the accumulation of this confused 
amalgam of memories and travellers’ tales, fables and chroniclers’ 
stories, moral reflections and gossip might be a harmless pastime, 
it was beneath the dignity of serious men seeking what alone is 

1  [Aristotle spoke of history (by contrast with poetry) as ‘what Alcibiades 
did and suffered’: Poetics 1451b11.]
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worth seeking – the discovery of the truth in accordance with 
principles and rules which alone guarantee scientific validity.

Ever since this doctrine of what was and what was not a sci-
ence was enunciated, those who have thought about the nature 
of historical studies have laboured under the stigma of the 
Cartesian condemnation. Some have tried to show that history 
could be made respectable by being assimilated to one of the 
natural sciences, whose overwhelming success and prestige in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries held out the promise 
of rich fruit wherever their methods were applicable; others 
declared that history was indeed a science, but a science in some 
different sense, with its own methods and canons, no less exact-
ing, perhaps, than those of the sciences of nature, but resting on 
foundations different from them; there were those who defiantly 
declared that history was indeed subjective, impressionistic, 
incapable of being made rigorous, a branch of literature, or an 
embodiment of a personal vision – or that of a class, a Church, 
a nation – a form of self-expression which was, indeed, its pride 
and justification: it laid no claim to universal and eternal object
ivity and preferred to be judged as an interpretation of the past 
in terms of the demands of the present, or as a philosophy of 
life, not as a science. Still others have tried to draw distinctions 
between sociology, which was a true science, and history, which 
was an art or, perhaps, something altogether sui generis, neither 
a science nor an art, but a discipline with its own structure 
and purposes, misunderstood by those who tried to draw false 
analogies between it and other intellectual activities.

In any case, the logic of historical thought and the validity of 
its credentials are issues that do not preoccupy the minds of the 
leading logicians of our day. The reasons for this are not far to 
seek. Nevertheless it remains surprising that philosophers pay 
more attention to the logic of such natural sciences as math-
ematical physics, which comparatively few of them know well 
at first hand, and neglect that of history and the other humane 
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studies, with which in the course of their normal education they 
tend to be more familiar.

Be that as it may, it is not difficult to see why there has been 
a strong desire to regard history as a natural science. History 
purports to deal with facts. The most successful method of 
identifying, discovering and inferring facts is that of the natural 
sciences. This is the only region of human experience, at any rate 
in modern times, in which progress has indubitably been made. 
It is natural to wish to apply methods successful and authorita-
tive in one sphere to another, where there is far less agreement 
among specialists. The whole trend of modern empiricism has 
tended towards such a view. History is an account of what men 
have done and of what has happened to them. Man is largely, 
some would say wholly, a three-dimensional object in space and 
time, subject to natural laws: his bodily wants can be studied 
empirically as those of other animals. Basic human needs for, 
say, food or shelter or procreation, and his other biological or 
physiological requirements, do not seem to have altered greatly 
through the millennia, and the laws of the interplay of these 
needs with one another and with the human environment can 
all in principle be studied by the methods of the biological and, 
perhaps, psychological sciences.

This applies particularly to the results of man’s collective ac-
tivities, unintended by the agent, which, as the Historical School 
has emphasised since the days of Bossuet and Vico, play a decisive 
part in influencing his life, and which can surely be explained in 
purely mechanistic terms as fields of force, or causal or functional 
correlations of human action and other natural processes. If only 
we could find a series of natural laws connecting at one end 
the biological and physiological states and processes of human 
beings with, at the other, the equally observable patterns of 
their conduct – their social activities in the wider sense – and 
so establish a coherent system of regularities, deducible from a 
comparatively small number of general laws (as Newton, it is 
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held, had so triumphantly done in physics), we should have in 
our hands a science of human behaviour. Then we could perhaps 
afford to ignore, or at least treat as secondary, such intermediate 
phenomena as feelings, thoughts, volitions, of which men’s lives 
seem to themselves to be largely composed, but which do not 
lend themselves easily to exact measurement. If these data could 
be regarded as by-products of other, scientifically observable 
and measurable, processes, then we could predict the publicly 
observable behaviour of men (what more can a science ask for?) 
without taking the vaguer and more elusive data of introspection 
much into account. This would constitute the natural sciences 
of psychology and sociology, predicted by the materialists of the 
French Enlightenment, particularly Condillac and Condorcet 
and their nineteenth-century followers – Comte, Buckle, 
Spencer, Taine – and many a modern behaviourist, positivist and 
‘physicalist’ since their day.

What kind of science would history constitute? The traditional 
division of the sciences is into the inductive and the deductive. 
Unless one claimed acquaintance with a priori propositions or 
rules, derived not from observation but from knowledge, based 
on intuition or revelation, of the laws governing the behaviour of 
men and of their goals, or of the specific purposes of their creator 
– and few historians since the Middle Ages have openly professed 
to possess such knowledge – this science could not be wholly 
deductive. But is it then inductive? It is difficult or impossible 
to conduct large-scale experiments on human beings, and know
ledge must therefore largely rest on observation. However, this 
disability has not prevented astronomy or geology from becom-
ing a flourishing science, and the mechanists of the eighteenth 
century confidently looked forward to a time when the applica-
tion of the methods of the mathematical sciences to human 
affairs would explode such myths as those of revealed truth, the 
inner light, a personal deity, an immaterial soul, freedom of the 
will, and so forth; and so solve all social problems by means of a 
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scientific sociology as clear, exact and capable of predicting future 
behaviour as, to use Condorcet’s phrase, the sciences that study 
the societies of bees or beavers.1 In the nineteenth century this 
claim came to be regarded as too sweeping and too extravagant. 
It became clear that the methods and concepts of the mechanists 
were not adequate for dealing with growth and change; the 
adoption of more complex vitalistic or evolutionary categories 
and models served to demarcate the procedures of the biological 
from those of the purely physical sciences; the former seemed 
clearly more appropriate to the behaviour and development of 
human beings. In the twentieth century psychology has begun to 
assume the role that biology had played in the previous century, 
and its methods and discoveries with regard both to individuals 
and to groups have in their turn transformed our approach to 
history.

Why should history have had so long to wait to become a 
science? Buckle, who believed in the science of history more pas-
sionately, perhaps, than any man who ever lived, explained this 
very simply by the fact that historians were inferior in mental 
power to the mathematicians and physicists and chemists. He 
declared that those sciences advanced fastest which in the first 
instance attracted the attention of the cleverest men, and their 
successes naturally in their turn attracted other able heads 
into their service. In other words, if men as gifted as Galileo or 
Newton, or even Laplace or Faraday, had devoted themselves to 
dealing with the disordered mass of truth and falsehood that went 
by the name of history, they could soon have set it to rights and 
made a firmly built, clear and fertile natural science of it.2 This 

1  Oeuvres de Condorcet, ed. A. Condorcet O’Connor and M. F. Arago (Paris, 
1847–9), i 392.

2  ‘In regard to nature, events apparently the most irregular and capricious 
have been explained, and have been shown to be in accordance with certain 
fixed and universal laws. This has been done because men of ability, and, above 
all, men of patient, untiring thought, have studied natural events with the 
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was a promise held out by those who were, very understandably, 
hypnotised by the magnificent progress of the natural sciences of 
their day. Intelligent and sceptical thinkers like Taine and Renan 
in France, not to speak of really passionate positivists like Comte, 
and, in some of their writings, Engels and Plekhanov, profoundly 
believed in this prospect. Their hopes have scarcely been fulfilled. 
It may be profitable to ask why this is so.

Before an answer to this question is attempted, two further 
sources of the belief that history can, at least in principle, be 
transformed into a natural science may be noted. The first is 
perhaps conveyed best by the metaphors that, at any rate since 
the nineteenth century, all educated men have tended to use. 

view of discovering their regularity: and if human events were subjected to a 
similar treatment, we have every right to expect similar results. [. . .] Whoever 
is at all acquainted with what has been done during the last two centuries, 
must be aware that every generation demonstrates some events to be regular 
and predictable, which the preceding generation had declared to be irregular 
and unpredictable: so that the marked tendency of advancing civilisation is to 
strengthen our belief in the universality of order, of method, and of law. This 
being the case, it follows that if any facts, or class of facts, have not yet been 
reduced to order, we, so far from pronouncing them to be irreducible, should 
rather be guided by our experience of the past, and should admit the probability 
that what we now call inexplicable will at some future time be explained. This 
expectation of discovering regularity in the midst of confusion is so familiar 
to scientific men, that among the most eminent of them it becomes an article 
of faith: and if the same expectation is not generally found among historians, 
it must be ascribed partly to their being of inferior ability to the investigators 
of nature, and partly to the greater complexity of those social phenomena with 
which their studies are concerned.

‘[. . .] The most celebrated historians are manifestly inferior to the most suc-
cessful cultivators of physical science: no one having devoted himself to history 
who in point of intellect is at all to be compared with Kepler, Newton, or many 
others [. . .].

‘[Nevertheless] I entertain little doubt that before another century has 
elapsed, the chain of evidence will be complete, and it will be as rare to find an 
historian who denies the undeviating regularity of the moral world, as it now 
is to find a philosopher who denies the regularity of the material world.’ Henry 
Thomas Buckle, History of Civilization in England (London, 1857), i 6–7, 31.



The Concept of  Scientific History  •  141

When we speak of rational as opposed to utopian policies, we 
tend to say of the latter that they ignore, or are defeated by, the 
‘inexorable logic of the (historical) facts’ or the ‘wheels of his-
tory’, which it is idle to try to stay. We speak of the futility of 
defying the ‘forces of history’, or the absurdity of efforts to ‘put 
the clock back’ or to ‘restore the past’. We speak of the youth, the 
maturity, the decay of peoples or cultures, of the ebb and flow of 
social movements, of the rise and fall of nations. Such language 
serves to convey the idea of an inexorably fixed time-order – the 
‘river of time’ on which we float, and which we must willy-nilly 
accept; a moving stair which we have not created, but on which 
we are borne, obeying, as it were, some natural law governing 
the order and shape of events – in this case, events consisting of, 
or at any rate affecting, human lives, activities and experiences. 
Metaphorical and misleading though such uses of words can be, 
they are pointers to categories and concepts in terms of which we 
conceive the ‘stream of history’, namely, as something possessing 
a certain objective pattern that we ignore at our peril. It is a short 
step from this to conclude that whatever has a pattern exhibits 
regularities capable of being expressed in laws; and the systematic 
interconnection of laws is the content of a natural science.

The second source of this belief lies deeper still. Patterns of 
growth, or of the march of events, can plausibly be represented 
as a succession of causes and effects, capable of being systematised 
by natural science. But sometimes we speak as if something more 
fundamental than empirical connections (which idealist philoso-
phers call ‘mechanical’ or ‘external’ or ‘mere brute conjunctions’) 
give their unity to the aspects, or the successive phases, of the 
existence of the human race on earth. When we say, for instance, 
that it is absurd to blame Richelieu for not acting like Bismarck 
because it is obvious that Richelieu could not have acted like a 
man living in Germany in the nineteenth century; and that 
conversely Bismarck could not have done what Richelieu ac-
complished, because the seventeenth century had its own 
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character, very different from the deeds, events, characteristics of 
the eighteenth century which it uniquely determined, and which 
in their turn uniquely determined those of the nineteenth; what 
we are then affirming is that this order is an objective order; that 
those who do not understand that what is possible in one age and 
situation may be wholly inconceivable in another fail to under-
stand something universal and fundamental about the only way 
in which social life, or the human mind, or economic growth, or 
some other sequence, not merely does, but can, or perhaps must, 
develop. Similarly, when we say that the proposition that Hamlet 
was written at the court of Genghis Khan in Outer Mongolia is 
not merely false but absurd; that if someone acquainted with the 
relevant facts seriously supposes that it could have been written at 
that time and in that place he is not merely unusually ignorant or 
mistaken, but out of his mind; that Hamlet not merely was not, 
but could not have been, written there or then – that we can dis-
miss this hypothesis without discussion – what is it that entitles 
us to feel so certain? What kind of ‘could not’ is this ‘could not’? 
Do we rule out propositions asserting possibilities of this kind as 
being false on scientific, that is, empirical-inductive grounds?

It seems to me that we call them grotesque (and not merely 
implausible or false) because they conflict, not just with this or 
that fact or generalisation which we accept, but with presupposi-
tions which are entailed by our whole way of thinking about the 
world – the basic categories that govern such central concepts of 
our thought as man, society, history, development, growth, bar-
barism, maturity, civilisation and the like. These presuppositions 
may turn out to be false or misleading (as, for example, teleology 
or deism are considered to have been by positivists or atheists), 
but they are not refuted by experiment or empirical observation. 
They are destroyed or transformed by those changes in the total 
outlook of a man or a milieu or a culture which it is the hardest 
(and the most important) test of the history of ideas (and, in the 
end, of history as such) to be able to explain.
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What is here involved is a deeply ingrained, widespread, long-
lived Weltanschauung – the unquestioning (and not necessarily 
valid) assumption of one particular objective order of events 
or facts. Sometimes it is a vertical order – succession in time – 
which makes us realise that the events or institutions of, say, the 
fourteenth century, because they were what they were, of neces-
sity (however we analyse this sort of necessity), and not just as a 
matter of fact – contingently – occurred earlier than those of the 
sixteenth, which were ‘shaped’, that is, in some sense determined 
(some would say caused), by them; so that anyone who tries to 
date the works of Shakespeare before those of Dante, or to omit 
the fifteenth century altogether, fitting the end of the fourteenth 
into the beginning of the sixteenth century without a break, can 
be convicted of suffering from a defect different in kind, not 
degree, from (and less easily remediable than) ignorance or lack 
of scientific method.

At other times we conceive of the order as ‘horizontal’; that 
is, it underlies the perception of the interconnections between 
different aspects of the same stage of culture – the kinds of as-
sumptions and categories that the anti-mechanistic German 
philosophers of culture, Herder and his disciples (and before 
them Vico), brought to light. It is this kind of awareness (the 
historical sense) that is said to enable us to perceive that a certain 
type of legal structure is ‘intimately connected’ with, or is part 
of the same complex as, an economic activity, a moral outlook, 
a style of writing or of dancing or of worship; it is by means of 
this gift (whatever may be its nature) that we recognise various 
manifestations of the human spirit as ‘belonging to’ this or that 
culture or nation or historical period, although these manifesta-
tions may be as different from one another as the way in which 
men form letters on paper from their system of land tenure. 
Without this faculty we should attach no sense to such social-
historical notions as ‘the typical’, or ‘the normal’, or ‘the dis-
cordant’, or ‘the anachronistic’, and consequently we should be 
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unable to conceive the history of an institution as an intelligible 
pattern, or to attribute a work of art to its time and civilisation 
and milieu, or indeed to understand or explain how one phase 
of a civilisation ‘generates’ or ‘determines’ another. The sense of 
what remains identical or unitary in differences and in change 
(of which idealist philosophers have made altogether too much) 
is also a dominant factor in giving us our sense of unalterable 
trends, of the ‘one-directional’ flow of history. From this it is 
easy to pass to the far more questionable belief that whatever is 
unalterable is so only because it obeys laws, and that whatever 
obeys laws can always be systematised into a science.

These are among the many factors that have made men crave 
for a natural science of history. All seemed ready, particularly in 
the nineteenth century, for the formulation of this new, power-
ful and illuminating discipline, which would do away with the 
chaotic accumulation of facts, conjectures and rules of thumb 
that had been treated with such disdain by Descartes and his 
scientifically-minded successors. The stage was set, but virtually 
nothing materialised. No general laws were formulated – nor 
even moderately reliable maxims – from which historians could 
deduce (together with knowledge of the initial conditions) either 
what would happen next, or what had happened in the past. The 
great machine which was to rescue them from the tedious labours 
of adding fact to fact and of attempting to construct a coherent 
account out of their hand-picked material seemed like a plan in 
the head of a cracked inventor. The immense labour-saving in-
strument which, when fed with information, would itself order 
it, deduce the right conclusions and offer the proper explana-
tions, removing the need for the uncertain, old-fashioned, hand-
operated tools with which historians had fumbled their way in 
the unregenerate past, remained a bogus prospectus, the child of 
an extravagant imagination, like designs for a perpetual motion 
machine. Neither psychologists nor sociologists, neither the 
ambitious Comte nor the more modest Wundt, had been able 
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to create the new mechanism: the ‘nomothetic’ sciences – the 
system of laws and rules under which the factual material could 
be ordered so as to yield new knowledge – remained stillborn.

One of the criteria of a natural science is rightly regarded as 
being its capacity for prediction; or, in the case of a historical 
study, retrodiction – filling in gaps in the past for which no 
direct testimony exists with the aid of extrapolation performed 
according to relevant rules or laws. A method of this conjectural 
sort is employed in archaeology or palaeontology where vast 
gaps in knowledge exist and there is no better – more depend-
able – avenue to factual truth in the absence of concrete factual 
evidence. In archaeology we make efforts to link our knowledge 
of one remote period to our knowledge of another by trying to 
reconstruct what must, or at least may have, occurred to account 
for the transition from one stage to the other through many un-
known intermediate phases. But this way of filling gaps is com-
monly regarded as a none too reliable method of discovery of the 
past, and one to which no one would wish to resort if he could 
find the more concrete kind of evidence (however the quality 
and extent of such concreteness is assessed) on which we base 
knowledge of the historical, as opposed to prehistoric, period of 
human life; still less as a ‘scientific’ substitute for it.

What would the structure of such a science be like, supposing 
that one were able to formulate it? It would, presumably, consist 
of causal or functional correlations – a system of interrelated 
general propositions of the type ‘Whenever or wherever φ then 
or there ψ ’ – variables into which precise dates and places could 
be fitted; and it would possess two forms, the ‘pure’ and the 
‘applied’. The ‘pure’ sciences of social statics or social dynamics, 
of which Herbert Spencer perhaps a little too optimistically pro-
claimed the existence, would then be related to the ‘applied’ sci-
ence of history somewhat as physics is to mechanics, or at least as 
anatomy applies to the diagnosis of specific cases by a physician. 
If it existed, such a science would have revolutionised the old 
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empirical, hand-woven history by mechanising it, as astronomy 
abolished the rules of thumb accumulated by Babylonian star-
gazers, or as Newtonian physics transformed older cosmologies. 
No such science exists. Before we ask why this is so, it would 
perhaps be profitable to consider some of the more obvious ways 
in which history, as it has been written until our day, differs from 
a natural science conceived in this fashion.

Let me begin by noting one conspicuous difference between 
history and the natural sciences. Whereas in a developed natural 
science we consider it more rational to put our confidence in gen-
eral propositions or laws than in specific phenomena (indeed this 
is part of the definition of rationality), this rule does not seem to 
operate successfully in history. Let me give the simplest possible 
kind of example. One of the common-sense generalisations that 
we regard as most firmly established is that the normal inhabit-
ants of this planet can see the sun rise every morning. Suppose 
a man were to say that on a given morning he had not, despite 
repeated attempts, seen the sun rise; and that since one negative 
instance is, by the rules of our ordinary logic, sufficient to kill a 
general proposition, he regarded his carefully carried out observ
ation as fatal not merely to the hitherto accepted generalisation 
about the succession of night and day, but to the entire system 
of celestial mechanics, and indeed of physics, which purports to 
reveal the causes of this phenomenon. This startling claim would 
not normally be regarded as a conclusion to be unhesitatingly 
accepted.

Our first reaction would be to try to construct an ad hoc 
hypothesis to save our system of physics, supported as it is by 
the most systematic accumulation of controlled observation and 
deductive reasoning made by men. We should suggest to the 
objector that perhaps he was not looking at the right portion of 
the sky; that clouds intervened; that he was distracted; that his 
eyes were closed; that he was asleep; that he was suffering from 
a hallucination; that he was using words in unfamiliar senses; 
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that he was lying or joking or insane; we should advance other 
explanations, any one of which would be compatible with his 
statement, and yet preserve physical science intact. It would not 
be rational to jump to the immediate conclusion that if the man, 
in our considered judgement, had told the truth, the whole of 
our hard-won physics must be rejected, or even modified. No 
doubt, if the phenomenon repeated itself, and other men failed 
to perceive the sun rising under normal conditions, some physical 
hypotheses, or indeed laws, might have to be drastically altered, 
or even rejected; perhaps the foundations of our physical sciences 
would have to be built anew. But we should embark on this only 
in the last resort.

Yet if per contra a historian were to attempt to cast doubt 
on – or explain away – some piece of individual observation of 
a type not otherwise suspect, say, that Napoleon had been seen 
in a three-cornered hat at a given moment during the battle of 
Austerlitz; and if the historian did so solely because he put his 
faith, for whatever reason, in a theory or law according to which 
French generals or heads of State never wore three-cornered hats 
during battles, his method, one can safely assert, would not meet 
with universal or immediate recognition from his profession. 
Any procedure designed to discredit the testimony of normally 
reliable witnesses or documents as, let us say, lies or forgeries, or 
as being defective at the very point at which the report about 
Napoleon’s hat occurred, would be liable to be regarded as itself 
suspect, as an attempt to alter the facts to fit a theory.

I have chosen a crude and trivial instance; it would not be dif-
ficult to think of more sophisticated examples, where a historian 
lays himself open to the charge of trying to press the facts into 
the service of a particular theory. Such historians are accused of 
being prisoners of their theories; they are accused of being fanati-
cal or cranky or doctrinaire, of misrepresenting or misreading 
reality to fit in with their obsessions, and the like. Addiction to 
theory – being doctrinaire – is a term of abuse when applied to 
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historians; it is not an insult if applied to a natural scientist. We 
are saying nothing derogatory if we say of a natural scientist that 
he is in the grip of a theory. We may complain if we think that 
his theory is false, or that he is ignoring relevant evidence, but we 
do not deplore the fact that he is trying to fit the facts into the 
pattern of a theory; for that is his business. It is the business of a 
natural scientist to be a theorist; that is, to formulate doctrines 
– true rather than false, but, above all, doctrines; for natural 
science is nothing if it is not a systematic interlacing of theories 
and doctrines, built up inductively, or by hypothetical-deductive 
methods, or whatever other method is considered best (logically 
reputable, rational, publicly testable, fruitful) by the most com-
petent practitioners in the field.

It seems clear that whereas in history we tend, more often than 
not, to attach greater credence to the existence of particular facts 
than to general hypotheses, however well supported, from which 
these facts could in theory be deduced, in a natural science the 
opposite seems more often to be the case: there it is (in cases of 
conflict) often more rational to rely upon a properly supported 
general theory – say that of gravitation – than on particular 
observations. This difference alone, whatever its root, must cast 
prima facie doubt upon any attempt to draw too close an analogy 
between the methods of history and those of natural science.

It may be objected at this point that the only logical justifica-
tion for belief in particular facts must involve general proposi-
tions, and therefore always in the end rests on some form of 
induction. For what other way of justifying beliefs about facts 
have we? The first of these assertions is true, but the second is 
not, and their conflation leads to confusion. It needs no deep 
reflection to realise that all our thought is shot through with 
general propositions. All thinking involves classification; all clas-
sification involves general terms. My very notion of Napoleon 
or hats or battles involves some general beliefs about the entities 
which these words denote. Moreover, my reasons for trusting an 
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eyewitness account or a document entail judgements about the 
reliability of different kinds of testimony, or the range within 
which the behaviour of individuals is or is not variable, and the 
like – judgements which are certainly general. But in the first 
place it is a far cry from the scattered generalisations implicit in 
the everyday use of words (or ideas) to the systematic structure of 
even the most rudimentary science;1 and in the second place I am 
certain, for example, that I am not at this moment the Emperor 
of Mars dreaming a dream in which I am a university teacher 
on the Earth; but I should find it exceedingly hard to justify my 
certainty by inductive methods that avoid circularity.

Most of the certainties on which our lives are founded would 
scarcely pass this test. The vast majority of the types of reason-
ing on which our beliefs rest, or by which we should seek to 
justify them if they were challenged, are not reducible to formal 
deductive or inductive schemata, or combinations of them. If I 
am asked what rational grounds I have for supposing that I am 
not on Mars, or that the Emperor Napoleon existed and was 
not merely a sun myth, and if in answer to this I try to make 
explicit the general propositions which entail these conclusions, 
together with the specific evidence for them, and the evidence 
for the reliability of this evidence, and the evidence for that 
evidence in its turn, and so on, I shall not get very far. The web 
is too complex, the elements too many and not, to say the least, 
easily isolated and tested one by one; anyone can satisfy himself 
of this by trying to analyse and state them explicitly. The true 
reason for accepting the proposition that I live on Earth, and 
that an Emperor Napoleon I existed, is that to assert their con-
tradictories is to destroy too much of what we take for granted 
about the present and the past. Any given generalisation may be 

1  This can be put in another way by saying that the generalisations of history, 
like those of ordinary thought, are sometimes unconnected; so that a change 
in the degree of belief in any one of these does not, as in a natural science, 
automatically affect the status of all the others. This is a crucial difference.
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capable of being tested or refined by inductive or other scientific 
tests; but we accept the total texture, compounded as it is out of 
literally countless strands – including both general and particular 
beliefs – without the possibility, even in principle, of any test for 
it in its totality. For the total texture is what we begin and end 
with. There is no Archimedean point outside it whence we can 
survey the whole of it and pronounce upon it. We can test one 
part in terms of another, but not the whole, as it were, at one 
go. When the proposition that the earth was flat was abandoned, 
this wrought great havoc in the assumptions of common sense; 
but it could not in principle destroy them all. For in that case 
nothing would have remained that could be called thinking or 
criticism.

It is the sense of the general texture of experience – the most 
rudimentary awareness of such patterns – that constitutes the 
foundation of knowledge, that is itself not open to inductive or 
deductive reasoning: for both these methods rest upon it. Any 
one proposition or set of propositions can be shaken in terms of 
those that remain fixed; and then these latter in their turn; but 
not all simultaneously. All my beliefs cannot be overthrown. Even 
if the ground beneath one of my feet is crumbling, my other foot 
must rest securely planted, at least for the time being; otherwise 
there is no possibility of thought or communication. It is this 
network of our most general assumptions, called common-sense 
knowledge, that historians to a greater degree than scientists are 
bound, at least initially, to take for granted: and they must take a 
good deal of it for granted, since their subject matter can be de-
tached from it to a far smaller degree than that of natural science.

Let us look at this from another angle. The natural sciences 
largely consist of logically linked laws about the behaviour of 
objects in the world. In certain cases these generalisations can be 
represented in the form of an ideal model – an imaginary entity 
whose characteristics are by definition what they must be if the 
entity in question obeys the general laws in question, and can 
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be exhaustively described solely in terms of obeying these laws; 
that is, it consists of nothing but what instantiates such laws. 
Such models (or deductive schemata) exhibit most vividly and 
clearly the laws which we attempt to apply to reality; the objects 
of the natural world can then be described in terms of the degree 
of deviation from the ideal model that they exhibit. The degree 
to which these differences can be systematically described, the 
simplicity of the models and the range of their application largely 
determine the success or failure of a given science to perform 
its task. The electron, the chromosome, the state of perfect 
competition, the Oedipus complex, the ideal democracy are all 
such models; they are useful to the degree to which the actual 
behaviour of real entities in the world can be represented with 
lesser or greater precision in terms of their deviation from the 
frictionless behaviour of the perfect model. This is the purpose 
for which the model is constructed; its usefulness corresponds to 
the degree to which it fulfils it.

Such a model or deductive schema is not much in evidence 
in normal historical writing; if only because the general proposi-
tions out of which it must be constructed, and which, if they ex-
isted, would require precise formulation, turn out to be virtually 
impossible to specify. The general concepts that are necessarily 
employed by historians – notions like ‘State’ or ‘development’ or 
‘revolution’ or ‘trend of opinion’ or ‘economic decline’ or ‘polit
ical power’ – enter into general propositions of far lesser range or 
dependability (or specifiability) than those that occur in even the 
least developed natural science worthy of its title. Such historical 
generalisations turn out too often to be tautological, or vague 
or inaccurate; ‘All power tends to corrupt’, ‘Every revolution 
is followed by a reaction’, ‘Change in the economic structure 
leads to novel forms of music and painting’ will yield, taken with 
some specified initial conditions – for example ‘Cromwell had 
a great deal of power’ or ‘A revolution broke out in Russia in 
1917’ or ‘The United States went through a period of radical 
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industrialisation’ – scarcely any reliable historical or sociological 
deductions. What is lacking here is an interconnected tissue of 
generalisations which an electronic brain could mechanically 
apply to a situation mechanically specifiable as relevant. What 
occurs in historical thinking seems much more like the opera-
tion of common sense, where we weave together various prima 
facie logically independent concepts and general propositions, 
and bring them to bear on a given situation as best we can. The 
capacity to do this successfully – the ability to ‘weave together’, 
‘bring to bear’ various concepts – is a skill, an empirical knack 
(sometimes called judgement) which electronic brains cannot be 
given by their manufacturers.

At this point we may be told that the mysterious capacity of 
weighing or assessing a concrete situation, the arts of diagnosis 
and prognosis (the so-called faculty of judgement) is not unique 
to history and the other humane studies, or to thinking and 
decision-making in ordinary life; for in the natural sciences too 
the capacity for perceiving the relevance of one rather than an-
other theory or concept to the solution of a given problem, and 
the ‘bringing to bear’ (sometimes with the most dramatic effect) 
upon a given body of data of notions sometimes derived from 
very remote fields, is nothing if not the peculiar skill of a gifted 
investigator, sometimes amounting to the insight of genius, 
which techniques or machines cannot in principle be made to 
replace.

This is, of course, true; yet there exists one striking difference 
between the canons of explanation and logical justification used 
by the sciences and the humanities that will serve to indicate 
the difference between them. In a developed work of natural 
science – say a textbook of physics or biology (I do not refer to 
speculative or impressionistic discourses which are to be found in 
scientific treatises) – the links between the propositions are, or 
should be, logically obvious; the propositions follow from each 
other; that is to say, the conclusions are seen logically to follow 
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from premisses, either with demonstrative certainty, or else with 
varying degrees of probability which, in the sciences which use 
statistical methods, should be capable of being estimated with 
a fair degree of precision. Even if such symbols of inference 
as ‘because’, or ‘therefore’, or ‘hence’, were omitted, a piece of 
reasoning in mathematics or physics or any other developed 
natural science (if it were clearly set out) should be able to 
exhibit its inner logical structure by the sheer meaning and order 
of its component propositions. As for the propositions that are 
stated without argument, these are, or should be, such that, if 
challenged, their truth or probability could be demonstrated by 
recognised logical steps from truths established experimentally 
and accepted by virtually all the relevant specialists.

This is very far from being the case in even the best, most 
convincing, most rigorously argued works of history. No student 
of the subject can, I think, fail to note the abundance in works 
of history of such phrases as ‘small wonder if ’, ‘it was therefore 
hardly surprising when’, ‘the inevitable consequences swiftly 
followed’, ‘events took their inexorable course’, ‘in the circum-
stances’, ‘from this it was but a short step to’, and most often 
of all the indispensable, scarcely noticeable and deeply treacher-
ous ‘thus’, ‘whereupon’, ‘finally’ and the like. If these bridges 
from one set of facts or statements to another were suddenly 
withdrawn from our textbooks, it is, I think, not too much to 
say that the transition from one set of statements to the other 
would become a great deal less smooth: the bald juxtaposition 
of events or facts would at times be seen to carry no great logical 
force in itself, and the best-constructed cases of some of our best 
historians (and lawyers) would begin – to minds conditioned by 
the logical criteria of natural science – to seem less irresistible.

I do not mean to imply that the humanities, and particularly 
history, take their readers in by a species of confidence trick – 
by simulating the outer shell, the logical structure, of scientific 
method without its substance; only that the force of such 



154  •  Concepts and Categories

convenient, and perhaps indispensable, links as ‘because’ and 
‘therefore’ is not identical in the two spheres; each performing 
its own legitimate – and parallel – functions, and leading to dif-
ficulties only if they are regarded as performing logically identical 
tasks in both spheres. This point will, I hope, become clearer still 
if it is further developed.

Let us assume that a historian who is attempting to discover 
and explain the course of a large historical phenomenon, such as 
a war or a revolution, is pressed to state those laws and general 
propositions which alone (at least in theory) could justify his 
constant use of such logical links as ‘hence’, ‘therefore’, ‘the un-
avoidable result was’, ‘from this there was no turning back’ and 
the rest of his stock-in-trade, what could his answer be? He might 
hesitantly trot out some general maxims about the influence of 
environment or a particular state of affairs – a bad harvest, or an 
inflationary spiral, or a wound to national pride – as it affects 
men in general or a specific group of human beings in particular; 
or he might speak about the influence of the interests of this or 
that class or nation, or the effect of religious convictions or social 
habits or political traditions. But if he is then pressed about the 
evidence for these generalisations, and upon marshalling what he 
can, is then told that no self-respecting natural science would tol-
erate so vague, unsifted and above all exiguous a body of factual 
evidence, nor such impressionistic methods of surveying it or 
deriving conclusions from it, he would not (if he were honest or 
wise) insist on claiming the authority of the methods of a fully-
fledged natural science for his activity.

At this point someone might quite correctly point out to him 
that not all social sciences are in so deplorable a condition; that, 
for example, there exist disciplines – economics is perhaps the best 
known – where something resembling scientific procedure does 
appear to take place. In economics concepts can, we are assured, 
be defined with a fair measure of precision: there is here to be 
found distinct awareness of the differences between definitions, 
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hypotheses and inductive generalisations; or between the empiri-
cal evidence and the conclusions drawn from it; or between the 
model and the reality to which it is applied; or between the fruit 
of observation and that of extrapolation; and so forth. This is 
then held up as a model to the unfortunate historian, wander-
ing helplessly in his dark and pathless wood. Yet if he tries to 
follow such advice, and to apply to his own subject apparatus 
recommended by either metaphysical or positivist discoverers of 
historical patterns, his progress is soon arrested.

Attempts to provide history with laws have taken two main 
directions: all-embracing schemata, and division into specialised 
disciplines. The first has given us the systems of historiosophers, 
culminating in the vast edifices of Hegel, Spengler, Toynbee and 
the like, which turn out to be either too general, vague and oc-
casionally tautological to cast new light on anything in particu-
lar, or, when the specific findings of the formulae are tested by 
exact scholars in the relevant fields, to yield implausible results. 
The second path leads to monographs about selected aspects of 
human activity – for example, the history of technology, or of a 
given science or art or craft or social activity. These do indeed, 
at their best, satisfy some of the criteria of natural scientists, 
but only at the expense of leaving out the greater part of what 
is known of the lives of the human beings whose histories are in 
this way recorded. In the case of a limited field – say the history 
of coinage in ancient Syracuse – this is, of course, deliberate and 
desirable as well as unavoidable; my point is that it is only the 
deliberate limitation of the field that renders it so.

Any attempt to ‘integrate’ these isolated strands, treated by 
the special disciplines, into something approaching (as near as we 
can make it so) a ‘total’ description of human experience – of 
what, in Aristotle’s words, ‘Alcibiades did and suffered’1 – comes 
up against an insurmountable obstacle: that the facts to be fitted 

1  loc. cit (p. 135 above, note 1).
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into the scientific grid and subsumed under the adopted laws or 
model (even if public criteria for selecting what is important and 
relevant from what is trivial and peripheral can be found and 
employed) are too many, too minute, too fleeting, too blurred 
at the edges. They criss-cross and penetrate each other at many 
levels simultaneously, and the attempt to prise them apart, as it 
were, and pin them down, and classify them, and fit them into 
their specific compartments, turns out to be impracticable. 
Wherever efforts to pursue this policy have been pressed with 
real vehemence – by those who were obsessed with the dominant 
role of some one factor, as Buckle was by climate, or Taine by 
his trinity of the milieu, the moment and the race, or Marxists 
by base and superstructure, and the class struggle – they lead to 
distortions, and the accounts that result, even when they contain 
illuminating ideas and aperçus, are liable to be rejected as being 
over-schematised, that is, as exaggerating and omitting too much, 
as too unfaithful to human life as we know it.

The fact that this is so seems to me of cardinal importance, 
and to carry a crucial implication. For one of the central differ-
ences between such genuine attempts to apply scientific method 
to human affairs as are embodied in, say, economics or social 
psychology and the analogous attempt to apply it in history 
proper, is this: scientific procedure is directed in the first place 
to the construction of an ideal model, with which the portion 
of the real world to be analysed must, as it were, be matched, so 
that it can be described and analysed in terms of its deviation 
from the model. But to construct a useful model will be feasible 
only when it is possible to abstract a sufficient number of suf-
ficiently stable similarities from the things, facts, events of which 
the real world – the flow of experience – is composed. Only 
where such recurrences in the real world are frequent enough, 
and similar enough to be classifiable as so many deviations from 
the selfsame model, will the idealised model that is compounded 
of them – the electron, the gene, the economic man – do its job 
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of making it possible for us to extrapolate from the known to the  
unknown.

It follows from this that the greater the number of similarities1 
that we are able to collect (and the more dissimilarities we are 
able to ignore) – that is to say, the more successfully we abstract 
– the simpler our model will be, the narrower will be the range 
of characteristics to which it will apply, and the more precisely it 
will apply to it; and, conversely, the greater the variety of objects 
to which we want our model to apply, the less we shall be able 
to exclude, and consequently the more complex the model will 
become, and the less precisely it will fit the rich diversity of ob-
jects which it is meant to summarise, and so the less of a model, 
of a master key, it will necessarily be. A theory festooned with ad 
hoc hypotheses to account for each specific deviation from the 
norm will, like Ptolemy’s epicycles, in the end cease to be useful. 
Exclusion – neglect of what is beyond the defined frontiers – is 
entailed in model-building as such. Hence it begins to look as if, 
given the world as it is,2 the utility of a theory or a model tends to 
vary directly as the number of cases, and inversely as the number 
of characteristics, which it succeeds in covering. Consequently 
one may, at times, be compelled to choose between the rival 
rewards of increased extension or intension – between the range 
of a theory and the richness of its content.

The most rigorous and universal of all models is that of math-
ematics, because it operates at the level of the highest possible 
abstraction from natural characteristics. Physics, similarly, ig-
nores deliberately all but the very narrow group of characteristics 

1  Or at best significant similarities, that is, those in which we are interested.
2  This is an empirical fact. The world might have been different. If, for 

example, it possessed fewer characteristics and these coexisted or recurred with 
much greater uniformity and regularity, the facts of history could more easily be 
reduced to a natural science or sciences. But human experience would then be 
altogether different, and not describable in terms of our familiar categories and 
concepts. The tidier and more uniform such a universe, the less like our own, 
the less able are we to imagine it or conceive what our experience would be like.
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which material objects possess in common, and its power and 
scope (and its great triumphs) are directly attributable to its 
rejection of all but certain selected ubiquitous and recurrent 
similarities. As we go down the scale, sciences become richer in 
content and correspondingly less rigorous, less susceptible to 
quantitative techniques. Economics is a science precisely to the 
degree to which it can successfully eliminate from consideration 
those aspects of human activity which are not concerned with 
production, consumption, exchange, distribution and so on. 
The attempt to eliminate from the consideration of economists 
psychological factors, such as, for instance, the springs of human 
action, or the variety of purposes or states of mind connected 
with or expressed by them; or to exclude moral or political con-
siderations, such as, for example, the respective values of motives 
and consequences, or of individual versus group satisfaction – 
such a procedure is wholly justified so long as its sole aim is to 
render economics as much of a science as possible: that is to say, 
an instrument capable of analysis and prediction. If anyone then 
complains that economics, so conceived, leaves out too much, 
or fails to solve some of the most fundamental problems of 
individual and social welfare – among them questions which had 
originally stimulated this science into existence – one is entitled 
to reply that the omitted sides of life can be accommodated, and 
moral, psychological, political, aesthetic, metaphysical questions 
can perhaps be answered, but only at the price of departing from 
the rigour and the symmetry – and predictive power – of the 
models with which economic science operates; that versatility, 
richness of content, capacity to deal with many categories of 
problems, adaptability to the complexities of widely varying situ-
ations – all this may be purchasable only at the expense of logical 
simplicity, coherence, economy, width of scope, and, above all, 
capacity to move from the known to the unknown. These latter 
characteristics, with which Newtonian physics had, understand-
ably enough, hypnotised the entire intellectual world, can be 
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obtained only by drawing precise frontiers for a given activity and 
ruthlessly casting out (so far as possible) whatever has not been 
provided for in this specification. It is for this reason that even in 
the case of the more descriptive and time-bound (biological and 
genetic) disciplines, the more general and rigorous the concepts 
involved and the more ‘technical’ the approach, the better able 
they are to use methods similar to those of the physical sciences; 
the more elastic their concepts and the richer their content, the 
remoter from a natural science they will be.

If this is true, then there is a good deal in the Comtean 
classification of the sciences: mathematics, physics, biology, 
psychology, sociology are indeed rungs in a descending order 
of comprehensiveness and precision, and in an ascending order 
of concreteness and detail. General history – the richest of all 
human studies – shows this very plainly. If I am purely an eco-
nomic historian, I can probably establish certain generalisations 
about the behaviour of some commodity – say wool – in some 
portion of the Middle Ages, for which enough documentary 
evidence exists to enable me to establish correlations between the 
production, sale, distribution of wool, and so forth, and certain 
other related social and economic facts and events. But I am able 
to do this only by averting my gaze from questions – sometimes 
very important and fascinating ones – about other characteristics 
of the wool-producers or wool-merchants. At least I do not at-
tempt to establish measurable correlations between the sources 
and movements of the bales of wool and the religious and moral 
and aesthetic attitudes of wool-growers or wool-users, and their 
political ideals, and their conduct as husbands or citizens or 
churchmen, all at once. For the model which attempted to deal 
with all these aspects of life would (as things are) lose in predict
ive power and the precision of its results, even if the story gained 
in comprehensiveness, richness, depth and interest.

For this reason, I find it useful to employ technical terms 
(always symptomatic of the fact that a model is at work) in an 
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artificially delimited field – namely that of economic history. 
The same considerations apply, for example, to the history of 
technology, or of mathematics, or of clothing, and the like. I 
construct the model by abstracting; by noting only what, say, 
industrial techniques, or mathematical methods, or methods of 
composing music, have in common, and constructing my model 
out of these common characteristics, however much of general 
interest I may be leaving out. The more I wish to put in, the more 
over-weighted and, in due course, cluttered up and shapeless my 
model is bound to become, until it is scarcely a model at all, for it 
no longer covers a sufficient number of actual and possible cases 
in a sufficient variety of places and times. Its utility as a model 
will steadily diminish.

The proposition that sciences deal with the type, not the 
individual, was accepted and indeed insisted upon by those 
philosophical historians, particularly in France, who desired to 
assimilate their activities to those of scientists. When Renan, 
or Taine, or Monod preached the necessity of scientific history, 
they did not merely mean (as I suspect that, for example, Bury 
did) that historians should seek to be precise, or exercise rigour in 
observation or reasoning, or apply the findings of the natural sci-
ences to the explanation of human action or experience wherever 
possible, or that they should grind no axe but that of objective 
truth, and state it without qualification whatever the moral or 
social or political consequences. They claimed much more. Taine 
states this point of view clearly, when he declares that historians 
work with samples:

What was there in France in the eighteenth century? Twenty 
million men, [. . .] twenty million threads the criss-crossing of 
which makes a web. This immense web, with innumerable knots, 
cannot be grasped clearly in its entirety by anyone’s memory 
or imagination. Indeed all we have is mere fragments [. . .]; the 
historian’s sole task is to restore them – he reconstructs the wisps 
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of the threads that he can see so as to connect them with the 
myriad threads that have vanished. [. . .] Fortunately, in the past 
as now, society included groups, each group consisting of men 
who were like one another, born in the same condition, moulded 
by the same education, moved by the same interests, with the 
same needs, same tastes, same moeurs, same culture, same basis 
to their lives. In seeing one, you have seen all. In every science we 
study each class of facts by means of chosen samples.

He goes on to say that one must enter into the private life of a 
man, his beliefs, sentiments, habits, behaviour. Such a sample will 
give us

insight into the force and direction of the current that carries 
forward the whole of his society. The monograph, then, is the 
historian’s best tool: he plunges it into the past like a lancet and 
draws it out charged with complete and authentic specimens. 
One understands a period after twenty or thirty such soundings: 
only they must be carried out and interpreted correctly.1

This is characteristic of the high tide of positivist optimism in 
which truth is mixed with error. No doubt it is true that our only 
key to understanding a culture or an age is the detailed study of 
the lives of representative individuals or families or groups. We 
cannot examine all the acts and thoughts of all (or even a large 
number) of the human beings alive during the age in question 
(or any other age): we generalise from samples. We integrate 
the results of such generalisations into what Taine calls the total 
‘web’. In ‘reconstructing’ the ‘vanished threads’ we make use of 
chemistry, astronomy, geology, palaeontology, epigraphy, psy-
chology, every scientific method known to us. But the objective 
of all this is to understand the relation of parts to wholes, not, 
as Taine believed, of instance to general law. In a natural science 

1  Discours de M. Taine prononcé à l’Académie française (Paris, 1880), 24–5, 
26–7.
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– physics and zoology, economics and sociology – our aim is to 
construct a model (‘the meson’, ‘the mammal’, ‘the monopolistic 
firm’, ‘the alienated proletarian’) which we can apply, with which 
we can reach out into the unknown past or future with a fair 
degree of confidence in the result; for the central criterion of 
whether or not a study is a true science is its capacity to infer the 
unknown from the known. The process that Taine describes is 
not this at all: it is reconstruction in terms of a pattern, an inter-
related social whole, obtained from ‘entering into’ individual 
human lives, provided that they turn out to be ‘typical’ – that is, 
significant or characteristic beyond themselves.

The recognition of what is characteristic and representative, 
of what is a ‘good’ sample suitable for being generalised, and, 
above all, of how the generalisations fit in with each other – that 
is the exercise of judgement, a form of thinking dependent on 
wide experience, memory, imagination, on the sense of ‘reality’, 
of what goes with what, which may need constant control by, 
but is not at all identical with, the capacity for logical reasoning 
and the construction of laws and scientific models – the capacity 
for perceiving the relations of particular case to law, instance 
to general rule, theorem to axiom, not of parts to wholes or 
fragments to completed patterns. I do not mean that these are 
incompatible ‘faculties’ capable of functioning in isolation from 
each other. Only that the gifts are dissimilar, that the qualitative 
distinctions and similarities are not reducible without residue to 
quantitative ones, that the capacity for perceiving the former is 
not translatable into models, and that Buckle and Comte and 
Taine and Engels and their cruder or more extremist modern 
disciples, when they bandy the word ‘scientific’, are sometimes 
blind to this, and so lead men astray.

Let me put this in yet another way. Every student of histori-
ography knows that many of the major achievements of modern 
historians come from their practice of certain rules, which the 
more reflective among them sometimes express in advice to 



The Concept of  Scientific History  •  163

practitioners of this craft. Historical students are told not to pay 
too much attention to personal factors or heroic and unusual 
figures in human history. They are told to attend to the lives of 
ordinary men, or to economic considerations or social factors 
or irrational impulses or traditional, collective and unconscious 
springs of action; or not to forget such impersonal, inconspicu-
ous, dull, slowly or imperceptibly altering factors of change as 
erosion of the soil, or systems of irrigation and drainage, which 
may be more influential than spectacular victories, or catastrophic 
events, or acts of genius; they are told not to allow themselves to 
be carried away by the desire to be entertaining or paradoxical, or 
over-rationalistic, or to point a moral or demonstrate a theory; 
and much else of this kind. What justifies such maxims? They 
do not follow automatically from the rules of the deductive 
or inductive disciplines; they are not even rules of specialised 
techniques (like, say, the a fortiori principle in rhetoric, or that 
of difficilior lectio in textual criticism). What logical or technical 
rules can be laid down for determining precisely what, in a given 
situation, is due to rational or purposive, and what to ‘senseless’ 
or irrational, factors, how much to personal action, how much 
to impersonal forces? If anyone supposes that such rules can be 
drawn up, let him attempt to do so. It seems plain that such max-
ims are simply distillations of generalised sagacity – of practical 
judgement founded on observation, intelligence, imagination, on 
empirical insight, knowledge of what can and what cannot be, 
something that resembles a skill or gift more than it does factual 
knowledge1 but is not identical with either; a capability of the 
highest value to action (in this case to mental labour) which 
scientific techniques can direct, aid, sharpen, criticise, radically 
correct, but never replace.

All this may be no more than another way of saying something 
trite but true – that the business of a science is to concentrate on 

1  See 167–8 and 178–9 below.
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similarities, not differences, to be general, to omit whatever is not 
relevant to answering the severely delimited questions that it sets 
itself to ask; while those historians who are concerned with a field 
wider than the specialised activities of men are interested at least 
as much in the opposite: in that which differentiates one thing, 
person, situation, age, pattern of experience, individual or collec-
tive, from another. When such historians attempt to account for 
and explain, say, the French Revolution, the last thing that they 
seek to do is to concentrate only on those characteristics which 
the French Revolution has in common with other revolutions, to 
abstract only common recurrent characteristics, to formulate a 
law on the basis of them, or at any rate a hypothesis, from which 
something about the pattern of all revolutions as such (or, more 
modestly, all European revolutions), and therefore of this revolu-
tion in particular, could in principle be reliably inferred. This, if 
it were feasible, would be the task of sociology, which would then 
stand to history as a ‘pure’ science to its application. The validity 
of the claim of this type of sociology to the status of a natural sci-
ence is another story, and not directly related to history, whose 
tasks are different. The immediate purpose of narrative historians 
(as has often been repeated), whatever else it may be besides 
this, is to paint a portrait of a situation or a process, which, like 
all portraits, seeks to capture the unique patterns and peculiar 
characteristics of its particular subject; not to be an X-ray which 
eliminates all but what a great many subjects have in common.

This is, by now, a truism, but its bearing on the possibility 
of transforming history into a natural science has not always 
been clearly perceived. Two great thinkers understood this, 
and grappled with the problem: Leibniz and Hegel. Both made 
heroic efforts to bridge the gulf by such doctrines as those of 
‘individual essences’ and ‘concrete universals’ – a desperate dia-
lectical attempt to fuse together individuality and universality. 
The imaginative brilliance of the metaphysical constructions in 
which the passage of the Rubicon is deducible from the essence 
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of Julius Caesar, or the even more ambitious inevitabilities of the 
Phenomenology, and their failure, serves to indicate the central 
character of the problem.

One way of appreciating this contrast is by examining two uses 
of the humble word ‘because’. Max Weber, whose discussion of 
this problem is extraordinarily illuminating, asked himself under 
what conditions I accept an explanation of a given individual 
action or attitude as adequate, and whether these conditions are 
the same as those that are required in the natural sciences – that 
is to say, he tried to analyse what is meant by rational explanation 
in these contrasted fields. If I understand him correctly, the type 
of argument he uses goes somewhat as follows. Supposing that a 
doctor informs me that his patient recovered from pneumonia 
because he was injected with penicillin, what rational grounds 
have I for accepting this ‘because’? My belief is rational only if 
I have rational grounds for believing the general proposition 
‘Penicillin is effective against pneumonia’, a causal proposition 
established by experiment and observation, which there is no 
reason to accept unless, in fact, it has been arrived at by valid 
methods of scientific inference. No amount of general reflection 
would justify my accepting this general proposition (or its ap-
plication in a given case) unless I know that it has been or could 
be experimentally verified. The ‘because’ in this case indicates a 
claim that a de facto correlation between penicillin and pneu-
monia has, in fact, been established. I may find this correlation 
surprising or I may not; this does not affect its reality; scientific 
investigation – the logic of which, we now think, is hypothetico-
deductive – establishes its truth or probability; and this is the 
end of the matter.

If, on the other hand, I am told, in the course of a histori-
cal narrative (or in a work of fiction, or in ordinary life), that x 
resented the behaviour of y because x was weak and y was arro-
gant and strong; or that x forgave the insult he had received from 
y because he was too fond of y to feel aggrieved; and if, having 
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accepted these ‘because’ statements as adequate explanations of 
the behaviour of x and y, I am then challenged to produce the 
general law which I am leaning on, consciously or not, to ‘cover’ 
these cases, what would it be reasonable for me to reply? I may 
well produce something like ‘The weak often resent the arrogant 
and strong’, or ‘Human beings forgive insults from those they 
love.’

But supposing I am then asked what concrete evidence I have 
for the truth of these general propositions, what scientific experi
ments I or others have performed to establish these generalis
ations, how many observed and tested cases they rest on, I may 
well be at a loss to answer. Even if I am able to cite examples 
from my own or others’ experience of the attitude of the weak 
to the strong, or of the behaviour of persons capable of love and 
friendship, I may be scornfully told by a psychologist – or any 
other devotee of strict scientific method – that the number of in-
stances I have produced is ludicrously insufficient to be adequate 
evidence for a generalisation of such scope; that no respectable 
science would accept these few positive or negative instances, 
which, moreover, have not been observed under scientific condi-
tions, as a basis for serious claims to formulate laws; that such 
procedures are impressionistic, vague, pre-scientific, unworthy 
to be reckoned as grounds for a scientific hypothesis. And I may 
further be told that what cannot enter a natural science cannot 
be called fully rational, but only an approximation to it (an 
‘explanation sketch’).

Implicit in this approach is Descartes’ criterion, the setting 
up of the methods of mathematics (or physics) as the standard 
for all rational thought. Nevertheless, the explanation that I have 
given in terms of the normal attitude of the weak to the strong, 
or of friends to one another, would, of course, be accepted by 
most rational beings (writers and readers of history among 
them) as an adequate explanation of the behaviour of a given 
individual in the relevant situation. This kind of explanation 
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may not be admissible in a treatise on natural science, but in 
dealing with others, or describing their actions, we accept it as 
being both normal and reasonable; neither as inescapably shal-
low, or shamefully unexamined, or doubtful, nor as necessarily 
needing support from the laboratory. We may, of course, in any 
given case, be mistaken – mistaken about particular facts to be 
accounted for, about the attitudes of the relevant individuals to 
one another, or in taking for granted the generalisations implicit 
in our judgement; these may well be in need of correction from 
psychologists or sociologists. But because we may be in error in 
a given instance, it does not follow that this type of explanation 
is always systematically at fault, and should or could always be 
replaced by something more searching, more inductive, more like 
the type of evidence that is alone admitted in, say, biology.

If we probe further and ask why it is that such explanations – 
such uses of ‘because’ – are accepted in history, and what is meant 
by saying that it is rational to accept them, the answer must 
surely be that what in ordinary life we call adequate explanations 
often rest not on specific pieces of scientific reasoning, but on 
our experience in general, on our capacity for understanding the 
habits of thought and action that are embodied in human at-
titudes and behaviour, on what is called knowledge of life, sense 
of reality. If someone tells us ‘x forgave y because he loved him’ 
or ‘x killed y because he hated him’, we accept these propositions 
easily, because they, and the propositions into which they can 
be generalised, fit in with our experience, because we claim to 
know what men are like, not as a rule by careful observation of 
them as psychological specimens (as Taine recommends), or as 
members of some strange tribe whose behaviour is obscure to us 
and can only be inferred from (preferably controlled) observa-
tion, but because we claim to know (not always justifiably) 
what – in essentials – a human being is, in particular a human 
being who belongs to a civilisation not too unlike our own, and 
consequently one who thinks, wills, feels, acts in a manner which 
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(rightly or wrongly) we assume to be intelligible to us because it 
sufficiently resembles our own or those of other human beings 
whose lives are intertwined with our own.

This sort of ‘because’ is the ‘because’ neither of induction nor 
of deduction, but the ‘because’ of understanding – Verstehen – 
of recognition of a given piece of behaviour as being part and 
parcel of a pattern of activity which we can follow, which we 
can remember or imagine, and which we describe in terms of 
the general laws which cannot possibly all be rendered explicit 
(still less organised into a system), but without which the texture 
of normal human life – social or personal – is not conceivable. 
We make mistakes; we may be shallow, unobservant, naive, un-
imaginative, not allow enough for unconscious motives, or unin-
tended consequences, or the play of chance or some other factor; 
we may project the present into the past or assume uncritically 
that the basic categories and concepts of our civilisation apply to 
remote or dissimilar cultures which they do not fit. But although 
any one explanation, or use of ‘because’ and ‘therefore’, may be 
rejected or shaken for any of these or a hundred other reasons 
(which scientific discoveries in, say, physics or psychology, run-
ning against the complacent assumptions of common sense, may 
well provide), all such explanations cannot be rejected in toto 
in favour of inductive procedures derived from the natural sci-
ences, because that would cut the ground from beneath our feet: 
the context in which we think, act, expect to be understood or 
responded to, would be destroyed.

When I understand a sentence which someone utters, my 
claim to know what he means is not, as a rule, based on an induct
ively reached conclusion that the statistical probability is that the 
noises he emits are, in fact, related and expressive in the way that 
I take them to be – a conclusion derived from a comparison of 
the sounds he utters with a great many other sounds that a great 
many other beings have uttered in corresponding situations in the 
past. This must not be confused with the fact that, if pressed to 
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justify my claim, I could conduct an experiment which would do 
something to support my belief. Nevertheless, my belief is usually 
a good deal stronger than that which any process of reasoning 
that I may perform with a view to bolstering it up would, in a 
natural science, be held to justify. Yet we do not for this reason 
regard such claims to understanding as being less rational than 
scientific convictions, still less as being arbitrary. When I say that 
I realise that x forgave y because he loved him or was too good-
natured to bear a grudge, what I am ultimately appealing to is 
my own (or my society’s) experience and imagination, my (or my 
associates’) knowledge of what such relationships have been and 
can be. This knowledge, whether it is my own, or taken by me 
on trust – accepted uncritically – may often be inadequate, and 
may lead me to commit blunders – a Freudian or a Marxist may 
open my eyes to much that I had not yet understood – but if all 
such knowledge were rejected unless it could pass scientific tests, 
I could not think or act at all.

The world of natural science is the world of the external ob-
server noting as carefully and dispassionately as he can the com-
presence or succession (or lack of it), or the extent of correlation, 
of empirical characteristics. In formulating a scientific hypothesis 
I must, at least in theory, start from the initial assumption that, 
for all I know, anything might occur next door to, or before or 
after, or simultaneously with, anything else: nature is full of sur-
prises; I must take as little as possible for granted; it is the busi-
ness of natural science to establish general laws recording what 
most often or invariably does occur. But in human affairs, in the 
interplay of men with one another, of their feelings, thoughts, 
choices, ideas about the world or each other or themselves, it 
would be absurd (and, if pushed to extremes, impossible) to start 
in this manner. I do not start from an ignorance which leaves all 
doors – or as many of them as possible – open, for here I am not 
primarily an external observer, but myself an actor: I understand 
other human beings, and what it is to have motives, feelings, 
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or follow rules, because I am human myself, and because to be 
active – that is, to want, intend, make plans, speculate, do, react 
to others self-consciously, be aware of my situation vis-à-vis other 
conscious beings and the non-human environment – is eo ipso 
to be engaged in a constant fitting of fragments of reality into 
the single all-embracing pattern that I assume to hold for others 
besides myself, and which I call reality. When, in fact, I am suc-
cessful in this – when the fragments seem to me to fit – we call 
this an explanation; when in fact they do fit, I am called rational; 
if they fit badly, if my sense of harmony is largely a delusion, I am 
called irrational, fanciful, distraught, silly; if they do not fit at all, 
I am called mad.

So much for differences in method. But there is also a profound 
difference of aim between scientific and historical studies. What 
they seek for is not the same. Let me illustrate this with a simple 
example. Supposing that we look at an average, unsophisticated 
European or American school text of modern European history 
that offers a sample of the kind of elementary historical writing 
upon which most of us have been brought up. Let us consider 
the kind of account that one finds (or used to find) in routine 
works of this type of, say, the causes of the French Revolution. 
It is not unusual to be told that among them were – to give the 
headings – (i) the oppression of French peasants by the aris-
tocracy, the Church, the King etc.; (ii) the disordered state of 
French finances; (iii) the weak character or the stupidity of Louis 
XVI; (iv) the subversive influence of the writings of Voltaire, the 
Encyclopedists, Rousseau and other writers; (v) the mounting 
frustration of the ambitions of the economically rising French 
bourgeoisie, barred from its proper share of political power; 
and so on. One may reasonably protest against the crudity and 
naivety of such treatments of history: Tolstoy has provided some 
very savage and entertaining parodies of it and its practitioners.

But if one’s main anxiety is to convert history into a science, 
one’s indignation should take a different and much more specific 



The Concept of  Scientific History  •  171

form. One should declare that what is here manifested is a gro-
tesque confusion of categories, an outrage to scientific method. 
For the analysis of the condition of the peasants belongs to the 
science of economics, or perhaps of social history; that of French 
fiscal policy to the science of public finance, which is not pri-
marily a historical study, but one founded (according to some) 
on timeless principles; the weakness of the King’s character or 
intellect is a matter for individual psychology (or biography); 
the influence of Voltaire and Rousseau belongs to the history of 
ideas; the pressure of the middle classes is a sociological topic; 
and so forth. Each of these disciplines must surely possess its own 
factual content, methods, canons, concepts, categories, logical 
structure. To heap them into one, and reel off a list of causes, 
as if they all belonged to the same level and type, is intellectually 
scandalous: the rope composed of these wholly heterogeneous 
strands must at once be unwound; each of the strands must 
then be treated separately in its proper logical box. Such should 
be the reaction of someone who takes seriously the proposition 
that history is, or at any rate should be, a natural science or a 
combination of such sciences.

Yet the truth about history – perhaps the most important 
truth of all – is that general history is precisely this amalgam, 
a rich brew composed of apparently disparate ingredients; that 
we do in fact think of these different causes as factors in a single 
unitary sequence – the history of the French nation or French 
society during a particular segment of time – and that although 
there may be great profit to be gained from detaching this or that 
element of a single process for analysis in a specialised laboratory, 
yet to treat them as if they were genuinely separate, insulated 
streams which do not compose a single river is a far wilder depart
ure from what we think history to be than the indiscriminate 
compounding of them into one string of causes, as is done in the 
simple-minded schoolbooks.

History is what historians do, and what at any rate some 
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historians aim at is to answer those who wish to be told what 
important changes occurred in French public life between 1789 
and 1794, and why they took place. We wish, ideally at any rate, 
to be presented, if not with a total experience – which is a logical 
as well as a practical impossibility – at least with something full 
enough and concrete enough to meet our conception of public 
life (itself an abstraction, but not a deductive schema, not an 
artificially constructed model), seen from as many points of view 
and at as many levels as possible, including as many components, 
factors, aspects as the widest and deepest knowledge, the greatest 
analytical power, insight, imagination can present. If we are told 
that this cannot be achieved by a natural science – that is, by the 
application of models to reality, because models can only func-
tion if their subject matter is relatively ‘thin’, consisting as it does 
of deliberately isolated strands of experience, and not ‘thick’, that 
is, not with the texture constituted by the interwoven strands – 
then history, if it is set on dealing with the compound and not 
some meticulously selected ingredient of it, as it must be, will, 
in this sense, not be a science after all. A scientific cast of mind 
is seldom found together with historical curiosity or historical 
talent. We can make use of the techniques of the natural sciences 
to establish dates, order events in time and space, exclude unten-
able hypotheses and suggest new explanatory factors (as sociol-
ogy, psychology, economics, medicine have so notably done), but 
the function of all these techniques, indispensable as they are 
today, can be no more than ancillary, for they are determined by 
their specific models, and are consequently ‘thin’, whereas what 
the great historians sought to describe and analyse and explain is 
necessarily ‘thick’; that is the essence of history, its purpose, its 
pride, and its reason for existence.

History, and other accounts of human life, are at times spoken 
of as being akin to art. What is usually meant is that writing about 
human life depends to a large extent on descriptive skill, style, 
lucidity, choice of examples, distribution of emphasis, vividness 
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of characterisation, and the like. But there is a profounder sense 
in which the historian’s activity is an artistic one. Historical 
explanation is to a large degree arrangement of the discovered 
facts in patterns which satisfy us because they accord with life 
– the variety of human experience and activity – as we know it 
and can imagine it. That is the difference that distinguishes the 
humane studies – Geisteswissenschaften – from those of nature. 
When these patterns contain central concepts or categories that 
are ephemeral, or confined to trivial or unfamiliar aspects of 
human experience, we speak of such explanations as shallow, or 
inadequate, or eccentric, and find them unsatisfactory on those 
grounds. When these concepts are of wide scope, permanent, 
familiar, common to many men and many civilisations, we 
experience a sense of reality and dependability that derives from 
this very fact, and regard the explanation as well founded, seri-
ous, satisfactory.

On some occasions (seldom enough) the explanation not 
only involves, but reveals, basic categories of universal import, 
which, once they are forced upon consciousness, we recognise as 
underlying all our experience; yet so closely interwoven are they 
with all that we are and feel, and therefore so totally taken for 
granted, that to touch them at all is to communicate a shock to 
the entire system; the shock is one of recognition and one that 
may upset us, as is liable to happen when something deep-set 
and fundamental that has lain unquestioned and in darkness is 
suddenly illuminated or prised out of its frame for closer inspec-
tion. When this occurs, and especially when the categories thus 
uncovered seem applicable to field after field of human activity, 
without apparent limits – so that we cannot tell how far they may 
yet extend – we call such explanations profound, fundamental, 
revolutionary, and those who proffer them – Vico, Kant, Marx, 
Freud – men of depth of insight and genius.

This kind of historical explanation is related to moral and 
aesthetic analysis, in so far as it presupposes conceiving of human 
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beings not merely as organisms in space, the regularities of whose 
behaviour can be described and locked in labour-saving formulae, 
but as active beings, pursuing ends, shaping their own and others’ 
lives, feeling, reflecting, imagining, creating, in constant inter
action and intercommunication with other human beings; in 
short, engaged in all the forms of experience that we understand 
because we share in them and do not view them purely as exter-
nal observers. This is what is called the inside view: and it renders 
possible, and indeed inescapable, explanation whose primary 
function is not to predict or extrapolate, or even control, but to 
fit the loose and fleeting objects of sense, imagination, intellect 
into the central succession of patterns that we call normal, and 
which is the ultimate criterion of reality as against illusion, in
coherence, fiction. History is merely the mental projection into 
the past of this activity of selection and adjustment, the search 
for coherence and unity, together with the attempt to refine it 
with all the self-consciousness of which we are capable, by bring-
ing to its aid everything that we conceive to be useful – all the 
sciences, all the knowledge and skills, and all the theories that we 
have acquired, from whatever quarter.

This, indeed, is why we speak of the importance of allowing 
for imponderables in forming historical judgement, or of the 
faculty of judgement that seems mysterious only to those who 
start from the preconception that their induction, deduction 
and sense perception are the only legitimate sources of, or at 
least certified methods justifying claims to, knowledge. Those 
who, without mystical undertones, insist on the importance of 
common sense, or knowledge of life, or width of experience, 
or breadth of sympathy or imagination, or natural wisdom, or 
‘depth’ of insight – all normal and empirical attributes – are 
suspected of seeming to smuggle in some kind of illicit, meta-
physical faculty only because the exercise of these gifts has 
relatively little value for those who deal with inanimate matter, 
for physicists or geologists. Capacity for understanding people’s 
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characters, knowledge of ways in which they are likely to react to 
one another, ability to ‘enter into’ their motives, their principles, 
the movement of their thoughts and feelings (and this applies no 
less to the behaviour of masses or to the growth of cultures) – 
these are the talents that are indispensable to historians, but not 
(or not to such a degree) to natural scientists. The capacity for 
knowing which is like knowing someone’s character or face is as 
essential to historians as knowledge of facts. Without sufficient 
knowledge of facts a historical construction may be no more 
than a coherent fiction, a work of the romantic imagination; it 
goes without saying that if its claim to be true is to be sustained, 
it must be, as the generalisations which it incorporates must in 
their turn be, tethered to reality by verification of the facts, as in 
any natural science. Nevertheless, even though in this ultimate 
sense what is meant by ‘real’ and ‘true’ is identical in science, in 
history and in ordinary life, yet the differences remain as great as 
the similarities.

This notion of what historians are doing when they are ex-
plaining may cast light also upon something that was mentioned 
earlier: namely, the idea of the inexorable succession of the stages 
of development, which made it not merely erroneous but absurd 
to suppose that Hamlet could have been written at the court of 
Genghis Khan, or that Richelieu could have pursued the policies 
realised by Bismarck. For this kind of certainty is not something 
that we derive from a careful inductive investigation of condi-
tions in Outer Mongolia as opposed to those of Elizabethan 
England, or of the political relations between the great powers in 
the nineteenth century as opposed to those in the seventeenth, 
but from a more fundamental sense of what goes with what. 
We conceive of historical succession as being akin to that of 
the growth of the individual personality; to suggest that a child 
thinks or wills or acts like an old man, or vice versa, is something 
that we reject on the basis of our own direct experience (I mean 
by this not introspection, but knowledge of life – something that 
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springs from interaction with others and with the surrounding 
environment and constitutes the sense of reality). Our concep-
tion of a civilisation is analogous to this. We do not feel it neces-
sary to enumerate all the specific ways in which a wild nomad 
differs from a European of the Renaissance, or ask ourselves why 
it is that – what inductive evidence we have for the contingent 
proposition that – the culture of the Renaissance is not merely 
different from, but represents a more mature phase of human 
growth than, that of Outer Mongolia two thousand years ago. 
The proposition that the culture of the Renaissance not merely 
did not precede, but cannot have preceded, the nomadic stage 
in the continuous development that we call a single culture is 
something bound up so closely with our conception of how men 
live, of what societies are, of how they develop, indeed of the very 
meaning of the concept of man, growth, society, that it is logic
ally prior to our investigations and not their goal or product. It 
is not so much that it stands in no need of justification by their 
methods or results, as that it is logically absurd to bolster it up in 
this way.

For this reason one might hesitate to call such knowledge 
empirical, for it is not confirmable or corrigible by the normal 
empirical methods, in relation to which it functions as base – 
as a frame of reference. But neither, of course, is it a priori (as 
Vico and Hegel, who showed original insight into the matter, 
sometimes imply) if by that is meant that it is obtainable in 
some special, non-natural way. Recognition of the fundamental 
categories of human experience differs from both the acquisi-
tion of empirical information and deductive reasoning; such 
categories are logically prior to either, and are least subject to 
change among the elements that constitute our knowledge. Yet 
they are not unalterable; and we can ask ourselves to what degree 
this or that change in them would affect our experience. It is pos-
sible, although ex hypothesi not easy, to conceive of beings whose 
fundamental categories of thought or perception radically differ 
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from ours; the greater such differences, the harder it will be for 
us to communicate with them; or, if the process goes further, to 
regard them as being human or sentient; or, if the process goes 
far enough, to conceive of them at all.

It is a corollary of this that one of the difficulties that beset 
historians and do not plague natural scientists is that of recon-
structing what occurred in the past in terms not merely of our 
own concepts and categories, but also of how such events must 
have looked to those who participated in or were affected by them 
– psychological facts that in their turn themselves influenced 
events. It is difficult enough to develop an adequate conscious-
ness of what we are and what we are at, and how we have arrived 
where we have done, without also being called upon to make 
clear to ourselves what such consciousness and self-consciousness 
must have been like for persons in situations different from our 
own; yet no less is expected of the true historian. Chemists and 
physicists are not obliged to investigate the states of mind of 
Lavoisier or Boyle; still less of the unenlightened mass of men. 
Mathematicians need not worry themselves with the general 
outlook of Euclid or Newton. Economists qua economists need 
not grasp the inner vision of Adam Smith or Keynes, still less of 
their less gifted contemporaries. But it is the inescapable busi-
ness of the historian who is more than a compiler or the slave 
of a doctrine or a party to ask himself not merely what occurred 
(in the sense of publicly observable events), but also how the 
situation looked to various representative Greeks or Romans, 
or to Alexander or Julius Caesar, and above all to Thucydides, 
Tacitus or anonymous medieval chroniclers, or to Englishmen 
or Germans in the sixteenth century, or Frenchmen in 1789 or 
Russians in 1917, or to Luther, or Cromwell, or Robespierre or 
Lenin.

This kind of imaginative projection of ourselves into the past, 
the attempt to capture concepts and categories that differ from 
those of the investigator by means of concepts and categories 
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that cannot but be his own, is a task that he can never be sure 
that he is even beginning to achieve, yet is not permitted to 
abjure. He seeks to apply scientific tests to his conclusions, but 
this will take him only a little way. For it is a commonplace 
by now that the frontiers between fact and interpretation are 
blurred and shifting, and that what is fact from one perspective 
is interpretation from another. Even if chemical and palaeo-
graphic and archaeological methods yield some hard pebbles of 
indubitable fact, we cannot evade the task of interpretation, for 
nothing counts as a historical interpretation unless it attempts to 
answer the question of how the world must have looked to other 
individuals or societies if their acts and words are to be taken as 
the acts and words of human beings neither wholly like ourselves 
nor so different as not to fit into our common past. Without a 
capacity for sympathy and imagination beyond any required by 
a physicist there is no vision of either past or present, neither of 
others nor of ourselves; but where it is wholly lacking, ordinary 
thinking – as well as historical thinking – cannot function at all.

The contrast which I am trying to draw is not that between 
the two permanently opposed but complementary human de-
mands: one for unity and homogeneity, the other for diversity 
and heterogeneity, which Kant has made so clear.1 The contrast 
I mean is one between different types of knowledge. When the 
Jews are enjoined in the Bible to protect strangers, ‘for ye know 
the heart of a stranger, seeing ye were strangers in the land of 
Egypt’,2 this knowledge is neither deductive, nor inductive, nor 
founded on direct inspection, but akin to the ‘I know’ of ‘I know 
what it is to be hungry and poor’, or ‘I know how political bodies 
function’, or ‘I know what it is to be a Brahmin.’ This is neither 
(to make use of Gilbert Ryle’s useful classification) the ‘knowing 
that’ which the sciences provide, nor the ‘knowing how’ which 

1  Critique of Pure Reason, A654/B682.
2  Exodus 23:9.
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is the possession of a disposition or skill, nor the knowledge 
of direct perception, acquaintance, memory, but the type of 
knowledge that an administrator or politician must possess of 
the men with whom he deals. If the historian (or, for that matter, 
the contemporary commentator on events) is endowed with this 
too poorly, if he can fall back only on inductive techniques, then, 
however accurate his discoveries of fact, they remain those of an 
antiquarian, a chronicler, at best an archaeologist, but not those 
of a historian. It is not only erudition, or belief in theories of 
human behaviour, that enabled Marx or Namier to write history 
of the first order.

Perhaps some light may be cast on this issue by comparing 
historical method with that of linguistic or literary scholarship. 
No scholar could emend a text without a capacity (for which no 
technique exists) for ‘entering into the mind of ’ another society 
and age. Electronic brains cannot perform this: they can offer 
alternative combinations of letters but not choose between them 
successfully, since the infallible rules for ‘programming’ have not 
been formulated. How do gifted scholars in fact arrive at their 
emendations? They do all that the most exacting natural science 
would demand: they steep themselves in the material of their 
authors; they compare, contrast, manipulate combinations like 
the most accomplished cypher-breakers; they may find it useful 
to apply statistical and quantitative methods; they formulate 
hypotheses and test them; all this may well be indispensable, but 
it is not enough. In the end what guides them is a sense (which 
comes from study of the evidence) of what a given author could, 
and what he could not, have said; of what fits and what does not 
fit into the general pattern of his thought. This, let me say again, 
is not the way in which we demonstrate that penicillin cures 
pneumonia.

It might be that the deepest chasm which divides historical 
from scientific studies lies between the outlook of the external 
observer and that of the actor. It is this that was brought out 
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by the contrast between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ which Vico initiated, 
and after him the Germans, and is so suspect to modern positiv-
ists; between the questions ‘How?’ or ‘What?’ or ‘When?’ on one 
side, and the questions ‘Why?’, ‘Following what rule?’, ‘Towards 
what goal?’, ‘Springing from what motive?’ on the other. It lies 
in the difference between the category of mere togetherness or 
succession (the correlations to which all sciences can in the end 
be reduced), and that of coherence and interpretation; between 
factual knowledge and understanding. The latter alone makes 
intelligible that celebrated identity in difference (which the 
idealist philosophers exaggerated and abused) in virtue of which 
we conceive of one and the same outlook as being expressed in 
diverse manifestations, and perceive affinities (that are often dif-
ficult and at times impossible to formulate) between the dress 
of a society and its morals, its system of justice and the character 
of its poetry, its architecture and its domestic habits, its sciences 
and its religious symbols. This is Montesquieu’s notorious ‘spirit’ 
of the laws (or institutions) that belong to a society. Indeed, this 
alone gives its sense to the very notion of belonging;1 without 
it we should not understand what is meant when something is 
described as belonging to, or as characteristic or typical of, an age 
or a style or an outlook, nor, conversely, should we know what 
it is for some interpretation to be anachronistic, what is meant 
by an incompatibility between a given phenomenon and its al-
leged context in time; this type of misattribution is different in 
kind from formal inconsistency, a logical collision of theories or 
propositions.

A concentrated interest in particular events or persons or 
situations as such,2 and not as instances of a generalisation, is 

1  Cf. 143 above.
2  ‘There are really only two ways of acquiring knowledge of human affairs,’ 

says Ranke: ‘through the perception of the particular, or through abstraction; 
[. . .] the former [is the method] of history. There is no other way [. . .].

‘Two qualities, I think, are required for the making of the true historian: 
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a prerequisite of that historical sense which, like a sense of oc-
casion in agents intent on achieving some specific purpose, is 
sharpened by love or hate or danger; it is this that guides us in 
understanding, discovering and explaining. When historians 
assert particular propositions like ‘Lenin played a crucial role in 
making the Russian Revolution’, or ‘Without Churchill Britain 
would have been defeated in 1940’, the rational grounds for such 
assertions, whatever their degree of plausibility, are not identical 
with generalisations of the type ‘Such men, in such conditions, 
usually affect events in this fashion’, for which the evidence may 
be exceedingly feeble; for we do not test the propositions solely 
– or indeed generally – by their logical links with such general 
propositions (or explanation sketches), but rather in terms of 
their coherence with our picture of a specific situation.

To analyse this type of knowledge into a finite collection of 
general and particular, categorical and hypothetical, propositions 
is not practicable. Every judgement that we formulate, whether 
in historical thought or ordinary life, involves general ideas and 
propositions without which there can be no thought or language. 
At times some among these generalisations can be clearly stated, 
and combined into models; where this occurs, natural sciences 
arise. But the descriptive and explanatory language of historians, 
because they seek to record or analyse or account for specific or 
even unique phenomena as such1 – as often as not for their own 
sakes – cannot, for that reason, be reduced without residue to 
such general formulae, still less to models and their applications. 

first he must feel a participation and pleasure in the particular for itself. [. . .] 
Just as one takes delight in flowers without thinking to what genus of Linnaeus 
[. . .] they belong; [. . .] without thinking how the whole manifests itself in the 
particular.

‘Still, this does not suffice; [. . .] while [the historian] reflects on the particu-
lar, the development of the world in general will become apparent to him.’ The 
Varieties of History, ed. Fritz Stern (New York, 1956), 58–9.

1  All facts are, of course, unique, those dealt with by natural scientists no less 
than any others; but it is not their uniqueness that interests scientists.
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Any attempt to do so will be halted at the outset by the discovery 
that the subject matter involves a ‘thick’ texture of criss-crossing, 
constantly changing and melting conscious and unconscious 
beliefs and assumptions some of which it is impossible and all 
of which it is difficult to formulate, on which, nevertheless, our 
rational views and rational acts are founded, and, indeed, which 
they exhibit or articulate. This is the ‘web’ of which Taine speaks, 
and it is possible to go only some way (it is impossible to say in 
advance how far) towards isolating and describing its ingredients 
if our rationality is challenged. And even if we succeed in making 
explicit all (which is absurd) or many (which is not practicable) 
of our general propositions or beliefs, this achievement will not 
take us much nearer the scientific ideal; for between a collection 
of generalisations – or unanalysed knots of them – and the 
construction of a model there still lies difficult or impassable 
country: the generalisations must exhibit an exceptional degree 
of constancy and logical connection if this passage is to be 
negotiated.

What are we to call the faculty which an artist displays in 
choosing his material for his particular purpose; or which a 
politician or a publicist needs when he adopts a policy or pres-
ents a thesis, the success of which may depend on the degree of 
his sensitiveness to circumstances and to human characters, and 
to the specific interplay between them, with which, and upon 
which, he is working? The Wirkungszusammenhang, the general 
structure or pattern of experience – understanding of this may 
indeed be useful for the scientist, but it is absolutely indispens-
able to the historian. Without it, he remains at best a chronicler 
or technical specialist; at worst a distorter and writer of inferior 
fiction. He may achieve accuracy, objectivity, lucidity, literary 
quality, breadth of knowledge, but unless he conveys a recog-
nisable vision of life, and exhibits that sense of what fits into a 
given situation and what does not which is the ultimate test of 
sanity, a perception of a social gestalt, not, as a rule, capable of 
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being formalised in terms, let us say, of a field theory – unless he 
possesses a minimal capacity for this, the result is not recognised 
by us as an account of reality, that is, of what human beings, as we 
understand the term, could have felt or thought or done.

It was, I think, L. B. Namier who once remarked about his-
torical sense that there was no a priori short cut to knowledge 
of the past; what actually happened can be established only by 
scrupulous empirical investigation, by research in its normal 
sense. What is meant by historical sense is the knowledge not of 
what happened, but of what did not happen. When a historian, 
in attempting to decide what occurred and why, rejects all the 
infinity of logically open possibilities, the vast majority of which 
are obviously absurd, and, like a detective, investigates only those 
possibilities which have at least some initial plausibility, it is this 
sense of what is plausible – what men, being men, could have 
done or been – that constitutes the sense of coherence with the 
patterns of life that I have tried to indicate. Such expressions as 
plausibility, likelihood, sense of reality, historical sense denote 
typical qualitative categories which distinguish historical studies, 
as opposed to the natural sciences that seek to operate on a 
quantitative basis. This distinction, which originated in Vico and 
Herder, and was developed by Hegel and (malgré soi) Marx, by 
Dilthey and Weber, is of fundamental importance.

The gifts that historians need are different from those of 
natural scientists. The latter must abstract, generalise, idealise, 
qualify, dissociate normally associated ideas (for nature is full 
of strange surprises, and as little as possible must be taken for 
granted), deduce, establish with certainty, reduce everything to 
the maximum degree of regularity, uniformity, and, so far as pos-
sible, to timeless repetitive patterns. Historians cannot ply their 
trade without a considerable capacity for thinking in general 
terms; but they need, in addition, peculiar attributes of their own: 
a capacity for integration, for perceiving qualitative similarities 
and differences, a sense of the unique fashion in which various 
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factors combine in the particular concrete situation, which must 
at once be neither so unlike any other situation as to constitute 
a total break with the continuous flow of human experience, 
nor yet so stylised and uniform as to be the obvious creature of 
theory and not made of flesh and blood. The capacities needed 
are those rather of association than of dissociation, of perceiving 
the relation of parts to wholes, of particular sounds or colours 
to the many possible tunes or pictures into which they might 
enter, of the links that connect individuals viewed and savoured 
as individuals, and not primarily as instances of types or laws. It 
is these that Hegel tried to put under the head of the synthesising 
‘Reason’ as opposed to the analytic ‘Understanding’; and to pro-
vide with a logic of their own. It is the ‘logic’ that proved incapable 
of clear formulation or utility: it is this that cannot be incorpor
ated in electronic brains. Such gifts relate as much to practice as 
to theory; perhaps to practice more directly. A man who lacks 
common intelligence can be a physicist of genius, but not even a 
mediocre historian. Some of the characteristics indispensable to 
(although not, by themselves, sufficient to move) historians are 
more akin to those needed in active human intercourse than to 
those found useful in the study or the laboratory or the cloister. 
The capacity for associating the fruits of experience in a manner 
that enables its possessors to distinguish, without the benefit 
of rules, what is central, permanent or universal from what is 
local, or peripheral, or transient – that is what gives concreteness 
and plausibility, the breath of life, to historical accounts. Skill 
in establishing hypotheses by means of observation or memory 
or inductive procedures, while ultimately indispensable to the 
discovery of all forms of truth about the world, is not the rarest 
of the qualities required by historians, nor is the desire to find 
recurrences and laws itself a symptom of historical talent.

If we ask ourselves which historians have commanded the 
most lasting admiration, we shall, I think, find that they are 
neither the most ingenious, nor the most precise, nor even the 



The Concept of  Scientific History  •  185

discoverers of new facts or unsuspected causal connections, but 
those who (like imaginative writers) present men or societies 
or situations in many dimensions, at many intersecting levels 
simultaneously, writers in whose accounts human lives, and 
their relations both to each other and to the external world, are 
what (at our most lucid and imaginative) we know that they can 
be. The gifts that scientists most need are not these: they must 
be ready to call everything into question, to construct bold hy-
potheses unrelated to customary empirical procedures, and drive 
their logical implications as far as they will go, free from control 
by common sense or too great a fear of departing from what is 
normal or possible in the world. Only in this way will new truths 
and relations between them be found – truths which, in psych
ology or anthropology as well as physics or mathematics, do not 
depend upon preserving contact with common human experi-
ence. In this sense, to say of history that it should approximate 
to the condition of a science is to ask it to contradict its essence.

It would be generally agreed that the reverse of a grasp of 
reality is the tendency to fantasy or utopia. But perhaps there 
exist more ways than one to defy reality. May it not be that to 
be unscientific is to defy, for no good logical or empirical reason, 
established hypotheses and laws; while to be unhistorical is the 
opposite – to ignore or twist one’s view of particular events, 
persons, predicaments in the name of laws, theories, principles 
derived from other fields, logical, ethical, metaphysical, scientific, 
which the nature of the medium renders inapplicable? For what 
else is it that is done by those theorists who are called fanatical 
because their faith in a given pattern is not overcome by their 
sense of reality? For this reason the attempt to construct a 
discipline which would stand to concrete history as pure to ap-
plied, no matter how successful the human sciences may grow 
to be – even if, as all but obscurantists must hope, they discover 
genuine, empirically confirmed, laws of individual and collective 
behaviour – seems an attempt to square the circle. It is not a vain 
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hope for an ideal goal beyond human powers, but a chimera, 
born of lack of understanding of the nature of natural science, or 
of history, or of both.



Does Political Theory Still Exist?

I

Is there still such a subject as political theory? This 
query, put with suspicious frequency in English-speaking 
countries, questions the very credentials of the subject: it sug-
gests that political philosophy, whatever it may have been in the 
past, is today dead or dying. The principal symptom which seems 
to support this belief is that no commanding work of political 
philosophy has appeared in the twentieth century. By a com-
manding work in the field of general ideas I mean at the very least 
one that has in a large area converted paradoxes into platitudes 
or vice versa. This seems to me no more (but also no less) than an 
adequate criterion of the characteristic in question.

But this is scarcely conclusive evidence. There exist only two 
good reasons for certifying the demise of a discipline: one is 
that its central presuppositions, empirical, or metaphysical, or 
logical, are no longer accepted because they have (with the world 
of which they were a part) withered away, or because they have 
been discredited or refuted. The other is that new disciplines 
have come to perform the work originally undertaken by the 
older study. These disciplines may have their own limitations, but 
they exist, they function, and have either inherited or usurped 
the functions of their predecessors: there is no room left for the 
ancestor from whom they spring. This is the fate that overtook 
astrology, alchemy, phrenology (positivists, both old and new, 
would include theology and metaphysics). The postulates on 
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which these disciplines were based either were destroyed by argu-
ment or collapsed for other reasons; consequently they are today 
regarded merely as instances of systematic delusion.

This type of systematic parricide is, in effect, the history of the 
natural sciences in their relation to philosophy, and so has a direct 
bearing upon the question before us. The relevant consideration 
is this: There exist at least two classes of problems to which men 
have succeeded in obtaining clear answers. The first have been 
so formulated that they can (at least in principle, if not always 
in practice) be answered by observation and by inference from 
observed data. These determine the domains of natural science 
and of everyday common sense. Whether I ask simple questions 
about whether there is any food in the cupboard, or what kind 
of birds are to be found in Patagonia, or the intentions of an 
individual, or more complicated ones about the structure of mat-
ter, or the behaviour of social classes or international markets, I 
know that the answer, to have any genuine claim to truth, must 
rest on someone’s observation of what exists or happens in the 
spatio-temporal world. Some would say ‘organised observation’. 
I should be inclined to agree. But differences on this issue, while 
they are crucial for the philosophy of science and the theory of 
knowledge, do not affect my argument. All the generalisations 
and hypotheses and models with which the most sophisticated 
sciences work can be established and discredited ultimately only 
by the data of inspection or introspection.

The second type of question to which we can hope to obtain 
clear answers is formal. Given certain propositions called axioms, 
together with rules for deducing other propositions from them, 
I can proceed by mere calculation. The answers to my questions 
will be valid or invalid according to whether the rules that I 
accept without question as part of a given discipline have been 
correctly used. Such disciplines contain no statements based on 
observation of fact, and therefore are not nowadays expected to 
provide information about the universe, whether or not they are 
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used in providing it. Mathematics and formal logic are, of course, 
the best-known examples of formal sciences of this type, but 
heraldry, chess and theories of games in general are similar ap-
plications of the formal methods which govern such disciplines.

The two methods of answering questions may be, very gener-
ally, denominated empirical and formal. Among the characteris-
tics of both are at least these:

1.  Even if we do not know the answer to a given question, we 
know what kinds of methods are appropriate in looking for the 
answer; we know what kinds of answers are relevant to these 
questions, even if they are not true. If I am asked about the 
workings of the Soviet system of criminal law, or why Kennedy 
was elected President of the United States, I may not be able to 
answer the question, but I know within what region the relevant 
evidence must lie, and how an expert would use such evidence 
to obtain the answer; I must be able to state this in very general 
terms, if only to show that I have understood the question. 
Similarly, if I am asked for the proof of Fermat’s theorem, I may 
not be able to give it, indeed I may know that no one has yet been 
able to provide it,1 but I also know what kinds of demonstration 
would count as answers to this problem, even though they may 
be incorrect or inconclusive, and can discriminate these from 
assertions which are irrelevant to the topic. In other words, in all 
these cases, even if I do not know the answer, I know where to 
look for it, or how to identify an authority or expert who knows 
how to set about looking for it.

2.  This means, in effect, that where the concepts are firm, clear 
and generally accepted, and the methods of reasoning and arriv-
ing at conclusions are agreed between men (at least the majority 
of those who have anything to do with these matters), there 

1  [Cf. p. 2 above, note 1.]
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and only there is it possible to construct a science, formal or 
empirical. Wherever this is not the case – where the concepts are 
vague or too much in dispute, and methods of argument and the 
minimum qualifications that constitute an expert are not gener-
ally agreed, where we find frequent recriminations about what 
can or what cannot claim to be a law, an established hypothesis, 
an undisputed truth, and so on – we are at best in the realm 
of quasi-science. The principal candidates for inclusion in the 
charmed circle who have not succeeded in passing the required 
tests are the occupants of the large, rich and central, but unstable, 
volcanic and misty, region of ‘ideologies’. One of the rough and 
ready tests for finding out which region we are in is whether a set 
of rules, accepted by the great majority of experts in the subject, 
and capable of being incorporated in a textbook, can be applied 
in the field in question. To the degree to which such rules are 
applicable, a discipline approaches the coveted condition of an 
accepted science. Psychology, sociology, semantics, logic, perhaps 
certain branches of economics, are in a no man’s land, some 
nearer to, some further from, the frontier which demarcates, less 
or more clearly, the territory of the established sciences.

3.  But besides these two major categories, there arise questions 
which fall outside either group. It is not only that we may not 
know the answers to certain questions, but that we are not clear 
how to set about trying to answer them, where to look, what 
would constitute evidence for an answer and what would not. 
When I am asked ‘Where is the image in the mirror?’ or ‘Can time 
stand still?’ I am not sure what kind of question it is that is being 
asked, or whether indeed it makes any sense at all. I am in not 
much better plight with some traditional questions which have 
probably been asked since the dawn of thought, such as ‘How did 
the world begin?’ and, following that, ‘What happened before 
the beginning?’ Some say that these are not legitimate questions; 
but then what makes them illegitimate? There is something that I 
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am trying to ask; for I am certainly puzzled by something. When 
I ask ‘Why can I not be in two places at once?’, ‘Why can I not 
get back into the past?’ or, to move to another region, ‘What is 
justice?’ or ‘Is justice objective and absolute?’ or again ‘How can 
we ever be sure that an action is just?’, no obvious method of 
settling these questions lies to hand. One of the surest hallmarks 
of a philosophical question – for this is what all these questions 
are – is that we are puzzled from the very outset, that there is 
no automatic technique, no universally recognised expertise, for 
dealing with such questions. We discover that we do not feel 
sure how to set about clearing our minds, finding out the truth, 
accepting or rejecting earlier answers to these questions. Neither 
induction (in its widest sense of scientific reasoning), nor direct 
observation (appropriate to empirical enquiries), nor deduction 
(demanded by formal problems) seem to be of help. Once we do 
feel quite clear about how we should proceed, the questions no 
longer seem philosophical.

The history – and indeed the advance – of human thought (this 
is perhaps a truism) have, in fact, largely consisted in the gradual 
shuffling of all the basic questions that men ask into one or the 
other of two well-organised compartments – the empirical and 
the formal. Wherever concepts grow firm and clear and acquire 
universal acceptance, a new science, natural or formal, comes 
into being. To use a simile that I cannot claim to have invented, 
philosophy is like a radiant sun that, from time to time, throws 
off portions of itself; these masses, when they cool down, acquire 
a firm and recognisable structure of their own and acquire inde-
pendent careers as tidy and regular planets; but the central sun 
continues on its path, and does not seem to diminish in mass 
or radiance. The ‘status’ and vitality of philosophy is another 
matter, and seems to be directly connected with the extent to 
which it deals with issues that are of concern to the common 
man. The relation of philosophy to opinion and conduct is a 
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central question of both history and sociology, too large to be 
considered here. What concerns us is that philosophy in one 
state of development may turn into a science in the next.

It is no confusion of thought that caused astronomy, for 
example, to be regarded as a philosophical discipline in, say, the 
time of Scotus Erigena, when its concepts and methods were not 
what we should today regard as firm or clear, and the part played 
by observation in relation to a priori teleological notions (such 
as the yearning of each body to realise the full perfection of its 
nature) made it impossible to determine whether the amalgam 
that went under the name of the knowledge of celestial bodies 
was empirical or formal. As soon as clear concepts and specific 
techniques developed, the science of astronomy emerged. In 
other words, astronomy in its beginning could not be relegated 
to either compartment, even if such compartments as the 
empirical and the formal had been clearly distinguished; and it 
was, of course, part of the ‘philosophical’ status of early medieval 
astronomy that the civilisation of that time (Marxists would say 
the ‘superstructure’) did not permit the distinction between the 
two compartments to be clearly demarcated.

What, therefore, is characteristic of specifically philosophical 
questions is that they do not (and some of them perhaps never 
will) satisfy conditions required by an independent science, the 
principal among which is that the path to their solution must be 
implicit in their very formulation. Nevertheless, there are some 
subjects which clearly are near the point of taking flight and 
divorcing themselves from the main body in which they were 
born, much as physics and mathematics and chemistry and biol-
ogy have done in their day. One of these is semantics; another 
is psychology; with one foot, however reluctantly, they are still 
sunk in philosophical soil; but they show signs of a tendency 
to tear themselves loose and emancipate themselves, with only 
historical memories to tell them of their earlier, more confused, 
if in some respects richer, years.
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II

Among the topics that remain obstinately philosophical, and 
have, despite repeated efforts, failed to transform themselves 
into sciences, are some that in their very essence involve value 
judgements. Ethics, aesthetics, criticism explicitly concerned 
with general ideas, all but the most technical types of history and 
scholarship, still live at various points of this limbo, unable or 
unwilling to emerge by either the empirical or the formal door. 
The mere fact that value judgements are relevant to an intellec-
tual pursuit is clearly not sufficient to disqualify it from being 
a recognised science. The concept of normal health certainly 
embodies a valuation, and although there is sufficient universal 
consensus about what constitutes good health, a normal state, 
disease and so on, this concept, nevertheless, does not enter as an 
intrinsic element into sciences such as anatomy, physiology and 
pathology. Pursuit of health may be the strongest sociological 
and psychological (and moral) factor in creating and promoting 
these sciences; it may determine which problems and aspects of 
the subject have been most ardently attended to; but it is not re-
ferred to in the science itself, any more than the uses of history or 
logic need be mentioned in historical or logical works. If so clear, 
universally accepted, ‘objective’ a value as that of a desirable state 
of health is extruded from the structure of the natural sciences, 
this fact is even more conspicuous in more controversial fields. 
The attempts, from Plato to our own day (particularly persistent 
and numerous in the eighteenth century), to found objective sci-
ences of ethics and aesthetics on the basis of universally accepted 
values, or of methods of discovering them, have met with little 
success; relativism, subjectivism, romanticism, scepticism with 
regard to values keep breaking in.

What, we may ask at this point, is the position of political 
theory? What are its most typical problems? Are they empirical, 
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or formal, or neither? Do they necessarily entail questions of 
value? Are they on the way to independent status, or are they by 
their very nature compelled to remain only an element in some 
wider body of thought?

Among the problems which form the core of traditional 
political theory are those, for instance, of the nature of equality, 
of rights, law, authority, rules. We demand the analysis of these 
concepts, or ask how these expressions function in our language, 
or what forms of behaviour they prescribe or forbid and why, 
or into what system of value or outlook they fit, and in what 
way. When we ask, what is perhaps the most fundamental of all 
political questions, ‘Why should anyone obey anyone else?’, we 
ask not ‘Why do men obey?’ – something that empirical psych
ology, anthropology and sociology might be able to answer – nor 
yet ‘Who obeys whom, when and where, and determined by 
what causes?’, which could perhaps be answered on the basis of 
evidence drawn from these and similar fields. When we ask why 
a man should obey, we are asking for the explanation of what 
is normative in such notions as authority, sovereignty, liberty, 
and for the justification of their validity in political arguments. 
These are words in the name of which orders are issued, men are 
coerced, wars are fought, new societies are created and old ones 
destroyed – expressions which play as great a part as any in our 
lives today.

What makes such questions prima facie philosophical is the 
fact that no wide agreement exists on the meaning of some of the 
concepts involved. There are sharp differences on what consti-
tute valid reasons for actions in these fields; on how the relevant 
propositions are to be established or even rendered plausible; on 
who or what constitutes recognised authority for deciding these 
questions; and there is consequently no consensus on the frontier 
between valid public criticism and subversion, or between free-
dom and oppression, and the like. So long as conflicting replies 
to such questions continue to be given by different schools and 
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thinkers, the prospects of establishing a science in this field, 
whether empirical or formal, seem remote. Indeed, it seems clear 
that disagreements about the analysis of value concepts, as often 
as not, spring from profounder differences, since the notions 
of, say, rights or justice or liberty will be radically dissimilar for 
theists and atheists, mechanistic determinists and Christians, 
Hegelians and empiricists, Romantic irrationalists and Marxists, 
and so forth. It seems no less clear that these differences are not, 
at least prima facie, either logical or empirical, and have usually 
and rightly been classified as irreducibly philosophical.

This carries at least one important implication. If we ask the 
Kantian question ‘In what kind of world is political philosophy 
– the kind of discussion and argument in which it consists – in 
principle possible?’ the answer must be ‘Only in a world where 
ends collide.’ In a society dominated by a single goal there could 
in principle only be arguments about the best means to attain this 
end – and arguments about means are technical, that is, scientific 
and empirical in character: they can be settled by experience 
and observation or whatever other methods are used to discover 
causes and correlations; they can, at least in principle, be reduced 
to positive sciences. In such a society no serious questions about 
political ends or values could arise, only empirical ones about 
the most effective paths to the goal. And, indeed, something 
amounting to this was, in effect, asserted by Saint-Simon and 
Comte; and, on some interpretations of his thought, by Marx 
also, at any rate after ‘prehistory’, that is, the class war, is over, 
and man’s true ‘history’ – the united attack on nature to obtain 
goods upon whose desirability the whole of society is agreed – 
has begun.

It follows that the only society in which political philosophy 
in its traditional sense, that is, an enquiry concerned not solely 
with elucidation of concepts, but with the critical examination 
of presuppositions and assumptions, and the questioning of the 
order of priorities and ultimate ends, is possible is a society in 
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which there is no total acceptance of any single end. There may 
be a variety of reasons for this: because no single end has been 
accepted by a sufficient number of persons; because no one end 
can be regarded as ultimate, since there can, in principle, exist 
no guarantee that other values may not at some time engage 
men’s reason or their passions; because no unique, final end can 
be found – inasmuch as men can pursue many distinct ends, 
none of them means to, or parts of, one another; and so on. 
Some among these ends may be public or political; nor is there 
any reason to suppose that all of them must, even in principle, 
be compatible with one another. Unless political philosophy 
is confined to the analysis of concepts or expressions, it can be 
pursued consistently only in a pluralist, or potentially pluralist, 
society. But since all analysis, however abstract, itself involves a 
critical approach to the assumptions under analysis, this distinc-
tion remains purely academic. Rigid monism is compatible with 
philosophical analysis only in theory. The plight of philosophy 
under despotism in our own times provides conclusive concrete 
evidence for this thesis.

III

Let me try to make this clearer. If we could construct a society in 
which it was believed universally (or at least by as many people as 
believe that the purpose of medicine is to promote or maintain 
health and are agreed about what constitutes health) that there 
was only one overriding human purpose: for example, a techno-
cratic society dedicated to the single end of the richest realisation 
of all human faculties; or a utilitarian society dedicated to the 
greatest happiness of men; or a Thomist or communist or Platonic 
or anarchist society, or any other society which is monistic in this 
sense – then plainly all that would matter would be to find the 
right roads to the attainment of the universally accepted end.
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This statement needs to be qualified in at least two respects. 
The schema is in the first place artificially over-simplified. In 
practice, the kind of goal that can command the allegiance of a 
society – happiness, power, obedience to the divine will, national 
glory, individual self-realisation, or some other ultimate pattern 
of life, is so general that it leaves open the question of what kind 
of lives or conduct incarnate it. No society can be so ‘monolithic’ 
that there is no gap between its culminating purpose and the 
means towards it – a gap filled with secondary ends, penultimate 
values, which are not means to the final end, but elements in it or 
expressions of it; and these in their turn incarnate themselves in 
still more specific purposes at still lower levels, and so on down-
wards to the particular problem of everyday conduct. ‘What is to 
be done?’ is a question which can occur at any level – from the 
highest to the lowest: doubts and disputes concerning the values 
involved at any of these levels, and the relationships of these 
values to one another, can arise at any point.

These questions are not purely technical and empirical, not 
merely problems about the best means to a given end, nor are 
they mere questions of logical consistency, that is, formal and 
deductive; but properly philosophical. To take contemporary 
examples: What is claimed for integration of blacks and whites in 
the Southern States of the United States is not that it is a means 
towards achieving a goal external to itself – social justice or 
equality – but that it is itself a form of it, a value in the hierarchy 
of values. Or again ‘One man one vote’, or the rights of minori-
ties or of colonial territories, are likewise not simply questions 
of machinery – a particular means of promoting equality which 
could, in theory, be equally well realised by other means, say by 
more ingenious voting devices – but, for those who believe in 
these principles, intrinsic ingredients in the ideal of social equal-
ity, and consequently to be pursued as such, and not solely for the 
sake of their results. It follows that even in a society dominated 
by a single supreme purpose, questions of what is to be done, 
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especially when the subordinate ends come into conflict, cannot 
be automatically answered by deductive reasoning from accepted 
premisses, aided by adequate knowledge of facts, as certain think-
ers, Aristotle at times, or Bertrand Russell in his middle phase, or 
a good many Catholic casuists, seem to have assumed.

Moreover, and this is our second qualification, it might well 
be the case that although the formulae accepted by a society were 
sacred and immutable, they might carry different – and perhaps 
incompatible – meanings for different persons and in different 
situations; philosophical analysis of the relevant concepts might 
well bring out sharp disagreements. This has been the case con-
spicuously where the purpose or ideal of a society is expressed in 
such vague and general terms as the common good, or the fulfil-
ment of the law of God, or rights to life, liberty and the pursuit 
of happiness, and the like.

Nevertheless, and in spite of these qualifications, the stylised 
model of a society whose ends are given once and for all, and 
which is merely concerned with discovery of means, is a useful 
abstraction. It is useful because it demonstrates that to acknow
ledge the reality of political questions presupposes a pluralism 
of values – whether ultimate ones, or on the lower slopes of 
the hierarchy of values – recognition of which is incompatible 
with a technocratic or authoritarian, everything-is-either-an-
indisputable-end-or-a-means, monistic structure of values. Nor 
is the monistic situation entirely a figment of theory. In critical 
situations where deviation from the norm may involve disastrous 
consequences – in battles, surgical operating rooms, revolutions 
– the end is wholly concrete, varying interpretations of it are 
out of place, and all action is conceived as a means towards it 
alone. It is one of the stratagems of totalitarian regimes to rep-
resent all situations as critical emergencies, demanding ruthless 
elimination of all goals, interpretations, forms of behaviour save 
for one absolutely specific, concrete, immediate end, binding on 
everyone, which calls for ends and means so narrow and clearly 
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definable that it is easy to impose sanctions for failing to pursue 
them.

To find roads is the business of experts. It is therefore reason-
able for such a society to put itself into the hands of specialists of 
tested experience, knowledge, gifts and probity, whose business 
it is, to use Saint-Simon’s simile, to conduct the human caravan 
to the oasis the reality and desirability of which are recognised by 
all. In such a society, whatever its other characteristics, we should 
expect to find intensive study of social causation, especially of 
what types of political organisation yield the best results, that is, 
are best at advancing society towards the overriding goal. Political 
thought in such a society would be fed by all the evidence that 
can be supplied by the empirical sciences of history, psychology, 
anthropology, sociology, comparative law, penology, biology, 
physiology and so forth. The goal (and the best ways of avoiding 
obstacles to it) may become clearer as the result of careful studies 
of human thought and behaviour; and its general character must 
not at any stage be obscure or doubtful; otherwise differences 
of value judgement will creep into the political sciences as well, 
and inject what can only be called philosophical issues (or issues 
of principle) incapable of being resolved by either empirical or 
formal means. Differences of interpretation of fact – provided 
these are uncontaminated by disagreements about the ends of 
life – can be permitted; but if political theory is to be converted 
into an applied science, what is needed is a single dominant 
model – like the doctor’s model of a healthy body – accepted 
by the whole, or the greater part, of the society in question. The 
model will be its ‘ideological foundation’. Although such a model 
is a necessary condition for such a science, it may not, even then, 
begin to be a sufficient one.

It is at this point that the deep division between the mon
ists and pluralists becomes crucial and conspicuous. On one 
side stand Platonists and Aristotelians, Stoics and Thomists, 
positivists and Marxists, and all those who seek to translate 
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political problems into scientific terms. For them human ends 
are objective: men are what they are, or change in accordance 
with discoverable laws; and their needs or interests or duties can 
be established by the correct (naturalistic, or transcendental, or 
theological) methods. Given that we can penetrate past errors 
and confusion by true and reliable modes of investigation – meta-
physical insight, or the social sciences, or some other dependable 
instrument – and thereby establish what is good for men and 
how to effect this, the only unsolved problems will be more or 
less technical: how to obtain the means for securing these ends, 
and how to distribute what the technical means provide in 
the socially and psychologically best manner. This, in the most 
general terms, is the ideal both of the enlightened atheists of the 
eighteenth century and the positivists of the nineteenth; of some 
Marxists of the twentieth, and of those Churches which know 
the end for which man is made, and know that it is in principle 
attainable – or at least is such that the road towards it can be 
discerned – here, below.

On the other side are those who believe in some form of origi-
nal sin or the impossibility of human perfection, and therefore 
tend to be sceptical of the empirical attainability of any final 
solution to the deepest human problems. With them are to be 
found the sceptics and relativists and also those who believe that 
the very efforts to solve the problems of one age or culture alter 
both the men who strive to do so and those for whose benefit 
the solutions are applied, and thereby create new men and new 
problems, the character of which cannot today be anticipated, let 
alone analysed or solved, by men bounded by their own histori-
cal horizons. Here too belong the many sects of subjectivists and 
irrationalists; and in particular those Romantic thinkers who 
hold that ends of action are not discovered, but are created by 
individuals or cultures or nations as works of art are, so that the 
answer to the question ‘What should we do?’ is undiscoverable 
not because it is beyond our powers to find the answer, but 
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because the question is not one of fact at all; the solution lies 
not in discovering something which is what it is, whether it is 
discovered or not – a proposition or formula, an objective good, 
a principle, a system of values objective or subjective, a relation-
ship between a mind and something non-mental – but resides in 
action: something which cannot be found, only invented – an 
act of will or faith or creation obedient to no pre-existent rules 
or laws or facts. Here too stand those twentieth-century heirs 
of romanticism, the existentialists, with their belief in the free 
self-commitment by individuals to actions or forms of life deter-
mined by the agent choosing freely; such choice does not take ac-
count of objective standards, since these are held to be a form of 
illusion or ‘false consciousness’, and the belief in such figments is 
psychologically traced to fear of freedom – of being abandoned, 
left to one’s own resources – a terror which leads to uncritical 
acceptance of systems claiming objective authority, spurious 
theological or metaphysical cosmologies which undertake to 
guarantee the eternal validity of moral or intellectual rules and 
principles.

Not far from here, too, are fatalists and mystics, as well as 
those who believe that accident dominates history, and other 
irrationalists; but also those indeterminists and those troubled 
rationalists who doubt the possibility of discovering a fixed 
human nature obedient to invariant laws; especially those for 
whom the proposition that the future needs of men and their 
satisfaction are predictable does not fit into an idea of human 
nature which entails such concepts as will, choice, effort, pur-
pose, with their presupposition of the perpetual opening of new 
paths of action – a presupposition which enters into the very 
definition of what we mean by man. This last is the position 
adopted by those modern Marxists who, in the face of the cruder 
and more popular versions of the doctrine, have understood the 
implications of their own premisses and principles.
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IV

Men’s beliefs in the sphere of conduct are part of their concep-
tion of themselves and others as human beings; and this concep-
tion in its turn, whether conscious or not, is intrinsic to their 
picture of the world. This picture may be complete and coherent, 
or shadowy or confused, but almost always, and especially in 
the case of those who have attempted to articulate what they 
conceive to be the structure of thought or reality, it can be 
shown to be dominated by one or more models or paradigms: 
mechanistic, organic, aesthetic, logical, mystical, shaped by the 
strongest influence of the day – religious, scientific, metaphysi-
cal or artistic. This model or paradigm determines the content 
as well as the form of beliefs and behaviour. A man who, like 
Aristotle or Thomas Aquinas, believes that all things are defin-
able in terms of their purpose, and that nature is a hierarchy or 
an ascending pyramid of such purposive entities, is committed 
to the view that the end of human life consists in self-fulfilment, 
the character of which must depend on the kind of nature that 
a man has, and on the place that he occupies in the harmoni-
ous activity of the entire universal, self-realising enterprise. It 
follows that the political philosophy and, more particularly, the 
diagnosis of political possibilities and purposes of an Aristotelian 
or a Thomist will ipso facto be radically different from that of, 
let us say, someone who has learned from Hobbes or Spinoza 
or any modern positivist that there are no purposes in nature, 
that there are only causal (or functional or statistical) laws, only 
repetitive cycles of events, which may, however, within limits, be 
harnessed to fulfil the purposes of men; with the corollary that 
the pursuit of purposes is itself nothing but a product in the 
human consciousness of natural processes the laws of which men 
can neither significantly alter nor account for, if by accounting 
is meant giving an explanation in terms of the goals of a creator 
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who does not exist, or of a nature of which it is meaningless to 
say that it pursues purposes – for what is that but to attempt to 
apply to it a subjective human category, to fall into the fallacy of 
animism or anthropomorphism?

The case is similar with regard to the issue of freedom and 
authority. The question ‘Why should I obey (rather than do as I 
like)?’ will be (and has been) answered in one way by those who, 
like Luther, or Bodin, or the Russian Slavophils and many others 
whose thoughts have been deeply coloured by biblical imagery, 
conceive of life (although in very different fashions) in terms of 
the relations of children to their father, and of laws as his com-
mands, where loyalty, obedience, love and the presence of im-
mediate authority are all unquestioned, and surround life from 
birth to death as real and palpable relationships or agencies. This 
question will be answered very differently by the followers of, 
say, Plato or Kant (divided by a whole heaven as these thinkers 
are), who believe in permanent, impersonal, universal, objective 
truths, conceived on the model of logical or mathematical or 
physical laws, by analogy with which their political concepts will 
be formed. Yet other, and wholly dissimilar, sets of answers will 
be determined by the great vitalistic conceptions, the model for 
which is drawn from the facts of growth as conceived in early 
biology, and for which reality is an organic, qualitative process, 
not analysable into quantitative units.

Other answers again will originate in minds dominated by the 
image of some central force, thrusting forward in many guises, 
like some gnostic or Brahmin notion of perpetual self-creation; 
or be traceable to a concept drawn from artistic activity, in 
which the universe is seen not as an unconscious quasi-biological 
process of the spirit or the flesh, but as the endless creation of a 
demiurge, in which freedom and self-fulfilment lie in the recogni-
tion by men of themselves as involved in the purposive process of 
cosmic creation – a vision fully revealed only to those beings to 
whom the nature of the world is disclosed, at least fragmentarily, 



204  •  Concepts and Categories

through their own experience as creators (something of this 
kind emanated from the doctrines of Fichte, Schelling, Carlyle, 
Nietzsche and other Romantic thinkers, as well as Bergson and 
in places Hegel, and, in his youth, Marx, who were obsessed by 
aesthetico-biological models). Some among these, anarchists and 
irrationalists, conceive of reality as freedom from all rules and set 
ideals – fetters, even when they are self-imposed, upon the free 
creative spirit – a doctrine of which we have heard, if anything, 
too much. The model itself may be regarded as the product of 
historical factors: the social (and psychological) consequences 
of the development of productive forces, as Marx taught, or the 
effects in the minds of individuals of purely psychological pro-
cesses, which Freud and his disciples have investigated. The study 
of myths, rationalisations, ideologies and obsessive patterns of 
many kinds has become a great and fertile preoccupation of our 
time. The fundamental assumption underlying this approach is 
that the ‘ideological’ model has not been arrived at by rational 
methods, but is the product of causal factors; it may disguise 
itself in rational dress, but, given the historical, or economic, or 
geographical, or psychological situation, must, in any case, have 
emerged in one form or another.

For political thinkers, however, the primary question is not 
that of genesis and conditions of growth, but that of validity 
and truth: Does the model distort reality? Does it blind us to 
real differences and similarities and generate other, fictitious, 
ones? Does it suppress, violate, invent, deceive? In the case of 
scientific (or common-sense) explanations or hypotheses, the 
tests of validity include increase in the power of accurate (or 
more refined) prediction or control of the behaviour of the 
subject matter. Is political thought practical and empirical in this 
sense? Machiavelli and, in differing degrees, Hobbes, Spinoza, 
Helvétius, Marx at times speak as if this were so. This is one of 
the interpretations of the famous doctrine of the unity of theory 
and practice. But is it an adequate account of the purpose or 
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achievements of – to take only the moderns – Locke or Kant 
or Rousseau or Mill or the liberals, the existentialists, the logical 
positivists and linguistic analysts and natural law theorists of our 
own day? And if not, why not?

To return to the notion of models. It is by now a commonplace 
that the data of observation can be accommodated to almost any 
theoretical model. Those who are obsessed by one model can ac-
cept facts, general propositions, hypotheses and even methods of 
argument adopted and perfected by those who were dominated 
by quite a different model. For this reason political theory, if by 
theories we mean no more than causal or functional hypotheses 
and explanations designed to account only for what happens – 
in this case for what men have thought or done or will think 
or do – can perfectly well be a progressive empirical enquiry, 
capable of detaching itself from its original metaphysical or ethi-
cal foundations, and sufficiently adaptable to preserve through 
many changes of intellectual climate its own character and devel-
opment as an independent science. After all, even mathematics, 
although bound up with – and obstructed by – metaphysics and 
theology, has nevertheless progressed from the days of the Greeks 
to our own; so too have the natural sciences, at any rate since 
the seventeenth century, despite vast upheavals in the general 
Weltanschauungen of the societies in which they were created.

But I should like to say once again that unless political theory is 
conceived in narrowly sociological terms, it differs from political 
science or any other empirical enquiry in being concerned with 
somewhat different fields: namely with such questions as what 
is specifically human and what is not, and why; whether specific 
categories, say those of purpose or of belonging to a group or of 
law, are indispensable to understanding what men are; and so, 
inevitably, with the source, scope and validity of certain human 
goals. If this is its task, it cannot, from the very nature of its 
interests, avoid evaluation; it is thoroughly committed not only 
to the analysis of, but to conclusions about the validity of, ideas 
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of the good and the bad, the permitted and the forbidden, the 
harmonious and the discordant which any discussion of liberty 
or justice or authority or political morality is sooner or later 
bound to encounter. These central conceptions, moral, political, 
aesthetic, have altered as the all-inclusive metaphysical models 
in which they are an essential element have themselves altered. 
Any change in the central model is a change in the ways in which 
the data of experience are perceived and interpreted. The degree 
to which such categories are shot through with evaluation will 
doubtless depend on their direct connection with human desires 
and interests. Statements about physical nature can achieve 
neutrality in this respect; this is more difficult when the data are 
those of history, and nearly impossible in the case of moral and 
social life, where the words themselves are inescapably charged 
with ethical or aesthetic or political content.

To suppose, then, that there have been or could be ages 
without political philosophy is like supposing that, as there are 
ages of faith, so there are or could be ages of total disbelief. But 
this is an absurd notion: there is no human activity without some 
kind of general outlook. Scepticism, cynicism, refusal to dabble 
in abstract issues or to question values, hard-boiled opportun-
ism, contempt for theorising, all the varieties of nihilism are, of 
course, themselves metaphysical and ethical positions, committal 
attitudes. Whatever else the existentialists have taught us, they 
have made this fact plain. The idea of a completely wertfrei theory 
(or model) of human action (as contrasted, say, with animal 
behaviour) rests on a naive misconception of what objectivity or 
neutrality in the social studies must be.

V

The notion that a simile or model drawn from one sphere is 
necessarily misleading when applied to another, and that it is 



Does Political Theory Still Exist?  •  207

possible to think without such analogies in some direct fashion 
– ‘face to face’ with the facts – will not bear criticism. To think 
is to generalise, to generalise is to compare. To think of one 
phenomenon or cluster of phenomena is to think in terms of 
its resemblances to and differences from others. This is by now 
a hoary platitude. It follows that without parallels and analogies 
between one sphere and another of thought and action, whether 
conscious or not, the unity of our experience – our experience 
itself – would not be possible. All language and thought is, in 
this sense, necessarily ‘metaphorical’. The models, once they are 
made conscious and explicit, may turn out to be obsolete or 
misleading. Yet even the most discredited among these models in 
politics – the social contract, patriarchalism, the organic society 
and so forth – must have started with some initial validity to 
have had the influence on thought that they have had.

No analogy powerful enough to govern the concepts of gen-
erations of men can have been wholly specious. When Jean Bodin 
or Herder or the Russian Slavophils or the German sociologist 
Tönnies transfer the notion of family nexus to political life, 
they remind us of aspects of relationships between men united 
by traditional bonds, or bound by common habits and loyalties, 
which had been misrepresented by the Stoics or Machiavelli or 
Bentham or Nietzsche or Herbert Spencer. So, too, assimilation 
of law to a command issued by some constituted authority in 
any one of the three types of social order distinguished by Max 
Weber throws some light on the concept of law. Similarly, the 
social contract is a model which to this day helps to explain 
something of what it is that men feel to be wrong when a politi-
cian pronounces an entire class of the population (say capitalists 
or blacks) to be outside the community – not entitled to the 
benefits conferred by the State and its laws. So too Lenin’s image 
of the factory which needs no supervision by coercive policemen 
after the State has withered away; Maistre’s image of the execu-
tioner and his victims as the corner-stone of all authority, or of 
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life as a perpetual battlefield in which only terror of supernatural 
power keeps men from mutual extermination; the State’s role as 
traffic policeman and night-watchman (Lassalle’s contemptuous 
description of the liberal ideal); Locke’s analogy of government 
with trusteeship; the constant use by Burke and the entire 
Romantic movement of metaphors drawn from organic growth 
and decay; the Soviet model of an army on the march, with its ac-
companying attributes and values, such as uncritical loyalty, faith 
in leadership, and military goals such as the need to overtake, 
destroy, conquer some specified enemy – all these illuminate 
some types of social experience.

The great distortions, the errors and crimes that have sought 
their inspiration and justification in such images, are evidence 
of mechanical extrapolation, or over-enthusiastic application to 
the whole, of what, at most, explains a sector of life. It is a form 
of the ancient fallacy of the Ionian philosophers, who wanted 
a single answer to the question ‘What are all things made of?’ 
Everything is not made of water, nor fire, nor is explained by the 
irresistible march towards the world State or the classless society. 
The history of thought and culture is, as Hegel showed with great 
brilliance, a changing pattern of great liberating ideas which 
inevitably turn into suffocating straitjackets, and so stimulate 
their own destruction by new, emancipating, and at the same 
time enslaving, conceptions. The first step to the understanding 
of men is the bringing to consciousness of the model or models 
that dominate and penetrate their thought and action. Like all 
attempts to make men aware of the categories in which they 
think, it is a difficult and sometimes painful activity, likely to 
produce deeply disquieting results. The second task is to analyse 
the model itself, and this commits the analyst to accepting or 
modifying or rejecting it, and, in the last case, to providing a 
more adequate one in its stead.

It is seldom, moreover, that there is only one model that deter-
mines our thought; men (or cultures) obsessed by single models 
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are rare, and while they may be more coherent at their strongest, 
they tend to collapse more violently when, in the end, their 
concepts are blown up by reality – experienced events, ‘inner’ or 
‘outer’, that get in the way. Most men wander hither and thither, 
guided and, at times, hypnotised by more than one model, which 
they seldom trouble to make consistent, or even fragments of 
models which themselves form a part of some none too coherent 
or firm pattern or patterns. To drag them into the light makes it 
possible to explain them and sometimes to explain them away. 
The purpose of such analysis is to clarify; but clarification may 
expose shortcomings and subvert what it describes. That has 
often and quite justly been charged against political thought, 
which, at its best, does not disclaim this dangerous power. The 
ultimate test of the adequacy of the basic pattern by which we 
think and act is the only test that common sense or the sciences 
afford, namely, whether it fits in with the general lines on which 
we think and communicate; and if some among these in turn 
are called into question, then the final measure is, as it always 
must be, direct confrontation with the concrete data of observa-
tion and introspection which these concepts and categories and 
habits order and render intelligible. In this sense, political theory, 
like any other form of thought that deals with the real world, 
rests on empirical experience, though in what sense of ‘empirical’ 
still remains to be discussed.

VI

When one protests (as we ourselves did above) that the appli-
cation of such (social or political) models or combinations of 
overlapping models, which at most hold a part of our experience, 
causes distortion when applied beyond it, how do we set about 
justifying this charge? How do we know that the result is distor-
tion? We usually think this because the universal application of 
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a simile or a pattern – say that of the general will, or the organic 
society, or basic structure and superstructure, or the liberating 
myth – seems to those who reject it to ignore something that they 
know directly of human nature and thereby to do violence to 
what we are, or what we know, by forcing it into the Procrustean 
bed of some rigid dogma; that is to say, we protest in the name of 
our own view of what men are, have been, could be.

How do we know these things? How do we know what is 
and what is not an adequate programme for human beings in 
given historical circumstances? Is this knowledge sociological, 
or psychological? Is it empirical at all, or metaphysical and even 
theological? How do we argue with those whose notions are 
different from ours? Hume, Helvétius, Condorcet, Comte are 
clear that such knowledge must be based on empirical data and 
the methods of the natural sciences; all else is imaginary and 
worthless.

The temptation to accept this simple solution was (and is) very 
great. The conflict of the rival explanations (or models) of social 
and individual life had, by the late eighteenth century, grown to 
be a scandal. If one examines what answers were offered, let us 
say, between the death of Newton and the birth of Darwin, to 
a central political question – why anyone should obey anyone 
else – the babel of voices is appalling, perhaps the most confused 
in recorded history. Some said that I should obey those rules or 
institutions submission to which alone would fulfil my nature, 
with the rider that my needs and the correct path to their satis-
faction were clear only to those privileged observers who grasped 
at least some part of the great hierarchy of being. Others said that 
I should obey this or that authority or law because only in that 
way could I (without aid of experts) fulfil my ‘true’ nature, or be 
able to fit into a harmonious whole. Some supposed this whole to 
be static; others taught that it was dynamic, but could not agree 
on whether it moved in recurrent cycles, or a straight, or spiral, 
or irregular evolutionary line, or by a series of oscillations leading 
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to ‘dialectical’ explosions; or again, whether it was teleological or 
functional or causally determined.

Some conceived the ultimate universal pattern in mechanis-
tic, others in organic, others still in aesthetic terms. There were 
those who said that men must obey because they had promised 
to do so, or others had promised on their behalf; or that they 
were behaving as if they had promised and this was tantamount 
to having promised, whether they admitted this or no; or, if this 
seemed unconvincing, that it were best that they should behave 
as if they had so promised, since otherwise no one would know 
where he was and chaos would ensue. Some told men to obey be-
cause they would be happier if they did, or because the majority, 
or all men, would be happier; or because it was God’s will that 
they should obey, or the will of the sovereign, or of the majority, 
or of the best or wisest, or of history, or of their State, or their 
race, or their culture, or their Church.

They were told also that they must obey because the natural 
law laid down that they must do so, but there were differences 
about how the precepts of natural law were to be discovered, 
whether by rational or by empirical means, or by intuition, and 
again, by common men or only by the experts. The experts in their 
turn were identified by some with natural scientists, by others 
with specialists in metaphysics or theology, or perhaps in some 
other discipline – mass psychology, mystical revelation, the laws 
of history, of economics, of natural evolution, of a new synthesis 
of all or some of these. Some people supposed that truth in these 
matters could be discovered by a faculty which they called moral 
sense, or common sense, or the perception of the fitness of things, 
or that it consisted in what they had been told by their parents or 
nurses, or was to be found in accepted views which it was mere 
perversity to question, or came from one or other of many sources 
of this sort which Bentham mocks at so gaily and effectively. 
Some (and perhaps these have always been the majority) felt it to 
be in some degree subversive to raise such questions at all.
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This situation caused justified indignation in a country 
dominated by free enquiry and its greatest triumph, Newtonian 
science. Surely this monstrous muddle could be cleared away by 
the strong new broom of scientific method – a similar chaos had, 
after all, not so long ago prevailed in the natural sciences too. 
Galileo and Newton – and the light of reason and experiment – 
had silenced for ever the idle chatter of the ignoramus, the dark 
muttering of the metaphysician, the thunder of the preacher, 
the hysterical shrieks of the obscurantist. All genuine questions 
were questions of discoverable fact – calculemus1 was to be the 
motto of the new method; all problems must be so reformulated 
that inspection of the facts – aided by mathematical techniques 
– would answer them decisively, with a clear, universally valid, 
empirical statement of verifiable fact.

VII

Nevertheless, attempts by the philosophes of the eighteenth 
century to turn philosophy, and particularly moral and political 
philosophy, into an empirical science, into individual and social 
psychology, did not succeed. They failed over politics because 
our political notions are part of our conception of what it is 
to be human, and this is not solely a question of fact, as facts 
are conceived by the natural sciences; nor the product of con-
scious reflection upon the specific discoveries of anthropology 
or sociology or psychology, although all these are relevant and 
indeed indispensable to an adequate notion of the nature of 
man in general, or of particular groups of men in particular 
circumstances. Our conscious idea of man – of how men differ 
from other entities, of what is human and what is not human, or 
inhuman – involves the use of some among the basic categories 

1  ‘Let us calculate’: e.g. Die philosophischen Schriften von Gottfried Wilhelm 
Leibniz, ed. C. I. Gerhardt (Berlin, 1875–90), vii 200.
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in terms of which we perceive and order and interpret data. To 
analyse the concept of man is to recognise these categories for 
what they are. To do this is to realise that they are categories, that 
is, that they are not themselves subjects for scientific hypotheses 
about the data which they order. The analogy with the sciences 
which dominates the pre-Kantian thinkers of the eighteenth 
century – Locke, Hume and Condillac, for example – is a typical 
misapplication of a model that works in one sphere to a region 
where it will obscure at least as much as it illuminates.

Let me try to make this more specific. When the theological 
and metaphysical models of the Middle Ages were swept away 
by the sciences of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they 
disappeared largely because they could not compete with new 
disciplines in describing, predicting, controlling the contents of 
the external world. To the extent to which man was regarded as 
an object in material nature the sciences of man – psychology, 
anthropology, economics, sociology and so on – began to sup-
plant their theologico-metaphysical predecessors. The questions 
of the philosophers were affected by this: some were answered 
or rendered obsolete; but some remained unanswered. The new 
human sciences studied men’s actual habits; they promised, 
and in some cases provided, analyses of what men said, wanted, 
admired, abhorred; they were prepared to supply empirical evi-
dence for this, or experimental demonstration; but their efforts 
to solve normative problems were less successful. They tried to 
reduce questions of value to questions of fact – of what caused 
what kind of men to feel or behave as they did in various circum-
stances. But when Kant or Herder or Dostoevsky or Marx duly 
rejected the Encyclopedists’ answers, the charge against them 
was not solely that of faulty observation or invalid inference; it 
was that of a failure to recognise what it is to be a man, that is, 
failure to take into account the nature of the framework – the 
basic categories – in terms of which we think and act and assume 
others to think and act, if communication between us is to work.
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In other words, the problem the solutions of which were 
found insufficient is not in the usual sense empirical, and cer-
tainly not formal, but something that is not adequately described 
by either term. When Rousseau (whether he understood him 
correctly or not) rejected Hobbes’s account of political obliga-
tion on the ground that Hobbes seemed to him to explain it by 
mere fear of superior force, Rousseau claimed not that Hobbes 
had not seen certain relevant empirical, psychologically discover-
able, facts, nor that he had argued incorrectly from what he had 
seen – but that his account was in conflict with what, in thinking 
of human beings as human, and distinguishing them, even the 
most degraded among them, not only in explicit thought, but 
in our feelings and in our action, from beings that we regard as 
inhuman or non-human, we all know men to be. His argument 
is not that the facts used to construct Hobbes’s model had gaps 
in them, but that the model was inadequate in principle; it was 
inadequate not because this or that psychological or sociological 
correlation had been missed out, but because it was based on a 
failure to understand what we mean by motive, purpose, value, 
personality and the like.

When Kant breaks with the naturalistic tradition, or Marx 
rejects the political morality of Bentham, or Tolstoy expresses 
a low opinion of the doctrines of Marx, they are not complain-
ing merely of empirical ignorance or poor logic or insufficient 
experimental evidence, or internal incoherence. They denounce 
their adversaries mainly for not understanding what men are 
and which relationships between them – or between them and 
outside forces – make them men; they complain of blindness not 
to the transient aspects of such relations, but to those constant 
characteristics (such as discrimination of right from good for 
Kant, or, for Marx, systematic self-transmutation by their own 
labour) that they regard as fundamental to the notion of man 
as such. Their criticisms relate to the adequacy of the categories 
in terms of which we discuss men’s ends or duties or interests, 
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the permanent framework in terms of which, not about which, 
ordinary empirical disagreements can arise.

What are these categories? How do we discover them? If not 
empirically, then by what means? How universal and unchang-
ing are they? How do they enter into and shape the models 
and paradigms in terms of which we think and respond? Do 
we discover what they are by attention to thought, or action, or 
unconscious processes, and how do we reconcile these various 
sources of knowledge? These are characteristically philosophical 
questions, since they are questions about the all but permanent 
ways in which we think, decide, perceive, judge, and not about 
the data of experience – the items themselves. The test of the ad-
equate working of the methods, analogies, models which operate 
in discovering and classifying the behaviour of these empirical 
data (as natural science and common sense do) is ultimately 
empirical: it is the degree of their success in forming a coherent 
and enduring conceptual system.

To apply these models and methods to the framework itself 
by means of which we perceive and think about them is a major 
fallacy, by the analysis of which Kant transformed philosophy. In 
politics it was committed (by Hume and Russell, for example) 
when enquiry into the empirical characteristics of men was 
confounded with the analysis of the notion of man (or ‘self ’ or 
‘observer’ or ‘moral agent’ or ‘individual’ or ‘soul’) in terms of 
which the empirical characteristics were themselves collected 
and described. Kant supposed these categories to be discover-
able a priori. We need not accept this; this was an unwarranted 
conclusion from the valid perception that there exist central 
features of our experience that are invariant and omnipresent, 
or at least much less variable than the vast variety of its empirical 
characteristics, and for that reason deserve to be distinguished 
by the name of categories. This is evident enough in the case of 
the external world: the three-dimensionality of (psychological, 
common-sense) space, for example, or the solidity of things in 



216  •  Concepts and Categories

it, or the ‘irreversibility’ of the time-order, are among the most 
familiar and inalienable kinds of characteristics in terms of which 
we think and act. Empirical sciences of these properties do not 
exist, not because they exhibit no regularities – on the contrary 
they are the very paradigm of the concept of regularity itself – 
but because they are presupposed in the very language in which 
we formulate empirical experience. That is why it seems absurd 
to ask for evidence for their existence, and imaginary examples 
are enough to exhibit their structure; for they are presupposed in 
our commonest acts of thought or decision; and where imaginary 
examples are, for the purpose of an enquiry, as good as, or even 
better than, empirical data drawn from actual experience, we may 
be sure that the enquiry is not, in the normal sense, an empirical 
one. Such permanent features are to be found in the moral and 
political and social worlds too: less stable and universal, perhaps, 
than in the physical one, but just as indispensable for any kind of 
intersubjective communication, and therefore for thought and 
action. An enquiry that proceeds by examples, and is therefore 
not scientific, but not formal, that is deductive, either, is most 
likely to be philosophical.

There is an ultimate sense, of course, in which such facts as 
that space has three dimensions, or that men are beings who 
demand reasons or make choices, are simply given: brute facts 
and not a priori truths; it is not absurd to suppose that things 
could have been otherwise. But if they had been (or will one day 
be) other than they are now, our entire conceptual apparatus 
– thought, volition, feeling, language – and therefore our very 
nature, would have been (or will be) different in ways that it is 
impossible or difficult to describe with the concepts and words 
available to us as we are today. Political categories (and values) 
are a part of this all but inescapable web of ways of living, acting 
and thinking, a network liable to change only as a result of radi-
cal changes in reality, or through dissociation from reality on the 
part of individuals, that is to say madness.
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VIII

The basic categories (with their corresponding concepts) in terms 
of which we define men – such notions as society, freedom, sense 
of time and change, suffering, happiness, productivity, good and 
bad, right and wrong, choice, effort, truth, illusion (to take them 
wholly at random) – are not matters of induction and hypothe
sis. To think of someone as a human being is ipso facto to bring 
all these notions into play; so that to say of someone that he is a 
man, but that choice, or the notion of truth, mean nothing to 
him, would be eccentric: it would clash with what we mean by 
‘man’ not as a matter of verbal definition (which is alterable at 
will), but as intrinsic to the way in which we think, and (as a 
matter of ‘brute’ fact) evidently cannot but think.

This will also hold of the values (among them political ones) 
in terms of which men are defined. Thus, if I say of someone that 
he is kind or cruel, loves truth or is indifferent to it, he remains 
human in either case. But if I find a man to whom it literally 
makes no difference whether he kicks a pebble or kills his family, 
since either would be an antidote to ennui or inactivity, I shall 
not be disposed, like consistent relativists, to attribute to him 
merely a different code of morality from my own or that of most 
men, or declare that we disagree on essentials, but shall begin to 
speak of insanity and inhumanity; I shall be inclined to consider 
him mad, as a man who thinks he is Napoleon is mad; which is 
a way of saying that I do not regard such a being as being fully 
a man at all. It is cases of this kind, which seem to make it clear 
that ability to recognise universal – or almost universal – values 
enters into our analysis of such fundamental concepts as ‘man’, 
‘rational’, ‘sane’, ‘natural’ – which are usually thought of as 
descriptive and not evaluative – that lie at the basis of modern 
translations into empirical terms of the kernel of truth in the 
old a priori natural law doctrines. It is considerations such as 
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these, urged by neo-Aristotelians and the followers of the later 
doctrines of Wittgenstein, that have shaken the faith of some 
devoted empiricists in the complete logical gulf between descrip-
tive statements and statements of value, and have cast doubt on 
the celebrated distinction derived from Hume.

Extreme cases of this sort are of philosophical importance be-
cause they make it clear that such questions are not answered by 
either empirical observation or formal deduction. Hence those 
who confine themselves to observations of human behaviour and 
empirical hypotheses about it – psychologists, sociologists, his
torians – however profound and original they may be, are not, as 
such, political theorists, even though they may have much to say 
that is crucial in the field of political philosophy. That is why we 
do not consider such dedicated empiricists as the students, say, 
of the formation and behaviour of parties or elites or classes, or 
of the methods and consequences of various types of democratic 
procedure, to be political philosophers or social theorists in the 
larger sense.

Such men are in the first place students of facts, and aspire to 
formulate hypotheses and laws, like the natural scientists. Yet as 
a rule these thinkers cannot go any further: they tend to analyse 
men’s social and political ideas in the light of some overriding 
belief of their own – for example, that the purpose of all life is or 
should be the service of God, however interpreted; or on the con-
trary that it is the pursuit of experimentally discoverable individ-
ual or collective satisfaction; or that it lies in the self-realisation of 
a historical (or psychological or aesthetic) pattern, grasp of which 
alone can explain men to themselves and give meaning to their 
thoughts and actions; or, on the contrary, that there exists no 
human purpose; or that men cannot but seek conflicting ends; or 
cannot (without ceasing to be human) avoid activities that must 
end in self-frustration, so that the very notion of a final solution 
is an absurdity. In so far as it is such fundamental conceptions of 
man that determine political doctrines (and who will deny that 
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political problems, for example about what men and groups can 
or should be or do, depend logically and directly on what man’s 
nature is taken to be?), it is clear that those who are governed by 
these integrating syntheses bring to their study something other 
than empirical data.

If we examine the models, paradigms, conceptual structures that 
govern various outlooks, whether consciously or not, and compare 
the various concepts and categories involved with respect, for 
example, to their internal consistency or their explanatory force, 
then what we are engaged upon is not psychology or sociology 
or logic or epistemology, but moral or social or political theory, 
or all these at once, depending on whether we confine ourselves 
to individuals, or to groups, or to the particular types of human 
arrangements that are classified as political, or deal with them all 
in one. No amount of careful empirical observation and bold and 
fruitful hypothesis will explain to us what those men see who see 
the State as a divine institution, or what their words mean and 
how they relate to reality; nor what those believe who tell us that 
the State was sent upon us only for our sins; or those who say that 
it is a school through which we must go before we are adult and 
free and can dispense with it; or that it is a work of art; or a utilitar-
ian device; or the incarnation of natural law; or a committee of 
the ruling class; or the highest stage of the self-developing human 
spirit; or a piece of criminal folly. But unless we understand (by 
an effort of imaginative insight such as novelists usually possess in 
a higher degree than logicians) what notions of man’s nature (or 
absence of them) are incorporated in these political outlooks, what 
in each case is the dominant model, we shall not understand our 
own or any human society: neither the conceptions of reason and 
nature which governed Stoics or Thomists or govern the European 
Christian Democrats today; nor the very different image at the 
heart of the holy war of the national-Marxist movements in Africa 
or in Asia; nor the very different notions that animate the liberal 
and democratic compromises of the West.
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It is by now a platitude to say that understanding human 
thought and action is in large measure understanding what 
problems and perplexities they strive with. When these problems, 
whether empirical or formal, have been conceived in terms of 
models of reality so ancient, widely accepted and stable that we 
use them to this day, we understand the problems and difficulties 
and the attempted solutions without explicit reference to the gov-
erning categories; for these, being common to us and to cultures 
remote from us, do not obtrude themselves on us; stay, as it were, 
out of sight. In other cases (and this is conspicuously true of poli-
tics) the models have not stood still: some of the notions of which 
they were compounded are no longer familiar. Yet unless we have 
the knowledge and imagination to transpose ourselves into states 
of mind dominated by the now discarded or obsolescent model, 
the thoughts and actions that had them at their centre will remain 
opaque to us. It is failure to perform this difficult operation that 
mars much of the history of ideas, and turns it into either a superfi-
cial literary exercise, or a dead catalogue of strange, at times almost 
incomprehensible, errors and confusions.

This may not matter too much in the empirical and formal 
disciplines, where the test of a belief is, or should be, verification 
or logical coherence; and where one can accept the latest solu-
tions, and reject the falsified or incoherent solutions of the past 
without bothering (if one is incurious) to understand why they 
were ever held. But philosophical doctrines are not established 
or discredited in this final fashion; for they are concerned with 
– indeed they owe their existence to – problems that cannot be 
settled in these ways. They are not concerned with specific facts, 
but with ways of looking at them; they do not consist of first-
order propositions concerning the world. They are second- or 
higher-order statements about whole classes of descriptions of, 
or responses to, the world and man’s activities in it; and these are 
in turn determined by models, networks of categories, descrip-
tive, evaluative and hybrids compounded of the two, in which 
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the two functions cannot be disentangled even in thought – cat-
egories which, if not eternal and universal, are far more stable 
and widespread than those of the sciences; sufficiently continu-
ous, indeed, to constitute a common world which we share with 
medieval and classical thinkers.

Ionian cosmology, the biology of Aristotle, Stoic logic, Arab 
algebra, Cartesian physics may be of interest to historical special-
ists, but need not occupy the minds of physicists or biologists or 
mathematicians who are solely interested in the discovery of new 
truth. In these studies there is genuine progress: what is past is 
largely obsolete. But the political philosophy of Plato or Aristotle 
or Machiavelli, the moral views of the Hebrew prophets or of 
the Gospels or of the Roman jurists or of the medieval Church 
– these, whether in the original or in the works of their modern 
expositors, are incomparably more intelligible and more relevant 
to our own preoccupations than the sciences of antiquity. The 
subject matter of these disciplines – the most general characteris-
tics of men as such, that is, as beings engaged in moral or social or 
spiritual activities – seems to present problems which preserve a 
considerable degree of continuity and similarity from one age and 
culture to another. Methods of dealing with them vary greatly; 
but none has yet achieved so decisive a victory as to sweep all its 
rivals into oblivion. The inadequate models of political thought 
evidently have, by and large, perished and been forgotten; the 
great illuminating models are still controversial today, stir us still 
to adherence or criticism or violent indignation.

We might take as examples Karl Popper’s denunciation of 
Plato’s political theory or Irving Babbitt’s philippics against 
Rousseau, Simone Weil’s violent distaste for the morality of 
the Old Testament, or the frequent attacks made today on 
eighteenth-century positivism or ‘scientism’ in political ethics.1 

1  What thinker today entertains violent emotions towards the errors of 
Cartesian physicists or medieval mapmakers?
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Some of the classical constructions are in conflict with one an-
other, but, inasmuch as each rests on a vivid vision of permanent 
human attributes and is capable of satisfying some enquiring 
minds in each generation, no matter how different the circum-
stances of time and place, the models of Plato, or of Aristotle, 
or of Judaism, Christianity, Kantian liberalism, romanticism, 
historicism all survive and contend with each other today in a 
variety of guises. If men or circumstances alter radically, or new 
empirical knowledge is gained which will revolutionise our 
conception of man, then certainly some of these edifices will 
cease to be relevant and will be forgotten, like the ethics and 
metaphysics of the Egyptians or the Incas. But so long as men 
are as they are, the debate will continue in terms set by these 
visions and others like them: each will gain or lose in influence 
as events force this or that aspect of men into prominence. One 
thing alone is certain, that save to those who understand and 
even feel what a philosophical question is, how it differs from an 
empirical or formal question (although this difference need not 
be explicitly present to the mind, and overlapping or borderline 
questions are frequent enough), the answers – in this case the 
main political doctrines of the West – may well seem intellectual 
fancies, detached philosophical speculations and constructions 
without much relation to acts or events.

Only those who can to some degree re-enact within themselves 
the states of mind of men tormented by questions to which these 
theories claim to be solutions, or at any rate the states of mind 
of those who may accept the solutions uncritically but would, 
without them, fall into a state of insecurity and anxiety – only 
these are capable of grasping what part philosophical views, and 
especially political doctrines, have played in history, at any rate in 
the West. The work of the logicians or physicists of the past has 
receded because it has been superseded. But there is something 
absurd in the suggestion that we reject Plato’s political doctrines 
or Kant’s aesthetics or ethics because they have been ‘superseded’. 
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This consideration alone should prevent facile assimilation of 
the two cases. It may be objected to this line of argument that 
we look upon old ethical or political doctrines as still worth 
discussion because they are part of our cultural tradition – that 
if Greek philosophy and biblical ethics had not been an intrinsic 
element in Western education, they would by now have been 
as remote from us as early Chinese speculation. But this merely 
takes the argument a step backwards: it is true that if the general 
characteristics of our normal experience had altered radically 
enough – through a revolution in our knowledge or some natural 
upheaval which altered our reactions – these ancient categories 
would probably by now have been felt to be as obsolete as those 
of Hammurabi or the epic of Gilgamesh. That this is not so is 
doubtless due partly to the fact that our experience is itself 
organised and ‘coloured’ by ethical or political categories that 
we have inherited from our ancestors, ancient spectacles through 
which we are still looking. But the spectacles would long ago have 
caused us to blunder and stumble and would have given way to 
others, or been modified out of recognition as our physical and 
biological and mathematical spectacles have been, if they had not 
still performed their task more or less adequately: which argues 
a certain degree of continuity in at least two millennia of moral 
and political consciousness.

IX

We may be told that whatever we may maintain about the 
sources, motives or justification of our beliefs, the content of 
what adherents of divers philosophies believe tends to be similar 
if they belong to the same social or economic or cultural milieu 
or have other – psychological or physiological – characteristics 
in common. The English philosophers T. H. Green and J. S. 
Mill preached philosophically contradictory doctrines: Green 
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was a quasi-Hegelian metaphysician, Mill a Humean empiricist, 
yet their political conclusions were close to one another’s; both 
were humane Victorian liberals with a good deal of sympathy 
for socialism. This, we shall further be told, was because men are 
conditioned to believe what they believe by objective historical 
factors – their social position, or the class structure of their 
society and their position in it, although their own (erroneous) 
rationalisation of their beliefs may be as widely different as those 
of Mill and Green.

So, too, it has been said, the outlook – the ‘operational 
ideas’– of Fascists and Communists display a surprising degree of 
similarity, given the extreme opposition and incompatibility of 
the official axioms from which these movements logically start. 
Hence the plausibility of some of the methods of the ‘sociology 
of knowledge’, whether Marxist or Paretian or psychoanalytic, 
and of the various eclectic forms which, in the hands of Weber, 
Mannheim and others, this instrument has acquired. Certainly 
such theorists have cast light on the obscure roots of our beliefs. 
We may be conditioned to believe what we believe irrationally, by 
circumstances mainly beyond our control, and perhaps beyond 
our knowledge too. But whatever may in fact causally determine 
our beliefs, it would be a gratuitous abdication of our powers of 
reasoning – based on a confusion of natural science with philo-
sophical enquiry – not to want to know what we believe, and for 
what reason, what the metaphysical implications of such beliefs 
are, what their relation is to other types of belief, what criteria 
of value and truth they involve, and so what reason we have 
to think them true or valid. Rationality rests on the belief that 
one can think and act for reasons that one can understand, and 
not merely as the product of occult causal factors which breed 
‘ideologies’ and cannot, in any case, be altered by their victims. So 
long as rational curiosity exists – a desire for justification and ex-
planation in terms of motives and reasons, and not only of causes 
or functional correlations or statistical probabilities – political 
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theory will not wholly perish from the earth, however many of its 
rivals, such as sociology, philosophical analysis, social psychology, 
political science, economics, jurisprudence, semantics, may claim 
to have dispelled its imaginary realm.

It is a strange paradox that political theory should seem to 
lead so shadowy an existence at a time when, for the first time 
in history, literally the whole of mankind is violently divided by 
issues the reality of which is, and has always been, the sole raison 
d’être of this branch of study. But this, we may be sure, is not 
the end of the story. Neo-Marxism, neo-Thomism, nationalism, 
historicism, existentialism, anti-essentialist liberalism and social-
ism, transpositions of doctrines of natural rights and natural law 
into empirical terms, discoveries made by skilful application of 
models derived from economic and related techniques to political 
behaviour, and the collisions, combinations and consequences in 
action of these ideas, indicate not the death of a great tradition, 
but, if anything, new and unpredictable developments.



From Hope and Fear Set Free

I

Does knowledge always liberate? The view of the 
classical Greek philosophers, shared by much, though perhaps 
not all, Christian theology, is that it does. ‘And ye shall know 
the truth, and the truth shall make you free.’1 Ancient Stoics 
and most modern rationalists are at one with Christian teaching 
on this issue. According to this view freedom2 is the unimpeded 
fulfilment of my true nature – unimpeded by obstacles whether 
external or internal. In the case of the passage from which I have 
quoted, the freedom in question (I follow Festugière’s interpreta-
tion on this point) is freedom from sin, that is, from false beliefs 
about God, nature and myself, which obstruct my understand-
ing. The freedom is that of self-realisation or self-direction – the 
realisation by the individual’s own activity of the true purposes of 
his nature (however such purposes or such natures are defined), 
which is frustrated by his misconceptions about the world and 
man’s place in it. If to this I add the corollary that I am rational – 
that is, that I can understand or know (or at least form a correct 
belief about) why I do what I do, that is, distinguish between act-
ing (which entails making choices, forming intentions, pursuing 
goals) and merely behaving (that is, being acted upon by causes 
the operations of which may be unknown to me or unlikely to 

1  John 8:32.
2  I propose to use the words ‘freedom’ and ‘liberty’ interchangeably 

throughout.
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be affected by my wishes or attitudes) – then it will follow that 
knowledge of the relevant facts – about the external world, other 
persons and my own nature – will remove impediments to my 
policies that are due to ignorance and delusion.

Philosophers (and theologians, dramatists, poets) have dif-
fered widely about the character of man’s nature and its ends; 
what kind and degree of control of the external world is needed 
in order to achieve fulfilment, complete or partial, of this nature 
and its ends; whether such a general nature or objective ends 
exist at all; and where the frontier dividing the external world 
of matter and non-rational creatures from active agents is to be 
found. Some thinkers have supposed that such fulfilment was (or 
had once been, or would one day be) possible on earth, others 
have denied this. Some maintained that the ends of men were 
objective and capable of being discovered by special methods of 
enquiry, but disagreed on what these were: empirical or a priori; 
intuitive or discursive; scientific or purely reflective; public or 
private; confined to specially gifted or fortunate enquirers, or in 
principle open to any man. Others believed that such ends were 
subjective, or determined by physical or psychological or social 
factors, which differed widely. Again, Aristotle, for example, 
supposed that if external conditions were too unfavourable – if a 
man suffered Priam’s misfortunes – this made self-fulfilment, the 
proper realisation of one’s nature, impossible. On the other hand 
the Stoics and Epicureans held that complete rational self-control 
could be achieved by a man whatever his external circumstances, 
since all that he needed was a sufficient degree of detachment 
from human society and the external world; to this they added 
the optimistic belief that the degree sufficient for self-fulfilment 
was in principle perfectly attainable by anyone who consciously 
sought independence and autonomy, that is, escape from being 
the plaything of external forces which he could not control.

Among the assumptions that are common to all these views 
are:
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  (i)  that things and persons possess natures – definite structures 
independent of whether or not they are known;

 (ii)  that these natures or structures are governed by universal 
and unalterable laws;

(iii)  that these structures and laws are, at least in principle, all 
knowable; and that knowledge of them will automatically 
keep men from stumbling in the dark and dissipating effort 
on policies which, given the facts – the nature of things and 
persons and the laws that govern them – are doomed to 
failure.

According to this doctrine men are not self-directed and there-
fore not free when their behaviour is caused by misdirected 
emotions – for example, fears of non-existent entities, or hatreds 
due not to a rational perception of the true state of affairs but 
to illusions, fantasies, results of unconscious memories and 
forgotten wounds. Rationalisations and ideologies, on this view, 
are false explanations of behaviour the true roots of which are 
unknown or ignored or misunderstood; and these in their turn 
breed further illusions, fantasies and forms of irrational and 
compulsive behaviour. True liberty consists, therefore, in self-
direction: a man is free to the degree that the true explanation 
of his activity lies in the intentions and motives of which he is 
conscious, and not in some hidden psychological or physiologi-
cal condition that would have produced the same effect, that is, 
the same behaviour (posing as choice), whatever explanation or 
justification the agent attempted to produce. A rational man is 
free if his behaviour is not mechanical, and springs from motives 
and is intended to fulfil purposes of which he is, or can at will 
be, aware; so that it is true to say that having these intentions 
and purposes is a necessary, if not sufficient, condition for his 
behaviour. The unfree man is like someone who is drugged or 
hypnotised: whatever explanations he may himself advance 
for his behaviour, it remains unaltered by any change in his 
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ostensible, overt motives and policies; we consider him to be in 
the grip of forces over which he has no control, not free, when it 
is plain that his behaviour will be predictably the same whatever 
reasons he advances for it.

To put matters in this way is to identify rationality and free-
dom, or at least to go a long way towards it. Rational thought 
is thought the content or, at least, the conclusions of which 
obey rules and principles and are not merely items in a causal or 
random sequence; rational behaviour is behaviour which (at least 
in principle) can be explained by the actor or observer in terms 
of motives, intentions, choices, reasons, rules, and not solely of 
natural laws – causal or statistical, or ‘organic’ or others of the 
same logical type (whether explanations in terms of motives, 
reasons and the like and those in terms of causes, probabilities 
and so on are ‘categorially’ different and cannot in principle clash 
or indeed be relevant to one another is of course a crucial ques-
tion; but I do not wish to raise it here). To call a man a thief is pro 
tanto to attribute rationality to him: to call him a kleptomaniac 
is to deny it of him. If degrees of a man’s freedom directly depend 
on (or are identical with) the extent of his knowledge of the 
roots of his behaviour, then a kleptomaniac who knows himself 
to be one is, to that extent, free; he may be unable to stop stealing 
or even to try to do so; but his recognition of this, because he is 
now – so it is maintained – in a position to choose whether to 
try to resist this compulsion (even if he is bound to fail) or to let 
it take its course, renders him not merely more rational (which 
seems indisputable), but more free.

But is this always so? Is awareness of a disposition or causal 
characteristic on my part identical with – or does it necessarily 
provide me with – the power to manipulate or alter it? There is, 
of course, a clear but platitudinous sense in which all knowledge 
increases freedom in some respect: if I know that I am liable to 
epileptic fits, or feelings of class consciousness, or the spellbind-
ing effect of certain kinds of music, I can – in some sense of 
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‘can’ – plan my life accordingly; whereas if I do not know this, I 
cannot do so; I gain some increase in power and, to that extent, 
in freedom. But this knowledge may also decrease my power in 
some other respect: if I anticipate an epileptic fit or the onset 
of some painful, or even agreeable, emotion, I may be inhibited 
from some other free exercise of my power, or be precluded 
from some other experience – I may be unable to continue to 
write poetry, or understand the Greek text which I am reading, 
or think about philosophy, or get up from my chair: I may, in 
other words, pay for an increase of power and freedom in one 
region by a loss of them in another. (I propose to return to this 
point later, in a slightly different context.)1 Nor am I necessarily 
rendered able to control my fits of epilepsy or of class conscious-
ness or addiction to Indian music by recognising their incidence. 
If by knowledge is meant what the classical authors meant by it 
– knowledge of facts (not knowledge of ‘what to do’, which may 
be a disguised way of stating not that something is the case, but 
a commitment to certain ends or values, or of expressing, not de-
scribing, a decision to act in a certain fashion); if, in other words, 
I claim to have the kind of knowledge about myself that I might 
have about others, then even though my sources may be better 
or my certainty greater, such self-knowledge, it seems to me, may 
or may not add to the sum total of my freedom. The question 
is empirical: and the answer depends on specific circumstances. 
From the fact that every gain in knowledge liberates me in some 
respect, it does not follow, for the reasons given above, that it 
will necessarily add to the total sum of freedom that I enjoy: it 
may, by taking with one hand more than it gives with the other, 
decrease it.

But there is a more radical criticism of this view to be con-
sidered. To say that one is free only if one understands oneself 
(even if this is not a sufficient condition of freedom) presupposes 

1  253.
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that we have a self to be understood – that there is a structure 
correctly described as human nature which is what it is, obeys the 
laws that it does, and is an object of natural study. This has itself 
been questioned, notably by certain existentialist philosophers. 
By these it is maintained that far more is a matter of human 
choice than has usually and complacently been supposed. Since 
choice involves responsibility, and some human beings at most 
times, and most human beings at some times, wish to avoid this 
burden, there is a tendency to look for excuses and alibis. For this 
reason men tend to attribute too much to the unavoidable opera-
tions of natural or social laws – for instance, to the workings of 
the unconscious mind, or unalterable psychological reflexes, or 
the laws of social evolution. Critics who belong to this school 
(which owes much both to Hegel and Marx and to Kierkegaard) 
say that some notorious impediments to liberty – say, the social 
pressures of which J. S. Mill made so much – are not objective 
forces the existence and effects of which are independent of 
human wishes or activities or alterable only by means not open 
to isolated individuals – by revolutions or radical reforms that 
cannot be engineered at the individual’s will. What is maintained 
is the contrary: that I need not be bullied by others or pressed 
into conformity by schoolmasters or friends or parents; need 
never be affected in some way that I cannot help by what priests 
or colleagues or critics or social groups or classes think or do. If I 
am so affected, it is because I choose it. I am insulted when I am 
mocked as a hunchback, a Jew, a black, or unnerved by the feeling 
that I am suspected of being a traitor, only if I choose to accept 
the opinion – the valuation – of hunchbacks or race or treason 
of those by whose views and attitudes I am dominated. But I can 
always choose to ignore or resist this – to snap my fingers at such 
views and codes and outlooks; and then I am free.

This is the very doctrine, though built on different premisses, 
of those who drew the portrait of the Stoic sage. If I choose to 
knuckle under to public sentiment or the values of this or that 
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group or person, the responsibility is mine and not that of out-
side forces – forces, personal or impersonal, to whose allegedly 
irresistible influence I attribute my behaviour, attribute it only 
too eagerly in order to escape blame or self-blame. My behaviour, 
my character, my personality, according to these critics, is not a 
mysterious substance or the referent of a pattern of hypotheti-
cal general (causal) propositions, but a pattern of choices or of 
failures to choose which themselves represent a kind of choice to 
let events take their course, not to assert myself as an active agent. 
If I am self-critical and face the facts, I may find that I shuffle off 
my responsibilities too easily.

This applies both in the realms of theory and in those of 
practical affairs. Thus, if I am a historian, my view of the factors 
significant in history may well be profoundly affected by my 
desire to glorify or detract from the reputation of individuals 
or classes – an act, so it is argued, of free valuation on my part. 
Once I am aware of this, I can select and judge as I will: ‘the facts’ 
never speak – only I, the chooser, the evaluator, the judge, can 
do so, and do so according to my own sweet will, in accordance 
with principles, rules, ideals, prejudices, feelings which I can 
freely view, examine, accept, reject. If I minimise the human cost 
of a given political or economic policy, in the past or present or 
future, I shall upon examination often find that I do so because I 
disapprove of or bear a grudge against the critics or opponents of 
those who conduct the policy. If I seek to explain away, whether 
to others or to myself, some unworthy act on my part, on the 
ground that something – the political or military situation, or 
my emotion or inner state – was ‘too much for me’, then I am 
cheating myself, or others, or both.

Action is choice; choice is free commitment to this or that way 
of behaving, living, and so on; the possibilities are never fewer 
than two: to do or not to do; be or not be. Hence, to attribute 
conduct to the unalterable laws of nature is to misdescribe reality: 
it is not true to experience, verifiably false; and to perpetrate such 
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falsification – as most philosophers and ordinary men have done 
and are constantly doing – is to choose to evade responsibility for 
making choices or failing to make them, to choose to deny that 
to drift down a current of accepted opinion and behave semi-
mechanically is itself a kind of choice – a free act of surrender; 
this is so because it is always possible, though sometimes painful, 
to ask myself what it is that I really believe, want, value, what it 
is that I am doing, living for; and having answered as well as I am 
able, to continue to act in a given fashion or alter my behaviour.

I do not wish to deny that all this needs saying: that to look on 
the future as already structured, solid with future facts, is concep-
tually fallacious; that the tendency to account both for the whole 
of our own behaviour and that of others in terms of forces re-
garded as being too powerful to resist is empirically mistaken, in 
that it goes beyond what is warranted by the facts. In its extreme 
form this doctrine does away with determination at one blow: I 
am determined by my own choices; to believe otherwise – say, 
in determinism or fatalism or chance – is itself a choice, and a 
particularly craven one at that. Yet it is surely arguable that this 
very tendency itself is a symptom of man’s specific nature. Such 
tendencies as looking on the future as unalterable – a symmetrical 
analogue of the past – or the quest for excuses, escapist fantasies, 
flights from responsibility, are themselves psychological data. 
To be self-deceived is ex hypothesi something that I cannot have 
chosen consciously, although I may have consciously chosen to 
act in a manner likely to produce this result, without shrinking 
from this consequence. There is a difference between choices and 
compulsive behaviour, even if the compulsion is itself the result of 
an earlier uncompelled choice. The illusions from which I suffer 
determine the field of my choice; self-knowledge – destruction 
of the illusions – will alter this field, make it more possible for 
me to choose genuinely rather than suppose that I have chosen 
something when, in fact, it has (as it were) chosen me.

But in the course of distinguishing between true and 
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counterfeit acts of choice (however this is done – however I 
discover that I have seen through illusions), I nevertheless dis-
cover that I have an ineluctable nature. There are certain things 
that I cannot do. I cannot (logically) remain rational or sane 
and believe no general propositions, or remain sane and use no 
general terms; I cannot retain a body and cease to gravitate. I can 
perhaps in some sense try to do these things, but to be rational 
entails knowing that I shall fail. My knowledge of my own nature 
and that of other things and persons, and of the laws that govern 
them and me, saves my energies from dissipation or misapplica-
tion; it exposes bogus claims and excuses; it fixes responsibilities 
where they belong and dismisses false pleas of impotence as well 
as false charges against the truly innocent; but it cannot widen 
the scope of my liberty beyond frontiers determined by factors 
genuinely and permanently outside my control. To explain these 
factors is not to explain them away. Increase of knowledge will 
increase my rationality, and infinite knowledge would make me 
infinitely rational; it might increase my powers and my freedom: 
but it cannot make me infinitely free.

To return to the main theme: How does knowledge liberate 
me? Let me state the traditional position once again. On the 
view that I am trying to examine – the classical view which 
descends to us from Aristotle, from the Stoics, from a great part 
of Christian theology, and finds its rationalist formulation in the 
doctrines of Spinoza and his followers both among the German 
idealists and modern psychologists – knowledge, by uncovering 
little-recognised and therefore uncontrolled forces that affect my 
conduct, emancipates me from their despotic force, the greater 
when they have been concealed and therefore misinterpreted. 
Why is this so? Because once I have uncovered them, I can seek 
to direct them, or resist them, or create conditions in which they 
will be canalised into harmless channels, or turned to use – that 
is, for the fulfilment of my purposes. Freedom is self-government 
– whether in politics or in individual life – and anything that 
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increases the control of the self over forces external to it contri
butes to liberty. Although the frontiers that divide self and per-
sonality from ‘external’ forces, whether in the individual-moral 
or in the public-social field, are still exceedingly vague – perhaps 
necessarily so – this Baconian thesis seems valid enough so far as 
it goes.

But its claims are too great. In its classical form it is called 
the doctrine of self-determination. According to this, freedom 
consists in playing a part in determining one’s own conduct; the 
greater this part, the greater the freedom. Servitude, or lack of 
freedom, is being determined by ‘external’ forces – whether these 
be physical or psychological; the greater the part played by these 
forces, the smaller the freedom of the individual. So far, so good. 
But if it be asked whether the part that I play – my choices, pur-
poses, intentions – might not themselves be determined – caused 
– to be as they are by ‘external’ causes, the classical reply seems to 
be that this does not greatly matter; I am free if and only if I can 
do as I intended. Whether my state of mind is itself the causal 
product of something else – physical or psychological, of climate, 
or blood pressure, or my character – is neither here nor there; it 
may or may not be so: this, if it is so, may be known or unknown; 
all that matters, all that those worried about whether a man’s acts 
are free or not wish to know, is whether my behaviour has as a 
necessary condition my own conscious choice. If it has, I am free 
in the only sense that any rational being can ask for: whether the 
choice itself – like the rest of me – is caused or uncaused is not 
what is at stake; even if it is wholly caused by natural factors, I 
am no less free.

Anti-determinists have naturally retorted that this merely 
pushed the problem a step backwards: the ‘self ’ played its part, 
indeed, but was itself hopelessly ‘determined’. It may be worth 
going back to the origins of this controversy, for, as often hap-
pens, its earliest form is also the clearest. It came up, so far as I 
can tell, as a consequence of the interest taken by the early Greek 
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Stoics in two, at first unconnected, ideas: that of causation, that 
is, the conception, new in the fourth century bc, of unbreakable 
chains of events in which each earlier event acts as a necessary 
and sufficient cause of the later; and the much older notion of 
individual moral responsibility. It was perceived as early as the 
beginning of the next century that there was something para-
doxical, and indeed incoherent, in maintaining that men’s states 
of mind, feeling and will as well as their actions were links in 
unbreakable causal chains, and at the same time that men were 
responsible, that is, that they could have acted otherwise than in 
fact they did.

Chrysippus was the first thinker to face this dilemma, which 
did not seem to trouble Plato or Aristotle, and he invented the 
solution known as self-determination – the view that so long 
as men were conceived of as being acted upon by outside forces 
without being able to resist them, they were as stocks and stones, 
unfree, and the concept of responsibility was plainly inapplicable 
to them; if, however, among the factors that determined behav-
iour was the bending of the will to certain purposes, and if, more-
over, such a bending of the will was a necessary (whether or not it 
was a sufficient) condition of a given action, then they were free: 
for the act depended on the occurrence of a volition and could 
not happen without it. Men’s acts of will and the characters and 
dispositions from which, whether or not they were fully aware 
of it, such acts issued, were intrinsic to action: this is what being 
free meant.

Critics of this position, Epicureans and sceptics, were not slow 
to point out that this was but a half-solution. We are told that 
they maintained that although it might be that the operations 
of the will were a necessary condition of what could properly be 
called acts, yet if these operations were themselves links in causal 
chains, themselves effects of causes ‘external’ to the choices, deci-
sions and so on, then the notion of responsibility remained as 
inapplicable as before. One critic – the Cynic Oenamaus – called 
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such modified determination hemidoulia – ‘half-slavery’. I am 
only half free if I can correctly maintain that I should not have 
done x if I had not chosen it, but add that I could not have 
chosen differently. Given that I have decided on x, my action 
has a motive and not merely a cause; my ‘volition’ is itself among 
the causes – indeed, one of the necessary conditions – of my 
behaviour, and it is this that is meant by calling me or it free. But 
if the choice or decision is itself determined, and cannot, caus-
ally, be other than what it is, then the chain of causality remains 
unbroken, and, the critics asserted, I should be no more truly free 
than I am on the most rigidly determinist assumptions.

It is over this issue that the immense discussion about free 
will that has preoccupied philosophers ever since originally 
arose. Chrysippus’ answer, that all that I can reasonably ask for is 
that my own character should be among the factors influencing 
behaviour, is the central core of the classical doctrine of freedom 
as self-determination. Its proponents stretch in unbroken line 
from Chrysippus and Cicero to Aquinas, Spinoza, Locke and 
Leibniz, Hume, Mill, Schopenhauer, Russell, Schlick, Ayer, 
Nowell-Smith and the majority of the contributors to the subject 
in our own day. Thus when a recent writer in this chronologi-
cal order, Richard Hare, in one of his books1 distinguishes free 
acts from mere behaviour by saying that a pointer to whether I 
am free to do x is provided by asking myself whether it makes 
sense to ask ‘Shall I do x?’ or ‘Ought I to do x?’, he is restating 
the classical thesis. Hare correctly says that one can ask ‘Will I 
make a mistake?’ or ‘Will I be wrecked on the sea-shore?’ but not 
‘Shall I make a mistake?’ or ‘Ought I to be wrecked?’; for to be 
wrecked or make a mistake cannot be part of a conscious choice 
or purpose – cannot, in the logical or conceptual sense of the 
word. And from this he concludes that we distinguish free from 
unfree behaviour by the presence or absence of whatever it is that 

1  R. M. Hare, Freedom and Reason (Oxford, 1963), chapter 4.
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makes it intelligible to ask ‘Shall I climb the mountain?’ but not 
‘Shall I misunderstand you?’ But if, following Carneades, I were 
to say ‘I can indeed ask ‘‘Shall I climb the mountain?’’, but if the 
answer – and the action – are determined by factors beyond my 
control, then how does the fact that I pursue purposes, make 
decisions and so forth liberate me from the causal chain?’, this 
would be regarded as a misconceived enquiry by the Stoics and 
the entire classical tradition. For if my choice is indispensable to 
the production of a given effect, then I am not causally deter-
mined as, say, a stone or a tree that has no purposes and makes 
no choices is determined, and that is all that any libertarian can 
wish to establish.

But no libertarian can in fact accept this. No one genuinely 
concerned by the problem constituted by the prima facie incom-
patibility between determinism and freedom to choose between 
alternatives will settle for saying ‘I can do what I choose, but I 
cannot choose otherwise than as I do.’ Self-determination is 
clearly not the same as mechanical determination. If the deter-
minists are right (and it may well be that they are), then the sort 
of determination in terms of which human behaviour should 
be described is not behaviouristic, but precisely Chrysippus’ 
hemidoulia. But half a loaf is not the bread that libertarians crave. 
For if my decisions are wholly determined by antecedent causes, 
then the mere fact that they are decisions, and the fact that my 
acts have motives and not only antecedents, do not of themselves 
provide that line of demarcation between freedom and necessita-
tion, or freedom and its absence, which the ordinary notion of 
responsibility seems, at least for libertarians, so clearly to entail. 
It is in this sense that Bacon’s followers claim too much.

This may be seen from another angle which will bring us 
back to the relations of knowledge and liberty. The growth of 
knowledge increases the range of predictable events, and predict-
ability – inductive or intuitive – despite all that has been said 
against this position, does not seem compatible with liberty of 
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choice. I may be told that, if I say to someone ‘I always knew 
that you would behave with wonderful courage in this situation’, 
the person so complimented will not suppose that his capacity 
for freedom of choice is being impugned. But that seems to be 
so only because the word ‘knew’ is being used, as it were, in a 
conventionally exaggerated way. When one man says to another 
‘I know you well: you simply cannot help behaving generously; 
you could not help it if you tried’, the man so addressed may be 
thought susceptible to flattery, because of the element of com-
plimentary hyperbole in the words ‘cannot help’ and ‘could not 
. . . if you tried’. If the words were intended to be taken literally 
– if the flatterer meant to be understood as saying ‘You can no 
more help being generous than being old, or ugly, or thinking 
in English and not in Chinese’ – the notion of merit or desert 
would evaporate, and the compliment would be transformed 
from a moral into a quasi-aesthetic one.

This may be made clearer if we take a pejorative example. If I 
were to say of x, ‘x can no more help being cruel and malicious 
than a volcano can help erupting – one should not blame him, 
only deplore his existence or seek to tame him or restrain him 
as one would a dangerous animal’, x might well feel more deeply 
insulted than if we lectured him on his habits on the assumption 
that he was free to choose between acting and refraining from 
acting as he did, free to choose to listen to our homily or pay 
no attention to it. The mere fact that it is my character that de-
termines my choices and actions does not, if my character itself 
and its effects are due to ineluctable causes, render me free in the 
sense that appears to be required by the notions of responsibil-
ity or of moral praise and blame. Knowledge of the causes and 
conditions that determine my choice – knowledge, indeed, that 
there are such conditions and causes, knowledge that choice is 
not free (without analysis of this proposition), knowledge that 
shows that the notion of moral responsibility is wholly compat-
ible with rigorous determinism, and exposes libertarianism as a 
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confusion due to ignorance or error – that kind of knowledge 
would assimilate our moral views to aesthetic ones, and would 
lead us to look on heroism or honesty or justice as we now do on 
beauty or kindness or strength or genius: we praise or congratu-
late the possessors of the latter qualities with no implication that 
they could have chosen to own a different set of characteristics.

This world view, if it became generally accepted, would mark 
a radical shift of categories. If this ever occurs, it will tend to 
make us think of much of our present moral and legal outlook, 
and of a great deal of our penal legislation, as so much barbarism 
founded on ignorance; it will enlarge the scope and depth of our 
sympathy; it will substitute knowledge and understanding for 
attribution of responsibility; it will render indignation, and the 
kind of admiration that is its opposite, irrational and obsolete; it 
will expose such notions as desert, merit, responsibility, remorse, 
and perhaps right and wrong too, as incoherent or, at the very 
least, inapplicable; it will turn praise and blame into purely cor-
rective or educational instruments, or confine them to aesthetic 
approval or disapproval. All this it will do, and if truth is on its 
side, it will benefit mankind thereby. But it will not increase the 
range of our freedom. Knowledge will render us freer only if in 
fact there is freedom of choice – if on the basis of our knowledge 
we can behave differently from the way in which we would have 
behaved without it – can, not must or do – if, that is to say, we 
can and do behave differently on the basis of our new knowledge, 
but need not. Where there is no antecedent freedom – and no 
possibility of it – it cannot be increased. Our new knowledge 
will increase our rationality, our grasp of truth will deepen our 
understanding, add to our power, inner harmony, wisdom, ef-
fectiveness, but not, necessarily, to our liberty. If we are free to 
choose, then an increase in our knowledge may tell us what are 
the limits of this freedom and what expands or contracts it. But 
only to know that there are facts and laws that I cannot alter does 
not itself render me able to alter anything: if I have no freedom 
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to begin with, knowledge will not increase it. If everything is 
governed by natural laws, then it is difficult to see what could 
be meant by saying that I can ‘use’ them better on the basis of 
my knowledge, unless ‘can’ is not the ‘can’ of choice – not the 
‘can’ which applies only to situations in which I am correctly 
described as being able to choose between alternatives, and am 
not rigorously determined to choose one rather than the other. 
In other words, if classical determinism is a true view (and the 
fact that it does not square with our present usage is no argument 
against it), knowledge of it will not increase liberty – if liberty 
does not exist, the discovery that it does not exist will not create 
it. This goes for self-determinism no less than for its most full-
blown mechanistic-behaviourist variety.

The clearest exposition of classical self-determinism is prob-
ably that given in his Ethics by Spinoza. Stuart Hampshire repre-
sents him,1 it seems to me correctly, as maintaining that the fully 
rational man does not choose his ends, for his ends are given. The 
better he understands the nature of men and of the world, the 
more harmonious and successful will his actions be, but no seri-
ous problem of choice between equally acceptable alternatives 
can ever present itself to him, any more than to a mathematician 
reasoning correctly from true premisses to logically unavoidable 
conclusions. His freedom consists in the fact that he will not 
be acted upon by causes whose existence he does not know or 
the nature of whose influence he does not correctly understand. 
But that is all. Given Spinoza’s premisses – that the universe is a 
rational order, and that to understand the rationality of a propo-
sition or an act or an order is, for a rational being, equivalent to 
accepting or identifying oneself with it (as in the old Stoic notion) 
– the notion of choice itself turns out to depend upon the defi-
ciencies of knowledge, the degree of ignorance. There is only one 

1  Stuart Hampshire, ‘Spinoza and the Idea of Freedom’, Proceedings of the 
British Academy 46 (1960), 195–215.
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correct answer to any problem of conduct, as to any problem of 
theory. The correct answer having been discovered, the rational 
man logically cannot but act in accordance with it: the notion 
of free choice between alternatives no longer has application. 
He who understands everything understands the reasons which 
make it as it is and not otherwise, and being rational cannot wish 
it to be otherwise than as it is. This may be an unattainable (and 
perhaps even, when thought through, an incoherent) ideal, but 
it is this conception that underlies the notion that an increase 
in knowledge is eo ipso always an increase in freedom, that is, an 
escape from being at the mercy of what is not understood. Once 
something is understood or known (and only then), it is, on this 
view, conceptually impossible to describe oneself as being at the 
mercy of it. Unless this maximal rationalist assumption is made, 
it does not seem to me to follow that more knowledge necessarily 
entails an increase in the total sum of freedom; it may or may 
not – this, as I hope to show, is largely an empirical question. To 
discover that I cannot do what I once believed that I could will 
render me more rational – I shall not beat my head against stone 
walls – but it will not necessarily make me freer; there may be 
stone walls wherever I look; I may myself be a portion of one; a 
stone myself, only dreaming of being free.

There are two further points to be noted with regard to the 
relationship of freedom and knowledge:

(a) There is the well-known objection, urged principally by 
Karl Popper, that the idea of total self-knowledge is in principle 
incoherent, because if I can predict what I shall do in the future, 
this knowledge itself is an added factor in the situation that may 
cause me to alter my behaviour accordingly; and the knowledge 
that this is so is itself an added factor, which may cause me to 
alter that, and so on ad infinitum. Therefore total self-prediction 
is logically impossible. This may be so: but it is not an argument 
against determinism as such (nor does Popper so represent it) –  
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only against self-prediction. If x can predict the total behaviour 
of y, and y predict the total behaviour of x (and they do not im-
part their prophecies to one another), that is all that determin-
ism needs. I cannot be self-consciously spontaneous; therefore I 
cannot be self-consciously aware of all my states if spontaneity is 
among them. It does not follow that I can never be spontaneous; 
nor that, if I am, this state cannot be known to exist while it is 
occurring, although it cannot be so known to me. For this reason 
I conclude that, in principle, Popper’s argument does not (and is 
not meant to) refute determinism.

(b) Stuart Hampshire, in the course of some recent remarks,1 
advances the view that self-prediction is (logically) impossible. 
When I say ‘I know that I shall do x’ (as against, for instance, ‘x 
will happen to me’, or ‘You will do x’), I am not contemplating 
myself, as I might someone else, and giving tongue to a conjec-
ture about myself and my future acts, as I might be doing about 
someone else or about the behaviour of an animal – for that 
would be tantamount (if I understand him rightly) to looking 
upon myself from outside, as it were, and treating my own acts 
as mere caused events. In saying that I know that I shall do x, I 
am, on this view, saying that I have decided to do x: for to predict 
that I shall in certain circumstances in fact do x or decide to do 
x, with no reference to whether or not I have already decided to 
do it – to say ‘I can tell you now that I shall in fact act in manner 
x, although I am, as a matter of fact, determined to do the very 
opposite’ – does not make sense. Any man who says ‘I know 
myself too well to believe that, whatever I now decide, I shall do 
anything other than x when the circumstances actually arise’ is 
in fact, if I interpret Hampshire’s views correctly, saying that he 
does not really, that is, seriously, propose to set himself against 

1  Iris Murdoch, S. N. Hampshire, P. L. Gardiner and D. F. Pears, ‘Freedom 
and Knowledge’, in D. F. Pears (ed.), Freedom and the Will (London, 1963), 
80–104.
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doing x, that he does not propose even to try to act otherwise, 
that he has in fact decided to let events take their course. For no 
man who has truly decided to try to avoid x can, in good faith, 
predict his own failure to act as he has decided. He may fail to 
avoid x, and he may predict this; but he cannot both decide to 
try to avoid x and predict that he will not even try to do this; for 
he can always try; and he knows this: he knows that this is what 
distinguishes him from non-human creatures in nature. To say 
that he will fail even to try is tantamount to saying that he has 
decided not to try. In this sense ‘I know’ means ‘I have decided’ 
and cannot in principle be predictive.

That, if I have understood it, is Hampshire’s position, and 
I have a good deal of sympathy with it, for I can see that self-
prediction is often an evasive way of disclaiming responsibility 
for difficult decisions, while deciding in fact to let events take 
their course, disguising this by attributing responsibility for what 
occurs to my own allegedly unalterable nature. But I agree with 
Hampshire’s critics in the debate, whom I take to be maintain-
ing that, although the situation he describes may often occur, yet 
circumstances may exist in which it is possible for me both to 
say that I am, at this moment, resolved not to do x, and at the 
same time to predict that I shall do x, because I am not hopeful 
that, when the time comes, I shall in fact even so much as try 
to resist doing x. I can, in effect, say ‘I know myself well. When 
the crisis comes, do not rely on me to help you. I may well run 
away; although I am at this moment genuinely resolved not to be 
cowardly and to do all I can to stay at your side. My prediction 
that my resolution will not in fact hold up is based on knowledge 
of my own character, and not on my present state of mind; my 
prophecy is not a symptom of bad faith (for I am not, at this 
moment, vacillating) but, on the contrary, of good faith, of a 
wish to face the facts. I assure you in all sincerity that my present 
intention is to be brave and resist. Yet you would run a great risk 
if you relied too much on my present decision; it would not be 
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fair to conceal my past failures of nerve from you.’ I can say this 
about others, despite the most sincere resolutions on their part, 
for I can foretell how in fact they will behave; they can equally 
predict this about me. Despite Hampshire’s plausible and tempt-
ing argument, I believe that such objective self-knowledge is 
possible and occurs; and his argument does not therefore appear 
to me to lessen the force of the determinist thesis. It seems to me 
that I can, at times, though perhaps not always, place myself, as 
it were, at an outside vantage-point, and contemplate myself as 
if I were another human being, and calculate the chances of my 
sticking to my present resolution with almost the same degree of 
detachment and reliability as I should have if I were judging the 
case of someone else with all the impartiality that I could muster. 
If this is so, then ‘I know how I shall act’ is not necessarily a state-
ment of decision: it can be purely descriptive. Self-prediction of 
this kind, provided that it does not claim to be too exact or infal-
lible, and meets Popper’s objection, cited above, by remaining 
tentative, allowing for possible alterations of conduct as a result 
of the self-prediction itself – seems possible and compatible with 
determinism.

In other words, I see no reason to suppose that a deterministic 
doctrine, whether about one’s own behaviour or that of others, 
is in principle incoherent, or incompatible with making choices, 
provided that these choices are regarded as being themselves no 
less determined than other phenomena. Such knowledge, or 
well-founded belief, seems to me to increase the degree of ration
ality, efficiency, power; the only freedom to which it necessarily 
contributes is freedom from illusions. But this is not the basic 
sense of the term about which controversy has been boiling for 
twenty-two centuries.

I have no wish to enter into the waters of the free-will problem 
more deeply than I already have. But I should like to repeat what 
I have indeed said elsewhere, and for which I have been severely 
taken to task by determinists: that if a great advance were made 
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in psychophysiology; if, let us suppose, a scientific expert were 
to hand me a sealed envelope, and ask me to note all my experi-
ences – both introspective and others – for a limited period – say 
half-an-hour – and write them down as accurately as I could; and 
if I then did this to the best of my ability, and after this opened 
the envelope and read the account, which turned out to tally to 
a striking degree with my logbook of my experience during the 
last half-hour, I should certainly be shaken; and so I think would 
others. We should then have to admit, with or without pleasure, 
that aspects of human behaviour which had been believed to be 
within the area of the agent’s free choice turned out to be subject 
to discovered causal laws. Our recognition of this might itself 
alter our behaviour, perhaps for the happier and more harmoni-
ous; but this welcome result itself would be a causal product of 
our new awareness. I cannot see why such discoveries should be 
considered impossible, or even particularly improbable; they 
would bring about a major transformation of psychology and 
sociology; after all, great revolutions have occurred in other sci-
ences in our own day.

The principal difference, however, between previous advances 
and this imaginary breakthrough (and it is with this surmise that 
most of my critics have disagreed) is that besides effecting a vast 
alteration in our empirical knowledge, it would alter our con-
ceptual framework far more radically than the discoveries of the 
physicists of the seventeenth or twentieth century, or of the biolo
gists of the nineteenth, have changed it. Such a break with the 
past, in psychology alone, would do great violence to our present 
concepts and usages. The entire vocabulary of human relations 
would suffer radical change. Such expressions as ‘I should not 
have done x’, ‘How could you have chosen x?’ and so on, indeed 
the entire language of the criticism and assessment of one’s own 
and others’ conduct, would undergo a sharp transformation, and 
the expressions we needed both for descriptive and for practical 
– corrective, deterrent, hortatory – purposes (what others would 
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be open to a consistent determinist?) would necessarily be vastly 
different from the language which we now use.

It seems to me that we should be unwise to underestimate 
the effect of robbing praise, blame, a good many counterfactual 
propositions and the entire network of concepts concerned with 
freedom, choice, responsibility of much of their present function 
and meaning. But it is equally important to insist that the fact 
that such a transformation could occur – or would, at any rate, 
be required – does not, of course, have any tendency to show that 
determinism is either true or false; it is merely a consequence 
which those who accept it as true tend not to recognise suf-
ficiently. I wish to add only that the further issue, whether the 
truth of determinism is or is not an empirical question, is itself 
unclear. If so revolutionary an advance in psychophysiological 
knowledge were achieved, the need of new concepts to formulate 
it, and of the consequent modification (to say the least) of con-
cepts in other fields, would itself demonstrate the relative vague-
ness of the frontiers between the empirical and the conceptual. If 
these empirical discoveries were made, they might mark a greater 
revolution in human thought than any that has gone before.

It is idle to speculate on the transformation of language – or of 
ideas (these are but alternative ways of saying the same thing) – 
that would be brought about by the triumph of exact knowledge 
in this field. But would such an advance in knowledge necessarily 
constitute an overall increase in freedom? Freedom from error, 
from illusion, fantasy, misdirection of emotions – certainly all 
these. But is this the central meaning of the word as we com-
monly use it in philosophy or common speech?

II

I do not, of course, wish to deny that when we say that a man is 
free – or freer than he was before – we may be using the word to 
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denote moral freedom, or independence, or self-determination. 
This concept, as has often been pointed out, is far from clear: the 
central terms – willing, intention, action, and the related notions 
– conscience, remorse, guilt, inner versus outer compulsion, and 
so on – stand in need of analysis, which itself entails a moral 
psychology that remains unprovided; and in the meanwhile 
the notion of moral independence – of what is, or should be, 
independent of what, and how this independence is achieved – 
remains obscure. Moreover, it seems doubtful whether we should 
describe a man as being free if his conduct displayed unswerving 
regularities, issuing (however this is established) from his own 
thoughts, feelings, acts of will, so that we should be inclined to say 
that he could not behave otherwise than as he did. Predictability 
may or may not entail determinism; but if we were in a position 
to be so well acquainted with a man’s character, reactions, out-
look that, given a specific situation, we felt sure that we could 
predict how he would act, better perhaps than he could himself, 
should we be tempted to describe him as being a typical example 
of a man morally – or otherwise – free? Should we not think that 
a phrase used by Patrick Gardiner, a ‘prisoner of his personality’, 
described him better?1 So aptly, indeed, that he might, in certain 
cases, come to accept it – with regret or satisfaction – himself ? 
A man so hidebound by his own habits and outlook is not the 
paradigm of human freedom.

The central assumption of common thought and speech 
seems to me to be that freedom is the principal characteristic 
that distinguishes man from all that is non-human; that there 
are degrees of freedom, degrees constituted by the absence of 
obstacles to the exercise of choice; the choice being regarded 
as not itself determined by antecedent conditions, at least not 
as being wholly so determined. It may be that common sense is 
mistaken in this matter, as in others; but the onus of refutation 

1  op. cit. (243 above, note 1), 92.
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is on those who disagree. Common sense may not be too well 
aware of the full variety of such obstacles: they may be physical 
or psychical, ‘inner’ and ‘outer’, or complexes compounded of 
both elements, difficult and perhaps conceptually impossible to 
unravel, due to social factors and/or individual ones. Common 
opinion may oversimplify the issue; but it seems to me to be right 
about its essence: freedom is to do with the absence of obstacles 
to action. These obstacles may consist of physical power, whether 
of nature or of men, that prevents our intentions from being 
realised: geographical conditions or prison walls, armed men 
or the threat (deliberately used as a weapon or unintended) of 
lack of food or shelter or other necessities of life; or again they 
may be psychological: fears and ‘complexes’, ignorance, error, 
prejudice, illusions, fantasies, compulsions, neuroses and psycho-
ses – irrational factors of many kinds. Moral freedom – rational 
self-control – knowledge of what is at stake, and of what is one’s 
motive in acting as one does; independence of the unrecognised 
influence of other persons or of one’s known personal past or 
that of one’s group or culture; destruction of hopes, fears, desires, 
loves, hatreds, ideals, which will be seen to be groundless once 
they are inspected and rationally examined – these indeed bring 
liberation from obstacles, some of the most formidable and in-
sidious in the path of human beings; their full effect, despite the 
acute but scattered insights of moralists from Plato to Marx and 
Schopenhauer, began to be understood adequately only in the 
twentieth century, with the rise of psychoanalysis and the per-
ception of its philosophical implications. It would be absurd to 
deny the validity of this sense of the concept of freedom, or of its 
intimate logical dependence on rationality and knowledge. Like 
all freedom it consists of, or depends on, the removal of obstacles, 
in this case of psychological impediments to the full use of human 
powers to whatever ends men choose; but these constitute only 
one category of such obstacles, however important and hitherto 
inadequately analysed. To emphasise these to the exclusion of 
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other classes of obstacles, and other better recognised forms of 
freedom, leads to distortion. Yet it is this, it seems to me, that has 
been done by those who, from the Stoics to Spinoza, Bradley and 
Stuart Hampshire, have confined freedom to self-determination.

To be free is to be able to make an unforced choice; and choice 
entails competing possibilities – at the very least two ‘open’, un-
impeded alternatives. And this, in its turn, may well depend on 
external circumstances which leave only some paths unblocked. 
When we speak of the extent of freedom enjoyed by a man or a 
society, we have in mind, it seems to me, the width or extent of 
the paths before them, the number of open doors, as it were, and 
the extent to which they are open. The metaphor is imperfect, 
for ‘number’ and ‘extent’ will not really do. Some doors are much 
more important than others – the goods to which they lead are 
far more central in an individual’s or society’s life. Some doors 
lead to other open doors, some to closed ones; there is actual 
and there is potential freedom – depending on how easily some 
closed doors can be opened, given existing or potential resources, 
physical or mental. How is one to measure one situation against 
another? How is one to decide whether a man who is obstructed 
neither by other persons nor by circumstances from, let us say, 
the acquisition of adequate security or of material necessities and 
comforts, but is debarred from free speech and association, is less 
or more free than one who finds it impossible, because of, let us 
say, the economic policies of his government, to obtain more 
than the necessities of life, but who possesses greater opportuni-
ties of education or of free communication or association with 
others? Problems of this type will always arise – they are familiar 
enough in the utilitarian literature, and indeed in all forms of 
non-totalitarian practical politics. Even if no hard and fast rule 
can be provided, it still remains the case that the measure of the 
liberty of a man or a group is, to a large degree, determined by the 
range of choosable possibilities.

If a man’s area of choice, whether ‘physical’ or ‘mental’, is 
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narrow, then however contented with it he may be, and however 
true it may be that the more rational a man is, the clearer the one 
and only rational path will be to him and the less likely will he 
be to vacillate between alternatives (a proposition which seems 
to me to be fallacious), neither of these situations will necessarily 
make him more free than a man whose range of choice is wider. 
To remove obstacles by removing desire to enter upon, or even 
awareness of, the path on which the obstacles lie, may contribute 
to serenity, contentment, perhaps even wisdom, but not to lib-
erty. Independence of mind – sanity and integration of personal-
ity, health and inner harmony – are highly desirable conditions, 
and they entail the removal of a sufficient number of obstacles 
to qualify for being regarded, for that reason alone, as a species 
of freedom – but only one species among others. Someone may 
say that it is at least unique in this: that this kind of freedom 
is a necessary condition for all other kinds of freedom – for if 
I am ignorant, obsessed, irrational, I am thereby blinded to the 
facts, and a man so blinded is, in effect, as unfree as a man whose 
possibilities are objectively blocked. But this does not seem to 
me to be true. If I am ignorant of my rights, or too neurotic (or 
too poor) to benefit by them, that makes them useless to me; but 
it does not make them non-existent; a door is closed to a path 
that leads to other, open, doors. To destroy or lack a condition 
for freedom (knowledge, money) is not to destroy that freedom 
itself; for its essence does not lie in its accessibility, although its 
value may do so. The more avenues men can enter, the broader 
those avenues, the more avenues that each opens into, the freer 
they are; the better men know what avenues lie before them, and 
how open they are, the freer they will know themselves to be. To 
be free without knowing it may be a bitter irony, but if a man 
subsequently discovers that doors were open although he did 
not know it, he will reflect bitterly not about his lack of freedom 
but about his ignorance. The extent of freedom depends on op-
portunities of action, not on knowledge of them, although such 
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knowledge may well be an indispensable condition for the use of 
freedom, and although impediments in the path to it are them-
selves a deprivation of freedom – of freedom to know. Ignorance 
blocks paths, and knowledge opens them. But this truism does 
not entail that freedom implies awareness of freedom, still less 
that they are identical.

It is worth noting that it is the actual doors that are open 
that determine the extent of someone’s freedom, and not his 
own preferences. A man is not free merely when there are no 
obstacles, psychological or otherwise, in the way of his wishes – 
when he can do as he likes – for in that case a man might be 
rendered free by altering not his opportunities of action, but his 
desires and dispositions. If a master can condition his slaves to 
love their chains he does not thereby prima facie increase their 
liberty, although he may increase their contentment or at least 
decrease their misery. Some unscrupulous managers of men have, 
in the course of history, used religious teachings to make men 
less discontented with brutal and iniquitous treatment. If such 
measures work, and there is reason to think that they do so only 
too often, and if the victims have learnt not to mind their pains 
and indignities (like Epictetus, for example), then some despotic 
systems should presumably be described as creators of liberty; for 
by eliminating distracting temptations, and ‘enslaving’ wishes 
and passions, they create (on these assumptions) more liberty 
than institutions that expand the area of individual or demo-
cratic choice and thereby produce the worrying need to select, 
to determine oneself in one direction rather than another – the 
terrible burden of the embarras de choix (which has itself been 
taken to be a symptom of irrationality by some thinkers in the 
rationalist tradition). This ancient fallacy is by now too familiar 
to need refutation. I only cite it in order to emphasise the crucial 
distinction between the definition of liberty as nothing but the 
absence of obstacles to doing as I like (which could presumably 
be compatible with a very narrow life, narrowed by the influence 
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upon me of personal or impersonal forces, education or law, 
friend or foe, religious teacher or parent, or even consciously 
contracted by myself), and liberty as a range of objectively open 
possibilities, whether these are desired or not, even though it is 
difficult or impossible to give rules for measuring or comparing 
degrees of it, or for assessing different situations with regard to it.

There is, of course, a sense, with which all moral philosophers 
are well acquainted, in which the slave Epictetus is more free than 
his master or the Emperor who forced him to die in exile; or that 
in which ‘Stone walls do not a prison make.’1 Nevertheless, such 
statements derive their rhetorical force from the fact that there is 
a more familiar sense in which a slave is the least free of men, and 
stone walls and iron bars are serious impediments to freedom; 
nor are moral and physical or political or legal freedoms mere 
homonyms. Unless some kernel of common meaning – whether 
a single common characteristic or a ‘family resemblance’ – is kept 
in mind, there is the danger that one or other of these senses will 
be represented as fundamental, and the others will be tortured 
into conformity with it, or dismissed as trivial or superficial. 
The most notorious examples of this process are the sophistries 
whereby various types of compulsion and thought-control are 
represented as means to, or even as constitutive of, ‘true’ free-
dom, or, conversely, liberal political or legal systems are regarded 
as sufficient means of ensuring not only the freedom of, but 
opportunities for the use of such freedom by, persons who are 
too irrational or immature, owing to lack of education or other 
means of mental development, to understand or benefit by such 
rules or laws. It is therefore the central meaning of the term, if 
there is one, that it is important to establish.

There is yet another consideration regarding knowledge and 
liberty to which I should like to return.2 It is true that knowledge 
always, of necessity, opens some doors, but does it never close 

1  Richard Lovelace, ‘To Althea, from Prison’, line 25. 2  See 230 above.
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others? If I am a poet, may it not be that some forms of knowl-
edge will curtail my powers and thereby my liberty too? Let us 
suppose that I require as a stimulus to my imagination illusions 
and myths of a certain kind which are provided by the religion 
in which I have been brought up or to which I have been con-
verted. Let us assume that some honourable rationalist refutes 
these beliefs, shatters my illusions, dissipates the myths; may it 
not be that my clear gain in knowledge and rationality is paid 
for by the diminution or destruction of my powers as a poet? 
It is easy enough to say that what I have lost is a power that fed 
on illusions or irrational states and attitudes which the advance 
of knowledge has destroyed; that some powers are undesirable 
(like the power of self-deception) and that, in any case, powers 
are powers and not liberties. It may be said that an increase in 
knowledge cannot (this would, I think, be claimed as an analytic 
truth) diminish my freedom; for to know the roots of my activity 
is to be rescued from servitude to the unknown – from stumbling 
in a darkness populated with figments which breed fears and 
irrational conduct. Moreover, it will be said that as a result of 
the destruction of my idols I have clearly gained in freedom of 
self-determination; for I can now give a rational justification of 
my beliefs, and the motives of my actions are clearer to me. But 
if I am less free to write the kind of poetry that I used to write, is 
there not now a new obstacle before me? Have not some doors 
been closed by the opening of others? Whether ignorance is or 
is not bliss in these circumstances is another question. The ques-
tion I wish to ask – and one to which I do not know the answer 
– is whether such absence of knowledge may not be a necessary 
condition for certain states of mind or emotion in which alone 
certain impediments to some forms of creative labour are absent. 
This is an empirical question, but on the answer to it the answer 
to a larger question depends: whether knowledge never impedes, 
always increases, the sum total of human freedom.

Again, if I am a singer, self-consciousness – the child of 
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knowledge – may inhibit the spontaneity that may be a neces-
sary condition of my performance, as the growth of culture was 
thought by Rousseau and others to inhibit the joys of barbarian 
innocence. It does not matter greatly whether this particular 
belief is true; the simple uncivilised savage may have known 
fewer joys than Rousseau supposed; barbarism may not be 
a state of innocence at all. It is enough to allow that there are 
certain forms of knowledge that have the psychological effect of 
preventing kinds of self-expression which, on any showing, must 
be considered as forms of free activity. Reflection may ruin my 
painting if this depends on not thinking; my knowledge that a 
disease, for which no cure has been discovered, is destroying me 
or my friend, may well sap my particular creative capacity, and 
inhibit me in this or that way; and to be inhibited – whatever its 
long-term advantages – is not to be rendered more free. It may 
be replied to this that if I am suffering from a disease and do not 
know it, I am less free than one who knows, and can at least try 
to take steps to check it, even if the disease has so far proved to be 
incurable; that not to diagnose it will certainly lead to dissipation 
of effort in mistaken directions, and will curtail my freedom by 
putting me at the mercy of natural forces the character of which, 
because I do not recognise it, I cannot rationally discount or 
cope with. This is indeed so. Such knowledge cannot decrease my 
freedom as a rational being, but it may finish me as an artist. One 
door opens, and as a result of this another shuts.

Let me take another example. Resistance against vast odds 
may work only if the odds are not fully known; otherwise it may 
seem irrational to fight against what, even if it is not known to be 
irresistible, can be believed with a high degree of probability to 
be so. For it may be my very ignorance of the odds that creates a 
situation in which alone I resist successfully. If David had known 
more about Goliath, if the majority of the inhabitants of Britain 
had known more about Germany in 1940, if historical prob-
abilities could be reduced to something approaching a reliable 
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guide to action, some achievements might never have taken 
place. I discover that I suffer from a fatal disease. This discovery 
makes it possible for me to try to find a cure – which was not 
possible so long as I was ignorant of the causes of my condition. 
But supposing that I satisfy myself that the weight of probability 
is against the discovery of an antidote, that once the poison has 
entered into the system death must follow; that the pollution of 
the atmosphere as the result of the discharge of a nuclear weapon 
cannot be undone. Then what is it that I am now more free to 
do? I may seek to reconcile myself to what has occurred, not kick 
against the pricks, arrange my affairs, make my will, refrain from 
a display of sorrow or indignation inappropriate when facing the 
inevitable – this is what ‘stoicism’ or ‘taking things philosophic
ally’ has historically come to mean. But even if I believe that 
reality is a rational whole (whatever this may mean), and that 
any other view of it – for instance, as being equally capable of 
realising various incompatible possibilities – is an error caused 
by ignorance, and if I therefore regard everything in it as being 
necessitated by reason – what I myself should necessarily will it to 
be as a wholly rational being – the discovery of its structure will 
not increase my freedom of choice. It will merely set me beyond 
hope and fear – for these are symptoms of ignorance or fantasy 
– and beyond choices too, since choosing entails the reality of at 
least two alternatives, say action and inaction. We are told that 
the Stoic Posidonius said to the pain that was tormenting him 
‘Do your worst, pain; no matter what you do, you cannot make 
me hate you.’1 But Posidonius was a rationalistic determinist: 
whatever truly is, is as it should be; to wish it to be otherwise is 
a sign of irrationality; rationality implies that choice – and the 
freedom defined in terms of its possibility – is an illusion, not 
widened but killed by true knowledge.

1  Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 2. 61. ‘Nihil agis, dolor! quamvis sis moles-
tus, numquam te esse confitebor malum.’
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Knowledge increases autonomy both in the sense of Kant, 
and in that of Spinoza and his followers. I should like to ask 
once more: is all liberty just that? The advance of knowledge 
stops men from wasting their resources upon delusive projects. 
It has stopped us from burning witches or flogging lunatics or 
predicting the future by listening to oracles or looking at the 
entrails of animals or the flight of birds. It may yet render many 
institutions and decisions of the present – legal, political, moral, 
social – obsolete, by showing them to be as cruel and stupid and 
incompatible with the pursuit of justice or reason or happiness or 
truth as we now think the burning of widows or eating the flesh 
of an enemy to acquire skills. If our powers of prediction, and so 
our knowledge of the future, become much greater, then, even if 
they are never complete, this may radically alter our view of what 
constitutes a person, an act, a choice; and eo ipso our language 
and our picture of the world. This may make our conduct more 
rational, perhaps more tolerant, charitable, civilised, it may im-
prove it in many ways, but will it increase the area of free choice? 
For individuals or groups? It will certainly kill some realms of 
the imagination founded upon non-rational beliefs, and for this 
it may compensate us by making some of our ends more easily 
or harmoniously attainable. But who shall say if the balance will 
necessarily be on the side of wider freedom? Unless one estab-
lishes logical equivalences between the notions of freedom, self-
determination and self-knowledge in some a priori fashion – as 
Spinoza and Hegel and their modern followers seek to do – why 
need this be true? Stuart Hampshire and E. F. Carritt, in deal-
ing with the topic, maintain that, faced with any situation, one 
can always choose at least between trying to do something and 
letting things take their course. Always? If it makes sense to say 
that there is an external world, then to know it, in the descriptive 
sense of ‘know’, is not to alter it. As for the other sense of ‘know’ 
– the pragmatic, in which ‘I know what I shall do’ is akin to ‘I 
know what to do’, and registers not a piece of information but a 
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decision to alter things in a certain way – would it not wither if 
psychophysiology advanced far enough? For, in that event, may 
not my resolution to act or not to act resemble more and more 
the recommendation of Canute’s courtiers?

Knowledge, we are told, extends the boundaries of freedom, 
and this is an a priori proposition. Is it inconceivable that the 
growth of knowledge will tend more and more successfully to 
establish the determinist thesis as an empirical truth, and explain 
our thoughts and feelings, wishes and decisions, our actions and 
choices, in terms of invariant, regular, natural successions, to 
seek to alter which will seem almost as irrational as entertaining 
a logical fallacy? This was, after all, the programme and the belief 
of many respected philosophers, as different in their outlooks 
as Spinoza, Holbach, Schopenhauer, Comte, the behaviourists. 
Would such a consummation extend the area of freedom? In 
what sense? Would it not rather render this notion, for want of a 
contrasting one, altogether otiose, and would not this constitute 
a novel situation? The ‘dissolution’ of the concept of freedom 
would be accompanied by the demise of that sense of ‘know’ in 
which we speak not of knowing that, but of knowing what to do, 
to which Hampshire and Hart have drawn attention;1 for if all is 
determined, there is nothing to choose between, and so nothing 
to decide. Perhaps those who have said of freedom that it is the 
recognition of necessity were contemplating this very situation. 
If so, their notion of freedom is radically different from those 
who define it in terms of conscious choice and decision.

I wish to make no judgement of value: only to suggest that to 
say that knowledge is a good is one thing; to say that it is necessar-
ily, in all situations, compatible with, still more that it is on terms 
of mutual entailment with (or even, as some seem to suppose, is 
literally identical with), freedom, in most of the senses in which 

1  Stuart Hampshire and H. L. A. Hart, ‘Decision, Intention and Certainty’, 
Mind 67 (1958), 1–12.
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this word is used, is something very different. Perhaps the second 
assertion is rooted in the optimistic view – which seems to be 
at the heart of much metaphysical rationalism – that all good 
things must be compatible, and that therefore freedom, order, 
knowledge, happiness, a closed future (and an open one?) must 
be at least compatible, and perhaps even entail one another in a 
systematic fashion. But this proposition is not self-evidently true, 
if only on empirical grounds. Indeed, it is perhaps one of the least 
plausible beliefs ever entertained by profound and influential 
thinkers.





Appendix to the Second Edition

Made of Wax after All

We felt no need to publish our ideas, for the only 
audience which was worth satisfying was the handful of 
our contemporaries who lived near us, and whom we met 
with agreeable regularity.

Isaiah Berlin1

The publishing agreement for Berlin’s ‘Selected Writings’ – the 
collective title under which the first four of my edited collections of 
his essays were originally published – provides for three volumes in 
addition to Russian Thinkers (which was already under contract 
to Penguin). These were referred to in an accompanying schedule 
as volumes A, B and C: A on philosophy, B on the history of ideas, 
and C comprising ‘memoirs and tributes’. Some time after I had 
completed work on volume A, I received a letter from Berlin, part 
of which follows.

To Henry Hardy
6 April 1976

Headington House
Dear Henry,

[. . .] What I am more dubious about – suddenly, but deeply 

1  ‘J. L. Austin and the Early Beginnings of Oxford Philosophy’, in Personal 
Impressions, ed. Henry Hardy, 2nd ed. (London, 1998), 145.
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– is the need for one of the four volumes – namely, that that 
includes the philosophical essays. These really do seem to me 
pretty dead by now; whatever their merits, they will be rightly 
regarded as dated, if not actually obsolete, by philosophers, and 
no one else could possibly take any interest in them. One or two 
of the more popular ones could perhaps be included in the other 
three volumes. The idea that a totally representative selection of 
‘my works’ should appear entails a degree of importance, and 
therefore legitimate interest in my person or my works, which, 
without any false modesty, seems to me totally unjustified by the 
facts – as any honest reviewer would be bound to recognise, even 
if some of them might be too kind to say so. The Russian essays 
have a certain unity and perhaps some value in themselves; so do 
the memoirs, eulogies etc.; and there may be something to be said 
for a volume of miscellaneous pieces; but that should be all.

Come and argue about this with me if you would like to, but 
I feel fairly convinced on this issue. I really do not think that 
Verification, Reductionism, the Logic of History from A to Z,1 
etc. are good enough to reprint, and they would merely lower the 
value of the rest. Three volumes are surely enough? [. . .] I think 
that your appreciation of my works is too generous.

Yours ever,
Isaiah

IB dictated a second letter (dated 10 April) covering the same 
ground, evidently having forgotten the first one. In the course of this 
he writes:

All those papers in Mind, the Proceedings of the Aristotelian 
Society etc., or almost all, are perhaps not much worse than the 
average contents of philosophical periodicals of the time, but not 

1  As originally published ‘The Concept of Scientific History’ consisted (ap-
parently pointlessly) of 26 paragraphs, each preceded by a letter of the alphabet.
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much better: and looked at now seem pretty dead stuff to me. A 
valuable philosophical essay really does have to be capable of mak-
ing some impact – representing some, if not boldly original, then 
at least sharply ice-cutting historically important point of view. 
This these essays do not convey. ‘The Purpose of Philosophy’ may 
just be rescuable; so may ‘Does Political Theory Still Exist?’, and 
even ‘From Hope and Fear Set Free’; but all that stuff on deduc-
tion, verification, hypotheticals, reductionism and even equality 
belongs to its time and place and nothing beyond that.

Dismayed, not only because the editorial work was done, I fought 
back, and the following exchange ensued. (I was working at the 
time for a London publisher.)

To Isaiah Berlin
18 April 1976

Open Books, London
Dear Sir Isaiah,

Thank you for your letters of 6 and 10 April. I am of course 
distressed that you are having cold feet at this late stage over the 
publication of the philosophy volume. Let me put the case for 
it once again, perhaps in a little more detail than heretofore. 
Forgive me if you find me long-winded, but I must do my best 
to persuade you. I daresay nothing I can say will reassure you, 
given your deep-seated insecurity about appearing in print, but 
it is worth a try.

You began your professional life as a first-order philosopher, 
and it is still primarily as a philosopher that you are known. You 
may think this inappropriate, now that you have moved into the 
second-order field of intellectual history, but the fact remains 
that the label seems to have stuck – and not entirely inappropri-
ately, since it is mostly philosophers whose ideas you chronicle. 
In addition to the two best-known of your philosophical essays, 
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reprinted in Four Essays on Liberty, you have written and pub-
lished the nine essays that constitute the agreed contents of 
Concepts and Categories, the first volume of your so-called 
‘Selected Writings’. These essays form a natural unity – an intro
ductory portrait of philosophy’s nature followed by a variety 
of case studies – and (in my view) form an essential part of the 
collection of your writings which I am editing, if this collection is 
to be at all representative. The essays are of considerable interest 
in themselves, and their interest is crucially added to by the fact 
that you wrote them: anyone who knows anything about you, 
and is thus a potential purchaser and reader of your published 
writings, would expect to find them in any collection of your 
papers that laid any claim to cover the range of your output.

That is the broad picture. I think I can best fill in some of the 
detail by picking up the various points you make in your two 
letters. First, you say that some of the essays are dated. In one 
way there may be some truth in this: viz., one can tell from the 
kind of topic with which they are preoccupied, from the type 
of opponent they attack, at what stage in the development of 
English philosophy they were written. But neither is this sur-
prising, nor, surely, does it constitute (at any rate by itself ) an 
argument against publication. The first of the three volumes of 
Ryle’s Collected Papers (for example) contains a lot of material 
that is strongly dated in this sense, but its being so dated neither 
prevents it being of intrinsic philosophical interest, nor pre-
vents it being of interest as written by Ryle, as showing part of 
the intellectual route he followed on his way to The Concept of 
Mind and so forth. The same might be said of some of Austin’s 
Philosophical Papers.

The fact that philosophy has moved on to other concerns does 
not mean that what was said earlier can no longer be true, or that 
it is not part of the foundation on which latter thought is built, 
or that it is no longer interesting in itself. It does not mean that 
it is not informative (not necessarily damagingly so!) about its 
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author. These are the counts on which early material is worth 
reviving. Goodness, if one never published anything that was not 
bang up to the minute, what a mass of invaluable material would 
never see the light! It has always annoyed me that both reviewers 
and historians of ideas often glibly assign writers they are discuss-
ing to this or that period or school, in a dismissive way, as if the 
fact that they are obviously a natural part of their contemporary 
intellectual environment somehow devalues or even invalidates 
what they had to say. You know the approach: ‘So-and-so, 
writing when he did, and under the influence of such-and-such 
a circle, could hardly help espousing the views so characteristic 
of . . .’ and so forth. It seems to me perfectly certain that the fact 
that a piece of work bears the marks of the temporal or other 
context in which it was produced constitutes absolutely no part 
of a reasonable case against its being judged of value or interest. I 
am sure you will agree.

You say that reprintable philosophy should be, if not boldly 
original, then at least sharply ice-cutting, embodying a historic
ally important viewpoint. This is an exorbitantly high standard 
to apply! How much philosophy meets it? 1 per cent at the very 
most. A higher percentage of what gets reprinted, perhaps, but 
not much higher. In any case, you are perhaps over-modest about 
your essays. I am not going to maintain (I don’t think it’s true, 
and even if it were you would never admit it) that you are in 
the foremost rank of creative pure philosophers, but you are, and 
showed in those papers that you are, remarkably good at philoso-
phy: you must at least admit that, and it is enough. Besides, there 
are other qualities in these essays which makes them (as well as 
characteristic of you) other than run-of-the-mill – the status to 
which you seem determined to relegate them.

If you wanted detailed chapter and verse I would have to go 
through them again and try to pick out paradigm cases of what I 
have in mind. But I can give you some general impressions from 
memory. You are not swamped by the prevailing orthodoxy as so 
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many are; you have a refreshing candidness and directness about 
dissenting from received opinion; both in content and in style 
your philosophical writing is highly individual and characteristic; 
you have an often exhilarating command of your material, and a 
discrimination and felicity in presenting it that is by no means 
shared by other philosophers; you do not make issues seem 
more complex or obscure than they really are, because you have 
yourself perceived them clearly, and have no need to cloak confu-
sion with verbiage; your philosophical essays show your skill in 
sustained minute argument in a way not matched anywhere else 
in your work.

I hope I am not embarrassing you. On top of all this is the 
fact that the issues about which you wrote were, and still are, of 
the first importance in philosophy: the distinguishing features of 
philosophy; the nature of inductive belief; the role of verifiabil-
ity; the possibility of phenomenalism; objections to reductivism; 
what kind of equality we should have as a political ideal; whether 
history is a science; the status of political theory; whether know
ledge liberates (I pick only a selection of the salient issues you 
discuss). These are none of them dead issues. If any of them are  
[sic] out of fashion at present, they will come back into fashion 
again. Think of the unutterably trivial subject matter of much 
of the philosophy in periodicals! This is not a charge that can be 
levelled against your essays, whatever other weaknesses you may 
imagine they possess.

Add to this that some of the papers you are worried about have 
already been in demand for reprinting, and recent reprinting at 
that. If you suspect me of an undiscriminating and automatic 
approval of everything you write (a charge to which I plead not 
guilty – my appreciation of your work, as of your person, is of a 
warts-and-all variety, not of a can-do-no-wrong kind: admiration 
is well laced with frustration), then I appeal to the judgement of 
other philosophers more distinguished than myself, more quali-
fied to judge your work, and more likely to do so in a detached 
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way. ‘Verification’ was reprinted in 1968 in Parkinson’s Oxford 
Readings in Philosophy volume, and ‘Empirical Propositions 
and Hypothetical Statements’ in an American collection on the 
philosophy of perception in 1965; ‘The Concept of Scientific 
History’ has been reprinted twice, in 1963 and 1966, and indeed 
I understand that you yourself until recently planned to include 
it with the essays on Vico and Herder as part of a three-essay 
volume which has now appeared in pruned form as Vico and 
Herder – which makes me particularly surprised that this is one 
of the essays you are hesitating about.

Do not these reprintings show anything? I think they do. Of 
course, there are some that have not been reprinted: but of what 
worthwhile collection is this not true – and usually to a greater 
extent than in this case? And even if one or two of the essays are 
of comparatively less interest than the others, they should be in-
cluded if only for completeness’s sake. This volume is after all not 
independently conceived, but part of a collection of your writings.

This brings me to what may be our most significant disagree-
ment. As I see it, we are publishing a collection of all your major 
papers in four areas, with certain individual exceptions certainly 
(the two pieces on Romanticism which you don’t want to re-
print in case they steal the thunder of the Mellon Lectures; the 
political Jewish pieces; the pseudonymous/contentious Russian 
political pieces),1 but with no generic lacunae. Anyone who 
owns all the volumes, together with your previously published 
books, will possess your main oeuvre to date. (Andrew Best’s2 

1  The essays on romanticism were ‘The Apotheosis of the Romantic Will: 
The Revolt against the Myth of an Ideal World’, included in 1990 in The 
Crooked Timber of Humanity, and ‘The Romantic Revolution: A Crisis in the 
History of Modern Thought’, which appeared in 1996 in The Sense of Reality 
(Berlin’s projected book based on the Mellon Lectures never appeared); some 
of the most important Jewish pieces were included in 2000 in The Power of 
Ideas; and the articles on Soviet Russia appeared in 2004 in The Soviet Mind.

2  Andrew Best (1933–2006) was at that time IB’s literary agent at Curtis 
Brown.
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portmanteau title ‘Selected Writings’ is perhaps not the happiest 
of titles, suggesting as it does a greater degree of selection than I 
ever envisaged.)

Would I be right in thinking that this picture worries you 
somewhat? I fancy you may think of the project rather more as 
four independent books, each to be justified on its own merits 
(and three of them, in your view, so justifiable), books which 
happen to be written by I. Berlin, though this forms no part, or 
only a small part, of the reason for publishing them. You say ‘The 
idea that a totally representative selection of “my works” should 
appear entails a degree of importance, and therefore legitimate 
interest in my person or my works, which, without any false 
modesty, seem to me totally unjustified by the facts’: I wonder if 
you really believe this?

I do not know how you feel about your reputation, and I 
do not pretend to understand why it has the precise nature it 
has, but surely you must know (even if you don’t wholeheart-
edly welcome it) that – how to put this? – your reputation is 
such that the fact that you are the author of a book is for many 
a sufficient reason for reading it, and enjoying the experience. 
You have said all along that few will read your selected works, 
but, pace your disclaimer, this is surely false modesty. Chatto & 
Windus were not relieved, as you guessed they might be, that you 
thought the philosophy volume not worth including: when I last 
spoke to Hugo Brunner he confirmed (what I suspected) that 
as a publishing proposition the philosophy volume is thought 
to be perfectly sound, and would be bound to sell profitably. 
Donald MacRae at Heinemann Educational thought the same, 
with some force. Naturally this isn’t in itself a sufficient reason 
for publishing a book, but it does go some way to meeting your 
particular hesitations.

You are, as always, thinking of what reviewers will say. I think 
you are unduly pessimistic, for the reasons given. But in any 
case, your reputation is so firmly established that it could not 
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conceivably be significantly affected by a hostile reception of the 
philosophy volume, even if this occurred, which it won’t. Forgive 
me for saying that the spectacle of someone of a distinction as 
established as your own believing that his reputation is at risk 
from the publication of a volume of essays not all of which may 
be of the very highest rank is worrying. In any case, it is I who 
am to blame if the volume is a mistake – the selection appears 
as mine, even if it has your passive imprimatur, and it is I who 
should receive the critics’ castigations for mis-selection, if any 
were forthcoming. Maybe it is just that you hate unfavourable 
reviews – as indeed you do. But (again forgive me) is this really 
something that should be allowed to decide the issue? I can imag-
ine, I think, how you feel about this: but does the detached part 
of you think that adverse criticism really matters? [. . .]

To omit volume A would be to emasculate the whole 
scheme as I see it. I have a particular interest in this volume, as 
a philosopher (albeit a lapsed one like yourself ), and that is one 
reason why I did the work on it first, and enjoyed doing it, and 
am looking forward especially keenly to its appearance. I even 
used a quotation from one of the papers you want to throw out 
as an epigraph for a chapter of my D.Phil. thesis!1 Forgive me, 
please, if anything I have said in this letter seems to you in any 
way impertinent: I have tried to give my reasons for thinking the 
volume worth publishing as fully and as honestly as possible. I 
hope your cold feet will be a little warmed, at least.

Yours ever,
Henry� [. . .]

1  The second of two epigraphs at the head of ‘What Do Sensation Terms 
Mean?’, chapter 3 of my thesis on ‘Subjective Experience’ (Oxford, 1976) is 
taken from ‘Empirical Propositions and Hypothetical Statements’ (70 above): 
‘the meanings of words are affected, and often very deeply affected, by our 
explicit or implicit causal beliefs, and the analysis of what is meant by an expres-
sion may very well reveal all kinds of physical or social or psychological beliefs 
or assumptions prevalent in a given society, a change in which could affect the 
meaning of words’.
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To Henry Hardy
3 May 1976

Headington House
Dear Henry,

I am moved by your letter, but not to the extent of changing 
my mind. I think we have somewhat different views about the 
qualifications, as it were, of these – as I call them – posthumous 
volumes of mine. I do not believe that mere interest in what I am, 
the particular directions in which I have moved, etc. is a sufficient 
reason, by itself, for supplying evidence for this in a convenient 
form for the curious. Anything I am prepared to put my name to 
must, in my opinion, however fallible, be of sufficient intrinsic 
value to deserve publication in a collected form. This seems to me 
tenable in the case of the Russian essays, the obituaries, and some 
of the general essays as well. It does not seem to me, at any rate, 
tenable in the case of the purely philosophical pieces.

Despite the anthologisers, at least three of these essays – in-
duction, phenomenalism, verifiability – have had their day: the 
issues are not dead, but the points I have used and the objections 
I have urged have been absorbed into the general body of belief 
on the subject. Doubtless you could ask some just judge, like 
David Pears,1 or Urmson,2 and they would surely corroborate 
this. It is very well for Ryle’s3 or Austin’s4 papers to be published, 
but they are major influences on British philosophy; this, for a 
variety of reasons, could also be thought to hold of Freddie Ayer;5  

1  David Pears (1921–2009), Student (i.e. fellow), Christ Church, Oxford, 
1960–88; one of my doctoral supervisors. 

2  J. O. Urmson (1915–2012), Fellow and Tutor in Philosophy, Corpus 
Christi College, Oxford, 1959–78; one of my undergraduate tutors.

3  Gilbert Ryle (1900–76), Waynflete Professor of Metaphysical Philosophy 
and Fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford, 1945–68; editor of Mind 1947–71.

4  J. L. Austin (1911–60), White’s Professor of Moral Philosophy and Fellow 
of Corpus Christi College, Oxford, 1952–60.

5  A. J. Ayer (1910–89), Wykeham Professor of Logic and Fellow of New 
College, Oxford, 1959–78.
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but do you really think that a volume of, say, Urmson’s essays or 
Kneale’s1 – very respectable philosophers both, and of influence 
in their day – could be justified? And more so in my case? I do 
not, however, deny that some of these essays, say, on political 
topics, and maybe one essay on pure philosophy, could be sand-
wiched in (or, as the late Crossman2 used to say, ‘spatchcocked’) 
with the rest. So let us discuss it.

I really do feel grateful to you, not merely for everything you 
have done, are doing, are likely to do, but for the sincere compli-
ments you pay me, which I am trying not to inhale. I think I 
have enough scepticism of my own powers, and indeed, lack of 
intellectual confidence, not to have my head turned, or begin 
saying to myself that perhaps, after all, I am a better man than 
I have all these years supposed myself to me. My sensitiveness to 
reviews is due not so much to general hatred of self-exposure and 
the uncertainties of criticism as to a perfectly proper (it seems to 
me) fear that the critics may tell the truth as I see it myself, and 
perhaps go a little too far in that direction – but the direction 
itself is one that if I were writing about my own works I should in-
evitably take myself. Hence all this fuss. Every time I have received 
honours of any kind, I have always felt that if anyone took such 
things seriously they might easily feel just indignation: I began 
feeling it myself, and was astonished at the standards evidently 
used by those who are so foolish as to honour me in such fashion.

I mustn’t go on. But we must have a meeting. When will you 
be in Oxford next? And thank you ever so much for all this – I 
really am most moved and grateful.

Yours ever,
Isaiah

1  William Kneale (1906–90), White’s Professor of Moral Philosophy, 
Oxford, 1960–6.

2  R. H. S. Crossman (1907–74), academic, journalist and Labour politician, 
Fellow and Tutor in Philosophy, New College, 1930–7, gave Berlin his first 
academic post as a lecturer in philosophy at New College in 1932.
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To Isaiah Berlin
5 May 1976

Open Books, London
Dear Sir Isaiah,

Thank you for your reply to my apology for the philosophy 
volume. I can see you are going to be obdurate. I am sad about 
this, but, I fear, powerless to persuade you that you are mistaken 
in your modesty. I was talking to Chris Schenk1 the weekend 
before last, and the subject of your philosophical papers came 
up: I was reassured when he volunteered the information (before 
I had said anything about my opinions) that he had read some 
of your pieces when he was an undergraduate, and had felt that 
they stood out among the general run of the material he was 
recommended to read, as being unusually free from irrelevant 
convention-observing or pedantic-objection-anticipating clutter 
– as getting straight to the point, and confronting it incisively, in 
its essentials, and constructively. He did not find in your work 
the fruitless, highly localised point-scoring that characterises so 
much of the material in philosophy periodicals. What is more, 
he actually used (unprompted!) the words ‘They seemed to cut a 
great deal of ice’ of the essays: I find this peculiarly telling, since 
you yourself used the epithet ‘ice-cutting’ in an earlier letter to 
describe what you thought your essays did not achieve! Is the 
author the best judge of his own work? I know this isn’t true of 
me.

I shall conclude my catalogue of the merits of your philo-
sophical writings by saying that I concur with Chris Schenk, and 
would add that these writings also manifest a width of reference, 
a readiness to risk large, enlightening and suggestive generalis
ations and speculations, rare in professional philosophical circles. 

1  Christopher Schenk (b. 1949), a fellow philosophical graduate student at 
Wolfson College. He had been a PPE undergraduate at Jesus, and Treasurer of 
the Junior Common Room there while a goldfish held the presidency.
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I am only sorry you never applied these talents more positively 
to the problems of free will versus determinism: the remarks you 
have made to me in conversation on this topic suggest that you 
might write something addressed specifically to the solution of 
this problem which, if not amounting to the stroke of genius 
which you believe is needed, yet would set the ball rolling in that 
direction. Maybe you will still do this one day.

I am perhaps more sensible of what you see as the shortcom-
ings of your work than I may convey – but it is in spite of these 
(not in ignorance of them) that my judgements about publish-
ability are formed. It is interesting that you mention Urmson as 
a possible parallel. I do indeed think that a volume of Urmson’s 
papers would be worth publishing, and I have often thought of 
suggesting this to him!1 This will only confirm your poor opinion 
of my judgement! I will ask him when I next see him what he 
thinks of your papers – and I will ask David Pears too, whom I 
am to see shortly.

If I cannot persuade you to adhere to the original agreement, 
can I ask you at least to grant stay of execution? I mean that, if 
you cannot bear to have the philosophy volume published as 
planned, as one of the first two to appear, then let us publish 
the other three volumes first, and see how you feel thereafter. 
Perhaps in the light of the excellent reviews the other volumes 
are bound to receive you will be feeling less apprehensive about 
the reception the philosophy volume might receive. Perhaps, 
indeed, you may simply change your mind again. These are other 
reasons (in addition to the point about mismatchedness) why I 
should prefer not to move any of the philosophical material to 
the other volume.

I wonder if there is any parallel in the annals of publishing to 
the situation we find ourselves in. I mean, a volume is ready in all 
respects for the press, editor and publishers wish to publish it, the 

1  Such a proposal is indeed even now (2012) being considered by a publisher.
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public wishes to purchase and read it, and yet the author decides 
to withhold it. This provides an interesting piece of publishing 
history if nothing else! The more usual predicament, I take it, 
is for authors to thirst for publication, and yet fail to produce 
acceptable material. [. . .]

Yours ever,
Henry

To Henry Hardy
18 May 1976

Headington House
Dear Henry,

[. . .] the view that what I am mainly concerned with is the 
reaction of reviewers is not correct: it derives, I suspect, from a 
hypothesis of the Warden of Wadham1 about my reasons for 
doubt on this matter, but this hypothesis is ill-founded. My 
reason for hesitation is not the probable reaction of reviewers, but 
my estimate of the worth of these works themselves: I think it is 
right to publish old pieces in a collected form if, and only if, the 
essays are either (1) of sufficient value in themselves, or (2) are of 
obvious contemporary interest, or (3) throw light on the intellec-
tual development or attitudes of someone of sufficient originality 
and eminence to be worth studying for his own sake. I am clear 
that I do not belong to the last group; I am dubious about the 
first, and somewhat dubious about the second. Bernard Williams 
has promised to try and convince me that my doubts on 1 and 2 
are not sufficiently well grounded. If this generous offer succeeds, 
and he and/or Pears are good enough to take the trouble of trying 
to persuade me that these works are worth collecting, I may – I 
won’t go further at present – yield to such argument. [. . .]

Yours ever,
Isaiah

1  Stuart Hampshire (1914–2004), philosopher, close friend of Berlin.
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To Henry Hardy
31 May 1976

Headington House
Dear Henry,

[. . .] I have now had a very full and, it seems to me, object
ive letter from Bernard Williams, which I enclose. [. . .] I trust 
Bernard sufficiently not really to need an opinion from David 
Pears,1 but if you have it already I should be extremely interested 
to learn it, whatever it may be. I am sure that Bernard is right 
about ‘Induction and Hypothesis’. If you are very keen on 
‘Logical Translation’, let that go in too. So I suppose I am in 
effect won over to the original scheme, provided you leave out 
the piece on induction (which David Pears used to think quite 
well of),2 and possibly ‘Logical Translation’. So I am made of wax 
after all.

Yours ever,
Isaiah

To Isaiah Berlin
27 May 1976

King’s College, Cambridge
Dear Isaiah,

I have been rereading your earlier philosophical works and 
have arrived at some judicious conclusions.

Negatively, first. The first half of ‘Induction and Hypothesis’ 
is too inextricably rooted in the reflections of Miss MacDonald3 
to make it to posterity, I think. The second half is more indepen-
dent of her paper, and I also think it interesting, but it would 

1  So far as I remember, I did not consult David Pears.
2  A very characteristic instance of Berlinian cognitive dissonance: he didn’t 

want the article included, but he didn’t want it thought that this was because it 
was below par, even though he had himself implied this.

3  Margaret Macdonald (b. c.1904, d. 1956), research fellow, Girton College, 
Cambridge, 1934–7; librarian, St Hilda’s College, Oxford, 1937–46.



276  •  Concepts and Categories

probably make a rather anomalous fragment by itself. ‘Logical 
Translation’ I am doubtful about, on the grounds of its having 
been overtaken by events: the current Davidsonian1 types of 
interest in analysis, canonical forms of statement, etc. have dif-
ferent enough motivations from what you were attacking, but 
sufficient contrast with what you were advocating, for there to 
be a rather laborious problem about what exactly you were and 
were not attacking (more precisely, to what your attack would 
or would not extend). On the other hand, it is a rather splendid 
affirmation of pluralism, and very interesting in relation to its 
time; it will also look different again on the next swing of this 
particularly tireless pendulum. I think that this piece could pos-
sibly reappear but I would not press for it.

‘Verification’, however, is clearly worth reprinting. It not only 
occupies a significant historical place, but has excellent arguments 
which are relevant to ongoing discussions about constructivist 
theories of meaning etc.: NB your device of understanding a con-
ditional via a conditional bet is important in Dummett’s2 discus-
sions of these matters. ‘Empirical Propositions and Hypothetical 
Statements’ should certainly reappear. I confess I have always 
been extremely attached to it personally. Phenomenalism, like 
the belief in immortality, is something which I have never for ten 
seconds been disposed to accept, and the first good philosophical 
argument I can recall inventing as an undergraduate was against 
it: I recall reading your piece with great enthusiasm and sense 
of well-being as a clear affirmation of evident but perversely 
neglected truth. But apart from these autobiographical enthusi-
asms, it is my belief that it is very good, stands up very well, and 
indeed has more to say now than the demure paraphrases in the 

1  Donald Davidson (1917–2003), leading US philosopher, moved from 
Rockefeller to Chicago in 1976.

2  Michael Dummett (1925–2011), Fellow of All Souls College, Oxford, 
1950–79; later (1979–92) Wykeham Professor of Logic.
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manner of the time which e.g. Warnock1 followed it up with: 
for a firm, if less Verdian, affirmation of the (real) non-existence 
of the (merely) hypothetical, see Dummett in the trendiest of 
all current philosophical collections, Evans & McDowell, Truth 
and Meaning.2

So I very much hope that you will agree to at least the latter 
two pieces going in. If that leaves Mr Hardy too short, I don’t 
think ‘Logical Translation’ would do any harm at all. [. . .]

Very best
Yours,
Bernard

My Philosophical Views

The article ‘Berlin’ in Thomas Mautner (ed.), A Dictionary of 
Philosophy (Oxford, 1996: Blackwell; reissued with revisions 
as The Penguin Dictionary of Philosophy, London etc., 1997: 
Penguin) is a shortened version, prepared by HH and approved by 
IB, of a longer text dictated by Berlin. What follows is a lightly 
edited transcript of the original text.

There are certain topics about which I have thought during my 
entire academic career, that is, during the last sixty years. They 
are: the possibility of final solutions to problems of thought 
and of life; freedom of the will; the incompatibility of ultimate 
values, principles, ends of life; the search for political solutions 
by thinkers of the French Enlightenment, Marx and his disciples, 
and above all the forerunners of the Russian Revolution; the 
concept of political freedom. Let me begin.

1  Geoffrey Warnock (1923–95), philosopher, Principal of Hertford College, 
Oxford, 1971–88.

2  Gareth Evans and John McDowell (eds), Truth and Meaning: Essays in 
Semantics (Oxford, 1976).
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Early Contributions to Professional Philosophical Publications

In the early 1930s, when I first began teaching philosophy in 
Oxford University, I was mainly concerned with the dominant 
philosophical view, which was that of logical positivism, and its 
later development into analytic philosophy, as it is still being de-
veloped by philosophers in English-speaking and Scandinavian 
countries, and elsewhere. I began with criticisms of Ayer’s book 
Language, Truth and Logic, and tried to point out certain faults 
in the doctrine, which could not account satisfactorily for 
general propositions, unfulfilled hypotheticals, the problem of 
communication – for example, knowledge of other minds – and 
the clearly certain knowledge of such propositions as ‘Yellow is 
more like red than it is like blue’, which appeared to have an a 
priori certainty that could not be derived from verbal definitions, 
only from ostensive definitions or knowledge. I think that my 
interest in the last derived from Russell’s paper ‘The Limits of 
Empiricism’.1

These topics were discussed by the younger Oxford philoso-
phers in general, and in particular by the group which came to be 
called ‘Oxford Philosophy’, which met in my rooms in All Souls 
College in the later 1930s. I have written about these discussions 
in my article on the philosopher J. L. Austin, to be found in a 
book called Personal Impressions. My convictions were and are 
that verification is not a sufficient criterion either of meaning or 
of truth, but that the search for these, although inevitably em-
pirical, must allow for other concepts (I have written about this 
in a book called Concepts and Categories). I have never departed 
from an empirical point of view, derived mainly from both Kant 
and Hume, and have never sought light in metaphysical writings, 
whether of the past or of the present.

1  Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 36 (1935–6), 131–50. [The paper 
includes a discussion of the status of the proposition ‘Yellow is more like green 
than like blue.’]
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Free Will and Determinism

I have written also on the problem of free will, which appears 
to me to be still unsolved. I have tried to argue, particularly in 
an essay called ‘Historical Inevitability’, that unless determin-
ism is false, or at any rate unless there is an area for free choice, 
not conditioned by antecedent causes, the concepts of ordinary 
morality and political thought cannot be retained. I did not 
maintain that we are aware of such freedom a priori; only that 
if determinism, which seemed to me an empirical concept, not 
an a priori metaphysical theory about the nature of things, were 
true, our moral discourse would have to be altered very radically 
indeed, in ways which one could scarcely work out in terms of 
normal concepts and categories; but this is not by itself a decisive 
refutation of determinism.

The Plurality of Ultimate Values

I then went on to consider what appeared to me an indisputable 
fact, namely that certain ultimate values were in principle, and 
not merely in practice, incompatible: that complete liberty was 
not compatible with complete equality, nor justice with mercy, 
nor knowledge with happiness (my knowledge that I have an 
incurable disease does not make me happier – unless I am a Stoic 
sage like Posidonius), nor the free play of the imagination with 
capacity for rational organisation and planning; and from this I 
went on to consider whether the fact that individuals or groups 
or societies or entire cultures pursued some of these values at 
the expense of others – namely, either made choices of ultimate 
values or found that in fact they believed in or pursued them 
in theory or practice – led to relativism, which appeared to me 
invalid.

I therefore spoke of pluralism, as a doctrine according to which 
such ultimate values are not, in the ordinary sense of the word, 
subjective but are such as to be intelligible – if not necessarily 
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followed – by individuals or entire cultures, even if they did not 
pursue them, and were indeed hostile to them. In other words, 
I argued that the possibility of human communication depends 
on the fact that a great many persons in a great many places at 
a great many times have accepted, if not identical, at any rate 
greatly overlapping constellations of values, even if they did 
not follow them all, and that in this sense such values could be 
described as objective, whatever deviations or differences there 
were between views, tastes, opinions not concerned with those 
ultimate values in terms of which, whether they know it or not, 
men conduct their lives.

I found that true relativism was not a doctrine much in evi-
dence, at any rate after the Greek Sophists, until the nineteenth 
century, not even in the thought of Hume or Montesquieu; and 
that it is in large measure due to such doctrines as Marxism, 
which maintain that position in the productive process or the 
class struggle determines values, and that no common human in-
terests therefore can be said to exist until the final order ushered 
in by the final revolution.

I found that the first thinker who had truly distinguished 
between values which were equally ultimate, but incompatible, 
was probably Machiavelli, who thought that successful states-
manship was not compatible with a Christian outlook or scale of 
values. I went on from there to the German thinker J. G. Herder, 
who with great brilliance, in my view, understood the differences 
of cultures, and the values that belong to them, even though men 
in one culture were perfectly capable of having an empathetic 
insight into and understanding of the values of other cultures, 
both in the past and in other parts of the world.

The Sciences and the Humanities

This led me to a general investigation of the relationships of 
certain political values – and the possibility of a liberal society, 
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where a variety of values were followed which nevertheless could 
not be regarded as subjective. I was also deeply impressed by the 
work of the Italian philosopher G. B. Vico, who, in my view, 
was the first thinker to understand what a culture is, what the 
relationships are between moral, religious, linguistic, artistic etc. 
values which compose a culture, in particular the importance of 
custom, language, law in understanding cultures. This, in turn, led 
me to consider the difference between the methods of the natural 
sciences as distinct from those of the humanities, which Vico 
greatly stressed, and the fallacies involved in applying concepts 
derived from the natural sciences for the purpose of fully explain-
ing the nature of thought, imagination and every other human 
faculty involved in such humane studies as history, philosophy, 
literature, religion, linguistics and so on, and the corresponding 
fallacies developed by a good many modern sociologists in this 
regard; in this respect, I thought that the acceptance of deter-
minism as a basic doctrine itself led to a mistaken assimilation of 
these two types of thought.

The Enlightenment and the Counter-Enlightenment

I then applied myself to the ideas of the French Enlightenment, 
from which it seemed to me that much of radical thought in the 
nineteenth century followed, even if sometimes in a distorted 
fashion; this began particularly after, having written a book on 
Karl Marx, I became Professor of Social and Political Theory in 
my university. And this in turn blended with my enquiry into 
the possibility of final solutions to human problems, which had 
seemed to me a fallacy not merely in practice but in principle – a 
conceptual error – since if ultimate values were not in principle 
compatible, the notion of a perfect world, however conceived, 
in which all true values were combined, or perhaps mutually en-
tailed, must be false; and this in turn led me to consider whether 
this fallacy, propagated by thinkers in other respects admirably 
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progressive and enlightened, and effective enemies of all that was 
obscurantist, superstitious and irrational, did not develop into 
those doctrines which, in the name of the possibility of such final 
solutions, led to the most destructive social and political move-
ments of the twentieth century, in particular Lenin’s application 
of Marxist dogma and methods of argument.

It seemed to me that the underlying doctrine – that to all 
real questions there can only be one true answer, all the other 
answers being false, and that the only differences were between 
ways of attaining to these answers, for example by rational en-
quiry, or acceptance of sacred texts or their inspired interpreters, 
or vox populi, or deep, intuitive certainties however arrived at, 
whether by rational or mystical means – was first attacked by the 
Romantic thinkers and critics, who were particularly influential 
in late eighteenth-century Germany and thereafter. According 
to their doctrines the values by which we live and think and act 
were not objective truths to be discovered by some valid method, 
in the way in which the natural sciences or common sense tended 
to work – were in fact not found but made, not discovered but 
invented, by creators, whether actual individuals or groups 
or, among the more metaphysically-minded thinkers, greater 
individualities – the creative activity of the nation, the party, the 
class, the Church, History, Progress, the World Spirit, Nature or 
the like – activity conceived not as something to be studied and 
understood but as something self-created and moving towards 
goals which the very activity itself creates. While these views 
appear to me often to lead to fallacies and fatal conclusions, 
particularly in social and political practice, it was this movement 
that was a serious challenge to the eighteenth-century rational 
empiricism of which I spoke earlier.
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Nationalism and Russian Thought

I then attempted to explain that contemporary human beings 
are largely the products of both movements, and that this creates 
certain irreconcilable conflicts which lead to sometimes brilliant 
and noble, sometimes irrational and fatal, consequences. In this 
connection I tried to analyse modern nationalism, and its rela-
tion to the doctrine of the possibility of final solutions to human 
problems, as well as the development of ideas among Russian 
thinkers of the nineteenth century, who were the natural heirs 
of the French Enlightenment, and created that class of liberal 
intelligentsia which in many countries are regarded – in my view 
rightly – as the most humane and progressive element in society.

Final Solutions

My last essays, to be found in a book called The Crooked Timber 
of Humanity, largely consist of analysis of the implications of the 
possibility of true solutions to all social and political problems, 
and not only the incompatibility of such ideas with the psy-
chological or practical possibilities open to mankind, but their 
dependence on a conceptual fallacy – the fact that such solutions 
are not merely not realisable, but not clearly conceivable, given 
the mental capacities with which all men are endowed.

The Power of Ideas

Clearly all these topics and my treatments of them are linked 
together. I can only hope that I have given as clear an impression 
of what my philosophical interests have been, and that I have 
acknowledged my debts to the thinkers by whom I was influ-
enced, such as Hume, Kant and the Russian radical Alexander 
Herzen (to whose ideas I owe a great deal, and whose teachings 
led me to abandon the central problems which preoccupy most 
English-speaking philosophers, and turn, in the middle of my 
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life, to the history of ideas as an independent subject, on which I 
have spent the last forty years or so). I am a believer in the domi-
nant influence which ideas, both clear and obscure, both rational 
and irrational, have had upon the destinies of mankind, which 
seems to me at least as powerful as that of the impersonal forces 
– economic, social, geographical, demographic, psychological 
and physiological – the study of which is best conducted by the 
methods of natural science and has preoccupied many historians, 
both of the evolution of society and of ideas in modern times.

Interview on Concepts and Categories

An interview on Concepts and Categories and Russian Thinkers 
was broadcast in February 1979 on Belgian Radio, and published 
in Flemish in 1980.1 The interview was broadcast in three parts, of 
which the first two are reproduced here. (The third broadcast was 
concerned with Russian Thinkers.)

frans boenders Sir Isaiah, you are mainly known as an excel-
lent historian of ideas and as a political theorist. Few people are 
aware, I think, that you started your academic career as a philoso-
pher, more precisely as a kind of epistemologist. Could you tell 
us under what conditions and circumstances your philosophical 
ideas came to be developed? I am of course thinking about the 
introduction in England of neo-positivism and the ideas, which 
are connected with that, regarding the Vienna Circle by Alfred 
Ayer at that time in the 1930s.

isaiah berlin I began, it’s perfectly true, as a regular teacher of 
philosophy in Oxford, and my main interest then was certainly 

1  Frans Boenders, ‘Wijsbegeerte, geschiedenis en vrijheid’ [‘Philosophy, 
History and Freedom’], in Sprekend gedacht [Thinking Aloud] (Bussum, 1980).
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in epistemology, because that is what was then the main inter-
est of philosophers in Oxford – to some degree also in ethics. 
But this was a period when Oxford philosophy was changing 
very rapidly. I came after the ascendancy of idealism – Hegelian 
idealism, which I think by the time I came to Oxford was already 
dying. Oxford realism was then in the ascendant – the kind of 
movement started by Moore and Russell in Cambridge – and 
that was the movement I was more or less part of. And then came 
the impact of what you called neo-positivism, which we used to 
call logical positivism in Oxford, of which certainly the most 
brilliant exposition in my time was Language, Truth and Logic 
by Ayer. And I wrote one or two articles on that subject in the 
1930s, mainly finding fault with this movement. Although I was 
sympathetic to it, I thought it went much too far, and was an 
over-simple exaggeration of the position, which would have to be 
modified very considerably if it was to be valid. And I think that 
most people who were logical positivists at that time, certainly 
including Ayer, now think that it was exaggerated, and that most 
of what they then said was in the literal sense of the word incor-
rect. So that I don’t feel too repentant about having been a critic 
of it in those days.

fb Interesting, I think, in that respect is your essay on the veri-
fication principle, which can be read in Concepts and Categories, 
and I think you were there a rather strong critic of the principle 
of verification. One of the names I am missing there in that re-
spect – I mean, one of the other people who have criticised the 
verification principle is of course Popper, and you are not, I would 
say, tying your views to, or comparing them with, Popper’s views.

ib No, the work of Popper on verification I don’t think was very 
widely known in Oxford in the 1930s. Popper was then in Vienna. 
He had written a book called Logik der Forschung,1 which no 

1  Karl R. Popper, Logik der Forschung: zur Erkenntnistheorie der modernen 
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doubt we should have read at that time, but not very many of 
us read German very freely. It was not translated, and we really 
became aware of the full extent of Popper’s views only after he 
came back to England from New Zealand, where he was during 
the war. Not only the book on The Open Society and Its Enemies,1 
which was on the whole a work about politics and ethics, but also 
his epistemological views became much more widely known after 
he began teaching at the London School of Economics.

fb And after the translation of The Logic of Scientific Discovery.2

ib And after the translation of Logik der Forschung, of course, 
yes. So that when I wrote my little comparatively modest critique 
of the verification principle. I don’t think it owed anything to 
anybody, I think this is just what at that time I thought it right 
to say.

fb But you were rather alone at that time.

ib Comparatively speaking – not absolutely alone. There were 
one or two other people in Oxford who agreed with me, and 
of course logical positivism was regarded as a very bold, radical 
movement, which perhaps the majority of Oxford philosophers 
didn’t swallow altogether at that time; but among what might 
be called the people who sympathised with positivism, as I cer-
tainly did in those days, I was comparatively alone, yes. Later, of 
course, Austin came to be the most powerful influence in Oxford 
philosophy, and him I knew very well and very intimately, and 
he probably had a greater influence on me, at least on what I 

Naturwissenschaft [The Logic of Research: On the Epistemology of Modern 
Science] (Vienna, 1935 [sc. 1934]).

1  London, 1945.
2  London, 1959.
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believed as a philosopher, than anybody else in Oxford at that 
time.

fb In pre-war Great Britain, Sir Isaiah, philosophical activity 
seems to be almost completely cut off from the then prevalent 
Continental philosophies, on the one hand phenomenology, as 
it was practised in Germany by Husserl, and the idealistic kind 
of philosophising – I am thinking now of Léon Brunschvicg, 
Bergson – which was practised in France. Now did you as a 
young philosopher in Oxford – and other young philosophers 
in Oxford and Cambridge – did you philosophers think of these 
continental philosophers as too unscientific, or in the French 
case too literarily oriented?

ib Well, I don’t think we did read very much about them in 
those days. It’s true to say that philosophy was a single stream in 
the nineteenth century, and became divided, so that it’s fair to 
say that philosophy in English-speaking countries, and to some 
extent Scandinavia, became almost a different subject from what 
was pursued in France and Germany, particularly after the war. 
We did read Bergson, yes. Some people read Husserl, which was 
certainly not regarded as unphilosophical – on the contrary, it 
was treated with respect by those who knew about it – but I 
think that the divergence occurred mainly for the reason which 
you more or less hinted at, namely, that in English-speaking 
countries philosophy developed largely as an examination and 
critique of scientific language and the language of ordinary 
common sense, whereas on the Continent philosophy was 
regarded as having to do with profound questions of human life 
and human existence – the ends of life, the nature of reality in 
some metaphysical sense, the whole emotional tone of people’s 
lives, what are normally regarded as the profound spiritual and 
metaphysical questions which trouble mankind – and this did 
bring philosophy on the Continent much closer to literature 
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than it ever did in England, and on the whole on the Continent 
they looked on English philosophers as pedantic logic-choppers. 
English philosophers looked on Continental philosophers as 
rather confused, woolly breeders of metaphysics, without very 
much rational argument, or without any clear intellectual struc-
ture; and so the two things diverged.

fb I think even after the war that’s the kind of situation that 
remained true, because then a new contrast in the philosophical 
scene in Europe came to be developed – linguistic philosophy, 
analytic thought, in England, under the influence of course of 
Wittgenstein, Ryle and Austin, and the outgrowth of phenom-
enology in France and in Germany, existentialistic philosophy 
and later on structuralism in France, Germany and Belgium. 
Now it is strange, I think, and I would ask you for a possible 
explanation – it is strange to think that only in recent years there 
has been some interest on the part of, let’s say, British philoso-
phers in people like Derrida, for example, Michel Foucault and 
other people, and the same is true of course of the East Coast of 
the United States. Do you think this is a kind of hopeful evolu-
tion, or do you rather think that British or linguistic philosophy 
or analytic philosophy is losing terrain regarding this particular 
kind of development?

ib No, I don’t know about that. What you say is perfectly true. 
I think it took a very long time for French thought of the type 
you describe to reach these shores; I think it took less time for 
it to reach the United States; but even in America M. Derrida, 
for example, who goes to Yale from time to time, does not talk 
to the philosophy department but to the romance and literary 
departments in general, and that is, as I say, because of these two 
streams. If you ask me whether it’s a regrettable fact, it probably is.

The chief trouble as far as English-speaking philosophers are 
concerned is that they genuinely cannot understand what these 
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Continental philosophers are saying. There is a tradition of 
clarity and lucidity in English philosophy from the days of Bacon, 
through the entire empirical tradition of Locke and Berkeley and 
Hume to John Stuart Mill, even to the Hegelian philosophers: in 
comparison with German Hegelians at the end of the nineteenth 
century, people like Bradley or McTaggart, who are Hegelians, 
are clarity itself. Whereas these [Continental] philosophers, 
quite apart from the fact that the English are not very good at 
reading foreign languages, appear to them to emit large coloured 
clouds, enormous balloons of thought which don’t appear to 
them to be a part of any rational process at all, even when they 
are ingenious, even when they are imaginative, even when they 
are intellectually exciting; and I think it will take time for the 
thought of Continental philosophers to be translated into the 
kind of language intelligible to the average English or American 
practitioner of philosophy. But when it is translated it may have 
quite a considerable impact – it certainly hasn’t had it yet. The 
number of people who take an interest in the people you speak 
of – I mean structuralism, so to speak – outside anthropological 
circles, in the work of people like Foucault and Derrida, is still 
largely confined to people in literary departments, to compara-
tive linguists, to anthropologists – and psychiatrists of course, 
well, in the case of Lacan, no doubt psychiatrists – and to what 
might be called intellectuals in general, people who take an 
interest in general ideas, and don’t press them to be as precise as 
possible, are quite happy if any impact is made upon them at all, 
if their thoughts are made to move in any way, if, so to speak, it’s 
even suggestive, if even it stirs their ideas in some way, and I’m 
sure that is right. But I think these things ultimately do become 
translated into the kind of language which ultimately specialists 
will take an interest in, but it’ll take time.

fb Going back to your own career, I think it has often been said, 
rightly so, that linguistic philosophy, linguistic analysis, analytic 
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philosophy is rather dull when read in print, and that’s why its 
endless analysis – think of the articles which were published in 
Mind – never gets down to the real problems; it is as though 
philosophers of that type are constantly washing their hands and 
never starting the real work. I say this because I want to know 
whether this could be the main reason, or one of the reasons, 
why you personally gradually became more interested in more 
concrete problems such as those discussed in intellectual history, 
and if this is true, why did you turn to history rather than to 
helping to develop, let’s say, contemporary ideas, or contempo-
rary political theory?

ib Your questions are very [complicated]. There’s more than 
one question contained in what you’ve said – at least two, if not 
three. I’ll try and answer some of this: I’m afraid I may not be 
answering it all.

To begin with, let me tell you that I do not think that analytic 
philosophy is too dull, I do not think that it’s too trivial. I think 
it’s an extremely valuable development which is worthy of the 
profoundest respect; I think it’s a great new page in the history 
of philosophy. I think that, for example, logic, which is the back-
bone of philosophy in some ways, has had a development in the 
twentieth century greater than any since the seventeenth, and 
that Russell, Wittgenstein and other people who have helped 
towards it, people like Quine at Harvard and others, have made 
progress in the boldest and most interesting fashion. Certainly I 
didn’t abandon it because I thought it boring – no, and I don’t 
think it is. It’s put an end to a very great deal of nonsense, which 
is one of the great tasks of philosophy: even though philosophy 
may not be entirely therapeutic in character, nevertheless the 
task of eliminating a great deal of vagueness, if you like, and 
confusion both in ordinary and in technical thought is one of 
the main tasks of philosophers.
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fb If you allow me, I completely agree with you, although I think 
that there can be only one Wittgenstein and only one Russell. I 
mean, Wittgenstein himself said that schools, or I would say fol-
lowers, are inconceivable in his system of thought, which is not 
a system of thought. (ib No no.) So I am not thinking of people 
like Wittgenstein and Russell – on the contrary, I think they were 
very helpful and they were very necessary – but I am thinking of 
the endless kind of detailed analysis which may be of interest to 
some small part of the philosophical scene and of anthropology, 
but are never tied to the big problems; and Wittgenstein always 
had that in mind, and Russell as well.

ib Let me say something historically about this. It seems to me 
that if one is to generalise about philosophy – and all generalis
ations, as you know very well, are false, of course – but if one is 
to attempt it at all, the following happens. Why do men philoso-
phise in the first place? Because they wish to explain the world 
to themselves, they wish to explain their own position in it, their 
relationship to external reality, their relationship to each other, 
their relationship to God, if they believe in him. That I suppose 
is the original impulsion towards the simplest kind of philosophy 
– metaphysics, mythology and all such things. Now men begin 
by doing this, and gradually they try to explain the world to 
themselves in terms of analogies, in terms of metaphors, in terms 
of allegories perhaps, in terms of myths, in fact; that is no doubt 
the history of early thought, to a large extent. And gradually 
enormous constructions arise, which come to be called meta-
physical, which become more and more inflated, more and more 
enters into them – magnificent structures, which sooner or later 
are so vague and so large and so complicated that someone, some 
child, arises and says: The emperor has no clothes. Somebody says 
he doesn’t really understand what is being said, that if the truth 
is to be spoken it must be stated a little more plainly than this. 
The questions are simple, why must the answers be so dark, so 
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obscure and so elaborate, and in some ways so fantastic too? And 
so you have a period of inflation in philosophy, in which things 
become more and more inflated, more and more vague, more 
and more magnificent, and then somebody arises who says: Can’t 
we try and answer plain questions in plain prose intended to be 
understood, not simply intended to be poetical and stimulating?

This happens regularly in the history of philosophy. This is 
how Descartes began. I mean, Descartes began simply by saying: 
There is this huge magnificent medieval structure. Supposing 
we ask ourselves: What can we be certain of? And then, as you 
know, the method of doubt and so on, you see, and this no doubt 
had its influence on Locke and the English empiricists, who 
doubted many of the things which Descartes thought certain, 
and so the process went on. These things ultimately become 
rather dull, they become somewhat arid, they tend, so to speak, 
although they may be true – they tend to become rather prosy, 
rather pedestrian, and then people feel these are not adequate 
answers to the deep problems which perplex them, and which are 
problems of life more than problems of pure theory. And so the 
thing begins to inflate again, and so we get the Romantic move-
ment, which is ultimately a reaction against the excessive aridity 
of French Encyclopedic thought, against Condillac, against La 
Mettrie, against Holbach in the eighteenth century; and so you 
get the German reaction to what they regard as pedestrian, over-
analytic, over-pedantic, over-trivial thought; and so you get the 
huge Hegelian phenomenon of the nineteenth century, German 
idealism, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, which is a kind of inflation of 
the still comparatively careful, comparatively acute and accurate 
and highly responsible thought of Kant.

And this goes on and inflates and inflates, and then you have 
Moore in Cambridge, who says: Maybe these edifices, great 
philosophical buildings, are all right, but can’t we just test a brick 
or two? Supposing we just ask ourselves what this brick is made 
of – is it really reliable, is it really firm? When we’ve made enough 
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bricks, maybe we can put up the edifice, but before we take the 
edifice for granted, can’t one test the bricks themselves, which 
appear prima facie to be somewhat insubstantial in character? 
And so there is always a great relief when you abandon these 
huge unintelligible monstrosities, so to speak, which terrify one, 
or perhaps inspire one, but also terrify one; and one has a kind 
of refreshing sense of being back with reality, when you begin 
the deflationary process of simply saying: Maybe what I am 
about to say is not very exciting, but at any rate it’ll be true. The 
American philosopher C. I. Lewis once said: ‘There is no a priori 
reason for supposing that the truth, when it is discovered, will 
prove interesting.’1 It’s a very salutary, medicinal statement: it’s 
enough if it’s true. This is the reaction which people like Moore 
and Russell felt, and this is what the success of the deflationary 
method of analytic philosophy is due to. Of course it goes too 
far when people begin doing it for its own sake, saying less and 
less interesting things about smaller and smaller areas of experi-
ence. As you say, this becomes rather tedious, and so you get a 
reaction in the opposite direction – and you have it now, there 
is no doubt that there is a neo-romanticism in philosophy. (fb 
Strawson is a very good example of a new metaphysical move-
ment in Great Britain.) Certainly, certainly – well, and there 
are American philosophers of the same sort, and as I say, some 
interest is taken in the French and German philosophers now, 
in hermeneutics, in structuralism, in all these things, because 
one cannot live, so to speak, by these dry little pellets, however 
genuine they are, and however authentic they are. But it’s quite 
natural that people should want to generate them as a reaction 
against these vast, unanalysable, huge metaphysical structures, 
which ultimately confuse and puzzle people.

1  His actual words were: ‘If the truth should be complex and somewhat dis-
illusioning, it would still not be a merit to substitute for it some more dramatic 
and comforting simplicity.’ C. I. Lewis, Mind and World-Order: Outline of a 
Theory of Knowledge (New York, 1929), 339.
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fb Now you are already talking as an historian. That’s interest-
ing, because we are coming back to your personal, I would say, 
adventure. Why did you start to become a historian?

ib I will tell you. I will tell you a story, which I think will illustrate 
this – not illustrate it, but explain it, even – if you would like to 
hear this. I think I can give a fairly precise answer to this. In fact 
I’ve printed it now in the introduction to one of those books 
which you mentioned. But if I may I’ll tell it to you again.

I was a sort of more or less analytical philosopher in the 1930s, 
though perhaps not as precise, not as acute, not as extreme as some 
of my colleagues. During the war I found myself in Washington 
in the British Embassy, and in the course of the war I discovered 
that a famous logician called Sheffer, who produced the famous 
stroke function, which was of considerable importance in the 
history of mathematical logic, was then living at Cambridge, 
Mass., and was teaching at Harvard, and, as I thought he was 
an interesting man, and I had to go to Boston in any case, on 
duty more or less, I obtained a letter of introduction to Sheffer, 
who kindly gave me lunch in the Faculty Club at Harvard, in 
the middle of the war – somewhere, I should say, in about 1943, 
perhaps – and I had a conversation with him about philosophy. 
Sheffer, who was of course, as I say, an important figure in the 
history of logic, though he published very little, said to me that 
he thought that progress in philosophy was not possible, it 
wasn’t a real concept; that the idea of cumulative progress as it 
existed in the sciences, existed in logic, which was sufficiently like 
mathematics to be able to progress – that is, a new technique in 
logic displaced an older one, because it was better, and produced 
more useful results – and so you abandoned the old gadgets for 
the sake of the new ones, as you did in mathematics, as you did in 
physics. There could be progress in psychology, because it was an 
empirical science, and you could discover more and more, know 
more and more, and limit ignorance in this way. But, he said, it 
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doesn’t make sense to talk about a man ‘learned in epistemology’, 
it doesn’t make sense to say ‘a scholar in ethics’.

I understood what he meant; I pressed him a little more. He 
was of course by this time extremely anti-positivistic, although 
he was one of the fathers of positivism, historically speaking. He 
thought that the whole development of philosophy in the direc-
tion of Carnap and logical positivism was an anti-philosophical 
one, which in some ways it was, yes, but I won’t go on about 
that. His point was that philosophy was simply the unravelling 
of certain puzzles, certain problems, certain questions, which 
themselves depended upon the particular ideas and particular 
thoughts which in turn depended upon the movements – politi-
cal, social, psychological – of their own time; and as these move-
ments themselves disappeared, so the philosophical problems 
which troubled people disappeared with them. Some problems 
persisted longer than others because some human characteristics 
are more permanent than others, some situations repeat them-
selves more often than others, but in principle philosophy was 
simply, so to speak, an attempt to answer certain questions about 
our position in the world, or certain questions about, I don’t 
know, good in ethics, about right and wrong, about good and 
evil, in aesthetics about the beautiful and the ugly and so forth, 
in epistemology about meaning and about truth, which would 
not make very much sense, would not be useful, to people living 
in very different intellectual conditions many years hence. And 
therefore, although I think he went too far, I thought there was 
enough truth in what he said for me to reflect about this.

I remember I had to travel back to England in 1944 in a 
bomber. In those days bombers were not pressurised, and so we 
were told we had to take oxygen. That meant that one was not 
allowed to sleep, because there was some danger of falling on the 
oxygen pipe and so suffocating. There was no light, and therefore 
one couldn’t read. One was therefore reduced to a most terrible 
thing – to having to think – and I had to think for about seven 
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or eight hours in this bomber going from Canada to England, 
and as a result of this rather reluctant but unavoidable process, to 
which I was reduced by circumstances, I came to the conclusion 
that what I really wanted was to know more at the end of my 
life than I knew at the beginning; that philosophy was a most 
marvellous subject which taxed the intelligence of man to its 
highest degree, in which human genius had shown some of its 
most important aspects and achievements, but it was not for me. 
I didn’t really want the answers to these philosophical questions 
with that degree of urgency with which a true philosopher must 
want them. I didn’t lie awake at night puzzling about philosoph
ical problems, although I could quite enjoy them.

On the other hand, when I read, for example, essays on moral 
and social subjects, say by Russian thinkers in the nineteenth 
century, whom I’d always dabbled with a little, the kind of things 
which troubled them, and the kind of questions they asked, did 
produce the kind of intellectual excitement which I think is 
necessary for the purpose of pursuing an abstract subject for a 
length of years. And I then became terribly interested in the his-
tory of these thinkers, because I thought that they were relevant, 
not only to the modern world, but to the human condition in 
general, and when I came back to England I told my startled col-
leagues in New College, Oxford, of which I was a Fellow, that I 
didn’t really wish to go on doing philosophy, but wished to turn 
myself into a historian of thought. This was not very well received, 
because this was not a subject much encouraged in England, 
then or now. However, I was allowed to do this after promising 
to continue to teach philosophy at least for two or three years 
after the war, when the number of pupils, all coming back simul
taneously from the war, would be very great, and therefore there 
would be a need to have qualified teachers to teach them. And so 
in 1950 I stopped being a professional philosopher and devoted 
myself, so far as I could, to the history of Russian ideas in the 
nineteenth century. That is how it came about.
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fb Very interesting. Now the third, I would say, element of 
my question is not yet answered. Why not make immediately, 
I would say, the connection between the history, in your case 
nineteenth-century Russia, and contemporary political theories?

ib Well, I don’t know that I needed to do that. I think anyone 
who reads what I had to write about nineteenth-century Russian 
thinkers could infer extremely easily what my attitude was likely 
to be to the problems which face us in the twentieth century. 
I didn’t think I needed to spell that out. I thought that was all 
self-evident, and all my critics have so taken it. And it was after 
delving into these Russians that I began writing essays which I 
suppose did have some relevance to contemporary problems, 
such as my lecture on two concepts of liberty, or my criticism of 
people who believed that historical change was inevitable – these 
were contemporary problems, because, after all, particularly the 
latter had a great deal to do with contemporary Marxism and 
contemporary liberalism and the contrast between them, and 
anyone who really reads these things, I think, can see for them-
selves, if they know enough facts, that they are deeply influenced 
by the writings of certain Russian thinkers in the nineteenth 
century.

fb If you allow me to ask you now a number of questions about 
your conception of history, because – and these questions of 
mine were of course, I would say, inspired by one of the essays 
in Concepts and Categories. What kind of a science is history to 
you? Obviously, as you point out in your essay, it is not an exact 
science, as the natural sciences are supposed to be. Nor is it, I 
presume, an unfalsifiable story-telling, as Popper would conceive 
of psychoanalysis or of Marxism. Nor is it a particular branch of 
literature. How scientific, then, is the study of history to you? 
Can the truth about the past be discovered?
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ib Well, I’m not a historian, as you know, myself, and therefore 
I speak with caution. I don’t know whether my remarks would 
make any sense to a historian. No, I think that history is an 
empirical subject, which seeks to discover facts about the past. 
That is the baldest answer I can give you, but I can perhaps go on 
a little. What kind of facts? Well, the kind of history I take an 
interest in, and think I understand a little about, is cultural his-
tory. It seems to me that it’s very difficult to explain the signifi-
cance even of political history, or of economic history, or of any 
other kind of history, unless it’s set in what might be called the 
general context of its time. And the general context of its time 
is of course a culture, a civilisation, of which these things form 
a part; or perhaps several cultures which come into conflict. If 
you ask me how we discover what a culture was like, that is a very 
difficult question to answer. The normal method of discovering 
facts about the past is not altogether unlike that of the sciences. 
I don’t wish to say that there is a particular historical logic about 
discovering what happened in 1812, or what happened in 1066, or 
what happened in 1789, which is in principle different from the 
way in which geologists work, or other people who are engaged 
in time-bound sciences, as I say, geology or perhaps astrophysics, 
which, so to speak, allow for a temporal dimension.

In the end, of course, the justification of all these assertions 
by historians must be, in principle, exactly that of the sciences, 
that is to say, you produce a generalisation of some sort, you try 
to produce a generalisation, then you look for evidence, you look 
for counter-evidence (as Popper says), you generate a hypothesis 
and you test it against what you take to be hard facts. How do 
you know the facts are hard? Well, in the end, of course, you 
don’t. The whole subject is extremely precarious. How do you 
know that we are not all living in an enormous illusion? You 
simply take it for granted that certain things are true. You take 
it for granted that you live in three-dimensional space. You take 
it for granted that the people who speak to you are not figments 
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of your imagination. You take it for granted that you are not the 
first man who was ever born on earth, and that the testimony 
of other people can be tested against the testimony of yet other 
people for the purpose of producing something plausible. All 
that you have to do. This is the least interesting part; this is, so 
to speak, what might be called the scientific examination of the 
memorials of the past, the reliability of past records, the date 
of documents, the exact historical date, for example, of present 
evidence, of archaeological evidence, of the evidence of medals, 
of coins, of works of art, of records of legislation, or whatever 
it might be. But, that having happened, if you are to be a true 
historian you must be able in your mind to construct, imagine, 
a kind of society which could have existed, human beings who 
could have related to each other in the way in which human 
beings relate to each other in such societies as you know.

It’s not enough, in other words, simply to establish the fact 
that in 1812 an invasion of Russia occurred. You must have some 
of the gifts of a novelist, some of the gifts of the imagination, 
with which you must be able to construct a picture of a society 
which at any rate, even if it didn’t exist, could have existed. You 
must be able to hear the voices of people speaking to each other 
in the past. This may be a total illusion, of course, but without 
that you can’t do serious history at all, it seems to me.

You then test this, so to speak, imaginative reconstruction 
against the hard pellets of the evidence which you have. Of 
course otherwise it just simply becomes a historical novel, at best. 
You must test it against the kind of evidence which is inductively 
demonstrable, but unless you have a vision of the past you can’t 
get going at all. However fantastic your vision is, you must begin 
with that. If you wish to make your vision unfantastic, what you 
do is what good historians do, which is to steep themselves in what 
they regard as the products of the period. They look at the monu-
ments, they read the writings of the period, they steep themselves 
in the arts of the period; if they’re writing about a European 
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period in which there is literature, they must steep themselves 
in its literature, not necessarily the first-class literature, which, 
of course, transcends its period, and is probably viewed through 
some kind of special spectacles by now, but in the second- or 
third-rate works, which are sometimes much more characteristic 
and much more expressive of the general modes of thought and 
feeling of a period than first-class works of art, which we tend to 
view through our own spectacles, to a large extent. They do that, 
and that makes their vision unfantastic; that means that they 
have some rapport with their period, and then they try to convey 
a concrete society and the various relationships within it. This 
seems to me the best kind of history.

When you say about historians that they are profound, or that 
they are great, even, you don’t mean simply that what they say 
is accurate, or that they know more facts than other historians 
know, or that they have tested their facts in a more scrupulous 
fashion, though all these things of course are necessary and im-
portant, and without that it can’t go on. You mean something 
else. You certainly mean that they paint a picture of society 
which shows insight into permanent human characteristics and 
transient human characteristics, in a manner which conveys to 
the reader, which makes clear to the reader, all kinds of unobvi-
ous things, or things which he would otherwise not have noticed, 
and which somehow conveys the impression to him that he is 
reading about a real world and not simply a collection of discrete 
facts.

I think somebody once said, I think it may have been Professor 
Butterfield, that the historian is not a judge, he’s a detective.1 
Well of course he’s a detective, but he cannot be only a detective. 
If you are only a detective, then this is only the kind of research 
material which is material for history, but not history. It’s 

1  Herbert Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History (London, 1931), 
107: the Whig historian ‘tends to regard himself as the judge when by his 
methods and equipment he is fitted only to be the detective’.
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indispensable, it’s necessary, but it is not sufficient. A detective 
does not reconstruct the life of the society in which the crime 
was committed; a historian is obliged to do that if he is to be a 
first-class historian.

fb I think you’re quite right, but there is a dangerous aspect in 
it, namely that if one is a historian, and if one does his task quite 
well, it implies so many difficult things which are hardly to be 
found in one person that it could imply that, for instance, in the 
case of a very well-known French philosopher, and historian at 
the same time, Michel Foucault, who has written about Histoire 
de la folie – as you know he is in the process of writing a history of 
sexuality – his vision of history is always impregnated with a kind 
of overall philosophical vision. Don’t you think that this could 
be dangerous in that one is losing touch with the real sources, 
with the documents and so on?

ib Well, yes, of course what you say is clearly true. I am not really 
familiar with Foucault’s works. I mean, I know roughly what it’s 
about, but I’ve never read more than half of one of his books. 
But in answer to what you say, how can we avoid having a certain 
kind of vision? Of course, if the vision is too narrow, too fanatical 
or too biased, then these are defects, these are shortcomings, but 
everyone brings to everything some kind of attitude. You can’t be 
totally attitudeless. The notion that there is some Archimedean 
point outside the universe from which you can view the universe 
in a totally objective and completely detached fashion, in the 
way in which, so to speak, some dweller on another planet could 
look at our world – and even he couldn’t, because he would be 
affected by influences of his planet – the idea of that, I think, is 
in a way empty, it can’t be done.

That is why when people say that historians should not, for 
example, bring moral judgement to history, that they are mere 
detectives and not judges, this to a certain extent is of course 
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true: they mustn’t bring deep biases, they mustn’t judge one set 
of facts with very different criteria from that which they bring to 
judging some other set of facts, because they happen to be biased 
in one direction rather than the other. But everybody who has 
any relation to anything conveys his own vision to it. This is what 
men are like, and you cannot subtract a moral dimension or an 
aesthetic dimension from historians, who are after all human 
beings. And therefore to demand from them that they shall have 
no values at all, to make it completely wertfrei, to say that history 
must be completely without value, would reduce them to writing 
about the kinds of things which would be only a slice of history. I 
think that if you wrote about the history of technology you prob-
ably could avoid moral bias. I think perhaps if, even, you wrote 
about economic history, if you abstracted from general history 
some particular aspect of it, and ignored everything except those 
aspects of it, a degree of objectivity and freedom from moral or 
aesthetic or social judgement could be obtained, but if you are 
writing about human beings in relation with other human beings, 
this cannot be done, and it’s idle to suppose that it could be.

fb Does it boil down to the fact that a work of history is really 
worth what the person who has written it is worth, in the sense 
that there’s no general methodology to be given with respect to 
how history is to be written, but that it is a question of a balance 
of powers within one person, the historian?

ib Yes, I think this is so, I think the only warnings which can 
be issued to historians are warnings which can be issued to 
human beings in general. There is nothing special about this. 
You needn’t warn an atomic scientist not to bring moral judge-
ment to bear upon his particular theories, because they are not 
relevant. If you ask a historian to be objective or ask a historian 
to be accurate, this is just asking a human being in his relation-
ship to other human beings not to be biased, not to be fanatical, 
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not to be carried away by emotion against what in other moods, 
when he’s quiet, when he’s in a cooler hour, so to speak, as one 
of the eighteenth-century philosophers calls it – against what in 
the cool hour he knows to be true. In that sense, the kind of gifts 
which go to the making of a historian are the gifts which go to 
the making of intelligent people in general.

Let me put it this way: the gift which goes to the making of 
mathematicians, or logicians, even, is the art of dissociating the 
normally associated. You must have an extraordinary power 
of wrenching apart things which normally come together. If a 
mathematician suddenly says to you, ‘Supposing there is a straight 
line which has only one side’, this is a very unfamiliar concept to 
common sense; but this is what mathematicians need. Historians 
need the exact opposite: they need the kind of gifts which make 
people in general intelligent. A profound historian cannot be a 
shallow human being. A good historian cannot be an unintelli-
gent person. This is not possible. The gifts which go to the making 
of history are the gifts which go to the making of human beings of 
an imaginative, intelligent, sensitive, responsive kind.

Of course there are certain techniques which have to be used 
by historians, but these techniques by themselves are not enough; 
after the use of these techniques the natural gifts of human beings 
come into play. We know the kind of person Macaulay was, or 
Gibbon was, or Ranke was, or Elie Halévy was, when we read 
their histories. We know the kind of attitude to the world which 
these people must have had. We do not know this if we read the 
works of Planck or of Newton or of Darwin.

fb Is there progress in the study of history? For example, do 
we now know more about the age of the Enlightenment than 
people, let’s say, at the end of the nineteenth century knew about 
the age of Enlightenment? Of course we have more distance, but 
does this imply of necessity that we have more insight?
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ib We may or may not. We may know other aspects of the 
Enlightenment to which the nineteenth century didn’t pay any 
attention. The kinds of thing which people pay attention to, and 
I think Croce is right about that, are the kinds of thing which 
concern them in the present. There is no doubt that people who 
live in a very troubled period like the twentieth century have 
far more understanding of the seventeenth century, which was 
a period of terrible upheaval and wars and so on, than people 
who lived, let us say, in the middle of the nineteenth century 
could have had, particularly those who lived in comparatively 
peaceful countries which did not experience upheavals of this 
kind; so that probably we know aspects of these centuries which 
perhaps dwellers in other periods or other regions might not 
have had. But apart from that it’s quite clear that the immense 
development, for example, of economic history, or social his-
tory, to which Marxism has given such a very fruitful impulsion, 
has made us aware of all kinds of aspects of the Enlightenment 
which people who were not under these influences wouldn’t 
have dreamt of. The notion that the Romantic movement might 
have been stirred by some kind of economic, or some kind of 
social, changes in eighteenth-century society is not the kind 
of thing which people who wrote about these things from a 
purely intellectual or purely aesthetic point of view would have 
had, and in that sense every kind of new angle, so to speak, new 
category which creates new sciences, such as social history, the 
history of class war, economic history, the history of psychology, 
for example – not the history of psychology, but psychological 
investigation – every kind of new departure of the human spirit 
undoubtedly gives one an insight into aspects of the past which 
might not have been noticed before, and to that extent, if you 
like to call it progress, it is progress. But in the course of this 
we also lose certain things. I don’t believe that there is such a 
thing as direct progress. There are certain things which people 
in the nineteenth century saw clearly which we probably see a 
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little less clearly, because we think differently: there’s loss and  
gain.

Logical Positivism

Review of Julius Weinberg, An Examination of Logical Positivism1

Dr Julius Weinberg’s survey of logical positivism is a methodical, 
patient, cautiously-worded, uncommonly painstaking piece of 
work. The subject is of the first importance, and this is, so far as 
I know, the first comprehensive account of it in any language; it 
consists of an exposition, interrupted by occasional criticism, of 
the views of several closely connected groups of contemporary 
logicians whose agreement on fundamental issues is sufficiently 
great to entitle them to be regarded as a single philosophical 
movement.

The rise, development and growing influence of logical posi-
tivism is one of the most striking intellectual phenomena of the 
present time: its doctrines are the subject of violent controversy 
wherever philosophy is pursued seriously and for its own sake; 
the immense passion which it has aroused, in both its adherents 
and its opponents, is a guarantee of its genuinely revolution-
ary character; consequently no one interested in the history of 
thought, or the present condition of philosophy, can afford to 
neglect this school, whatever he may think of its intrinsic worth.

It is, as its name implies, a movement directed against all 
forms of metaphysical or transcendental thought and expres-
sion. It is rigorously empirical, and in this respect continues 
the central tradition of English philosophy, counting amongst 
its ancestors Berkeley, Hume and Mill, and their most famous 
German disciple, Ernst Mach. It differs from its predecessors, in 

1  Criterion 17 (1937), 174–82.
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particular from Hume, with whose main doctrines it possesses 
the closest affinity, in rejecting the obsolete psychology, the loose 
and figurative language, the frequent inconsistent intrusions of 
metaphysical statements, above all the faulty treatment of the 
nature of mathematics and logic which mar the works of the 
fathers of modern empiricism. The Humean doctrine which 
forms the central tenet of all forms and brands of logical positiv-
ism is that significant assertions can be of two kinds and only 
two: either they are statements about matters of fact (the vérités 
du fait of Leibniz), in which case they are empirical, contingent 
and verifiable, at any rate in principle, by observation; or else 
they are necessary truths (Leibniz’s vérités de la raison), in which 
case they are not indeed verifiable, but only because they are, in a 
special sense of the word, tautologies, which follow from defini-
tions regulating the use of symbols, and are true unconditionally, 
but on the other hand say nothing about any matters of fact.

Any statement which claims to fall outside these two cat-
egories will on examination, so it is alleged, be found to refer to 
nothing at all, and so be literally meaningless. Into the first class 
fall the majority of the statements of science and common sense. 
Into the second the truths of mathematics, logic and all other 
deductive systems. Into the third, that is into the ‘nonsense’ 
class, the majority of the statements made by theologians and 
metaphysicians, which have so long puzzled the layman, not 
because of their intrinsic depth or complexity, but because, 
while in fact meaningless, they are expressed in grammatically 
correct sentences which make it difficult at first to expose their 
real nature, betray the reader into believing that they possess 
literal significance, and so lead to a host of verbal obscurities 
and pseudo-problems which have too long passed for profound 
philosophical utterances.

Some languages, for example German, lend themselves better 
than others to this kind of mystification: and the fact that many 
metaphysical pseudo-statements are expressed in phrases which 
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are not only grammatically correct and beautiful in themselves, 
but also emotionally expressive and evocative, and thus move 
and communicate as poetry or rhetoric do, helps to conceal their 
total lack of literal significance. Philosophers (the argument con-
tinues) who study such sentences professionally have in the past 
too frequently been trapped into enquiring into their ‘meaning’. 
Since, in fact, they have none, this has led to various paradoxes 
and confusions, the ‘elucidation’ of which, undertaken by persons 
unable to free themselves from the magical properties of obscure 
words, led in turn to fresh obscurities, at least as puzzling as the 
problems which they claimed to solve. A systematically mislead-
ing terminology grew out this, which, by implying the existence 
of real entities corresponding to the new technical terms, and 
so creating a mythology of its own, made the truth (as Berkeley 
pointed out long ago) even more inaccessible; not until the bluff 
of metaphysicians was called, and the smokescreen of words 
finally lifted, would progress be made. And this propaedeutic 
function could be performed only by the careful analysis of the 
literal meanings of words and expressions, and their classification 
into one of the two exhaustive compartments indicated above.

Armed with this programme, the anti-metaphysicians pro-
ceeded to operate on two fronts simultaneously. On the one 
hand they began to examine, classify and clearly define various 
types of proposition used in the sciences and in ordinary life. 
Here the chief instrument of research was to consider how such 
propositions could in principle be verified: with the result that 
while some, which began by appearing unverifiable, later proved 
tractable because it was found possible to reduce them without 
residue to others which could be verified, some remained recal-
citrant to the end and had to be rejected, because, while they ap-
peared to state something, no conceivable state of affairs seemed 
indicated by them; from which it followed that they were liter-
ally senseless. The province of the formal propositions of logic 
and mathematics has been no less intensively cultivated: this 
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was largely made possible by the remarkable renaissance of math-
ematical logic in the second half of the nineteenth century, an 
exciting and brilliant development whose apex was marked by the 
publication of Principia Mathematica by Russell and Whitehead.1 
This celebrated monument to the beauty and power of logical 
method represents an attempt to demonstrate the reducibility of 
the propositions of mathematics to those of pure logic, unrein-
forced by any non-formal additions: it was clear that its success 
would greatly weaken the position of those philosophers who 
regarded the intuitive basis of arithmetic and geometry as the best 
refutation of the thesis that if propositions are significant and not 
empirical they are not necessarily for that reason purely formal.

The task of the elucidators of this period was not wholly un-
like that of the great figures of the French Enlightenment: both 
believed themselves to be engaged on the task of dissipating a 
state of darkness largely maintained by stubborn obscurantists 
with a vested interest in the prevailing ignorance. There are 
modern parallels to Hume and Voltaire, Diderot and Condillac: 
the wit, the indignation, the passion for the truth, the belief in 
the immense potency of the new method are to be found in full 
measure in the works of modern positivists.

The forces which they had to fight were very formidable. The 
dominant metaphysical systems of the Continent had had a curi-
ously intoxicating effect even upon this intellectually abstinent 
and unadventurous country: the currency of language became 
enormously inflated, a premium was placed on vagueness, sug-
gestiveness, ‘literariness’ of style; the relatively precise language 
of the eighteenth century was replaced by a resonant and often 
genuinely eloquent rhetoric, rich in imagery and in a particular 
kind of allusive ambiguity which obscured such genuine, strictly 
philosophical, arguments as could sometimes be perceived 
beneath its broad and turbid stream. This atmosphere was 

1  Cambridge, 1910–13.
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conducive to the production of great masterpieces which, as in 
the case of the great Hegelians, or of Nietzsche or Schopenhauer, 
etc., expressed a profoundly interesting and original attitude to 
life, with a depth of spiritual and intellectual emotion which gives 
their work a place in literature. To philosophy, interpreted as 
rigorous thought, the result was ruinous: there is an exceedingly 
vivid and even lurid description of the chaotic and degraded state 
of German philosophy during the 1830s and 1840s in the intro-
duction of Karl Marx’s German Ideology.1 Something similar, 
although in a weaker degree, was beginning, after the inevitable 
time lag, to occur in England.

It was as a natural reaction against this state of intellectual 
dissipation that certain philosophers both in England and in 
Germany introduced a new and stricter discipline of thought 
and expression, and began to write with that meticulous and un-
deviating accuracy which characterises the prose style of writers 
so utterly different and even sharply opposed in every other 
respect as Edmund Husserl and G. E. Moore at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. Moore’s influence is particularly notable: 
the lucidity, sharpness and infinite intellectual honesty with 
which he began to conduct his minute and exhaustive analyses 
of current concepts and expressions introduced a new method 
and set a new standard in English philosophy. He put forward 
the now celebrated view that the main task of philosophy was 
not to discover new facts about the world, which was done by 
the sciences or ordinary experience, whose findings philosophers, 
as such, could neither confirm nor refute; but to discriminate 
and elucidate what exactly is meant by technical phrases and 
ordinary expressions where obscure or imprecise use confounded 
philosophers or ordinary men – an in a sense Cartesian activity 
which by precept and many convincing examples he has made 

1  First published as Die Deutsche Ideologie 1845–1846, ed. D. Riazanov 
(Frankfurt/Berlin, 1932). 
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into the most powerful instrument in use at the present time for 
the discovery of the truth.

The corresponding movement on the Continent confined 
itself more narrowly to the analysis of mathematics and of logic. 
It was largely due to the writings of Russell and of Wittgenstein 
that the two tendencies – the treatment as empirical of proposi-
tions of fact and the formalisation of the rest – came together 
and were seen to support each other. If parts are to be assigned, 
it is to Russell more than to any other philosopher that the 
present movement owes its existence. If Moore’s relentless 
and scrupulous integrity, his concentration and his precision 
have had a greater indirect influence on what is most serious in 
contemporary philosophy, it is Russell’s amazing virtuosity, the 
fertile stream of new and original suggestions which seemed to 
flow effortlessly to the advantage of the new philosophy until it 
became deflected in other directions, that provided the material 
and the stimulus for the later work of others.

Dr Weinberg’s book begins after the end of what may be 
called Russell’s early period, and conducts us to the present day. 
The greatest and most original philosopher of this generation is 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, whose Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus1 is 
a work which has radically altered the prevailing views on the 
relation of language and fact, which for him, and for logical 
positivism in general, constitutes the subject matter of philoso-
phy. Dr Weinberg’s chapter on the Tractatus is much the best 
in his whole book: his exposition is careful and lucid, and the 
objections which he has collected or discovered are extremely 
formidable. Wittgenstein appears to maintain:

1.  That the meaning of a proposition about the world is the 
means of its verification.

1  Ludwig Wittgenstein, ‘Logisch-Philosophische Abhandlung’, Annalen der 
Naturphilosophie 14 nos. 3–4 (1921), 185–262; repr., and trans. by C. K. Ogden, 
as the bilingual Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (London, 1922).
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2.  That what cannot be expressed clearly cannot be expressed 
at all: that only atomic propositions, or propositions analys-
able into them (and tautologies which follow from nominal 
definitions) can, in his sense, be expressed clearly.

To which Dr Weinberg (following others) objects (a) that 
this entails that such expressions as are commonly described as 
general propositions, for example the causal propositions of the 
sciences, fail on both counts, since they are neither conclusively 
verifiable nor reducible to a finite number of atomic proposi-
tions. They are, nevertheless, bona fide propositions, since they 
can be conclusively falsified (Dr Weinberg seems to me mistaken 
in thinking that all general propositions can be falsified: but his 
point holds even if only some are).

(b) That a proposition of logic – for example Wittgenstein’s 
own bold and highly original doctrine that a relation between 
objects can ultimately be indicated not by a symbol but only 
by a relation between symbols, so that the symbolic structure 
of the expression ‘shows forth’ but does not in the strict sense 
‘symbolise’ the structure of the fact, the meaning being expressed 
by means of a kind of ‘pictorial’ relation – cannot itself, being 
neither empirical nor entailed by explicit definitions, be clearly 
stated at all, but only ‘shown forth’. Since logic largely consists 
of statements about types of symbolisation, it would, if this were 
true, not be expressible in the strict sense. This equally applies 
to the various attempted analyses of general propositions – 
whatever the solution may be, they cannot in the strict sense be 
stated; which creates a philosophical puzzle of the first order. 
Dr Weinberg, who sees the difficulty only too clearly in the case 
of Wittgenstein, appears to think that it has, by means of ap-
propriate symbolism, been at least half removed by Carnap: his 
arguments for this are no more convincing than those of Carnap 
himself.

(c) That the definition of meaning in terms of verifiability 
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leads to solipsism of a peculiar kind. Since all empirical proposi-
tions are reducible to atomic propositions about my experience, 
all my propositions refer ultimately to me, even when I appear to 
be referring to physical objects or other selves. The ‘me’ they refer 
to, not being contrastable with any ‘you’ or ‘it’, is very similar to 
Kant’s transcendental ego. This is queer enough in any case in an 
empirical philosophy; cannot be expressed; and leads to an in-
evitably solipsistic universe, in which I am compelled to analyse 
propositions about ‘your headache’ behaviouristically, into my 
observations or my expectations in connection with the set of 
sensible appearances which is all that is meant by ‘you’ or ‘your’. 
This is the old egocentric predicament translated into verbal 
rather than metaphysical terms. But, as Dr Weinberg points out, 
it is an unplausible account of what either ordinary men or scien-
tists mean by physical objects or by communication, or by other 
selves. Dr Weinberg agrees that Carnap has not finally solved this 
crux. Rather diffidently, he appends a solution of his own at the 
end of his volume; but I cannot see how, by recommending that 
we take trans-subjective communication for granted, construct 
our symbolism to reflect this, and then start from this higher 
level taking the initial problem as solved, Dr Weinberg is doing 
anything but avoiding the answer to the question altogether. If 
the paradox is a genuine one, and Dr Weinberg seems to think 
so, since he quotes it against Carnap, adoption of this or that 
special symbolism cannot possibly remove it.

This section of the book is stimulating and valuable: after it 
both author and reader begin to plod; steadily, and not without 
profit. The discussion of probability is too discursive and rather 
colourless; but anyone who has himself been concerned with 
that difficult subject, whose present condition is more than 
unsatisfactory, will appreciate the importance of Dr Weinberg’s 
distinction between its three types: (a) mathematical or a 
priori probability, a branch of mathematics or formal logic, and 
relevant to logical positivism only in so far as such followers 
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of Wittgenstein and Waismann apply it to the propositional 
calculus, by co-ordinating atomic facts with the series of natural 
numbers and then describing compatibility, or the partial 
overlappings of molecular propositions, in numerical terms; 
(b)  Scientific probability, when an arithmetical schema is ap-
plied to empirical data whose quantitative properties and modes 
of behaviour are taken as given. How these are established, or 
rather what is meant by saying that they are established, neither 
Dr Weinberg nor anyone else has yet adequately explained. 
(c)  Probability in sciences which do not allow of quantitative 
treatment, for example psychology, anthropology, history, detec-
tion etc., where one speaks of evidence which makes this or that 
conclusion more or less probable, but not of precise degrees of 
probability, because it seems nonsensical to do so.

It is perhaps the inherent vagueness of such sciences that 
leads to the popular view that they are in some special sense the 
concern of philosophy, that is, that philosophy takes charge of 
everything rejected, because it is unquantifiable, by the exact 
sciences. If so, it is important to destroy this illusion; and Dr 
Weinberg’s analysis of probability is a means towards it; but in so 
far as he hints, without developing his thesis, that these distinct 
senses of probability are nevertheless species of one single general 
sense, he seems to promise more than he can give, and fails to 
solve the problem.

His treatment of induction is far less satisfactory. He appears 
to favour the pragmatist analysis of causal propositions, but 
unaccountably fails to mention Ramsey, who gave the classical 
account of it, and quotes instead the paler words of Dr Feigl. 
Causal propositions, according to this view, are not propositions 
at all, and so neither true nor false, but rules which apply to a 
specified range of hypothetical situations. Dr Weinberg does not 
mention the stock objections to this view, for example in what 
sense scientific laws, if they are not true or false, can be rendered 
probable, refuted by crucial experiments, or indeed logically differ 
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from ordinary hypotheticals (‘I am always unhappy when I am 
hungry’), which seem either true or false, and are killed by a single 
negative instance. Nor is there any reference to the objections 
to phenomenalism which, analysing as it does singular-seeming 
statements about physical objects into complexes containing 
causal propositions, seems highly relevant to the issue.

After some valuable remarks on the distinction between 
the older pragmatism, which equates truth and usefulness, and 
logical positivism, which reserves truth for the verifiable and 
pragmatises only the unverifiable, he deals with Carnap, for 
whom he reserves his warmest admiration. Oddly enough, it 
is here that he is at his weakest: he gives a lucid account of the 
celebrated distinction drawn by Carnap between the formal and 
material mode of speech, the first consisting of definitions and 
tautologies, the second of empirical statements, which between 
them exhaust the possibilities of language, and when confused, as 
in ordinary speech, lead to the pseudo-paradoxes of metaphysics; 
but his efforts to show that Carnap has done something towards 
removing the difficulties inherent in Wittgenstein’s doctrine 
cannot be judged successful; nor is his own solution, stated in 
outline and very half-heartedly, of any help. The whole last sec-
tion of the book is written in a singularly unemphatic, lifeless 
style, which imparts drabness to a subject whose proper nature 
is to be immensely taut and sharp, moving drily but dramatically 
towards some decisive climax. Ramsey’s essays are admittedly 
unlike this: his method was to think aloud informally; where the 
thought is of such quality, this is a more than adequate substitute 
for more formal writing. [. . .]

Having said so much in criticism, I should like to add that in 
my opinion the merits of the book greatly outweigh its defects: 
the subject is of paramount importance, the treatment is well 
documented, highly informative and, broadly speaking, quite 
accurate; its pace slackens as it progresses, and, apart from the ex-
cellent chapter on Wittgenstein, it is not conspicuously original. 
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It is, in fact, a useful, exceptionally intelligent critical account of 
a major subject, which is a rare phenomenon, not to be greeted 
with light or grudging praise.

The Rationality of Value Judgements

First published in Nomos 7 [Carl J. Friedrich (ed.), Rational 
Decision (New York, 1964; Atherton Press; London, 1964: 
Prentice-Hall International)]

Professor Oppenheim1 draws the distinction usually attributed 
to Hume between descriptive and value judgements and points 
to the existence of a chasm across which no logical bridge can 
be thrown. He maintains, if I understand him rightly, that the 
predicate ‘rational’ may legitimately be used to describe only 
judgements or beliefs about matters of fact or logical relations 
– for example, about facts or events, including such issues as 
whether a given means is adequate for the fulfilment of a given 
end or whether a particular policy is compatible with some other 
policy pursued by the same agent, and the like. But the term 
‘rational’ cannot, I gather, be applied to ends themselves; those 
are neither rational nor irrational, since values are not the kind of 
entity to which the conception of rationality is applicable.

I have much sympathy with this view, which I myself once 
used to hold. But it seems to me that negative instances can be 
produced which falsify the proposition that this gap between 
means and ends is logically unbridgeable. Let me suggest one.

Suppose I meet a man who is in the habit of pushing pins into 
other people. I ask him why he does this. He says that it gives him 
pleasure. I ask him whether it is the fact that he causes pain that 

1  Felix E. Oppenheim (1913–2011), Professor of Government, University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, 1962–83. His contribution to the volume is entitled 
‘Rational Decisions and Intrinsic Valuations’.
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gives him pleasure. He replies that he does not mind whether he 
causes pain or not, since what gives him pleasure is the physical 
sensation of driving a pin into human bodies. I ask him whether 
he is aware that his actions cause pain. He says that he is. I ask 
him whether he would not feel pain if others did this to him. He 
agrees that he would. I ask him whether he would allow this to 
happen; he says that he would seek to prevent it by every means 
that he could command. I ask him whether he does not think 
that others must feel pain when he drives pins into them, and 
whether he should do to others what he would try to prevent 
them from doing to him. He says that he does not understand: 
pins driven into him cause him pain and he wishes to prevent 
this; pins driven by him into others do not cause him pain, but, 
on the contrary, positive pleasure, and he therefore wishes to 
continue to do it. I ask him whether the fact that he causes pain 
to other people does not seem to him to be relevant to the ques-
tion of whether it is desirable to drive pins into people or not. He 
says he cannot see what I am driving at: what possible difference 
can pain caused to others, or the absence of it, make to the desir-
ability of obtaining pleasure in the way that he seeks to obtain 
it? I ask him what it is that gives him pleasure in this particular 
activity. He replies that he likes driving pins into resilient bodies. 
I ask whether he would derive equal pleasure from driving pins 
into, say, tennis balls. He says that he would, that what he drives 
his pins into, human beings or tennis balls, makes little differ-
ence to him – the pleasure is similar, and he is quite prepared to 
have tennis balls substituted, if that is what I want; he cannot 
understand my strange concern – what possible difference can it 
make whether his pins perforate living men or tennis balls?

At this point, I begin to suspect that he is in some way 
deranged. I do not say (with Hume), ‘Here is a man with a very 
different scale or moral values from my own. Values are not 
susceptible to argument. I can disagree but not reason with him’, 
as I should be inclined to say of a man who believes in hara-kiri 
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or genocide. I rather incline to the belief that the pin-pusher who 
is puzzled by my questions is to be classified with homicidal luna-
tics and should be confined in an asylum and not in an ordinary 
prison. I do this because a man who cannot see that the suffering 
of pain is an issue of major importance in human life – that 
it matters at all – who cannot see why anyone should wish to 
know – still less mind – whether pain is caused or not, provided 
he does not suffer it himself, is virtually beyond the reach of 
communication from the world occupied by me and my fellow 
men. His whole pattern of experience is remote from mine; com-
munication is as unattainable as it is with a man who thinks that 
he is Julius Caesar or that he is dead or that he is a doorknob, like 
the characters in the stories of E. T. A. Hoffman. This seems to 
me to show that recognition of some values – however general 
and however few – enters into the normal definition of what 
constitutes a sane human being. We may find that these ends do 
not remain constant if we look far enough in time and space; yet 
this does not alter the fact that beings totally lacking such ends 
can scarcely be described as human; still less as rational. In this 
sense, then, pursuit of, or failure to pursue, certain ends can be 
regarded as evidence of – and in extreme cases part of the defini-
tion of – irrationality.

Although in general I agree with Professor Oppenheim, if my 
example is valid, it is incompatible with the general proposition 
which I take to be the basis of his view of the relation of facts to 
ends, descriptive judgements to those of values; it would demand 
a radical modification of this view. I do not, of course, wish to 
claim any originality for my position (which owes as much to 
Aristotle as to Kant), only validity.
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Is a Philosophy of History Possible?

First published as part of Isaiah Berlin and others, ‘Is a Philosophy 
of History Possible?’, in Yirmiahu Yovel (ed.), Philosophy of 
History and Action (Dordrecht/Boston/London and Jerusalem, 
1978)

Let me begin to say something quite modest in order to try to 
build a bridge between two very different points of view – be-
tween the analytical philosophers and the others, far removed 
from them – which have occurred in the course of these discus-
sions. It seems to me that there exist apparently quite routine, but 
in fact very rich, topics towards which the philosophy of history 
could attract the attention of both: for example, the examination 
of how certain key concepts are used by historians. This would 
involve them in the philosophy of history in the most direct and 
central fashion.

Thus they might consider the apparently simple question 
(though it is not simple at all). How do historians use the word 
‘because’? ‘Because’, as used in historical speech, is not necessar-
ily a causal term; ‘because’ can apply to motives, and to more 
mysterious connections between and within historical events. 
Or again, how do historians use terms like ‘therefore’? Why do 
historians use, from time to time in their narratives, phrases like 
‘thus we see’, or ‘small wonder that’, or ‘it is not surprising that’? 
Why was it not surprising? What is it that calls for such small 
wonder, and why? And so on. These little coupling links are 
thrown in because they seem to bridge the account of one event 
and the account of another event, even of one entire culture and 
another. For they rest on the assumption of specific concepts and 
categories, in terms of which plausible history can be written.

A famous distinction was made in the late nineteenth century 
between the methods of the natural sciences and the humane 
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sciences. It was maintained, reasonably enough, that if one 
claimed that a phenomenon in the natural sciences was what it 
was because of another phenomenon, or that an object or event 
was invariably found in the company of another, such assertions 
could be established only on evidence provided by recognised 
procedures of observation and experiment. To use a modern 
example, one may ask ‘How do we know that this particular 
medicine can cure disease – penicillin, let us say, cure pneumonia?’ 
There is no particular reason why this should be believed except 
on the basis of a large number of carefully tested generalisations, 
which between them form a logical system, a corpus of scientific 
knowledge. There need be nothing about the events or objects 
which are connected in this way, no principle or relation which 
unites them, except that each event or thing belongs (more or 
less) to a definable class x, members of which do in fact follow, in 
a clearly describable fashion, the events or things which belong 
to an equally definable class y. On the other hand, in the humane 
sciences this does not seem to be so. One tends to write history, 
and expect to be believed, because one tacitly takes for granted 
certain sociological and psychological laws, some of which are 
usually too elaborate to be stated, which we all recognise, and 
which are not explicitly based on any scientific procedures.

If one is trying to explain some historical event, say the 
incidents of a revolution, one might say that a certain amount 
of discontent or indignation occurred in a certain class within 
a certain province; and one might add that as a result of conces-
sions made by the ruling class to assuage these feelings, rising ex-
pectations occurred among members of the discontented classes; 
and that this in turn led them to demand more and more, which 
they might not have done if the ruling class had repressed them 
more effectively; that weakness and concessions by a ruling class 
strengthen resistance to it far more than they blunt it; and so on. 
This kind of argument assumes, takes for granted, that certain 
kinds of situations, conceived in somewhat general terms, are 
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recognised as being the kinds of situations which ‘understand-
ably’ lead to this or that result: ‘understandably’, because human 
beings can be expected to act in certain ways, given characters, 
goals, feelings, habits which are implicitly taken for granted. To 
be human is, in part, to be liable to act in this not sharply defin-
able way; communication with others presupposes this. Hence, 
to show that a given situation is an example of such behaviour is 
normally regarded as an adequate historical explanation.

It may be rejoined that one of the developments of writing his-
tory in our day is a greater reliance upon methods that are more 
exact: quantitative measurement and statistical information. But 
this works best in rather specialised types of history. For example, 
in economic history: the essential facts about the economic his-
tory of England in the thirteenth century can probably be learnt 
by examining such things as how many bales of wool were sold 
by various groups of merchants, what prices they fetched, where 
they travelled, what was done with them, and so on; it is not 
necessary to ask about the moral or religious outlook of the mer-
chants, their private lives, their personal attributes. Psychological 
information is neither needed nor helpful. Demographic factors 
arrived at by statistical generalisations are more relevant; these 
are obtained by methods not very different from those of the 
natural sciences. One may well discover that more is known 
about economic history in the fourteenth century than about 
that in the seventeenth century, because the facts – movement of 
goods and prices, for instance – are more easily got at. This is one 
of the paradoxes of economic history.

The same thing is probably true of the history of technology, 
and the history of certain other subjects which can be to some 
extent idealised; that is to say, where the subject is artificially 
delimited, and therefore models or specialised methods for 
classification of evidence and inference can be established. Mere 
common sense does not suffice. But in writing general history, 
particularly political history, this is scarcely ever true. The 



Appendix: Is a Philosophy of History Possible?  •  321

categories and concepts in terms of which situations and events 
and processes are described and explained in such accounts 
are, to a large extent, imprecise; they have a so-called ‘open 
texture’. They are the everyday notions common to mankind at 
large, related to the permanent interests of men as such. They 
may be modified at particular periods, in particular countries, 
by particular circumstances, but all of them are species of basic 
human attitudes, outlooks, goals, beliefs. Without some degree 
of understanding – indeed, sharing of – these concepts, it would 
not be possible to understand either men or history at all.

If this were not so, we should scarcely be able to understand 
Homer or Herodotus as, at least to some extent, we claim to be 
able to do, in spite of the fact that they wrote about societies 
widely different from our own. If you ask, for example, such 
a question as why some historical figure acted as he did, the 
explanation of his behaviour is likely to rest upon the use of 
concepts, categories and beliefs about human nature which we 
take for granted in our everyday lives, and upon the assumption 
that much, if not all, of this similarly entered the outlook of our 
predecessors from the beginnings of recorded history.

If one relied solely upon inductive investigation, one would 
get very thin results indeed. If, to take an example from fiction, 
one asks why Iago hated Othello, and someone replies that Iago 
was weak and Othello was strong, Othello was noble and Iago 
was base, and the weak or base are apt to resent or hate the noble 
or strong, this would naturally be regarded as going some way 
towards an adequate explanation of Iago’s behaviour. If one then 
goes on to ask how many instances of envy the interlocutor has 
himself observed, or how much he knows others to have ob-
served, about the relation of the weak to the strong; how much 
elaborate psychological investigation he has conducted, in how 
many places, and on how many occasions; what mountain of 
regularities he has accumulated on which to erect his hypotheses, 
which he can then test experimentally; one will certainly find 



322  •  Concepts and Categories

that chemists or physicists would not regard such evidence as an 
adequate basis for scientific conclusions. Nevertheless, this is the 
only kind of way in which one goes about to explain the greater 
part of the behaviour of human beings; we could scarcely act or 
live otherwise. No doubt one is often mistaken, and psycholo-
gists and sociologists can expose one’s errors; no doubt all kinds 
of untested assumptions are constantly made; but without them 
one could not proceed at all.

The point I am making is based not on the famous contrast 
between uniqueness and generality, or between Wertfreiheit and 
evaluation; it is that of the difference between the application of 
laws or rules based on observed uniformities, and beliefs based on 
coherence with experience, whether one’s own and that of one’s 
society, or that of other men and other cultures. All experience 
embodies what Collingwood called the ‘absolute presupposi-
tions’ of an age or a culture. They are not incorrigible, but it is the 
grasp of these that distinguishes serious historians from bright 
storytellers and journalists: it is a faculty which historians require 
to have in common with imaginative writers.

Why do we call some historians great, and others competent 
or superficial? May I put it to you that we call historians great 
not only because they possess narrative skill, and certainly not 
because they possess more knowledge than other historians, 
or because their observations are more minute, their findings 
more accurate – all these are necessary and indeed indispens-
able attainments, but they do not by themselves make a great 
historian. One calls great only those historians who are seen to 
possess insight into a particular period, or a particular society, as 
a rounded whole, those who present the reader with a picture of 
human life – the complete experience of a society as a possible 
form of life, something which could have occurred, and which 
the evidence available makes sufficiently probable. The danger of 
the work of the resurrecting imagination is that it may generate 
coherent actions. To prove that one is concerned with facts one 
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needs a solid basis of inference from surviving data. Yet even on 
such evidence the construction may – as Mommsen towards the 
end of his life began to suspect – prove to be largely imaginary. 
The indispensable quality of a great historical work is that the 
reader supposes, after reading it, that he can say to himself not 
only what the various actors in these societies thought, or did, or 
aimed at, on the occasions recorded, but also what they would 
(or at least might) have thought on other imaginable occasions, 
or how they would have responded to other particular circum-
stances and, indeed, to the general circumstances, events, ideas 
and objects, natural and man-made, of their time. To conceive 
what living in a society unlike one’s own must be, it is not neces-
sary to introduce the somewhat mystical notion of transporting 
oneself into the past, or making a timeless flight (as Collingwood 
comes near to saying) into Caesar’s consciousness, which would 
enable one to know by direct introspective means what it was 
that made him invade Britain, what his feelings and ambitions 
and purposes were.

If one has an imaginative grasp of what kind of society is being 
spoken about, one can answer certain hypothetical questions, 
even if the answers are far from certain. Unless, in other words, 
one is given some sense of the concrete texture of a society, its 
structure and ‘Seele’,1 its moral and intellectual categories and 
values, one is not likely to regard the historian who tries to 
describe it as a gifted historian; one may, indeed, accuse him 
of lacking depth. Neither depth nor greatness, incidentally, are 
concepts much mentioned by philosophers, although I daresay 
it would be a good thing if they were; for they are not mere 
rhetorical flourishes. ‘Deep’ is a metaphorical expression – a 
metaphor drawn from wells, perhaps. What does it mean? What 
is meant by saying (whether or not this is true) that Pascal is a 
profounder thinker than Descartes, or that Mommsen or Fustel 

1  ‘Soul’.
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de Coulanges are greater historians than industrious compilers 
or the authors of patriotic textbooks?

I do not wish to embark on this topic here, but only to insist 
that mere reconstruction of the past in an archaeological sense 
is not enough. Nor will the categories of the natural sciences 
alone do the job. This is plainly connected with the differences 
between what is usually called knowledge, and Dilthey’s concept 
of Verstehen – understanding. I am inclined to argue that what 
we mean by knowledge is identical in both the natural and the 
human sciences, whereas there exists a cognitive function – 
namely, understanding – which is involved only when we are 
speaking of agents, their motives, their purposes, fears, hopes, 
feelings, ideas, acts: not only those of individual human beings, 
but those of groups or classes or movements or institutions or 
entire societies. Discussion of the lives and outlooks and activi-
ties of such agents involves categories and concepts which cannot 
be applied to the subject matter of the natural sciences without 
anthropomorphism; while treatment of topics which lie on the 
borderline between the two kinds of science, or in a no-man’s-
land between them (certain kinds of applied economics, or social 
psychology, for instance) create problems of their own. To seek 
to understand the moral codes, the social purposes, the cultural 
or spiritual trends and tendencies of a given society is to seek to 
understand what it must have been like to have lived in a certain 
milieu. Capacity for this kind of insight requires the possession 
of something akin to an artistic gift, which alone can integrate 
and give life to the dry bones of research, the accumulation of 
relevant facts which, of course, can be obtained only by empirical 
investigation.

All this is, of course, a row of truisms. Nevertheless, I cannot 
help thinking that the most useful task – indeed, the main one – 
for philosophers of history is the analysis of the logic of historical 
explanation. This means the analysis of the use of such words as 
‘because’, ‘therefore’, ‘in due course’, ‘it was not surprising that’ 
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and so on, which act as connecting links between various propo-
sitions about the past, and bind them into logical structures (so 
it seems to me) in a fashion different from that in which such 
logical cement is used in the natural sciences. Under the latter 
I include all those sciences which go to the making of, but are 
not themselves, historical thought: archaeology, palaeography, 
epigraphy, demography, physical geography and anthropology, 
astronomical, chemical or biological methods of dating, and all 
the other ancillary disciplines which are needed for the measure-
ment of time spans, and the analysis of the environmental and 
other material factors affecting human life, without which there 
can be no accurate knowledge of the human past.

It may be that what I have said is heretical from both points 
of view, from the point of view of science-directed analytical 
philosophers, and from that of those here who are inclined in 
a Hegelian direction. Perhaps this is just as well: I do not feel 
inclined to retreat, unless compelled to do so by sheer weight of 
rational argument.

Pluralism and Liberalism
Isaiah Berlin and Bernard Williams

‘Pluralism and Liberalism: A Reply’ [to George Crowder, 
‘Pluralism and Liberalism’, the preceding article in the journal], 
Political Studies 42 (1994)

‘Pluralism’, Crowder writes, ‘presupposes the possibility of a 
stronger form of conflict among values than mere incompat-
ibility.’ The ‘stronger’ form of conflict to which he refers applies 
to situations in which it is not only true that one cannot advance 
or honour one value without losing something in terms of the 
other, but, in addition to this, there is no ‘common measure or 
ranking’. This means, for one thing, that there is no common 
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currency of comparison, such as that promised by Utilitarianism. 
It also means something wider (though Crowder himself does 
not explicitly distinguish the two points), that there is no other 
determinate and general procedure for solving conflicts, such as 
a lexical priority rule. It is in this wider sense that values may 
be said to be ‘incommensurable’. The claim that there are such 
conflicts (equivalently, that there are incommensurable values) is 
made by pluralism, in the sense in which Crowder ascribes this 
position to us, and in particular to Berlin. We do not want to 
disown the pluralist position, so described, but we reject what 
Crowder infers from it.

Crowder claims that according to pluralism choices among in-
commensurable values ‘are “undetermined by reason” or contain 
an element of rational “indeterminacy” ’. It is crucially unclear 
what Crowder means by these phrases (which are quoted from 
other writers, not from either of us). He admits that people can 
choose in situations of conflict, and that ‘no doubt they can offer 
reasons for their choice’. So far, this sounds quite encouraging. 
However, Crowder supposes that there is a serious limitation on 
what the pluralist can admit beyond this. The problem is that he 
does not make clear what he takes this limitation to be.

Sometimes – as when he asks rhetorically whether ‘justice is 
more important than loyalty’ – his point seems to be merely that, 
given two values that are capable of conflicting, the pluralist will 
deny that one of them in every conflict trumps the other. This 
simply repeats the claim that there is no priority rule. Moreover, 
for many kinds of conflict, it is what a reasonable person would 
expect. What justice favours should in a wide variety of cases 
be pursued at the expense of loyalty, but it is not always so; in 
other circumstances it may be reasonable to see loyalty as more 
important than the considerations of justice that come into the 
matter. Of course, some people will insist that none of this can 
arise, and that true justice can never demand a cost in terms of 
true loyalty, and conversely; but they are people for whom there 
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are no real conflicts between these values, and they will not have 
started on the pluralist path at all. Those who have started on 
that path will accept that a value which has more weight in one 
set of circumstances may have less in another.

It is consistent with this, moreover, that the answer in any 
particular case could be the subject of discussion and potential 
agreement by reasonable people. The other, and quite different, 
limitation to reason that Crowder may have in mind involves the 
idea that under pluralism this cannot be so. ‘The reasons I can 
offer are exhausted short of determining the choice of one end 
rather than the other’; the reasons cannot ‘mandate that choice’. 
In saying this, Crowder seems to mean that if in a particular situ-
ation I think that (say) loyalty is more important than justice, 
there is no room for anyone rationally to agree or disagree with 
me. Indeed, at one point Crowder says, rather wildly, ‘I must 
simply rely on my own preferences and desires to settle the issue.’ 
His idea seems to be that a judgement to the effect that in a 
particular context a certain consideration is more important or 
significant than another is specially non-rational or subjective or 
a matter of taste.

Why should we believe this? In particular, why should we 
believe that such judgements are intrinsically less rational or 
reasonable than a claim to the effect that some simple priority 
rule should be accepted (for example that justice always trumps 
loyalty)? Of course, if we all agree on a certain priority rule, then 
(trivially) we agree about the cases that we agree to fall under 
it. But, equally, if we agree in our judgements of importance, we 
agree about the cases; and if we disagree in our judgements of 
importance, we are at least as likely to disagree about the merits 
of a given priority rule. It is true that there are some conflicts, 
particularly involving issues of public policy, that are better 
decided by simple and publishable rules than by individuals’ 
judgements of importance. Equally, there are other matters that 
are better left to judgements of importance. Moreover, there is, 
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inescapably, no mechanical procedure for deciding which are 
which. None of this in itself sheds much light on the powers 
and limits of reason, except to remind us that practical decision 
could not in principle be made completely algorithmic, and that 
a conception of practical reason which aims at an algorithmic 
ideal must be mistaken.

In his talk of ‘underdetermination by reason’, Crowder seems 
unsure which of two quite different views about potentially 
conflicting values he is ascribing to the pluralist: that it is not a 
requirement of reason that there should be one value which in all 
cases prevails over the other; or that in each particular case, reason 
has nothing to say (that is there is nothing reasonable to be said) 
about which should prevail over the other. Pluralists – we plural-
ists, at any rate – see the first of these views as obviously true, and 
the second as obviously false. Some of the time Crowder himself 
seems to agree with us. Yet a confusion between some such views 
seems to be implicit in his discussion of reason. It also seems to 
play an important part in the methods he now employs to pursue 
his main aim of contesting various connections that have been 
alleged between pluralism and liberalism.

In pursuing this aim, Crowder’s strategy is to reduce all the 
various arguments to the same form, consisting in each case of two 
parts: (i) pluralism supports, promotes, favours etc. some value x; 
(ii) x is central to, supports, or at least is favoured by, liberalism. 
(We shall call this ‘the (i)–(ii) structure’.) Six candidates for the 
value x are considered. In the case of five – tolerance, freedom of 
choice, humanity, diversity and personal autonomy – Crowder 
criticises (i); with the values of truth and truthfulness, it is (ii) 
that is claimed to fail. We shall not have anything to say about 
the argument, ascribed to Lukes, in which the value x is taken to 
be tolerance. There are no doubt connections between pluralism 
and tolerance, but they are by no means simple, and we agree 
with Crowder in rejecting the argument which he considers.

In the case of the other values that he discusses, there are three 
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basic forms of criticism that Crowder deploys, and we do not 
find any of them persuasive.

(a) x is not uniquely related to pluralism or, again, to liberalism. 
This is plainly irrelevant. It may well be that views other than 
pluralism support or favour for example freedom of choice, but 
the discussion concerns the (i)–(ii) structure – that is to say, 
the support that pluralism can give to liberalism via the value 
in question. This is unaffected by there being other supports for 
that value. Equally, it is irrelevant, in the case of the link (ii), that 
liberal institutions may be understood as the correct expression 
of outlooks other than pluralism. No doubt they can be and have 
been, but this shows only that a good cause can have more than 
one friend.

(b) The value x is on pluralism’s own account only one value 
among others. It is not clear to us why Crowder takes this point, 
which he often repeats, to be an objection. All that is strictly 
necessary for the (i)–(ii) structure to produce an effective argu-
ment is that x should be appropriately related to liberalism, and 
that pluralism can urge the claims of x more effectively than the 
enemies of liberalism can urge the claims of some value y which 
supports their rejection of liberalism. Nothing that Crowder says 
shows that this is inconsistent with pluralism’s recognizing that x 
is one value among others (and, perhaps, that y is another).

Why should Crowder think that pluralism faces a problem 
here? It may be because of the unclarity we have already men-
tioned in the idea of ‘reason’s underdetermining’ the choice of 
values. If you think that under pluralism each person must opt at 
a general level for a certain value to the exclusion of others, it will 
of course be quite mysterious why the liberal’s friend, x, should 
be preferred to the anti-liberal’s friend, y. But, as we have already 
rather laboriously explained, this is not the kind of choice that 
pluralism requires or even permits.

It is true, as Crowder points out, that pluralists sometimes 
urge the particular importance, on their views, of some value 
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such as variety or autonomy, which on other views may be less 
important, or perhaps not a value at all. Once again, there is 
no inconsistency between their doing this, and their accepting 
that this is one value among others. If they move to asserting the 
overriding importance of this value, as some liberals do, then 
they may begin to be in trouble with pluralism. But then plural-
ists will not be that kind of liberal, and indeed the liberal who 
sometimes comes closest to that outlook, Mill, is mentioned by 
Crowder himself (though for different reasons) as one who is not 
in the present sense a pluralist.

(c) So far from supporting it, pluralism ‘positively undermines’ 
the liberal case. ‘It is’ as Crowder puts it, ‘always open to the 
pluralist to ask, why not the illiberal option?’ But it is open 
to anybody, including any liberal, to ask that question. What 
matters is whether pluralism must find the question peculiarly 
difficult to answer. There is nothing in Crowder’s argument to 
show that it must, except once more the idea that pluralism is 
anti-rational and in effect sceptical, an idea perhaps based on the 
confusion we have already discussed.

At the immensely abstract level of argument that Crowder 
has chosen, we cannot find anything behind his claims except 
some such confusion. In fact, neither of the present writers 
believes that this formal style is the most illuminating way in 
which to discuss these matters. There are indeed well-known and 
very important issues about the social and political stability of 
liberalism and of the outlooks historically associated with it. It is 
from concrete discussion of those issues, rather than from debate 
about logical possibilities, that the weaknesses of liberalism, and 
the problems of a self-conscious pluralism, are likely to emerge. 
Equally, it is by social and historical reality that we are likely to 
be instructed in liberalism’s strengths, and to be reminded of the 
brutal and fraudulent simplifications which, as a matter of fact, 
are the usual offerings of its actual enemies.
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The Philosophy of Charles Taylor

Introduction to James Tully (ed.), Philosophy in an Age of 
Pluralism: The Philosophy of Charles Taylor in Question 
(Cambridge etc., 1994)

The contents of this volume will without doubt be occupied with 
a broad examination and discussion of Charles Taylor’s views 
and position as a thinker, and I shall therefore confine myself to 
a purely personal expression of my conception of his personality 
and outlook. Let me begin by saying that I have known him since 
1956 and felt the deepest friendship and admiration for him ever 
since. He is a man of acute intelligence, total intellectual and 
moral sincerity, unswerving integrity, and a remarkable insight 
into a variety of philosophical traditions, their central animating 
ideas, uncluttered by ingenious and sometimes highly compli-
cated means of defence against actual or possible objections. 
His view of social and political life, to which he has devoted his 
thought, is imaginative, generously receptive, deeply humane and 
formed by the truth as he sees it, and not as it ought to be in 
accordance with dogmatically held premisses or overmastering 
ideology. This gives to his work an authenticity, concreteness and 
sense of reality which some of his less open-minded, proselytis-
ing, not to say formula- and ideology-ridden allies and disciples 
do not always show. He is vastly superior to them all, and, as I 
can testify from my own experience, a genuine source of continu-
ous inspiration even to those who hold views very different from 
his own.

The chief difference between my outlook and that of Charles 
Taylor is that he is basically a teleologist – both as a Christian 
and as a Hegelian. He truly believes, as so many in the history of 
thought have done and still do, that human beings, and perhaps 
the entire universe, have a basic purpose – whether created by 
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God, as religious Christians and Jews believe, or by nature, as 
Aristotle and his followers, and perhaps Hegel (whose attitude 
on this point seems to me somewhat ambivalent), have taught. 
Consequently, everything that he has written is concerned with 
what people have believed, striven after, developed into, lived in 
the light of, and, finally, the ultimate goals towards which human 
beings as such are, by their very natures, determined to move. 
Hence his interest, for example, in Johann Gottfried Herder (a 
source of great mutual sympathy between us), who was perhaps 
the first thinker to emphasise that people are what they are 
because they live in a continuous stream of cultural, moral and 
spiritual development; that this stream is one which does not 
bear individuals alone but entire societies, to which they belong; 
and that this notion of belonging, and of movement in a direc-
tion intrinsic to cultures and societies in terms of which alone 
their lives, their thoughts and their feelings can be understood, 
is intrinsic to being a human being. Charles Taylor and I share 
our evaluation of Herder’s central idea that to belong to society 
is an intrinsic human need, like the need for food or security or 
shelter or freedom, and, indeed, that self-realisation cannot be 
obtained in isolation from social life, but only in the framework 
of, for Taylor much more than for me, the organic structure of 
the culture or society into which they are born and to which 
therefore they cannot help belonging.

At this point we part ways, I think. I do not believe in tele
ology. I do not deny that society and cultures develop in a certain 
fashion – nobody can understand either human beings or his-
tory who does not grasp that. But like Spinoza, Hume and other 
thinkers less sympathetic to Taylor than they are to me, I believe 
that purposes are imposed by human beings upon nature and the 
world, rather than pursued by them as part of their own central 
natures or essences. I think that Taylor believes in essences, 
whereas I do not. I believe that it is human beings, their imagin
ation, intellect and character, that form the world in which they 
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live, not, of course, in isolation but in communities – that I 
would not deny – but that this is in a sense a free, unorganised 
development which cannot be causally predicted. It is not part 
of a determinist structure, it does not march inexorably towards 
some single predestined goal, as Christians, Hegelians, Marxists 
and other determinists and teleologists have, in varied and 
often conflicting ways, believed and still believe to the present  
day.

What, for example, attracts Taylor in Marxist ideas, I believe 
– and he seems to me to have been influenced by these in a 
fascinating fashion in both his metaphysical and social views – is 
the notion that human beings can rise to their full stature, and 
develop all the potentialities which belong to them as human 
beings, only if human society is liberated from oppression, 
exploitation, domination, which are inevitable consequences of, 
indeed, embodied in, modern capitalism, but with their roots in 
various formations in the past. He believes, unless I am much 
mistaken, that such liberation can be obtained only by the 
creation of a rational society in which human beings understand 
the world, both animate and inanimate, themselves, and the 
causal factors of the material world with which natural scientists 
deal. In this enlightened State, and in it alone, they will be free 
to pursue the ends for which they are created, both individually 
and, above all, socially. The vision is of a human society acting in 
a harmonious and interactive collective fashion, in which citizens 
bound together by the common use of untrammelled reason, free 
communication and mutual understanding, can alone live freely 
and progress.

I wish I could believe this, but I do not. I will not take this 
occasion for expounding my own views, only to say that I believe 
in a multiplicity of values, some of which conflict, or are incom-
patible with each other, pursued by different societies, different 
individuals and different cultures; so that the notion of one 
world, one humanity moving in one single march of the faithful, 
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laeti triumphantes,1 is unreal. The incompatible but equally valid 
ideals in different societies at different periods, and the various 
incompatible values and ends of individual human beings of 
whom these societies are composed – these and these alone, 
not a cosmic plan, determine what the total outcome of human 
behaviour must be, even if the individuals cannot themselves tell 
what the result of these interacting activities will turn out to be. 
These consequences, which only privileged observers can analyse, 
do not emanate from concrete universals or super-individual 
entities, but consist of what, in Aristotle’s phrase, men ‘do and 
suffer’,2 their acts and purposes, the entire web of individual and 
social experience.

But I must not go on about our differences. Let me repeat that 
Charles Taylor is a noble, gifted and deeply interesting thinker, 
every one of whose works has stimulated and excited me, as it 
has many other readers. His unique position among social and 
political philosophers is due as much to his humanity and his 
empathy with differences of groups, individuals, societies and 
nations, which prevent him displaying any degree of dogmatism 
or narrow insistence on some cut and dried schema in which 
alone salvation is believed to lie, and which, whatever one may 
think of his central beliefs, cannot fail to broaden the outlook of 
anyone who reads his works or listens to his lectures or, indeed, 
talks to him. He is, in short, a great fertilising force, a creative 
and original thinker than which there cannot be anything more 
wonderful to be. I salute him after many years of our friendship 
from all my heart, and hope that he will continue his very fruitful 
activity for many years to come. Even those who disagree with 
him as profoundly as, in some respects, I do have gained, and are 
bound to gain, very greatly by it.

1  ‘Joyful and triumphant’.
2  loc. cit. (p. 135 above, note 1).
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